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Book Description

They’re a handful of military rejects, led by the biggest fool of them all—Captain Willard Phule.

Threatened by an alien enemy, Earth’s military has decided to send Phule and his misfit soldiers to a distant planet—where they can’t get into any trouble.

But now the aliens have chosen a new target of war.

Guess who … Phule’s Company.
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Introduction

Journal File #001

It has been said that every great man deserves a biographer. I have therefore taken it upon myself to keep a private record of my employer’s activities during his career in the Space Legion. If there are those who would, perhaps, contest his qualifications as a great man, I would answer that he is the closest thing to a great man that it has been my privilege to associate with on close enough terms to keep such a journal. I would further point out that, in certain circles, Genghis Kahn and Geronimo are considered to be great men.

To introduce myself, I am a gentleman’s gentleman, or what would be referred to in military circles as a batman. (For the less literate-minded, I would ask that you refrain from associating that label with any comic book character you might be familiar with. I have always felt that capes were an unnecessary fashion statement and have endeavored to discourage my employers from resorting to such tacky, attention-seeking ploys.) I am called Beeker, and neither require nor seek additional titles of address.

Although I was with my employer since the time of his enlistment and before, I feel that the truly noteworthy portion of his career began at his court-martial. To be specific, at his first court-martial.

*    *    *

The waiting room had the kind of decor one would expect of the green room of a down-at-the-heels acting troupe. Two ancient sofas of indeterminate color were sagging against opposite walls, surrounded by an assortment of folding and wooden chairs that would have been cheap if new, and the magazines strewn on the only table would have made an archaeologist sit up and take notice.

Two men shared the space, more at home with each other than with their surroundings. One was a chunky individual of medium height, decked out in impeccable but conservative civilian clothes, or civvies, as they were known in these quarters. His ruddy face had the bland expression of one used to waiting as he dominated one sofa, idly staring at the pocket microcomputer in his lap and steadfastly ignoring his companion.

The other occupant was anything but calm in appearance or manner. Whiplash lean, he seemed to radiate barely suppressed energy as he paced the room’s confines. If tigers stood vigil in maternity waiting rooms while awaiting delivery of their young, there would be little difference between their display of anxiety and that shown by the young man’s nervous prowling. Perhaps panthers would be a better comparison, as his uniform was the midnight black of the Space Legion—a color chosen not for its aesthetic or camouflage value as much as the fact the dye could hide the origins of any military surplus uniform bought in lots by the budget-strapped Legion. Not that he was wearing a standard-issue uniform, mind you. His collar pips marked him as a lieutenant, and like most officers he had his uniforms tailor-made, taking full advantage of the Legion’s lack of uniformity among their uniforms. The quality of the fabric and workmanship in his garment was several notches above normal, though he had deliberately chosen one of a more somber cut for this occasion.

“For cryin’ out loud, how long does it take them?”

The question burst almost unbidden from the lieutenant’s lips as he began his fiftieth circuit of the room.

The man on the sofa didn’t even glance up.

“It’s really not my place to say, sir.”

It was the first response to any of his muttering, and the lieutenant seized on the words as a focus for his irritation.

“Don’t give me that ‘subservient butler’ guff, Beeker! Since when have you ever not had an opinion on something or been hesitant to share it with me … asked or not?”

Beeker’s gaze shifted from his reading to the lieutenant.

“Well, actually you’ve been a bit more close-minded than usual since you joined the Space Legion, sir … or rather since you made up your mind to join. In this specific case, however, I was under the impression that what you voiced was a rhetorical question.”

“It was … but answer it, anyway. Come on, Beeker. Talk to me.”

With careful deliberation, the butler set his reader aside.

“Certainly, sir. Could you repeat the question?”

“What do you think’s taking them so long?” the lieutenant said, resuming his prowling, but more slowly now that he was verbalizing his thoughts. “I mean, I did plead guilty.”

“Forgive me for belaboring the obvious,” Beeker said, “but if the question of guilt has been settled, then what remains is the sentencing. It would seem the court is having some difficulty in deciding precisely what punishment is correct for your offense.”

“Well, what’s so hard about that? I made a mistake. Fine. I’m sure other Legionnaires have made mistakes before.”

“True,” the butler said. “However, I’m not sure how many others have duplicated the exact nature and magnitude of your indiscretion. I’m certain that if anyone else had strafed the ceremonial signing of a peace treaty, I would have noted it in the media releases … sir.”

The lieutenant grimaced at the memory.

“I didn’t know what was going on at the time. Our communications gear was on the fritz, so we never got the cease-fire order. Besides, we’d been ordered to maintain com silence.”

Beeker nodded patiently. He had heard all this before, but understood the lieutenant’s need to go over it again.

“As I understand it, you were ordered to stand silent picket duty … to note and report any ship movement off-planet. Period. There was no authorization for an individual ship to make a strafing run.”

“I wasn’t ordered not to! Battle usually goes to the side that seizes initiative when opportunity presents itself.”

Beeker raised his eyebrows expressively.

“Battle? I thought there was no resistance.”

“That’s why I made my move. Our instruments showed that they had dropped their defense net, so I thought if I moved quick we could scare them with a little demonstration of firepower and bring this whole revolt to an early close.”

“It was already over,” Beeker pointed out dryly. “That’s why they dropped their defense net.”

“But I didn’t know that! I just saw the net go down and—”

“And talked the hot-shot pilot on duty into going in on a strafing run. All in the time it took the ship’s captain to go to the john.”

“It was a simple case of bad communications,” the lieutenant grumbled, avoiding his comrade’s eyes. “How mad can they be? We deliberately aimed at property and not people, so no one got hurt.”

Beeker stared innocently at the ceiling.

“I’m told the property damage was in excess of ten million credits …”

“Hey. I told them I’d …”

“… and that you shot their flag to shreds while it was flying over the ceremony …”

“Well, it was …”

“… and of course, shooting up the ambassador’s private space yacht was unwise at best. That’s our ambassador …”

“They didn’t have their ID beacon on!”

“Possibly because there was a cease-fire on.”

“But … Oh, damn it all, anyway!”

The lieutenant ceased his struggles and his pacing and sank wearily into the couch opposite Beeker.

“What do you think they’ll do to me, Beek?”

“At the risk of sounding disloyal sir,” the butler said, picking up his reader again, “I frankly don’t envy them that decision.”

*    *    *

As the court-martial involved a junior officer, Legion rules only required three officers to try the case. An air of discomfort seemed to hang over the deliberations, however, mostly due to the senior officer present.

It was said that everyone in the Legion had three names: the one he was born with, the one he chose when he joined the Legion, and the one he deserved. Though the records showed the second, most were known by the third, the nickname they acquired through their personality and actions while enlisted, though few officers formally acknowledged what the lower ranks called them.

Colonel Battleax was one of those rare cases where her chosen name and nickname were in accord. She was a drab, horse-faced woman with piercing eyes that left respect, caution, and no small amount of fear in their wake, and the prim no-nonsense cut of her uniform added an implied note of disapproval for those Legionnaires who favored a more flamboyant style in their wardrobes. There was a stern air about her that could only be called intimidating and did little to set people at their ease when in contact with her, much less the focus of her attention. The overall effect was that one was being taken to task by one’s aging mother, except that in this case the party sitting in judgment could not only heap guilt on one’s head but also scuttle a career with a raised eyebrow and a terse notation on one’s personnel file.

This alone would have caused discomfort in the other two officers of the court … but there was more. The colonel had arrived unannounced from Legion Headquarters specifically to preside over the court-martial, and while she did her best to pass it off as a routine visit, simple logistics dictated that she would have had to be dispatched within hours of receipt of the notification to have arrived as soon as she did. The implications of this were clear: Headquarters had a special interest in this case and wanted to be sure of its outcome. The problem was that neither of the other two officers had a clue as to what was expected. While their best guess was that the lieutenant was to be made an example of, they chose by unspoken agreement to proceed cautiously, playing good guy/bad guy while waiting for some clue from the court president. After an hour of this, however, the colonel had yet to give any indication as to which way she was leaning, contenting herself to listening intently as the other two “argued.”

“Do you want to review the court recordings again?”

“What for? They haven’t changed!” Major Joshua snarled. Olive-complexioned and naturally hyper and intense, he had easily assumed the bad-guy role. At this point, however, he was tiring of the game and eager to bring things to a head. “I don’t know why we’re still debating this! The man’s guilty as sin—hell, he even admits it! If we don’t come down hard on him, it’ll look like we’re condoning what he did.”

“Look, Josh—I mean, Major—there were extenuating circumstances involved.”

The rotund Captain Humpty had no difficulty playing the good-guy devil’s advocate. It was his habit to champion the underdog, though this case was trying even his generous tolerances. Still, he rose gamely to the challenge.

“We keep saying we want our junior officers to show initiative and leadership. If we slap them down every time they try something that doesn’t work, then pretty soon no one will have the courage to do anything that isn’t under orders and by the book.”

The major snorted in disbelief. “Incentive! Bloodthirsty opportunism is more like it—at least, that’s what the media called it, if I remember correctly.”

“Are we letting the media set our discipline these days?”

“Well, no,” Joshua admitted. “But we can’t completely ignore our public image, either. The Legion is already considered to be the bottom of the heap. It’s disasters like this that have everyone thinking we’re a haven for criminals and losers.”

“If they want Boy Scouts, there’s always the Regular Army, not to mention the starfleet,” said the Captain dryly. “The Legion has never been a home for angels, including, I’ll wager, all of us in this room. We’re supposed to be judging this man’s questionable action, not trying to salvage the Legion’s reputation.”

“All right. Let’s look at his action. I still don’t see any redeeming factors in what he did.”

“He inspired one of those Dudley-Do-Right pilots you’re so envious of to make an unauthorized strafing run. I know commanders who haven’t been able to get that kind of cross-service support even when the pilots were under orders to cooperate. Do you think it’s wise to squelch that kind of leadership potential?”

“That depends on if you’re differentiating between ‘leadership’ and an ability to incite disobedience. What your young lieutenant really needs is a couple years in the stockade to calm him down. Then maybe he’ll think twice before he goes charging off half-cocked.”

“I don’t think we want to do that.”

Both men broke off their argument and turned their attention to the colonel, who had finally entered into the discussion.

“While you have made several valid points, Major, and your proposed sentence would be in line with those points, there are certain … factors to be considered here which you are not aware of.”

She paused, as if weighing each word for correctness, while the other officers waited patiently.

“I am extremely reluctant to bring this up—in fact, I rather hoped it wouldn’t be necessary. As you know, each Legionnaire starts with a clean slate when he or she joins up. We aren’t supposed to be biased by, or even be aware of, their personal history prior to their enlistment. To maintain that illusion, I’ll have to ask that not only what I tell you be kept in strictest confidence, but also the fact that you were told anything at all.”

She waited until both men had nodded their agreement before continuing, and even then seemed reluctant to speak directly.

“It goes without saying that the lieutenant comes from money. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t be an officer.”

The others waited patiently for information that was news. It was known that the Legion raised money by selling commissions … or rather by charging hefty fees to anyone who wanted to test for one.

“I did notice that he has his own butler,” the captain said, trying to be amiable. “A bit pretentious, perhaps, but nothing the rest of us couldn’t afford if we were so inclined.”

The colonel ignored him.

“The truth is … have either of you considered the significance of the lieutenant’s choice of a name?”

“Scaramouche?” Major Joshua said with a frown. “Aside from the obvious reference to the character from the novel, I hadn’t given it much thought.”

“I assumed it was because he fancied himself to be a swordsman,” the captain put in, not to be outdone by his colleague.

“Before the novel. Perhaps I should say that the real origin of the name and title is a stock character from Italian comedy—a buffoon or a fool.”

The men scowled and exchanged covert glances.

“I don’t get it,” the major admitted at last. “What has that got to do with—”

“Try spelling ‘fool’ with a ‘ph’ … as in p-h-u-l-e.”

“I still don’t—”

The colonel sighed and held up a restraining hand.

“Take a moment and study your sidearm, Major,” she said.

Puzzled, the officer drew his pistol and glanced at it, turning it over in his hand. As he did, a sharp intake of breath drew his attention and he realized that the captain had successfully put together whatever it was that the colonel was driving at. “You mean …?”

“That’s right, Captain.” The court president nodded grimly. “Your Lieutenant Scaramouche is none other than the only son and heir apparent to the current owner and president of Phule-Proof Munitions.”

Stunned, the major gaped at the pistol in his hand which bore the Phule-Proof logo. If the colonel was correct, then the lieutenant he had been about to throw the book at was one of the youngest megamillionaires in the galaxy.

“But then why would he join …?”

The words froze in the major’s throat as he barely caught himself on the brink of the worst social gaff a Legionnaire can commit. Suddenly uncomfortable, he turned the pistol over in his hands again to avoid the icy stares of the other officers. While it was a definite breach of regulations for the colonel to reveal the lieutenant’s personal background, the one question no one was ever allowed to ask of or about any Legionnaire was “Why did he or she join?”

After an awkward few moments had passed, the colonel resumed the discussion.

“Now, what we need to consider before reaching our verdict is not only that Phule-Proof Munitions is the largest arms manufacturer and distributor in the galaxy, not to mention the current supplier of arms and munitions for the Space Legion, but also that it is the largest single employer of Legionnaires who quit or retire. I think we have to ask ourselves whether the lieutenant’s offense was so great that it’s worth jeopardizing the relationship between the Legion and its main supplier, not to mention our individual careers.”

“Excuse me, Colonel, but didn’t I read somewhere that the lieutenant and his father were on the outs?”

Colonel Battleax fixed the captain with her coldest stare. “Possibly. Still, family is family, and I’m not sure I’d want to bet on how the father would react if we threw his only son into the stockade for a few years. Then, too, assuming the lieutenant eventually inherits the company, I wouldn’t relish going to him for a job when I retired … not if I was one of the ones who sentenced him to jail.”

“It would be a lot easier if he just resigned,” Major Joshua muttered darkly as he mulled over this new development.

“True,” the colonel said, unruffled. “But he didn’t … and you know Legion regulations as well as I do. We can level any kind of punishment we want on a Legionnaire, but we can’t drum them out of the service. He can resign, but we can’t force him to quit.”

“Maybe if the sentence was rough enough, he’d resign rather than accept it,” Captain Humpty suggested hopefully.

“Perhaps, but I wouldn’t count on it. I, for one, don’t like to bluff if I’m not willing to live with the consequences if it’s called.”

“Well, we’ve got to do something to him,” the major said. “After all the coverage he’s gotten from the media, we’d look silly if we didn’t make an example of him.”

“Perhaps.” The colonel smiled tightly.

Major Joshua scowled. “What do you mean by that … sir?”

“I mean it wouldn’t be the first time a Legionnaire has been renamed to keep the media hounds off his track.”

“You aren’t seriously suggesting that we let him off scot-free, are you?” the captain broke in. “After what he’s done? I don’t favor ignoring—”

“I wasn’t suggesting we let the lieutenant escape unscathed,” Colonel Battleax interrupted hastily. “I merely think that in this particular situation, it might be wisest if we considered some alternatives to confinement in the stockade for punishment. Perhaps we could find a new assignment for our misfit … a tour sufficiently unpleasant that it would leave no doubt in his or anyone else’s mind as to the opinion this court has of his little Wild West show.”

The officers lapsed into silence then, as they searched their minds of a posting that would fill their needs.

“If he were a captain,” the major said to himself, breaking the silence, “we could ship him off to the Omega crew.”

“What was that, Major?” The colonel’s voice was suddenly sharp.

Joshua blinked as if waking from a dream, jolted into remembering that the court president was from Headquarters.

“I … Nothing, sir. Just thinking out loud.”

“Did I hear you say something about an Omega Company?”

“Sir?”

“Do you know anything about this, Captain?”

“About what, sir?” Captain Humpty said, mentally cursing the major’s loose tongue.

The colonel swept both men with an icy glare before speaking again.

“Gentlemen, let me remind you that I’ve been in the Legion twice as long as either of you. I’m neither blind nor stupid, and I’ll thank you not to treat me as if I were.”

The other two court members squirmed uncomfortably, like schoolboys in a principal’s office, as she continued.

“The Space Legion is smaller and less glamorous than the Regular Army, more like security guards than an actual fighting force. We don’t enjoy the advantage they have of fielding units made up entirely of soldiers from one planet, hence our policy of accepting all applicants, no questions asked.

“Now, I know this policy has always caused problems for field officers such as yourselves. Despite our loose discipline and regulations, there are always those who don’t fit neatly into military life—misfits or losers, depending on how polite you want to be when describing them. I’m also aware that, in direct disregard for standing orders regarding the treatment of Legionnaires, from time to time there develops an Omega Company—a dumping ground for problem cases that field officers are too busy or lazy to deal with. They are usually broken up as soon as they are discovered by Headquarters, but they continue to pop up, and when they do, the word gets passed quietly through the Legion until someone inadvertently leaks the information to Headquarters, and then the game starts all over again.”

Her forefinger began to tap impatiently on the table.

“I’m am aware of all this, gentlemen, and now I’m asking you bluntly: Is there an Omega Company currently operating in the Legion?”

Confronted by the direct question, the other officers had little choice but to respond, and respond truthfully. Honesty was a primary requirement within the Legion (it didn’t matter much what you told outsiders, but you weren’t supposed to lie to your own), and while field officers were masters of half-truths and omissions, this particular approach left little maneuvering room … which was why the colonel used it.

“Ummm …” Major Humpty fumbled, searching for words to sugarcoat the confession. “There is a company that seems to be drawing more than its share of … Legionnaires who are having difficulty adjusting to life within—”

“Losers and problem cases,” the colonel cut in. “Let’s call a spade a spade, Major. Where is it?”

“Haskin’s Planet, sir.”

“Haskin’s Planet?” The Battleax scowled. “I don’t believe I’m familiar with that one.”

“It’s named after the biologist who explored the swamp there prior to settlement,” Captain Joshua supplied helpfully.

“Oh yes. The contract with the swamp miners. So that’s the current dumping ground, eh?”

Humpty nodded curtly, relieved that the senior officer seemed to be taking the news so calmly.

“The CO … the commanding officer there has been consistently … lax in screening his transfers …”

“And in everything else, as I recall,” the colonel added grimly. “Lax … I like that. There may be a future for you in media relations, Major. Please continue.”

“Actually the situation may correct itself without Headquarters intervening,” the captain said, hoping to evade the stigma of having betrayed their fellow officers to Headquarters. “Scuttlebutt has it that the CO’s tour is over soon, and no one expects him to reenlist. A new CO will probably put a stop to things out of self-preservation.”

“Maybe … maybe not.”

“If you’re worried about reallocating the … problem cases,” the major put in hastily, “I’m sure normal attrition will—”

“I was thinking about our problem of sentencing Lieutenant Scaramouche,” the colonel interrupted dryly. “If you’ll recall, that is the subject of our discussion.”

“Yes … of course.” Humpty was relieved but surprised at the apparent change in subject.

“What I was about to say,” Battleax continued, “was that in light of this new information, I think Major Humpty’s earlier suggestion has a certain degree of merit to it.”

It took the other officers a moment to follow her train of thought. When they did, they were understandably taken aback.

“What? You mean transfer him to the Omegas?” Captain Joshua said.

“Why not? As I just pointed out, Omega Companies are a fact of life in the Legion. While Headquarters generally disbands them as being too easy a solution for our problems, at times they have their purposes … and it seems to me this is one of those times.”

She leaned forward, her eyes bright.

“Think about it, gentlemen. An unpleasant, no-win assignment may be just what’s needed to convince our young lieutenant to resign. If not, he’s conveniently out of the way and in no position to cause us further embarrassment. The beauty of it is that no one, including his father and the lieutenant himself, can accuse us of not giving him a chance at redemption.”

“But the only officer’s post available there is—or will be—the CO slot,” the major protested, “and that position calls for at least a captain. That’s what I was saying when—”

“So promote him.”

“Promote him?” the captain said, painfully aware they were talking about a rank equal to his own. “We’re going to reward him for fouling up? That doesn’t seem right.”

“Captain, would you consider it a reward to be placed in command of an Omega Company … even if there was a promotion attached?”

Joshua made no effort to hide his grimace.

“I see your point,” he conceded, “but will the lieutenant realize he’s being punished? I mean, he’s new to the Legion. He may not even know what an Omega Company is.”

“If not, he’ll learn,” the colonel said grimly. “Well, gentlemen? Are we in agreement?”

*    *    *

With this decision, made out of desperation, a new chapter was begun in the Space Legion’s already spotty history. Without knowing it, the court officers had just provided a head, not to mention a soul and spirit, to the group that was to become known as the Omega Mob, or, as the media liked to call them, Phule’s Company.


Chapter One

Journal File #004*

Some have commented that the executive mind tends to expand work to fill, or overfill, available time. While I will not attempt to comment on the overall accuracy of this statement, it was certainly the case during our preparations prior to departure for my employer’s new assignment.

For my employer, this meant countless shopping expeditions, both in person and by computer. As you will note in these chronicles, unlike many of his financial level, he was never reluctant to part with his money. In fact, when confronted by a choice of two items, he seemed to invariably solve the dilemma by simply purchasing both—a habit I found less than endearing as I was the one required to store and track these acquisitions.

Of course, his pursuit of equipment and wardrobe meant that other important chores tended to be neglected … such as conducting research on the situation which we had been thrust into. As is so often the case, I felt compelled to step into this void rather than allow my employer to begin this new endeavor without proper preparation.

*    *    *

The Port-A-Brain computer system was designed to be the ultimate in pocket computers. Its main strength was that it enabled the user to tap into nearly any data base or library in the settled worlds, or place an order with most businesses above a one-store retail level, or communicate directly with or leave messages for anyone or any business which utilized any form of computerized telecommunications, all without so much as plugging into a wall outlet or tapping into a phone line. What’s more, the unit, complete with folding screen, was no larger than a paperback book. In short, it was a triumph of high-tech microcircuitry … but there was a small problem. Each unit cost as much as a small corporation, placing it well out of the financial reach of the individual and all but the most extravagant conglomerate executive officers; and even those who could afford one usually contented themselves to use the cheaper modes of data access, particularly since their job positions were lofty enough to allow them to delegate such menial tasks as research and communications to lower echelon staffers. As such, there were fewer than a dozen Port-A-Brain units in actual use in the entire galaxy. Willard Phule had two: one for himself and one for his butler. He reasoned the expense was worth avoiding the inconvenience of waiting in line for a pay terminal.

Camped in one of the spaceport’s numerous snack bars, he had been putting his personal unit to good use for the last several hours, tirelessly tapping in message after message in his clawlike two-fingered style. Finally he signed off with a flourish and replaced the computer in his pocket.

“Well, that’s all I can think of for now, Beek,” he declared, stretching mightily. “The rest can hold until we’ve had a chance to look over our new home.”

“Nice of you to curb your enthusiasm, sir,” the butler said dryly. “It may enable us to be on time for our transport.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Phule started to finish his cardboard cup of coffee, then set it aside with a grimace when he realized any trace of heat in the liquid had long since fled. Some things remained untouched by technological advances. “It’s not like we’re taking a commercial flight. This ship has been hired specifically to transport us to Haskin’s Planet. I doubt it’ll leave without us if we’re a few minutes late.”

“I wish I shared your confidence, sir. More likely the pilot will cancel the flight completely and make do with half payment for a no-show.”

Phule cocked his head quizzically at his companion.

“You’re certainly a Gloomy Gus today, Beeker. In fact, you’ve been more than a bit dour ever since the court-martial. Anything in particular bothering you?”

The butler shrugged. “Let’s just say I don’t have the greatest faith in the generosity of the Legion, sir.”

“For example?”

“Well, for one thing, there’s this chartered flight. Considering the tight-fisted nature of the Legion, I find it a bit out of character for them to allow the added expense of a private ship rather than using normal commercial transport.”

“That’s easy.” Phule laughed. “The commercial lines only fly to Haskin’s Planet once every three months.”

“Exactly.” Beeker nodded grimly. “Has it occurred to you that this new assignment is more than a bit away from the mainstream of activity?”

“Beeker, are you trying to say you suspect that my promotion and subsequent assignment are something less than a reward?”

There was an edge on his employer’s voice that made the butler hesitate before answering. While normally pleasant enough to deal with, Phule also had a temper that ran to icy exactness rather than blind rage, and Beeker had no wish to become the focus of it. Still, there had always been an unspoken agreement of total honesty between them, so he summoned his courage and plunged onward.

“Let’s just say I find the timing of both to be … questionable, considering the fact that you were being court-martialed at the time. If nothing else, their insistence that you change your Legion name would seem to indicate there’s more to the matter than meets the eye.”

“I’m afraid I’ll have to disagree,” Phule said coldly, then flashed one of his sudden grins. “I don’t think there’s any question at all. The whole thing stinks on ice. Whatever I’m headed into, it’s a cinch I’m not supposed to enjoy it.”

Beeker experienced a quick wave of relief.

“Forgive me, sir. I should have realized you couldn’t be totally unaware of the situation. It’s just that you seem abnormally cheerful for someone who knows he’s being, as they say, set up.”

“Why shouldn’t I be?” Phule shrugged. “Think about it, Beek. Whatever’s waiting for us on Haskin’s has got to be better than rotting in a stockade for a couple years. Besides, I’ve always wanted to command a company. That’s why I went for officer status in the first place.”

“I’m not sure it’s safe to assume this assignment is preferable to a stockade,” the butler cautioned carefully.

“Oh?” The reply was accompanied by a raised eyebrow. “Is there something in the company’s personnel records I won’t like?”

“I am virtually certain of it, sir.” Beeker smiled tightly. “I’ve taken the liberty of loading them into your personal computer files so you can review them without having to deal with hard copy. I know you’ve never mastered traveling light.”

He gave a slight jerk of his head toward the porters standing by their luggage.

“Whoops! That’s right. We’ve got a flight to catch.”

Phule surged to his feet and gestured to the waiting baggage handlers.

“Follow me, men. Time and spaceflights wait for no one. C’mon, Beeker. Let’s roll.”

*    *    *

“Captain Jester?”

It took Phule a moment to recognize his new name and rank.

“That’s right,” he acknowledged hastily. “Are we about ready to depart?”

“Yes, sir. As soon as you … What’s that!?”

The pilot had spotted the caravan of porters wheeling three cart loads of baggage with them.

“Hmm? Oh, that’s just my personal luggage. If you’ll show them where to stow it, they’ll take care of the loading.”

“Hey, wait a second! All weight for a flight has to be cleared in advance. You can’t just waltz up here at the last minute with a load like that and expect me to let you on board with it!”

Inwardly Phule sighed. He had been afraid something like this would happen. Though under contract to the Legion, on board ship the pilot had ultimate authority. Like many minor bureaucrats, this gave him an exaggerated opinion of his power. Fortunately, Phule had been raised on bureaucratic infighting.

“Look … Captain, is it? Yes. If you’ll check your manifest, you’ll notice that the cargo that’s been loaded so far is lighter than the weight you were contracted to transport—substantially lighter. My baggage is the balance of that weight. While it’s more than is normally allotted to military personnel, I’ve paid for the extra poundage out of my own pocket, and am therefore understandably reluctant to leave it behind.”

The pilot had indeed noticed that the loaded cargo was light, but had figured it for an oversight, mentally licking his lips over the extra profit from saved fuel. Now he saw that extra profit slipping away.

“Wellll … if you’re sure all that stuff is still within the paid-for poundage. Just don’t expect me to load it for you.”

“Certainly not,” Phule soothed. “Now if you’ll direct the porters, they’ll take care of everything.”

Beeker hefted the two suitcases that contained their necessities for the trip and started up the gangplank.

“I’ll go ahead and start unpacking, sir,” he called back over his shoulder.

“Now, who’s that!?” the pilot snarled.

“That’s Beeker. He’s my butler and traveling companion.”

“You mean he’s coming with us? No way! The Legion hired me to transport one—count it, one—person and you’re it!”

“Not surprising, as Mr. Beeker is not enlisted in the Legion. He’s attached to me personally.”

“Fine. That means he’s not going.”

Phule studied his fingernails.

“Actually, if you care to check the weights, you’ll find that the extra poundage I purchased includes allowance for Beeker.”

“Oh yeah? Well, there’s a big difference between baggage and transporting a person.”

The Legionnaire was studying the ship.

“That’s a Cosmos 1427, isn’t it, Captain? I believe it sleeps six comfortably. Realizing this is a charter flight and there are no other passengers, I’m sure we can find room for Beeker somewhere.”

“That’s not the point,” the pilot insisted. “It takes paperwork and clearances to transport a person to another planet. I got no orders for this Beeker guy.”

“As a matter of fact,” Phule said, reaching into his jacket pocket, “I have the necessary paper right here.”

“You do?”

“Certainly. I couldn’t expect you to break regulations on my say-so, could I?”

He dropped something onto the pilot’s clipboard.

“Hey! This isn’t …”

“Study it carefully, Captain. I’m sure you’ll see that everything’s in order.”

The pilot stared in silence, which wasn’t surprising. In fact, Phule found it was the usual reaction of laymen when suddenly confronted with a thousand-credit note.

“I … guess this will cover the necessary clearances,” the pilot said slowly, unable to take his eyes from the money.

“Good.” Phule nodded. “Now, if you’ll just show the porters where to stow my luggage, we can be under way.”

Journal File #007

In reviewing my entries so far, I notice that the comments regarding my employer’s preparations for his new assignment seem less than complimentary. Please realize that we are two separate people with different modes of setting priorities. While we more than occasionally disagree, my noting of those differences is not intended as criticism, but rather an effort for completeness. The fact that I am the one keeping this record gives me a certain advantage in stating my opinions and preferences, and while I shall endeavor to keep my observations as impartial as possible, there is an understandable slanting where my own role in the proceedings is concerned. I trust you will take that into account in your readings.

In actuality, my employer is far more extensive in his research than I—once he gets around to it. My earlier concern was whether he would get around to it in time for it to be useful upon assuming command, and acting on that concern had prepared myself to be able to give him at least a basic briefing should time run out. As it turned out, the flight allowed more than ample time for him to complete his preparations.

Speaking of time, you may have noticed that I am merely keeping this journal in sequential sequence, occasionally noting the lapse of time between entries. Dates and times tend to become meaningless to travelers … particularly when one travels between planets or solar systems. For specific reference points to your local timeline, simply check in your local library for media coverage of the various events I record.

*    *    *

Glancing up from his lap computer, Phule noticed that Beeker had apparently fallen asleep in the cabin chair. In many ways, this wasn’t surprising. There was a sense of timelessness to space travel … days and nights being defined by when you turned the lights on or off. For Phule, this was ideal, as it allowed him to set his own work schedule, pausing only occasionally for a meal or a nap. Beeker, however, was less flexible in his need for regular sleep patterns, so it was not unusual that the two men often found themselves on different cycles. Normally this was no problem. At the moment, however, Phule found that he wanted to talk.

After struggling with his conscience for several moments, he decided on a compromise.

“Beeker?” he said as softly as he could.

If the butler was really asleep, the words would go unnoticed. To Phule’s relief, however, Beeker’s eyes flew open in immediate response.

“Yes, sir?”

“Did I wake you?”

“No, sir. Just resting my eyes for a moment. May I be of assistance?”

That reminded Phule of how tired his own eyes were. Leaning back, he massaged his temples gently with his fingertips.

“Talk to me, Beek. I’ve been staring at these files so long they’re starting to run together in my head. Take it from the top and give me your thoughts.”

The butler frowned as he mentally organized his own reactions to the assignment. It was far from the first time that his employer had asked for his opinion on key matters, though there was never any doubt as to who had the final responsibility for any action or decisions. Still, Beeker was gratified to know that Phule respected his counsel enough to ask for it from time to time.

“The settlement on Haskin’s Planet is self-sufficient and numbers about one hundred thousand,” he began slowly. “That in itself has little to do with our assignment, other than the potential of providing us with a bit of culture on our off-duty hours.

“On the surface, the assignment seems simple enough,” he continued. “Though the mineral content of the swamps on Haskin’s Planet is too low to warrant full commercial exploitation, there is a handful of individuals who eke out a living by mining those swamps. There are no major dangers in the native flora and fauna, mind you, but a swamp is a swamp and hazardous enough that it’s impossible to keep watch and concentrate on mining at the same time, so the miners banded together and hired a company of Legionnaires to give them protection while they work.”

Beeker pursed his lips and paused before launching into the next portion of his summary.

“To make the job even easier, pressure from various environmental groups requires that the miners only work the swamp one day a week … and that within strict limitations. As an aside, though it’s never stated in so many words, I suspect the assignment is actually of a duo nature: guarding the miners and policing them to be sure they remain within the environmental guidelines. Whatever the case may be, the Legionnaires are actually only required to stand duty once a week … which I consider to be the first sign of serious trouble. While it may sound like easy duty, I suspect that having that much free time on their hands is not a good thing for the Legionnaires posted there.”

“Which brings us to the subject of the Legionnaires,” Phule said grimly.

The butler nodded. “Quite so. It has never been a secret that with its open-door policy, the Legion is made up, to a large extent, of criminals who choose the service as a preferable alternative to incarceration. After examining the personnel files of your new command, however, one is forced to assume that this outpost has more than the expected percentage of … um …”

“Hard cases?”

“No. It goes beyond that,” Beeker corrected. “Even without reading between the lines, it becomes obvious that the company can be divided into two major groups. One, as you note, is comprised of those rougher elements who do not take easily to military life, regardless of what they signed on enlistment. The second group is at the other extreme. If anything, they are pacifistic by nature or choice—a trait which also makes them difficult or impossible to absorb into a normal military structure. I think, however, it is necessary to note that apparently all of your new command falls into one or the other of those groups. In short, it’s my considered opinion that you’ve been assigned to a force comprised entirely of … well, losers and misfits, for lack of better titles.”

“Myself included. Eh, Beeker?” Phule smiled wryly.

“It would appear that you are viewed as such in certain quarters,” the butler said with studied indifference.

Phule stretched his limbs.

“I agree with your analysis, Beek, except for one thing.”

“Sir?”

“When you refer to them as falling into one of two groups … I’m not seeing any of the cohesion necessary for a group, either in the categories you mentioned or in the company itself. It’s a cluster of individuals with no real sense of ‘group’ or of ‘belonging.’”

“I stand corrected. ‘Group’ was simply a convenient label.”

Phule was leaning forward now, his eyes bright despite his obvious fatigue.

“Convenient labels are a trap, Beek. One I can’t afford to fall into. As near as I can tell, convenient labels are what got the bulk of the personnel transferred into this company as … what did you call them?”

“Losers and misfits, sir.”

“That’s right, losers and misfits. I’ve got to mold them into a group, a cohesive unit, and to do that I’ve got to see them as individuals first. People, Beeker! It always comes down to people. Whether we’re talking business or the military, people are the key!”

“Of course, you realize, sir, that not everyone in your command falls under the category of ‘people,’” the butler commented pointedly.

“You mean the nonhumans? That’s right, I’ve got three of them. What are they? Let’s see …”

“Two Sinthians and a Volton. That is, two Slugs and a Warthog.”

“I’ll have none of that, Beeker.” Phule’s voice was sharp. “Species slurs are the worst kind of convenient label, and I won’t tolerate it … not even from you, not even in jest. Whoever they are, whatever they are, they’re Legionnaires under my command and will be treated and referred to with proper courtesy, if not respect. Is that clear?”

The butler had long since learned to distinguish between his employer’s occasional irritated temper flares, which were quickly forgotten, and genuine anger. While he had been previously unaware of this particular area of sensitivity, he made a mental note of it.

“Understood, sir. It won’t happen again.”

Phule relaxed, confident that the matter was settled.

“I’ll admit,” he mused, “that of the three nonhuman species that we’ve made alliances with, I’m surprised to find individuals from those two species in my command. I suppose it would have been too much to hope for to get a Gambolt or two.”

Beeker almost said “The Cats?” but caught himself in time.

“I believe that members of that species inclined to enlist usually sign onto the Regular Army,” he commented instead. “In fact, I’ve heard there’s an entire company of them.”

“It figures.” Phule grimaced. “With their combat reflexes and abilities, they can pretty much pick their assignments.”

“Certainly a different breed of … a different caliber material than you’ve been given to work with,” the butler agreed readily. “Tell me, sir, do you really think you can mold such a … diverse collection of individuals into an effective unit?”

“It’s been done before. Specifically the Devil’s Brigade … the first Special Service force, which eventually became …”

“The Special Forces,” Beeker finished. “Yes, I’m familiar with the unit. If I might point out, however, that was a joint U.S.-Canadian force. At the beginning, the Americans provided a motley assortment of rejects and criminals, as opposed to the Canadians, who donated a crack fighting unit. While you definitely have your allotment of criminals, I fear you’re lacking the offsetting crack fighting unit to serve as an example.”

“Touché,” Phule laughed easily. “I should know better than to try to reference military history in front of you, Beeker. Okay. To answer your question, I don’t know if it can be done, or more to the point, if it can be done by me. I do know I’m going to give it my best shot.”

“Which is all anyone can ask and definitely more than they deserve.” The butler stretched and yawned. “For now, however, unless there is something else …?”

He let the question hang in the air.

“Go ahead and turn in, Beek,” Phule said, reaching for his lap computer. “Sorry to keep you up, but I appreciate the talk.”

Beeker paused, eyeing the terminal.

“And yourself, sir? You’ll want to be well rested when we arrive at Haskin’s Planet.”

“Hmmm? Oh. Sure … in a bit. I just want to do a little checking on who’s who in that settlement. I’d like to know what I’m up against.”

The butler shook his head as he watched Phule hunch over the computer again. He knew all too well the kind of detail his employer required when researching business rivals—credit checks, educational background, family, police records—and assumed he’d settle for nothing less in this new campaign he was undertaking. There would be hours, if not tens of hours, of painstaking work involved, work begun long after most men would have collapsed from fatigue. Still, he knew it was pointless to try to cajole or jolly Phule from his chosen path once he was on a roll. All Beeker could do was to be there to support this extraordinary person when and if he did wobble.

Still shaking his head, he left for his cabin.


Chapter Two

Journal File #013

I was not personally present at the assembly where my employer first addressed his new command. Though I had complete knowledge of the Legionnaires’ personnel files, and was later to get to know many of them intimately, not being officially in the Legion would have made it inappropriate for me to attend the meeting.

I therefore took it upon myself to eavesdrop on the proceedings by tapping into the compound’s two-way paging system. This is merely a high-tech improvement of the time-honored tradition of listening at key holes. While one’s employer is entitled to his privacy, it is next to impossible to meet, much less anticipate, his requirements without proper knowledge of his activities and the pressures at work in his life.

(Admittedly I have never discussed this openly with my employer, but while I have often acted on information I was not given directly, he has never commented on or chastised me for my having that knowledge.)

*    *    *

The company recreation hall, though the largest room in the compound, was usually virtually deserted evenings. At one time it had merely been depressing in its lifelessness, but over the last several months the Legionnaires had stopped picking up after themselves, and a litter of moldy, half-eaten food added a new air to the environs. More simply put, it stank.

Tonight, however, it was full to capacity. Word had been passed that the new company commander wanted to address the troops, and the possibility that a roll call might be taken was sufficient threat to guarantee everyone’s attendance.

There were not enough seats to go around, even including the perching points on the pool table and radiators, and the pecking order among the company could be readily seen by who yielded their spot to whom as the room slowly filled. Though they tried to maintain an air of bored cynicism, the Legionnaires were nonetheless curious about the new commander, and that subject dominated the conversation, particularly among the younger, more clean-cut segment of the group.

“It’s sure taken him long enough to call this meeting,” one such was grumbling. “He’s been in residence almost a week and hasn’t talked to anyone … just keeps sending that butler of his to the mess hall for food or into town on errands.”

“Anyone ever hear of an officer having his own butler?”

“Who cares? They’re all spoiled rich kids, anyway. Whatdaya expect in an outfit where ya gotta buy a commission?”

“What do you think he’s going to say?”

This last comment proved to be too tempting to pass on for the company’s first sergeant, who had been lounging nearby, eavesdropping on the conversation. She was a rough-complexioned woman in her early thirties, and of normal enough proportion that it wasn’t until she stood up that one realized how large she was.

“I’ll tell you what he’s going to say,” she announced with theatric boredom.

“What’s that, Brandy?”

Aside from her rank and size, the first sergeant had an easy smoothness and confidence in her movements that earned her deferential treatment and attention whenever she chose to speak.

“It’ll be the same as any CO would say taking over a new outfit,” she said. “First, he’ll tell a joke. I think it’s written in the Officer’s Manual that you have to open with a joke when you’re addressing enlisted personnel. Anyway, he’ll start with a joke, then tell us that whatever’s happened before is in the past, that he’s going to make this the best unit in the Legion. Of course, he won’t say how, just that he’s going to do it … which means we get drills and inspections for a few weeks until he gives up on this ragtag bunch and starts trying to pull strings to get transferred out.”

A few of the more seasoned Legionnaires within earshot grunted their agreement or simply grinned in amusement at the top sergeant’s analysis. They, too, had heard it all before.

“Basically you’ve got two choices,” Brandy continued. “You can wait him out, or you can toady up to him and hope he’ll take you with him when he transfers out of this sewer.”

There were several moments of uncomfortable silence before one of the newer Legionnaires voiced the thought that was on all their minds.

“Do you think we could get a better deal in another outfit, Sarge?”

The top sergeant spat noisily on the floor before answering.

“That all depends on what you think a better deal is. Standin’ guard in a swamp is no picnic, but it beats getting shot at. As far as the company itself goes …”

She shot a glance at the company’s two lieutenants fidgeting in opposite corners across the room and lowered her voice.

“… all officers are pretty much the same, and none of them are good for much except signing reports and holding the bag. If you’re asking what I think of the working end of the company, the grunts, well … do you know what an Omega Company is?”

The sudden crash of chairs being knocked about and voices raised in cheers and catcalls drew the attention of everyone in the room, at least momentarily. That was all the time it took for most of the company to realize it was only Super Gnat on another one of her rampages and return to whatever they were doing before.

Super Gnat was the smallest Legionnaire in the company, and had a fiery temper that exploded at any provocation, real or imagined. In particular, she was sensitive to any comments made about her height … or lack thereof.

“I wonder what set the Gnat off this time?” Brandy mused, half to herself.

“Who knows?” one of her listeners said. “The other day she jumped me in the chow line at breakfast. All I did was ask the cook for a short stack of pancakes.”

“That sounds like her.” The top sergeant nodded as the others chuckled appreciatively. “You know, with as much fighting as the little runt does, you’d think she’d be better at it. Look at that.”

The Legionnaire under attack was laughing openly, keeping Super Gnat at arm’s length by the simple tactic of holding his hand on the top of her head as she flailed away blindly with her fists.

Brandy shook her head sadly.

“It looks more like a schoolyard than a Space Legion company. That’s what I was starting to say about Omega Companies. Counting up all the oddballs and basket cases we’ve got in this outfit, it’s a cinch that—”

“Ten-HUT!”

Lieutenant Armstrong’s voice reverberated off the walls, but no one paid it much heed. He was rumored to be a reject from the Regular Army, and had never rid himself of the reflex of calling a room to attention when a superior officer entered. Such traditions were not practiced in the Legion. Courtesy between the ranks was a matter of personal preference rather than required performance, and as such was generally ignored. His eruption did call attention to the fact that the new CO had just entered the rec room, however, and all the Legionnaires craned their necks to see their new commander.

Framed by the door behind him and poised in a parade-rest stance that was at once relaxed and vibrating with restrained energy, the figure that had just entered the room dominated the assemblage with its mere presence. His uniform was a glowing black jumpsuit edged with gold piping and tailored to flatter his slim body. A rapier with a polished brass swept basket hilt that hung at his side by a baldric might have made him look comical if it were not offset by the icy gaze he leveled at the company. So unsettling was the stare and the silence which accompanied it that several Legionnaires nervously rose from their seats and drew themselves up into an approximation of the position of attention. The CO seemed not to notice, any more than he noticed those who remained seated.

“They tell me you’re all losers and misfits,” he said flatly without introduction. “I don’t believe it … though it’s clear most of you think you’re losers from the way you conduct yourselves.”

The company exchanged glances, suddenly self-conscious of their soiled uniforms and the garbage in the room. A few eyes were turned toward the first sergeant as if to ask what had happened to the expected joke. She ignored them, making a show of concentrating on the CO’s words as he continued.

“I’m aware that you are all lacking in the abilities or character traits that usually define the so-called perfect soldier. I’m also aware that the perfect soldier doesn’t exist in reality. I’m not looking for you to be perfect soldiers, just effective soldiers. ‘Effective’ means getting the job done with whatever or whomever you have handy … not letting the job or the world run over you while you moan about what you haven’t got. You’ve all spent so much time concentrating on your shortcomings that it’s hard for you to see your own strengths. That’s where leadership comes in.”

He swept the room with that gaze again.

“My name is Captain Jester, and I’m your new commanding officer. Since I’ve seen all of your files and know quite a bit about you, I thought I’d return the favor and let you know a bit about me … even if it means departing from the Legion tradition of secrecy. My actual name is Willard Phule, and my father owns Phule-Proof Munitions. As you might guess from that, I’m quite rich.”

There was a minor stir at this information, but most kept their attention on the captain.

“Some of you resent the practice the Legion has of raising money by charging a fee for the commissioned-officer examination … ‘selling commissions,’ as it’s often referred to. I won’t apologize for the system or for using it to my advantage. Purchasing commissions was common at one time in the British Empire, and they did quite well militarily. There is another tradition from that time I intend to implement, however; that the commanding officer supplements the units under his command with his own finances. I’ll get to that in a moment, but first I’d like to make one point clear. I didn’t inherit my money. While my father provided some seed money at first, it was in the form of a loan, long since paid off. I was a multimillionaire before I was out of my teens, and I did it by buying companies and corporations that others thought were losers and turning them into winners. That’s what I intend to do with this unit. Developing and making use of raw material is the job of management, and if this company can’t become an effective force, it’ll be my fault, not yours.

“Now then, as to special gear …”

Phule held up one hand and used the other to pull back the sleeve of his uniform, revealing a wide leather band housing a watch-like mechanism.

“You will each be issued one of these. It’s a wrist communicator and can be used as either a paging system or a private phone. They will enable you to stay in touch with each other and with Headquarters at all times, and vice versa. As you notice, I’m wearing one as well. I will be available to any of you at any time, day or night. Obviously I have to sleep sometime, as well as take care of other matters of importance. At those times, my number will be monitored by either a clerk or my butler. I can be wakened or interrupted at any time if it’s important … but be sure it’s actually important or we’ll have a few words.

“Speaking of my butler, you’ve probably heard of him if not seen him by now. His name is Beeker, and in addition to being my employee, he’s also my friend and confidant. I have a great deal of respect for him, and would appreciate it if you treated him with the courtesy he deserves. I can’t and won’t order it, but I will ask it. Remember, however, that he is not in the Legion and therefore not in your chain of command. Anything he says should be treated as his opinion only and not an order or official policy statement from me or the Legion. Similarly, you will find that he will respect and keep any confidence you care to share with him, so feel free to speak with him or in front of him without fear of it being reported back to me or anyone else in the chain of command. If some of you feel that his job is demeaning or subservient, I’ll share with you the fact that after several years of working for me and investing his savings, he is currently independently wealthy in his own right. In short, he’s working for me because he wants to, not because he has to.

“That brings us to another point. I don’t know what plans any of you have for life after your enlistment is up, or if you’re saving any of your wages toward that day. I do know that if you aren’t preparing yourself financially, you should. Well, handling money is something I do well, and I hereby place that skill at the disposal of the company … just as I hope some of you will be willing to use your strengths and skills, however praiseworthy or dubious, to the benefit of all. I will be opening a portfolio of stocks to enable any of you who wish to participate to invest your savings or whatever portion of your pay you wish to assign to that purpose. While I can’t guarantee success, I have never managed a portfolio that lost money. Personally I would suggest setting aside one third of your wages for this purpose, but again the amount is completely up to you, as is your participation at all. If any of you have questions on this, feel free to talk to me during breaks or off-duty hours.”

The captain surveyed the room again.

“While there’s a lot more to cover, it can wait. I just wanted you all to get an idea of who I was and what I had in mind for this unit. We all know, however, that talk is cheap, and I’m sure you’re all more interested in my actions rather than my words, so I’ll keep the speeches to a minimum for the time being.

“I’ll be meeting with each of the officers and cadre members in my office after we finish here. Are there any immediate questions before we break up?”

There was a low buzz among the Legionnaires, then a voice floated up clearly from the back.

“We hear that the governor’s decided to post a color guard on his office.”

The commanding officer cocked his head.

“This is the first I’ve heard of it, but I’ll check into it first thing tomorrow. Off the top, however, I don’t see any problem with it. It could make a nice break from swamp duty.”

“Umm … excuse me, sir?” Brandy drawled. “I don’t think you quite understand. Scuttlebutt has it that he’s invited Regular Army to perform that duty instead of us. They get to show off their pretty dress uniforms in town while we sit out in the swamp … same as always.”

A low growl rumbled through the assemblage. Phule noted it, as his lips compressed into a thin line of annoyance.

“We’ll see about that,” he said grimly. “All right. Anything else that won’t keep until tomorrow?”

He waited a moment, then nodded at the silence.

“Very well, then. The last note is that I want you all to assemble your personal gear and stand by to move out first thing in the morning. We’re going to be moving out of these quarters for a while.”

Scattered groans greeted this announcement. It sounded like the new CO was going to make them camp out while taking their measure.

“Why? Are you going to have the place fumigated?”

Phule seemed not to notice the snickers that answered the question which had been shouted anonymously.

“Actually I’m going to have the place remodeled,” he said casually. “In the meantime, we’re going to move into the Plaza Hotel in town.”

Thunderstruck silence followed his words. The Plaza was the ritziest, most expensive hotel on the planet. The few times that Legionnaires had attempted to stop in the cocktail lounge for a drink, they had been driven out by the prices and dress codes.

For the first time since entering the rec room, Phule allowed himself a small smile.

“Like I said, gentlemen … and ladies … things are going to be different from now on. Officers and cadre … outside my office. Now!”


Chapter Three

Journal File #014

Honoring the tradition of the Space Legion, my employer did not have, nor did he request, any information regarding the lives of those under his command prior to their enlistment. Not being a member of the Legion, however, I felt no obligation to be so restrained, and consequently had compiled substantial dossiers on the individuals that would be affecting my employer’s, and therefore my own, life and well-being for the foreseeable future.

For the most part, this was relatively easy to accomplish. A computer check of the police records and news items around the time and place of each Legionnaire’s enlistment provided a starting point for most of the searches. There were some, however, that required much more extensive research, and occasionally I was forced to resort to mere extrapolation and guessing. Such was the case of the two lieutenants my employer had inherited with his command.

*    *    *

“Good evening, Lieutenant Armstrong … Lieutenant Rembrandt. Please, have a seat.”

Phule had deliberately kept his office as small and spartan as possible. It was his belief that large meetings were useless for anything except announcements. Consequently there were only two visitor chairs in his retreat.

Rembrandt nodded her thanks and reached for one of the seats. She was of medium height—which made her look small beside Lieutenant Armstrong’s six foot plus—with dark hair, a round face, and a vaguely rotund body … not fat, but broad across the rump and far from slender.

“Thank you, sir. I’d rather stand.”

Armstrong, recruiting-poster correct in his parade-rest stance, barked out his response just as his counterpart’s rump was beginning its downward movement toward her chair. At his outburst, however, Rembrandt abandoned her maneuver, electing instead to stand beside Armstrong in a rough approximation of his posture. From her grimace and his smirk, it was apparent to Phule that this little game of one-upmanship was nothing new between them.

“Very well,” he said. “I’ll try to keep this short.

“I’m probably going to be rougher on you two than on anyone else in the company … with the possible exception of myself. Being an officer is more than paying for your exam fee. As I said in the general meeting, this company needs leadership, and if we’re going to inspire and lead the Legionnaires, we’re going to have to stay one jump ahead of them. You two are going to be my stand-ins when I’m otherwise occupied, but though I’ll try to be understanding while you’re learning my priorities and style, I will not tolerate laziness. In fact, the only thing I detest more than sloth is thoughtlessness. I want you two to be thinking and analyzing all the time. For example … Lieutenant Armstrong.”

“Sir?”

“From your manner and performance reports, you fancy yourself to be a disciplinarian … a by-the-book man. Right?”

For a moment, Armstrong’s apparent confidence was shaken.

“I … that is …” he stammered, obviously unsure of what response was expected.

“Well?”

“Yes, sir.”

“All right.” The captain smiled. “Then consider this … By the book, is it better to order soldiers to shape up or to lead by example?”

“Lead by example, sir,” Armstrong replied briskly, back on familiar ground.

“Then why don’t you?”

The lieutenant under fire frowned, his eyes wandering from their straight-ahead stare to look directly at the commander for the first time since the interview began.

“I … I don’t understand, sir,” he said. “I try to conduct myself in an exemplary manner. I thought I was … I try to be the best Legionnaire in the company.”

“You have that potential,” Phule acknowledged easily, “but I think you’re overlooking one vital element. Most people don’t want to be seen as a tight-assed, overbearing prig … which is what you tend to show them. If anything, your manner is driving them away from proper military behavior because no one wants to be like you.”

Armstrong opened his mouth to reply, but the commander cut him off with a gesture.

“I don’t want to talk about it, Armstrong. I want you to think about it. Then maybe we’ll talk about specifics. If you can temper your rigid manner with a little compassion, show that someone can be a bandbox soldier and still be human, then the troops will follow you anywhere because they want to, not because they’re ordered to.”

The lieutenant wrenched his gaze back to its original distant stare and nodded once, curtly, as his only acknowledgment of having heard Phule’s words.

“As for you, Lieutenant Rembrandt,” the commander said, swiveling his chair to face the second of his subchieftains, “it appears you don’t expect, or want, anyone to look to you for an example.”

The dark-haired lieutenant blinked at him in surprise. She made no effort to duplicate Armstrong’s distant stare, but met Phule’s eyes directly as he continued.

“From the notes on your record, it would seem you’re content to let the sergeants run the company when you’re supposedly in command, while you wander off with your sketch pad looking for things to draw.” He paused and shook his head ruefully. “Now, I’m all in favor of art, Rembrandt, and I don’t mind at all your pursuing it as a hobby during your off hours. I may even be able to pull a few strings to help you get a showing when your enlistment is up. However, during duty hours I expect your attention to be focused on the company. The sergeants may be experts in their own right and may think they run the company, but their focus is on the immediate job and not the long term. That’s your job, as well as Armstrong’s and mine, and if we don’t do it, the company will flounder. We can’t do that job if we don’t know what’s going on or aren’t familiar with the performance of the Legionnaires as individuals and as a group. Now, the three of us will be meeting on a weekly if not daily basis to discuss the troops and the company, and I’ll expect you to take an active and knowledgeable part in those discussions. Do I make myself clear?”

“I … I’ll try, Captain.”

“Good. As long as people are willing to try, I can work with them. That goes for you, too, Armstrong. The three of us have to be the eyes and the brains of the company, and that means functioning as a team within the team. Which reminds me …”

He stabbed a finger into the air between the two lieutenants and made a little stirring motion.

“I don’t want to see any more little games between the two of you as to who’s the better soldier. As of now, you two are partners … and your first order of business is to start building a tolerance for your differences. It’s my belief those differences will work in your favor if each of you can learn to rely on the other’s strengths rather than envying them. I won’t ask for respect, though I’m hoping that will come with time. Just realize that you’re holding opposite sides of the same bucket, and you’re going to have to learn to move together to keep it from falling or splashing.”

The commander leaned back in his chair and made a little shooing gesture.

“Now, I suggest you get out of here and hole up over coffee or a drink and start figuring out what you have in common …”

He allowed a ghost of a smile to flit across his face.

“… aside from the belief that your new commander is an unreasonable and unjustly demanding sonofabitch, that is.”

*    *    *

Escrima, the mess sergeant, was a wiry, swarthy little man with wavy black hair, dark wide-spaced eyes, and a nearly perpetual grin that beamed from his wrinkled walnut face. It was the “nearly” part that made him someone worth watching. Phule returned his somewhat exaggerated salute and studied him for a few moments before speaking.

“Without meaning to break the rule against prying into backgrounds, Sergeant, am I correct in assuming from your name that you’re of Philippine descent?”

The little sergeant bobbed his head in quick acknowledgment, the smile never wavering.

“I’ve always heard that the Filipinos were some of the best cooks and some of the fiercest fighters on Old Earth.”

That earned the commander a modest shrug, though the smile broadened slightly.

“Then perhaps you can tell me why the food in the mess isn’t better.”

Phule had planned the phrasing of that question very carefully. According to his record, Sergeant Escrima had attacked people who criticized his cooking on three separate occasions, hospitalizing two of them. It was therefore important to be sure to say only that the food could be better, not that it was bad.

Even with the added precaution, the cook’s dark eyes glittered for a moment. Then the look passed and he gave another of his shrugs.

“Mmmm … I am given a menu by the Legion. They say … they tell me I should cook what it says. And the meat they give me … is, how you say, stiff … tough. I tell the supply sergeant, I say to him, ‘How can I cook with this meat? Look at it! Here, you show me!’ but he just shrug and say, ‘That’s all the Legion budget can afford. Do the best you can.’ So I do the best I can with the meat he gives me … and the Legion menu … but …”

The sergeant let his oration die off with a more exaggerated shrug and a meaningful jerk of his head at Phule.

“I see. Well, forget about the budget … and the menu. I want the company to eat well, and we don’t pay them enough for them to eat out all the time. While I’m commander and you’re the cook, I want this to be the best-fed company in the Legion.”

Escrima bobbed his head in quick accord.

“Good,” he said curtly. “It’s about time.”

“Then I’ll consider the matter handled.” The commander nodded, crossing off an item on his notepad. “That will be all for now, Sergeant.”

Once again the sergeant gave his exaggerated salute, which Phule started to return when another thought struck him.

“Oh … one more thing. Am I also correct in assuming you would not have taken your name, Escrima, from the Philippine stick-fighting form unless you were skilled at it?”

The modest smile and shrug flashed past again.

“Then I’d take it as a personal favor if you’d consent to teach it to the interested members of the company, myself included. I don’t know that much about it, but any stick form that can take out Magellan and his men while they were armed with swords, and armored to boot, is worth studying.”

*    *    *

“Have a seat, Sergeant … Chocolate Harry, isn’t it?”

“Just ‘Harry’ will do, Captain,” the sergeant said, easing his massive bulk carefully into the indicated chair. “‘C.H,’ to my friends.”

“All right. We’ll make it C.H.”—Phule nodded, jotting a quick note on his pad—“seeing as how I think we’re going to become fast friends over the next couple months.”

“Now, how do you figure that?” The sergeant frowned suspiciously. “No offense … sir … but to my recollection officers aren’t noted for chummin’ around with us enlisted types.”

“Sorry. I’m getting ahead of myself,” the commander answered absently, flipping through his notes. “That was assuming you’re as crooked and conniving as I think you are.”

The supply sergeant’s eyes narrowed, all but disappearing into his fleshy face as he leaned back in his chair.

“You know, Captain, that remark could be taken as more than a little racist. Are you sayin’ that you think all us colored folk steal?”

As might be implied by his name, Chocolate Harry was black, though his skin tended toward a soft brown rather than the deeper black sometimes associated with his race. He was also hairy, but it was in the form of a fierce, bristly beard, offsetting his close-cropped hairstyle. A pair of thick-lensed spectacles pushed up onto his forehead completed the picture he presented as he regarded his commander with a scowl that on a smaller person would have looked melodramatic.

“Hmmm?” Phule said, looking up from his notes at last. “Oh. Not really, C.H. I was basing my assumption on the fact that your files show that you’re well above average in intelligence. My thinking is that anyone with even half a brain in charge of supplies for this outfit would be supplementing his pay by at least dabbling in the black market. If I’m wrong, you of course have my apologies.”

Harry smiled broadly. “Thank you, Cap’n. An apology from an officer is something a grunt like me don’t get every day.”

“Excuse me, Sergeant,” the commander interrupted, returning the smile tooth for tooth, “but I said ‘if I’m wrong.’ Before I’d feel right about extending that apology, I’d have to ask you to wait here while your files were confiscated and the supply warehouse padlocked so that an item-by-item physical inventory and audit could be performed to determine whether or not I was wrong.”

The supply sergeant’s smile vanished like a mouse at a cat show, and he licked his lips nervously while his eyes darted from the commander to the door.

“That … won’t be necessary, Captain,” he said carefully. “I’m willing to admit, just between the two of us, of course, that there might be a few items that have been, shall we say, misplaced over the last few months. If you want, I can see if the missing equipment can be found again in the next couple of weeks.”

“That wasn’t what I had in mind, C.H.” Phule smiled.

“Okay, then.” Harry hunched forward conspiratorially in his chair. “I suppose you and I can work out some kind of profit-sharing agreement …”

The commander gave a short bark of laughter, cutting the sergeant short.

“Excuse me, Harry, but you’re getting the wrong message here. I’m not trying to shut you down … or shake you down, for that matter. If anything, what I want is the exact opposite. I want you to expand your operation, and I think I can help you do that. You can start by clearing out most of the stock you’ve got in the warehouse right now.”

The supply sergeant scowled. “How do you figure that, Captain? I mean, I sure do like your style, but it occurs to me that if we clean this outfit out, someone’s bound to notice. You got some plan to hide the fact I’ll be sittin’ on an empty warehouse?”

“First of all, we’re not going to try to hide it.” Phule grinned. “We’ll be doing this strictly by the book … specifically Section 954, paragraph 27, which states: ‘The supply sergeant may dispose of any surplus or outdated equipment by destroying or selling such equipment’; and Section 987, paragraph 8: ‘The commanding officer shall determine if any item of the company’s equipment is suitable for repair or upgrade, or if it is to be deemed scrap and disposed of.’ Now, to my eye the bulk of our equipment is more suitable for a museum than a fighting force, so I figure your work is going to be cut out for you.”

Harry nodded. “Very nice. I might even say ‘sweet’ … ’cept for one thing. That still leaves me with an empty warehouse.”

“Not really. I think you’ll find that the gear that’ll be arriving over the next few weeks will more than fill the empty space. As I told the company, I’ve taken the liberty of upgrading the quality of our equipment … at my own expense, of course.”

“Of course,” the sergeant echoed, leaning back in his chair to study the commander through half-slitted eyes. “That brings up another question completely, Captain. Now, if you’re near as rich as you let on, I’m not exactly sure why it is you need me. I mean, what with you buyin’ up the store for this outfit, why is it you want to fool around raising money havin’ me sell off our surplus?”

Phule heaved a great sigh, as if losing patience with a child.

“C.H., you and I both know there are things you can’t buy in a store. What I mean is, my money and methods may be fine for normal equipment and supplies, but I’m expecting that, from time to time, we may need a few items that can only be found on the black market. So I’m expecting you to get us a pipeline into the underground supply network by using the sale of our old equipment as a passport. Get my drift?”

“Read you loud and clear, Cap’n,” Harry said, his face splitting in a wide grin. “You know, I ain’t never called a white man ‘brother’ before, but you just might qualify.”

“I’m afraid I’ll have to settle for just ‘good buddies’ for the time being,” Phule corrected hastily. “You see, C.H., there are a few rules attached to this game—my rules, not the Legion’s.”

“Uh-oh. Thought this was sounding a little too good to be true.”

“First of all,” the commander continued, ignoring the sergeant’s theatric aside, “I don’t want you to sell anything that will come back to haunt us. If you make a deal for our automatic weapons, make sure it’s after you’ve removed the selector switch that converts them to fully automatic—and that doesn’t mean you have a sale on selector switches the next week. Our gear may be antique, but there’s a lot of it I’d just as soon not have used against us … or the local police, for that matter. It’ll be a bit difficult to play innocent if we’re the only source on the planet for fully automatic hardware. That goes double for the new gear we’re getting, including our wrist communicators. I suppose you can let a few of the regular units stray if it means opening the right doors, but the extra command units stay put. I don’t want anyone but us to have the capacity to monitor the private lines. For that matter, if you think a bit, I’m sure you’ll agree that it would be in your own best interest if no one could listen in to some of the private talks you and I will be having.”

The supply sergeant made a face. “I suppose you’re right, but it’s gonna cramp my maneuvering a mite.”

“Rule number two: The monies from these sales get channeled into the company fund. Now, I don’t mind if you do a little skimming for your trouble … in fact, I expect it and consider it only fair reward for devoting a portion of your personal time to helping further the company. Just do a reasonable job of doctoring the receipts for the files, and you’ll hear no complaints from me. Remember, though, that I have a fair idea of what the going prices of things are, even on the black market. If I get wind of your taking more than a fair commission, I’ll cut you off cold.”

“Cut me off from what, Captain?” Harry challenged. “It wouldn’t break my heart to get transferred out, you know.”

“I’m not talking about a transfer.” Phule smiled. “I’d cut you off from your lessons. You see, C.H., right now you’re a small-time chiseler and hustler. Stick with me, play the game my way, and I’ll teach you to play in the big leagues, as well as show you how to build the kind of bankroll you’ll need for seed money once your enlistment’s up. Deal?”

*    *    *

“Have a seat, Brandy,” the commander said, waving his top sergeant into one of the visitor chairs. “Sorry to keep you waiting, but for various reasons I wanted to save your interview for last.”

“No problem, sir.” The ranking noncom shrugged, sinking into the indicated seat. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in the military, it’s how to wait for officers.”

Phule ignored the blatant dig.

“Seeing as how it’s late, and we’re both tired, I’ll try to keep this short and to the point.” He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest as if hugging himself. “Tell me, Brandy, in your opinion, what’s the biggest problem facing me in this company?”

The top sergeant widened her eyes and raised her eyebrows as she pursed her lips in a silent whistle.

“That’s a rough one,” she said, shifting her sprawl to a different position. “I really don’t know where to start. If you’ve got any smarts at all, you don’t need me to tell you this company’s the pits, from top to bottom, inside and out. As far as any one problem being bigger than the others …”

Her voice trailed off as she shook her head.

“To me, there’s one problem that stands out like a beacon,” Phule said firmly. “In fact, it’s the only one I’m not sure I’ll be able to handle.”

“What’s that, sir?”

“You.”

Brandy pulled her head back, frowning.

“Me, sir?”

“That’s right. Now, don’t get me wrong. You’re good, Brandy … head, shoulders, and waist above any of the other personnel I’ve inherited. From your record, and from my personal observations this last week, you’re an excellent leader, easily as good or better than me.”

The commander shook his head slightly.

“The problem is that you’re a cynic. If you had been around when the Wright brothers were designing their first plane, you would have been the one saying, ‘It’ll never fly.’ Then, as it passed overhead on its maiden flight, your only comment would’ve been, ‘They’ll never get it down!’”

A ghost of a smile flitted across the top sergeant’s face.

“You got me there, Captain,” she admitted.

Her smile wasn’t returned.

“That’s the one thing I can’t have in this company … not in the top sergeant slot, anyway. I’m going to try to turn this company around, starting with getting every Legionnaire under my command to develop a better opinion of his or her self. I can’t do that if the main leader for the enlisted personnel keeps telling them that they’re dirt and there’s no point in even trying. I’m already figuring on a two-front war: with Headquarters and with the Legionnaires themselves. I can’t afford to open a third front by fighting with you as well.”

The top sergeant gazed at him levelly. “Are we talking about a transfer, sir?”

Phule grimaced. “I’ll admit the possibility has crossed my mind … and you’re the only one I’ve seriously considered it for. I don’t like it, though. It’s too easy, too much like quitting without even trying. I admire your abilities, Brandy, as well as your leadership capacity. I’m hoping we can work together; work with each other, not in opposition. The only way I can see that, though, is if there are some major changes on your part.”

Brandy bit her lip thoughtfully before answering.

“To be honest with you, sir, I’m not sure I could change even if I wanted to. Old habits are hard to break, and I’ve been the way I am for a long time.”

“I’m not asking for any guarantees,” the commander urged earnestly. “For the time being, I’d be content if you were willing to give it a try. You see, Brandy … geez! I hate playing amateur psychologist, but … well, most of the cynics I’ve dealt with in the past, the hard-core ‘Who cares?’ types, actually care a lot. It’s just that at some point they’ve been hurt, and hurt bad. So bad, they won’t let themselves even hope anymore for fear of being disappointed and hurt again. I don’t know if that applies in your case, and don’t really care. All that I’m asking is that you give things a chance before you shoot them down. Give the Legionnaires a chance … and give me a chance.”

Silence hung in the air for a moment as they both felt the awkwardness of two people sharing a sudden and unexpected closeness. It was Phule who finally pulled back, breaking the tension.

“Well, think it over, Sergeant. If, in the end, you figure it’s not even worth a try, let me know and I’ll arrange for your transfer.”

“Thank you, sir,” Brandy said, rising to her feet and saluting. “I’ll think about it.”

“And Brandy …”

“Yes, sir?”

“Think about giving yourself a chance, too.”

*    *    *

“Sir?”

Phule opened his eyes to find his butler standing in the doorway of his office.

“Yes, Beeker?”

“Excuse me for intruding, sir, but … what with the relocation scheduled for tomorrow … Well, sir, I thought you should try to get at least a few hours’ sleep.”

The commander rose, yawning and stretching his cramped limbs.

“Right, as always, Beeker. What would I do without you?”

“I’m sure I don’t know, sir. Did the meetings go well?”

Phule shrugged. “Not as well as I hoped … better than I feared. There were a few moments, though. Brandy—that’s the top sergeant—actually saluted me before she left.”

“Quite an achievement in itself, sir,” Beeker said, gently steering his charge through the door.

“And Rembrandt—that’s the lieutenant who wants to be an artist—after my interview with her and Armstrong, she hung back for a moment and asked if I’d be willing to pose for her. I thought she meant for a portrait … took me a bit aback when I realized she wanted to do a nude study.”

“I see. Did you accept?”

“I told her I’d think about it. It’s rather flattering, in a way, considering the number of subjects she has to choose from. Besides, it might be a nice gesture to help her with her art career …”

*    *    *

I really didn’t think it was my place to inform my employer … Actually I didn’t have the heart or the courage to tell him, and so left it for him to discover on his own. I had already had the opportunity to study Lieutenant Rembrandt’s work, both finished paintings and works in progress. Without exception, she had devoted herself to landscapes … until now, that is.


Chapter Four

Journal File #019

Moving the company into the settlement so our normal quarters could be remodeled was an enormous undertaking. The Legionnaires themselves traveled light, as they had little personal gear to deal with. Packing and storing the company’s gear, however, especially the kitchen, proved to be a time-consuming task, even with everyone pitching in. Thus it was that we did not begin our actual trek into the settlement until nearly noon.

Wishing to impress both the company and the settlement, my employer had shunned the practice of transporting troops in trucks like cattle (though, after having observed them dine, I had a new appreciation of the appropriateness of this practice), choosing instead to hire a small fleet of hover limos to move his new charges. While this might be seen as an extravagant gesture, I have noted before that he is not of a particularly tight-fisted nature, especially when it comes to making an impression.

During the trip, the Legionnaires seemed to be in uncommonly high spirits, skylarking like schoolchildren on a field trip and playing with their newly issued wrist communicators. The ones I shared a ride with, however, took the opportunity to test the claim my employer had made the night before: that I could be spoken with on a confidential basis.

*    *    *

“’Scuse me, Mr. Beeker …”

The butler looked up from the screen of his portable computer to regard the Legionnaire who had addressed him with a look that was neither hostile nor warm.

“Just ‘Beeker’ will suffice, sir. No other title is warranted or necessary.”

“Yeah. Whatever. I was just wondering … could you fill us in a little on the new commander? It sounds like you two have been together for a while.”

“Certainly, sir,” Beeker said, folding the screen and slipping the computer into his pocket. “Of course, you realize that my relationship with my employer is of a confidential manner, and that as such I feel at liberty to voice my personal opinions only.”

“Say what?”

“What the man’s saying,” Brandy put in from the other side of the limo, turning her attention from staring out the window to the conversation the other occupants were already listening to with rapt interest, “is that he’s not going to blab any secrets or details … just what he thinks himself.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“Please be assured, however, that I will treat whatever discussions we might have now or in the future with equal confidentiality.”

The Legionnaire turned helplessly to Brandy.

“He means he won’t blab what you say, either.”

“Right. Well, Mr. … All I want to know, Beeker, is if that guy’s for real. I mean, he talks a good line and all, but how much of it’s hot air? That’s it, plain and simple … and I’d want you to try ’n’ lay off the big words while you answer so’s I can understand without havin’ it translated.”

“I see,” Beeker said, tapping his finger against his leg thoughtfully. “If I understand correctly, you’re asking if my employer … your commander … can be trusted. To the best of my knowledge, he’s always been scrupulously—excuse me, painfully—fair in all his dealings, both business and personal. As to his reliability … well, I don’t think it’s breaking any confidence to point out what the most casual observer would note in short order: that he’s seriously unbalanced.”

For a moment, the Legionnaires in the limo were shocked into silence by the butler’s statement. It was the top sergeant who found her voice first.

“What do you mean ‘unbalanced,’ Beeker? Are you saying the captain’s loony?”

“Oh, I don’t mean to say that he’s dangerously insane or anything,” the butler corrected hastily. “Perhaps I chose the wrong word in my efforts to keep my vocabulary simple. My employer is unbalanced only in the way that many successful business men and women are, in that he has a tendency toward the obsessive. It’s not a matter of judging how his work fits into his life. His work is his life, and he views everything else in the universe in relation to that. This company of the Legion is his current pet project, and all his energies and resources are focused on advancing and defending it. Frankly it’s my belief that you’re all quite fortunate to be at the right place at the right time to be a part of his efforts. My experience has been that he rarely, if ever, fails once he sets his mind on something.”

“Excuse me, Beeker,” Brandy drawled, “but I can’t help but notice you specifically said his current pet project. What happens to us if he gets distracted by some other shiny toy?”

“Oh, I doubt very much that would happen. He’s remarkably tenacious once he undertakes an endeavor. Unless, of course …”

Beeker let the sentence hang in the air.

“Unless what?”

“Well … your commander has near limitless energy and a drive that will sweep you along in its wake, even if you only choose to be passive to his plans and exercises. To discourage him—the only thing I can think of that might make him give up—would be active opposition from within the company on a massive scale. You Legionnaires would have to be adamant in your efforts to maintain your current images, individually and collectively.”

“I don’t get it.”

“He means we’d have to work at being foul-ups before the commander would give up on us. Isn’t that right, Brandy?”

“Hmmm? Oh. Right. No sweat there, Beeker. We may be a bit discouraged now, but we’re at least going to try to keep up with your boy wonder … and anyone who doesn’t is going to have to answer to me personally.”

In the spirited discussion that followed, no one noticed that the butler, though silent, was smiling.

*    *    *

The Plaza Hotel, though it had seen better days and tended to be upstaged by its newer, more modern brethren, still maintained an air of aloof dignity and elegance. The fountain in the park across the street was adorned with the graffiti of countless passing junior terrorists, and the park itself had long since been abandoned except for the street urchins who used its walks and benches for their daredevil glide-board antics by day and for their territorial disputes by night, but the hotel itself seemed to stoically ignore what was going on around it, like a harried mother of seven during summer vacation.

This beleaguered calm was shattered, however, as the first of the hover limos eased into the loading zone in front of the Plaza and disgorged its cargo of Legionnaires and luggage. Phule was in the lead vehicle, and left his charges to struggle with their personal gear as he descended on the front desk.

“May I help you, sir?” the desk clerk said, nervously eyeing the gathering mob visible through the front door.

“Yes. I’m Willard Phule. I believe you have a reservation for me … a hundred rooms and the penthouse?”

The desk clerk hesitated for a moment, then moved to his computer terminal … coincidentally placing himself farther from Phule’s reach.

“Yes, sir. I have it here. Willard Phule … the penthouse.”

“And a hundred rooms.”

“I … I’m sorry, sir. My records only show the penthouse.”

The commander’s smile tightened slightly, but aside from that he showed no annoyance.

“Could you check again? I made the reservation a week ago.”

“Yes. I remember it coming in. It seems to have been canceled.”

“Canceled?” Phule’s voice hardened. “By whom?”

“You’ll have to speak with the manager about that, sir. If you’ll wait just a moment, I’ll get him.”

Without waiting for a reply, the clerk bolted through the door behind the desk, leaving Phule to fidget impatiently as the lobby behind him began to fill with Legionnaires.

Lawrence (never Larry) Bombest might be younger than most wielding his title and power, but early in his career it was apparent that he was a born hotel manager. He ruled the Plaza with an iron fist, and though the employees chafed under his tyranny, they were nonetheless grateful of his unshakable certainty when crisis struck, as so often happens in the hotel business, and, as now, were quick to duck behind him in times of trouble. Many a wave of tired, angry traveler had broken against this rock without moving or altering it in the slightest, and he brought the sureness of a veteran with him as he emerged from his office and took in the situation at a glance.

“I am the hotel manager. What seems to be the trouble, sir?”

The commander squinted briefly at the manager’s brass name badge.

“Yes, Mr. Bombast. My name is Willard Phule and I’d like to know who canceled my reservation for a hundred rooms.”

Safely out of the line of fire and sight, the desk clerk struggled to hide a smile. Phule had inadvertently hit upon the staff’s nickname for Bombest … Bombast … though, until now, no one had uttered it to his face.

“That’s Bombest, sir … and I canceled that reservation myself.”

“May I ask why?”

“Certainly. I assumed there had been a typographical error on the part of whoever placed the reservation. It was done by computer rather than through our staff, and I’ve found that such errors are commonplace.” The manager gave a smug smile, which was not returned. “Realizing the cost of a hundred of our rooms for a period of several weeks would be, shall we say, prohibitive, and, not being sure if the actual request was for one or ten rooms, I canceled the reservation as a courtesy. At the time, I felt we could accommodate you on site according to your actual needs.”

“I see. I don’t suppose you bothered to run a check on the credit card number that accompanied the reservation?”

“That is correct. As I said, the cost would be prohibitive.”

Phule made a magician’s pass with his hand and dropped his credit card on the desk in front of the manager.

“I think that should settle the question of prohibitive cost.”

To Bombest’s credit, he neither gaped nor cringed at the sight of the card, but rather made a show of turning it over to examine the signature on the back. It was a Dilithium Express card, reserved for the ultra-rich in the galaxy and normally only used to expedite the buying and selling of companies. Despite his outward calm, the manager began to experience a vague niggle of fear that he had bitten off more than he could chew.

“I see,” he said slowly.

“And now that I’m on site, as you put it, shall we proceed with accommodating my needs? What I need is the hundred rooms I reserved … as you can see.”

The commander indicated the now full lobby with a jerk of his head.

Bombest was fully aware of the crowd. Since seeing the Dilithium Express card, he had been weighing the potential windfall of business against the horror of admitting a full company of Legionnaires to his domain. Realizing that his salary would not be affected one way or the other, he reached his decision.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Phule. At this time, we don’t have enough rooms available to grant your request. If you’d like, I could assist you in finding other accommodations more … appropriate to your party.”

The manager was fully prepared for the burst of anger that an announcement such as this invariably drew. He was, however, taken by surprise when Phule responded instead with a lazy smile.

“I don’t want to argue with you on this, Bombast …”

“Bombest.”

“… since, you see, the same computer I used to place that reservation told me that of your hundred and fifty rooms, barely a dozen are currently occupied. Instead, I’ll point out that there are three possible solutions to our little impasse. First, I could bring a complaint against you and the hotel under the law which states you can’t refuse lodging to anyone on a basis of race, religion, sex, or occupation … but that’s a lengthy, annoying process and doesn’t satisfy my immediate need for rooms. Second, you can start handing out the keys like a good fellow. Third …”

The commander’s smile broadened slightly.

“… I can buy this hotel and have you replaced with someone who exercises better judgment when it comes to protecting the owner’s interests.”

The casual reference to his legal vulnerabilities unnerved Bombest slightly, but he was also aware of the obvious lack of knowledge behind the third solution Phule had voiced, and rallied gamely behind that.

“What I meant, sir, was that, due to the low occupancy you referenced, we are currently understaffed to accommodate a party of your size in the manner the Plaza is famous for, and, rather than tarnish that reputation, I would suggest you would be happier at another hotel. As to the possibility of your actually purchasing the Plaza”—the manager allowed himself a slight smile—“I’m afraid that’s a rather hollow threat. You don’t seem to be aware that we are not singly owned, but a part of a chain of hotels, which is, in turn, owned by a rather large conglomerate. I doubt you could interest them in entering into negotiations over a single unit.”

Phule shook his head in slow dismay.

“Actually Bombast …”

“Bombest.”

“… I’m afraid it’s you that’s not fully aware of the situation. Your chain is owned by the Webber Combine, and Reggie Page is the CEO—that’s chief executive officer—at least until the next meeting of the board of directors, which happens to be in three weeks. Now, he’s in a spot because he’s already stretched the combine’s credit to the limit for their new resort complex on Parna II, and the contractors have just gone on strike. That’s the third disaster they’ve had in the last quarter, and if he doesn’t come up with some ready cash to buy them off fast, the whole project, not to mention his own job, will go down the toilet. That’s why I think he’d be interested if I offered to take this place off his hands.”

Bombest could feel his forehead growing damp, but Phule wasn’t finished.

“I want to point out, though, that my mentioning this option wasn’t a threat. Now, I could buy this place, but the paperwork involved would take at least twenty-four hours, which would mean that I’d have to move my people into another hotel until the deal was finalized. The problem there is that I’ve already told them that they’ll be staying here, and if I have to go back on that, if I get embarrassed in front of my new command because of your silly-ass games, then, after you’re fired, I’ll not only see to it that you never work on this planet again by purchasing any company you apply at, I’ll block your leaving even if it means buying up every seat on every outbound ship for the next year. That’s a threat. See the difference?”

“Y-yes, sir.”

Phule’s smile returned to its original, relaxed dimensions.

“So, now that we’ve had our little chat, I’m sure you’ll agree that the wisest course for everyone is for you to release those rooms to us, then see what you can do about bringing the staff up to the proper levels.”

Pompous and stubborn though he might be, Bombest was not stupid. Even a rock had to survive, and it was clear that it would not be in his—that is, the hotel’s—best interest to enter into a personal feud with a megamillionaire. Making a quick management decision, he turned to the hovering desk clerk.

“We’re going to need a hundred registration cards here, and two keys for each room … filling from the top floor down and bypassing the poolside units. Only issue the room keys after each card is filled out so that we have documentation on file as to who is occupying each room.”

He turned back to Phule.

“Will there be anything else, sir!”

“As a matter of fact, there is … if you’ll just wait a moment. Armstrong! Rembrandt!”

The lieutenants elbowed their way through the crowd of Legionnaires to his side.

“Pair them off and oversee the room assignments. I want you and the cadre in the rooms nearest the penthouse … I’ll be using that as a headquarters and operations while we’re here. Make a list for our use as to who’s where, but tell everyone not to unpack completely. We’ll be changing the room assignments as partners are assigned.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Beeker!”

“Sir?”

The butler had already been standing by, being more familiar with Phule’s operational habits.

“Deal with the valet before he faints. He is to show our people to their rooms, but he is not—I repeat, not—to help them with their gear other than to make any baggage carts available for their use. And Beek … be sure he’s tipped adequately. Got it?” 

“Very good, sir.”

“Now then, Bombest, we’re going to need another hundred registration cards to fill out once our room assignments are finalized.”

“Ah … perhaps it would be easiest if we simply held off filling the original cards until you’ve had a chance to sort things out, Mr. Phule.”

“I appreciate the thought, Bombest, but that might take a week. No sense botching up your system just because we’re still getting organized, is there?”

“No … I mean, yes … I mean, thank you, sir.” 

“While I’ve got you here, though, there is one more thing. The park across the street … that belongs to the hotel, doesn’t it?”

“Well, yes … but it’s open to the public.”

“Good. I’m figuring we’ll be using it from time to time for exercises and lessons. Could you hire someone to clean up the fountain … and charge it to my bill?”

“Certainly, sir … and, if I might add, that’s very generous of you.”

Bombest was recovering his equilibrium now. Though still a bit shaken by their earlier confrontation, he was pleasantly surprised to find that the Legion commander was quite graceful, not to mention generous, in his triumph. Perhaps the occupation by this dangerous-looking group wouldn’t be so bad after …

“Mister Bombest!”

The manager looked up to find Vincent, the restaurant’s chef, striding across the lobby toward the desk, his face stormy.

“Please, Vincent! Keep your voice down. Now, what seems to be the—”

“There is a … man poking about in my kitchen! Dressed like one of these!” The chef shook an accusing finger at the uniformed Legionnaires who were clustered about in curiosity. “I demand he be removed at once! I cannot work with strangers getting underfoot!”

Bombest felt suddenly trapped. He didn’t want another fight with Phule so soon after their last clash, but he couldn’t afford to offend the chef, either.

“Ah … Mr. Phule. Perhaps you could …”

“Please. I’m afraid there’s been a misunderstanding,” the commander said, holding up a quieting hand. “I told our mess sergeant that I wanted him to improve our food … but I meant once we had returned to our own base. Let me speak with him and explain …”

“Excuse me … please?”

The small group turned to discover that Sergeant Escrima had materialized in their midst.

“I wish to … how you say … apologize. I wanted only to see how kitchen was laid out here. Would have asked, but cook was not in the room. Please. Is my fault. Should not go into kitchen without asking cook first. Must apologize.”

“There. You see?” Bombest beamed, clapping his chef on the shoulder. “No harm done. The sergeant apologizes.”

“I should think so,” Vincent sniffed haughtily. “Imagine … a no-talent Army Mixmaster … in my kitchen.”

Escrima’s eyes glittered momentarily, but he held his smile. “Please. Accept my …”

“Just a moment.” Phule was suddenly between the two men, his face hard. “Sergeant Escrima was out of line, and he apologized. I don’t think, however, that gives you any call or right to insult his ability as a cook. He may not be as skilled as you are, sir, but he certainly is not a no-talent bottle washer … nor is he in the Army. He’s a Legionnaire. Might I suggest, sir, that you owe him an apology in return for your remarks?”

Bombest tried to catch the chef’s eye, but Vincent still had his sails set.

“Hah! Before I would give such an apology, he would have to show me that I am wrong … that he can tell a mixing bowl from a toilet bowl.”

Remembering Phule’s earlier response to such insolence, the hotel manager found himself wondering where he could find another chef on such short notice. This time, however, the commander had a different tactic in mind.

“Very well, then,” he said. “Bombest, I’d like to rent your restaurant and kitchen for a full day … shall we say, day after tomorrow? Sergeant Escrima will require it to prepare the food for our company.”

“My kitchen?” the hotel chef shrieked. “You cannot—”

Sensing disaster, the hotel manager broke in. “I’m afraid, sir, the cost would be—”

“Five thousand dollars should cover it,” the commander finished. “Of course, we’ll provide our own supplies. The current kitchen help can have the day off, with pay, except …”

He turned to address the chef directly.

“You, sir. I shall personally pay you double for your normal day’s wage, if and only if you are present in the kitchen for the entire day to sit and quietly observe how our mess sergeant conducts himself with food. You are also invited to join us for dinner, at which time you will be given an opportunity to tender your apology to Sergeant Escrima … if you feel he deserves it. Agreed?”

The chef opened and shut his mouth several times before nodding his silent consent.

“All right, then, Sergeant Escrima, make a list of the Legionnaires you want to assist you in the kitchen and give it to Brandy. C.H.!”

He didn’t even have to raise his voice this time, as the supply sergeant had been loitering nearby throughout the entire exchange.

“Yes, Captain?”

“You’re excused from normal duty tomorrow. Get a list from Sergeant Escrima as to what he needs in the way of supplies and get him whatever he asks for … top of the line. Got it?”

“Got it. Umm … Captain?” Harry dropped his voice and leaned close to the commander. “Are you sure you want to do this? Truth to tell, our chow ain’t been all that good.”

“I appreciate your concern, C.H.,” Phule murmured back, “but I suspect Escrima’s a better cook than you’ve seen so far. Even if he isn’t, though, I’m not going to stand by and let an outsider mouth off at one of ours without doing my best to see he gets a chance to his licks in return.”

“Us against them, eh, Cap’n? Okay. I kin relate to that. I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thanks, C.H. I’m counting on that.” Phule flashed the sergeant a quick grin. “As to the ‘them against us,’ though … it may be true, but I wish I could offer you better odds.”

“Been up against worse all my life, Cap’n.” Harry winked. “No sense to start holdin’ out for a better hand now.”

The commander waved a farewell as the supply sergeant headed off, then turned back to the front desk.

“Sorry to jump in like that, Bombest, but it seemed the best solution to an awkward situation.”

“No need to apologize, Mr. Phule. Your offer … and solution … were more than generous under the circumstances. Would you like the keys to the penthouse now? You could probably use a little quiet after all this.”

“You’re right … but it’s a luxury I can’t afford. My butler, Beeker, will pick up the keys and see to getting my gear settled. Right now I have to pay a personal call on some key people here in the settlement.”

“The governor?”

Phule managed a weak smile.

“Actually I was thinking more of the chief of police.”


Chapter Five

Journal File #021

Though it is seldom noted in action/adventure novels dealing with the military, one of the main tasks of a commander is serving as liaison between his or her force and the civilians they come in contact with. Similarly, such contacts in real life are rarely brought to the public’s attention (normal military duty being, almost without exception, exceedingly dull) unless he or she has made a real hash out of dealing with the media, in which case the commander or force in question is inevitably portrayed as being bloodthirsty, stupid, or both.

Realizing the nature of the individuals we had just relocated into the settlement, a visit by my employer to the local constabulary was a wise, if not necessary, move … one which I would normally applaud. In this specific instance, however, there was an easily anticipated problem with such a tactic: the current chief of police.

The world of law enforcement is quite complex, but the individuals within it can usually be divided into two categories: administrators and policemen. The administrator of the local constabulary held the title of police commissioner as well as a seat on the Settlement Council. The chief of police, whom my employer chose to deal with, was responsible for coordinating and managing the day-to-day law enforcement on a “street” level, and was, by anyone’s definition, “a cop.”

Much is made in literature of the instant camaraderie between two strong-willed men. In actuality, such a meeting is apt to produce the same results as attempting to add a second tiger to a hill: hatred on sight.

*    *    *

Chief Goetz was a bull of a man who would look more at home pacing the sidelines of a football game than sprawled behind a desk. His hair was close-shaved, some said in an unsuccessful effort to hide his receding hairline, and only accented the squashed pumpkin shape of a head that seemed to grow directly out of his shoulders. The rolled-up sleeves of his wilted white shirt were tight around biceps that showed no trace of fat, and, as a lingering tribute to his time on the beat, he had “Miranda” tattooed across the knuckles of his beefy right hand. Even when he smiled, which was seldom, his scowl and clenched jaw failed to completely disappear … and he wasn’t smiling now.

If anything, his expression held all the warmth and affection one normally reserves for the deposit left on one’s new carpet by a wormy dog, which would be a generous interpretation of his feelings for the slim figure in black who had come to roost in his office.

“Let me see if I’ve got this straight, General …”

“Captain,” Phule corrected gently, but Goetz continued without acknowledging the interruption.

“You’ve moved some two hundred of your soldier boys into the settlement while the barracks and grounds the Legion rented are being remodeled …”

“That’s right.”

“And in the meantime, they’re going to be strutting and swaggering around my streets, in uniform, like trouble looking for a place to happen.”

“I wouldn’t put it that way …”

“Well, I goddamn well would!” Goetz snarled, surging forward in his seat. “Those tin soldiers of yours are going to be like red flags in the face of every street-tough bull who wants to see how he stacks up against a genuine army type.”

Phule let the army label slide for the moment.

“Really, Chief Goetz. My Legionnaires have been in town before. I don’t see why there should be any difference now …”

“The difference is that there weren’t two goddamn hundred of them before!” the chief roared. “Before, they were outnumbered and stayed the hell away from rough-and-tumble with the locals! Now you’ve evened up the odds, so they’re going to want to go anywhere and do anything they want, and you can bet your ass there’s going to be trouble when they try.”

“I see.” Phule smiled thinly. “I guess I overestimated the control the police have of the streets. The information I had gave no indication that the settlement was a hotbed of crime ready to explode.”

The police chief’s face puffed out with red-purple storm clouds, the sight of which in the past had sent many of the men under his command to the locker rooms for a change of trousers.

“Now, just a goddamned minute!” he exploded. “We’ve got the lowest crime rate of any …”

The storm blew over as quickly as it had appeared, leaving only a ruddy hue in its wake, and even that slowly faded as the police chief hung his head and stared at the files on his desk.

Phule waited patiently.

When Goetz raised his head again, his eyes shone darkly under heavy, suspicion-creased brows.

“You nearly had me going there, General,” he said through clenched teeth. “Any particular reason you want to pull my chain so hard?”

“I just thought you should hear yourself, Chief.” The Legionnaire shrugged. “By your own words, my troops haven’t been able to go where they want or do what they want in the past. Since they have the same rights as any citizen to enjoy what the settlement has to offer, and their money is certainly welcome anywhere I know of in the settlement, I fail to see where my ‘evening the odds’ is anything I should apologize for or correct … And it’s ‘Captain,’ not ‘General.’”

The police chief’s lips pressed together in a tight grin.

“Sorry,” he said, without a hint of remorse in his voice. “I never did pay much mind to rank among you soldier boys. Fact is, I pretty much ignore ’em altogether … unless they step out of line. If they do … well, then I treat ’em like I would anyone else disturbing the peace or otherwise breaking the law. Is that fair enough for you?”

“Well, Sergeant …”

“That’s Chief!”

“Sorry.” Phule showed his teeth. “I guess I assumed that since you didn’t think rank was important …”

He let the sentence hang in midair.

Goetz glared at him for a moment.

“All right, Captain,” he growled finally, “you’ve made your point.”

“Good. Now then, Chief, as I was saying, I’m afraid that my troops aren’t to be treated exactly like any other lawbreaker. I believe there’s a specific law regarding that, that they are to be turned over to the local commander—in this case, me—for whatever discipline is necessary rather than being bound over for civil trial.”

“There is?”

“Yes,” the commander said firmly. “If you’re not familiar with it, I could provide you with a copy of—”

“Oh, I’m familiar with it,” the chief said with a curt wave. “It’s just that usually, when we’ve taken one of your wayward lambs into custody and called out to your base to ask someone to come pick him up, he’s ended up sleeping it off in one of our cells. I’m just surprised at the sudden concern for proper procedure, is all.”

“Different commanders have different priorities,” Phule said. “I’m sure the same thing is true in police work. All I can say is that while I’m in command of the Legionnaires stationed here, none of them are going to be left to rot in one of your cells … provided we’re duly informed that they’ve been restrained, that is. I trust you’ll see to it that word is passed to us on a timely basis?”

“Don’t worry, we’ll let you know.” Goetz smirked. “Of course, whether or not it’s on a timely basis will probably depend on whether or not anyone’s answering the phone at your end.”

“We’re using the penthouse at the Plaza as our headquarters while we’re in the settlement,” Phule said, scribbling quickly on a page in his notebook, which he tore off and tossed onto the chief’s desk. “That’s the number, in case you don’t have it already. If I’m not there to take your call, someone will who can relay the information to me immediately.”

Goetz made no move to pick the note up, but rather scowled at the Legionnaire.

“Excuse me for pointing out the obvious, Captain,” he said levelly, “but weren’t you just telling me I wouldn’t have any trouble out of your crew? If that’s the case, why are you so all fired eager to be sure we know what to do when we arrest one of them?”

“I believe I said I didn’t expect there’d be any more trouble than usual,” the commander corrected. “I’m not trying to kid you that there won’t be any trouble, Chief. We both know there’s bound to be some incidents once in a while. I’m just trying to establish a rapport between us to ease things when and if anything does happen.”

“Well, when and if anything happens, you can rest assured that …”

The phone on the desk exploded with sound, interrupting the chief in midsentence. Frowning, he snatched up the receiver.

“Goetz. What’s the … I see. Well, put him on.”

The chief’s eyes sought and held Phule’s as he smiled into the phone.

“Chief of police … Yes, sir … I see … Just a moment.”

Covering the receiver with one hand, Goetz leaned back in his chair and smirked at the Legionnaire in his office.

“What do you know, Captain? It seems we have an incident, as you put it, already.”

“What is it?”

“I’ve got the hotel manager of the Plaza on the line here. It seems a couple of your law-abiding troops are brawling in his lobby. Do you want to handle this, or should I send a few of my boys over to break it up?”

The commander held out his hand for the phone, which the chief passed him after a moment’s hesitation.

“Phule here, Bombast. What seems to be the problem?”

“That’s Bom—oh! Mr. Phule,” came the hotel manager’s voice through the receiver. “It’s … ah … nothing really.”

“If it’s nothing, why are you bothering the police?”

“I just … I didn’t know how to reach you, sir, and a couple of your … troops are fighting in the lobby. Now, I’d like to be tolerant, but I have a responsibility to the owners if any damage is done, and my security can’t …”

“Is one of them a woman?”

“Sir?”

“Come on, Bombast, you know the difference. Is one of them a woman … fairly short?”

“As a matter of fact, yes.”

“Can you hold for a moment?”

Phule covered the receiver with one hand while he counted slowly to ten.

“Bombast?”

“Yes, Mr. Phule?”

“Are they still fighting?”

“Well … no, sir. It seems to have stopped.”

“Then that’s that. Oh, and Bombast?”

“Yes, Mr. Phule?”

“I don’t think it’s necessary to trouble the police with every little scuffle that occurs. If I’m not around, let one of the lieutenants or sergeants know and they’ll handle it … and I’ll personally guarantee any damages to the hotel. All right?”

“Y-yes, Mr. Phule.”

“Fine. Goodbye now.”

Shaking his head, the commander returned the chief’s phone to its cradle.

“Sorry about that, Chief Goetz. I think it’s taken care of now.”

“Nice of you to try so hard to keep our work load down.”

“Wasn’t I supposed to handle that?” the Legionnaire said, raising his eyebrows. “I thought you asked—”

“Now, what’s all this ‘Fool’ stuff?” the chief broke in. “I thought you said your name was Jester … excuse me, Captain Jester.”

“Captain Jester is my official name within the Space Legion,” Phule clarified. “Unfortunately my credit cards are still in my civilian name, and I had to use that when I signed my company into the hotel.”

It was Chief Goetz’s turn to raise his eyebrows.

“Your credit cards? Then you weren’t kidding about taking personal responsibility for any damage done to the hotel? I was wondering how a down-at-the-heels outfit like the Space Legion could afford to use the Plaza for temporary housing, but I’m starting to see the light. Just what is your background, Captain?”

“In the Legion, it’s generally considered poor manners to ask that, Chief.”

Goetz bared his teeth in a wolfish grin.

“Well, I don’t happen to be in your Legion, Captain. I’m in charge of keeping order in this settlement, and that includes checking out suspicious characters who wander in … like people who start throwing around large hunks of credit with no visible income to explain it. That gives me the right to ask just about anything I damn well please, so I’m asking you again: What were you before the Legion dipped you in tar?”

Phule shrugged. “The same as I am now. Wealthy. If you want to run a check, I’m sure you’ll have no trouble confirming that my assets are legitimate. Incidentally that’s spelled with a ‘p-h’ … P-h-u-l-e, as in Phule-Proof Munitions.”

“Oh now, that’s just swell!” Goetz spat. “You know, Captain, if there’s anything I hate more than soldiers who think they can bust up things without answering to civil law, it’s rich boys who think they can buy their way out of anything. Well, let me tell you, mister, the law in this settlement isn’t for sale. If your soldier boys keep their noses clean, they’ll get no hassles from me or mine, but if they get out of line …”

“You’ll turn them over to me without a mark on them, as we discussed earlier,” the Legionnaire finished. “That is what we were saying when the phone rang, isn’t it, Chief?”

“Oh, there won’t be a scratch on them … unless, of course, they resist arrest.”

“If any of my troops get hurt resisting arrest,” Phule said coldly, “I’ll want to see the injuries done to the arresting officer … just to be sure they ‘resisted’ before they were cuffed.”

Goetz’s face purpled again.

“My men don’t rough up suspects after they’ve been handcuffed, if that’s what you’re trying to say.”

“Then there shouldn’t be any problems between us.” Phule smiled. “Really, Chief. I didn’t come in here to pick a fight with you or to try to bribe you or anyone on your force for special considerations. If you’ll recall, the subject of money didn’t come up at all until that call came in from the Plaza, and even then only when you questioned me about it directly. I just wanted to let you know we had moved into town, and that my company will be willing to help the police on an auxiliary basis if any trouble should arise.”

The police chief cocked his head to one side.

“If I understand you correctly, Captain, even though you’re new, the troops under your command are the same ones who have been stationed here for the last year?”

“That’s right.”

“Then frankly I can’t think of a situation desperate enough that I’d want to work with them”—he flashed his wolf’s smile again—“but I do appreciate your offering to help us poor flatfeet out. Now, get out of my office and let me get some work done.”

*    *    *

Phule was irritated with himself as he retraced his path to the Plaza. That the interview with the police chief had not gone as he hoped was an understatement. It would seem that rather than reaching an understanding with that notable, Phule had succeeded only in pouring oil on the troubled waters and setting them ablaze.

Reviewing the conversation, the commander tried to weigh which had contributed the most to his momentary loss of control: the chief’s lack of regard for the Legionnaires, or the cheap shots that had been taken at his own “rich boy” status. While he liked to think the former had been the major cause of his irritation, Phule had to concede that the latter had also been a factor in his inability to deal effectively with Goetz. The accusation that he tended to solve his problems by buying his way out of them had hit a little too close to home for comfort.

Pursing his lips, he set about once more shoring up his defenses to that particular line of attack. The speech he had made to the troops about being effective was a sincere attempt to pass along one of the few lessons he had embraced from his father’s efforts to set him on “the right path.” Results were what mattered, and it was only right that the individual use every tool and weapon at his or her disposal to obtain whatever results were deemed desirable or necessary in his or her life. Of course he used his money when it was effective to do so. That was no more unfair or unjust than athletes using their strength and coordination or attractive women using their beauty to their own advantage. The game of life was rough enough without forcing an extra handicap by deliberately turning one’s back on the advantages one had been dealt by fate.

“Psst! Captain! Over here!”

Phule jerked his head up to find the company’s supply sergeant beckoning to him urgently from the alley beside the hotel. He had been so engrossed in his thoughts that he hadn’t even noticed Chocolate Harry’s unmistakable bulk until specifically hailed. Now, however, he saw that there was a small gathering of Legionnaires nervously peering around the comer at the hotel entrance.

They looked so much like a bunch of school kids hiding after a prank gone bad that Phule had to hide his smile as he veered his steps to join them. Then he remembered his recent head-butting with Goetz, and it was much easier to look concerned.

“What’s the trouble here, Harry? Is it the cops?”

“Worse than that, Captain,” the sergeant declared with a shake of his head, still craning his neck for a better view of the hotel door. “There’s a reporter in the lobby lookin’ to talk to anybody from the Legion.”

The wave of relief that washed over Phule almost made him want to laugh. Immediately on its heels, however, came a feeling of genuine puzzlement. The presence of a reporter didn’t seem to be much of a threat or a danger in itself, yet the Legionnaires around him displayed a concern that was too real for the commander to take lightly.

“We shouldn’t be bunched up like this,” the commander said, taking command without having made a conscious decision. “We’re more likely to draw the eye than to avoid notice the way we are.”

“The captain’s right,” Harry snarled loudly. “We don’t all gotta see what’s goin’ on … especially when there’s nothin’ happenin’. You … and you! Stay here and keep an eye peeled. The rest of you get back down the alley before half the world starts wonderin’ what we’re up to.”

The sergeant paused for a moment to be sure the others were following his instructions before turning to Phule with a shake of his head.

“Sorry ’bout that, Captain. Guess we’re a little rattled, is all. Good thing we got at least one level head around to remind us how to lay low.”

“Don’t mention it, C.H.,” Phule said. “I’m missing something here, though. What’s the big sweat about having a reporter nosing around?”

Harry stiffened, his eyes narrowing for a moment. Then he shook his head and gave a humorless laugh.

“Damn!” he exclaimed in a wondering tone. “It’s real easy to forget that you’re an officer, Captain. Let’s just say that us enlisted types got some problems you brass hats don’t and let it go at that.”

“Let’s not,” the commander countered grimly. “I told you before, C.H. We’re all one crew, and what’s a problem for some is a problem for all. Now, I may not be able to solve all the problems we’re going to be up against, but I can’t solve any unless I know what they are. So if you don’t mind being tolerant for just a few minutes, I’d appreciate it if you’d take the time to explain to this dense officer exactly what the problem is here.”

The supply sergeant blinked in surprise, then shot one more nervous glance toward the hotel entrance before answering.

“Well, you see, Captain, you officers may come from pretty clean backgrounds, but for a lot of us, we joined the Legion to get away from some pretty rough situations. Some of us still have folks lookin’ for us—folks who want real bad to get a piece of our hides. The last thing we want is to have some reporter puttin’ out write-ups or pictures as to where we are now and what we’re doing. You follow me? It’s like hangin’ a bull’s-eye on our backs and hollerin’, ‘Come and get ’em.’”

“I see,” Phule said thoughtfully.

“That’s the way it is, Cap’n,” Harry finished with an expansive shrug. “Sometimes we just gotta back off …”

The commander’s head came up with a snap.

“Don’t say that, Sergeant,” he intoned coldly. “The one thing you don’t ever gotta do while you’re under my command is back off.”

He turned away from the sergeant, raising his voice to address the group huddled at the far end of the alley.

“Legionnaires! Assemble on me … Now! Lookouts too! All of you … Right now!”

The fugitives eased forward, exchanging confused glances as they tried to puzzle out their commander’s apparent bad mood.

“It’s been brought to my attention that reporters make you nervous … that you’re afraid your various pasts might catch up with you if word gets out as to your whereabouts. First of all, I’m telling you here and now, get used to reporters. They’re going to be around because a lot of what we’re going to do will be news. Don’t hide from them, learn how to talk with them so they report what you want them to report. Now that I’m aware of the problem, I’ll be sure that there’s opportunity for you to learn how to give and control interviews. In the meantime, just say ‘No comment’ and refer them to one of the officers. What you don’t do is let them or anyone else drive you away from your own area, whether it’s a barracks or a hotel.”

He paused to sweep the assemblage with his eyes before continuing.

“That brings us to the second point. It seems that the group here thought I was talking to someone else when I gave my speech last night. Well, I wasn’t. Some of you were running from people or a situation when you joined the Legion. I know that. Everyone in the company knows that. My reaction is as follows: So what? If a reporter pinpoints your new identity and location, or if any other slipup happens and your past comes looking for you, so what? You’re part of the company now, and anyone who wants to get at you is going to have to come through all of us. That’s what being in this company is all about. We’re all family now, and that means that none of you ever have to face your problems alone again. Got that?”

There was a ripple of nods and mumbled “Yes, sir.”

“I can’t hear you!”

“YES, SIR!”

Phule grinned at the shouted response.

“That’s better. Now, let’s go back to our hotel. I’ll be talking to this reporter in the cocktail lounge, if any of you want to listen in. Haven’t met a reporter or a Legionnaire yet who’d pass up a free drink.”

Scattered shouts of approval and mutual encouragement met this, as the Legionnaires abandoned their hiding post in the alley and headed for the hotel. Much of the banter had the overloud, overexuberant flair of individuals who weren’t really sure of themselves and were drawing on each other for courage, but they were moving, and moving as a unit.

Phule waited until most of them had filed out of the alley before following, falling in step beside the supply sergeant.

“Well, C.H. What do you think now?”

“I dunno, Cap’n,” Harry answered with a slow shake of his head. “What you say sounds well and good on paper, but I don’t think you know what kinda hard cases some of us have nosin’ around our trails. Truth to tell, I wouldn’t bet much on our crew’s chances if we really have to tangle with ’em someday. I mean, I’m probably one of the best in the company when it comes to mixin’ it up, and I was the weak sister of my old ga—my old club.”

The commander politely ignored the inadvertent reference to the supply sergeant’s past. He had suspected since meeting him that Harry had never been a lone wolf.

“Then I guess it’s up to us to work the company until they’re ready to take on all comers. If nothing else, we can field more firepower than most. Now all we have to do is coach the troops to keep it pointed downrange.”

Phule meant his comment as a joke, but instead of laughing, Harry nodded slowly.

“That’d be good for a start,” he said slowly. “Won’t be easy, though. Tell you what, Cap’n. If that offer is still open, I think I’ll join you and that reporter for a drink. Maybe we can talk for a bit afterward.”

“Fine by me, C.H., but I thought you were nervous about being around a reporter.”

The sergeant nodded. “I am, but what you said back in the alley made sense. Eventually the crew that’s lookin’ for me is gonna find me, and thinkin’ about that makes me thirsty enough to ignore any reporter. ’Sides, how much can go wrong in one interview? Huh?”

*    *    *

“Sir? … Wake up, sir!”

Phule struggled up from the depths of slumber at the insistent sound of his butler’s voice.

“I’m … awake,” he managed with some difficulty. “God! What time is it, Beek? I feel like I just closed my eyes.”

“Actually, sir, it’s been a little over two hours since you retired.”

“Really? Two whole hours.” Phule grimaced, forcing himself upright in bed. “Can’t imagine why I still feel sluggish.”

“It might have something to do with the quantity of alcohol you consumed before retiring, sir,” the butler supplied helpfully. “You were more cheerful than usual when you came in.”

Like most guardians of dignity, Beeker did not approve of his charge drinking at all, and he made no effort to keep the edge of reprimand out of his voice.

“Chocolate Harry and I had a couple more rounds after the reporter left,” the commander said defensively, rubbing his forehead with the fingertips of both hands. “I would have called it quits earlier, but Brandy rolled in and—”

“Excuse me for interrupting, sir,” the butler interrupted, “but there’s a call waiting for you in the other room.”

“A call?”

“Yes. On the holophone. It’s from Legion Headquarters, which is why I deemed it necessary to wake you rather than simply taking a message.”

“Oh, swell. Just what I need first thing in the morning. Just a second while I get dressed.”

“If I might point out, sir, you’re still dressed from last night. I commented on it when you retired, but you seemed rather eager to get to sleep.”

Sure enough, Phule found that he was still fully clothed. What’s more, his uniform seemed to give less indication of the abuse it had suffered than did his mind and digestive tract. Running his hand quickly over his chin and upper lip, he decided that he would go without a shave rather than keep Headquarters waiting any more than they had, though he longed for the extra wake-up time that ritual would have given him.

“Well, I guess there’s no point stalling,” he said, starting for the next room. “Any clue as to what’s up, Beek?”

“None … aside from the obvious indications that they seem to be a bit distraught.” The butler shrugged. Then his natural concern asserted itself, and he added, “You should be aware, sir, that it was necessary for me to leave the line open when I came to rouse you, so you will be ‘on camera’ as soon as you enter the room.”

Phule paused with his hand on the doorknob and grimaced.

“Terrific,” he said. “Thanks for the warning, Beek.”

“I thought you’d like to know, sir. You’re inclined toward rude gestures when surprised … especially early in the morning.”

The holophone was a device which projected a three-dimensional image of the caller into the room with the recipient, and sent one in return. While it was a disturbingly effective way to communicate, it was also expensive to operate, which was why the Legion usually relied on the more conventional com-type system for the routine sending of messages and reports. Com-type allowed data to be stored and sent in quick bursts during slack periods of interstellar communications, incoming messages being stored electronically by computer for review or printout at the recipient’s discretion. The holophone was reserved for emergency use, when the sender wanted to be sure the recipient got the message, or wanted to interface directly with the person on the other end, like, say, for a reprimand or dressing-down. Consequently, holophone calls were generally received with the same enthusiasm normally reserved for plagues or tax audits.

“Yes, Colonel Battleax,” Phule said, recognizing the projected figure in the room. “What can I do for you this morning?”

The Legion’s holophone equipment was a discontinued line purchased as surplus. With no service support for what was originally a dubious design, its performance was usually less than stellar, and today’s transmission was no exception. The image had a tendency to double and/or fuzz, an effect which did nothing to improve Phule’s disposition as he tried to maintain a pleasant air while focusing bleary eyes on the elusive phantom. If he had hoped his demeanor would be reciprocated, however, he could have spared himself the effort.

“Well, Captain Jester,” the colonel began without greeting or preamble, “you could start by explaining the article in today’s news.”

“Article?” The commander frowned. “I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage, ma’am. It’s still very early here and I haven’t had a chance to see today’s news.”

He shot a glance at his butler, who had slipped into the room behind him. Beeker nodded in understanding and reached for his pocket com unit to call up the article in question.

“No? Well, let me read you some of the highlights … specifically the same highlights my commanding officer read me when bringing it to my attention.”

Battleax brought a notepad into view, bending her head to refer to it.

“Let’s see … We’ll start with the headline, which reads: ‘Playboy General?’ And under that, the byline elaborates: ‘Munitions Heir Willard Phule to Lead Elite Force on Haskin’s Planet.’ The article itself goes downhill from there.”

Off camera, Beeker paused in his efforts to roll his eyes in exaggerated exasperation. Phule ignored him with some effort, focusing instead on the thought of holding the reporter’s throat in his hands.

“Yes. I can see where you’d be upset, ma’am. Let me assure the colonel, however, that at no time during the interview did I state or imply that I held the rank of general. I can only assume the reporter either misunderstood or was exaggerating for effect. I’ll take it on myself to see that a correction is issued noting my correct rank as well as an apology to all generals, past, present, and future, for the error.”

“Oh, don’t stop there, Captain. I’m dying to hear your explanation of the rest of the article.”

“The rest of what, ma’am?” Phule said, studying the screen of the hand com unit Beeker had passed him. “I have the article in front of me now, and I’m not sure what else the colonel requires comment on.”

“Are you serious? For openers, why did you issue a press release at all?”

“That’s easy.” The commander smiled. “I didn’t. It seems someone on the hotel staff leaked the word to the media when we checked in, and a reporter showed up looking for an interview. I don’t know how much experience the colonel has had with the media, but I’ve always found that once the media is looking for a story, it’s best to give them one. Otherwise, they’re inclined to invent one of their own. If one volunteers a story, they’ll only get some of the facts wrong—like my rank—rather than publishing a yarn that’s all wrong. Realizing the rather spotty background of the Legionnaires I’ve been assigned to, I thought it would be wisest if the interview centered on myself rather than allow it to wander into areas we’d just as soon not have publicized.”

“Wait a minute. Let’s get back to something you said a second ago, about the hotel staff alerting the media that you had arrived. Why did you give the reporter your real name instead of your Legion name?”

“She already had it …”

“She?”

“That’s right. The reporter was a woman … a rather attractive one at that. Of course, I didn’t make any attempt to point that out or take advantage of it during the interview.”

“Hmmm … That may have been the problem.”

“Ma’am?”

“Nothing. Go on with your story, Captain. I’m starting to see what happened, though. About your name?”

“Well, she was looking for me by name. This is actually a fairly common occurrence for me, Colonel. The media often has spotters in hotels to be on the lookout for celebrities, and like it or not, my family name is one which tends to draw media attention, even if it’s just the gossip columns.”

“And why did you give your name to the hotel?”

“It was on my credit card, ma’am. The banking community is very conservative and will not issue credit cards for nicknames or aliases, and while the colonel knows I am financially well off, I rarely carry sufficient cash to register an entire company of Legionnaires at a good hotel. If I might point out, ma’am, while the Legion encourages and utilizes aliases, I’m not aware of any regulation which requires their use or forbids Legionnaires from using their given names.”

“Hmmm … An interesting point, Captain. Let’s take a step back for a moment from your failure to use your Legion name and focus instead on this hotel thing. Why have you moved your company into a luxury hotel?”

“Again, Colonel, I’m not aware of any regulation forbidding a company commander to house his Legionnaires wherever he wishes, especially if he absorbs the expense personally.”

“I’m not questioning whether or not you had the right to do it,” Battleax put in. “I’m asking why you did it.”

Phule glanced at the hand com unit again.

“I believe it’s covered here in the article, ma’am. Our barracks are being remodeled, giving rise to the need for temporary housing for the company.”

“So that part of the article is correct?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Are you aware, Captain, that we lease those barracks and the land they’re on from a local developer? If so, are you aware that we need the permission of the leaseholder before instituting any renovation or improvements to his property?”

“I am, ma’am. The fact is, Colonel, I purchased the buildings and land currently leased to the Legion from the local owner. As such, permissions to remodel are not a problem. For the record, however, I hasten to assure the colonel that I have no intention of raising the price should the Legion’s contract here last long enough to require renewing that lease.”

“That’s decent of you,” the colonel said wryly. “This is all very interesting, Captain. Just between you and me, though, what do you plan to do with your new holding when and if we pull out of there?”

“Normally I’d hire someone locally to manage the property for me,” Phule explained. “In this particular instance, however, there is already interest—in fact, a firm offer—to purchase the remodeled facility from me whenever I wish to dispose of it. It seems someone saw the architect’s sketches and feels it would make an excellent country club.”

“This purchase would, of course, result in a profit for you.”

“Of course.”

“Why am I not surprised? Getting back to the article, Captain, perhaps you’d care to explain why it was necessary to move the company into the best hotel on the planet for their temporary housing? And while you’re at it, how do you justify calling that outfit of yours an elite force?”

“That was another assumption on the reporter’s part. I simply said I was here on ‘a special assignment,’ and she jumped to her own conclusions. As to the quality of our temporary housing … may I speak candidly, Colonel?”

“Please do. If you can clarify the situation without prolonging this rather expensive conversation, it would be appreciated … though from the sound of things, I should have called collect.”

“The remodeling of our quarters, the luxury hotel for temporary housing, and some of the other things you will doubtless be hearing about in the future are all a part of my plan to turn this company around. You see, these people have been treated like losers and been told they’re losers for so long they have little choice but to believe that they’re losers, and they act accordingly. What I’m doing is treating them like they’re the best, like top athletes being groomed for a competition. I’m betting that they’ll respond by acting like winners because they’ll see themselves as winners.”

“The theory being that if they don’t look like soldiers and act like soldiers, how can we expect them to fight like soldiers? You’re betting quite a bit on a theory, Captain.”

“I think it’s a good risk,” Phule said firmly. “And if it isn’t … well, it’s my money to risk, isn’t it?”

“True enough.” Colonel Battleax pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Very well, Captain. I’ll give you your head on this one for a while. If your idea works, the Legion will benefit. If not, we’re no worse off than when we started. Of course, now that your real name is known, if you foul up like you did on your last assignment, it’ll be hard for you to disappear from sight.”

“Of course.”

“What I’m trying to say, Captain Jester, is I’m hoping you’re aware that you’re more vulnerable on this than the Legion is.”

There was genuine concern in the colonel’s voice, which warmed Phule despite his early morning haziness.

“Of course,” he repeated. “Thank you, Colonel.”

“Very well. I’ll try to cover the ruckus at this end. You focus on shaping up those troops of yours. I have a hunch it’s going to take all the time and concentration you can give it and then some. In the future, however, try to give me advance warning if the media is going to pounce on something you or your crew is doing. You’re not the only one who doesn’t like early morning surprises.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll try to remember that.”

“Oh, and Captain …”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“The remodeling of your barracks. How long do you think that will take?”

“The estimate is two weeks, ma’am.”

A triumphant smile flashed across the colonel’s face.

“I thought so. It might interest you to know, Captain, that that’s the estimate my sister was given when she wanted a new porch put on her house. Battleax out!”

Phule waited until the projected image faded completely before heaving a big sigh of relief.

“That went better than I would have hoped,” he declared.

“Yes, sir,” Beeker responded. “I notice you neglected to tell the colonel that you not only purchased the barracks and land but also the construction company that’s doing the remodeling.”

“It didn’t seem the right time, somehow.” The commander winked. “Incidentally, remind me to get a clerk or something assigned to monitor the communications gear in here. You shouldn’t have to do that on top of the rest of your duties.”

“Very good, sir … and thank you.”

“No thanks necessary, Beek. I just don’t want to give you any more ammo than is necessary when it comes time to negotiate your next raise.”

Phule stretched and looked out the window.

“So … what’s on the docket for today?”

“Quite a bit, sir … but as you pointed out when I wakened you, it’s still early.”

“Well, I’m up now. Let’s get to work. And give the officers and cadre a call—especially Chocolate Harry. No sense in letting them lounge abed when I’m working.”


Chapter Six

Journal File #024

I will not attempt to capture the true feeling of what it was like for the company to stand guard duty in a swamp, though my employer’s impressions of the duty the first day he joined them in that task would doubtless be of interest to some. This is not so much a lack of willingness or ability on my part to impart such details, but rather a simple lack of data, as I never actually accompanied the company into the swamp—a fact I became particularly appreciative of when I observed the condition of their uniforms at the end of the day.

*    *    *

Bombest had nearly resigned himself to the Legionnaires’ presence in his hotel. There was no denying the welcome influx of rental monies during a normally slack period, and the troops themselves had proved to be far less raucous and destructive than he originally feared. He even made an honest effort to muster a certain amount of enthusiasm in his mind for their residence. What progress he had made along those lines, however, faded rapidly as he observed the Legionnaires’ transports pull up to the front door late in the afternoon, disgorging what could only be described as “mud men” onto the sidewalk.

From the waist—or, in some cases, the armpits—up, they were recognizable as the hotel’s latest guests. From the “disaster line” down, however, any familiar detail of individual or uniform was lost in a coating of gray-green muck. As sticky as it looked, Bombest noted that the coating seemed to lack sufficient adhesion to fully remain on its hosts, disturbing quantities of it falling in flakes and globs onto the sidewalk and, with apparent inevitability, the lobby carpet.

“Hold it right there!”

The voice of the Legionnaires’ commander, or, as Bombest tended to think of him, the Leader of the Pack, cracked like a whip, bringing the mud-encrusted figures to a complete, if puzzled, halt on the lobby’s threshold.

The hotel manager watched with some astonishment as Phule, his uniform displaying the same dubious collection of swamp mire as his followers, squeezed through the front ranks and advanced on the registration desk with the cautious tread of one trying to ease over a mine field.

“Good afternoon, Bombest,” the commander said pleasantly upon reaching his destination. “Could you call housekeeping for me and see if they have … Never mind. These will do nicely.”

So saying, he scooped up two of the stacks of the day’s newspapers from the desk, the hard copies still preferred by many, piling them on top of each other, then slipping an arm under them as he fished some bills from the relatively clean shirt pocket of his uniform.

“Here … this should cover it. Oh, and Bombest?”

“Yes, Mr. Phule?” the manager responded absently as he tried to figure out how to count the money without soiling his hands. Delegation seemed the only answer.

“Do you know if everything’s set up in the main ballroom?”

“In a way, sir. Yes. One of your sergeants thought it best if we erected the divider to allow some privacy between the men and women, and it was necessary to open one of the adjoining meeting rooms for additional space—”

“Yes, yes,” Phule interrupted. “But they’re set to go?”

“Yes, sir. If you wish, I’ll inform them you’ve arrived.”

“No need, Bombest. Thanks, anyway,” the commander said as he began to retrace his steps toward the door.

“Okay! Listen up!”

The waiting Legionnaires lapsed into silence.

“I want the troops on point to take these papers and spread them out on the carpet between the door and the elevators. The rest of you move slow and stay on the path as much as possible. Any extra papers are to be left by the elevators, and I want you to grab a handful to spread ahead of you as you hit your floors. Let’s try to keep the mess to a minimum until we get cleaned up. Understand?”

“YES, SIR!”

“What’s wrong with room service?”

The catcall from the rear was greeted with laughter and a few scattered rude replies until Phule waved the company into silence once more.

“Let me answer that question once and for all,” he announced. “While we’re guests at this hotel, there is a housekeeping service as well as a laundry service at our disposal. I have also contracted similar services for us once we move into our new barracks.”

A wave of enthusiastic cheers was cut short with another gesture.

“However, I remind you that this is a privilege, and it is not to be abused. If it comes to my attention that the personnel of these services are being forced to deal with any unnecessary unpleasantness or are putting in extra hours due to any laziness or inconsideration of anyone under my command, several things will happen. First, they will be paid a bonus commensurate to the work required. Second, the bonus will be deducted from your paychecks rather than included in the normal expenses I am covering personally. Finally, those services will be canceled and their work distributed among the company as additional duty until such time as I am convinced that you appreciate their efforts sufficiently to conduct yourselves with the appropriate courtesy and consideration. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir!”

“All right! I want you all to get upstairs and clean up, then report to the main ballroom for—”

A new eruption of catcalls interrupted the commander, though it was apparent that he was not the focus. Breaking off his briefing, he turned to see what had captured the company’s attention.

“Hoooo-eeee!”

“Ain’t that purdy?”

“Look out, girls!”

“How ’bout a kiss, Slick?”

Chocolate Harry stood framed in the hotel door, though “stood” scarcely embraced the picture he presented. He was ramrod straight, despite his inflated-pear stature, and wore the smug smile of a rich baron surveying his peasants. The obvious reason for his self-pleasure, and the target of the catcalls, was his uniform.

In place of his normal faded and frayed uniform, Harry glowed in a velveteen jumpsuit of the purest midnight black. The change from his usual rough-and-tumble look was stunning, and the contrast between him and his mud-caked admirers made him look like he just stepped off a recruiting poster. Calf-high boots of what looked to be the supplest suede with low, broad heels added to his height as he drew himself up and fired a parade-ground salute at his company commander.

“Ready in the main ballroom, sir!”

Any annoyance Phule might have felt over his supply sergeant upstaging his announcement was quickly crowded aside by his amusement at Harry’s obvious pleasure with the uniform. It was clear that the sergeant had been unable to resist the temptation to show off his new outfit, and had seized on the excuse of reporting in to parade it in front of the rest of the company. Stifling his smile, Phule returned the salute.

“Thank you, C.H. We’ll be along momentarily. Tell everyone to stand by.”

“Yes, sir!”

Again the flashy salute, which the commander was obliged to return before turning back to the company.

“As I was saying, once you’re cleaned up, report to the main ballroom. As you may have noticed, your new uniforms have arrived today, and there are tailors waiting for your final fittings. Carry on.”

His final words were nearly drowned out by a loud whoop of enthusiasm as the Legionnaires surged forward into the hotel, barely remembering their commander’s order regarding the newspapers.

Following in their wake, Phule saw Chocolate Harry surrounded by a knot of Legionnaires admiring his uniform while waiting their turn at the elevators.

“Sergeant?”

“Yes, sir?”

The supply sergeant broke away from his admirers and hurried to Phule’s side.

“Relax, C.H. The uniform looks great on you.”

“Thank you, sir. I mean … it do, don’t it?”

Harry craned his neck around, trying to catch a reflection of himself in one of the lobby mirrors.

“I was under the impression that uniform was designed with sleeves, though.”

“That’s the way it come out of the box,” the sergeant acknowledged, “but I had a few words with the man in charge and convinced him they could come off. I like it better this way—easier to move in.”

He swung his arms back and forth, then flexed his substantial biceps as if to prove his point.

“I see what you mean, C.H. Maybe I’ll try that with a couple of my uniforms.”

Phule suppressed the visions flashing in his mind of the confrontation between Harry and the uniform’s designer.

“Do that, Cap’n. It works great. Whoop! Got to go now. It’s gonna be real busy in there for a while.”

“Good. Carry on, Sergeant.”

The commander watched him go, then tiptoed over to the front desk with the exaggerated care of a villain in melodrama.

“Excuse me, Bombest?”

“Yes, Mr. Phule?”

“There’ll be a Charlie Daniels coming by in a bit looking for me. If he stops by the desk, just have him come right up to my penthouse. I’d appreciate it.”

“Certainly, s—ah, would that by any chance be Charles Hamilton Daniels III?”

“That’s the one. Send him up when he shows.”

*    *    *

“Mr. Daniels?”

The wiry figure in the penthouse door nodded in response to Beeker’s inquiry.

“Yes, sir. Here to see Captain Jester.”

The butler hesitated only a fraction of a moment before stepping aside to admit the caller.

“Nice layout you got here,” the caller said, peering about as he ambled into the salon portion of the penthouse. “Roomy, too.”

“Actually it’s more room than I need … or am really comfortable with,” Phule responded as he emerged from the bedroom, still toweling his hair from the shower. “I only rented it because we needed the space for our temporary headquarters.”

He gestured toward the tangle of communications gear at the far end of the suite where a Legionnaire sat idly sharpening a spring stiletto while minding the apparatus.

“Good.” Daniels nodded approvingly. “Never did hold much with ostentatious displays of wealth. Either you got it or you don’t, I always say.”

Their visitor was clearly into practicing what he preached, as his dress for the meeting consisted of faded blue jeans, a plain gray sweatshirt, and a pair of cowboy boots. It was only when one studied his half-open eyes that danced alertly from the wrinkles of his sun-reddened face that one had a glimmer of the truth: that far from being a down-at-the-heels laze-about, Charles Hamilton Daniels III was easily one of the richest men on the planet.

“Can I offer you a drink, Mr. Daniels?” Beeker said, clearly reassured that he had, indeed, admitted the right man to his employer’s quarters.

“Well, if you got a couple fingers of brandy in that wet bar I see over there, I wouldn’t say no … And it’s ‘Charlie.’ I’m only ‘Mr. Daniels’ to my lawyers—mine and other people’s.”

“Very good, Mr. … Charlie.”

“I’ll take care of that, Beeker,” Phule said, tossing his towel back into the bedroom and closing the door. “I want you to run down to the main ballroom and keep an eye on things.”

“Yeah!” the Legionnaire on communications put in. “Tell ’em I’ll be down for my fitting as soon as someone gets up here to relieve me.”

The butler cocked a chilly eyebrow at him.

“… please,” the Legionnaire added hastily.

“Very good, sir.”

“Why don’t you just go along with him now … Do-Wop, isn’t it?” the commander suggested from the bar. “I can cover the console while I chat with Charlie, here.”

“Thanks, Captain,” the Legionnaire responded, uncoiling from his chair and slipping his knife into a pocket before following the butler out the door.

“That’s a relief,” Daniels commented, turning his head and craning his neck to see if Do-Wop was out of hearing. “For a while, I thought we were going to have our chat with one of your boys sharpening his knife at me. That would kinda give you an edge, if you’ll pardon the expression. Assuming you invited me up here to talk a little business, that is.”

“If that had occurred to me, I might have had him stay.” Phule smiled, passing his guest a snifter of warm brandy. “I do appreciate your stopping by, though, Charlie. Normally I would have come to you, but I pretty much have my hands full trying to reorganize the company, and I didn’t want to wait too long before talking with you.”

“No problem, son. What all’s going on down in the ballroom, anyway, that’s got everyone so het up?”

“The new uniforms for the company arrived today. They’re a good crew, but right now they’re acting like a bunch of kids squabbling over who gets to play with a new toy. Everyone wants to be the first to be fitted so they can show off their new outfits.”

Daniels nodded sagely.

“Is that it? There were a bunch of ’em running around the lobby when I came in. Gotta admit, though, the uniforms they were wearing sure didn’t look like any government issue I’ve ever seen.”

He shot a sly, sidelong glance at Phule as he took a sip of his drink.

“Well, they aren’t exactly standard uniforms,” the commander admitted uncomfortably. “I had them designed especially for us—a full wardrobe, actually: field uniforms, dress uniforms, the works. You might know the designer. He’s a local here … name of Olie VerDank.”

“Olie? You mean Helga’s boy?”

“I … I guess so,” Phule said. “He’s the only designer in the settlement I know of with that name.”

“Good.” Daniels nodded. “He’s a talented fellah and could use the work—and the exposure. I’ll tell you, I always thought men who designed clothes were a little … well, you know … until I met Olie. Shoulders like an ox, that one. Got a pretty little gal he married, too. He’s got a bit of a temper, though, and don’t much like to be told what to design. I’m a little surprised you got him to work for you.”

“I offered to match the profits of his fall line.” The commander shrugged, looking into his own drink as he stirred it with a finger. “After that he didn’t seem too inclined to argue.”

“I’d have to say that was a fair offer. More’n fair, actually,” Daniels said. “Course, I imagine with a couple hundred of your troops all wanted to be fitted at the same time, he’s busier than a one-legged man in an ass-kicking contest down there.”

Phule grinned openly at the colorful analogy before replying.

“It shouldn’t be too bad. I’ve got a couple dozen tailors helping him—everyone in the settlement, or, at least, everyone I could find.”

Daniels snorted loudly. “And I’m sure they all just love working together. You got style, son. I’ll give you that. I believe there was some business you wanted to discuss with me, though?”

“That’s right,” the commander said, leaning forward in his chair. “I wanted to talk with you about today’s performance in the swamp.”

“Don’t know about your crew,” Charlie said, “but we had us a pretty good day. Got three nice stones. In fact, I’ve got ’em with me if you’d like to see.”

He pulled a small cloth drawstring bag from his pocket and tossed it to Phule. The commander opened the bag and upended it, spilling three small pebbles into his hand.

“Very nice,” he said, trying to sound enthusiastic.

In reality, he found the stones to be immensely unimpressive. They were small, the largest being roughly the size of a marble, while the smallest was barely the size of a pea. A dull, mottled brown, they seemed no different from any pebbles one might find in a garden.

“Oh, they might not look like much now,” Daniels commented, seeming to read Phule’s thoughts, “but they polish up real nice with a little work. This is what they end up lookin’ like.”

He held out his hand to display the ring he was wearing. The stone in the ring was larger than those Phule was holding, measuring nearly a full inch long. It was the same brown as the raw stones, but shone with a rich luster, and streaks of dazzling blue and red danced in its depths as Daniels moved his hand, making it look like the product of a successful breeding between tigereye and fire opal.

“Very nice,” Phule murmured, and meant it this time. He had never seen anything quite like it before, and for a moment was unable to take his eyes from the play of colors in the ring.

“Thought you might like to see what we’ve been panning for while your crew stood guard. Course, what keeps the price up is their scarcity. That little stone you’re holding will probably sell for enough to pay the bill for your Legionnaires for three months.”

“Really?” The commander was genuinely impressed. He carefully eased the stones back into their bag and returned it to Daniels. “I’ll admit I had no idea they were so valuable. Umm … it might be wise not to mention their worth in front of my troops. I mean, I trust them, but …”

“No sense in puttin’ needless temptation in their way. Right?” Charlie grinned. “Son, I appreciate the advice, but we already figured that out for ourselves. ’Sides, even if someone was to make off with a few of these beauties, it wouldn’t do ’em much good. Everyone around here knows who we are, and any stranger who tried to sell one of these stones would stand out like a gorilla in a beauty contest. They couldn’t sell ’em local, and we wouldn’t let a ship or a shuttle get cleared for lift-off while there was one missing.”

“Good.” Phule nodded. “Then there’s no problem. Actually, though, what I wanted to talk to you about was the way my crew stood duty today.”

Daniels squinted his eyes in thought for a moment, then shook his head and took another sip of his drink.

“Okay. I can’t recall ’em being any different today than usual, but then again, I’ll admit I wasn’t payin’ much attention.”

“Neither were they,” Phule said flatly. “At least, not to anything except their scanners.”

“Their scanners?”

“That’s right. You know, the ones programmed to alert them if anything dangerous entered the area?”

“I know what you’re talkin’ about. Fact is, we provided ’em. It’s another one of those conditions the insurance folks dreamed up especially for our operation. I’m just not sure why you have a problem with ’em.”

Phule surged to his feet and started pacing the room.

“The problem is that they’re relying too much on them, from what I can see. If they malfunctioned—or, more important, if anything wandered up that wasn’t covered by the programmed data—we’d never notice until someone got bitten, or whatever.”

Daniels’s face wrinkled in a scowl.

“Never thought of it, but you’ve got a point there, son.”

“Even more important,” the commander continued, “I don’t like the idea of my troops being so dependent on machines to do their thinking for them. Now, I use computers all the time myself, but I’ll still match the human mind against one every time when it comes to judgment calls.”

“So what exactly is it that you propose instead?” 

“I want to implement a training course to familiarize every Legionnaire under my command with the dangerous life-forms in the area. Once that’s done”—Phule hesitated, then took a deep breath and continued with a rush—“I want to turn the machines off so that the crew are relying on their own observation and judgment to do their job. Realizing that if anything goes wrong the miners will be the ones to suffer, I wanted your approval as the head of the combine that hired us before putting my plan into motion.”

“Heck,” Daniels said, “I’ve got no problem with that, though I might have if you hadn’t bothered to check with us first. There’s not that much dangerous out there, anyway. Like I said, it was more to keep the insurance folks happy than anything else. Fact is, we used to get by without scanners or guards before folks zeroed in on us and started insisting we get civilized. You just go on ahead with your training. I’ll take care of lettin’ the other miners know what’s goin’ on.”

“Thank you, Charlie.” The commander smiled, relieved that his proposal had been accepted so easily. “Now then, as to the potential impact on your insurance rates …”

“Don’t worry about that, either,” the miner insisted. “Just tell your crew to keep those scanners handy even when they’re turned off. Then, if we ever have problems or have to file a claim, we’ll see about arranging a ‘temporary equipment malfunction’ or something. Much as those insurance types like to think up regulations for us, ain’t seen one yet actually come out into the swamp to see if we’re following instructions.”

“I’d rather not start dabbling in insurance fraud,” Phule said carefully, “but if instead we—”

The insistent beep of his wrist communicator interrupted him, and he broke off speaking to answer the call.

“Captain Jester speaking.”

“Beeker here, sir. Sorry to intrude, but you might want to come down here when you have a moment.”

“What’s the problem, Beek?”

“Well, there seems to be some difficulty fitting the Sinthians with their new uniforms. Specifically the tailors are arguing with the designer that it can’t be done.”

Phule grimaced. “All right. I’ll be down as soon as I finish here … figure about fifteen minutes. Jester out.”

“Which ones are the Sinthians?” Daniels said curiously.

“Hmm? Oh. Sorry, Charlie, a little distracted there. The Sinthians are … well, you must have seen them on duty. They’re the nonhumans with the eyestalks and the spindly arms.”

“The little fellahs? Sure, I know ’em. Nice little guys once you get the hang of listenin’ to ’em. Tell you what, Captain. Can I talk to that Beeker fellah on your communicator for a second?”

The commander only hesitated a second before agreeing.

“Certainly, Charlie. Just a second here.”

He quickly punched Beeker’s com number into his wrist communicator.

“Beeker here.”

“Beeker, this is Jester again. Charlie has something he’d like to say to you.”

He extended his arm to Daniels, pointing at the microphone with his other hand.

“You there, Beeker?” the miner called, unconsciously raising his voice as if trying to cover the distance with volume.

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you happen to know if one of the tailors you’ve got down there is named Giuseppe?”

“I’m not sure, sir. If you’ll hold for a moment, I’ll—”

“Short little guy. His face looks like a raisin with a moustache.”

“Yes, sir. He’s here.”

“Well, you go over there and tell him that Charlie Daniels says that if he can’t manage to fit uniforms on those little aliens—or a bowling ball, or a pile of gelatin, for that matter—well, then, I guess I’ve been braggin’ about the wrong tailor to the commander up here. You tell him that for me.”

“Very good, sir.”

Daniels leaned back and winked at Phule.

“There. I guess that ought to do it.”

“Jester out,” the commander said into the communicator, signing off before shutting the unit down. “Thanks, Charlie.”

“Glad I could help,” the miner said, setting his glass down and rising to his feet. “Don’t you go worrying about our insurance, either. I figure we’ll be able to work something out if it ever comes to that. Seems to me like you’re going to have all you can handle just worryin’ about that crew of yours. On that little chore, I wish you luck!”

*    *    *

Of course, my employer did considerably more than simply worry about the Legionnaires under him. Particularly in those early days of his command, he pushed himself mercilessly in his efforts to learn about the individuals that made up the company. As an example, the same day that started early with the call from Headquarters and that he first stood duty with the company and issued their new uniforms and met with Charlie Daniels about the use of the scanners, rather than call it a day, and a busy one at that, my employer summoned his junior officers for a late night meeting.

*    *    *

“To get started,” the commander said, leaning forward in his chair, “let me reiterate that the reason for this meeting is to gain further insight and understanding into the individual Legionnaires we command by pooling our thoughts and observations. While the Legionnaires themselves can pick and choose whom to avoid and whom to be friends with during off-duty hours, as officers we are not allowed that privilege. We have to work with and utilize every individual in the company, whether we like him or her personally or not, and to do that we have to know whom and what it is we’re dealing with. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir!”

Phule hid his wince at the stiff response by rubbing his eyes as if tired—a gesture he did not have to fake. While he had tried to make his lieutenants comfortable on the penthouse sofa, and it was obvious they were more at ease with each other than when he had first spoken with them, it was equally obvious that they were still tense and nervous in the presence of their commanding officer.

“Also, let me apologize for the hour. I know it’s late, but I wanted to do the first pass on the list while our memories were still fresh from today’s duty, particularly mine.”

He flashed a quick grin at the lieutenants, which was not returned. The commander sighed inwardly and abandoned his efforts to lighten the mood of the meeting. He’d just have to rely on time and familiarity to loosen the lieutenants up.

“All right. I notice you have quite a few notes, Lieutenant Rembrandt. Let’s start with your observations.”

Rembrandt stiffened slightly and shot a quick glance around the room as if either hoping he was addressing someone else or looking for an escape route.

“Me, sir? I … Where would you like me to begin?”

Phule shrugged. “Your choice. We’re going to discuss everyone sooner or later, so it really doesn’t matter whom we start with … And Lieutenant?”

“Sir?”

“Try to relax a little. This is just an informal chat to kick around our thoughts. Okay?”

Rembrandt drew a slow, deep breath, then nodded.

“Well, I should probably admit that a lot of information I have, I got from talking to Brandy, the first sergeant. I … I’m still trying to get a handle on a lot of the troops myself, and I thought it would be a good starting point.”

The commander nodded. “Sound thinking. The noncoms work the closest with the Legionnaires, so we should listen to what they have to say whenever they’re willing to share their thoughts. Go ahead.”

“Probably the best approach would be to start with some of our more unusual Legionnaires,” Rembrandt began, starting to relax a bit. “It’s my guess that we’ll be spending a lot of time trying to figure out what to do with or about them, so we might as well start early.”

She paused to flip through her notes, then settled on a page.

“Proceeding on that basis, the one I personally have the biggest problem getting a fix on is one of the wimps. She has—”

“One of the what?”

The words burst from Phule’s lips before he actually had time to think. Both the lieutenants started visibly, and the commander mentally cursed himself. So much for a relaxed meeting.

“The … the wimps, sir. That’s how Brandy refers to them, anyway. When we were talking, she separated the problem Legionnaires into two groups: the wimps and the hard cases.”

“I see.”

The commander seesawed mentally for a few moments as the lieutenants watched him in silence. Finally he shook his head and sighed.

“It’s tempting to let it go to keep the meeting relaxed,” he said, “and I do want you both to feel comfortable speaking freely. You touched a nerve, though, Rembrandt, and I can’t just ignore it. I don’t want any of the company’s leadership, officer or noncom, to fall into the habit of referring to the company or any subgroup in it by derogatory terms. It tends to influence our own views and attitudes, and even if we manage to resist that trap ourselves, anyone overhearing us will think, with some justification, that we hold the Legionnaires in contempt. I want you—both of you—to actively resist the temptation of forming that habit and to work at breaking whatever habits along those lines you’ve gotten into. Everyone in the company deserves our respect, and if we have trouble giving it, it’s because we haven’t studied them long enough, not because there’s something wrong with them. Agreed?”

The lieutenants nodded slowly.

“Good. For that matter, Rembrandt, I want you to talk to Brandy about her speech patterns. She’s probably the worst violator of all of us.”

“Me, sir?” Rembrandt paled. It was clear she did not relish the thought of confronting the company’s formidable first sergeant.

“I’ll take care of it for you, Remmie,” Armstrong volunteered, jotting a quick note on his pad.

“Thank you, Lieutenant Armstrong,” Phule said levelly, “but I’d rather have Lieutenant Rembrandt handle it herself.”

“Yes, sir. I understand.”

Phule studied Armstrong’s stiff posture, then shook his head.

“No, Lieutenant, I don’t think you do. I said thank you and I meant it. I really do appreciate your offer. It shows that the two of you are starting to help each other out, and normally I’d encourage it.”

He leaned forward earnestly.

“It’s not that I don’t think you could handle talking to Brandy, it’s that I specifically think Rembrandt should do it … for two reasons. First, she was the one who mentioned the labels Brandy’s using. If you—or I, for that matter—approach Brandy on something Rembrandt said, it leaves the impression that she’s reporting things to us for disciplinary action, which would undermine her efforts to establish herself as an authority figure. I need two junior officers, not one junior officer and an informer. Second, Rembrandt, it’s important to you to address these problems yourself. Sure, Brandy’s intimidating and I don’t think anyone in the room would relish the idea of butting heads with her, but if I let you hide behind either Armstrong or me, you’re never going to grit your teeth and take the plunge yourself, which means you’ll never build the confidence you need to be an effective officer. That’s why I want you to be the one to talk to Brandy.”

He made eye contact with the lieutenants one at a time, and they nodded their agreement.

“As to how to talk to Brandy, if you’ll accept a little unasked-for advice, I’d suggest that you simply avoid approaching it as a confrontation. Oh, I know you’ll be nervous, but make it casual and conversational. It’s my guess she’ll go along with it without realizing her habits have been a subject for conversation among us. The less we have to resort to orders and threats, the smoother this company will run.”

“I’ll try, Captain.”

“Good.” The commander nodded briskly. “Enough said on that subject. Now then, before I interrupted you, you were starting to say something about the Legionnaire you have the most trouble getting a fix on?”

“Oh. Right,” Rembrandt said, rummaging in her notes again. “The one I was thinking of was Rose.”

“Rose?” Armstrong snorted. “You mean Shrinking Violet.”

“That’s what the other Legionnaires call her,” Rembrandt agreed.

Phule frowned. “I don’t think I’ve met her yet.”

“Not surprising,” Rembrandt said. “If you had, you’d probably remember her. Rose, or Shrinking Violet, has to be the shyest person I’ve ever met in my life bar none. It’s impossible to carry on a conversation with her. All she does is mumble and look the other way.”

“I’ve given up trying to talk to her,” Armstrong put in, “and from what I can see, so has everyone else in the company. I mean, she’s a good-looking woman, and when she arrived a lot of the guys tried to get to know her better, but you get tired of being treated like you’re Jack the Ripper.”

“It’s the same with the women,” Rembrandt said. “Everybody seems to make her nervous. Heck, it’s easier to deal with the nonhumans. At least they’ll meet you halfway.”

“Interesting,” the commander murmured thoughtfully. “I’ll have to try to talk with her myself.”

Armstrong grimaced. “Lots of luck, Captain. If you can get her to say half a dozen words, it’ll be more than she’s said since she arrived.”

“Speaking of the nonhumans,” Phule said, “I wanted to bounce a thought off the two of you. Specifically I want to split the two Sinthians when we assign team pairs. I figure it’s hard for humans to relate to and interact with nonhumans. If we team the two of them, it will only make them that much harder to approach. The only problem is, I’m not sure how the Sinthians will react to being separated. What are your thoughts?”

“I don’t think you have to worry about them complaining, Captain.” Armstrong grinned, winking at Rembrandt. “Do you, Remmie?”

“Well,” his partner replied in a mock drawl, “I don’t expect it’ll be a problem.”

The commander glanced back and forth at the two of them.

“I get the feeling I’m missing a joke here.”

“The truth is, Captain,” Rembrandt supplied, “the two of them don’t get along particularly well.”

“They don’t?”

“The way it is, sir,” Armstrong said, “is that apparently there’s a real class prejudice problem on their home world. Both of them headed off-world to get away from conditions.”

“Their names kinda say it all,” Rembrandt continued. “One of them, Spartacus, is a product of the lower class, while Louie, which I believe is short for Louis the XIV, is rooted in the aristocracy. Both of them joined the Legion thinking they would never have to deal with someone from the hated ‘other class,’ and you can imagine how overjoyed they were when they both got assigned to this outfit.”

“I see. How much does their mutual dislike affect their performance?”

“Actually they’re pretty civilized about it,” Rembrandt said. “It’s not like they get violent or anything. They just avoid each other when possible, and maybe glare and mutter a bit when they can’t. At least, I think that’s what they’re doing. Between their eyestalks and the translators, it’s a little hard to tell.”

“The bottom line, though, Captain, is that I don’t think they’ll object to being assigned other partners.” Armstrong grinned.

“Fair enough.” Phule ticked off an item on his list. “All right. Who’s next?”

*    *    *

The mood of the meeting had relaxed considerably when the commander finally called a halt to the proceedings. All three officers were punchy with fatigue and tended to giggle disproportionately at the lamest attempt at humor.

Phule was pleased with the results as he ushered his junior officers to the door. The long meeting had drawn them closer together, where it could just as easily have put them at each other’s throats.

“Sorry again about losing track of the time,” he told them. “Tell you what. Sleep late tomorrow and we’ll pick it up again at noon.”

The two lieutenants groaned dramatically.

“And hey! Nice work … both of you.”

“‘Nice work,’ he says,” Armstrong said, making a face at his partner. “I didn’t think we were going to get a pat on the back until we fell over from exhaustion. Of course, tomorrow we get to pick up where we left off.”

“He’s just saying that because we knew some things he didn’t,” Rembrandt countered owlishly. “Once he’s squeezed us dry, we’ll be cast aside and forgotten.”

Phule joined in their laughter.

“Go on, get some sleep. Both of you. You’re going to need your strength before I get done with you.”

“Seriously, Captain, what’s the rush?” Rembrandt said, propping herself against the wall. “What happened to our relaxed, informal sessions of note comparing?”

“You put your finger on it a minute ago,” the commander told her. “You two know some things about the troops that I don’t. I want to get as much information out of you as I can before we run everybody through the confidence course day after tomorrow—well, tomorrow, actually.”

He glanced up from his watch to find the lieutenants staring at him, all trace of humor gone.

“What’s wrong?”

Armstrong cleared his throat.

“Excuse me, Captain. Did you say we were running the confidence course the day after tomorrow?”

“That’s right. Didn’t I mention it to you?”

Phule tried to focus his mind to separate what he had and hadn’t said during the last several hours.

“No, you didn’t.”

“Sorry. I thought I had. I told the construction crew to give top priority to completing the new confidence course, and the word is that they finished work on it today.”

“You mean you expect our company to run a confidence course?” Rembrandt seemed to be hoping she had heard wrong.

“Of course. We’ve got them looking like soldiers. It’s about time we started working toward getting them to act and feel like soldiers, don’t you agree?”

For the first time that night there was no automatic chorus of assent. Instead, the two lieutenants just stood looking at him as if he had grown another head.


Chapter Seven

Journal File #087

For those of you who are like me, which is to say dyed-in-the-wool civilians, and therefore unfamiliar with the stuffy quaintness of military jargon, you should at least be made aware that it is a fantasy language all its own, specifically designed to hide its activities and attitudes beneath officious blandness. (My own personal favorite is referring to casualties as inoperative combat units.) Such is the case with the so-called confidence course.

What it is, is a path strewn with obstacles at regular intervals which the soldiers are to traverse in the least possible amount of time. In short, it’s what normal people would refer to as an obstacle course. It is no accident, however, that military personnel are never referred to as “normal people.” Somewhere in their hidden past (you notice no one in the military ever writes about it until after they’ve retired, or shortly before) it was decided to change the image of the old obstacle course. Rather than change the course, they opted to change the name. The theory was that it would be more acceptable to those it was inflicted upon if they understood its function, which is “to increase the soldier’s self-confidence by demonstrating to him (or her) that he (or she) can function successfully under adverse conditions.” This, of course, assumes that said soldier is able to successfully negotiate the prescribed course.

Personally I would have questioned the wisdom of my employer’s use of the confidence course as a means of establishing or reestablishing the self-esteem of the individuals under his command … had I been asked. After reviewing their files, not to mention experiencing the dubious pleasure of viewing and meeting them in person, I would have had serious doubts as to their ability to successfully tie their own shoelaces, much less negotiate an obstacle—excuse me, confidence course. From what I have gleaned of their comments on their first attempts at this exercise, my appraisal was not far from accurate.

*    *    *

Uncomfortable silence reigned in the small group of observers watching the company run the confidence course … or attempting to. Of the four, only the commanding officer seemed to be studying the scene with a neutral intensity. Brandy, the Amazonian first sergeant, stood in a relaxed parade rest, openly sneering her disdain at the antics on the course, while the two lieutenants alternated between averting their eyes in embarrassment and exchanging uneasy glances, united by their mutual discomfort, at least temporarily.

Surely the captain had known what would happen when he ordered this exercise … hadn’t he? He had every warning that his troops habitually performed at a level far below even the loose standards of the Legion. Still, he had given no indication that his expectations were anything but high. He had even issued new orders modifying the conditions under which the course would be run. Rather than the time being recorded for each individual as they were run through in small groups of half a dozen, the unit would be judged and rated on their performance as a whole. That is, the timer would be started, and not stopped until the last Legionnaire crossed the finish line. What was even worse, he insisted that the Legionnaires run the course in full combat gear, complete with weapons and packs, an announcement met with a mixture of horror and grumbling by the company. Already aghast at the idea of having to run the course at all, the new conditions robbed them of whatever energy and enthusiasm they might have been able to muster. For the moment, at least, their minds were one, even if the binding thought was the delightful fantasy of lynching their new CO.

The result was, predictably, chaos. While most of the company could manage at least a few of the obstacles, none could negotiate all of them with any semblance of poise or skill, the vast majority floundering even when they cast dignity to the winds. In no time at all, the course was littered with knots and clumps of Legionnaires bunched together at the more difficult obstacles or simply muttering together darkly while glaring at the knoll where the observers stood.

Even though Armstrong and Rembrandt had anticipated all this and gone to some lengths to point it out to their new commander, they were still haunted by a vague uneasiness. Phule had read them the riot act upon taking command, pointing out that the company was their personal responsibility. While he shared that responsibility, it was doubtful he would acknowledge any hand in the development of the Legionnaires prior to his arrival. In short, despite the apparent camaraderie they had experienced during the skull sessions regarding the individual Legionnaires, the lieutenants saw themselves as holding the bag for the company’s current condition. Though more than a little resentful of this burden, they were still plagued by small voices of guilt as they watched the fiasco on the course.

Should they have run the company through this course more often themselves under normal conditions? Perhaps if they had insisted on daily calisthenics in an effort to improve the physical conditioning of the Legionnaires, today’s showing might not be so grim. Of course, they were aware that if they had tried to implement such a program, they would have probably been shot in the back accidentally at the first opportunity (a possibility that still existed, and made them more than a little uneasy when Phule issued weapons and ammo to the Legionnaires for today’s effort). The fact remained, however, that they hadn’t even tried.

Well, the past was past and there was nothing they could do now except watch glumly as the situation on the course deteriorated. Trying to shut out the overall horror, they began focusing on individual activities.

Super Gnat, the little tomboy Legionnaire, was just approaching the three-meter board wall. This was a particularly challenging obstacle, one that daunted all but the most athletic Legionnaires. Because of this, there was a small path around it to enable the downhearted to bypass this test after a few tries before they became terminally depressed. Needless to say, the bulk of the company chose this route after a token run at the board, and many didn’t even bother pretending to try. Not so with Super Gnat.

Putting on a quick burst of speed, she threw herself at the wall, only to hit barely halfway to the top with an impact that could be heard by, and drew winces from, the watchers at the nearby knoll. It was a sincere, if futile, effort. One which easily should have earned her the walk-around so flagrantly taken by so many of the others. It seemed, however, that Super Gnat was of a different mind.

Picking herself up from the dust, she paused only long enough to resettle her gear, then hurled herself at the obstacle again with a savagery that, if anything, surpassed that of her first effort … with the same unfortunate results. Again she charged the barricade, and again the sound of her body hitting the wall floated up the knoll to the observers. And again …

Other Legionnaires streamed past her, but still she continued her dogged assault on the wall. The lieutenants grimaced and winced sympathetically with each impact, and even the hardhearted Brandy shook her head in wonder over the little Legionnaire’s tenacity. Phule’s reaction, however, was as different as it was unexpected.

With a smooth stride that had him off the knoll before the others knew he had started moving, the CO approached the obstacle himself. Timing his silent approach to match Super Gnat’s rush, he stooped and put an impersonal hand under her rump, boosting her up and over the wall with her next jump. Though doubtlessly surprised at the assist, the Legionnaire did not so much as pause for a backward glance, but scurried off toward the next obstacle, blissfully unaware of whose hand it was that had propelled her to success.

The remaining trio on the knoll watched her go, then turned their gaze to their commander, only to be met with an angry, challenging glare as he rejoined them.

“If that’s a loser,” Phule snarled, “then I’m a bad credit risk!”

This time the first sergeant joined the exchange of startled glances as they all groped for something to say. Fortunately they were spared the effort as the CO continued, with a more level voice now.

“All right, Top,” he said. “I think we’ve seen enough. Call ’em in. It’s lecture time.”

Brandy needed no more encouragement than that. Though still skeptical of the changes Phule was introducing, she secretly liked the wrist communicators and was glad of the opportunity to use hers. Depressing the General Broadcast button with her fingertip, she addressed the company through the speaker.

“Abort exercise! Repeat. Abort! All personnel assemble at the reviewing knoll! I mean now, Legionnaires! Let’s move it!”

A few weak cheers drifted up from the course as she ended her announcement. Most of the company, however, broke off their efforts and trudged toward the knoll with downcast eyes. They had looked bad, and they all knew it. While clinging to their righteous indignation over what had been expected of them, no one relished the inevitable tongue-lashing that was to come.

Though Brandy made sure her face was set in an expression of grim annoyance as the company gathered, inwardly she was more than a little elated. It was clear to her that today’s performance more than justified her low opinion that Phule had tried to dismiss as cynicism. If anything, she was looking forward to hearing him enumerate the shortcomings of the rabble he had been defending so staunchly.

“I don’t have to tell you that was a pretty miserable showing,” the CO announced as the last few stragglers joined the group. “I’m just wondering if anyone has the smarts or the courage to tell me what’s wrong.”

“We stink on ice!”

It was the now obligatory voice from the back of the crowd that was raised, though everyone seemed to be in agreement with it. Phule, it seemed, was not about to let it go at that, however.

“Who said that?” he demanded, peering in the direction the voice had come from.

Before his gaze, the mass of Legionnaires melted away, leaving one dark-haired, rat-faced individual to meet the challenge alone.

“I guess I did … sir,” he admitted uncomfortably.

“It’s Do-Wop, isn’t it?” the commander said, recognizing the Legionnaire who had done communications a few days before.

“Yes, sir!”

“Actually it’s De Wop,” someone whispered loudly, and a snicker rippled through the assemblage as the singled-out party flushed with annoyance and embarrassment.

Phule ignored it all.

“Well, Do-Wop, I admire someone who speaks their mind … but you’re wrong. Dead wrong.”

The company frowned in bewilderment, except the first sergeant, who scowled openly as he continued.

“What’s wrong is that you’re down there, and we’re”—his gesture encompassed all four observers on the knoll—“up here! I told you before that it’s our job to work with you, to find ways to make you effective, not to stand up here and shake our heads while you flounder around getting discouraged by trial-and-error learning. If anything, I owe you an apology for putting you through that first round, but I felt it was necessary to prove a point. You have my promise it’s the last time you’ll face an exercise alone.”

The company responded with thunderstruck silence as Phule came down off the knoll to join them on their own level, the rest of the observers trailing uneasily in his wake. Their expressions ranged from confused to disgusted, but there was little they could do but follow Phule’s lead.

“Okay now,” the CO said, motioning for those in the front rows to kneel down so those behind could see and hear, “I told you before, we’re a team. All of us. The first mistake was that you were trying to run this course as individuals. There are obstacles out there, as well as in anything we’ll ever want to do, that can flat out beat any one of us. But together, working as a team to help each other and to think out any problem, there’s nothing we can’t do. Nothing! Accept that as a given. Burn it into your minds and hearts that we can do anything. Then all that remains is working out the how, and that’s where the team comes in.”

The company was hanging on his words, caught up in his certainty and wanting him to be right.

“Let’s get down to some specifics here and see how this works. The three-meter wall is a problem.”

He pointed at the offending obstacle, and the Legionnaires nodded, a few grimacing wryly.

“It’s obvious just from looking at it that if you’ve got the height and the strength, you can go over it. But if you don’t, you’re stuck. That may be true for a pack of individuals, but we’re not. We’re a team, and we don’t leave teammates behind or let them get stuck just because they aren’t tall. Forget getting you over it and start thinking about getting us over it. If someone was to get on top and stay there to give a hand up to those coming after him, everyone could get over a lot easier. Better still, if some of you heavyweights were to make a staircase with your shoulders, we could go over this thing without breaking stride. Again, the idea is to maximize what you can do, not to let yourself get defeated by what you can’t do.”

There were smiles in the ranks now. The irrepressible energy of the captain was having its effect, and the Legionnaires were starting to believe they could beat the system.

“Another example,” Phule continued. “Some of you are slower than others. The Sinthians in particular are not built for speed. Well, being slow is nothing to be ashamed of, especially when it’s a factor of your physical build. They should no more have to suffer from not being fast than the rest of us have to be embarrassed by not being able to fly. It’s a problem to be dealt with. We help them deal with it because they’re our teammates. If there’s a situation like this course, where time is important and we don’t want them to fall behind, help them along. Carry them if you have to, even if it means doubling up on some of the field packs. Remember, our goal is to be efficient, and we’ll do whatever is necessary to get the job done. Now, let’s take a look at some of these other obstacles …”

He strode off in the direction of the series of obstacles commonly referred to as “The Pits,” with the rest of the company crowding along behind him. Reaching the first station, he turned back to the Legionnaires, and this time the front ranks dropped down without his signaling to them.

The obstacle consisted of a trench about four meters across filled nearly to the top with an evil-looking mixture of slime, algae, and muddy water. There was a framework constructed over the trench from which three heavy ropes hung. The Legionnaires were to swing across the trench on the ropes and continue on their way, a maneuver which was, in reality, much more difficult than it looked.

“I noticed that there was always a bottleneck at this station,” Phule said. “While some of you had the right idea in giving your buddies a push to get their swing started, the real problem is that three ropes aren’t enough to keep the traffic moving.”

He paused and peered into the trench at the water.

“Now, I know you’re all proud of your new uniforms, but these are supposed to be combat conditions, and combat is no time to worry about keeping your clothes clean. Does anyone know how deep this trench is?”

The Legionnaires looked at each other, but the CO didn’t bother waiting for an answer.

“The most valuable thing in combat besides initiative is information. Intelligence. Sergeant Brandy!”

“Sir?”

“Would you demonstrate for the company the fastest way to find out how deep this trench is?”

The company blinked in astonishment at the captain’s audacity, but the much-feared top sergeant only hesitated the barest heartbeat before springing into action. Crisp uniform, spit-shined boots, and all, she took one long stride and leaped boldly into the trench. Then, finding that the muck barely reached the bottoms of her substantial breasts, she waded to the far side with as much dignity as she could muster, looking not unlike the Bismarck coming into port.

Lieutenant Armstrong, who had always envied the top sergeant’s poise, did not bother to hide his grin as he elbowed Rembrandt in glee. Unfortunately, Phule noticed the exchange.

“Lieutenants?”

“Sir?”

The junior officers cringed inside as their commander nodded pointedly at the trench, but they were compelled to match the sergeant’s example. Two sets of officer’s uniforms hit the muck as the company looked on with delight.

“As you can see,” the CO commented calmly, “it’s actually quicker to simply wade through this obstacle than to stand in line for a rope. Now, if you’ll follow me, we’ll take a look at the next problem. Remember how deep this is and lend a hand to your shorter teammates.”

With that, he turned and stepped off the edge of the trench himself, accepting a hand up from Brandy as he reached the other side. The company charged into the trench like lemmings behind him, eager to see what else their commander had up his sleeve.

The next station was much like the last, except that the trench was wider and spanned by three logs. This time, Phule didn’t hesitate, but hopped immediately onto one of the logs and crossed to the far side, beckoning for the waterlogged Armstrong to join him.

“This one isn’t too difficult,” he called from the other side, “if you’re reasonably agile. Of course, some of us aren’t reasonably agile, and even for those that are, keeping your balance takes time. So again, we simply modify the world to fit our needs … Tusk-anini! Could you get the other end of this?”

At nearly seven feet, the big Volton was easily the strongest, most imposing figure among the Legionnaires, even if his stringy dark hair, protruding tusks, and misshapen head didn’t give him the appearance of a cross between a warthog and Frankenstein’s monster. Stepping forward, he grasped one end of the log as Phule and Armstrong got the other, and together they rolled it sideways until it rested against the center span. A few more moments, and the third log was shoved into place next to the others.

“This is easier to cross,” Phule declared, walking out to the center of the makeshift bridge and jiggling it with his feet to check its steadiness, “but it’s still a little wobbly if we’re all going to cross it in a hurry. Anyone have any rope in your packs?”

Nobody did.

“Well, I know you all have knives. They were issued to you, and while they aren’t the best-quality cutlery, they’ll do for the moment. Do-Wop?”

“Here, Captain!”

“Grab a partner and go get us some rope to tie these logs together with.”

“Sir?”

“Think, soldier! I believe you’ll find some back at the last station. That is, of course, if you don’t feel it will compromise your well-known principles to stoop to liberating something for the company’s benefit.”

Whoops and cheers went up from the Legionnaires at this, as Do-Wop could normally be relied on to requisition anything that wasn’t nailed down solidly—and chained, to boot.

“While we’re waiting,” Phule called, waving them into grinning silence, “let’s kick around some ideas of how to beat the next obstacle. Anyone have any ideas?”

*    *    *

As fate would have it, Bombest was not only on duty but in the lobby when the company blew into the hotel after their bout with the confidence course.

Do-Wop was the first in, though it was difficult to recognize him through the slime and drying mud that were caked on his uniform. He was in undeniably high spirits, though, as he tossed a wad of wet currency on the front desk and scooped up an entire stack of newspapers from the counter.

“Hey, Super Gnat!” he called at the next figure through the door, recognizable only by her height, or lack thereof. “Give me a hand with this! You know what the captain said. If those baboons track up the lobby, we’ll all have to pay for the cleanup out of our wages.”

The manager watched with interest as the two of them laid a path with newspapers between the front door and the elevators, barely in time as the first wave of Legionnaires burst into view.

“Did you see Brandy’s face when the captain said …”

“I’ll tell you, I never thought I’d live to see …”

“Hey, Bombast! Better call the laundry service and have ’em send someone over for a pickup. We’ve got a little overtime for them!”

The hotel manager did his best to smile along with the general laughter that followed this comment despite the use of the hated nickname, but it came out looking like a thin-lipped grimace.

“Me, I’m ready for a drink or five.”

“Get cleaned up first. Can’t have the civvies see us looking like this!”

One figure detached itself from the jubilant mass and approached the front desk.

“Say, Bombest! Could you send someone to open up the pool area? I think the crew is going to want to play a bit, and it’s probably better for all of us if they do it in the pool instead of the bar and the restaurant.”

The manager did not even try to keep the look of horror off his face this time. If it hadn’t spoken, Bombest would never have recognized the mud-encrusted figure before him as Phule. His mind flatly refused to accept that anyone of Phule’s social standing and training would stoop to wallowing in the muck with the common troops.

“The pool?” he echoed weakly, unable to tear his eyes away from the commander’s soiled condition.

Phule caught his look, but misinterpreted it.

“Don’t worry, Bombest.” He grinned. “I’m sure everyone will shower before hitting the pool.” He gestured at the newspaper-littered lobby. “If they’re too cheap to pay to have the carpet vacuumed, they sure aren’t about to spring to have a ring around the pool scrubbed off.”

“I suppose not.”

“Oh, and could you have room service send about three trolleys of beer to each of our floors? On my bill, of course.”

“It’s all on your bill, Mr. Phule,” Bombest commented, beginning to recover his composure.

The commander had been starting to turn away, but instead he leaned on the desk, chatty in his enthusiasm.

“I know, Bombest, but this is special. Be sure they’re told that it’s with the commander’s compliments. I’ll tell you, I wish you could have seen them today. I’ll have to check on it, but I don’t think any outfit has run the confidence course in less time than they did.”

“They do seem to be in high spirits,” the manager agreed, wishing to maintain the friendly tone of the conversation.

“They should be. Do you know we ran that course over a dozen times today? They’d still be going at it if I hadn’t called it a day.”

“Why did you do that? I mean … it is still fairly early.”

“The course has to be rebuilt first,” Phule said proudly, his grin flashing through the dirt on his face. “That reminds me. I’ve got to call the construction crew and see if they can get someone out there today to get started on it.”

“It … sounds like they’re doing well.”

“That they are. I am worried about the Sinthians, though. They’re just not able to keep up without help. I’ve got to come up with some way to help them move faster before they get completely dispirited.”

Bombest was groping for an appropriate answer when he noticed two figures approaching their conversation.

“Willard? Is that you?”

Phule turned, smiling as he recognized the reporter whose interview had resulted in the call from Headquarters. She was barely into her twenties with soft, curly brown hair and a curvaceous body that even the conservative lines of her office suit couldn’t hide.

“Hi, Jennie. Surprised you recognized me like this.”

“I almost didn’t, but Sidney here said he thought it was you. It’s not that easy to fool a holophotographer.” The reporter grinned, gesturing at her partner. “He specializes in spotting celebrities that are trying to travel in disguise.”

“Yes. I can see where that would be a handy skill,” the commander said, forcing a smile. He had never been that fond of the sharp-eyed holophotographers that flocked around public figures like vultures around a staggering animal. In particular, he found he disliked the easy, broad-shouldered, wavy-haired good looks of the photographer who stood so close to Jennie. He exuded a relaxed air that intense people such as Phule always envied but could never hope to master. “Pleased to meet you, Sidney.”

He bared his teeth as they shook hands.

“So. What can I do for you today, Jennie? I don’t think we can top that last article you wrote until we learn to walk on water.”

Any sarcasm hidden in his question was lost in the reporter’s enthusiasm.

“Well, our editor has assigned us to do a series of weekly articles on you, complete with pictures … if you’re willing, that is. I was hoping we could talk with you and get a few shots, or set a time at your convenience.”

“I see. Unfortunately I’m not really presentable at the moment.” Phule gestured pointedly at his soiled condition. “We’ve been running the confidence course today …

“Really? That could make a good lead right there …”

“… and besides,” the commander continued, “I’d rather you did a few stories on the company itself. I’m sure the public would find it more interesting than a series on me alone.”

“I … suppose,” the reporter said hesitantly, seemingly reluctant to pass up her chance to spend time with the commander. “We could try putting in some stuff about how other people view you and your activities.”

“Fine. Then it’s settled. We’ll see what we can do about lining you up with … Do-Wop! Brandy!”

He waved at the two figures en route from the elevator to the lounge, and they wandered over to join the conversation.

“These two are interested in doing a story on our confidence course training session,” he explained. “I was wondering if the two of you would be willing to fill them in.”

“With holos?” Do-Wop exclaimed, spotting the holophotographer’s equipment. “Hey, neat! Sure thing, Captain.”

“Um … the trouble here is that they don’t look like they’ve been through anything,” the reporter commented tactfully.

The two Legionnaires had already showered and changed, and except for their damp hair there was no trace of their recent ordeal.

“No problem,” Do-Wop insisted hastily. “We can just duck up and change back into our other uniforms and—”

“Better still,” Brandy said levelly, eyeing the holophotographer, whose good looks had not escaped her notice, “we could just go across the street to the park and take a quick dip in the fountain to wet ourselves down. I’m not sure the public wants to see how really dirty we get on the course.”

The holophotographer ran an appraising look over the top sergeant’s generous figure and nudged the reporter with his elbow.

“That’ll do just fine,” he declared. “Shall we go?”

As the group headed out of the hotel, Phule snagged the photographer and drew him aside.

“Umm … Sidney? We both know that Jennie there has enough enthusiasm to carry a whole brigade along with her once she gets rolling. I’m counting on you to keep a bit more level head on your shoulders.”

“What do you mean …?”

“Let’s just say it would be wise for you to check with the various Legionnaires before taking, much less publishing, holos of them. Some of them joined the Legion to leave their past behind them.”

“Really?” The photographer started to look around, but Phule wasn’t finished.

“And if they didn’t shove your gear down your throat when you tried to take the pictures, I’d be inclined to take a personal interest in your career, as long as it lasted. Do we understand each other?”

Sidney met the commander’s gaze, and what he saw there made him decide that this was not the time to extol the virtues of freedom of the press.

“Understood, Mr. Phule,” he said, giving a quick salute that wasn’t entirely mockery.

*    *    *

Phule paid only distant attention to the antics of the photo session. Instead, he found himself watching the neighborhood rat pack of kids who interrupted their glide-board frolicking to investigate the gathering. After the reporter shooed them away from the shooting for the fifth time, this time threatening to call the police, the kids resumed their normal games, perhaps more energetically because of the nearby holophotographer.

Though best on hard, flat surfaces like sidewalks, the glide boards could work on anything, and the kids prided themselves in demonstrating their expertise in the face of adversity. They rode them over the tops of the park benches and across the uneven grass. Their favorite maneuver was to skim down one particular slope into a dip, then use their momentum to jump their boards over the hedge, coincidentally landing in the fountain the photographer was using for his backdrop. The boards were even faster over water, however, and they had no difficulty in gliding across the fountain and disappearing before the news team could do more than raise their voices in protest.

Phule watched them intently for a while, then drifted over toward where they were gathering to plot their next move. The kids watched his approach, ready to bolt for the safety of the alleys, but he smiled and beckoned to them, so they held their ground until he was in talking distance.

“Whatcha want, mister?” the apparent leader challenged. “Looks like you could use a dip in the fountain yourself.”

Phule grinned ruefully along with the titters of laughter. He hadn’t had a chance to clean himself up yet, and if anything he looked worse than the urchins.

“I was just wondering if you could tell me a little about your boards,” he said. “Are they hard to operate?”

The kids glanced at each other, torn between their love of their boards and the temptation to tease an adult. The boards won.

“They’re a little tricky at first,” the spokesman admitted. “You’ve got to learn to keep your center of balance low or they’ll toss you off.”

“With a little practice …”

“With a lot of practice …”

“You can make ’em do just about anything …”

“You want to give it a try?”

“Once you get the hang of it …”

Now that the barrier was broken, the information came in a torrent as the kids all tried to talk about their passion at once. Phule listened for a few moments, then waved them into silence.

“What I really want to know,” he said in a conspiratorial voice that brought the kids crowding closer, “is if you think you could teach a Sinthian to ride one of these things … Have any of you ever met a Sinthian?”


Chapter Eight

Journal #091

Their success on the confidence course, not to mention their pride in their new “uniforms,” seemed to mark a turning point in the attitudes of the Legionnaires. As a whole and as individuals, the company began to embrace their new commander’s belief that “we can do anything if we work together and are not too picky about how we do it!”

Like children looking for excuses to show off a new toy, the Legionnaires abandoned their previous habit of clinging to their home base during their off-duty hours, and instead were soon seen throughout the settlement looking for new challenges to apply their “togetherness” techniques to, whether it was called for or not! Many of the local citizens grew to believe that this extroverted crew was an entirely new force which had been imported, as most of their “projects” could be viewed as “good deeds” or “civic improvements.” Unfortunately, however, not all of their pastimes fell on the proper side of legality, a fact which kept my employer quite busy intervening between them and the local authorities.

Aside from this, the bulk of his time was occupied in a sincere effort to get better acquainted with the individuals under his command in preparation for the assigning of the company into two-man teams. Of course, his efforts only revealed what I had suspected since he first received this assignment: that Legionnaires relegated to an Omega Company are not the easiest individuals in the universe to deal with.

*    *    *

“Mind if I join you?”

Super Gnat looked up from her breakfast to find the company commander standing over her table. With a shrug, she waved him into the facing chair.

The smallest member of the company was not unattractive, though no one would call her beautiful. An obvious band of freckles across her cheekbones and nose combined with her heart-shaped face and short brown hair to give an impression of a pixie—a robust young farm pixie, not the cuter, more sophisticated Tinker Bell variety.

Phule stirred his coffee slowly as he tried to organize his thoughts into words.

“I’ve been meaning to talk to you for some time,” he began, but the Gnat stopped him, holding up a restraining hand while she finished chewing and swallowing her current mouthful.

“Let me save you a little time here, Captain. It’s about my fightin’. Right?”

“Well … yes. You do seem to be involved in more than your share of … scuffles.”

“Scuffles.” The little Legionnaire sighed. “If I was bigger, they’d be called brawls. Oh well. Let me explain something to you, sir.”

She re-addressed her food as she spoke.

“I was the littlest of nine kids in our family—not the youngest, the littlest. Our folks both worked and weren’t around much, so us kids were left pretty much to sort things out for ourselves, and like most kids, we weren’t big on democracy or diplomacy. If you didn’t stand up for yourself, nobody else would and you ended up at the bottom of the heap. Of course, me bein’ the smallest, I had to fight more than most just to keep my share of the grief and housework from getting too big. You know what it’s like to have a sister five years younger than you try to push you around?”

Phule was caught flat-footed by the question and groped for an answer. Fortunately none seemed to be required, as Super Gnat continued.

“Anyway, I sort of got in the habit of going for anyone who tried to hassle me. You see, when you’re my size, you can’t wait for the other person to swing first, or it’s all over before it starts. You gotta go for them first if you want to get your licks in. Even then it doesn’t always work, but at least that way you’ve got a chance.”

She paused to sip her coffee, then wiped her mouth decisively with the napkin.

“I guess what I’m saying, sir, is that what you sees is what you gets. I can appreciate that my fighting all the time is disruptive, but it’s an old habit and I personally wouldn’t make book on its changing. If it really bothers you, I could transfer out. Lord knows it won’t be the first time.”

Despite his poise, Phule was a bit taken aback by the frankness of this little Legionnaire. While he was concerned about the conduct of the company, he found himself warming to the Gnat.

“I … really don’t think that will be necessary,” he said, dismissing the possibility offhand. “Tell me, doesn’t it bother you that you always get beaten? Why do you keep picking fights you can’t win?”

For the first time since the start of their conversation, Super Gnat looked uncomfortable.

“Well, you see, sir, the way I was raised, I’ve always figured the important thing is to stand up for yourself and what you believe in whatever the odds. If you only fight when you can win … well, then you’re just a bully takin’ advantage of weaker folks. I guess growin’ up the way I did, I never had much use for bullies, so I’m kinda sensitive about bein’ one myself.”

The commander was impressed. Enough so that the idea of the Gnat as a bully wasn’t even outlandish.

“But you would like to win more often? Or at least some of the time?”

“Of course I would,” she said. “Don’t get me wrong, Captain. Just ’cause I’m not choosy about my fights doesn’t mean I’ve got a thing for losin’. You got any suggestions on that score, I’d appreciate ’em.”

“Well, I was thinking you might look into the martial arts … you know, like karate. A lot of them are designed by and for small people, and …”

He broke off when he realized Super Gnat was beaming at him with an impish grin.

“You don’t have to tell me about the martial arts, sir. You see, I’ve got belt ratin’s in three schools a karate—Korean, Japanese, and Okinawan—plus judo and some a the Chinese forms. The trouble there is that you’ve got to keep a level head for the forms to work, and when I get mad—and I gotta be mad to fight—it all just kinda slips away and I’m back to bein’ a scrapper.”

“Three schools,” Phule echoed weakly.

“That’s right. My first husband, he owned a string a dojos, so it was real easy for me to get lessons. Now, if you’ll excuse me, sir, I’m supposed to be helpin’ in the kitchen just now.”

She departed, leaving Phule gaping after her.

*    *    *

“Have you got a minute, Captain?”

Surprised, Phule looked up to find Chocolate Harry framed in the doorway of the penthouse. Actually the pear-shaped black supply sergeant did more than fill the doorway: he dominated it and the room with his bulk.

“Sure. Come on in, C.H. What can I do for you?”

Though deliberately casual in tone and manner, the commander was curious as to what had dragged Harry away from his normal lair in the supply rooms. They had not spoken more than in passing since the new uniforms were issued, and while the supply sergeant had been more than efficient in handling his expanded duties, Phule was curious as to his true reactions to the revitalization of the company.

Harry eased into the room, peering around through the thick lenses of his glasses as if he expected to find an intruder—or a bargain—lurking in the corners. Finally, he ran a hand over his close-cropped hair and began.

“Well, sir,” he said, that surprisingly wheezy voice of his emerging mysteriously from his dense, bristly beard. “I’ve been doing some thinkin’. You know the problems we’ve been havin’ comin’ up with weapons for Spartacus and Louie?”

Phule nodded carefully. Along with the problems of locomotion, the Sinthians had other difficulties in interfacing with the troops, not the least of which were armaments. Their spindly arms had enough wiry strength to handle most of the firearms in the company’s arsenal, but there was a problem with their eyestalks. It seemed that the sighting devices designed for eyes mounted side by side on a head, like on a human face, were somehow beyond the Sinthians’ physiology. They were issued weapons along with the rest of the company when they went out on exercises, but were under strict orders not to fire a round until they had demonstrated an ability to place their shots at least in the vicinity of their intended target.

“Have you got an answer, C.H.?”

“Mebbe so.” The sergeant fidgeted. “You see, before I signed up, I was a member of … a club. Pretty rough-and-tumble folks. Anyway, we had one guy, blind as a bat, who was one of the meanest dudes we had in a fight. What it was, was he got hold of a sawed-off shotgun and used that when things got rough. He didn’t have to be real accurate, just so long as he got the general direction right. I was thinkin’ … you know, with the Sinthians …”

Phule considered this. A sawed-off shotgun was a classic close-combat weapon, especially as an adaption to some of the new belt-fed models. There was no denying its effectiveness, though it was not usually issued in the military. Of course, the police still used them for really nasty situations, so it wasn’t entirely unprecedented. Then again, this was Harry’s first independent effort to help the company, and the commander was loath to discourage him.

“That’s an excellent idea, C.H.,” he said, reaching his decision. “As a matter of fact, we’re going to be getting a visit from a sales rep of old Phule-Proof Munitions in the next few days. We’ll have to see what he has in stock that can be modified to our purposes.”

“That’s great, Cap’n. Wouldn’t mind browsing through their selection myself. Ain’t often I’ve had a chance to see the new stuff instead of hand-me-downs and black market rejects.”

“Oh, you’ll be involved in the selections, Sergeant.” The commander smiled. “Never fear on that score. Getting back to the shotguns, though, I only see one possible problem with issuing them to the Sinthians. Specifically it will be of the utmost importance that they’re pointed at least in the right general direction when they fire. That’ll mean being sure they’re teamed with someone reliable, and not that many of our more solid Legionnaires have expressed a willingness to accept them as partners. It seems that everyone’s afraid that their slowness would be a liability on combat. That may change if the glide-board idea works out, but in the meantime …”

“Shoot, that’s no problem, Captain.” The sergeant beamed, his teeth showing though his fierce beard. “I’d have room for one of ’em—mebbe both—in the sidecar of my hawg. I can keep an eye on ’em myself!”

“Your what?”

“My hawg … my hover cycle. I’ll tell you, Captain, I never have been able to figure out why the military doesn’t use ’em in combat. They worked fine for us in civilian life, and they can go anywhere one of those glide boards can.”

Phule had a vague feeling that he had just been maneuvered into letting Chocolate Harry ride his hover cycle into combat. Still, if it was efficient …

“Tell you what, C.H. Bring your … hawg … by after duty hours tomorrow. I want to take a look at it myself.”

“Right, Cap’n!”

“Oh, and C.H., while we’re on the subject of the nonhumans in the company, what weapon do you think would be best for Tusk-anini?”

“Tusk?” The sergeant blinked. “Heck, Cap’n. It don’t matter none what you have him carry. He ain’t gonna shoot it, anyway.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I thought you knew, Cap’n. The Voltron may look like some kinda big stomper, but he’s a strict pacifist. Won’t even raise his voice to anyone, much less a weapon.”

*    *    *

It was late when the commander leaned back, stretching from the litter of notes on the table in his bedroom, and decided to call it a day. No sooner had he reached his decision, however, than he realized he was hungry. He had worked through the dinner hour (again) and knew that the hotel restaurant was long closed, as was the bar. Still, now that his concentration was broken, an emptiness in the vicinity of his stomach reminded him than he should feed it something or he’d have trouble getting to sleep.

There was a vending machine which dispensed snacks, but that was two floors down (apparently people living in penthouse suites weren’t supposed to patronize vending machines), but he had dismissed Beeker several hours ago, and was loath to call on the services of the Legionnaire who would be on communications duty in the main room with no justification other than his own laziness. It seemed he had no choice but to stir his stumps and run the errand himself.

Having reached that decision, Phule felt the momentary tug of politeness and chose to exit his lair through the duty area.

“I’m going down for some noshies,” he announced, opening the connecting door while feeling in his pocket for some change. “Can I get you anything while I’m at it?”

The Legionnaire on duty started and looked up from her magazine as if he had shot at her, then ducked her head, shaking it in a quick negative, but not quite fast enough to hide the fact that her face had colored with a blush like a tomato on a seed catalog before she did.

The commander paused, studying the woman as his memory flashed data from files and conversations across his mind.

That’s right. This was the Legionnaire named Rose the lieutenants had been talking about. As they had noted, she was attractive enough, with ash-blond hair and the kind of figure usually described as willowy. Of course, her tendency to try to crawl back inside her uniform like a turtle when spoken to did nothing to enhance her appearance.

Brandy had suggested skipping over her when her name came up on the duty roster, but Phule insisted on letting her take her turn at communications like everyone else. Now, looking at her bowed head and averted eyes, he wondered if he shouldn’t have been more flexible. From the way she was acting, if a call came in she’d probably faint rather than answer it.

“Say, have you got change for a dollar?” he said, trying once more even if it meant ignoring the coins in his pocket.

The total reaction to his question consisted of a deepening of Rose’s blush and another quick shake of her head.

Tenaciously the commander wandered closer, trying to edge into her line of vision.

“While we’re talking, I’m curious about your reactions to my reorganization of the company. Do you see it as an improvement or just a waste of everyone’s time?”

Rose turned her head away from him, but finally spoke.

“Mmphl gump hmm ol.”

Phule blinked a couple times, then leaned closer.

“Excuse me … what was that again? I couldn’t quite hear you.”

The Legionnaire seemed to collapse in on herself, answering only with a feeble shake of her head and a shrug.

The captain abandoned his efforts, realizing that to push further would be, at best, a cruelty.

“Well, I’ll be off now,” he said, heading for the door. “I’ll only be a few minutes if anyone calls in.”

Rose relaxed a bit as he retreated, acknowledging his departure with nothing more than a vigorous nod.

As soon as he closed the door behind him, Phule puffed out his cheeks in a long exhale as if he had been holding his breath. He realized, with no small surprise, that dealing with someone as shy as Rose had the effect of making him nervous. The bashful Legionnaire’s painful bashfulness made him immensely self-conscious, and throughout the “conversation” he had found himself trying to figure out what he was saying or doing to make her so uncomfortable. All in all, he came out of it feeling like he was the one who shot Bambi’s mother.

Lost in thought, Phule decided to take the stairs down to the vending-machine floor instead of waiting for an elevator.

It was easy to see why the lieutenants—and probably anyone else she had been assigned to—thought of her as a problem case. He would try to talk to Rose again, sometime when he wasn’t so tired. Maybe if he was more alert he would be able to find a way to put her at her ease. As it was, it was hard to relax around someone who constantly reacted to you as if you were some kind of a monster.

As if on cue, a nightmare rose off the steps at his feet, stopping his descent—and his heart—in midstride.

“Wha …Oh! Jeez, Tusk-anini. You scared the … I didn’t see you there.”

“Not apologize, Captain. Many scared by me when expected. You not expect see me, so scared.”

The big Voltron shook his head, though Phule noted he rotated it around his nose like a dog instead of pivoting his chin back and forth on his neck as a human would. There was no denying this nonhuman Legionnaire cut a formidable, if not terrifying, figure under the best of circumstances, much less when encountered unexpectedly in a stairwell late at night.

Nearly seven feet tall with a massive, barrel chest, Tusk-anini towered over all but the tallest of humans, and even those had to look up to meet his black, marblelike eyes. His brown-olive skin more closely resembled an animal hide than human flesh in color and texture, particularly when complemented by substantial amounts of dull-black hair. Crowning the entire effect was a misshapen face only a mother—or, one assumes, another Voltron—could love. It was elongated and protruded into an unmistakable snout, and his two tusklike canines jutted from his lower jaw on either side of his nose, presumably the feature the Legionnaire took his name from.

“Incidentally I’m sorry we haven’t spoken before,” the commander said, still struggling to regain his composure.

“Again, no apologize, Captain. Know you busy. Do good job, too. Will help any way you want.”

Phule only listened to the Voltron’s response with half an ear, the rest of his attention being claimed by the stack of books in the stairwell.

“What were you doing here, anyway, Tusk-anini? Reading?”

The Legionnaire nodded, his head moving in exaggerated up-and-down motions like a horse fighting a bit.

“I no need much sleep, so read lots. Came here so roommate not have to sleep with light on in room.”

Phule had squatted down to examine the books and looked up with new speculation in his eyes.

“These are pretty heavy reading. How come you brought so many?”

“Will read whole stack tonight.”

“The whole stack?”

Again the Voltron tossed his head in agreement.

“Read fast. Humans have much knowledge. Joined Legion learn human knowledge. Want be teacher after duty tour over.”

The commander hastily revised his estimation of the Voltron. It was so easy to assume that because he was big and spoke broken English, his intelligence was somewhat lower than that of the average Legionnaire. Once one was thinking about it, though, the fact that the Voltron had mastered an alien tongue well enough to speak it, however clumsily, rather than resort to the translators used by the Sinthians, said something about his mental ability … and his pride! It was obviously a matter of some pride to Tusk-anini that he could speak a human tongue at all, even if he did it so crudely he gave the impression of being stupid.

“Why don’t you use the duty room of my penthouse?” Phule said, his mind racing over this new discovery. “You’d be more comfortable, and I think the light’s a lot better for reading.”

“Thank you, Captain. Most gen … erous.”

The Voltron stumbled a bit over the word, but began to gather up his books.

“Let me give you a hand there. You know, Tusk-anini, if you were serious about helping—above and beyond the call of duty, that is—there is something you might be able to give me a hand on.”

“What that?”

“I get lots of communications from Headquarters: copies of reports and modifications to the rules and regulations. Most of it is pointless paper shuffling, but I end up having to read it all to find the few items that do affect us, especially the changes in regulations. Now, if you could read through those for me, and pull the really important items for me to look at …”

The beep of Phule’s wrist communicator interrupted his explanation. For a long moment he debated ignoring it to continue his conversation with Tusk-anini. Then he remembered that Rose would have to deal with it if he didn’t, and reached for the activator button.

“You got Com Central here,” came a voice from the unit’s speaker. “What desperate situation can we alleviate for you this evening?”

The commander froze with his sign-on unuttered on his lips. Apparently whoever was calling in was also thrown by the response, as there was a pregnant pause before a reply came on the air.

“Is … is Captain Jester there?”

That voice was clearly recognizable to the commander as Brandy’s, which meant the other voice had to be …

“The Great White Father, or Big Daddy, as he’s sometimes known, is not available at the moment, Top. He’s done tippee-toed off to feed his face, thereby giving lie to the belief that the man never eats or goes to the bathroom.”

“Who … who is this?” the voice of the company’s first sergeant demanded.

“You got Rose at this end, Super Sarge … that’s Rose as in Rose-alie? I am faithfully and alertly monitoring our dazzling communications network this evening, as is my sworn duty according to the duty roster you signed and posted this very morning.”

“That Rose?” Tusk-anini rumbled, but Phule waved him into silence as he listened for the next exchange.

“Rose?” Brandy’s surprise was clear in her voice. “I don’t … Well, tell the captain when he gets back that I want to talk to him.”

“Hold on a second there, Brandy-Dandy. Before I tell him any such thing, perhaps you might want to reconsider your request? The Main Man is tryin’ to keep going on potato chips and two hours’ sleep, and I was kinda hoping he’d have a chance to fall on his face and die for a couple hours when he got back—that is, if there isn’t an emergency hangnail or something to keep him up all night. You don’t suppose that just maybe this busy old universe of ours could stagger along without him until morning, do you?”

“Rose, have you been drinking?”

Phule fought back a snicker and kept listening.

“Not a drop that wasn’t as pure as a maiden’s virtue, O Ramrod of the Masses … and don’t you go trying to change the subject. Is it absolutely, positively cross-your-heart-and-kiss-your-elbow necessary that you talk to the Cheez Whiz tonight, or can I maybe leave him a love note for when he wakes up?”

“Well, Rose-alie. Since you put it that way, I suppose it can wait until the dawn’s early light. I can work around it for now.”

“Whoa back there, Brandy-wine. You know, you’ve been keeping the pedal to the metal yourself there lately. Now, realizing that you have to be in tippee-top sergeant shape to kick some sense into our merry band when the officers aren’t looking, don’t you think it might be a good idea to catch a few winks yourself while the tide’s out?”

“What are you? My mother?”

“Just your average loyal Legionnaire trying to do her best to help the wheels of our mighty war machine turning smoothly instead of goin’ flat. While there may not be much that I can do personally to assist our fearless leader, I feel it behooves me to try to see to it that those who can make a difference stay on their feet and function at something approximating maximum efficiency. Get my drift, or am I goin’ too fast for you?”

Brandy’s laugh was clear over the communicator.

“All right. You win. I’ll get some sleep and pick it up from here tomorrow. Good night now … Mother. Brandy out.”

“That Rose?” Tusk-anini said, repeating his earlier question as the communicator went dead.

“It sure as hell was.” Phule grinned. “Come on up when you’re ready, Tusk-anini. I’ve got to go talk to that woman!”

The commander flew back up the stairs, nearly breaking down the door of the penthouse in his enthusiasm and eagerness.

“I overheard that last exchange, Rose,” he exclaimed, bursting into the room. “You were fantastic!”

“Uggle mpt.”

Stunned, the captain stopped in his tracks and stared at the Legionnaire who a moment before had been verbally the height of confidence and wit. Head bowed and blushing, she was the same as she had been when he left the room.

“I … I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to shout,” he said carefully. “I just wanted to compliment you on your handling of Brandy’s call.”

Rose blushed and shrugged, but kept her eyes averted.

“Well, I guess I’ll follow your advice and get some sleep now. Oh. I told Tusk-anini he could do his reading up here. He’ll be up in a few minutes.”

That got him a nod, but no more. After a moment’s hesitation, he retreated through the connecting door into his bedroom.

Once within his sanctum, Phule leaned back against the now closed door and thought hard for several long minutes. Finally, with careful deliberation, he raised his hand and punched the proper key on his wrist communicator.

“This is the all-night voice of Com Central,” came the now familiar voice. “How may we help you decide what to do with the rest of your life?”

“Rose? Captain Jester here,” Phule said, sinking into a chair with a smile.

“Why you High-ranking Rascal. Didn’t you promise me you were going to go beddie-bye?”

“Truth to tell, Rosie, I just couldn’t doze off until I told you one more time how much I appreciate your golden tones brightening the airwaves.”

“Well, thank you, Captain. My lonely night here at Com Central is brightened considerably by your tribute.”

“And also,” Phule continued quickly, “I’ve just got to know why you’re so much different than when we meet face-to-face.”

“Hmmm … I suppose I can light that one little match of enlightenment for you, since things are so slow tonight—but only if you promise to go right to bed when I’m done.”

“You’ve got a deal. So, what’s the story?”

“Not much to tell, really. I had a terrible stutter when I was a kid. I mean, it could take me fifteen minutes just to say ‘Hello’ to someone. The kids at school used to tease me something awful about it, so I got so’s I wouldn’t say anything just to keep them from laughing at me.”

The commander nodded his understanding, so wrapped up in Rose’s tale he didn’t pause to think that she couldn’t see his reaction.

“Anyway, finally somebody got around to running some tests on me. They slapped some earphones on my head and turned up the tone until I couldn’t hear myself talk, and you know what? Like that, I could talk as normal as anybody! It seemed the problem was that I was scared of the sound of my own voice! Once I found that out, things got a bit better, but I still had trouble talking in front of other people. So what I did was I got me a job in a little-bitty radio station, and let me tell you, I did everything. I was the DJ, the news and weather person, the ad person. Mostly, though, I did phone-in conversations with the listeners. Everything was fine, just as long as I didn’t have to talk to folks face-to-face. I practically lived at that station for five years … until it got bought out and the new owner automated the whole shebang and fired me.”

“And so you joined the Legion,” Phule finished for her thoughtfully.

“Well, there were a few things I did first, but that’s about the size of it. Now, don’t you go feeling sorry for me, Big Daddy. I’m a grown girl now and I made up my own mind to join.”

“Actually,” the commander said, “I was thinking seriously of offering you permanent duty at Com Central—that is, if you can forgo the pleasure of standing duty in the swamp.”

“Now, that’s a thought. Let me mull it over and get back to you on that one. Meantime, I believe you were going to get some sleep? Seems to me I recall someone making me a promise to that effect a little while back.”

“Okay. I’ll do it.” Phule grinned. “Nice chatting with you … Mother. Jester out.”

Clicking off his communicator, the commander rose, stretched, and headed for the bed. All in all, it had been a pretty good day. It looked like he had found himself a new clerk and a communications specialist. If things worked out, he’d have to see about getting them each an extra stripe.

It wasn’t until he had disrobed down to his shorts that he remembered that he never had gotten anything to eat.


Chapter Nine

Journal #104

The assigning of partners within the company was a milestone event. Though it actually occurred over the space of several weeks, the effects were apparent almost immediately.

While great care had been taken in deciding who would be paired with whom, and for the most part the choices accepted by the Legionnaires, it was expected that there would be some complaints and protests. Needless to say, in this, at least, my employer was not to be disappointed.

*    *    *

“Excuse me, Captain. Have you got a minute?”

Phule glanced up from his coffee to find two of his Legionnaires, Do-Wop and Sushi, fidgeting at his table. It seemed that his relaxing morning cup of coffee was not going to be so peaceful.

“Certainly. Would you like to have a seat?” 

“This shouldn’t take long,” Do-Wop said, shaking his head. He was of medium height and weight, with a coarse complexion and black curly hair that always looked like it needed washing. “We were wondering if it was possible to be assigned different partners. I mean, there are still some of the crew who haven’t been assigned …”

“Both of you feel this way?” the commander interrupted.

“That is correct, Captain,” Sushi confirmed crisply. A full head shorter than Do-Wop, he was a slightly built Oriental who dressed and held himself with meticulous precision. “Our personalities and values are incompatible. I’m afraid that any permanent association between the two of us would prove to be detrimental to the smooth operation of the company.”

“I see.” Phule nodded grimly. “Sit down, both of you.”

This time, it was a command, not an invitation, that was voiced, and the Legionnaires grudgingly selected chairs.

“Now then, tell me more about these incompatible values you’re experiencing.”

The two men glanced at each other, each apparently reluctant to be the first to voice his complaints. It was Do-Wop who finally took the plunge.

“He’s always talkin’ down to me,” came the complaint. “Just because he knows a lot of big words …”

The commander held up a restraining hand.

“I really don’t think that the size of your partner’s vocabulary should be a factor here.”

“It’s not just that,” Do-Wop said, flushing slightly. “He called me a crook—to my face!”

“I said you were a petty thief—and you are!” Sushi corrected sharply. “Anyone who would jeopardize the unity of the company for nickel-and-dime—”

“There! You see?” the other appealed to his commander. “How am I supposed to team up with someone who—”

“Just a moment!”

Phule’s voice cracked like a whip, cutting through the argument and cowing both men into silence. He waited for a moment until they had leaned back in their chairs, then turned to Sushi.

“I’d like a little clarification here,” he said. “How exactly would you define a petty thief?”

The Oriental glanced at the captain, then turned his gaze toward the ceiling.

“A petty thief is one who, in his criminal activities, takes risks disproportionate to the potential rewards.”

“Criminal activities!”

“Sit down, Do-Wop,” Phule ordered, keeping his eyes on Sushi. “If you can keep your mouth shut and listen, you just might learn something.”

The curly-haired Legionnaire sank slowly back into his chair, and the commander continued his line of questioning.

“If I understand you correctly, Sushi, your objection to Do-Wop is not the fact that he steals, but rather the scale he operates on.”

A faint smile played across Sushi’s lips.

“That’s right, Captain.”

“So tell us, what kind of reward do you figure would justify … what was that phrase? Oh yes … criminal activity?”

“Not less than a quarter of a million,” the Oriental said firmly and without hesitation.

Do-Wop’s head came up like a shot.

“A quarter of a … Oh bullshit!”

The other two men ignored him.

“Of course,” Phule said levelly, “eight or nine million would be even better.”

“Of course.” Sushi nodded, locking gazes with his commander.

Do-Wop’s head swiveled back and forth as he frowned at each of them in turn.

“What the hell are you guys talking about?” he demanded at last.

The Oriental broke off the staring match, shaking his head with a sigh.

“What Captain Jester is speaking of with polite circuitous-ness is something he has been careful not to acknowledge since he took command of our unit. Specifically that he and I have met prior to our enlistment … under social business situations.”

“You two know each other?”

“What is more,” Sushi continued, “he is leaving it up to me whether or not to mention that I left the business community under a cloud of suspicion—a matter of embezzlement involving several million dollars.”

“It was never proven,” Phule said.

The Oriental smiled. “Computers are marvelous devices, aren’t they?”

“Wait a minute!” Do-Wop exploded. “Are you trying to tell me you got nine million dollars?”

“I don’t actually have it.” Sushi grimaced. “It was eaten up by a series of … shall we say, bad investments.”

“Bad investments?”

“It’s another term for gambling debts,” Phule informed him.

“Excuse me. Captain?”

The company’s first sergeant had approached the table during their discussion.

“Uh … can it wait, Brandy?” Phule said, leaning back from the conversation. “We’re kind of in the middle of something here.”

“It’ll just take a second,” the sergeant assured him, plowing on. “Some of the troops were asking about that honor guard job, and I was wondering if there was any kind of an update.”

“I’ve got an appointment to see the governor next week,” the commander informed her. “In the meantime, I’ve got to try to come up with some kind of leverage to make him see things our way.”

“Got it. Thanks, Captain. Sorry to interrupt.”

The distraction dealt with, Phule turned back to the situation at hand. Sushi was looking into the distance with the studied inscrutable expression of the Orient, while Do-Wop was staring at him with something akin to awe.

“All right. Listen up, now. Both of you. I didn’t just pull names out of a hat when I made you two partners. The way I see it, you can both learn from each other.

“Sushi, you need to loosen up a little, and Do-Wop here is just the man to show you how to do things for the fun of it. And Do-Wop, maybe working with Sushi will help you to … raise your goals in life a little. Anyway, I’d appreciate it if you’d both give this partnership a try for a while before deciding it won’t work.”

“Hey! Are you saying you think I’m a thief, Captain?” Do-Wop bristled.

The commander fixed him with his coolest stare.

“I haven’t wanted to mention it, Do-Wop, but there have been a number of reports of missing personal items in the company.”

“You can’t blame that on me! The locks in this hotel are the pits! I could go through any of ’em without breaking a stride.”

“Really?” The commander seemed suddenly interested. “Do you think you could teach the other Legionnaires how to do that?”

“Piece of cake.” The Legionnaire beamed. “Like I said, anyone could do it.”

“Fine,” Phule said. “Then I’ll make an announcement and have any interested parties report to you for lessons tomorrow.”

“My pleasure, Captain.”

“Outside your room.”

Do-Wop blanched.

“My room?”

“That’s right. I want you to teach them how to handle a variety of locks—doors, suitcases, the works—and you can use the locks on your room and personal effects to do it.”

“But …”

“Of course, if there’s anything in your gear that might have ‘strayed’ in over the last few weeks, it might be advisable to have it ‘stray’ right back to its owners before you begin the lessons. Don’t you agree?”

Do-Wop opened and shut his mouth several times like a beached fish, but no words came out.

“Come on, partner.” Sushi laughed, clapping him on the shoulder. “I think we’ve been outflanked on this round. Looks like we’d better do a little lost-and-found work this afternoon.”

*    *    *

Not all the pairings were turbulent, but some were notably unusual. Perhaps the strangest of all came about after one particular off-duty incident in the hotel cocktail lounge.

*    *    *

While the Legionnaires tended to dominate the watering hole, there was always a smattering of civilians in attendance. Some were drawn by the media coverage the company had been getting and came to covertly gawk at the troops, while others were surprised to find so many uniforms in what they thought was a civilized lounge and simply refused to yield ground. For the most part, however, the two groups tended to steadfastly ignore each other.

Not that the Legionnaires were unaware of the civilians, mind you. Much of the loud banter and all of the roughhousing that had been developing within the group lately was left upstairs when they came in to drink. They were all still harboring painful memories of not being allowed in the premises before Phule’s arrival and their subsequent relocation into the Plaza, and by unspoken agreement were on their best behavior when relaxing in the hotel lounge.

This particular evening, however, there was trouble in the air. A trio of civilian males were perched at the bar, and seemed to have their minds set on causing a disturbance. They were at that awkward age: too young to be responsible, but too big not to be taken seriously. The best guess was that they were students, possibly athletes, from the university on the other side of the settlement. Their clothes marked them as that, being too expensive for your average street tough. Then again, street toughs usually have a certain survival instinct, however loud they might appear at times. Long before reaching maturity they have lost any childhood belief in their own invulnerability and trust to their wits to avoid situations clearly hazardous to their health. Not so with the threesome in question.

They were into the forced hilarity so easily recognized in a group looking for attention, trouble, or both. They would put their heads together and whisper, all the while keeping their eyes on a specific table or person, then suddenly explode into gales of laughter, unnaturally loud so as to set them rocking dangerously back and forth on their stools. When no one came over to them to demand “What’s so funny?” they’d settle on another victim and repeat the process, a little louder this time.

The Legionnaires steadfastly ignored the theatrics, but without exchanging words all knew that something was going to have to be done about the interlopers. The problem was, no one seemed willing to make the first move. Not that they were afraid of the youths. While the noisemakers were healthy enough specimens that they might have given the Legionnaires a run for their money in a one-to-one tussle, the company had them outnumbered sufficiently that it would have been an easy matter to simply overwhelm them and toss them out onto the street … and serious consideration was being given to doing just that. Unfortunately none of the Legionnaires was eager to start the ball.

To gang up on the troublemakers, particularly with other civilians looking on, could only draw criticism on the company. If they challenged the intruders with even numbers, the age and “military experience” of the Legionnaires would still cast them as the bullies of the situation, and if, in that situation, they lost the brawl, the loss of face would be untenable. What was worse, the company commander and his butler were in the lounge, holed up at a back table as they pored over their pocket computers. While the Legionnaires were reluctant to start a fight in front of civilians, they definitely didn’t want to be the perpetrators of a military-civilian brawl under the appraising eyes of their own superior officer.

Consequently the company tightened their grips on their drinks and refused to acknowledge the taunting from the bar, all the while hoping that the management or the captain himself would intercede before things got too bad. Unfortunately the latter was in huddled conversation with Beeker, and both seemed oblivious to what was going on at the other end of the room.

Then Super Gnat walked in.

For a moment, the Legionnaires were frozen in silent terror. If it had been a western, someone would have shouted, “Somebody fetch the marshal! There’s gonna be trouble!” Since it was real life, however, they did the next best thing. “Hey, Super Gnat!” “Over here, Gnat!” “Got an open chair here!”

The little Legionnaire stopped in her tracks, startled by the sudden eruption of invitations as her teammates tried desperately to head off the inevitable. Of course, it was all in vain.

“HELL, I’D BUY HER A DRINK, BUT SHE’S NOT TALL ENOUGH TO REACH THE TOP OF THE BAR!”

“HAW! HAW! HAW!”

Silence hung heavy in the room as the Gnat slowly turned her head to look in the direction of the noise.

“OH, LOOK! NOW SHE’S MAD! WHATCHA GONNA DO ABOUT IT, RUNT?”

The company was torn as the little Legionnaire’s head sank into her shoulders and she began to stalk grimly across the room toward her tormentors. There was a tradition of not interfering in someone else’s fight, but, for all her comic fierceness, Super Gnat was family, and no one wanted to stand by and watch her get hurt. There was no doubt in anyone’s mind what the outcome of the brawl would be, since it was doubtful that the Gnat could take any one of the loudmouths, much less all three, as was clearly her intent.

There was a quiet scrape of chairs as the individual Legionnaires struggled with their decision. The only thing that was clear was that if the interlopers did serious damage to the Gnat, they were going to have trouble getting out of the lounge in one piece—public relations be hanged!

Suddenly a huge figure loomed out of the candlelit darkness and interposed its bulk between the civilians and the approaching Super Gnat.

“Ummm … Gnat?” Tusk-anini rumbled in his voice that was at once rasping and melodic. “Captain says tell you … if you bust up place, you pay … all damages.”

The little Legionnaire pivoted around, her eyes seeking the company commander to protest such a charge. While she looked for Phule, her opponents looked at the figure between them and their intended prey.

As has been noted before, Voltrons are impressive if encountered by the light of day and one is expecting it. In a dimly lit cocktail lounge with a low ceiling, it can give the impression that part of the wall decided to walk up to your stool … if a wall had a large, misshapen head complete with tusks, and matted dark hair that ran down the back of its neck.

The three troublemakers tried to stand up, only to discover they already had performed that act without thinking when the apparition appeared. Which is to say, they became aware that they weren’t sitting down … Tusk-anini was really that big!

“Umm … are you with her?” one of them managed at last.

“What he’s trying to ask,” inserted another, “is whether we have to fight you if we take her on?”

The Voltron reacted to this by retreating a step in shocked surprise.

“Her? No … she no need my help. She meaner than me … lot meaner!”

As one, the trio swallowed hard and looked at the Super Gnat again.

“Want advice?” Tusk-anini pressed eagerly. “Leave now. If no, then somebody get hurt … maybe bad.”

There was no mistaking the open sincerity and concern in the Voltron’s voice, though his normal peaceful nature was harder to detect. Suddenly aware of their own mortality, the cowed youths threw some money on the bar and beat a hasty retreat, evacuating the premises before the Gnat managed to catch Phule’s eye, the latter notable being engrossed in conversation again.

*    *    *

After the “Super Gnat in the Lounge” episode, it was only natural that she and Tusk-anini be teamed as partners. The full effect that the fiery little Gnat and the gentle giant would have on each other was not even suspected until several days later. Unlike the lounge incident, there was no foreshadowing or warning of the explosion before it happened.

The Legionnaires had taken to using the Plaza restaurant as an after-hours gathering place for reading, quiet conversation, and any other activity requiring more space than a hotel room, and more light than was provided in the lounge. There were usually a couple dozen people there, and that was what Brandy was looking for when she stopped in for a late night cup of coffee and a little relaxing conversation before turning in.

Scanning the room with her mug in hand, her eye fell on Tusk-anini poring over a stack of papers.

“Hey, Tusk!” she said, plopping down at his table. “How’re things shaping up between you and the runt? Won’t she let you work in the room?”

The Voltron raised his head and regarded her with his black marble eyes.

“Brandy. No call partner runt. She no like.”

Taken aback, the first sergeant tried to laugh off the rebuff.

“Hell … no offense meant. I know the runt’s sensitive about her height, but—”

“NO CALL PARTNER RUNT!”

The Voltron rose angrily to his feet, and Brandy was aware of heads turning in their direction.

“Cool down, Tusk,” she cautioned. “What’s bothering you, anyway?”

“SHE HEAR YOU, SHE GET MAD. YOU HAVE TO FIGHT HER. MAYBE HURT. YOU NO CALL HER RUNT!”

The whole room was watching the confrontation of the company’s Gargantuans now, and the top sergeant was suddenly aware of her status and authority being challenged.

“Look, Tusk-anini!” she snarled. “Nobody tells me how to talk—not even the captain! If I want to call the Gnat a runt, I will … and nothing you can do or say—”

The Voltron’s bunched-up fist thudded down on top of her head, surprising her and knocking her sprawling backward off her chair.

The others in the room watched in stunned silence as their most pacifistic teammate loomed over the fallen sergeant, trembling with rage.

“I WARN YOU, BRANDY. NO CALL PARTNER RUNT!”

It had been a long time since anyone had challenged Brandy physically, but some things you never forget. Shaking her head to clear it, she groped about and found a chair leg.

“I believe this is my dance!” she hissed, and came off the floor at the Voltron.

*    *    *

Phule sighed and checked his uniform when the flurry of pounding erupted on the door of his suite.

“Come in, Super Gnat,” he called as the assault began anew.

The smallest company member exploded into the room, red-faced and oblivious to the verbal clue that she was expected.

“Captain! Did you know that my partner’s down in our room with a bandage on his head? That the doc says he might even have a minor concussion?”

“I’m aware of that.”

“And did you know that bitch Brandy did it to him?”

“I’d heard that, too.”

“Well, what are you going to do about it?”

Phule regarded her levelly.

“Nothing.”

“Nothing? But she—”

“Since I figure doing nothing is better than seeing your partner brought up on charges.”

Super Gnat blinked, hesitating in her tirade.

“Charges? I don’t understand, Captain.”

“Sit down, Gnat,” Phule instructed calmly. “If I take official notice of what happened, then I’ll have to acknowledge all the eyewitness accounts of Tusk-anini launching an attack on Sergeant Brandy … an attack that ended when she knocked him cold defending herself. I don’t want to have to do that, so unless that bitch, as you called her, decides to press charges, I’m willing to pretend the whole thing never happened.”

The Gnat frowned fiercely for a moment, then shook her head.

“I can’t believe it, Captain. They’ve got to be lying. Tusk-anini is the gentlest soul in this whole company. What’d he want to take off after Brandy for?”

“Let me ask you a question,” the commander said slowly. “Would you want to tangle with Brandy?”

The little Legionnaire twisted her mouth into a grimace.

“That’s one I’d walk around if there was any way,” she admitted. “Even if I kept my head and remembered what I learned in those classes I was tellin’ you about, she’d probably peel me like a grape. That’s one mean lady.”

Phule nodded sagely.

“That’s what the fight was about.”

“Sir?”

“It seems that Brandy was referring to you in less than complimentary terms, and your partner was afraid that if she talked like that in front of you, you’d take her on and probably get hurt.”

“Shoot. You can say that again. Why, she could …”

The Gnat broke off in midsentence as the implications sank in.

“Wait a minute. Are you sayin’ old Tusk took her on because of me?”

“That’s what the witnesses say. It seems he figured he had a better chance against Brandy than you would. Of course, he doesn’t have your training. He tried to do it on guts and enthusiasm.”

Super Gnat shook her head ruefully.

“That don’t cut it in heavy traffic,” she said. “Believe me, I know!”

“He was doing what he thought he had to, to protect his partner,” Phule said. “I might suggest that you consider doing the same.”

“Sir?”

“Think about it, Gnat. Your partner, who never raised a hand in anger before, is getting into fights to protect you from your temper. If you can’t control yourself for your own sake, you might think about him before you fly off the handle next time.”

A quiet knock at the door interrupted them. At Phule’s summons, the company’s first sergeant eased into the room.

“Evening, Captain. Hi, Gnat.”

Super Gnat assumed the relaxed warmth of an icicle, but Phule was unruffled.

“Good evening, Top,” he said. “I assume you’re here about Tusk-anini?”

“Oh no … well, in a way, I guess. Actually I was looking for Super Gnat. The troops said she was headed this way.”

“You found me.”

“Well, the way it is, Gnat, I think I owe you an apology.”

“An apology?”

“Yeah. I’ve been thinking about what happened, and the truth of the matter is, I was out of line. Not that I meant any harm, mind you, but I guess I never stopped to consider how much the teasing really bothers you. Heck, if anyone should know what it’s like to be needled about size, it’s me. Anyway, I should know better, so I want to apologize. I’ll try to watch it in the future.”

“I appreciate that, Brandy. I really do. I think Tusk is the one you should be apologizing to, though.”

Brandy flashed a quick grin.

“I was down there first. He kept insisting I owed you the apology, not him.”

“Oh.”

“Anyway, I’m apologizing to you both. No hard feelings?”

Super Gnat accepted the extended hand and they both shook solemnly.

“Well, that’s all I wanted. Maybe when you get done here you can come on down to my room, Gnat. I have a few tips on handling size jokes I’d like to share with you over a brew.”

“I’m pretty much done here,” the little Legionnaire said, raising her eyebrows in question at the commander.

“Just one more thing while you’re here, Gnat. Sorry to jump subjects on you, but what’s your opinion of Sergeant Escrima’s classes on stick fighting?”

Super Gnat chewed her lip slightly before answering.

“Truth to tell, Captain, I don’t think they’re doin’ much good at all. The sergeant knows his stuff, but he’s not that good an instructor. He just plain goes too darn fast for most of the folks to figure out what he’s doin’ … ’cept the ones like me who have had some martial arts training before and are just watching for the variations.”

“That’s the way I see it, too,” Phule said. “If you’re agreeable, I’d like you to take over the classes.”

“Me? Shoot, I don’t know that much about stick forms.”

“What I want you to do is to take private lessons from Escrima, then teach what you learn to the rest of the company. If nothing else, it might keep them from teasing you quite so much if they see what you can do in a formal class situation.”

“I’ll give it a try, Captain,” the Gnat said doubtfully, then her face split in a quick grin. “Tell you what. I’ll do it if you give me some private lessons in fencing. Deal?”

“Deal,” the commander said. “Now, both of you get out of here and let me get some work done.”


Chapter Ten

Journal #111

While the changes in the Legionnaires’ views of themselves and each other were remarkable, the reversal of the attitudes toward the company on the part of the local citizens was as, or more, noteworthy. Perhaps the most radical change was on the part of the head of the police, Chief Goetz.

*    *    *

“Really appreciate your stopping by, Chief,” the company commander said, shaking that notable’s hand crisply as they met in the Plaza lobby.

“Well, I figured if you were nice enough to invite me along for this special weapons demo you were getting, the least I could do was offer you a ride,” Goetz said. “Oh, by the way, I never got around to thanking you for including me in that spread your chef cooked up. It was delicious … even if I’m not sure what I was eating half the time.”

“To tell you the truth,” Phule said, grinning, “neither did I. I figured it would be rude to ask, if not flat-out dangerous to your health. Escrima has a record of being more than a little touchy about his cooking. It did taste great, though, didn’t it?”

“It certainly did,” the chief agreed. “I was particularly fond of the roast pig. Of course, I was struck by the coincidence of the report that hit my desk of three pigs that turned up missing from the university’s animal husbandry department the day before.”

Phule cursed mentally. He hadn’t found out until the day after the feast that Chocolate Harry had been more than a little loose in his acquisition of supplies for Escrima’s efforts. If he had known, he would have refrained from inviting the chief of police, or at least insisted that the pigs be carved into less recognizable bits before serving. Until now, however, he had thought the dish had passed unnoticed.

“If you’ll just give us a few days,” he said stiffly, “I’m sure we can produce the receipts for those particular items.”

“A few days?” Goetz’s eyebrows shot up. “That supply sergeant of yours must be slipping if it’d take him more than a couple hours to crank out some forged sales slips.”

“Now, look, Chief …”

“Relax, Captain,” the policeman said with a sudden, impish grin. “I’m just pulling your chain a little. Those university students liberate enough stuff from the settlement for their fraternity initiations and scavenger hunts and what all, I’m sure it would take more than a couple of pigs to even up the score. I just wanted you to know we weren’t totally … What in the hell is that?”

Phule looked where the chief was pointing and flashed a sudden smile.

“That? Oh, that’s just one of our mobilization experiments. It’s working out surprisingly well.”

The object of their attention was Spartacus. The blue-collared Sinthian was poised on his glide board at the top of the long, curved flight of stairs that led from the Plaza’s mezzanine to the main lobby. As they watched, he shifted his weight forward, plunging the board down the stairs. Neither the curve of his course nor the frightening acceleration seemed to bother the Sinthian as he rode the glide board down a level and across the lobby, skillfully weaving it around a group of Legionnaires who were standing there in conversation. The Legionnaires didn’t bother to look around as he swept past, ignoring him, as did the hotel staff at the main desk.

“Seems like folks are pretty used to these goings-on,” Goetz said dryly, noting the lack of reaction in the lobby.

“If we encourage him, he just starts showing off,” Phule said. “When that happens, things usually get broken. He’s really very good on that thing, though … practically lives on it. I’m surprised you haven’t seen him before. He’s usually in the park across the street every evening matching stunts with the kids that hang out there.

“Excuse me, Captain?”

Phule glanced around, then drew himself up and returned the smart salute being given him by the company’s supply sergeant, who had managed to approach unnoticed.

“Good morning, C.H. We were just talking about you a second ago. What’s the problem?”

“No problem, Captain. It’s getting on toward time for the weapons demo, and I thought I’d offer you a lift on my hawg.”

“Not this time, Sergeant. Chief Goetz here is already giving me a ride … Oh, excuse me. You two have met, haven’t you?”

Harry’s eyes slid sideways to meet the policeman’s stare.

“I … I’ve sure heard about Chief Goetz.”

“And I’ve heard about you, Sergeant,” Goetz returned with a tight-lipped smile. “Don’t let us keep you. I’m sure you and I will be … talking someday.”

“Harry does have a point, though,” Phule interceded quickly. “We should get going ourselves.”

*    *    *

The new facilities for the Legionnaires were nearing completion, and everyone was looking forward to moving back in with eager anticipation. One of the first things to be completed, after the confidence course, that is, was the firing range, and that was where the company assembled for the demonstration.

The sales rep from Phule-Proof Munitions had an impressive array of weaponry, and a snappy line of patter to go with it, as he worked his way down the display. Aside from his tendency to refer to the company commander as “Willie,” a practice which invariably caused Phule to wince and everyone else, particularly the chief of police, to smile, the salesman’s knowledge and skills of his little bundles of death quickly earned the attention and respect of the entire assemblage.

The high point of the demonstration came when the Legionnaires were invited to come down from their bleachers and try some of the weapons themselves. For a while, the sergeants had their hands full keeping the troops’ enthusiasm from turning them into a mob, but eventually things got sorted out and soon the air was filled with the crack and boom of firing as the Legionnaires gleefully shredded and blew apart assorted targets.

“Quite an assortment,” Chief Goetz said, plopping down on a bleacher seat next to the commander.

“Yes. I thought you’d find it interesting. Especially some of the plastic and rubber ‘Mercy Loads’ they’ve been developing.”

The policeman grimaced. “Of course, it’s nice if the suspect is wearing some kind of eye protection when you open up on him. If I had my way, we’d stick with either holding our fire or shooting for keeps rather than trying to kid ourselves that we can hit someone without hurting them. I’ve noticed my troops shoot a lot better on the range than they do on the street. Truth is, under pressure they’re almost as bad shots as your crew seem to be normally.”

It was apparent that the Legionnaires were far from crack shots. Whatever damage was being done to the targets was more the result of the massive amount of firepower being launched downrange than from any degree of precision in its placement.

Now it was Phule’s turn to grimace.

“I’ve seen worse, though it’s hard to recall offhand anytime I’ve seen more lousy shots gathered in one place. More important, I’ve taught worse marksmen how to shoot. I almost canceled this demonstration until I had more time to work with the troops, but this is one of Phule-Proof’s touring demos, and it was either nail it when it was available or wait a couple months until another one was in the area. Now it’s going to be a pain to keep the troops away from the full automatics and laser sights long enough to drum the basics into their heads.”

Goetz nodded, not taking his eyes off the firing line.

“Sounds like we’re in agreement there, Captain. If you don’t teach ’em right to start with, they’ll always rely on firepower and gimmicks instead of learning how to shoot.”

The commander cranked his head around and stared at the police chief for several moments.

“Maybe I shouldn’t ask this, Chief,” he said at last, “but I can’t help but notice that your attitude toward me and my Legionnaires has mellowed considerably since our first meeting.”

“Well, I’ll tell you, Mr. Phule. I may be hardheaded from time to time, but mostly I try to keep an open mind. Most of my beat patrolmen have been pretty open with their praise for your troops. It seems that somebody in your outfit has taken to monitoring the police band, and a few of your boys have shown up at some of the stickier calls we’ve had over the last few weeks. The way I hear it, they don’t interfere or get in the way, but we both know there are times when having a couple extra uniforms around, no matter what color they are, goes a long way toward keeping a crowd from getting too rambunctious.”

“That fits,” the commander said. “I’ve always felt that most people have a basically good self-image. Once my troops are convinced that they can make a difference, it’s not surprising that they try to make a difference for the better.”

The chief held up a restraining hand.

“Now, don’t get me wrong. Nobody’s kidding anybody that your crew was in the choir over the stable at the first Christmas, but they’ve earned enough goodwill in the department to have me cut them—and you—a little bit of slack.”

“Not enough slack, I notice, to keep you from filing reports with Legion Headquarters every time one of my crew puts on a command performance at the station,” Phule observed wryly.

Goetz sighed and shrugged.

“That’s the result of a direct request from your Headquarters, son. Came in about the same time you arrived. I don’t mean to butt into your business, but it would appear that somebody in the Legion’s upper echelons doesn’t like you much. Leastwise, they’re watching real close for you to make a mistake.”

The commander frowned. “I didn’t realize that. Appreciate the warning, though.”

“Warning?” The chief’s face was a picture of innocence. “I was just responding to an official request for information from one of the residents in the community I am sworn to serve and protect.”

“Got it.” Phule nodded. “Thanks, anyway … unofficially. I wonder if it would be possible for you to—”

“Captain!”

There was no denying the urgency in the voice that hailed him.

“Excuse me, Chief. What is it, Tusk-anini?”

“Spartacus going to shoot gun!”

A quick glance at the firing line was sufficient to confirm the information. The Sinthian was perched on his glide board, a shotgun tucked under his spindly arm, as Chocolate Harry explained the weapon to him with vastly exaggerated gestures.

“So I see,” the commander said. “It seems, however, that the situation is being handled by—”

“Not know Newton’s third law physics?”

Phule frowned. “What law?”

“Isn’t that the one that …” Chief Goetz started, but the sentence was never finished.

KA-BOOM!

The Sinthian’s skill on his glide board was such that instead of being knocked off the device by the shotgun’s recoil, he spun violently around and around like a top … though, if asked, those in the near vicinity might have preferred the former option. Anyone who had not recent occasion to refer to or recall Newton’s third law of physics was now graphically reminded that, indeed, for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction! Educated or not, good marksmen or not, there was nothing wrong with the Legionnaires’ sense of survival, and in a twinkling everyone present was either crouched behind cover or flat on the ground, including the observers in the bleachers.

Fortunately Spartacus was only firing single loads while testing the shotgun, so the mayhem was more comical than anything. Had he been utilizing the belt-feed auto-loader option, the results might not have been so humorous.

“Seems to me,” Chief Goetz drawled, raising his head to look at Phule, “the kick on that weapon’s a tad strong for that fellah—at least while he’s standing on that board, anyway.”

“The same thing just occurred to me,” the commander said, peering over the bleacher seat he was flattened behind. “It’s a problem, though. The Sinthians’ eyestalks keep them from using a weapon with enough accuracy to be effective. That’s why we were trying them on shotguns. I’d say to hell with it and issue them fully automatic weapons, but I’m afraid that would only compound the recoil problem.”

“What you need is something that doesn’t have much of a kick.” Goetz frowned. “Have you thought of trying them on splat guns?”

“Splat guns?”

“Compressed-air guns that shoot little paint balls. Some of the guys in the department use ’em in a weekend war-game club they belong to.”

“Oh. Those things.” Phule shook his head. “I always thought they were more expensive toys than weapons.”

“Some of those ‘toys’ are fully automatic and have a muzzle velocity of over four hundred feet per second,” the chief informed him.

“Really?” The commander raised his eyebrows in surprise. “I didn’t know that. Still, I’m not sure what good it would do to hit someone with a paint ball in combat, no matter how fast it was going.”

“Well”—Goetz grinned wolfishly, easing himself back onto his bleacher seat—“I just might be able to run down a source for some HE paint ball loads.”

“High explosives?” Phule was definitely interested now. “Are those legal?”

“It may come as a surprise to you, Mr. Phule, but every so often the police are aware of items available that do not conform exactly to the letter of the law.”

“Uh-huh. And what is this information going to cost me?”

“Consider it a favor,” the chief said. “Of course, it might be nice if you did me a little favor in return—like, say, maybe loaning the department that cook of yours for our annual banquet that’s coming up next month?”

“I think we could clear that under Community Relations.” The commander grinned. “In the meantime, I want to see if there isn’t some way we can get those completely legal shotguns to work for us.”

“If you don’t mind,” Goetz said, sliding off the seat to lie prone once more, “I’ll watch your experiments from here.”

*    *    *

As it turned out, Spartacus declined to make a second attempt at handling the weapon, preferring to stay with his beloved glide board rather than abandon it for firepower.

Undaunted, Chocolate Harry pressed the shotgun on Louie, the aristocratic Sinthian. Unable to match Spartacus’ expertise on the glide board, Louie had long since abandoned his efforts to master the device, claiming it was beneath him, so the unstable footing provided by that vehicle did not present a problem. Anchored firmly on the ground, or, eventually, in the sidecar of Harry’s hawg, he was more than able to control the weapon, or at least approximate control sufficiently for Phule to allow him to continue using it.

As a crowning touch, one of the Legionnaires found an antique German helmet and cut holes in the top for Louie’s eyestalks. The picture they presented, Chocolate Harry astride his massive hover cycle with Louie perched in the sidecar, eyestalks protruding from the top of an old helmet and clutching his belt-fed shotgun, made more than one citizen stop in their tracks for a second look. In fact, Chief Goetz commented at one point that the appearance of that particular team at the scene of a crime was a greater deterrent than an entire squad of patrolmen.

Strangely enough, his new acceptance by the company seemed to ease Louie’s distaste for his lower-class fellow Sinthian, to a point where he actually entered into a business partnership with Spartacus to introduce the glide boards to their home planet. Spartacus recorded a series of demonstration and instructional tapes, while Louie used his family’s contacts and influence to cut red tape for the necessary licenses and business permits. The entire company chipped in for the start-up funding, a gesture nobody regretted, as it was to earn them profits in the future far in excess to their initial investment.

*    *    *

As the teams and partnerships among the Legionnaires solidified, so, too, did their acceptance of themselves and each other. Countless feuds and disagreements were set aside as a new feeling of unity flourished within the company. Simply put, as each individual conquered his or her own feelings of inferiority or inadequacy, he or she in turn grew more tolerant of the shortcomings of the others.

For some, however, acceptance did not come so easily, occasionally pushing them to extreme measures.

*    *    *

It was the company’s last night at the Plaza. The construction on their new facilities was complete, and orders had been passed to pack in preparation for relocation in the morning. By unspoken agreement, as they completed their packing most of the Legionnaires gathered in the Plaza lounge for a minor going-away celebration. Of course, there were not enough seats to accommodate the whole company at once, but the mood was jovial and most of the individuals were content to lean against the walls or sit on the floor in groups, or wander casually from conversation to conversation. As is common in such social, military gatherings, more than a few conversations turned into one-downmanship competitions as individual Legionnaires complained and bragged about who had stood the worst duty in the course of their careers.

“… you think swamps are bad?” Brandy grinned, gesturing for attention with her drink. “Listen, once I was assigned to a crew that had to guard—get this—a bloody iceberg! Never did find out why, but it was impossible to stay warm with the gear we were issued, unless you found someone to be real close to, if you get my drift. After a few weeks of freezing your tutu off, I’ll tell you, some of the ugliest Legionnaires started looking pretty good!”

The knot of Legionnaires laughed appreciatively but briefly, as each leaned forward in eagerness to be next.

“Talk about hard duty,” Super Gnat proclaimed, beating the others off the line. “My second assignment or was it my third …? Whatever! Anyway, the CO had a real thing against short people, and, of course, the only way I get to play basketball is if they use me for the ball. So she calls me into her office one day and says—”

“I’ll tell you what rough duty is!”

Annoyed at the interruption in midstory, the group glanced up to find Lieutenant Armstrong weaving his way unsteadily in their direction.

“It … isn’t a matter of where you stand duty or what you’ve gotta do. When you’re serving under a freaking ghost … and that ghost is your … father and one of the most highly decorated soldiers ever, then you … gotta spend your whole life trying to prove you’re one tenth as good as everyone says he was. That’s rough duty! I only wish the sonofabitch had stayed alive long enough to make a mistake.”

The Legionnaires glanced at each other uncomfortably as Armstrong tried to get his lips and glass coordinated.

“Umm … don’t you think it’s time you got some sleep, Lieutenant?” Brandy said carefully, breaking the silence.

Armstrong peered at her owlishly, blinking fiercely as he tried to get his eyes in focus.

“You’re … right, Sergeant Brandy. Mustn’t say or do anything unbecom … unbecoming an officer. I … think I’ll get some fresh air first, though. Good … night, everybody.”

The lieutenant drew himself erect and attempted a salute that came close to missing before lurching off toward the street door, steadying himself occasionally with a hand on the wall.

The group watched him go in silence.

“An officer and a gentleman … God help us,” someone said, raising his drink in a mock toast.

“Umm … I hate to say it,” Super Gnat drawled, “but it’s awful late for him to be walking the streets in that condition.”

“So what? He’s a jerk!”

“Yeah, but he’s our jerk. I’d just as soon not see anything happen to him while he’s wearing the same uniform I am. C’mon, Gnat. Let’s give the man a fighter escort until he crashes.”

Leaning against the wall, unnoticed behind a potted plant, Phule smiled to himself at the exchange. More and more, the Legionnaires were starting to watch out for each other. Some of it was camaraderie, some a general defense of the company’s reputation, but it all added up to esprit de corps. If this kept up, then eventually …

The beep of his wrist communicator interrupted his thoughts.

“Mother?” he said, keying the unit on. “What are you doing upstairs? Come on down and—”

“I think we got a problem, Big Daddy,” the communications specialist announced, cutting him short. “The chief of police is on the line for you. Says it’s urgent.”

Phule experienced a sinking feeling in his stomach that had nothing to do with drinking.

“Patch him through.”

“Here he is. You’re on, Chief.”

“Willard? You’d better get down here, pronto. A couple of your boys are in a jam, and there’s no way I can cover for them.”

“What’s the charge?” the commander said, knowing full well what the answer was going to be.

“It seems they were caught red-handed on a breaking-and-entering,” the police chief informed him. “That might not be so bad, but it was the governor’s house they were breaking into, and he caught them himself!”


Chapter Eleven

Journal #112

While it may seem that my employer has a greater tendency than most to “buy his way” out of problems and dilemmas, I have noticed that he invariably draws the line when it comes to dealing with politicians. This is not, as it might be supposed, the result of any distaste on his part for the influence of “special interest groups,” nor does he subscribe to the “An honest politician is one who, once he’s bought, stays bought!” school of thought. Rather, it stems from a stubborn belief on his part that elected officials should not have to be “paid extra” to do their jobs.

As he puts it, “Waitresses and card dealers are paid minimum wage in anticipation of their income being supplemented by tips, so if one doesn’t tip them, one is, in effect, robbing them of their livelihood. Public officials, on the other hand, are expected to live within their salaries, so any effort on their part to obtain additional earnings for the simple performance of their duties is extortion at its worst and should be a jailable offense!”

Needless to say, this attitude does nothing toward increasing his popularity with the politicians he comes in contact with.

*    *    *

Governor Wingas, or Wind-gust, as he was known to his rivals, could not suppress a feeling of smug excitement as the commander was ushered into his study. Ever since reading in the media that there was a megamillionaire in residence in the settlement, the governor had been racking his brain for a way to entice a fat “campaign contribution” out of that noteworthy. All party and luncheon invitations had gone unanswered, however, as had his personal notes soliciting contributions and hinting vaguely at “beneficial legislation” for the Legionnaires.

Now, at long last, he was not only getting a chance to meet the munitions heir, but that chance was coming under circumstances that could only be viewed as “favorable for negotiation.” In layman’s terms, with two Legionnaires under lock and key, he had their commander over a barrel and had no intention of settling cheaply … or easily.

“So, we finally meet, Mr. Phule … or should I call you Captain Jester?” The governor smiled, leaning back in the leather chair behind his desk as the commander settled in one of the guest chairs.

“Make it ‘Captain Jester,’” Phule said, not returning the smile. “This isn’t a social call. I’m here on official Legion business.”

“That’s right.” Wingas nodded, enjoying himself. “You’re the one who doesn’t accept social invitations. Well, then, shall we get down to business? What can I do for you … as if I didn’t know. Frankly I expected you sooner than this.”

“I had some other stops to make first,” the commander returned flatly. “As to what you can do for me, I’m here to ask you to drop the charges against the two Legionnaires currently residing in jail.”

The governor shook his head.

“I couldn’t do that. The men are criminals. I caught them myself outside the window of this very room. No, sir. I can’t see letting them go free to steal again … unless, of course, you can give me … shall we say, a reason to show leniency?”

“I can give you two reasons, Governor,” Phule said through tight lips, “though I expect only one will really matter to you. First of all, the men weren’t breaking into your home …”

“Perhaps you didn’t hear me, Captain.” The governor smiled. “I caught them myself!”

“… they were breaking out of your home,” the commander finished, as if he hadn’t been interrupted. “You see, my Legionnaires are very eager to have a chance at that honor guard job you’ve given to the Regular Army, and those two men, Do-Wop and Sushi, broke in here trying to find something I could use as leverage to force you to give us that chance.”

Phule paused to shake his head.

“In some ways, it’s my fault. I talked about looking for leverage while they were listening, and they took it on themselves to try to get it for me. Anyway, they brought what they found to me, and I ordered them to put it back. They did, and you caught them as they were leaving. In short, there was no crime, which should be all the justification you need to drop the charges.”

“No crime!” the governor snorted. “Even if I believed this yarn of yours, Captain—which I don’t—they still broke into my home. Twice, from what you say.”

The commander flashed a tight smile, his first since entering the room.

“Make up your mind, Governor. Either you believe me or you don’t. In case you’re having trouble making up your mind, however …” He stretched out a hand, pointing at the governor’s desk. “Bottom drawer on the left, in a file labeled ‘Old Business.’ That’s what they were replacing. Convinced?”

The governor’s smile dropped away like supporters after a losing election.

“If you mean …”

“Frankly, Governor,” Phule continued, “I don’t care what your sexual preferences are, or whom or what you practice them with—though I usually confine my own leanings to our own species—much less whether or not you keep pictures for souvenirs. All I want is my men back. Of course, if their case should go to court, I’d be obligated to testify on their behalf, including describing in lurid, graphic, the-media-will-love-it detail the pictures they were supposed to have stolen.”

“You couldn’t prove a thing,” the governor snapped, paling. “Unless … are you saying you kept copies of those pictures?”

“I could bluff and say yes,” Phule said, “but the truth is, I didn’t. Like I say, Governor, I had no intention of using that information, which is why I told my men to put them back. Still, a politician’s reputation is a delicate thing, isn’t it? The faintest shadow of scandal can ruin it, whether it’s ever actually proved or not. The question as I see it, is whether or not prosecuting my men is worth jeopardizing your political career.”

Wingas glared at Phule for several moments, then snatched up his phone and angrily punched in a number.

“Chief Goetz, please. Governor Wingas calling … Hello, Chief? This is the governor. I … She’s fine, thank you … Look, Chief, I’ve decided to drop the charges against those two Legionnaires you’re holding … That’s right. Let them go … Never mind why! Just do it!”

He slammed the phone down with a bang and stared out the window, waiting for his temper to cool before turning to the commander once more.

“All right, Captain Jester. That’s settled. Now, if there’s nothing else, I’ll ask you to excuse me. I believe I have some pictures to burn.”

To his surprise, the Legionnaire made no motion to rise.

“As a matter of fact, while I’m here, there is another matter I’d like to discuss with you, Governor.”

“There is?”

“That’s right. The honor guard job I mentioned earlier?”

“Oh yes. The one you weren’t going to use the pictures as leverage to get.”

With admirable speed, the governor put his anger behind him. Politics was no place for anyone who couldn’t change gears swiftly, or who yielded to the self-indulgent pleasure of holding a grudge against someone who was a potential ally or contributor. For a moment, Wingas allowed himself to hope that there might be a contribution in this, after all!

“What it is, Governor Wingas,” Phule said, “is I think we may be in a situation where we might be of mutual benefit to each other.”

The governor’s hopes solidified into reality. He had heard enough pitches for favoritism that he easily recognized the roundabout approach. It was strange, but people rarely came right out with their requests … or offers. You simply had to wait them out while they worked themselves up to their final approach. The only question left in his mind at this point was how large a contribution Phule was prepared to offer. That, and how long it was going to take him to get to the bottom line.

“That’s what politics is all about,” he said cagily.

The commander was looking pointedly around the room, his eyes dwelling on the leather-bound books and original artwork that festooned the walls.

“This certainly is a nice place you have here, Governor.”

“Thank you. We …”

“Though probably not as nice as that town house over by Altair where your wife is living.”

Despite his resolve to be patient, the governor felt a stab of annoyance at the mention of his personal holding … and of his wife.

“Yes, yes. Now then, just how large a campaign contribution are we talking about here?”

“Contribution?” Phule frowned. “I think there’s some mistake here, Governor. I wasn’t talking about making a contribution to your … campaign. Not when you’re already living beyond your means.”

Wingas purpled. “Who says I’m living beyond my means?” he demanded.

“Not ‘who,’ Governor,” the commander said. “More like ‘what’—specifically your current loan application. Frankly, if you don’t get it, I’d be surprised if you stayed out of bankruptcy for the rest of the year.”

“That’s just a consolidation loan, so I can … Hey! Wait a minute! That information is supposed to be confidential! What right have you got to go poking around my personal finances?”

“Oh, the information is confidential, all right,” Phule assured him. “I just happen to be on the board of the bank that’s reviewing your application, and in that capacity I’m supposed to use my best judgment in appraising the risk involved in major loans, which I’m afraid your loan qualifies as.”

The governor slumped back in his chair as if he had been struck.

“Are you trying to tell me that unless I give the Legion the honor guard contract, you’ll veto my loan approval?”

“Let’s just say it would be difficult not to factor it into my assessment of your judgment and reliability.” The commander smiled.

“I see.”

“However, I’d like to clarify something you just said. I’m not asking you to hand the Legion the contract on a platter. Just give them an equal chance with the Regular Army to earn the assignment.”

Wingas cocked his head to one side, looking at Phule through narrowed eyes.

“If you don’t mind my asking, Captain, why not just push for the assignment flat out? I’m not in much of a position to argue with you.”

“That’s a fair question, Governor,” the commander said. “You see, I’m trying to build my company’s confidence in itself. If they can earn that contract in a fair competition with the Regular Army, or even make a decent showing for themselves, their confidence should increase. Buying the contract, or pressuring you into giving it to them, would tend to have the opposite effect. It would give every indication that I believed the only way they could get the job is if I bought it for them. The truth is, I have every confidence in my troops that in an open, fair competition, they can perform as well or better than anything the Regular Army can offer.”

“Interesting,” the governor murmured thoughtfully. He stared out the window, then shook his head.

“Nope. I can’t do it. Since you’ve got a gun to my head, Captain, I might as well be honest with you. Normally I’d take your money, then get back to you with a message that I had been outmaneuvered. The way things are, though, you’d probably take it as a double cross and shit all over my loan application. The actual situation is that I can’t help your boys, even enough to give them a chance. I’ve already signed the contract with the Regular Army for the job, and I can’t get out of it if I wanted to.”

“Oh, I expected that, Governor,” Phule said easily. “I believe there is one loophole that you could wiggle out of … if you were so inclined, that is.”

“What’s that?”

“Why, the settlement ordinance that forbids the unilateral contracting of services without the review of competitive bids, of course.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t recall any such—”

“As a matter of fact, I happen to have a copy of the ordinance right here, sir.”

The commander produced a sheet of paper from his pocket and set it on the desk in front of the governor.

“You’ll notice that it’s signed by the members on the Settlement Council and that it’s dated a week before your contract with the Regular Army … sir.”

Wingas made no move to pick up the document. Instead, he narrowed his eyes suspiciously at Phule.

“Captain … why do I find myself thinking that if I were to call for the original of this document, I’d find that some of the signatures on it would still be wet?”

“I believe I did mention that I had to make a couple extra stops before I called on you this evening,” the commander pointed out levelly.

The governor threw up his hands in theatric surrender.

“All right! I give up! When the Army gets here, we’ll set up a competition where you and your thugs will have a chance at the contract! Is that all, or do you want my dog, too? I don’t have a daughter.”

“That will be all, Governor Wingas,” Phule said, rising and reclaiming the paper from the governor’s desk. “Needless to say, I’m glad we had this little talk. I was sure we’d be able to work things out.”

“Captain Jester!”

The governor’s voice stopped him with his hand on the doorknob.

“Sir?”

“Have you ever considered running for public office?”

“Me, sir? No.”

“Good.”


Chapter Twelve

Journal #121

In reviewing my entries thus far, I notice they give the impression that my employer was always on top of things and anticipated every contingency. Such was not the case. He was certainly exceptional when it came to adapting quickly to situations or covering when surprised, but surprised he was … more often than he would ever care to admit.

I can state this unequivocally, as it was my privilege to be present on more than one occasion when he was clearly (to my eye) caught flat-footed.

*    *    *

The company’s new facility, or The Club, as the Legionnaires took to calling it, was certainly no comedown from the comfort they had enjoyed during their stay at the Plaza. In addition to the already referenced confidence course and firing range, it had its own swimming pool and sauna, a moderate-sized gymnasium, and enough rooms to accommodate a small convention. As it evolved, however, the main gathering point for the Legionnaires was the combination dining hall, meeting room, and cocktail lounge. With its comfortable sofas and fireplaces amid the widely scattered tables, it proved to be ideal for socializing during off-duty hours, which in turn made it the pivotal point for dispensing or collecting information or gossip that wasn’t available through normal channels.

*    *    *

Phule paused for a moment before seating himself for breakfast, surveying again the bustle of activity in the dining hall. To his eye, it was apparent that there was something afoot this morning. The Legionnaires were huddled together in groups at various tables around the room, their heads close together as they murmured back and forth while poring over something. Occasional snickers erupted, and more than a few speculative glances were directed his way … and there was obvious nudging with elbows as his presence was noted.

That the commander found this conduct puzzling and more than a little curious went without saying. Their general manner was that of school kids sneaking a peek at a frog which had been smuggled into class, all the while wondering what the teacher would do when she discovered its presence. The trouble was, for the life of him he couldn’t imagine what would inspire this behavior in his own motley crew. Finally he gave up trying to speculate and sank into a chair at his butler’s table.

“Good morning, Beeker,” he said absently, still peering around the room. Were it not for his preoccupation, he might have noticed that his butler never glanced up from the Port-A-Brain he was bent over.

“Morning, sir.”

“Tell me, Beek … the troops tell you things they won’t tell me … if it isn’t a breach of confidence, do you have any idea what has everybody wound up this morning?”

“I believe I could make a fairly accurate guess.”

Phule broke off his surveillance and turned his gaze to Beeker, only to find himself studying the top of that notable’s head.

“Well?” he prodded.

The butler tore his eyes from the computer screen to meet his employer’s gaze with ill-concealed amusement.

“I believe it also explains the sizable donation Brandy made to the company fund … the one you found so puzzling.”

“Look, Beek. Are you going to tell me or—”

“I believe it involves this … sir,” Beeker said deadpan as he swiveled the computer screen around to share with the commander.

The screen displayed a page from a magazine, but the reduced size did not affect the impact of the banner headlines superimposed on the picture:

HELL’S BELLES

THE GIRLS OF PHULE’S COMPANY COME IN SMALL, MEDIUM, AND (VERY) LARGE!!

Sprawled across the page, in what might be politely referred to as their “natural splendor,” were the all too recognizable figures of Brandy, Super Gnat, and … Mother!

Beeker watched his employer’s face intently for any sign of surprise or alarm, but Phule’s expression was as noncommittal as it was when reviewing the profit/loss statement of a company he was considering acquiring. The only clue that there was anything abnormal in his reaction was the length of time he spent studying the display, and it would require someone as familiar with his normal patterns as Beeker to spot even that. Phule was usually able to assimilate information and make decisions at a glance, yet in this situation he stared at the screen as if it was a busted flush he could change by willpower alone.

“I could download it and run an enlarged hard copy if you’d like … sir,” the butler said at last, unable to restrain the urge to bait Phule out of his silence.

“I’m well aware of that, Beeker,” was the calm reply as Phule continued to keep his eyes glued to the screen.

“It would be no trouble at all,” Beeker pressed relentlessly. “I’ve already had several requests for just that from your Legionnaires, so one or two copies more or less wouldn’t—”

“Is this local or interstellar?”

“What do you think … sir?”

Phule raised his eyes at last to stare sightlessly at the far wall for several moments before answering.

“I think …”

“Oh! You’ve seen it! Hi, Beeker!”

The butler rose politely to greet the company’s first sergeant.

“Good morning, Brandy. Yes, the captain and I were just discussing it, as a matter of fact.”

“Really? What do you think, sir? Not bad for an old girl, huh?”

“It’s … you look good, Brandy,” Phule managed through a strangely tight smile. “You all do.”

“I think so, too.” The sergeant beamed. “I’ll admit I was a little worried at first, displaying this old heap side by side with the newer models”—she jiggled a little to illustrate her point—“but the proofs turned out great, so I gave it my go-ahead.”

The butler nodded sagely.

“Oh yes. The extra copies you asked for will be ready this afternoon.” He smiled.

“That’s swell! How much will I owe you for those?”

“Nothing. Consider it to be with my—or more accurately, with the captain’s—compliments. After all, it’s his printer I’m using.”

“Hey, thanks, Captain. Well, got to go … my public awaits.”

Phule finally broke his self-imposed silence.

“Ah … Brandy?”

“Yes, sir?”

He started to speak twice before managing to settle his mind on one question.

“How did you get Mother to go along with this?”

“Go along with it? It was her idea! Well … later!”

The two men watched as she strode off to join one of the huddles, waving merrily at the whistles and catcalls that erupted at her approach.

“It was Mother’s idea … sir,” Beeker repeated blandly.

Phule smiled vacantly at the room.

“Jesus wept!” he said, uttering through clenched teeth the closest thing to a profanity that had passed his lips in years. “Do you realize—”

The beeper on his wrist communicator interrupted him in midsentence—the shrill Emergency Page that’s pitched to grate against the nerves of any intelligent being in the known universe. Phule silenced it the only way the circuits would allow, by opening communication.

“Yes, Mother?”

“I really do hate to interrupt you at breakfast, Big Daddy, but there’s a Colonel Battleax on the holo from HQ. She wants to talk to you real bad.”

“On the way,” Phule said, rising from his seat. “Jester out.”

“Like the lady said,” Beeker quipped, “your public awaits!”

*    *    *

Following the pattern set during their penthouse HQ days, the communications equipment had been installed in a room next to the commander’s office. The new location had not improved the quality of the holo projections received, however, or the content of their messages.

“What kind of a silly-ass stunt is this, Captain?”

The image of Colonel Battleax hovered a few feet above the carpet, though in her vibrant anger it might not have been an error in transmission. The disheveled condition of her uniform, even more than her distraught manner, was an indication that she was transmitting without her usual preliminary preparations.

“Silly-ass stunt?”

“Don’t give me that, Jester! I’m talking about the pictorial on your girls in this god-awful T&A magazine!”

“Oh … that!” Phule said, mentally blessing the marvels of modern magazine distribution. “Yes, ma’am. What seems to be the problem?”

“What’s the problem? Don’t you realize what this does to the dignity of the Legion?”

“Excuse me, ma’am … dignity? Are we talking about the same Legion?”

“You know perfectly well what I mean, Jester!”

Years of experience in keeping a calm front in the face of disaster rose to Phule’s assistance.

“I’m not at all sure I do. I believe it was the colonel herself who said in our last conversation that she was tired of reading media reports of my company in barroom brawls. More to the point, it’s my understanding that the Legionnaires were off duty and on their own time for the photo session in question, and Legion regulations clearly limit the extent to which a commander can interfere with his troops during their off-duty hours … Articles 147 to 162, I believe.”

The colonel’s image glowered down on him.

“All right, Jester. If we’re going to play those games, Article 181 specifically forbids Legionnaires from accepting wages, gratuities, or any other form of individual payment for employment or services while enlisted in the Legion—off duty or not!”

“But Article 214 expressly allows Legionnaires to perform work or service on their own hours, providing the proceeds from those labors are paid directly to or forwarded to their assigned company rather than retained as private gain. I can reassure the colonel that the payment for the Legionnaires’ appearance in the magazine in question was duly surrendered to the company fund, as is required by the tenants of that article.”

“I’m familiar with that article as well, Jester,” Battleax shot back, “and I’m somehow not surprised you have it memorized. To my recollection, however, the rest of that article goes on to state that the approval of the company commander is required for such off-duty activity. Are you telling me that you approved this appearance?”

Phule started to cross his fingers behind his back, then recalled the requirement of not lying, or at least not saying anything that might later be proved a lie. With that in mind, he uncrossed his fingers and phrased his answer very carefully.

“Colonel Battleax … ma’am … frankly it’s their bodies. I don’t feel I have the right to order them not to display them, any more than it would be my right to order them to display them.”

The colonel’s image pursed its lips for a moment, then seemed to deflate with a long exhale.

“I see. All right, Captain. You’re off the hook again. I hope you realize, though, exactly how much I’m going to enjoy explaining this here at HQ.”

“I realize that, ma’am,” Phule replied, stoically repressing a smile at the mental image, “and I’d like to say that I and the rest of the company appreciate the colonel’s efforts on our behalf.”

“Well, you can tell that menagerie of yours for me that they can show their appreciation by trying to give me a few less items to explain. Okay?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll definitely pass that along.”

“Very well. Battleax out.”

The transmission did not break off immediately, and for a moment Phule thought he saw a grin flash across the colonel’s face as her image vanished.

*    *    *

Perhaps the most puzzling thing to me has always been that successful people invariably seem surprised by their own success. As a case in point, my employer had taken over the Omega Company with the express idea of building it into an effective unit. He planned to do this by raising the Legionnaires’ self-esteem, and worked ceaselessly toward that goal. When his labor finally began to bear fruit, however, it seemed to take him totally unawares.

Of course, the speed of the company’s development was a bit unnerving. In hindsight, I guess it’s apparent that there is nothing quite as fanatically loyal as a stray that’s found a home. At the time, however, the Legionnaires’ sudden enthusiasm was more than a little unsettling.

*    *    *

“… and finally, I am pleased to report that the holdings in the company portfolio have increased substantially since my last report. I’ll have a detailed report available for those interested, but cutting through to the bottom line, we’re currently up by eight, which is to say every dollar invested in our fund at the last report is now worth eight.”

A low murmur rippled through the assemblage at this announcement, with some Legionnaires whispering excitedly at what they could do with their increased wealth while others groaned and grumbled over the profits they had lost by pulling all or part of their money out after the last reported increases.

The entire company was gathered for one of Phule’s periodic informal debriefings. Whether it was items too minor to warrant announcement by wrist communicators, but too important to trust to a general notice posted on the bulletin board, or issues he wished to discuss with the Legionnaires face-to-face, the commander felt it was important to keep this line of exchange open, and the company had responded with diligent attendance whenever word was passed of an assembly.

After waiting several moments for the reactions to run their course, he held up a hand for silence.

“All right,” he said. “That pretty much wraps up the old business for now. Are there any questions or comments before I move on to new business?”

“Yes, sir!”

Lieutenant Armstrong was on his feet, face rigid, in the classic position of attention. The captain noticed that several of the Legionnaires were grinning and nudging each other, but dismissed it as their normal amusement at Armstrong’s Regular Army practices.

“Yes, Lieutenant? What is it?”

Instead of replying, the lieutenant literally marched to the front of the room, squaring his corners with parade-ground precision. Coming to a halt directly in front of the commander, he drew himself up with a crisp salute, which he held until Phule, puzzled by his antics, returned.

“Sir! The company has asked me to speak for them in voicing a complaint … sir!”

As he spoke, all the Legionnaires in attendance rose silently to their feet and assumed stances approximating Armstrong’s textbook pose.

The commander avoided looking at them directly, but was both aware of and taken aback by their actions. Whatever was coming, it seemed to be unanimous. What the hell could it be?

“At ease, Lieutenant … and the rest of you, too. These are supposed to be informal meetings. Now then, what seems to be the problem?”

“Well, sir … the company is unhappy with the uniforms you’ve provided them with.”

“I see. Which uniform specifically?”

“All of them, sir. We feel they lack color.”

“Color?”

Phule couldn’t keep himself from glancing at the assemblage. To a man, they were grinning at him.

“I don’t think I understand. Black is the designated color of all Space Legion uniforms. While it may be unimaginative, I don’t see any reason to change that, even if we could get approval from Headquarters … which I doubt.”

“We don’t want to change the color of the uniforms, sir … just request permission to add something for accent. Specifically …”

The lieutenant removed something from his pocket and held it out to Phule.

“… we request the captain’s permission to adopt and wear this flash patch as a designation for our unit … sir!”

The patch was a bright red, diamond-shaped piece of cloth. Embroidered on it, in black, was a skull wearing a belled jester’s cap at a jaunty angle.

Phule studied it for a full minute as silence hung thick in the room. Then, still not trusting his voice, he removed the paper from the patch’s adhesive backing and pressed it onto the sleeve of his uniform with his palm. With slow precision, he assumed the position of attention himself and raised his hand to salute the company.

As one, the Legionnaires returned his salute … then the room exploded in cheers and celebration.

“How do you like it, Captain?”

“Lieutenant Rembrandt did the art! Isn’t it a beaut?”

“We all chipped in …”

As they crowded around him, the Legionnaires took time from babbling and slapping each other on the back to assist each other in installing the new patches on their sleeves. From the speed with which the decorations materialized, it was clear to the commander that the patches had been distributed in advance, with everyone carefully keeping them out of sight until they could spring the surprise on him together.

*    *    *

Phule was sitting alone in his room, staring at the patch on his just removed uniform, when his butler let himself in.

“Have you seen this, Beeker?”

“Yes, sir. If you’ll look at your closet, you’ll find that it has been added to all your uniforms.”

“So you were in on it, too, eh?”

“I was asked to keep it confidential, sir. They wanted it to be a surprise.”

The commander shook his head in amazement.

“It certainly was. I never dreamed they were cooking up anything like this.”

“I think you should take it as a compliment. It’s my impression that they wish to show their appreciation for your efforts on their behalf, as well as pledging their support.”

“I know. It’s just … I didn’t know what to say, Beek. Still don’t, for that matter. I had to sneak out of the party early before I made a fool of myself trying to find a way to say thanks.”

“I believe your own acceptance of the patch is sufficient, sir. Rather like a father showing appreciation for his children by hanging their artistic efforts on the wall of his office.”

Phule shook his head again, more emphatically this time.

“It goes way beyond that. Even my best-case scenario didn’t cover how fast the crew is coming together. I’ll tell you, Beeker, I couldn’t be more proud of them if they were my own kids.”

“Well, sir, as they say, the proof is in the pudding. How did they take the announcement that the Regular Army is arriving tomorrow?”

“I never made it.” The commander sighed, sagging slightly in his chair. “They sprang this on me before I got around to it, and I couldn’t bring myself to change the mood once they got rolling. I decided to let them celebrate tonight … tomorrow will come soon enough.”

*    *    *

It might be of interesting historical note to some that use of the expression “hookers” as a designation for prostitutes originated during the Old Earth American Civil War. At that time, General Hooker maintained an entourage of “soiled doves” who accompanied him on his campaigns. If anyone visiting his encampment happened to ask one of the soldiers who these “ladies” were, they were simply informed, “They’re Hooker’s,” and the phrase took root.

Realizing this, it should come as no surprise that when the Legionnaires under my employer’s command roamed the streets of the settlement, they were explained by the locals by the simple expression “They’re Phule’s”—a nickname that was to follow them for some time.


Chapter Thirteen

Journal #122

While I have noted that my employer is not immune to surprises, it should be mentioned that upon occasions, he has also been known to outsmart himself. Though normally he excels at dealing with the media, it is his particular love of coverage that more often than not leaves him vulnerable.

*    *    *

A marked air of nervousness hung over the Legionnaires as they waited in full company formation for the arrival of the shuttlecraft. Though they were officially “at ease,” meaning they could move one foot and talk with their neighbor, there was no conversation at all. Rather, they stood fidgeting anxiously in silence, each individual lost in his or her own thoughts.

“Are you sure this is such a good idea, Captain?”

The officers of the company were able to wander freely, though Phule forced himself to remain in front of the formation, trying to set a good example for the company by projecting calm rather than yielding to his natural desire to pace. He welcomed Lieutenant Rembrandt’s soft question, however, as it gave him something to focus his attention on.

“Don’t you think it’s polite to be on hand to welcome our opposite number on their arrival, Lieutenant?” he said with mock severity.

“I suppose so, sir,” Rembrandt returned, taking his statement seriously. “To be honest with you, though, I’ve never seen any politeness on the part of the Regular Army toward the Legion.”

“Neither have I,” Phule admitted grimly. “For your information, Lieutenant, the real reason we’re out here has nothing to do with courtesy.”

“Sir?”

“Think about it. Everyone’s nervous because they’re afraid the Army’s going to kick our butts in the upcoming competition. That’s not surprising, considering how they’ve been conditioned into believing the Regular Army is manned by supermen, while the Space Legion scrapes the bottom of the barrel for their manpower. Well, if we’re going to give a decent accounting of ourselves, we’re going to have to shake that belief, and our presence here is the first step. I want everyone to see the competition as soon as possible, so they can realize that Army troops are human and put their pants on one leg at a time like everyone else. See my point?”

“I … I guess so, sir.”

Though obviously still unconvinced, the lieutenant was spared a further lecture by the cry that went up from the formation.

“Incoming!”

“Here they come!”

“Send my body to my first wife … she could use a decent meal!”

The shuttlecraft had dropped through the cloud cover and was maneuvering toward the end of the runway.

“All right, everybody. Stand ready!”

Though still “at ease,” this was the signal to get ready to be called to attention. Those Legionnaires who had been sitting in place rose hurriedly and dusted off the seats of their uniforms, squaring away their position in the formation.

All eyes were on the shuttlecraft as it touched down and taxied slowly up to the terminal, coming to a halt a scant fifty meters from where the company stood waiting. After what seemed like an eternity, the hatch opened and a ramp lowered. Seconds later, the first passengers stepped into view.

There was a heartbeat before recognition sank in, and then a buzz began to ripple through the formation.

“Sir!” came Lieutenant Armstrong’s urgent whisper. “Do you know who they are?”

“I know, Lieutenant.”

“Those are the Red Eagles!”

“I said I know, Lieutenant!”

“But, sir …”

“Company … atten-hut!”

Phule bellowed out the command as much to stop the conversation as to present a proper military picture. Mostly, however, he wanted time to try to collect his own thoughts.

Resplendent in their dress uniforms and crowned with the red berets that were their trademark, there was no mistaking the identity of the soldiers filing down the ramp. The Red Eagles! For some reason, the Army had decided to send their elite combat unit on this assignment!

Unusual for the Regular Army, the Red Eagles were in some ways more like the Space Legion in that they represented a cross section of planetary cultures rather than being a single-planet unit. There, however, the similarities ended. Highly decorated and publicized, the Eagles were considered the crème de la crème of the Regular Army. Competition was fierce for inclusion in their ranks, as literally hundreds of soldiers vied for the honor each time there was an opening in their roster. More than one effort to “introduce a more equitable mix” in the unit was repelled when it was pointed out, and defended, that the Red Eagles only had one bias: They required the best!

All this and more swirled through Phule’s mind as he watched the soldiers mill aimlessly about at the foot of the ramp. The Eagles, in turn, ignored the formation of Legionnaires completely, not even sparing them a curious glance as they chatted back and forth.

Finally an imposing figure strode down the ramp. Looking neither left nor right, it stalked across the runway with the easy, rolling gait of a trained athlete, setting an unswerving course for Phule.

“Captain Jester, I assume? I’m Major Matthew O’Donnel.”

Startled at being greeted by name, Phule nonetheless managed a snappy salute.

“Welcome to Haskin’s Planet, Major.”

O’Donnel neither returned the salute nor offered to shake hands.

“Yeah. I’m sure,” he said with a tight humorless smile. “Look, Captain, I imagine you’re about as happy to see us as we are to be here. Now, is there somewhere we can talk? Somewhere air-conditioned, if possible. I’d like to get this foolishness settled as fast as possible.”

Numbly Phule gestured toward the terminal, and the major brushed past him with his now familiar stride.

“Lieutenant Armstrong, Rembrandt,” the commander called, beckoning to his junior officers.

“Sir?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Get the company back to the compound and wait for me there. I’ll be along as soon as I find out what the hell is going on.”

“But, sir.”

“Just do it! But be sure to leave me a driver. I have a hunch I’m not going to feel like walking back once this is over.”

*    *    *

Entering the terminal, Phule found that his disturbing surprises were not over yet. The first thing to greet his eyes was the sight of Major O’Donnel stiffly shaking hands with … Governor Wingas!

“Ah! Captain!” the governor beamed. “Come join us, won’t you? I understand you’ve already met Major O’Donnel.”

“Yes, I have,” the commander said. “I’ll admit I’m surprised, though. I didn’t expect the Army to send the Red Eagles on a simple honor guard assignment.”

“If it will make you feel any better, Captain,” O’Donnel growled, “it surprised us, too. It seems the upper brass has been reading the media coverage you’ve been getting about this hot-shit crew you’re putting together and decided they had to put their best foot forward to protect the Army’s reputation. Next thing you know, we get pulled out of a firefight and shipped off to here, with orders to take you seriously.”

From his tone, it was clear the major didn’t think much of those orders.

“Now, if you don’t mind, let’s get down to it. I want to get the terms of this so-called competition squared away so I can get my troops settled in.”

“I … take it you’re already aware of the competition?” Phule said carefully.

“That’s right. The governor here was good enough to send us word prior to our arrival.”

The Legion commander shot a glance at the governor, who smiled and shrugged benignly.

“It seemed the least I could do, since I contracted the Army in the first place.”

Phule decided to deny Wingas the pleasure of an explosion, though inwardly he was seething at the betrayal.

“Yes. I can see where that’s fair,” he managed.

“As I understand it, Captain,” O’Donnel continued briskly, “we’re supposed to settle who gets the honor guard contract with a series of three contests with independent judges. The Army picks one event, you pick one, and the third we’re supposed to mutually agree on. Is that right?”

Phule nodded stiffly, not liking the way the major was taking control of the meeting.

“All right. For our event, we choose close order drill, since that’s most of what you do on an honor guard post. What’s yours?”

The captain’s heart sank slightly. Of all the skills normally associated with the military, close order drill was, perhaps, his company’s worst.

“The confidence course.”

For the first time, the major showed surprise, his eyebrows nearly disappearing into the sweatband of his beret.

“The confidence course?” he repeated. “All right, Captain. It’s your funeral. Now for the third event, assuming we get to it …” He gestured at Wingas. “The governor here tells me you and your crew fancy yourself to be fencers. How does a three-weapon match sound to you … foil, saber, and épée … best two out of three?”

A warning bell went off in Phule’s mind. This seemed a little too pat.

“It sounds like the governor has told you quite a bit,” he said, stalling for time.

“Is that a yes or a no? Come on, Captain. Let’s not take all day on this.”

“Tell me, Major. Do you fence yourself?”

“Me? I’ve played a little bit with épée.”

“Then let me add a little rider to your proposal. The same three-weapon match, but we fence épée last … between the unit commanders. That way, if it should come right down to the wire, we can settle this between the two of us.”

Major O’Donnel’s face split in a wide grin.

“Nothing would give me greater pleasure, Captain. Agreed … though I doubt things will get that far.”

“You might be surprised, Major,” Phule returned with a tight smile. “My troops have surprised a lot of people, including me.”

“So surprise me,” O’Donnel shot back. “Forgive me, though, if I don’t hold my breath.”

“Well, now that that’s settled, gentlemen,” the governor said, rising hastily.

“Just one more question … if you don’t mind, Major,” the Legionnaire commander pressed. “Assuming for the moment that the Red Eagles do win, is the Army really going to tie up their crack fighting unit on honor guard duty?”

O’Donnel’s eyes slid sideways at the governor in a reptilian glance.

“Now that you mention it, Captain, I do believe there’s a clause in our standard contract that states that while a unit of the Regular Army can be contracted for specific duty, the Army reserves the right to select which unit will be so assigned … and that they may replace said unit at their discretion depending upon the demands placed upon their manpower at any given time.”

“So they’re sending in the Red Eagles to nail down the contract, then plan to swap them with a completely different unit once the deal is closed. Is that it?”

Phule turned to Governor Wingas, who shrugged his shoulders helplessly.

“That’s show business, Captain … or, should I say, that’s politics!”

*    *    *

I have been very open in the chronicling of my employer’s fallibility. Lest the wrong impression be given, however, I would hasten to add that, without a doubt, he is the best fighter I have ever had the privilege to observe, much less serve, when pushed into a corner.

*    *    *

“Of all the double-crossing, ballot-stuffing, two-faced—”

“That’s enough, Armstrong!” The company commander’s voice cracked like a whip. “We don’t have time to discuss the moral or genetic shortcomings of the governor. Not if we’re going to put together a plan of action before the competition tomorrow!”

“The company’s still waiting in the dining hall, Captain,” Brandy announced, sticking her head in the door of the commander’s office. “What do you want me to tell them?”

“Tell them I’ll be down to talk to them in about half an hour. Oh, and Brandy … in the meantime start talking it up that we’ve already won.”

“We have?”

“Certainly. We won the minute the Army decided it would take the Red Eagles to compete with us. Even if we get our brains beat out tomorrow, there always will be the question in people’s minds as to whether or not we could have beaten any normal Army unit.”

“If you say so, sir.” The top sergeant’s voice was doubtful. “Oh … almost forgot. Do-Wop said you wanted this.”

“What is it, Captain?” Rembrandt said, craning her neck to try to read the sheet of paper Phule was studying.

“Hmm? Oh. It’s a copy of the personnel roster for the Red Eagles. I guess they left it lying around the terminal somewhere.”

“Shall I ask Beeker to run it through his computer?”

“Never mind, Armstrong. I’ve already found it. Damn! I should have known!”

“What did you find?”

Both lieutenants were crowding in next to Phule now, staring at the paper as if the names listed were some kind of coded message.

“I thought O’Donnel was awfully eager to agree to a fencing match!” the commander muttered, almost to himself. “See this name? Third from the top? Isaac Corbin! He was Tri-Planetary saber champion for five years running! What in the hell is he doing in the Army?”

“Getting ready to cancel our checks, I’d say.” Armstrong grimaced. “At least it’s just one bout out of three.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Phule murmured thoughtfully. “I think we’ll—”

The shriek of his wrist communicator cut him short. “Colonel Battleax wishes to view your classic features sir!”

“Oh great … just great. On the way, Mother.”

*    *    *

“I see you’re getting your usual amount of press coverage, Captain. Certainly taking on the Regular Army in a public challenge is an ambitious effort.”

“Look, Colonel. I didn’t know they were going to run the Red Eagles in on us. I’ll even admit it’s my fault for letting the media wave a targeting flag over us, but …”

“Whoa. Relax, Captain,” Battleax insisted. “I’m not trying to hassle you. I just called in to wish you luck in tomorrow’s competition. If you don’t mind my saying so, I think you’re going to need it.”

“You can say that again,” Phule said with a snort. “Sorry, ma’am. Didn’t mean to snap at you, there. I’m just a bit pressured trying to get ready for tomorrow.”

“Well, I won’t keep you, then. Just between you and me, though, Jester, do you think there’s any chance at all you can pull it off?”

“There’s always a chance, ma’am,” he replied automatically. “But seriously … I’d just go ahead and concede the close order drill except for the fact that I don’t think we should ever give up without a fight. I would have bet we could hold our own against a normal Army unit on the confidence course, but now … I don’t know. About the only thing that’s definitely in our favor is that, even though it’s supposed to be impartial judging, my crew has gotten in pretty good with the locals here on Haskin’s. It just might give us the home court advantage.”

“I’m surprised at you, Captain.” Battleax laughed. “And with your business background, too. You may have inadvertently set yourself a rougher road to hoe. I don’t mean to rain on your parade, but we both know that an expert is someone from off-planet with a briefcase. I just hope your success with the locals hasn’t made your troops too familiar figures, so that they only make the Red Eagles seem that much more exotic … or expert!”


Chapter Fourteen

Journal #129

I was fortunate enough to witness the events which made up the Legion vs. Army competition firsthand … though as a spectator, not as a judge. Though I normally try to stay emotionally detached from the antics of the company beyond what has immediate effect on my employer, I will admit to having formed a certain affection for the Legionnaires as individuals and as a group, and felt they might need whatever moral support they could get in the conflict. As it turned out, I was right.

The competition itself took place at the Legion facilities, which seemed to impress the Red Eagles even if the Legionnaires did not. Governor Wingas was on hand, along with the entire Settlement Council and assorted other local dignitaries who were to serve as judges … and, as might be expected, the media.

The less said about the close order drill event, the better, save to note that it took place. The Legionnaires managed to stagger through their portion without too many mistakes which would be noticeable to a civilian eye, and thus managed to avoid any actual embarrassment. There was no question, however, as to which group had the greater expertise.

Rather than restricting themselves to the normal Manual of Arms—right-face, left-face, about-face, that sort of rubbish—the Red Eagles dipped into their knowledge of the Exhibition Manual of Arms. Again, for the enlightenment of my fellow nonmilitary creatures, this consists of a series of rifle spins, ripple movements, and toss-exchanging of rifles, more often than not carried out while the participants are marching in a bewildering variety of directions. Needless to say, this impressed the judges and spectators in the reviewing stand, who rewarded the Eagles with frequent and loud bursts of applause. I somehow managed to restrain myself, but noticed I seemed to be the only one of the spectators who exercised such control.

As a finale, it was announced that the Eagles would repeat one of their more intricate maneuvers, only blindfolded and without the benefit of anyone counting cadence or calling orders … which they proceeded to do with chilling precision.

It might be expected that this display would move the already nervous Legionnaires to the depths of despair. Strangely enough, it seemed to have the exact opposite effect. From where I sat, I was able to overhear some of the comments the company whispered back and forth within their formation while the Eagles were performing. The general thrust of the comments was that they felt that the Eagles could have won the event without resorting to “the snazzy stuff,” but that the soldiers had chosen their specific routines to “show off” and otherwise make the Legionnaires “look worse than we really are”! By the end of the Red Eagles’ exhibition, a new, dark resolve had settled over the Legionnaires. What had been a contest for a soft contract had suddenly escalated in their eyes to a full-blown vendetta.

I felt this boded ill for the upcoming confidence course event.

*    *    *

Standing at his post by the barbed-wire and machine-gun portion of the confidence course, Master Sergeant Spengler shook his head again in wonderment.

Of all the crazy things he had seen and done during his years in the Army, today had to be in a category all its own. These Legionnaires had guts … he’d give them that. More guts than brains, though. After the shellacking the Eagles had given them at close order drill, he wouldn’t have been surprised if they had simply conceded the rest of the events rather than suffer additional humiliation. Instead, they had not only been willing to continue the competition, they had insisted on some of the roughest rules for running the confidence course that Spengler had ever heard of!

The sergeant momentarily slipped off his cherished red beret and ran a sleeve across his brow before replacing it. He was still sweating from the Eagles’ run at the course, and, though they might look jaunty, the berets tended to seal the heat in.

If he hadn’t been standing within earshot to hear it all for himself, he never would have believed that the Legionnaire commander had posed these rules himself.

First of all, they were supposed to run the course in what he called “full combat conditions,” which mostly meant they had to do it under arms and carrying a full field pack. There had been some discussion as to whether some of the Legionnaires could use their glide boards and hover cycles, but the major had stood firm and those particular pieces of equipment had been barred from the course.

The real surprise, though, came when the black-uniformed officer had insisted that the groups run the course and be timed as a unit rather than as individuals, with time penalties for any “skipped” obstacles. The major had protested, pointing out that as there were only twenty Red Eagles and nearly two hundred Legionnaires, his rival could lose most of his “dead weight” while paring his force down to an equal size, sending only his twenty best through the course against the Eagles. Sergeant Spengler had thought that even yielding this advantage to the Legionnaires would have little effect on the outcome, though at the time he held his silence rather than intervene in an argument between officers. Incredibly, however, the Legionnaire commander declared that he had no intention of paring down or otherwise reducing the number of his company, that he wished to match the timed run of his entire command against that of the twenty Red Eagles! The major had been so dumbfounded at this revelation that he agreed to the terms without further attempts at modification.

Even now, thinking back on it, the master sergeant found himself shaking his head with disbelief. Though he occasionally felt momentary flashes of admiration for a commander who had that much faith in his troops, the overwhelming evidence said that the man was crazy. Even if the forces were evenly matched in ability, which they weren’t, trying to run that many bodies through a confidence course in one wave, much less while being timed, was logistically suicidal!

The Red Eagles’ performance on the course had suffered a bit from the “full combat conditions.” Not that they were particularly hampered by their packs and weapons, mind you. They had lived and slept with those implements often enough in actual combat that the extra bulk and required maneuvering space were almost second nature to them. Trying to perform the Mickey Mouse, basic training maneuvers of a confidence course while so encumbered, on the other hand, was a real pain in the butt. While the obstacles in the course were specifically designed to test and exercise the participants, such challenges were rarely encountered once one cleared training. As an example, in the master sergeant’s entire combat experience, he had never been called on to swing across a ditch on a rope while holding a rifle … until this afternoon, that is. Then, too, there was the problem, and the sergeant had felt it himself, of taking the competition seriously. Every one of the Red Eagles knew that the Space Legion was a bunch of clowns, and nothing they had seen since arriving on Haskin’s Planet had served to convince them otherwise. As such, it was difficult, if not impossible, to generate that hard drive and push necessary to really excel at an exercise. Rather, there was a tendency to loaf or coast whenever possible. The Eagles had run the course in a presentable time, and, of course, had not skipped any of the obstacles, but it was far from their top performance.

Shading his eyes against the sun, Spengler peered toward the starting line where the company of Legionnaires was massing.

It wouldn’t be long now. Another half hour at the most and this whole harebrained competition would be over. He assumed it wouldn’t take the Legionnaires longer than that to run the course … or give up. The Army would have its contract—and publicity—and the Eagles would have their promised night on the town.

With the conscientiousness that earned him his stripes, the sergeant began checking over his position. When the Legionnaires reached this point in the course, it would be his job to fire a steady stream of machine-gun bullets above their heads as they crawled under the strands of barbed wire, which were conveniently stapled to posts, something else one never saw in real combat. The obstacle was designed to demonstrate to the participants that they could move and perform minimal functions while under fire. It was also, invariably, the biggest bottleneck on the course and the one that ate up the most minutes during a timed run. There was simply no way to crawl under barbed wire fast, especially since the maneuver called for lying on your back and pushing through with your feet, all the while using your hands to guide the lower strands of wire up and over the rifle lying on your chest.

Stepping onto the raised platform that housed the machine gun, set back some twenty meters from the wire itself, Spengler immediately noticed something amiss. Specifically, the small frame that normally held the weapon’s muzzle at a pre-set height was missing! What that meant was that all that was keeping the weapon from raking the course participants with live ammo was the steady hand of whoever was firing it!

The sergeant cursed softly under his breath.

He had thought the tracer fire looked awfully low while he was going under the wire. Well, two could play that game. When this was all over, he’d have a word or two with the Legionnaire sergeant who had manned the weapon during the Red Eagles’ run. What was her name again … Brandy? Yes, that was it.

Spengler allowed himself the ghost of a smile as he recalled the magazine spread that had been passed around when they got this assignment.

He had to admit, they didn’t have anything that looked like that in his unit. While there were women in the ranks of the Red Eagles, their build and manner was from flat-faced, big-boned, muscular genes that would look more at home behind the wheel of a truck or a bulldozer than on a dance floor or in a centerfold. Maybe he wouldn’t lean on this Brandy girl too hard. Perhaps a sociable drink or five … The sharp report of a starting gun drew the sergeant’s attention. The Legionnaires had started their run. There were many obstacles to clear before they reached his position, and since there was no sense in spraying bullets over the barbed wire when there was no one there, the sergeant had time to watch for a while before settling in behind the machine gun.

At first, he thought the Legionnaires had gotten their signals crossed and were following the normal procedure of running the course in “flights,” as half a dozen figures darted out from the starting line. Then he realized that the entire company was, indeed, moving, but in a steady, ground-eating jog rather than a headlong sprint.

Interesting. The force was better organized and disciplined than he would have expected. Sending scouts on ahead, since that was the obvious role of the lead runners, was an innovative idea. Almost as if—well, yes—like real combat conditions. Who would have thought to find such conscientious role-playing in the Space Legion?

Spengler was amused to note that the two weird-looking nonhumans—what were they again? Sinthians?—were literally being carried by some of their teammates. The sergeant had both performed and supervised similar exercises as a drill for carrying wounded comrades, but had never seen anyone attempt the practice through an entire confidence course. And wasn’t that … Yes! The unit’s commanding officer he had seen earlier was running the course along with his troops! For that matter, so were the other officers and what looked like the entire cadre!

The master sergeant’s normal disdain for the Space Legion was slipping away and being replaced by a growing, though grudging, admiration for this scrappy crew. They weren’t the Red Eagles, to be sure … not even close. Still, if one couldn’t make the grade in a real outfit, this wouldn’t be a bad outfit to belong to.

A flicker of motion on the course ahead of the main force caught the sergeant’s eye.

What the …? One of the “scouts” had apparently climbed up the wooden framework of the first obstacle and was cutting down the “swinging ropes,” tossing them to his teammates on the ground who, in turn, scampered off down the course bearing their prizes.

They couldn’t do that! What were they trying to pull, anyway? More to the point, how were the rest of the Legionnaires supposed to cross the ditch with the ropes gone?

As if in answer to his mental question, the first runners of the main body reached the edge of the ditch. Ignoring the remaining ropes, they simply stepped off the bank into the chest-deep slime … and just stood there! The Legionnaires behind them stepped on their shoulders, then dropped into the ditch taking similar positions farther on, until …

Stepping-stones! Even as Spengler realized what they were doing, the chains were completed, and the main body was moving across the ditch with next to no loss of speed, stepping from shoulder to shoulder of their teammates standing in the slime. The maneuver had obviously been painstakingly practiced from the smoothness of its execution. There were even a couple chains where the “stones” were standing closer together to accommodate the smaller members of the company.

A short story he had read in high school, one of the few he remembered, flashed through Spengler’s mind. “Lennington vs. the Ants,” it was called, and told the tale of a plantation owner’s fight against the advance of a force of army ants. Watching the Legionnaires advance steadily on his position, the sergeant experienced a chilling moment as his mind’s eye superimposed the image of that merciless, unstoppable swarm over the black-uniformed figures jogging toward him. This Space Legion troop no longer seemed quite as comical as they had this morning. If they were …

The dull whump of a nearby explosion made the master sergeant duck reflexively. At first he thought there had been some sort of catastrophic accident on the course, but then the truth dawned on him.

They were blowing up the obstacles!

Horror and outrage warred within the sergeant as he witnessed another barrier, the three-meter wall this time, disappear in a flash-boom, followed by a shower of splinters and debris. Before the echoes of the explosions had fully died away, the advancing black company appeared, maintaining their dogged advance through the clouds of dust, unnervingly close now.

With the iron discipline of a combat veteran, the master sergeant turned his back on the spectacle and began loading the first belt of ammunition into the machine gun.

Let the major fight it out over whether or not the Legionnaires’ tactics were acceptable. His job was to see to it that they kept their heads down while they went under the wire. Nobody passed this position rapidly. Not with tracers whining around their …

The world suddenly went topsy-turvy around him, as the sergeant was violently upended and slammed down on the platform. Shaken and confused, he tried to struggle upright, only to be pushed flat again, this time with teeth-rattling force.

“Mmmm … You … stay down. Okay?”

A berry brown face with obsidian-dark eyes swam into focus. One of the black-uniformed Legionnaires was squatting over the sergeant’s fallen form, and Spengler could feel the light prick of a knife point under his chin.

“W-what do you think you’re doing?” he gasped, trying hard to speak without moving his chin. “You can’t …”

He broke off speaking as the pressure under his chin increased sharply.

“The captain tell me, he say ‘Escrima, I want you to help remove the obstacles.’ Here, you are the obstacle … yes? I remove you by capturing. You want, I kill you instead.”

Reviewing his options quickly, for the sergeant was unwilling to bet his life that the Legionnaire was joking—or bluffing—Spengler opted to lie quietly where he was. This did not, of course, keep him from seething inwardly as he watched wire cutters clear the barbed wire from his position, and, scant seconds later, the entire company sweep by this supposedly challenging obstacle without breaking stride.

*    *    *

“You can’t mean you’re going to let them get away with it … sir.”

Sprawled in one of the “guest rooms” of the Space Legion’s incredible facilities which had been assigned to them for use during the competition, Major O’Donnel favored his master sergeant with a scowl.

“I didn’t say we were going to let them get away with it,” he said tightly. “I said I wasn’t going to lodge a protest.”

“But they didn’t run the confidence course … they totaled it!”

“And we could have, too … if we thought of it,” the major snapped back. “We had the equipment in our packs, and it was declared as combat conditions. It’s what we would have done in combat. We just got trapped into conventional thinking, is all.”

“Well, what they did sure wasn’t regulation,” the sergeant growled.

“Neither is the Exhibition Manual of Arms we used this morning. All right, we had our chance to show off without them whimpering about it, and now they’ve had theirs. At the moment, we’re even.”

“So we’re going to let it stand as a win for the Space Legion?” Spengler said, trying to sting the officer’s pride.

“Face it, Sergeant. We lost. They beat our time without passing up any obstacles … and they did it with ten times as many troops. Of course, we helped them. That was a pretty lackluster performance our boys put on today. Frankly I don’t think we deserved to win this event. We goofed off while they busted ass. That’s no way to come out on top.”

The master sergeant had the grace to look embarrassed.

“We didn’t think they could come on that strong, sir,” he muttered, avoiding the officer’s gaze.

“Uh-huh. We got cocky and overconfident to a point where we badly underestimated an opponent,” O’Donnel clarified. “If anything, Sergeant, we owe these Legionnaires a vote of thanks for teaching us a valuable lesson. I think we were damn lucky not to have learned it in real combat. At least this way, we’re still alive … and we get another chance.”

“You know, sir,” Spengler said carefully, as if surprised by his own words, “I never thought I’d say it, but I don’t think I’d relish taking that crew on in a real brawl.”

The major grimaced. “Don’t feel bad. I’ve been thinking much the same thing. Wouldn’t mind having them covering my flank, though … as long as we were sure they wouldn’t confuse us with the enemy.”

He grinned mirthlessly at his own joke, then shook his head.

“Enough of that, though. I’ve got to start concentrating on the fencing match tonight. It’s going to be our last chance to pull the Army’s chestnuts, not to mention our own reputation, out of the fire.”

“Do you think there might be a problem, sir?” The master sergeant frowned. “I mean, we do have Corbin on our side.”

“Yes, we do.” O’Donnel nodded. “But that’s only one bout out of three. After this afternoon, I wouldn’t bet the rent money that those clowns are going to hand us the other two on a platter.”


Chapter Fifteen

Journal #130

It is doubtful that you have ever attended a fencing tournament unless you are directly involved in the sport, either as a participant or through some emotional or professional relationship with a fencer. This is due to the simple fact that fencing is not a spectator sport, the action being far too fast and subtle for the uneducated eye. (It might be of interest to note that fencing is one of the few sports where the competitors pay a fee, but the spectators get in for free.)

Usually such an event is held in a large gymnasium or field house, with anywhere from six to several dozen “strips” laid out. The competitors are divided into groups or “pools” and fence each person within their pool. The top two or three advance to the next round, where they are reassigned to new pools and the process begins again. The bulk of those attending are in the competition area, consisting almost entirely of competitors and coaches, while a smattering of spectators made up of friends and parents of the competitors loll about in the bleachers getting bored. Only the final bouts generate much interest, but even then there are few spectators, most competitors packing their equipment and leaving as soon as they are eliminated.

Needless to say, this was not the situation for the final event between the Red Eagles and my employer’s company.

*    *    *

Major O’Donnel paused in his limbering-up exercises to glance at the growing crowd of spectators. Despite his resolve to ignore any distractions while mentally preparing for the competition, he found his mindset giving way to amazement.

Crazy!

The Legionnaires’ tactics on the confidence course had been unorthodox, but this … This was unheard-of! It looked like the entire company of the Space Legion was in attendance, filling the bleachers at one end of the floor, while his own Red Eagles, unhappy at not having a direct hand in the deciding event, were fidgeting impatiently in the rows of chairs provided for them at the opposite end. What really surprised him was the audience.

He had, of course, known there were going to be spectators, but had never imagined the crowds jamming the bleachers on both sides of the gymnasium floor … for a fencing match, for God’s sake! Even the media had their holo cameras set up to record the event! This looked more like a gathering for a basketball or volleyball game … or a coliseum waiting for the gladiators to start!

The major quickly put that disquieting thought out of his mind, along with the nagging suspicion that he had somehow walked into a trap. He had been surprised by the confidence course, to be sure, but there was only so much you could do on a fencing strip. Here, at least, there were standardized rules!

Apparently this Phule, or Captain Jester, as he was called, was not surprised by the turnout. In fact, a few minutes ago he had announced a demonstration of stick forms by one of his men to hold the crowd’s attention while waiting for the formal competition to begin.

The costumed figure who took the floor at that point created a small ripple of interest among the Red Eagles, as he was quickly recognized as the Legionnaire who had held their own Sergeant Spengler at knife point during the afternoon exercise. After watching the small brown figure twirl his sticks in a blurred, bewildering net of interweaving circles and strikes, however, whatever concerns O’Donnel might have had about an unofficial “meeting of retribution” between his force and that notable quickly vanished. The Red Eagles were all hand-to-hand experts, and that expertise included the wisdom not to pick a fight with someone who used a martial arts form you were not familiar with.

Ignoring the flashing display being performed on the floor, the major took a moment to study the diminutive figure warming up quietly against the back wall.

He had been surprised (again) when the lists of competitors were exchanged and he realized the Legion was fielding a woman for the foil bout. Recovering quickly, he had offered to substitute one of his own women for the competitor listed in that event, but the rival commander refused to take him up on it. “You’ve chosen your best, and we’ve chosen ours,” was his only comment.

Strangely enough, though it was the most commonly fenced weapon, foil was the Eagles’ weakest event. Normally O’Donnel would have fenced that weapon, being the second best fencer in the unit behind Corbin, who would, of course, fence saber. That would have possibly brought the competition to a close after only two bouts, without having to field their weakest fencer. As it was, Jester had boxed him into fencing épée, and there was a chance it would all come down to the third and final bout. The problem there was that épée was an “iffy” weapon. If your point control was not clicking or your timing was a hair off …

Again the major fought his concentration back onto his own preparations. There was no point in getting oneself wound up over speculations. Shortly the matter would be decided once and for all in the real thing.

The demonstration was over now, and the director—the coach from the university fencing club—was taking over the microphone to address the crowd. O’Donnel had met him earlier, a spry little man who was obviously nervous about directing for this confrontation in front of an audience, not to mention the holo cameras, yet his voice was firm and confident as he launched into his explanation of the sport for the benefit of the spectators.

This, at least, the major had no difficulty ignoring as he resumed his stretching exercises. He had heard it all before, even knew it by heart. He also knew that it was extremely difficult to explain some of the subtler points of fencing, like “right-of-way,” to those impatient to see “people swinging from ropes while hacking at each other with swords,” the common misconception of the sport generated by countless swashbuckler movies and holos.

Simply put, “right-of-way” was a set of rules designed to preserve the true spirit of dueling, from which fencing descended. By those rules, once fencer A had “declared an attack” by extending his weapon to an arm’s length, threatening a valid target area, fencer B had to parry or otherwise remove that threat before retaliating with an attack of his own. The logic was that if the competitors were using “real” weapons capable of inflicting injury or death, it would be foolhardy, if not suicidal, to ignore an attack in favor of launching one of your own. Though the concept itself might be simple, a goodly portion of any fencing bout was spent with the competitors standing by impatiently after a blinding flurry of action while the director sorted out exactly who had the right-of-way at each moment during the exchange so that the touch, or point, could be awarded. This was, of course, a little less exciting than watching grass grow. The only thing duller than sorting out right-of-way was listening to it being explained.

Finally the director concluded his explanation—or gave up—and raised his voice, announcing the first bout.

“Our first event this evening will be saber,” the speakers boomed. “With this weapon, either the point or edge can be used on the attack. The target area is from the hipline up, including the arms, head, and back.”

The man paused to consult his notes.

“Representing the Red Eagles of the Regular Army will be Isaac Corbin, who held the Tri-Planetary Saber Championship for five years in a row!”

O’Donnel swore lightly under his breath as a surprised murmur swept through the audience. He had hoped Corbin’s record would go unnoticed or at least escape comment. As it was, before the bout had even started, the Legion’s representative would be seen as an underdog. If he lost, it would be expected, and if he won, it would be an upset!

“And representing the Space Legion, Sergeant Escrima, who has never fenced saber before this evening!”

This time, the major ignored the crowd’s surprised reaction as he snatched the lineup list from his pocket and studied it quickly.

There it was: Sergeant Escrima … Saber! He had been so wrapped up thinking about his own bout and the woman foilist that he had completely overlooked the posting for saber!

Sure enough, the demonstrator had surrendered his sticks and was being helped into a fencing jacket and mask by two Legionnaires.

Not a bad idea, O’Donnel thought with a tight smile, running a totally unpredictable opponent at the champion by bringing in a non-fencer. Still, he doubted it would make much difference. Corbin was simply far too seasoned a veteran to be rattled by the antics of a beginner.

As it turned out, the major was correct in his assessment. Corbin scored an easy win over his inexperienced opponent, though the victory was not as decisive as O’Donnel would have liked.

At first, Escrima scored a few hits, lashing out with lightning speed to “slash” the wrist of his opponent as Corbin began his attack. As the major predicted, however, the champion soon learned to ignore these “stop hits,” carrying through with his simple attack and scoring the hit on right-of-way. In short, he knew the rules of the weapon better and rode that knowledge to victory.

Time and again, Escrima would electrify the crowd with his speed, either closing with his tormentor or dropping low to slash at his legs, only to have his hits disqualified as being “off target.” Twice he was warned by the director for bodily contact, a strict no-no in tournament fencing.

The crowd, not fully understanding the rules, cheered and applauded Escrima’s moves, only to lapse into stunned silence spiked with a few low hisses and boos when the action was nullified or the touch awarded against him.

As a final indication of his ignorance of the sport, Escrima clearly missed when the bout was over. With the awarding of the final touch, Corbin whipped off his mask and stepped forward to shake hands, only to be confronted by an opponent who was still clearly ready to fight. For a moment it looked like a disaster, but then Escrima realized his opponent was no longer competing. Sticking his saber under one arm, he pumped Corbin’s hand once, then removed his own mask and stood looking around in bewilderment as the weak applause rose and sank.

“Sergeant Escrima!”

The voice cracked like a whip, and Escrima turned toward the bleacher of Legionnaires.

The company commander, who had been sitting, suited and ready for his own bout, stood pointedly in a position of attention. With careful deliberation, he raised his weapon to Escrima and held it in a salute. In a slow wave behind him, the entire company of Legionnaires rose and joined their commander, saluting their sergeant in his defeat.

The Eagles’ commander was puzzled for a moment. It had been his understanding that the Legion didn’t go in much for saluting. Of course, proper military form would have been for the salute to be given only by whoever was in charge of the formation, which was to say Jester, rather than by every individual simultaneously. Still, it was a nice touch.

Escrima stared at the company for a moment, then acknowledged their salute with a curt nod of his head. Holding himself stiffly erect, he turned and marched off the floor, ignoring the new burst of spontaneous applause that rippled down from the spectators.

“Our next event will be foil. This is a point weapon only, and the target area is the main torso, including the groin and back, but excluding the head and arms. Representing the Space Legion will be Private … Super Gnat, and for the Red Eagles, Corporal Roy Davidson.”

Without being conscious that he was ignoring the announcement and the beginning of the next bout, O’Donnel found his attention arrested by a small drama being played out outside the spectators’ line of vision.

From his vantage point, the major could see the wall behind the bleachers which held the Space Legion company. What caught his eye was the figure of Escrima, who had just challenged the Red Eagles champion saber man. The stick-fighting sergeant was squatting by the back wall facing away from his company, his head bowed and shoulders hunched forward, a picture of abject misery.

To O’Donnel, the reason was immediately clear. Everyone else might have expected Corbin to win, and his rival commander might have fielded Escrima as a long-shot chance, but either the strategy hadn’t been shared with Escrima or the message had failed to sink in. The proud, scrappy little warrior had apparently expected to emerge from the bout triumphant, and was now suffering the crushing aftermath of not only having lost but of having let down those who had counted on him as their champion.

As the major watched, Captain Jester appeared, first standing behind the sergeant, then kneeling to talk with intimate, earnest intensity. Though they were too far away for him to hear the exact words, O’Donnel had no difficulty constructing the conversation in his mind.

The commander would be explaining again the impossibility of the fight Escrima had just undertaken, possibly even apologizing for sending the sergeant into a hopeless situation instead of undertaking the job himself. It would be pointed out that the sergeant had scored several hits against a seasoned champion, which was more than many practiced fencers could do, and that he had, indeed, more than upheld the honor of the company.

Eventually the sergeant’s head came up, and a few moments later he was nodding at what his commander was saying. The two men rose to their feet, and the captain clapped Escrima fondly on the shoulder, leaning close to share a few last words before leading him back to the bleachers.

O’Donnel found himself nodding as well.

Good. The little sergeant was much too good a man to be abandoned by his own during such a trauma. The major’s appreciation of his rival went up yet another notch as he turned his attention to the bout in progress.

“… the initial attack misses … passé … then the counterattack lands before the final replacement of the point. The touch is right … Score, three to one! … Gardez! …”

Three to one?

O’Donnel focused his attention on the action.

What was going on here? How could his man be down 3-1 so fast?

“Allez! Fencer!”

In the quick flurry of swords that followed the director’s signal, it became clear what was happening.

The little fencer representing the Legionnaires—what was her name? Oh yes, Super Gnat—had found a way to compensate for her shorter reach. She would hang back at the edge of Davidson’s lunge range, obviously too far back to launch an attack of her own, and bait the Eagles’ fencer into initiating the action. Sometimes she would simply step back out of the reach of the attack, but then …

The major scowled as Super Gnat dodged the oncoming point and stepped in close to her taller opponent. Davidson tried to reverse his advance to bring his point to bear again, but she followed him back down the strip and …

“Halt! The initial attack falls. On the recovery, the counterattack lands! Touch is right! Score, four to one!”

The bitch was so small, her target area was almost nonexistent! Hell, she could inhale and disappear behind her foil! And that footwork she was using …

O’Donnel watched closely as Super Gnat skipped and danced backward down the strip, leading Davidson like a terrier teasing a bull. He had seen that floating, pivoting footwork before. He couldn’t quite put his finger on where, but it wasn’t on a fencing strip! The Legionnaires had run another off-style martial artist in on him, but this one had managed to translate her moves into fencing! What was more, Davidson lacked Corbin’s experience and was clearly thrown off his normal form by his opponent’s unorthodox movements.

The Eagles’ fencer managed to rally and score two touches in a row, but to the major the outcome was already a given. The scrambling little fencer was simply too resourceful to let a three-point advantage slip away, and …

As if in response to his thoughts, Super Gnat launched a running, diving flèche attack, taking the offensive for the first time and catching Davidson napping as he planned his own attack.

“Halt! The attack carries! Touch is right! Five to three! Bout to the Space Legion! The meet is tied at one bout each!”

The spectators exploded with cheers and applause as Super Gnat saluted her opponent and pulled off her mask, revealing a beaming face that shone like the sun. She pumped the hands of her adversary and the director, nodding her thanks at their murmured compliments, then turned toward the Legion bleachers.

No cue had been necessary from their commander this time. The entire company was on its feet saluting its victorious champion. Still holding the jubilant smile that seemed to pass her ears, Super Gnat returned the salute with a flourish of her weapon that ended in an exaggerated mock curtsey. At that, the Legionnaires broke their stiff poses and swarmed out of the stands to surround their teammate.

“All right, Gnat!”

“Way to go!”

The first to reach her was the tall, misshapen nonhuman Legionnaire whose mere presence made the Red Eagles uneasy. In a move that could only be genuine affection, he snatched her into the air in a huge bear hug that was at once enthusiastic and gentle, then, without setting her down, shifted his grip and held her aloft to the cheers of the rest of the company.

“Sorry about that, sir.”

The terse apology pulled O’Donnel’s attention back from the other end of the gym.

“Don’t worry about it, Davidson,” he said firmly, lightly punching that notable on the arm. “Nobody wins all the time. Looks like it’s up to me to try to settle up.”

“Yes, sir,” the corporal said, shooting a glance down the floor to where the Legionnaires were still celebrating. “Do you think you can do it? They may be goofballs, but they’re tricky as hell.”

The major nodded his agreement of the corporal’s assessment.

“To tell you the truth, Corporal, I don’t know. Ask me again in about ten minutes.”

Davidson flashed him a quick smile.

“Right. Good luck, sir.”

“Our next and final bout …” The director’s mike boomed through the loudspeakers, and he paused to wait for the Legionnaires to quiet down and take their seats again before continuing.

“Thank you. Our next and final bout will be épée. For those of you who have been confused by my explanation of the right-of-way rules, you’ll be glad to know there is no right-of-way in épée! Whoever hits first, gets the touch!”

A brief ripple of applause and laughter greeted this announcement, which the director acknowledged with a grin.

“This is because the encounter épée is re-creating a duel from the period after the Code Duello was changed to accept “first blood” rather than death to settle an affair of honor. First blood can be drawn from anywhere on the body, including the hands and feet, and accordingly the entire body is fair target when fencing épée.”

O’Donnel gathered up his mask and his weapon, plugging his body cord into the socket hidden inside the weapon’s bell guard. The movements were automatic and ritualistic as he began to mentally set himself for the upcoming bout.

“By watching the lights on the scoring machine,” the director was continuing, “it is easy to see who has scored the touch. The machine, which both fencers will be attached to by means of feed reels and body cords, determines within a twentieth of a second who hit whom first. If both fencers score a hit within that time frame, which happens more often than you might think, both lights will come on and it will be scored as a double touch. That is, a hit will be awarded to each fencer for that particular exchange.”

The major wished the bout would get under way. He was starting to feel the tension of the deciding bout creeping into his shoulders. Nervously he shook his sword arm to keep it loose. Tension meant stiffness, and stiffness meant slowed reflexes, a potentially fatal error in a sport where the winner and loser were often divided by split seconds.

“The final bout will be between the commanding officers of the competing groups. For the Red Eagles of the Regular Army, Major Matthew O’Donnel … and for the Space Legion, Captain Jester!”

“Go get him, Cap’n!”

“LEGION!”

The cheering section at the other end of the gym was obviously wound tight as a drum, bellowing out encouragement in their excitement that would be more appropriate at the opening of a boxing match than in a fencing meet. O’Donnel noted, however, that his opponent seemed oblivious to the racket as they moved onto the strip and hooked their body cords into the spring retrieval reels at either end. Saluting each other and the director, they donned their masks and stepped up to their respective on-guard lines.

“Fencers ready?”

“Ready, sir.”

“Ready!”

“Allez! Fencer!”

Judging from what he had seen before, both this evening and this afternoon, the major had expected Jester to be an off-the-wall, unorthodox fencer, relying on weird, unexpected moves to score his points. Instead, he was pleasantly surprised to see his opponent take a conventional, textbook guard stance as they began to jockey for position.

Fine by me, mister. By the book it is. Let’s see how good you really are.

Unlike foil and saber, where the hits are usually scored “deep” to the body in flashy, driving attacks, épée is more of a sniper’s weapon where the touches are made with sudden quick jabs to the arm and hand—and, rarely, the leading foot—of one’s opponent.

Silence slowly descended on the crowd as the two men edged back and forth on the strip, watching each other for the slightest opening.

O’Donnel was now oblivious to the audience as he studied Jester’s guard stance.

… weapon arm ramrod straight at shoulder level, hiding the entire arm and hand behind the oversized bell guard … never a waiver in the coverage as he advanced and retreated in small, coiled spring steps … Classic! … No cheap, easy touches here! … Maybe if he invited an attack to …

In a flicker of movement, the Legionnaire attacked … not with an explosive burst of energy, but seeming to almost collapse as his sword dropped and …

BZZZ!

“Halt! One light! Touch is right! Score, one to zero! Fencers ready?”

The major barely heard the director’s call, much less the applause from the stands as he mentally raged at himself.

The foot! He had been hit on his leading foot! Of all the …

While foot hits were, of course, permitted, they were rarely tried in actual bouts. If the defender simply withdrew his lead foot, the attacker would be left with no target, and his entire arm exposed for the counter hit! Still, occasionally a low attack would catch the defender flat-footed, but your opponent had to be … 

O’Donnel pushed his self-criticism from his mind, focusing instead on the next touch as the director placed them on guard again.

Okay, wise guy. You know I’m ticked at having gotten caught that easy. If you’ve got any smarts at all, you’ll fake your next attack to that same foot, counting on me to overreact in defense. When I do, you’ll be back on the high attack before I can cover. Well, I’m waiting for you, buster, so just …

“Allez! Fencer!”

BZZZ!

“Halt! Again, there is one light …”

Jester had attacked as soon as the director dropped his hand to signal the start of the action. No feint … no tricky fake … just a quick darting jab … to the foot again!

Two-zero!

The major tried desperately to get his annoyance under control as they came on guard again.

The sonofabitch caught him twice with the same sucker move!

“Allez! Fencer!”

The progress of the bout was relentless, giving O’Donnel little or no time to regroup mentally.

Jester stamped his foot noisily, and the major had to fight to keep from twitching defensively at the sound.

Don’t fall for a sound feint! It’s just the kind of thing this joker will use to …

The Legionnaire surged forward, catching and controlling O’Donnel’s sword with his own weapon, moving the deadly defending point to one side with a flick of his wrist while slamming his own point squarely into his opponent’s mask.

BZZZ!

“Halt!”

The major turned his back on the proceedings, shaking his arms and rotating his shoulders as the touch was awarded.

He had tightened up! Fighting the reflex to move at the sound of the foot stomp, he had tensed his arm, and Jester seized the opportunity before he could regain enough flexibility to evade the attack on his blade!

Three to zero! No! Put it out of your mind! Think of it as coming on guard for the first touch … except now Jester would be going for double touches! Two double touches and the bout would be over!

“Fencers ready?”

“Ready!”

“Just a moment, sir!”

O’Donnel took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. His opponent might protest the delay, but even that would buy him some time to get himself under control … and break Jester’s momentum.

As it was, nothing was said by either the director or the Legionnaire until the major stepped up to his on-guard line and raised his sword.

“Ready, sir!”

“Allez! Fencer!”

To O’Donnel’s surprise, Jester did not immediately press the attack. Instead, he stood waiting in his guard … just a second! The classic picture wasn’t there! Instead, the point of Jester’s épée was above his bell guard … not much, barely an inch, but …

The major was attacking even before he finished the thought.

BZZZ!

“Halt! One light! Touch is left! Score is three to one!”

That was more like it! In an épée guard, holding the sword at an angle to the arm, however slight, was a dead giveaway that there was target exposed, even if you couldn’t see it. Slipping his point past Jester’s bell guard, O’Donnel had caught a piece of the underside of his opponent’s arm … not much, but enough for a touch. Now to see if the bastard had figured out his mistake!

“Allez! Fence!”

BZZZ!

“Halt!”

Got him again! Three to two now!

The major was waiting at the on-guard line as the touch was awarded, eager for the bout to resume before his opponent had a chance to analyze the hole in his defense.

“Fencers ready?”

“Ready.”

“Ready, Sir!”

“Allez! Fence!”

BZZZ-UZZ!

“Halt! Both lights are on! Double touch! Score is four to three!”

Four to three! He had to be careful now. One more touch and …No! Jester had been lucky to catch a piece of his arm as he came in on the attack. He had to keep the offensive. Still, his opponent was expecting the shot to the underside of the arm now. Maybe a feint to draw his reaction …

“Allez! Fencer!”

The major deliberately gave the point of his weapon a small twitch, and was rewarded by a quick flash of light reflected from his opponent’s bell guard as it moved.

BZZZ!

“Halt! There is one light! Touch is left! Score is four all. Bout and match point, gentlemen. Fencers ready?”

Got him! Now, just one more. C’mon … think! One more touch!

“Allez! Fence!”

For a moment, it was as if neither fencer had heard the director’s signal. Motionless, they stared at each other, watching for an opening yet unwilling to make a move which might create a vulnerability. Then, with slow deliberation, Jester raised his sword arm six inches, exposing the target his opponent had been scoring on, daring him to try again. That frozen tableau was held for a few heartbeats, then O’Donnel went forward in a gliding rush, accepting the invitation. Jester’s point darted down, racing to intercept the attack, and …

BZZZ-UZZ!

“Halt!”

The major whipped his head around, looking to the electronic box to see who had scored the touch first.

Both lights were lit! Double touch!

Jester jerked his mask off and stuffed it under his arm as he saluted the director and his opponent, then strode forward with his hand outstretched for the traditional handshake that signaled the end of hostilities.

“Excellent bout, Major. Thank you.”

Startled, O’Donnel found himself shaking his rival’s hand reflexively.

“But … the bout …” he managed at last.

“Tournament rules, as agreed,” the Legionnaire said firmly. “Isn’t that right, sir?”

That last was addressed to the director, who shook his head and shrugged. “Well … in a double elimination tournament, it would be scored as a double loss …”

“There! You see?”

“… but I suppose we could have a fence-off to decide a winner. Perhaps a one-touch sudden-death bout,” the director rallied gamely. “It’s really up to you gentlemen.”

“Well …” O’Donnel hedged, removing his mask as he tried to organize his thoughts.

“Major.”

The word was said so softly that it took O’Donnel a moment to realize Jester had spoken it rather than it being a random thought flitting through his mind. Their eyes met.

“Take the tie.”

“What?”

His rival looked away, smiling at the audience as he spoke, like a ventriloquist, without moving his lips.

“Take the tie. We’ll split the competition … and the contract. I wouldn’t want to see either of our forces lose at this point … would you?”

Good combat commanders do not survive by agonizing over decisions, and O’Donnel was no exception.

“Tournament rules were agreed upon.” He shrugged dramatically, turning to the director. “The Red Eagles and the Space Legion stand by their word. Announce the double loss, sir.”

Turning on his heel, he marched unswervingly back to his men, barely remembering to unhook his body cord, as the director’s announcement echoed in the silent gym. Weak applause greeted the explanation, though the confused babble in the audience nearly drowned it out.

From the look on the faces of the Red Eagles, the audience wasn’t alone in its puzzlement.

“What the hell happened … sir?” Master Sergeant Spengler said, rising to meet his commander.

“Well, Sergeant, what we have is—”

“Company! Atten-hut!”

O’Donnel turned to look down the floor.

The Space Legionnaires were on their feet, Captain Jester centered in front of them. With a picture-book precision they had not shown during the close order drill competition, they were saluting the Red Eagles.

The major stared at them for a few moments, but their pose didn’t waiver. Correct military procedure called for holding a salute until it was returned or the person or unit you were saluting was out of range.

This time, O’Donnel’s decision was easier.

“Red Eagles … Atten-hut!”

And for the first time since their arrival—in fact, in the history of the Red Eagles—the crack unit of the Regular Army saluted the Space Legion, and meant it.

*    *    *

Soaking in a hot tub can be of mental, as well as physical, therapeutic value, and Phule was enjoying it to the fullest as he felt his muscles slowly begin to relax.

“Sir?”

Slowly, reluctantly, he raised his head and opened his eyes.

“Yes, Beeker?”

“Will that be all, sir?”

“Have you asked Mother to hold all calls until this morning?”

“Yes, sir. Actually it seems she was already doing that without instruction. There are several messages of congratulation, and it seems that young reporter has been trying to reach you.”

“Again?” Phule closed his eyes and sank a few inches deeper into the tub. “How many interviews does she need in one day?”

“I don’t believe she’s calling about an interview … sir.”

“Oh?”

“That’s the impression I got from Mother, though she didn’t relay the messages word for word.”

“Oh!”

“Will there be anything else?”

“No. Go ahead and call it a night, Beek. It’s been quite a day … for all of us.”

“Indeed it has, sir.”

“Good night, Beeker.”

There was no response.

Strange. Usually his butler was quite fastidious about such social pleasantries.

Mildly puzzled, Phule opened his eyes to discover Beeker still in attendance, but looking uncharacteristically uncomfortable.

“Something bothering you, Beek?”

“Well, sir … you know I rarely pry or question your actions, but …”

The butler hesitated, as if at a loss for words.

“Yes, what is it?”

“In your bout this evening … I mean, I’ve watched you fence in competitions before, sir, and flatter myself to think I know something of your abilities and style …”

Beeker’s voice trailed off again.

“And?” Phule urged.

“And … for my own curiosity, you understand, and in strictest confidence … I was wondering … Well, sir … did you throw your bout? Deliberately fence for the tie, I mean?”

Phule exhaled a long breath, closing his eyes and sinking deeper into the tub before answering.

“No, I didn’t, Beek. I thought about it … that’s why I let him pull up even instead of finishing him off when I got the lead … but I chickened out at the end. If I could have been sure of the tie, I would have gone for it, but it would have been chancy at best. In the final analysis, I decided I didn’t have the right to risk the company’s success on a gamble, so on the final touch I was genuinely going for the win. The way it turned out—getting the tie I really wanted—was pure luck, nothing else.”

“I … I’m afraid I don’t understand, sir. Why would you prefer a tie to a win?”

Phule opened his eyes and raised his head again, his face splitting in a wolfish grin.

“You weren’t watching close enough, Beeker. We did win.”

“Sir?”

“Think about it. Our little Space Legion Omega Company, the dregs of the dregs, just held its own with the Red Eagles—the best the Regular Army has to offer. What’s more, as far as the spectators were concerned, Escrima won his bout. The points favored Corbin because he knew the technicalities of the rules better, but it was obvious that in a real fight with no rules, Escrima would have made mincemeat out of him. On that basis alone, we were the winners before I even stepped onto the strip. In fact, the only event the Eagles won clearly was the drill competition—parade-ground flash that doesn’t impress anyone with their fighting ability.”

“I see.”

“Do you?” Phule’s voice was suddenly very earnest. “We had them beat, so there was no point in kicking them, too. The Red Eagles are a top outfit that deserve the reputation they’ve built. If preserving that reputation, helping them save face, means sharing the idiotic honor guard contract, then it’s a price I’m willing to pay. There’s no point in making enemies when you don’t have to.”

“Of course, your own force is disappointed. I may be doing them a disservice, but I doubt they would understand the subtleties of your logic.”

“Yes. Isn’t it incredible?” The Legionnaire was grinning again. “Do you realize how much they’ve changed their mind-set in just one day? This morning they didn’t believe we had a chance against the Red Eagles; but tonight they’re disappointed that we only tied them! They’re really starting to believe that we can do anything!”

“That is how you’ve trained them, sir. Of course, it would have been nice if they could have celebrated a victory tonight.”

“True, but instead, they’re in town drinking with the Red Eagles, as equals. Unless I miss my guess, there’s more than one argument going as to whose commanding officer would have won if we had gone to a fence-off … as if that were any indication of the caliber of men we are or the forces we lead.”

“Quite so, sir. As long as you’re aware of it.”

*    *    *

This was, of course, my true concern. It was one thing for the Legionnaires to draw confidence from their success in a controlled contest with set rules, as long as my employer maintained his awareness that it was no indication of how they would fair in real combat. Unfortunately, despite his assurances to the contrary, I continued to be plagued by the nagging fear that he, too, was sliding into the belief that his force could do and accomplish anything.

History has shown that, while soldiers can draw confidence and esprit de corps from such conviction, the same attitude in a commander can breed disaster.


Chapter Sixteen

Journal #152

[Note: The more numerically aware readers will have observed there are more entries than normal missing between this portion of my chronicle and the last. While there were numerous interesting incidents and observations made during this period, they are not particularly pertinent to this account, and I have therefore withheld them to focus on the more crucial occurrences which followed. Perhaps, if time allows, I will publish some of those episodes at a later date, probably thinly disguised as fiction. For now, however, I will simply insert a brief summary of the two or three weeks following the competition.]

The Regular Army was apparently less than pleased with the Red Eagles’ inability to achieve better than a tie against the Space Legion force under my employer’s command. Then again, there is also the possibility that their new orders simply got lost in the shuffle of paper that is the bane of any organization of a size worthy of mention. For whatever reason, whether punishment or bureaucratic incompetence, the Red Eagles were not reassigned after the contracts were signed, but left to cool their heels for a while with us on Haskin’s Planet. It is my hope that this was due to an oversight, for if punishment was the Army’s intent, they failed dismally.

Despite the stormy nature of their initial introduction, the Eagles and the Legionnaires got on like a house afire. Between intra-unit dating and the inevitable bar crawling, the two groups drew even closer together and friendships grew and blossomed. (No reference need be made here of the methods of frequency of cross-pollination.)

The Red Eagles were particularly enamored of The Club which the Legionnaires called home, and soon were spending as much or more time there as they were at their own quarters. Of course, there is no doubt in my mind that the Legionnaires benefited greatly from this association, as the Eagles were more than happy to show off by sharing tips and pointers on the firing range and confidence course. There was also, as might be expected, a notable increase in interest among both groups in the fencing lessons which had been available all along.

Perhaps the most notable development during this period was that my employer finally felt satisfied that he had at least a passing knowledge of those under his command, and turned his attention to the job he should have been doing all along, which is to say administration. More and more he was willing to rely on his lieutenants to oversee the company’s field operations while he filled his time managing things on a grander, more long-term basis.

Unfortunately this meant that he was not standing swamp duty with the company when, as they say, it hit the fan.

*    *    *

“Are you sure this guy can deliver the goods, C.H.?” Phule said impatiently, glancing at the door of the cocktail lounge for the twentieth time. “If this turns out to be a waste of my time …”

“Don’t fret yourself none, Cap’n,” his supply sergeant said, desperately signaling the bartender for another round for his commander. “If my man says he’s got ’em … he’s got ’em. I just thought it would be best if the two of you met face-to-face before any money changed hands, is all.”

The subject of this oblique discussion was knives. Harry claimed to have found a source who could supply them with a large quantity of the latest design in “action” knives, which was to say spring-loaded. These beauties were unusual in that not only did the blade emerge straight out of the handle at the touch of a button, as opposed to the more traditional switchblades which opened from the side like a jackknife, but if one held down the locking lever while triggering the blade, it would keep going, launched like a dart by the forty-pound spring that powered the mechanism. All in all, they were deadly little beasts. They were also illegal … hence the cloak-and-dagger approach to closing the deal.

Harry’s connection had refused to come out to The Club to discuss the matter, but had agreed to meet them at their old watering hole, the Hotel Plaza lounge. Not surprisingly, the Legionnaires were well remembered at that establishment, and part of Phule’s nervousness was that he was afraid their supplier would be scared off if Bombest or any of the rest of the hotel staff were talking to them when he arrived.

“How are things going with the inventory?” he inquired, more to make conversation than anything else. “Are you going to be ready by next week?”

“Ready anytime you are, Cap’n.” The sergeant grinned. “Just be sure to wear one of your old uniforms. Physical inventories can get kinda dusty.”

“Oh, I’m not going to be doing the audit.”

“Yer not?” Harry scowled. “You mean my boys have been doin’ all that prep work for nothin’?”

“Not exactly,” the commander said. “I’ve asked Sushi to handle the first couple rounds with you.”

“Sushi? Aw, c’mon, Cap’n. That’s not exactly fair.”

Sushi’s partner, Do-Wop, had proved to be less than discreet when it came to bragging about his crony’s criminal achievements. As a result, that notable’s history as an embezzler was already legend throughout the company.

“Think of it as setting a poacher to catch a poacher, C.H.” Phule smiled. “I figure he knows more about what to watch for than I do. Of course, I’ll be spot-checking his work as well.”

“But don’t you think … Uh-oh. Here comes trouble.”

Phule followed his sergeant’s gaze. Chief Goetz had just entered the lounge and was making a beeline for their table.

“Just relax, Harry,” he murmured. “Let’s not be too eager to post bail until we’re charged.”

“Haw! Hey, that’s a good one, Cap’n.”

“Good afternoon, Willard … Sergeant.” Goetz was standing over their table now. “Mind if I join you for a drink, or am I interrupting something?”

“As a matter of fact, Chief,” Phule said, glancing pointedly at his watch, “we are waiting to meet someone.”

Ignoring the hint, the policeman pulled up a chair and parked himself on it as if he had been invited.

“You know, it’s funny you should mention that.” He smiled, waving for the bartender. “We’ve got a guy down at the station, name of Weasel Honeycutt. Picked him up for questioning on a couple break-ins last night, and you know what? Instead of pushing for a lawyer like he usually does, what he wanted was for someone to come down here and tell you he wouldn’t be able to meet with you today … and here I am, being a conscientious public servant. Would that, by any chance, be the appointment you were waiting for?”

“Uh …”

“Good. Then you’ve got time to have that drink with me, and maybe answer a few questions yourselves … like what’s up between you and the Weasel?”

The last came out as a snarl, as Goetz abandoned his pleasant manner and glared at the two Legionnaires.

“He wanted to talk to the cap’n here about enlistin’,” Harry answered quickly.

Phule barely managed to avoid choking on an ice cube.

“Enlisting?” The chief’s eyebrows collided with his hairline. “I knew the Legion wasn’t picky about whom they recruited, but don’t you think that the Weasel is stooping a bit … even for you? I mean, you’ve already got one fence and black marketeer working for you.”

He stared pointedly at Chocolate Harry, who shifted uneasily in his chair.

“Regulations require me to speak with anyone who expresses an interest in enlisting,” Phule interceded smoothly. “One’s pre-Legion history is unimportant to us. As you’ve so tactfully noted, we take anyone … we’ve even been known to accept ex-cops.”

That earned a guffaw from the policeman, though the best Harry could manage was a weak smile.

“You got me there, Captain,” Goetz acknowledged with a mock salute. “I don’t think you’ll get the Weasel, though. It would mean too much of a pay cut for him … unless you’re supplementing his enlistment bonus personally, that is.”

“It was just talk,” Harry mumbled, playing with his empty glass. “You know … nothin’ definite.”

The chief pursed his lips for a moment, then nodded.

“All right,” he said. “We’ll let it drop for now and keep it social. I’ll tell you, though, if there’s a chance it might get the Weasel off-planet and out of my jurisdiction, I’ll help with the paperwork myself.”

He paused as the bartender delivered his drink. By unspoken agreement, he paid for his own, lest there be any question as to whether he was accepting bribes from the Legionnaires.

“Mebbe I should get on back to The Club, Cap’n,” Harry muttered, starting to rise, but Phule waved him back into his seat.

“Relax, C.H.,” he said. “The chief here says it’s just a social visit, and besides, it’s about time you two got to know each other a little better.”

“Where are the rest of your bandits, if you don’t mind my asking?” Goetz said, taking a sip of his drink. “Haven’t seen any of them around town today.”

“It’s a duty day,” Phule explained. “The fearless forces of the Space Legion are hip-deep in muck, protecting the miners from the local ecology, and vice versa. The fact that C.H. and I happened to schedule our … meeting the same day as we would be normally joining our comrades in their discomfort is mere coincidence.”

“Amen to that,” Harry acknowledged with his first genuine grin since Goetz entered the lounge.

“Say”—the chief frowned, peering at one of the other groups in the lounge—“isn’t that the Eagles’ commander sitting over there with that little reporter … whatzername?”

“Jennie,” the Legion commander said without looking. “I believe it is. Why do you ask?”

“I thought you had her staked out as private property. Or is she part of the settlement between you and the Army?”

“She’s her own woman,” Phule said. “Always has been, from all I can tell. Just because we had dinner together a couple of times doesn’t mean—”

The shrill screech of his wrist communicator interrupted him in midsentence.

Annoyed, since he had left word he was not to be interrupted, the commander debated for a moment as to whether or not to acknowledge the call. Then it occurred to him that it would have to be important to override his orders, and he reached for the controls.

“Excuse me a moment, Chief … Phule here, Mother. What’s the problem?”

“We’ve got trouble, Captain,” came the communication specialist’s voice without any of her normal banter.

“What …”

“I’ll let you hear it direct. Stand by for a patch from field operations … Go ahead, Lieutenant.”

“Captain Jester? Rembrandt here.”

“Go ahead, Lieutenant.”

“We have a situation here. I thought I should alert you as soon as possible.”

Phule felt a sinking sensation in his stomach, but kept his voice calm.

“Very well. What’s happened? Start at the beginning.”

“Well, Do-Wop took a shot at a lizard …”

“A lizard?”

“It sort of looked like a lizard … only bigger. Currently unidentified. Anyway, it shot back at him, and—”

“It what?”

“It shot back at him, sir. Hit him with some kind of a stun ray. He’s alive but unconscious. We’ve got a force of previously unknown aliens in the swamp. Intelligent and armed.”


Chapter Seventeen

Journal #153

I had the privilege of being the only civilian present at the confrontation with the “alien invasion force.” This is not to say that I had any actual role in the proceedings or had any real business being there, but when those Legionnaires not on active duty for the initial contact scrambled to join their comrades in the field (leaving only Mother at The Club to serve as a communications link with the settlement), simple curiosity got the better of me and I decided to tag along. Normally I believe my employer would have sent me back, but he either decided he couldn’t spare anyone to provide transportation or simply didn’t register my presence at all. He was rather preoccupied at the time.

*    *    *

The bulk of the company was scattered along a one-hundred-meter line, crouching or flattened behind what little cover the swamp provided, as Phule huddled with Brandy and Rembrandt for his briefing. As they spoke, they kept their voices lowered to a conspiratorial whisper, occasionally raising their heads or leaning to one side to peer around the hummock they were kneeling behind.

The object of their attention, and the focal point of nearly two hundred primed weapons, was a scant thousand meters in front of them: a bulky ungainly-looking spacecraft which floated on pontoons at the end of a tether in one of the swamp’s countless small pools of open, shallow water. There had been no signs of movement in or around the craft since the commander joined his force, but its proximity was enough to hone their caution to a fine edge.

“… they’re small … well, big for lizards, but small compared to us,” Rembrandt was explaining. “I’d put them at roughly half our height, judging from the few we’ve seen.”

“Weapons make them taller,” the commander commented grimly. “You’re sure Do-Wop is all right?”

“As sure as we can be without having him checked over by a doctor,” Brandy said. “It was like he got hit with an electrical jolt. It knocked him out, but doesn’t seem to have done any permanent damage. Mostly he’s hollering to rejoin the company.”

“Let’s keep him out of it for the moment. We don’t know for sure if there are any hidden aftereffects yet, and there’s no point in risking him unless he’s really needed.”

“Right.”

“Any word from Armstrong?”

“He’s still with the team escorting the miners back to the settlement,” Rembrandt reported. “He wanted to break off and rejoin once they were a kilometer out of the area, but the way I understood your orders you wanted the miners under our protection all the way back to the settlement.”

“That’s correct, Lieutenant,” Phule said. “Until we know for sure how many of them there are and where they are in the swamp, we have to keep the miners covered.”

Though it had been proposed that Armstrong supervise the holding action while Rembrandt commanded the miners’ escort, Phule had decided to reverse those assignments. Armstrong was clearly the better combat commander of the two, which to Phule’s thinking made him the logical choice for escort duty in the event that another group of aliens was encountered during the miners’ withdrawal. Rembrandt, on the other hand, had a better feel for the normal swamp terrain thanks to her earlier sketching expeditions, which made her a valuable asset to the scouting and information-gathering efforts.

“Has the settlement been alerted yet?” Brandy said, sneaking another look at the dormant craft.

“Goetz was with me when the call came in,” the commander supplied. “He’s standing by for further information from us as to what we’re up against. In the meantime, he’s pulling in all off-duty officers so that they’ll have manpower ready to mobilize if things get rough.”

“How rough is rough, sir?” Rembrandt pressed. “We’ve already had one person shot.”

“After he opened fire first,” Phule pointed out. “What’s more, from what you tell me, he’s unharmed. There hasn’t been any more shooting, has there?”

“No, sir … as per your orders,” the first sergeant said hastily. “There was a bit of activity around the ship a while back, but no firing from either side. I think they saw us, but I can’t be sure.”

“What kind of activity?”

“Spartacus reported it. Hang on, you can ask him direct.”

Before Phule could comment, Brandy gave a low, attention-getting whistle, then beckoned to the Sinthian to join their huddle. The Legionnaire came skimming across the open ground, his body compressed low so he looked a bit like a bean bag draped over the glide board.

The nonhuman would not have been the commander’s choice for a scout, since the swift motion of his glide board would tend to catch and hold the eye more than would the slow, stealthy movements of his human teammates. Still, it was more maneuverable over water, and apparently he had completed his mission without drawing attention, or at least without drawing fire.

“Tell the captain what you saw, Spartacus,” Brandy ordered. “He wants to know what the aliens were doing around their ship.”

“Well, Captain,” the Sinthian began, “they opened a panel on the side of their vessel and tinkered around inside for a while … I couldn’t see exactly what they were doing. Then they sealed it up again and retreated back inside.”

The nonhuman’s voice, as supplied by the translator he had hung diagonally across his body, was high and musical, almost like the tinkling of a bell. Try as he might, Phule could not escape the impression that he was receiving a military briefing from a Munchkin.

“Did it look like they were arming a weapon?”

“I … I don’t think so, sir. There was no opening or fixture on the outside of the panel to suggest a firing capacity.”

“Did they see you?”

“A few of them looked my way from time to time, but they were looking all around, not just at me. I don’t think …”

A flicker of motion to the rear of their position caught Phule’s attention, and he held up a restraining hand which silenced the Legionnaire in midsentence. There was a tense moment, then a small group of figures appeared, moving carefully from cover to cover.

“What are they doing here?”

It was Brandy who voiced the muttered question, though it echoed the thoughts of everyone in the huddle, as well as those Legionnaires positioned near enough to note the group’s approach. The answer was forthcoming, as one figure detached itself from the group and crept forward to join them.

“Sorry to take so long getting here, Captain,” Major O’Donnel said, nodding a curt acknowledgment to the others in the huddle. “We hadn’t expected to need our full combat gear for a simple honor guard assignment, and it took us a while to get it all unpacked and issued.”

He paused to survey the Legionnaires within his line of vision, then shot a glance back at his own Red Eagles.

“If you just fill me in on what you’ve got so far, I’ll get my troops disbursed. Then you can pull your force out a few at a time while we cover you.”

“Excuse me, Major,” Phule said coldly, “but what exactly do you think you’re trying to pull here?”

“Pull?” O’Donnel was genuinely puzzled. “I’m not trying to ‘pull’ anything. We’re simply taking command of the situation.”

“By what authority?”

“Oh, come now, Captain. Isn’t it obvious? Dealing with a new alien race, particularly one which is potentially hostile, is much more in the Army’s line than the Legion’s.”

“I don’t think it’s all that obvious.”

“Do you mean to say you think …”

“In fact,” the Legion commander continued, raising his voice slightly to cut off the major’s protests, “what’s obvious to me is that the Legion has been contracted to protect Haskin’s citizens from whatever dwells in or comes out of these swamps, and that you and your force, Major, are interfering with our operation. Now, while I appreciate your offer of help, and would love nothing better than discussing military protocol with you, we’re rather busy at the moment. Would you kindly take your force and retire?”

“You want authority?” O’Donnel said tightly, fighting to control his temper. “All right. I’ll play your game. Pass me one of your communicators and I’ll get authorization for you.”

“I’m sorry, Major. Our communication network is for Legion personnel only. I’m afraid you’ll have to hike back to the settlement to find and open—”

“Damn it, Willard!” the major exploded. “By what right do you have the gall to try to give orders to a unit of the Regular Army?”

“Well, Matthew,” Phule said softly, “how about because at the moment we have you outnumbered by roughly ten to one?”

O’Donnel was suddenly aware that most of the nearby Legionnaires were listening to their conversation and that an uncomfortable number of weapons were now pointed in the general direction of the Red Eagles rather than at the alien ship.

“Are you threatening us?” he hissed, still watching the Legionnaires’ weapons. “Would you actually order your troops to open fire on friendly forces from the Regular Army?”

“In a minute,” Brandy said levelly.

“That’s enough, Sergeant,” Phule snapped. “As to your question, Major … Lieutenant Rembrandt?”

“Yes, Captain?”

“Do we have any hard evidence that the aliens are not capable of shape changing or low-level illusionary mind control?”

“No, sir.”

“So for all we know, they may have the ability to disguise themselves as humans, even a people we already know, to infiltrate our positions?”

“Well … I guess so … sir.”

“There you have it, Major. If necessary, I would feel more than justified in allowing my troops to defend themselves from any intruders, even if those intruders happened to look like a Regular Army unit.”

“But …”

“And especially,” Phule continued, dropping his voice, “if they were conducting themselves in a manner inconsistent with known behavior patterns. You’re losing it, Matthew. Cool down and we’ll try it again … from the top.”

O’Donnel wisely followed the advice, taking and releasing several long breaths before resuming the conversation.

“Am I to understand,” he said at last, “that you are refusing to relinquish the situation to the Regular Army?”

“That is correct. Major O’Donnel,” the Legion commander confirmed. “In my opinion, it still falls within our contracted services and is therefore our responsibility and ours alone. Simply put, it’s our fight, so back off.”

The major glanced at the waiting Eagles again.

“Seriously, Captain, are you sure you wouldn’t like to have my boys around—at least as a backup?

Phule wavered. There was no denying the benefits of having a team like the Red Eagles around.

“Would you be willing to serve as a reserve unit under my command?”

O’Donnel straightened slightly and saluted.

“If that’s the only way we can be included in this waltz, then yes, sir! Reporting for duty, sir.”

It was far from an unconditional surrender, and everyone present knew there would be a reckoning later on. Still, if O’Donnel said he would take orders from the Legion, then his word would be good … at least until the engagement was over.

“Very well, Major,” Phule said, returning the salute with equal formality, “then I want you to take your force and pull back about two hundred meters. I’ll let you know when and if we need you … and thanks.”

“How will we know if we’re needed?” the major pressed, ignoring the offered thanks.

The Legion commander looked around, then raised his voice slightly.

“Tusk-anini!”

“Yes, sir?”

The large Legionnaire came crawling on his elbows at his commander’s summons.

“I want you to go with Major O’Donnel and the Red Eagles while they take up a reserve position. We’ll use your wrist communicator to send instructions if we need backup.”

“No, sir!”

“What?”

Phule was momentarily stunned by the refusal.

“No send away. I work hard … train hard. Have much right anybody be here for fight. Send someone else … Please, Captain.”

At a loss as to how to deal with the Voltron’s obvious sincerity, the commander glanced about, seeking someone else to take the assignment. None of the other Legionnaires would meet his eyes, however, everyone suddenly developing intense interest in the alien spacecraft.

“All right, Tusk. Then give me your communicator.”

“Sir?”

“Give it to me, then get back to your position.”

After a moment’s fumbling with the straps, Tusk-anini handed over his precious wrist communicator, then went squirming across the ground to resume his post.

“I thought he was supposed to be a pacifist,” O’Donnel said, watching the Voltron go.

“So did I,” Phule acknowledged absently as he worked the communicator’s settings. “All right, Major. I’ve keyed this thing for a beeper cue so it won’t give your position away when it goes off. Three beeps means we need you, then press this side lever here to go into talk/receive mode for specific instructions. Except for that, don’t touch any of the controls. If you’re not familiar with the unit, you might end up making noise at someone else’s position by mistake. Clear?”

“Got it.” The major nodded, accepting the communicator. “We’ll be waiting if you need us.”

“All right, get moving. And Major … thanks.”

O’Donnel threw him a wry salute and scuttled off to join the Eagles.

“Do you really trust him, Captain?” Brandy said skeptically.

“Just a moment …” Phule was busy working his own communicator. “Mother?”

“Com Central here, Captain.”

“Major O’Donnel and the Red Eagles are now on the network using Tusk-anini’s communicator. Do not—repeat, do not—allow him to make any calls outside this area. Also monitor his position and inform me immediately if he starts moving. Copy?”

“Got it.”

“Jester out.” Phule shut down his communicator and turned to Brandy. “In answer to your question, Sergeant, of course I trust him. Trust is the cornerstone on which intra-service respect and cooperation are built.”

“Right, sir. Sorry I asked.”

“Now then, returning to the original reason for this party”—the commander flashed a quick smile—“I think we’ve learned about as much as we can about our visitors from watching them. Spartacus, I’m going to have to borrow your translator.”

“My translator?” the Sinthian chimed.

“That’s right. Then switch your position to where you’re close enough to Louie for him to translate for you if necessary.”

“Excuse me, Captain,” Lieutenant Rembrandt said, scowling, “but what do you need a translator for?”

“I’m going to try to open communications with the beings in that ship, and I don’t think it’s safe to assume we speak each other’s language.”

“But that’s … I mean … do you think that’s wise, sir?”

“I figure it’s wiser than opening fire on them if there’s a chance they’re friendly … or cooling our heels out here while they get ready to attack if they’re not,” the commander said. “One way or the other, we’ve got to find out what their intentions are.”

“By setting yourself up to be a duck in a shooting gallery?” Brandy frowned. “Don’t you think it would be better to send someone out who’s a little more expendable than you are, Captain? We really don’t need our chain of command blown apart on the first salvo.”

“Lieutenant Rembrandt will be in command in my absence, however temporary or permanent that may be. Besides”—Phule flashed his smile again—“I don’t intend to be completely vulnerable out there. How far did you say Do-Wop was from the alien when he squeezed off his shot?”

“About fifty meters. Why?”

“That means they can’t be sure of the maximum range of our weapons. It’s my intention to try to set up this little powwow well within small-arms range. Believe me, I won’t mind having a little extra cover while I’m out there. Now pass the word … I’m going out in five minutes.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And Sergeant? If you don’t mind doing me a favor, double-check to be sure everyone has his safety on. I’m not that wild about being downrange of this trigger-happy bunch.”

*    *    *

Obviously I am not privy to the personalities or procedures present in the alien force we were facing, so this next portion is pure speculation as to the goings-on in the alien craft. Two things, however, lead me to believe my reconstruction is not totally inaccurate.

First, of course, is the eventual outcome of the confrontation.

Second is the logical observation that, since the humans and their allies had never encountered this race of aliens before, the alien force were as far or farther away from their home base as we were. That is to say, it is doubtful that those chosen for such an assignment were viewed as elite or exemplary by their own hierarchy.

*    *    *

Flight Leftenant Qual of the Zenobian Exploratory Forces was far from pleased with the situation. If anything, his frame of mind was closer to blind panic as he felt any chance of personal redemption slipping away from his grasp with each new report.

It had been his hope that the success of his mission, if not the length of its duration, would mollify the annoyance of the part of Second Supremo Harrah which had led to this assignment. Zenobians were not supposed to be a grudge-holding race to begin with, so how long could Harrah remain upset with one little lapse of judgment … really? Besides, could a lowly leftenant reasonably be expected to be able to distinguish between a 2,000-cycle-old antique urn and a fancy receptacle for the disposal of bodily wastes? Especially after an entire evening’s drinking at a mating reception? That particular social blunder, however, was rapidly being eclipsed by the current disaster.

“How could you be so stupid as to shoot an intelligent alien, Ori?” he hissed at the crewman before him. “Didn’t it even occur to you that it was a flagrant violation of our standing orders to avoid direct contact with any alien cultures we might encounter?”

“But Leftenant, they shot at me first!”

“That in itself is an indication of intelligence on their part.”

“Excuse me, Leftenant,” his second-in-command said, joining the conversation, “are you saying that the aliens’ possession of weapons and uniforms is a sign of intelligence … or their specific choice of Ori as a target?”

“Both,” the leftenant retorted heatedly. “But don’t note that, Masem. In fact, none of this conversation should be entered in the log.”

“But sir, the completeness of the mission log is one of my specific duties, and I would be negligent if I—”

“Scanning for signs of intelligent life before we landed was one of your duties, too!” Qual interrupted. “What happened to your sense of duty there?”

“If I might remind the leftenant,” Masem said, unruffled, “the scanners were inoperative at the time. In fact, they were partially dismantled in an effort to comply with the leftenant’s order to repair our communications gear at any cost.”

Qual found himself wondering, not for the first time, if the crew he had been assigned was, in fact, part of his punishment.

“Well, are they operative now?”

“Almost, Flight Leftenant. Of course, to effect those repairs, we had to—”

“I don’t care what it takes! Just get those scanners working! We’ve got to find out—”

“Leftenant! The scanners are working!”

The conversation as well as the niceties of rank were forgotten as the two officers joined the rush to the viewscreens, treading on more than one tail in the process.

“What’s out there?”

“How many …?”

“Great Gazma! Look at that!”

“There must be thousands of them!”

Actually there were barely hundreds of the glowing blips on the screen, but substantially more than the scant half dozen Zenobians crewing their own vessel.

“That’s interesting,” Masem said thoughtfully. “Look at these two—no, there’s a third! Flight Leftenant, these readings indicate there’s more than one intelligent life-form out there. It would seem that we’re being faced by a combined force of alien races, though one race is clearly in the majority.”

“I don’t care if they’re talking mushrooms!” Qual snapped. “There are more of them than there are of us—lots more—and probably armed, to boot. Stand by to lift off! We’re getting out of here while we can!”

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible, Leftenant.”

“Now what, Masem?”

“Well, we used parts from the lift-off relays to repair the scanners … as you ordered, sir.”

Qual wondered briefly if the craft’s self-destruct mechanism was functioning, then remembered there wasn’t one.

“You mean we’re stranded here while an unknown hostile force is surrounding—”

“Leftenant! You’d better look at this!”

One of the blips had detached itself from the bulk of the force arrayed before them and was approaching their position.

“Quick! Put it on visual!”

The screen display changed to show the actual scene outside the ship. Whatever or whoever the blips had shown before were now visible behind brush and fallen trees, except for the one black-garbed figure standing out in the open.

“What a revolting creature.”

“Big, though, isn’t he?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

Qual was studying the figure in silence as the crewmen chattered nervously.

“I wonder if there’s any significance to the white cloth he’s waving?” he said finally.

“You know, sir,” Ori piped up, “I remember back in basic training, we used little pieces of cloth like that to sight in our weapons.”

The flight leftenant favored him with a withering glare.

“I seriously doubt, Ori, that he’s inviting us to shoot at him.”

“Well, they shot at me!”

“True, but indications are that they’re intelligent.”

“Look, Leftenant,” Masem broke in, interrupting the exchange.

The figure on the viewscreen was making a big show of holding up its weapon, then carefully setting it on the ground at his feet.

“Well, that’s pretty clear.”

“Unless it’s some kind of ritual challenge to fight.”

“For the moment we’ll assume that it means they want to parley,” Qual said, reaching his decision. “I’m going out there.”

“Do you think that’s wise, Leftenant?” his second-in-command queried.

“No … but I don’t see where we have much choice at the moment. See if you can get the lift-off units repaired while I try to buy us some time.”

“Do you want us to cover you with the ship’s guns, sir?”

“That would be great if we had any ship’s guns. This is an exploration vessel, not a battleship, remember?”

“Oh. Right. Sorry, sir.”

“Leftenant,” Masem said softly, drawing him to one side, “it might be prudent to be guarded in your conversation with the aliens. We wouldn’t want to betray how strong the Zenobian Empire really is.”

“Believe me, Masem,” Qual hissed, giving one last glance around the control room, “I certainly don’t want them to find out our true strength.”

*    *    *

“Now that we’ve established communications, Leftenant,” Phule said, “I’d like to begin by apologizing for the unprovoked attack on one of your crew. It was a fear reaction to the unexpected, made before we realized yours was an intelligent species. Further, I’d like to thank you for the merciful nature of your force’s counterattack. It is impressive that my underling was only stunned and not killed outright.”

Qual was impressed with the translator, though he did his best to act as if it were commonplace. It had taken some time for him to realize he was to hang it around his neck, but once it was in place and in contact with his hide, the various grunts and clickings this strange alien used for speech were readily transformed into images and contacts in his mind. The translation of his own foremost thoughts into those same weird noises was a bit disquieting, but it was worth it to be able to establish that neither force was particularly eager to fight.

“Thank you for the apology, Captain Clown, but—”

“Excuse me, but that’s Captain Clown.”

“I …see.”

The image provided by the translator was identical to the one Qual had formed in his mind when addressing the alien commander. Apparently the mechanism was not as effective as it first appeared.

“Anyway, as I was saying, Captain … Captain, I’m afraid there has been a minor misunderstanding. You see, my crewman was hunting for food when he was attacked, so the weapon he was carrying was designed specifically for that purpose.”

“I … I’m afraid I don’t understand, Leftenant.”

“Well, we Zenobians prefer to eat our food while it’s still alive, so hunting weapons are made to stun instead of kill like our war weapons.”

“Oh. I see. Well, no harm done,” Phule flashed his smile again.

“Pardon me, Captain, but is that supposed to be a friendly gesture?”

“What?”

“The baring of your fangs. You’ve done it several times now, but your manner does not indicate a matching hostility.”

“Oh. That’s a smile … and yes, it’s a sign of friendship. I’ll try to stop doing it if it offends you.”

“No need. I just wanted to be sure I was interpreting it correctly.”

There was an awkward moment of silence, as each representative mentally dealt with this new awareness of the differences between their species.

“Tell me. Leftenant,” Phule said at last, “now that we’ve established that your purposes here are not hostile, might I ask what your actual assignment is? Perhaps we could be of assistance.”

Qual considered the question carefully, but could see no danger in answering truthfully.

“We are an exploratory expedition,” he explained, “assigned to search for new planets suitable for colonization or research stations. We landed here because swamps such as this are ideal habitats for our needs.”

“I see.” The Legion commander nodded thoughtfully. “Unfortunately this particular swamp has been designated as a preserve by my people. In fact, the presence of my force is to specifically serve as guardians.”

“Oh, I understand, Captain,” the Zenobian replied quickly. “Believe me, we have no intent to contest your possession of this territory. Space is large, and there are sufficient habitats that we see no need to fight for those already inhabited. Now that we have discovered that these areas are already occupied, we will simply explore in another direction. In fact, we’ll be on our way as soon as … soon.”

“Now, let’s not be hasty,” Phule said. “Perhaps we can work something out—something mutually beneficial to both our peoples.”

“How? Excuse me, I don’t wish to challenge your veracity, but I thought you said the swamp was unavailable for use.”

“This swamp is, but there are others within our system which might serve your needs equally well. Information on their locations could ease or eliminate your need for exploration, and if permissions were obtained in advance, there would be no conflict involved in their settlement.”

Qual was suddenly very attentive. Such an arrangement would make him a hero within the Exploratory Forces as well as nullify any lingering disfavor he might be suffering under. Still, he had learned from past experience that offers that sounded too good to be true were usually just that.

“I don’t understand. Captain,” he said cagily. “Our races may be different, but I’ve always assumed that intelligence implies a certain degree of self-interest. Why should your people simply give us something which is theirs without asking for anything in return?”

“Oh, we’d want something in return, all right.” Phule smiled. “Remember I said an arrangement which would be mutually beneficial. I think you’d find, however, that our demands for return on the use of our swamps would be minimal.”

“How minimal?”

“Well … before we get down to specifics, would you mind telling me what the maximum accurate range is for those sporting stun weapons of yours?”

*    *    *

“What happened, Captain?”

“Is there going to be a fight?”

“What do they want?”

Discipline fell by the wayside as the Legionnaires swarmed out to meet their returning commander. Ignoring their questions, Phule waved them to silence as he activated his wrist communicator.

“Com Central.”

“Yes, Mother. Patch me through to an off-planet line. I need to get a call through to my father …”

He gave the code number, then glanced up at the impatient Legionnaires who were circling him.

“If you’ll listen in on my end of the conversation, you’ll hear the answers to most of your questions. For the moment, however, you can all stand down. The alien force is not—repeat, not—hostile. There will be no fight, unless someone—”

“Willie? Is that you?”

Phule turned his attention to his wrist communicator.

“Yes, Dad. I’m here.”

“What’s the problem? Don’t tell me you’re tired of playing soldier boy already.”

“Dad, I don’t say this to you often, but shut up and listen! I have a situation here that potentially involves you, and I don’t have time to trade jibes and insults this time. Okay?”

There was a few moments’ pause, then the reply came through, in notably more serious tones.

“All right, Willard. What have you got?”

“Does Uncle Frank still own that development company? The one that buys up cheap swamps, then tries to convert them to usable land?”

“I think so. Last thing I heard, he was using it as a tax write-off. It’s always been a marginal operation, and—”

“Get on the horn to him as fast as you can and buy it up … along with any other swampland you can get your hands on.”

“Just a second …”

There was another pause, this one broken by muffled comments through the speaker.

“Okay,” came the elder Phule’s voice again. “The wheels are in motion. I suppose there’s a reason I’m doing this?”

“You bet there is. I’ve got a deal on the line: a whole new alien race looking for swampland. No development necessary. Just let them know where it is.”

“New aliens? What have they got to offer in exchange?”

“I figure there’s a wealth of new technology to be bartered for, but for this particular deal how does exclusive production and distribution rights on a new weapon sound to you?”

“How new?”

“We’re talking a stun gun … easily portable power pack … effective range approximately three hundred meters. Law enforcement is the most obvious market, but I’m sure you can think of others.”

“Sounds good so far. Who’s their agent?”

The Legionnaires smiled along with their commander.

“That’s the bad news, Dad. I am. Don’t worry, though … I’m sure we can work something out.”

“Yeah … sure. Just like last time. Well, give me a call when you’re ready to squat down on the horse blankets and hammer out the details. Just do me a favor and don’t ever tell me what your commission is. Okay?”

“It’s a deal. Over and out.”

Phule shut down his communicator, drawing his first deep breath since the initial call on the aliens had come in.

His commission. He hadn’t even thought about that. Wonder if the Zenobians had any need for the mineral rights to their swamps … here or within the territory they already controlled?


Chapter Eighteen

Journal #162

While it is difficult to clearly define where one segment of my employer’s career ends and another begins, the first phase of his time with the Space Legion came to its climax, not with his encounter with the Zenobians, but with a “visit” from certain high-ranking members of the Legion Headquarters staff.

It seems that, with the single-mindedness so typical of bureaucracies everywhere, they were less concerned with the results of my employer’s actions than with the methods and procedures he utilized to achieve them.

*    *    *

The general public was usually apathetic regarding the movements of the Space Legion—even its high-ranking officers. As such, the party from Legion Headquarters was more than a little surprised at the crowd of civilians waiting for them when they disembarked from the shuttlecraft at the Haskin’s Planet spaceport. Most were curiosity seekers, to be sure, but there was at least a token attendance from the fifth estate, as the party was quick to discover.

“Jennie Higgens, Interstellar News Service,” the reporter announced, blocking the path of the first Legionnaire in the party with her body, microphone, and camera crew. “Is it true that you’re here to punish Captain Jester, the commander of the Space Legion company stationed here on Haskin’s Planet, for his recent confrontation with the Zenobians?”

“No comment,” Colonel Battleax mumbled, trying to edge around the obstacle. Despite her criticisms of Phule’s activity with the media, the truth was she herself only had limited experience in dealing with reporters, and those encounters had left her wary and guarded in their presence.

“But if Captain Jester is not going to be punished, why was he relieved of command and placed under house arrest right after that incident?” the reporter persisted.

“The Space Legion felt it was its obligation to the citizens of the civilized planets we serve to suspend Captain Jester’s authority until an investigation could be conducted to determine the propriety, not to mention the legality, of his actions.”

General Blitzkrieg was one of the three ranking officers who made up the board which governed the Legion. Though he was as startled as Battleax at their reception, he was also nearing retirement and quickly reached the decision that a little media exposure wouldn’t hurt his efforts to obtain postretirement employment. If nothing else, it might increase his chances of finding a publisher for his memoirs.

“So your actual purpose here is to perform that investigation rather than to court-martial Captain Jester as rumored?” Jennie said, shifting her attention easily to the talker of the group.

“That is correct,” the general said, “though we are prepared to convene a court-martial if the investigation warrants it.”

Blitzkrieg had only meant to cover himself for when the anticipated court-martial took place, but the reporter pounced on his implication.

“Could you tell our viewers why Captain Jester, who recently averted a potentially hostile alien invasion of the settlement here on Haskin’s Planet, might be subject to court-martial and discipline by the Space Legion?”

The general leveled his best steely gaze at the reporter.

“Young lady,” he said, “you are employed by the Interstellar News Service as a reporter … is that correct?”

“Yes, I am,” Jennie answered firmly, though she was unsure where the question was leading.

“Do you feel that position authorizes you to negotiate a peace treaty with an alien race, such as the Zenobians?”

“Of course not.”

“Excuse me, Ms. Higgens,” Colonel Battleax said, breaking her self-imposed silence, “but if, as a reporter—or in any other capacity—you were the first to make contact with a force of potentially hostile aliens, would you feel justified to do or say whatever was necessary to remove the immediate threat to yourself and others, regardless of your actual authority?”

“That will be enough, Colonel,” Blitzkrieg snapped before the reporter could answer. “I believe this interview is over, Ms. Higgens. We will release a formal statement of the Legion’s position upon the completion of our investigation.”

Turning on his heel, he strode off toward the spaceport terminal, with Battleax trailing along behind.

Bringing up the back of the party, Major Joshua made no effort to hide his grimace of distaste. He had been the silent witness to this argument between the colonel and the general for the entire trip here, and they seemed no closer to an agreement than when the voyage started. At least it would all be over soon, except that indications were that he would be placed in command of the Omega Company to oversee its dismantling and reassignment after the court-martial … for the general was determined that there would be one. The major viewed both these occurrences with equal lack of enthusiasm, yet both seemed inevitable.

*    *    *

“‘Saved the planet from an invasion by hostile aliens,’” Blitzkrieg fumed, mimicking the reporter’s voice. “Do you believe this bullshit?”

“You must admit though, General, it’s a pleasant change to have the Legion getting hero treatment by the media, isn’t it?” Colonel Battleax said, unable to keep herself from twisting the knife a little.

“It would be nicer if it were justified,” the General snarled irritably. “From the reports that were filed, the Zenobians were scared to death and just wanted to get back off-planet with their hides intact. To my thinking, that’s a far cry from an invasion.”

Both the colonel and the major refrained from pointing out that the general himself had passed up numerous opportunities to correct the mistaken impression created and maintained by the media. By unspoken agreement, the Headquarters delegation was united in its desire to keep the favorable publicity generated for the Legion by the stories of the Zenobian “invasion.” What divided them was the question of whether or not they retain that impression while punishing the man who was at the focus of the incident. Battleax didn’t think it could be done … not that she had any real desire to punish Phule in the first place.

The party was ensconced in one of the spaceport’s courtesy meeting rooms, the general having repeatedly rejected suggestions that they hold their proceedings at the facilities currently enjoyed by the Legion’s company.

“Captain Jester does seem to have achieved a certain popularity locally,” the colonel tried again. “Justified or not, he and his crew of cutthroats are currently the toast of the settlement.”

“All the more reason to get this over with and get him out of here as soon as possible,” Blitzkrieg muttered, deliberately missing the point Battleax was trying to make. “What’s the delay, anyway? Where is this Captain Jester?”

“He’s waiting in the next room,” Major Joshua supplied. “Has been since before we disembarked.”

“Then what are we waiting for?”

“We’re trying to locate the court recorder, sir. She seems to have wandered off.”

“Shall we get started, anyway?” Battleax suggested casually. “At least with the inquiry?”

“Oh no,” the general said. “I want everything legal and by the book when I nail this guy’s hide to the wall … no ‘procedural mistrial’ loopholes for him to wiggle out of. Major, go out and see if you can find … What the hell is that?”

There was a loud rumble of powerful engines outside. The sound had begun softly as they spoke but had slowly risen in volume until now it could no longer be ignored.

Joshua had moved to the window overlooking the shuttle pads and was staring at something outside the line of vision of the other officers.

“General,” he said without turning away from his post, “I think you should look at this.”

The sound was from a full dozen hover cycles, whose Legionnaire riders kept revving the engines noisily despite their slow pace. What was even more attention-getting, however, was the procession they were escorting.

The entire company of Legionnaires was marching into the area between the shuttle pads and the spaceport. There were no flashy maneuvers such as the Red Eagles had performed during the intra-service competition, yet something in the grim determination of their approach made them nonetheless impressive, if not intimidating, as they drew up in full formation. Of course, this image was enhanced by the fact that they were garbed in full combat uniform and gear, including what appeared to be loaded weapons.

At a barked command echoed by the sergeants, the formation halted and stood at attention. At the same time, the hover cycle riders shut down the engines of their vehicles, and for several moments the resulting silence seemed even louder than had the earlier noise.

“What are they doing out there?” the general said as the three officers stared at the display outside their window.

“If I had to guess, sir,” Battleax murmured, not taking her eyes from the formation, “I’d say it was a demonstration of support for their commander.”

“A demonstration? It looks like they’re getting ready to assault the spaceport.”

“I didn’t say it looked like a peaceful demonstration.” The colonel smiled humorlessly.

“They’ve got clips of ammo in those weapons,” Blitzkrieg noted. “Who authorized that? Whom did you put in temporary command when you relieved Jester?”

“Lieutenant Rembrandt had the most seniority,” Battleax said. “That’s her at the head of the formation. I believe that’s the other lieutenant, Armstrong, standing beside her. Ummm … is it necessary for me to point out to you gentlemen that they’re between us and the shuttle?”

“Do you want me to call the local police?” Joshua asked nervously.

“Those are supposed to be our troops out there, Major,” the general retorted tersely. “We’d look pretty damn silly asking the police to protect us from them, now, wouldn’t we?”

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

“I want you to go out there and take command of that formation, Major Joshua. Break it up and tell them to return to their barracks and await further orders.”

“Me, sir?”

Fortunately rescue appeared that moment in the form of the missing court recorder, who slipped into the room and took her position by her equipment, blissfully unaware of what was going on outside the spaceport. She was one of those drab, horse-faced women who gave lie to the holo-movie stereotype of the sexy secretary.

“Sorry I’m late, General,” she said.

“Where the hell have you been?” Blitzkrieg demanded, finding a focal point for his anger and nervousness.

“Begging the general’s pardon,” Battleax interceded, “but isn’t it more important that we begin the proceedings … without further delay?”

“Oh! Yes … quite right. Thank you, Colonel. Someone tell Jester we’re ready for him.”

The trio of officers barely had time to settle into their seats before the captain entered. With careful precision, he strode to the center of the room and saluted crisply.

“Captain Jester … reporting as ordered, sir!”

General Blitzkrieg returned the salute with a sketchy wave of his hand as he looked over at the court recorder.

“Let the record show that a court of inquiry is convened to review the actions of Captain Jester. General Blitzkrieg presiding, Colonel Battleax and Major Joshua in attendance.”

He turned his attention to the figure in front of him.

“Well, Captain,” he said conversationally, “I assume you know why we’re here.”

“No, sir, I don’t. I was told my actions were to be reviewed, but I am unaware of any activity on my part which might warrant such scrutiny.”

Even Battleax was startled by this statement. She had been prepared to favorably review whatever defense Jester might have to offer, but it had never occurred to her that he would attempt to defend himself by arguing his innocence.

This was potentially disastrous. The captain might have been able to obtain special consideration by claiming that extenuating circumstances forced him to overstep his authority, but not acknowledging he was in error at all indicated a permanent, not a temporary, lapse in judgment.

The general sensed an easy victory, and his smile took on shark proportions as he pressed on.

“Captain Jester, do you feel that you, or anyone else in the Space Legion, has the authority to negotiate a peace treaty with a culture or society of aliens previously unknown to us?”

“No, sir. That power rests solely with the Alliance Council.”

“Well, then …”

“But I fail to see where the question has anything to do with me or anyone in my command … sir.”

“You don’t?” Blitzkrieg frowned.

“General … if I may?” Battleax broke in quickly. “Captain Jester, how would you describe your recent interaction with members of the Zenobian Empire?”

“Well, sir, I was informed that there had been an altercation between a member of my company and what seemed to be a previously unknown alien race. After first taking measures to ensure the immediate safety of the miners we were contracted to protect, I established contact with the commander of that alien force to determine whether or not they constituted a threat to the settlement or the Alliance as a whole. In that conversation, it was discovered that the alien presence was due to equipment failure on their part rather than any premeditated plan or attack, and that the altercation had been caused by nervousness and ignorance on both sides. Apologies were extended and accepted.”

“And …” the general prompted after several moments’ silence had passed.

“That was the total extent of my official exchange with the Zenobians, sir, which I believe is well within the guidelines set down for a Legion officer.”

“What about the agreement to trade swampland for weapons, Captain?”

Phule’s expression was guileless.

“I did serve as a combination middleman and agent in such an agreement, sir. But that was at a later time while I was off duty. What is more, that agreement was a business deal between two individuals … specifically, Flight Leftenant Qual of the Zenobian Exploratory Forces and my father. To the best of my knowledge, and I was involved in all exchanges surrounding that agreement, at no time was it stated or implied that the deal committed or involved either the Alliance as a whole or the Zenobian Empire. As I said, it was simply a trade arrangement between two individuals, and my own part in the matter was permissible under Article—”

“We know the article in question, Captain,” Battleax interrupted, fighting a smile. “It’s referenced frequently in your file.”

General Blitzkrieg was shaking his head in amazement and confusion.

“Is it legal? Doing business with an alien race outside the Alliance, I mean.”

“To the best of my knowledge,” the captain answered smoothly, “there is no law specifically forbidding such an arrangement. If we were at war with the Zenobians, it might be a different matter, but I don’t believe there are any provisos for dealings with intelligent aliens that are not either in the Alliance or actively at war with us.”

He paused to smile at the reviewing officers.

“I imagine the tax boys might try to find some basis to challenge the deal, but I suggest we leave that to the battery of lawyers Phule-Proof Munitions employs for just such disputes. Repeating my initial assertion, I see no reason why such a question of legality, if it arises at all, should involve the Space Legion … or, specifically, me or my command.”

*    *    *

After the brief media conference where it was announced that Captain Jester of the Space Legion had not only been cleared of any charges of misconduct but decorated for his handling of the Zenobian episode, that notable retired to the nearest bar, which happened to be in the spaceport, for a quiet drink.

“I’ll tell you, Beeker, that’s a load off my mind. For a while I thought they were going to shoot me just out of general principles.”

“It’s good to see you vindicated, sir … if I may say so,” the butler agreed, raising his own glass in a small toast.

“The company showing up like that didn’t hurt at all,” the commander mused. “How did they react when the company portfolio profits were announced?”

“I don’t believe the announcement has been made yet, sir. The lieutenants seemed a bit preoccupied with the preparations for today’s demonstration when I passed the information to them.”

“Good,” Phule said. “I’ll tell them myself. I wonder how they’ll take to being suddenly wealthy?”

“I’ve been meaning to ask for some time, sir. Is what you’re doing with the portfolio aboveboard … legally and ethically?”

“What do you mean, Beek?”

“Well, it seems to me that buying stocks in corporations where you are a majority stockholder, particularly just before mergers or new product developments are announced, might be viewed by some as ‘insider information.’”

“Nonsense.” Phule smiled easily. “Coincidences will happen … and besides, if I don’t have enough faith in my own ventures to invest in them, how can I expect anyone else to?”

“If you say so, sir.”

“How about dinner tonight, Beeker? Truth to tell, I’m a little tired of looking at Legionnaire uniforms today.”

“I’m sorry, sir. I already have a dinner date.”

“Oh?” The commander raised an inquiring eyebrow.

“The court recorder,” his butler said in explanation.

“Really? I wouldn’t have guessed she was your type.”

Beeker sighed. “Normally she wouldn’t be. The conversation did, however, keep her occupied until after the company arrived for its demonstration.”

“I guess it did at that,” Phule said. “Tell you what, Beek. Go ahead and put the dinner on my account.”

“Very good, sir.”

*    *    *

Aboard the shuttlecraft, Colonel Battleax was embroiled in a conversation of an entirely different nature.

“I tell you, General, he’s completely turned the Omega Company around. You saw how they rallied when they thought he was in trouble. What’s more, the media loves him. As far as they’re concerned, the original reports were correct: He’s heading up the Space Legion’s crack outfit. Now, you and I may know different, but I think we should capitalize on that publicity. They’re wasted on this swamp guard contract.”

“Oh, I fully intend to reassign them, Colonel,” the general said. “There are a few situations on my desk I’d like to try them out on. We’ll find out once and for all exactly how good these ‘elite troubleshooters’ really are … or aren’t.”

His smile was devoid of any warmth.
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Prologue

The view from General Blitzkrieg’s window was uninspired to say the most, surveying a cramped parking lot and a blank wall badly in need of repainting or tearing down. In some ways, however, it typified the status of the Space Legion, or lack thereof. Perpetually strapped for funding, even the space for its headquarters was rented, and the area was very low rent indeed. That Blitzkrieg’s office had a window at all was a sign of his lofty standing in that organization.

“Excuse me, sir?”

The general turned from staring out the window to find an aide poised in the door of his office.

“Yes?”

“You asked to be notified as soon as Colonel Battleax left on her vacation,” the aide said without formality. Salutes, like views, were optional in the Legion, and therefore very rare indeed.

“You’re sure she’s gone? You saw her take off yourself?”

“Well, sir, I saw her shuttle lift off and then return without her. The ship she had reservations on has left orbit, so I assume that she’s on it.”

“Good, good,” the general said, almost to himself, a rare smile flickering across his face. “And she’ll be on vacation for several months, at least.”

Due to the time necessary for space travel, even aided by faster-than-light travel, vacations tended to be long, so the aide found nothing unusual about the length of Battleax’s sabbatical, especially considering she had been accumulating time for several years. The aide was, however, puzzled by the general’s attitude and interest in it. It was surprising that Blitzkrieg, as one of the three directors of the Space Legion, would take such a concern in the long-overdue vacation of a lowly colonel.

“She’ll certainly be missed,” the aide commented, fishing for more information.

“She’ll be missed more by some than others,” Blitzkrieg said darkly, his smile tightening a bit.

“Sir?”

“The colonel is a fine officer and administrator,” the general said, “as fine as any you’d find in the Regular Army. Still, she’s human—and a woman at that—and tends to form attachments to certain individuals and units under her command. It’s only natural that she use her position to campaign on their behalf here at Headquarters, as well as sheltering them when they foul up.”

“I suppose so, sir,” the aide said, suddenly uneasy about commenting on the performance of a senior officer.

“Well, that’s about to change,” the general declared, sinking into the chair behind his desk. “While she’s on vacation, most of her duties will be absorbed by other officers here at Headquarters, but I’ve set it up so that one unit in particular will report directly to me in her absence.”

“Which unit is that, sir?”

Blitzkrieg’s eyes fixed on a spot on the far wall like he was a hungry toad tracking a fly.

“I’m talking about Captain Jester and that Omega Mob of his.”

Suddenly the aide could see the situation clearly.

It was well known around Headquarters that General Blitzkrieg had recently had his heart set on court-martialing Captain Jester for his actions upon taking over an Omega company—a company specifically formed to handle military misfits unsuited for even the Legion’s loose standards and guidelines. Exact details were unknown, but the renegade captain had emerged from the incident not only unscathed but with a commendation for himself and his entire unit. Speculation as to how this was accomplished ran high, though many suspected that it had something to do with the fact that before enlisting and taking the name “Jester,” the captain had been one Willard Phule, one of the universe’s youngest megamillionaires and heir apparent to the vast Phule-Proof Munitions empire. This latter piece of information became known when Jester ignored the Legion’s tradition of anonymity through pseudonym and exposed his true identity and origins to the media, thereby focusing unprecedented public attention on himself, his unit, and the Legion as a whole. The media loved it, but apparently the general didn’t.

“Pass the word to communications,” Blitzkrieg said, never changing his tone or his smile. “I want them to get Captain Jester on the horn for me. I have a new assignment for him and that ragtag gang of his.”

“Yes, sir,” the aide snapped, and quickly retreated from the office.

Several things troubled the aide as he headed for the communications room to carry out the general’s order.

First, he had been thinking of requesting a transfer to Jester’s company himself, and had been merely waiting for the right time to submit the necessary paperwork. As it was, however, it occurred to him that this was not the proper time for such a move, either from the viewpoint of the general’s mood or from the fact that it looked like he had something unpleasant in store for that unit and its commander.

Second, he wondered if Captain Jester was aware of the general’s animosity toward him, and even if he was, if he would be able to handle or avoid whatever unpleasantness was currently being aimed at him.

Finally, something occurred to the aide that had apparently escaped the general’s mind—that if Omega Mob was reporting directly to the general in Colonel Battleax’s absence, then ultimately Blitzkrieg would be responsible for whatever they did on this new assignment they were being given.

All in all, the aide decided that the best place to be for a while would be on the sidelines as an observer and not anywhere near the actual action and/or repercussions.


Chapter One

Journal #171

Contrary to whatever impression might have been created by the first volume of these notes, butlers, even those seasoned by years of experience such as myself, are neither omnipresent nor all-knowing.

To support this assertion, I will acknowledge that I was not present when the call came in from Space Legion Headquarters signaling the start of a new chapter in my employer’s career with that organization. In fact, I was not even at “The Club,” which is how his current charges refer to the remodeled compound. Rather, it being my day off, I was in the settlement, or, as the Legionnaires call it, “townside.” Even in my wildest flights of ego, however, I cannot claim that my absence had any bearing on the timing of the call, Headquarters being unaware of my exact role in relation to my employer, and totally ignorant of my work schedule. It was, at best, an unfortunate happenstance.

Of course, merely being absent is no excuse for someone of my position to lose track of his gentleman. I am the only civilian privileged to wear one of the wrist communicators which have become the trademark of the company under my employer’s command, and have gone to great lengths to establish a close rapport with the terminally shy Legionnaire (known affectionately to one and all as “Mother”) who oversees all communications. Consequently, I was alerted to the call’s existence as soon as it was patched through.

Needless to say, I brought my off-duty pastimes to an immediate halt and returned to the club with all haste, only to find the company in total turmoil.

*    *    *

The Legionnaires under the command of Captain Jester, known more widely courtesy of his media exposure as Willard Phule, had become passable, and in some cases excellent, marksmen. This was in no small way due to the fact that the design of the country-club-like barracks centered around a wet bar/swimming pool/firing range, which was the troop’s favorite hangout during off-duty hours. As they rarely stood duty more than once a week, this meant considerable time was spent lounging about, alternately sipping drinks, dipping in the pool, and pumping rounds downrange for practice, fun, or friendly wagers.

Today, however, the main subject of conversation among the assemblage was not who could shoot better or faster, or even who was ahead on the betting, but rather the unscheduled holo call from Legion Headquarters.

Military units, even more than corporate offices, are vulnerable to rumors, and the Omega Mob was no exception. The fact that no one knew for sure what had been said in the call only added to, rather than dampened, the speculation.

Some thought their commander was being court-martialed … again. Of course, there had been no new activity which would trigger such an action, but there were aspects of their normal modus operandi which would be vulnerable to various degrees of legal discouragement were they known to the authorities, either civil or Legion.

Yet another faction was guessing that their commander was about to be transferred to another unit—a thought which generated a certain amount of terror among those Legionnaires willing to consider the possibility seriously. While the company was now a cohesive unit, and the individuals within it genuinely cared for each other, there was no doubt in any of their minds that their captain was the one who first brought them together, and they feared for the repercussions if he were lost to them.

“Do you really think they’ll send the captain to another unit?” one of the Legionnaires fretted, idly splintering chips off his now-empty plastic glass.

His companion grimaced, dangling his feet in the pool. “Sure they will. They assigned him to us as punishment, didn’t they? Well, now that things are getting turned around, they’re bound to pull him for another assignment.”

“Not a chance,” someone put in from one of the poolside tables. “Did you see the general’s face when he got back on the shuttle? The captain’s still in the doghouse as far as Headquarters is concerned.”

“I don’t know.” The original questioner scowled. “Hey, Top! What do you think’s going on?”

Brandy, the unit’s Amazonian top sergeant, was sprawled at one of the poolside tables, filling the seat and her swimming suit more than amply. She was holding a drink in her right hand and a sidearm in her left, her favorite pose these days, and loosed an occasional shot downrange from where she sat, abandoning neither her seat nor her drinking for the exercise.

“Why ask me?” She shrugged, one strap of her suit slipping from its precarious hold on her shoulder. “Stripes or no, I’m just a grunt like you. Nobody tells me nothin’ until it comes to passing out orders. Why don’t you ask our fearless leaders?”

The Legionnaire who had asked the question shot a glance at Rembrandt and Armstrong, the company’s two lieutenants, but those notables were engrossed in a conversation of their own at the far end of the pool, so he simply shrugged and returned to his original discussion.

One table away, a massive figure bent forward to confer with the figure barely half his size sharing the table with him.

“Gnat. You think Captain will accept transfer?”

Super Gnat, the company’s smallest member, turned her attention to her Voltron partner. It was only recently that Tusk-anini had started taking part in the poolside gatherings, as the bright sun hurt his marblelike, nocturnal eyes and the odor given off from his hairy chest, back, arms, and head when wet was, politely put, less than pleasant even to himself. However, by steering clear of the water and utilizing a pair of jury-rigged sun goggles, he was now able to join in on the more social pastimes of the company.

“What’s that, Tusk? Oh. No, I don’t think he would … If they give him a choice, that is. Sorry. I’m a little worried about the Top. Is it me, or is she drinking more lately?”

“Brandy?” Tusk-anini cranked his huge warthoglike head around to glance at the top sergeant. “I think she worried about captain. She love him, you know.”

“She does?” his diminutive partner said, giving him her full attention. “I didn’t know that.”

Though she had long since grown used to the Voltron’s nonhuman appearance, his broken-English speech made it easy to forget that he was easily one of the most intelligent Legionnaires in the company, not to mention one of the most perceptive. Still, when she was reminded of that fact, as she was now, she had a healthy respect for his observations.

“That all right,” Tusk-anini said, twisting his features into one of his rare smiles. “Captain not know, either.”

Before Super Gnat could pursue the subject further, however, there was a sudden clamor from one side of the pool.

“Hey! Here’s the man who can tell us!”

“Beeker!”

“Hey, Beek! Got a sec?”

The commander’s butler, Beeker, had just stepped through the entrance, taking the common shortcut across the pool/firing range area to the captain’s quarters. Unfortunately, this might not have been the wisest move. Though the butler was notoriously closemouthed about the confidences shared with him by his employer, the crew was still quick to seize on any chance of information and swarmed to him like locusts after the last ear of corn on the planet.

“What’s the word, Beeker?”

“Is HQ after the captain again?”

“Is he being transferred?”

Beeker was on the verge of getting backed against a wall when Brandy, quick despite her size, materialized between him and the advancing horde.

“As you were! All of you!”

This last was directed, along with a glare, at the two lieutenants, who had started to join the throng but now sheepishly resumed their seats.

“Leave the man alone! He doesn’t know anything more than we do … and if he did, he couldn’t tell us. You know the rules. Official Legion business comes through channels, not from Beeker! Now, back off and let the man do his job!”

The assemblage grumbled and cursed under their breath, but gave ground, reshuffling their groups as they went back to their original speculations.

“Thank you, Brandy,” the butler murmured softly. “It was starting to get a bit ugly there for a minute.”

The company’s top sergeant barely acknowledged the thanks, continuing to glare at the retreating Legionnaires. When she spoke, she did it without moving her lips or looking directly at Beeker.

“Have you heard anything, Beek? Anything you can tell us?”

The butler hesitated, then relented.

“Only that a call came in from Legion Headquarters,” he said. “I’m here looking for more information myself.”

“Well, you might remind our Fearless Leader that he’s got some folks out here who are a little curious about what’s happening.”

“I’ll do my best … and Brandy? Thanks again.”

Of course, Brandy had been correct. Beeker was not in the Legion chain of command, being privately employed by Phule, and was therefore doubly constrained from relaying information … both by military procedure and by his professional ethic as a butler. His position did, however, allow him one privilege not accessible to the Legionnaires, that of entering the commander’s private quarters without being specifically summoned, and he freely exercised that privilege now, pausing only briefly after knocking before opening the door.

“Oh … Hi, Beeker. Come on in. I want your opinion on something.”

Willard Phule was sprawled in a chair, his lanky form the picture of casual relaxation. To the butler, however, this pose conveyed the exact opposite message. Normally Phule was the embodiment of nervous energy during the day, constantly pacing and fidgeting as he tried to do or consider a dozen things at once. For him to sit still, as he was doing now, required a crisis of monumental proportions, one which would put all other worries and tasks on a back burner while he weighed and considered the immediate problem. In short, anytime he seemed relaxed physically, it meant that he was racing about mentally.

“Is there a problem, sir?” Beeker prompted, pointedly closing the door behind him.

“You might say that. I just got a call from Headquarters giving us a new assignment, and—”

“Is that a new assignment for the entire company, or just for the two of us?” the butler interrupted.

“What? Oh. For the entire company. Why?”

“You might want to announce that to your command as soon as possible, sir. They seemed quite anxious when I passed though the pool area just now.”

“I don’t know,” Phule said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “I was planning to wait until I had a better fix on this new assignment before announcing it. It’s always nice to have the information clear yourself before opening the door to questions and answers.”

“If you’ll forgive my saying so, sir, I really think you should say something to quiet their minds. They’re aware that a call has come in from Headquarters, and many of them are concerned that you are being removed from the command of this unit.”

“I see. Well, I’ll put a stop to that right now.”

As he spoke, Phule raised his wrist communicator to his mouth and pressed a button.

“Mother?”

“Yes, Captain,” came the immediate response without any of that Legionnaire’s usual banter.

“Is everyone in range for a general broadcast?”

“That’s a big affirmative. Truth to tell, they’re all hangin’ so close you could probably just raise your voice and save the batteries.”

A brief smile flitted across Phule’s face.

“I think I’ll follow normal procedure anyway … just for practice. Give me a broadcast channel.”

“You got it, Big Daddy. We’re all ears.”

Without thinking, Phule dropped into a deeper, formal voice as he began his announcement.

“If I could have your attention for a moment … I have been told that some of you are worried about the recent call from Legion Headquarters. All I can tell you at the moment is that we are being reassigned. I repeat, we are being reassigned … That’s the entire unit. Details will be provided at a formal briefing tonight at twenty hundred hours. Officers, please stand by. Your presence will soon be required for a strategy session. That is all.”

He clicked off his com unit and leaned back, winking at his butler.

“There, I think that should do it.”

“Quite. Thank you, sir.”

“Okay, now that that’s taken care of, I have something I want you to see.”

Phule waved Beeker toward a chair as he rose and fiddled with the holo unit that occupied the better part of one wall of his quarters. He had purchased and installed this unit as a supplement to the one issued the company specifically to ease the reception of calls from Headquarters. Of course, unlike the issued model, this one also had a record and playback capacity.

“This is a replay of the call I just received,” he said. “I want to know what you think of it.”

As he spoke, the image of General Blitzkrieg materialized in the room, seated at his desk, leaning forward on his elbows, his hands clasped in front of him.

“Good morning, Captain Jester.” The image smiled. “Sorry to wake you so early.”

“Actually,” came Phule’s phantom voice, “it’s afternoon here, sir.”

While interstellar communications were now commonplace, the problem of coordinating days, much less hours, between widely separated settlements still remained.

“Whatever.” The general shrugged. “I have some good news for you, Captain. You and your company are being reassigned to a new duty. Orders are being cut, which will be sent to you along with the detailed briefing material, but I thought I should call you personally to let you know what’s going on.”

“That’s good of you, sir. What is the new assignment?”

“It’s a really sweet job.” The general smiled. “Basic security guard work, actually. The nice part is that you’ll be guarding the Fat Chance—the newest, biggest casino on Lorelei. Easy duty in paradise, if you ask me. What do you say to that?”

“My first reaction would have to be ‘Why us?’ … sir.”

The general’s smile tightened a little.

“Mostly because the owner specifically requested you and your outfit, Captain. I guess all that showboating you’ve been doing for the media is finally paying dividends.”

“What I meant, sir, was why turn to the Space Legion at all? Our fees are significantly higher than any number of normal uniformed security services. Who is the owner, anyway?”

“I have it right here,” the general said, referring to a sheet of paper on the desk before him. “Yes. Here it is. The contracting party is Gunther Rafael.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“What was that, Captain?”

“There are two things wrong with that, General,” Phule said hurriedly. “First of all, while I’ve never met Mr. Rafael, I’m familiar with his reputation, and he’s always been dead set against gambling of any form. Consequently, it’s hard for me to believe that he owns a casino.”

“I see.” The general frowned. “And the other?”

“The other thing is that Gunther Rafael died nearly a year ago.

“He did?” Blitzkrieg was scowling now, examining the paper again. “Ah! Here’s the problem. My mistake, Captain. It’s Gunther Rafael, Junior, that’s hiring you. Apparently the son doesn’t share his father’s dislike of gambling. Does that answer your question?”

“Not my first question: Why us?”

“Maybe he thinks hiring you will generate some publicity. You’ll have to ask Mr. Rafael that,” the general said. “But let me warn you, Captain, it’s not Legion policy to try to discourage clients from hiring us. Get my drift?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Very well. As I said, your orders will be forthcoming. Another Legion company has been dispatched to take over your current assignment. You and your company are to leave for Lorelei as soon as they arrive. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“All right. Enjoy your new assignment, Captain Jester. Blitzkrieg out.”

Phule turned off the holo unit and sank into a chair.

“All right, Beeker,” he said. “What’s wrong with this picture?”

The butler pursed his lips thoughtfully.

“Well,” he said, “aside from the obvious questions raised by your getting your assignment directly from General Blitzkrieg as opposed to Colonel Battleax, who is your immediate superior in the so-called chain of command, I guess my feelings could be summed up in one question: Why is this man smiling?”

The commander made little beckoning circles with his hand.

“Elaborate.”

“It has been my distinct impression,” the butler continued, “that the general holds you in something less than highest esteem. In fact, it would be safe to say that he would rather chew ground glass than give you the time of day, much less do you a favor. I therefore think it would be safe to assume that if he is taking the time to inform you personally of your new assignment, and is happy about doing it, the assignment is in all probability much less desirable than he is making it out to be.”

“Check.” Phule nodded. “A bit long-winded, perhaps, but dead on the money with my own assessment.”

“You did ask me to elaborate, sir,” Beeker said, a little stung by the “long-winded” accusation.

“The problem is,” the commander continued as if his butler hadn’t spoken, “how to find out what the trap is before we step in it.”

“If I might say so, sir, I believe the general himself has given you the answer to that problem.”

“How’s that?”

“You could check the recording again, but as I recall, he specifically instructed you to obtain additional information on the assignment directly from the casino owner.”

“He did, didn’t he?” Phule smiled, then raised his wrist communicator once more.

“Mother?”

“Yes, O Exalted One?”

“Put a call through for me. I want to speak with Gunther Rafael, Junior … at the Fat Chance Casino on Lorelei.”

*    *    *

The call took nearly an hour to put through, though most of that time seemed to be spent trying to locate the person who was to receive it. When Gunther Rafael finally did take the call, the image which formed before Phule was less than encouraging.

What the holo-projection showed was an acned youth who didn’t look old enough to be admitted to a casino, much less own one.

“Mr. Phule?” the image said, peering at a point slightly to the left of where Phule was standing. “Hi. Gunther Rafael here. Gee, I’m really glad you called … I’ve been waiting to hear from you for a long time now.”

“You have?” Phule was a little taken aback at this.

“Well, yeah. I sent in my request for your services nearly a month ago, and the Space Legion accepted it almost immediately. “

From the corner of his eye, Phule saw Beeker lean back in his chair and stare at the ceiling, and knew the time lapse between the acceptance of the contract and their notification of its existence wasn’t lost on the butler.

“I see,” the Legionnaire said. “Well, I only received the assignment recently, and was hoping you could provide me with a few more details so I could brief my troops before we arrive.”

The youth frowned. “It’s not that hard to understand. I thought I made it clear in my request. I want you to keep those scumbags from taking over my casino, and I don’t care if you have to gun every one of them down to do it!”

Beeker was suddenly sitting upright in his chair, staring at the image in disbelief. Of course, the way the cameras were situated, the only image being sent was that of Phule, who held up his hand in a gesture of restraint.

“Mr. Rafael …” he began.

“Please, make it ‘Gunther,’” the youth interrupted with a quick smile.

“Very well”—Phule nodded—“and in return, please call me ‘Jester.’”

“Jester? But aren’t you—”

“It’s my name within the Legion,” Phule explained with a shrug. “Anyway … Gunther … the information channels within the Legion can be slow and often distort the details of the original request, which is why I’m calling you directly. To be sure we’re both on the same wavelength, could you briefly explain the assignment to me … as if I were hearing it for the first time?”

“Well, since Dad died, I’ve been liquidating his holdings so I could finally try to make my dream come true: to own and run the biggest and best hotel and casino on Lorelei—”

“Have you ever owned or worked in a casino before?” Phule interrupted.

“No … but I know it can be done! I can offer better odds than any other casino on Lorelei and still turn a profit. I worked it all out on paper in college. What’s more, I can attract the bulk of the tourists if they know they’re getting the best odds and that the games are straight.” Gunther’s eyes were alight with enthusiasm.

Phule, on the other hand, was unmoved.

“But you’ve never actually worked in a casino before.”

“No, I haven’t,” the youth admitted with a grimace. “That’s why I’ve hired an experienced casino manager, Huey Martin, to run things for me while I learn.”

“I see,” the Legionnaire said, making a mental note of the name. “Go on.”

“Well, a while back I learned that there was a chance that criminals were going to try to take over my place once it was open, and I didn’t know what to do. The police here on Lorelei may be great for keeping the muggers away from the tourists, but they aren’t up to handling anything like this! Then I saw the reports on how you managed to stop an alien invasion with just a handful of troops, and figured if you could do that, you should be able to stop common crooks from taking over my casino.”

“So that’s the assignment,” Phule said slowly, steadfastly ignoring Beeker, who was now slumped in his chair, his arms folded, one hand over his eyes. “To guard your casino against a hostile takeover by a gang of criminals.”

“Sure.” Gunther beamed. “I figure with your uniformed troops standing in full view, the customers will feel safer, and those scumbags will think twice before they try any rough stuff.”

“All right … there are several things I’m going to need, Gunther, and I’d appreciate it if you could transmit them to me here on Haskin’s Planet as soon as possible. I’m going to want copies of the floor plans and blueprints for the hotel—particularly the casino area—showing electrical and security systems. I also want to see copies of all your personnel files on all employees, starting with Huey Martin’s, and … did you say you weren’t open yet?”

“Well, parts of the casino are open, but I’m doing a lot of remodeling. There’s going to be a big grand opening to launch the new operation.”

“We can’t leave our current assignment until our replacements arrive,” Phule said, almost to himself, “then there’s time in transit, and … Gunther, can you hold your grand opening until at least a week after we arrive?”

“I … guess so. Why do you want my personnel records?”

“Let’s just say I like to have some idea of who’s at our backs while we’re standing guard … Oh, and speaking of personnel, have you made arrangements for housing my troops?”

“Sure. I was going to have them stay at one of the small hotels down the Strip.”

“Cancel that. I want them to have rooms at the Fat Chance. A hundred rooms and a penthouse.”

“But rooms at the Fat Chance go for—”

“They’re supposed to be guarding your hotel and casino,” Phule said pointedly. “They can’t do that if they’re at another location when trouble hits, can they?”

“I … guess not. All right. I suppose with over a thousand rooms I can spare a hundred. Is that all?”

Phule nodded. “For the moment. I’ll probably be getting back to you soon with some additional requests, but that’ll give me a starting point.”

“Okay. I’ll tell you, Mr. Jester, I’ll sleep a lot easier now knowing you’re on the job.”

The youth’s image faded as the connection was broken.

For several moments, Phule and Beeker stared silently at the place in the room it had occupied. Finally, the commander cleared his throat.

“How in the world did someone that ignorant and naive get to be a multimillionaire?”

“Not to belabor the obvious, sir,” Beeker said softly, “I believe he inherited it.”

Phule wrinkled his nose in disgust. While he had borrowed seed money from his munitions-baron father, he had long since paid it all back, with interest, and considered his wealth to be self-made. As such, he had little tolerance for those who inherited their wealth, and none at all for those who were foolish with what money they had.

“Oh well,” he said, “it takes all kinds … I guess. At least now we know what we’re up against with this assignment.”

“A know-nothing kid trying to run a casino on book theories and hired expertise,” Beeker recited grimly. “Not exactly the cushy guard duty in paradise that General Blitzkrieg was trying to paint it as, is it, sir? Oh yes … and let us not forget the possibility of an attempted criminal takeover.”

“You know, that’s the part that bothers me the most.” The commander scowled. “Check me on this, Beek … you stay more abreast of current events than I do. These days, when crime, organized or otherwise, wants to take over a business, do they do it with guns blazing?”

The butler made a soft but rude noise before answering.

“Not to my knowledge, sir. It’s my understanding that the usual tactic is to force them into financial difficulty, then buy them out cheap—or, at least, a controlling interest.”

Phule nodded. “That’s what I thought. More like a hostile stock takeover. Well, I’ve handled those before.”

The butler looked at him sharply.

“If I might point out, sir, the methods the criminal element utilizes to put financial pressure on a business are well outside civilized law. I would suggest it would be prudent not to underestimate your opponents.”

“I appreciate the advice, Beeker,” Phule said, “but for your information, the crowd I’m accustomed to playing with has little regard for civilized law. I have not succeeded in the past by underestimating an opponent … nor by underestimating myself.”

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

“Enough of that,” the commander said. “It’s time we got to work. I hope your fingers are rested, Beek, ’cause there’s a bit of non-Legion business I want you to take care of for me. We’re going to be doing some hiring, and I’d like you to do the initial screening and have your recommendations on my desk by noon tomorrow.”

“Very well, sir.” The butler was not fazed by the sudden change in mood and topic, nor by the request. The two men had worked together for a long time. “And our requirements are …?”

“First, I need a solid casino security man—someone with experience and unquestionable references. Top dollar for the right man. Also, I want at least half a dozen instructors who can teach the table games. Check with the dealers’ schools—buy one if you have to—but I need them all here. Charter a ship, too, before our replacements arrive. Offer them all a half year’s wages, but we’ll only need them from the hiring date until our transport hits the last big port before Lorelei … What would that be?”

“Port Lowe, sir.”

“Right. Next …” Phule allowed himself a small smile. “This may be a little out of the ordinary for you, Beek, but I need to set up a cattle call.”

“Sir?”

“An audition. Find out what our first stop is after we leave here, then use the computer to pull up data on available actors and actresses at that location—bit players only. We don’t need any recognizable faces.”

“Very well, sir. May I ask what you’ll be doing in the meantime … in case I need to confer with you on any of this?”

“Me?” The commander smiled. “I’ll be doing my homework … seeing what I can learn about organized crime. I think I’ll drop into the settlement and pay a visit to our old friend Chief Goetz.”

“That won’t be necessary, sir.”

“Excuse me, Beek?”

“I believe you’ll find Chief Goetz at poolside here at The Club. He gave me a lift back from the settlement, and he rarely passes on the opportunity to mix with your troops.”

“You got the chief of police to play taxi driver for you?” Phule seemed genuinely impressed.

“Actually, sir, he offered. I was at his home at the time.”

“His home?”

“Yes, sir. I’ve been tutoring his son in algebra on my days off.”

The commander laughed and shook his head. “Beeker,” he said, “what would I do without you?” 

The butler smiled. “I’m sure I don’t know, sir.”


Chapter Two

Journal #173

As I have both noted and chronicled before, though he is more than effective on an overall basis, my employer is far from infallible. Not only do circumstances occasionally catch him off guard, there are times when his judgment turns out to be shortsighted or simply incorrect.

Such was the case in his estimation of how the Legionnaires under his command would respond to their new assignment.

As was our normal procedure, I was excluded from the actual briefing session, not being a member of the Legion. Of course, as was my normal procedure, I elected to keep informed of my employer’s activities by listening in on the meeting through The Club’s two-way paging/intercom system …

*    *    *

There was an air of excitement and anticipation as the company gathered in The Club’s combination dining hall and lounge for their briefing. Speculation as to the exact nature of their new assignment was, of course, the subject of much of the scattered discussion, but it was secondary to the main thrust of their emotions. Almost without exception, the Legionnaires were eager for the chance to put their new skills, honed by hundreds of hours of practice, to use. While no real protest had been made, they had been feeling for some time that they were ready for something more challenging than guarding the planet’s swamp miners once a week, and it looked as if the Legion was finally in agreement with them.

Of course, not everyone was enthusiastic.

“It’ll be great to get off this rock and see some real fighting, won’t it, C.H.?”

Chocolate Harry, the company’s massive, pear-shaped supply sergeant, turned his head with regal slowness to survey the Legionnaire who had addressed him through his pop-bottle-thick glasses. One of the few blacks in the company, Harry would be an imposing figure even if he didn’t favor a fierce bristly beard to offset his close-cropped hair, or wear his uniform tunic with the sleeves ripped off to display his thick arms, but as it was, the cold stare he leveled was enough to dampen the enthusiasm of his questioner even before he spoke.

“I suppose,” he said slowly at last. “Personally, though, I’m not lookin’ forward to having to move my whole inventory to another location … especially since I seriously doubt our new facilities will be as lavish as where we are right now.”

The Legionnaire being addressed suddenly glanced around the room fearfully as if it were about to vanish as they spoke. Until now, he hadn’t stopped to think that a new assignment would mean leaving the company’s beloved Club behind.

“Then again,” Harry continued, “there’s one big problem with ‘real fighting,’ as you call it. Unlike the targets you all have been shootin’ to shreds, in real fightin’, the targets shoot back. How many of these folks do you think have ever been shot at before? Let me tell you, troop, it’s no fun.”

The Legionnaire who had started the conversation licked his lips and swallowed hard. The truth was he had never been shot at before, and, now that he found himself seriously considering the possibility, his earlier enthusiasm for real combat was fading fast.

“Well, I’ve been shot at before,” Brandy said, stepping into the conversation, “both as a civilian and in the Legion, and as far as I’m concerned it’s a lot better when you can shoot back … especially if you’ve got superior firepower and teammates you trust guarding your back.”

The supply sergeant gave a quick bark of laughter in spite of his earlier gloominess.

“You got that right, Top. You sure do.”

He clapped the now-relieved Legionnaire on the shoulder with a friendly hand.

“Don’t you worry none, little buddy. Odds are, they’ll ignore you completely, what with two big easy targets like the Top and me around. Just stick close to one of us, and they’ll never even see you.”

The Legionnaire gave him a nod and a weak smile before wandering off to find another, less nerve-wracking conversation.

“Quit scaring the troops, C.H.,” the top sergeant said softly. “At least ease up a bit until we find out for sure what we’re getting dropped into. Our captain’s done a pretty good job of looking out for us so far. Let’s give him the benefit of the doubt for a while—at least until we hear something for sure.”

It was a tribute to Phule’s personnel management techniques that Brandy, who was once the biggest cynic in the company if not the entire Space Legion, was now a major advocate of optimism, however cautious.

“Oh, you don’t have to worry about me backin’ him up, Top,” Harry assured her. “The cap’n’s done all right by me so far, and I ain’t one to forget someone who’s given me a hand up any more’n I’m likely to forget someone who kicked me when I was down. I just get a little intolerant when kids with no scars start tellin’ me how great fightin’ is.”

Brandy shrugged. “They’ll learn soon enough. Besides, if too many of ’em wise up too quick, then we end up out front when the shooting starts.”

“Lord have mercy!” C.H. exclaimed, rolling his eyes in exaggerated horror, then laughed again. “I never thought of it that way. All right, Brandy, you win. I’ll keep my mouth off the troops until they’ve seen the light all by themselves.”

“Good.” The top sergeant nodded. “You see, the way I figure it, if the noncoms don’t—”

“Atten-hut!”

The company commander had just entered the room flanked by his two junior officers, and while military courtesy was an option in the Space Legion, the company held him in enough respect and esteem that they rose to their feet as a unit and saluted, holding the pose until he returned the gesture.

“As you were … and make yourselves comfortable,” he said, waving them to their seats. “We’ve got a lot of stuff to cover tonight.”

The Legionnaires settled back into their original places with a minimum of shuffling and murmured cross talk, though more than a few curious glances were cast at the company’s junior officers. Like kids asking what a holo-movie was about even as the opening credits were rolling, they looked for some advance clue as to the nature of their new assignment in their leaders’ expressions, but those notables kept their faces locked in rigid neutrality.

The more veteran Legionnaires frowned thoughtfully at this. Experience had taught them that noncommittal expressions on officers usually meant bad news. If the news were good, there would be smiles and maybe even a few smug winks being exchanged. As it was …

“You all already know that we’re being reassigned,” their commander began without preamble. “While there are still countless details to be worked out, I thought it would be best to at least give you a preliminary briefing in an effort to keep speculation to a minimum.

“Before I get into the assignment, however, I’d like to address the question of what happens to this facility when we relocate. As you all know, The Club is my personal property. I bought the property and building when I arrived and had it remodeled and am currently renting it to the Legion. Originally I intended to sell the holding when we moved on, and, in fact, have several standing offers from interests who would like to convert it to a country club. I have, however, reconsidered. As I am not in immediate need of additional capital, I have decided to retain ownership of this facility even after our departure. It is my thought that it can serve as a home base for the company and, perhaps, a retreat for those members on leave. If we find that this is a desirable arrangement, then we can discuss the possibility of using the company fund to buy it from me outright … transferring ownership formally and permanently to the company itself. Should that occur, I think you’ll find my asking price more than reasonable.”

The commander allowed a small ghost of a smile to flit across his face as the Legionnaires grinned and nudged each other gleefully at the announcement.

“Now then, as to the assignment itself,” he continued, raising his voice slightly, to which the company responded by falling silent, “I guess it can best be described as good news/bad news. The bad news is that we’ve drawn guard duty again, which I know will be a disappointment to those of you who were hoping for some kind of combat assignment.”

Phule paused for a moment, and, as he had expected, the now-traditional voice from the back of the room piped in.

“What’s the good news?”

“The good news,” he responded, working to keep his voice and face deadpan, “is that what we are being assigned to guard is the Fat Chance Casino on Lorelei, which I think you’ll agree is a step up from standing duty in a swamp. To quote Headquarters directly, it’s ‘easy duty in paradise.’”

There were a few heartbeats of silence, then the room exploded. The Legionnaires crowed and cheered, thumping each other enthusiastically on the back.

Phule noticed, however, that not everyone was joining in on the festivities. Several of the company’s members, specifically the older, more experienced Legionnaires, seemed unmoved or, in some cases, even wary and thoughtful at the news.

“Excuse me, Cap’n,” Chocolate Harry called, heaving himself to his feet, “but exactly what is it we’re supposed to be guardin’ his casino against? I mean, it occurs to me that we’re a bit overgunned to be doormen.”

“I wondered about the same thing, C.H.,” the commander said with a smile, though inwardly he was cursing the shrewdness of a question that prevented him from presenting the situation at his own pace. “So I gave the owner a call. It seems that his main concern, and the reason for specifically requesting our services, is that he’s afraid that a certain criminal element might be trying to take over his casino. It’s our job to stop them.”

The celebratory smiles disappeared abruptly at this news, and the Legionnaires began to murmur back and forth.

“A certain criminal element,” Harry repeated dramatically. “Tell me, Cap’n, is that rich folks’ talk for ‘organized crime’?”

“That’s organized crime no matter who’s doing the talking, C.H.,” Phule confirmed grimly.

The mutters and conversation in the ranks accelerated noticeably. For some, organized crime was a legendary force they only knew about from carefully phrased media coverage, while others in the company had more firsthand dealings with that subterranean branch of society. Whether their knowledge was from rumor or personal experience, however, it was clear to all that their new “cushy assignment” had just grown some dangerous thorns.

“Now, it doesn’t take a genius to figure out that uniformed security guards won’t be much of a deterrent against this kind of opposition,” Phule said, pressing on before the meeting got totally out of hand. “Any more than uniformed beat cops can keep organized crime out of a city.”

He paused involuntarily to take a deep breath before plunging into the next part.

“That’s why I’ve decided that, for this assignment, some of you will be working under cover, independently and out of uniform, infiltrating the normal hotel and casino staff to gather intelligence for the rest of us. In fact, I’ll be calling for volunteers for this duty as soon as the meeting breaks up.”

His eyes sought out the tall Voltron, easily spotted in the assemblage.

“Tusk-anini, you’re exempt from this duty … as are the Sinthians, Louie and Spartacus. It’s my understanding that nonhumans are still a rarity on Lorelei, so you’d be too obvious in any capacity other than as a part of our open presence. Any of the rest of you who are willing to apply for this special assignment, report to me in my office when we’re done here.”

“How many are you looking for, Captain?”

Phule didn’t even bother to look for the originator of the question.

“I figure that for an effective intelligence network, we’ll need about forty or fifty spread through the various hotel areas and shifts.”

The Legionnaires began to glance back and forth among themselves. Forty or fifty Legionnaires meant about one in four of them would not be serving with the rest of the team this assignment.

“That’s a fair-sized hunk of our force, sir,” Brandy observed loudly from her front-row seat. “Aren’t you afraid someone will notice if we show up that much understaffed?”

“They would … if we showed up in partial strength,” the commander confirmed. “That’s why we’re going to have to hire some ‘ringers’ to substitute for the Legionnaires working under cover. I’ve given Lieutenant Rembrandt the assignment of recruiting—or should I say, auditioning—the necessary number of actors and actresses to bring our uniformed body count up to the required level.”

To Phule, this was a logical choice. Rembrandt, with her artist’s eye, would be best at selecting stand-ins, while Armstrong, with his stern Regular Army upbringing, was a natural to help organize and oversee the company’s physical relocation to their new assignment.

The Legionnaires, however, heard this news in stricken silence. While they had shown concern over being pitted against the unknown menace of organized crime, the concept of dividing their force seemed to stun them beyond words.

“You will give … our uniforms to people … not in company? Not in Legion?”

It was Tusk-anini who broke the silence … and Phule knew he was in trouble. The big Voltron was one of his most loyal supporters who rarely, if ever, questioned orders. If Tusk was going to get upset over the idea of outsiders standing duty as Legionnaires, then Phule was going to have to talk fast before the rest of the company rose up in open mutiny.

“That’s right, Tusk-anini,” he said. “I’m not wild about it either, but that’s the way it’s got to be.”

He quickly turned his attention to the group at large before any more questions could be raised.

“Now, before you all jump all over me about the downsides of this operation, let me cut right to the bottom line of the situation. We’ve got a hairy assignment that’s been dumped in our laps. I didn’t ask for it. We didn’t ask for it, but we’ve got it. Actually, realizing the dubious opinion Headquarters has of us, we shouldn’t be surprised at all.”

That got a few smiles and nudges out of the company. Once considered the losers and rejects of the Legion, the troops under Phule’s command now took a perverse pride in their renegade status.

“Basically I’m sure that General Blitzkrieg figures this is an impossible assignment, and that he gave it to us fully expecting us to fall flat on our faces.”

A few growls answered this statement, but Phule pressed on quickly.

“Hey, he may be right. We may not be able to stop an organized-crime takeover, but we’re going to give it our best shot. Remember what I told you when I first assumed command? About doing the best you can with what you have in any given situation? Well, in this situation, to do our best—to have any chance at all of success—we’re going to have to send part of our team under cover. They’re going to have to give up their pretty uniforms and the support they get from them and stand duty all alone. To cover for them, to give them a chance, we’re going to have to accept the presence of stand-ins in our ranks. What’s more, we’re going to have to treat the substitutes as equals … really let them blend in. Because if we don’t …”

He swept the room with his sternest stare.

“If anyone gets the idea that not everyone in our uniformed show is genuine, they’re going to start looking around for where the real Legionnaires are. If they do that, if they catch on to the scam we’re running on them, then your teammates, and in some cases your partners, are going to be sitting ducks in a very rough shooting gallery.”

“Our partners?” Even his broken accent couldn’t hide the horror in Tusk-anini’s voice.

Phule cursed his verbal slip. Realizing how upset the company was over the idea of stand-ins, he had decided to hold back this particular piece of bad news until later, but now the cat was out of the bag.

“Affirmative,” he said flatly. “Between the volunteers for undercover work and trying to pair the stand-ins with legitimate Legionnaires, I figure a lot of the normal partners in the company will have to be split up.”

Utter silence reigned in the room.

Of all the information he had passed on this evening, Phule knew that this was probably the most unsettling of all. One of the first things he had done upon assuming command of the company was to pair the Legionnaires off with partners or “wingmen.” While there had been some resistance at first, the company was now used to the system, and the partner teams had grown into more than friendships. Telling the Legionnaires that the partners would be split, particularly on top of the other bad news, was roughly like telling them he wanted to cut off their arms.

“Look,” he said, making no effort to keep the regret out of his voice. “I know it’s asking a lot … and I can’t expect you to like it. To tell you the truth, I don’t like it much myself. Still, it’s the only way … if we’re even going to have a chance of success on this assignment. I, for one, want to at least give it a shot before we run up the white flag.”

He ran his eyes slowly over the assembled company, then sighed and pulled himself back up into a position of attention.

“Well, that’s the bare bones of it … the bitter and the sweet. As I said, there are still a lot of details to be worked out. Think it over … talk it over. I’ll be in my office if any of you want to be considered for the volunteer mission. That’s all for now.”

With that, he beat a hasty but dignified retreat from the meeting.


Chapter Three

Journal #174

It seemed that while my employer might have sorely underestimated the reaction of his Legionnaires to his plan, he also underestimated the fierce loyalty they felt toward him … a loyalty, I might add, which appeared to be growing steadily.

If, by the way, it seems to you that these accounts always start with an apparently endless parade of meetings, both group and individual, I can only say that this happens to be my employer’s particular style of management. Whenever possible, he likes to talk with those in his employment or under his command, both to keep them informed and to learn their reactions to his plans. If anything, I have tried to spare you the tedium of the meetings and discussions he had with the Legionnaires on a weekly and sometimes on a daily basis by omitting them from these journals. Those affecting major events, however, such as the ones in this section, must be included for completeness of my account.

I should also note, as it will become apparent in this section, that while my position still is an individual contractual arrangement with my employer rather than with the Space Legion, I did take a larger role in this assignment than normal.

*    *    *

Beeker raised a speculative eyebrow as Phule stormed into the office.

“Difficult meeting, sir?”

“Difficult?” Phule snarled. “How does ‘open revolt’ sound?”

“Frankly, sir, it sounds unbelievable,” the butler said, choosing to ignore the redundant nature of his employer’s question. “While your troops may be occasionally unhappy with your orders, I seriously doubt they would ever challenge your position as their leader. Their respect for you borders on reverence.”

Phule took a deep breath, then blew it all out, puffing his cheeks in a near-silent whistle.

“That’s true,” he said. “But they were unhappy.”

“Forgive my asking, sir,” Beeker continued mercilessly, “but wasn’t that what you expected? Considering the effort you’ve put into building camaraderie and a sense of family within the company, it seems to me only natural that they would react with shock and panic when confronted with an assignment which requires their splitting up.”

Despite himself, Phule’s face twisted into a wry smile as he cocked his head at his butler.

“Are you trying to tell me I did too good a job, Beek?”

“Not exactly, sir,” the butler returned blandly. “I am suggesting that you should keep doing your job. At the moment your company needs a leader to make firm decisions, however unpleasant … not an overly sensitive debutante who worries about popularity polls … sir.”

“Ouch.” Phule grimaced. “Ouch and touché. All right, Beek. I’ll shut up and soldier. You don’t mind if I whine once in a while, though? When the schedule permits?”

“That is your prerogative, sir. I shall let you know when and if I find it excessive.”

“I’m sure you will.” The commander laughed. “And Beeker? Thanks.”

“Just doing my job, sir,” the butler said. “If you have recovered from your ordeal, however, there is a matter I wish to discuss with you … if you have a moment.”

Reflexively, Phule glanced at his watch. “Well, the volunteers don’t seem to be beating down my door … not yet, anyway. What do you have, Beek?”

“I believe I have a small amount of vacation time accrued, do I not, sir?”

“As a matter of fact, you have a lot of vacation time coming. Why do you ask?”

“I was thinking I might take some of it prior to our arrival on Lorelei … if it’s convenient, that is.”

Phule frowned.

“I can’t say it’s really convenient,” he said, “what with us getting ready for a major relocation. Still … what’s up, Beek? If you don’t mind my asking.”

“I believe your plans call for Lieutenant Rembrandt to depart early? To audition and select a group of actors and actresses to replace those Legionnaires who will be working undercover?”

Phule nodded. “That’s correct.” He had never asked how it was that his butler always seemed to know his plans and decisions without being told … mostly because he wasn’t sure he wanted to know how this miracle was performed.

“Well, sir, I was thinking I might accompany her on her mission. While I’m sure that she is more than capable of completing her assignment on her own, it occurs to me that there will be a myriad of nonmilitary details and arrangements to be handled in connection with her work, things she may only have minimal experience in dealing with. While I would make arrangements to see to the packing and moving of our own gear before I left, I frankly think my services would be more valuable to her than to you in the upcoming weeks.”

“I see,” Phule said, pursing his lips. “I don’t see where there would be any problem in letting you do that. Let me think about it and get back to you with my decision.”

“Very good, sir. If I might add, however, I assume that Lieutenant Rembrandt will be in civilian garb for her mission?”

The commander nodded. “I hadn’t thought about it, but you’re right, Beeker. She’d have to be. Otherwise the media would catch wind of it and tip our hand before we even got started.”

“Well, sir, I, for one, haven’t seen the lieutenant in anything except her Legionnaire wardrobe. While I have no reason to doubt the extent of her civilian wardrobe or her ability to supplement it as necessary, I have no basis to be confident of it, either.”

“Point taken, Beeker. Like I say, let me think on it. Just remember …”

They were interrupted by a knock on the door.

“Whoops! There’s my first victim. Let them in, will you, Beek? On your way out?”

“Yes, sir … but first, sir …”

“Yes?”

“If I might draw your attention to the time?”

Again Phule glanced at his watch. “Okay. So?”

“It is my understanding that you’re expecting to interview some fifty volunteers tonight?”

“If that many show up, yes.”

“Might I point out, sir, that if each interview only takes ten minutes, it will take more than eight hours to finish them all?”

Phule sighed wearily. “I know, but it’s important that I handle this as soon as possible … as you yourself pointed out not too long ago.”

“Of course, sir. I was merely suggesting that you might wish to make an effort to keep each individual interview as brief as possible, considering the cumulative time involved … resist the temptation to try to settle details tonight that could be handled at leisure over the next few days. While I’m aware that it’s my favorite lost cause, you do need to sleep occasionally … sir.”

The knocking came again, more insistent this time.

“I’ll keep it in mind, Beek … but no promises. Sometimes I have to go with the flow.”

“I know, sir.” The butler sighed. “But I felt I had to at least make the effort.”

*    *    *

“Evenin’, Cap’n.”

Chocolate Harry, the company’s supply sergeant, slouched against the door frame, casually shooting a salute at his commander with his index finger.

“I’ll keep this short, ’cause it looks like you got quite a mob shapin’ up out there. Just put me down as one of your scouts.”

“All right, C.H.” Phule nodded, jotting a note on his pad. “I’ll admit I’m a little surprised, though. I didn’t think you’d want to be separated from your inventory.”

“I’ll admit I’m not wild about it,” Harry said, “but I figure most of it will be packed and stored anyway for this assignment, and my boys can handle that easy enough. ’Sides, I don’t think there’s anyone in this outfit who can pass for a civilian as easy as me … ’specially when it comes to movin’ through the less legal portions of polite society.”

He winked broadly at this. While it was normal in the Legion to keep one’s pre-Legion life a secret, Harry was very open about the fact that when he joined up he had been on the run from associates who, if not criminal, were at least outlaw.

The commander did not return the smile.

“That brings up an interesting point, C.H. Is it going to be safe for you to operate out of uniform?”

“I’ve given that some thought myself, Cap’n,” the sergeant admitted. “There shouldn’t be any special trouble for me on Lorelei … or if it pops up, it won’t be any more dangerous for me out of uniform than in.”

Phule hesitated for a moment, then gave a curt nod.

“All right, then. Check back with me in the next couple days and we’ll start working up a cover for you.”

“Oh, don’t you worry none about that,” Harry said, uncoiling from the door frame as he got ready to depart. “Except for maybe a little travelin’ cash, I figure I’ll do my own job huntin’. That way, if HQ wants to complain about it later, they can’t get on your case as an accomplice.”

*    *    *

“Sergeant Escrima … reporting for volunteering.”

Phule’s smile came easily as he returned the ramrod-stiff salute. He had a genuine fondness for the company’s feisty little mess sergeant, though perhaps “feisty” was a poor description. Escrima was easily the deadliest fighter in the company, especially with sticks or any cut-and-thrust weapon.

“Stand easy, Sergeant,” he said. “I’ll admit I’m glad to see you volunteering. I rather hoped you would.”

“Mmmm … Company stay in hotel, nothing for cook to do.” Escrima shrugged, relaxing his pose only slightly.

“My thoughts exactly.” The commander nodded, jotting another note on his pad. “I assume you’re interested in us finding you work in the restaurant kitchen?”

The cook gave a quick nod. “Things can go wrong in a kitchen—too many things. Need someone there to watch for”—he gestured with his hand slightly as he searched for the right word—“too many accidents. Bad for food … bad for business.”

Phule leaned back in his chair.

“Now, you realize that you probably won’t be head cook or chef for the casino hotel … that you’ll probably have to report to someone else.”

Escrima hesitated for a moment, then bobbed his head again.

“Good,” he said, flashing a quick smile. “Sometimes it’s good not to be in charge. Maybe … how you say … learn something new for a change.”

The commander shook his head slightly. “I was thinking more in terms of possible trouble,” he said. “Say, for example, if someone told you to do something you didn’t want to … or maybe even criticized your cooking techniques.”

Escrima’s dark eyes glittered for a moment. The cook’s temper was legendary, and he was particularly sensitive to slights regarding his culinary skills. In fact, his presence in what was once the problem company of the Legion was due to several such spirited discussions … which led to hospitalization of his critics.

“I promise, Captain. No trouble … I never start trouble.”

*    *    *

“Do you mind if we do this together, Captain? I think it will save time.”

Phule could not keep the surprise off his face.

“Brandy … Super Gnat. Certainly. Come in together if you wish.”

The two women filed into the office, giving the sketchiest of salutes before seating themselves in front of their commander’s desk. Though once standoffish toward each other, they had grown into a close friendship since the company was reorganized and reoriented.

“The reason we’re both here,” Brandy said, taking the lead, “is that we figure you’ll have the same objection to either of us volunteering. This way, we only have to go over it once … win or lose.”

The commander nodded. “Very well. Proceed.”

“The way we see it,” the top sergeant continued, “you’ll figure that we can’t go under cover because of that pinup spread that we did with Mother—that we’d be recognized as part of the company.”

“It’s a factor I’d have to consider,” Phule agreed. “Also, the fact that Super Gnat represented us in the fencing match with the Red Eagles, which was covered by the media.”

“I was wearing a mask for most of that,” Super Gnat said, waving a hand in vague dismissal.

“True, but you weren’t wearing a mask for that photo session … or much of anything else, as I recall.”

“That’s what we wanted to talk to you about,” Brandy interrupted hastily. “We wanted to make the point that women can change their appearance dramatically with a change of hairstyle or color, or makeup, or wardrobe.”

“Or just by putting our clothes on,” Super Gnat added with a bawdy wink. “Tell me the truth, sir. When you look at one of those nudie photo spreads, how much time do you spend looking at the woman’s face? Would you recognize her if you saw her on the street? Without a staple through her navel?”

“I … I’ll admit I never gave the subject much thought,” Phule said. Though he tried not to show it, the conversation was making him uncomfortable … just as the photo spread in question had when it first appeared. “If we accept for the moment that you can change your appearance sufficiently to avoid recognition, though, what would you do? Do you have any specific covers in mind?”

The Gnat shrugged. “No problem there. I used to do a little waitressing from time to time, both dinner and cocktail. I’d probably prefer cocktail waitressing, if given a choice. They circulate through the casino rather than stand duty just in the dining room, and the kind of action you’re watching for will probably be going on at the tables, not over a meal. Besides, the tips are better from drinkers.”

“I was thinking more in terms of working with the housekeeping staff,” Brandy supplied. “That photo spread was fun, but I don’t really see myself wearing one of those peekaboo outfits day in and day out. Having a legitimate excuse to be in and out of the guest rooms wouldn’t be a bad idea, either.”

The two looked at their commander expectantly.

“Actually,” he said slowly, staring at his notepad, “the recognition problem wasn’t my major concern. Super Gnat should be okay, but …” He hesitated, then shrugged and looked at his top sergeant directly. “I’m not quite as comfortable with you going under cover, Brandy. I had been counting on you to help me ride herd on the company while it was standing normal duty. The fact is, Chocolate Harry and Escrima have already volunteered, and the cadre roster is starting to look a little thin even if you stuck around. With you gone …” He let his voice trail off, then shook his head.

“I can see where that might be a problem, Captain. But …” Brandy hesitated, then leaned forward slightly. “Can I speak candidly, sir?”

Phule nodded curtly.

“Well, you know how you got on my case when you first took over about being cynical and not trying? This is the first time in … hell, I don’t know how many years now, that I’ve volunteered for anything. Now that I’m moving, I’d kinda like to see it through. I’m not sure if I’m trying to prove something to you or to myself, but I’d like to give it a shot.”

The commander pursed his lips and stared thoughtfully at his pad again, then realized there was really nothing to decide. If it came to choosing between making things easier for himself or helping Brandy rebuild her self-esteem, there was only one choice that would be acceptable to him.

“All right,” he said, raising his eyes to look at them directly. “We’ll tentatively figure you both for undercover volunteers. I’m going to want to see a demonstration of this hair and makeup thing, though. Shall we say, tomorrow afternoon?”

“No problem, sir … and thank you, sir.”

The two women rose and saluted, turning toward the door only after their salute was returned.

“Just one more thing … Super Gnat?”

The little Legionnaire paused at the doorway at the commander’s words.

“Sir?”

“Have you discussed this with Tusk-anini? I don’t mean to meddle, but he’s very devoted to you.”

At the mention of her partner, the Gnat’s usual easy self-confidence wavered.

“I …I know, sir … And no, I haven’t. I wanted to see if you figured I was acceptable first … I’ll go talk to him now. I think he’ll understand. He may be devoted to me, but he practically worships you. You were the one who called for volunteers, and I’d be willing to bet he’d put his hand into a fire up to his elbow if you asked him to. He might not like my volunteering, but it’ll be mostly because he can’t volunteer himself. Give him some time, and he’ll get over it … but even if he doesn’t, he won’t let it interfere with his performance.”

Rather than being reassured, Phule again felt the pangs of discomfort at this testimonial.

“All right, Gnat. I’ll leave it to you. Just let me know if—”

“Say, Captain … Excuse me, Gnat.”

Brandy had just poked her head in the door, interrupting the conversation.

“What is it, Top?”

“I was thinking about what you were saying—about being thin on cadre for normal duty. Anyway, it occurred to me that you might want to give Moustache a try as acting sergeant.”

“Moustache?” The commander frowned, searching his memory.

“He got transferred in just before you did,” Brandy supplied. “I’m not surprised you can’t place him. He kind of blends in most of the time. It’s my guess, though, that he’s had some previous service time in the Regular Army, and probably as more than a line soldier.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, Brandy. Thanks!”

“You want me to get him for you? He’s outside here in the volunteer line.”

“That’s all right. I’ll handle him when his turn comes.”

*    *    *

“So, anyway, I was thinking you might want to use me as a washroom attendant or a doorman, sir. I’d probably be a bit less conspicuous than most of the lads—what with my age and all.”

Phule was studying the figure in front of him, noting details more than he was listening to the Legionnaire’s words.

The man was above average height and barrel-chested, though his stern posture probably exaggerated both features. His head was as hairless as a billiard ball, except for the bright red handlebar moustache that dominated his face and gave him his Legion name. It occurred to Phule that that facial ornament was doubtlessly dyed, since, judging by the man’s age as stated in his file, it should be white. As it was, the only clue to Moustache’s advanced years was the wrinkled skin of his neck … but even that wasn’t noticeable unless one was actually looking for it.

“Hmmm?” The commander blinked, suddenly realizing the Legionnaire had reached the end of his statement and was waiting for a response. “Excuse me, Moustache. My mind was wandering for a second there. Actually, I was thinking … are you sure you want to volunteer for undercover work? You … um … seem much more at home in a uniform.”

It was a clumsy gambit, but Phule was getting tired and was hard-pressed to find a tactful way around the Legion rule against inquiring into a Legionnaire’s history prior to his or her enlistment. Fortunately, Moustache made the job easy.

“Found me out, did you, sir?” he said, breaking into a sudden smile. “Well, I suppose it was just a matter of time before it came out. Secrets don’t last long in an outfit as tight as this one.”

“Is that to say that you’ve had military experience prior to your signing on with the Space Legion?” the commander urged.

“You might say that, sir. Nearly forty years in the Regular Army before they gave me the boot—forced retirement, that is.”

Startled, Phule glanced at the man’s folder again. By the record, Moustache was well on in his years, but if he had been in the Regular Army for nearly forty years, then he must be at least …

“Before you say anything, sir, I did shave a few years off my birthday when I filled out my enlistment papers. While the Legion is reputed to accept all applicants, I didn’t want to take the risk of being turned down.”

“You were really that eager to join up?”

“Frankly, sir, it was my last hope. You see, sir, when they retired me from the Regular Army, it didn’t take long to find out there wasn’t much of a place for me in civilian life. I was way too old to go into police work, and bein’ a night watchman always struck me as a race to see which gathered dust and cobwebs faster: the guard or the stuff he was supposed to be guarding.”

“I suppose just taking it easy and enjoying your retirement wasn’t included on your list of options?”

“Not bloody likely,” the Legionnaire snorted. “The Army always kept me busy—until one of their computers started counting up my birthdays, that is. After years of keeping the lads busy with ‘make-work’ assignments, the idea of just doing nothing sounded uncomfortably like being dead. I mean, sir, inactive is inactive, whether you’re sittin’ in a rocker or six feet under.”

“It sounds like you had some rank before you retired,” Phule observed cautiously.

“Let’s just say I was a noncom and leave it at that, sir. I’ve been trying not to make a big thing of my experience. Seen too many new blokes to an outfit come in ringing the mission bell and preaching to the heathens how they should be doing things. The noncoms you have seem to be doing a right good job, especially since you got them back on track. Truth is, it’s been a bit of a treat for me to be back in the ranks—letting others do the thinking and just following orders.”

“I see,” Phule said, then reached for his notepad. “Well, Moustache, I’m afraid your vacation is over, as of now. I’m refusing your offer as a volunteer, and instead am assigning you duty as an acting sergeant for this assignment. We’ll see about making it permanent when it’s all over.”

“Yes, sir. Very good, sir.”

The Legionnaire snapped into a rigid, parade-ground salute, but Phule did not return it immediately.

“Just one more thing, Moustache. Excuse me for asking, but exactly what is that accent you have, anyway?”

“Holo-movie, sir,” the Legionnaire said, flashing another quick smile. “I never could master the Southern American drawl that’s so popular with noncoms, so I settled for the next best thing. Studied every war holo I could find with a proper British sergeant major in it. It may not be authentic, but after forty years, it’s habitual … sir!”

*    *    *

And so it went, hour after hour, volunteer after volunteer.

True to Beeker’s prediction, even with making an extra effort to keep the interviews brief, it was late even by Phule’s standards when the last Legionnaire had been dealt with. Finally alone, he tried to review his notes, but set them aside with a sigh when his eyes refused to focus.

He didn’t really need to read the list to confirm what he already knew. While he had more than enough volunteers for a full complement, there was one name missing from the roster, one he had been counting on since receiving the assignment.

Glancing at his watch, he debated briefly over whether he should call it a night and deal with this problem in the morning. At this hour, the Legionnaire in question would probably already be asleep, and …

With a conscious effort, the commander accepted a mental compromise. He’d just make a casual walk-by of the Legionnaire’s room and then, if the lights were out, he’d get some sleep himself.

*    *    *

“Come in, Captain. I’ve been expecting you.”

Sushi set aside the book he had been reading and beckoned his commander through the open door and into a chair.

“Sorry to be calling so late,” Phule managed, sinking into the offered seat, “but there were a lot of volunteers for the new duty—more than I expected, really.”

“More than you need?”

“Well … yes and no,” the commander hedged, glancing around the room. “Where’s your partner?”

“Do-Wop? He headed into town to do a little celebrating. Late as it is, I expect he won’t be back until morning.”

“Good, good,” Phule said absently. Now that he had found Sushi, he wasn’t quite sure what to say to him. “I, um … wanted to talk to you.”

“Let me make this easy for you, Captain,” the Legionnaire said, holding up a hand. “You want to know why I didn’t volunteer. Right?”

“Well … yes. If it isn’t prying, that is. I would have thought the assignment would be a natural for you. Considering …”

He let his voice trail off, leaving unsaid what was already common knowledge between the two of them.

Phule knew Sushi—or, at least, had a passing acquaintance with him—from before their respective enlistments in the Space Legion. They had traveled in the same, or similar, circles, both coming from exceptionally wealthy families. Phule also knew, as did a few in the company, that Sushi was an embezzler and that most of the money he had stolen had gone to finance a passion for casino gambling.

“I should think the answer is obvious.” Sushi shrugged. “I’m a compulsive gambler. I love high-stakes risks the way an alcoholic loves a bottle. That was bad enough when the only thing to lose was my own money and reputation—or that of my family’s company, as it turned out—but to have our company’s reputation riding on my control …” He shook his head. “I just think it would be safer all around if I stood normal duty and avoided the tables completely. The only sure way I’ve found to stop gambling is not to start.”

Phule leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling for a moment, frowning thoughtfully.

“This is a volunteer mission,” he said finally, “and I wouldn’t want to frog-march you into it, Sushi, particularly not if it means asking you to go against a decision you’ve made for your own good. The problem is … let’s face it, you’re probably the only one in the company who really knows casinos as a gambler. I had been hoping you’d take the role of one of those high rollers—the big-stakes players that the casinos give red-carpet treatment to. You could move around openly with more freedom than the team members we infiltrate into the staff, since they will be pretty much limited to those areas defined by their jobs, plus you’d have a better feel for normal operations and when there was anything going on at the tables that warranted closer inspection.”

“Sounds like you were counting on me as one of your main spotters,” Sushi said, chewing his lip slightly.

“I was,” Phule admitted. “But, still, I can understand your reluctance. I’ll just have to figure out some other way to—”

“Don’t bother. Captain,” Sushi interrupted. “I’ll do it on one condition. If I feel like I’m losing control, or if in your personal opinion I’m plunging too hard, you’ll pull me out of there, even if it means locking me in my room with a guard to keep me away from the tables. Agreed?”

“Agreed.” Phule nodded with a smile. “Okay. That’s a load off my mind. Let’s see … you’ll need a bankroll to play with … shall we say, a hundred thousand for starters?”

“Excuse me, Captain, but if—and I stress if—I happen to come out ahead, who gets the profits?”

“Well … I hadn’t given it much thought, but I suppose if you’re gambling out of the company fund, then any winnings should go back into that fund.”

“In that case,” Sushi said, flashing a schoolboy’s grin, “I think I’ll provide my own bankroll, if you don’t mind. I did squirrel away a few dollars before I enlisted, in case of just such a rainy day.”


Chapter Four

Journal #197

I will not attempt to chronicle the endless details involved in packing up the company for relocation. For one thing, they are boring and tedious; for another, they contribute little to the account of this particular assignment. Perhaps most important, however, is the simple factor that I was not present for those proceedings. Let it suffice to say that knowing my employer’s habit of wanting to put his personal stamp on everything, and Lieutenant Armstrong’s tendency to be overly formal and by the book when carrying out orders, however minor, I’m rather glad I was elsewhere at the time, at least until I observed the condition of my employer’s wardrobe after having left it to someone else’s care.

I, of course, was occupied elsewhere, specifically on the planet Jewell, assisting Lieutenant Rembrandt in her efforts to find and recruit the actors necessary to replace those Legionnaires who would be working under cover for this assignment.

As I find is often the case with higher executives, my employer had grossly underestimated, or simply chosen to ignore, the difficulties involved with performing a specific task delegated to a subordinate, choosing instead to lump all his assistance and advice into the brief phrases, “Just do it, okay? Make it happen!” While this may be a successful method for said executive to shift the bulk of the responsibility for a task off his own shoulders, it effectively leaves the designated subordinate to, as they say, “twist in the wind,” bearing the brunt of the blame for the methodology, as well as the results, of their efforts.

With my humble assistance, however, Lieutenant Rembrandt had completed her assignment prior to the company’s arrival on Jewell, or, should I say, completed most of it.

*    *    *

Phule barely recognized his senior lieutenant as he disembarked from the shuttle at the Jewell spaceport. In fact, he might have missed her completely had she not been standing next to Beeker in the waiting area.

Rembrandt had forsaken her usual long-braided ponytail, and her dark brown hair now hung loosely almost halfway down her back. There was no sign of her customary black Legionnaire’s uniform, either, as she was dressed in a deceptively simple white blouse and dark skirt combination, topped off with a camel-colored sweater worn over her shoulders like a cape, with the arms tied loosely around her neck. Her wardrobe, combined with the stack of folders she was hugging with both arms and the pencil stuck behind her ear, gave her the appearance of the young assistant of someone in some branch of the entertainment field—which was, of course, what she was striving for.

“Lieutenant … Beeker,” Phule said, coming to a halt in front of them. “That’s a new look for you, isn’t it, Rembrandt?”

Rembrandt’s normally pale complexion suddenly exploded with a bright pink blush.

“Sorry, sir. Beeker said … I mean, I felt … Well, you said we shouldn’t let anyone know I was with the Space Legion, so I thought …”

“Whoa! Stop the music!” the commander said, holding up a restraining hand. “There’s no need to apologize, Lieutenant. I was just teasing you a little. You look fine … really. In fact, you look exceptionally good in that outfit. You should wear skirts more often.”

Rather than looking relieved, Rembrandt’s blush deepened to the approximate red of a tomato in a seed catalog.

“Thank you, sir,” she mumbled, averting her eyes. “Beeker helped pick it out.”

Painfully aware that his efforts to lighten the mood were only making matters worse, Phule cast around desperately for a change in subject.

“So … what have you got for me there?” he said, looking pointedly at the folders Rembrandt was clutching.

“These are the resumes of the actors and my notes on them for your review, sir,” the lieutenant said, gratefully slipping into the more familiar military mode as she thrust her load at her commander.

“Excellent,” Phule said, accepting the stack and idly opening the top folder to glance at the contents. As he did, the three-dimensional holo-photo which was the inevitable inside cover of an actor’s portfolio sprang to life, projecting a miniature person who seemed to be standing on the folder. He ignored it, scanning the printed pages instead. “I assume they’ll be ready to load and board this evening?”

Rembrandt licked her lips nervously.

“I … those are only my final recommendations, sir. I’ve been holding off finalizing them pending your approval.”

The commander’s head came up with a snap.

“You mean they haven’t been notified to be ready for departure?”

“Well, I have them on standby, but I explained that you had to approve the final selection, so they’re—”

Phule slapped the cover shut on the top folder, squashing the actor’s image in the process, and handed the entire stack back, interrupting her in midsentence.

“Get them on the horn and tell them they’re hired,” he said firmly.

“But sir! Don’t you want to—”

“Lieutenant,” the commander cut her short, “I gave you this assignment because I trust your judgment. If you say these are the best candidates, then that’s what we’ll go with.”

“But I’m not sure of a couple of these, sir. I was hoping you could—”

“Being sure is a luxury you rarely get as an officer, Lieutenant. You make the best guess you can in the time allowed, then make it the right choice.”

“But …”

“Our main criterion is that they fit into uniform sizes that we have in stock. Outside of that, they’re mostly window dressing. As to personalities … well … if you’ll recall, we took potluck with this company to start with. I doubt there is anyone in there that will be more of a problem case than the Legionnaires we’re already dealing with. Agreed?”

“I … I guess so, sir.”

“Fine. Like I’ve said before, Rembrandt, you need to be more decisive. I don’t have time to duplicate your work—and neither do you if we’re going to give the new bodies time to pack and get on board before lift-off. I suggest you start moving.”

“Yes, sir!”

Momentarily forgetting her civilian garb, Rembrandt drew herself to attention and fired off a salute before fleeing her commander’s presence.

“Well, Beek,” Phule said, turning to his butler at last, “except for that, how are things going?”

“Rather better than they are for you, it would seem … sir.” Beeker’s voice was utterly devoid of warmth.

“How’s that again?” Phule frowned. “Is something wrong, Beek?”

“Not at all, sir. It’s always a treat to watch the finesse and compassion with which you handle your subordinates. Of course, I have noticed that your skill level seems to drop in direct proportion to the amount of sleep you’ve been getting … sir.”

The commander shot a glance in the direction in which Rembrandt had disappeared.

“What you’re trying to say, in your traditionally subtle way, of course, is that you think I was a little hard on Rembrandt just now. Right?”

“I suppose from your point of view, sir, you were being quite tolerant,” the butler observed blandly. “I mean, you could have had her stood up against a wall and shot.”

“I’ll take that as a ‘yes.’” Phule sighed heavily. “I guess …”

“Or then again, flogging is always effective, if a bit outdated,” Beeker continued as if his employer hadn’t spoken.

“All right, all right! I get the point! I guess I’ve been a bit tense lately. Relocating the company has been more of a hassle than I anticipated.”

“I wouldn’t know, sir,” Beeker said, shrugging slightly. “What I do know, however, is how hard Lieutenant Rembrandt has been working on the assignment you so casually dumped on her, and how concerned she’s been about whether or not you’d approve of her efforts, much less her results.”

“Which is why she wanted me to review her choices before finalizing them,” Phule said, finishing the thought. “Of course, my barking at her is only going to hurt, not help, her confidence, which is the exact opposite of what I wanted to have happen.”

“It’s hard to see where anything positive will come from your current stance … in my own, humble opinion, sir,” the butler confirmed mercilessly.

Phule gave another sigh, running a hand over his face like he was trying to wipe water from it, and seemed to deflate back into himself.

“Sorry, Beek,” he said. “I seem to be running tired these days. You know, when I was giving the crew going under cover their final briefing, Armstrong had to point out to me that I was getting redundant—that I had reviewed the procedures on their new communicators three times even though there hadn’t been any questions. Can you believe that? Armstrong? Keeping me from making an idiot of myself in front of the troops?”

“Lieutenant Armstrong has come a long way,” Beeker observed, “but I see your point. I think, however, that your troops, like myself, will be inclined to worry rather than be critical over minor flaws in your performance.”

“Yeah. Well, that still doesn’t change the fact that I’m not functioning at peak efficiency, especially in the manners department. What can I say other than I’m sorry?”

“You could try saying the exact same thing—only to Lieutenant Rembrandt,” the butler said. “After all, it is she and not I who is the offended party in this situation.”

“Right.” Phule nodded, glancing down the corridor again, as if expecting to see his senior lieutenant appear at the mention of her name. “Maybe I can catch her before—”

“As for myself,” Beeker continued, “what I would probably most like to hear is that you plan to take some time to catch up on your sleep … sir.”

“Excuse me, what was that, Beek?” the commander said, pulling his attention back to the conversation.

“You asked a rhetorical question, sir,” the butler explained. “I was merely taking advantage of it to state my own opinions.”

“Oh.”

“And in my opinion, sir, what is most important at the moment is not that you apologize for past errors in judgment, but rather that you get some sleep to lessen the probability of compounding the situation with future errors.”

Phule frowned.

“You think I should get some sleep?” he said finally, reducing things to their simplest form.

“It would seem in order, sir. By your own admission, you’re ‘running tired.’”

“Can’t do it—not now, anyway,” Phule insisted, shaking his head. “I have too much to do before the actors’ briefing tonight. I can’t afford the time.”

“If I might suggest, sir, I don’t believe you can afford not to get some sleep, particularly if you’re getting ready for an important presentation. Perhaps you could delegate some of your planned preparations?”

Phule thought for a moment, then nodded slowly.

“I guess you’re right, Beek. It’s bad enough if I’m snapping at the troops that already know me, but if I start leaning on the newcomers …” He shook his head again, more emphatically this time. “Okay, I’ll try to get some sleep. But only if you promise to wake me up a couple hours before the briefing.”

“Consider it promised, sir.”

“And Beeker? It’s good to have you back. Sarcasm and all.”

“It’s good to be back, sir.”

*    *    *

The actors’ briefing went smoothly … much more so than I had ever hoped, considering the circumstances.

Because of the secretive nature of their work. Lieutenant Rembrandt had specifically not informed them of any details regarding the “parts” they were auditioning for, other than the necessary warnings that there might be some danger involved, and (apparently more important to the actors) there would be no “billing” or other credits for their individual performances. In short, the only reward the actors could expect from their roles would be financial. As might be expected, having come to know my employer’s style of problem solving, as mysterious and sketchy as the information was, the offered pay scale was generous enough that there was no shortage of applicants to choose from.

Still, it must have come as no small shock to at least some of them to learn that the “troupe” they had been auditioning for was none other than the Space Legion, or that in accepting, they had effectively “enlisted.” The ease with which they absorbed and adapted to this news is a tribute to their professionalism … or their greed.

*    *    *

“That pretty much concludes the basic information I wanted to cover at this first meeting,” Phule said, giving his notes one final scan. “Now, I’m sure that you all have questions. Let me remind you, however, that we have a lot of time before we reach Lorelei, and that specific information on standing duty will be covered in later briefings, which will include the entire company. Also, some of your questions might be better asked, and answered, in private. Lieutenants Rembrandt, who you’ve already met, and Armstrong will be available throughout the trip to discuss individual problems, or, if it will make you more comfortable, you can speak with either Sergeant Moustache or myself.”

He paused to gesture toward the individuals mentioned, who were currently standing at parade rest on either side of him, reinforcing the introductions which had been made at the beginning of the meeting.

“Now then,” he continued, “are there any questions you would like to raise in front of the group at large? Things that would affect all of the temporary Legionnaires?”

The actors, seated in auditorium formation at one end of the transport’s ballroom, exchanged looks for a few moments. Since the company leaders appeared before them in the unexpected black uniforms to start the briefing, silence had reigned, and even now everyone seemed reluctant to speak.

“Mr. Phule?”

“That’s ‘Captain Jester’ or just ‘Captain’ for the duration.” The commander smiled gently. “Yes? You have a question?”

“You said that we were free to withdraw if we wanted to, now that we’ve heard the whole story. How would that work, exactly? I mean, now that we’ve lifted off and are en route, wouldn’t it be kind of hard for us to get back to Jewell?”

“You would be provided with a return ticket to Jewell—at our expense, of course—after we had completed our assignment,” Phule explained. “In the meantime, you would be held incommunicado on Lorelei. While you were our guests, all expenses would be paid as well as a small stipend, but it should be noted that your earnings would be substantially less than what will be paid if you honor your contracts and stand duty with us.”

There was some mumbling in the assemblage at this announcement, but Phule held up his hand for silence.

“Believe me, I regret having to take this position, but we can’t run the risk of having too many people wandering around who know about the substitution we’re attempting. It would be dangerous to our undercover members, as well as to those of you who do stand duty, if information is leaked that not all the Legionnaires guarding the casino are combat-trained. I cannot stress enough the need for secrecy on this assignment. Now, obviously, we’d rather you all agreed to stick around, but it will be understood if you choose to withdraw at this time. I can only apologize that the situation required that we kept you in the dark as long as we have. Take your time and think it over, but I’d appreciate it if you’d let me know as soon as you’ve made up your minds so we can try to arrange for replacements if necessary.”

“Just how dangerous will standing duty be, Captain?”

“Minimal,” the commander said firmly. “We haven’t worked together before, so you have no way of knowing my personal style. Let me assure you, however, that if I thought there was even an average chance of physical danger, I wouldn’t be putting you in this spot. All we have so far is a rumor, unconfirmed, that there may be an attempt to take over the casino by organized crime. Even if it’s true, I’m expecting more of a financial attack than any kind of physical harassment. That chance does exist, however, so it would be less than honest of me to withhold the information while you were making up your minds, though I’ll admit the pay scale you were offered to lure you into this position was inflated, in part, to compensate for the potential hazard. Also, rest assured that we are not entirely without plans if things do get a little rough. I say specifically a little rough since it is my understanding that organized crime has long since abandoned armed confrontation due to the legalities and publicity involved. Each of you is being teamed with an experienced Legionnaire, and I suggest that in event of trouble, you step back and let them handle it as they have been trained to do. Also, if any of you are still nervous, hand-to-hand combat training will be available during the trip, and while it might not make you experts, it should provide you with the basic skills necessary to get you out of any awkward situation which may arise. Frankly, we’re hiring you as decoys, not as combat troops. If things do take a turn for the worse, you have my personal guarantee that your contracts will be ‘terminated with cause’ from our end, and you will be free to leave.”

He swept the assemblage with his eyes.

“Any other questions?”

The actors looked around as well, but there were no takers.

“Very well.” Phule nodded. “I’ll be trying to spend some time with each of you, individually and informally, during the trip in an effort to get to know you better. In the meantime, if you’ll follow Sergeant Moustache now, you’ll be issued uniforms and given your teammate assignments. If you would, please change into your new uniforms and report back here in an hour.”

He allowed a faint smile to flit across his face.

“I’m giving a cocktail party to introduce you to the rest of the company and welcome you to our ranks. It will be a good time for you all to start getting to know each other.”

*    *    *

Despite my employer’s good intentions, his cocktail party was something less than a roaring success.

While the regular Legionnaires had long since resigned themselves to the inevitability of their new assignment, and had even accepted the necessity of breaking up their established two-person teams, the idea of “outsiders” standing duty with them as equals was still unpopular. Though they were careful to keep their feelings hidden from their commander, it was readily apparent to a careful observer that little warmth was spared on their new “colleagues.”

This was particularly noticeable at the cocktail party … though almost as interesting, if you are a confirmed people watcher like myself, were the opening gambits as the actors themselves began to jostle to establish a pecking order within their own numbers. Without blatant eavesdropping, the exact details of the various conversations remained a mystery, but the general content could often be distinguished simply by observing the body language of the individuals involved … 

*    *    *

Tiffany was not used to being ignored. Not that she was beautiful in the classic sense—surviving as an actress required a brutal honesty which forbade her that particular delusion—but her mane of auburn hair, slightly slanted cat eyes, and ample curves exuded an earthy sensuality that usually guaranteed that men would make room for her in any conversation. As such, she found herself growing increasingly vexed at feeling all but invisible in a room filled by a crowd that was predominantly male.

Fighting a frown (frowns cause wrinkles, darling), she surveyed the gathering again. The chairs from the earlier briefing had been pushed back against the walls, creating an open area in which the Legionnaires stood clustered about in small groups—small closed groups, which seemed oblivious to all else in the room except those people they were talking to immediately.

After having eased up to a few of these groups only to finally wander away again when no one acknowledged her presence, Tiffany was ready to try a new tactic. Moving in a controlled drift, she took up a station near the minibar that had been set up at one end of the room … like any good predator, waiting for her prey near the water hole.

True to her observations, she didn’t have long to wait. If nothing else, the actors had that in common with the Legionnaires. Neither group was likely to squander the opportunity of free drinks at an open bar.

One Legionnaire detached himself from his group and strode over to the bar.

“Scotch, double, rocks,” he told the bartender in the universal shorthand of a confirmed lounge lizard.

Tiffany gulped the remainder of her existing drink in one swallow and stepped into line behind him.

“Hi there,” she said brightly, flashing her best smile. “I’m Tiffany.”

The Legionnaire glanced at her. “Hello.”

Realizing the man was not about to supply his name, she switched quickly to another conversational ploy.

“So … have you been in the Space Legion long?”

“Yes.”

Again the abruptness of the response left her without anything to say.

“Well—”

“Your drink, sir,” the bartender interrupted, pushing his offering across the bar.

To Tiffany’s surprise, the Legionnaire reached into his pocket.

“You’re paying?” she blurted. “I thought this was a free bar.”

The man fixed her with a brief, level stare.

“It is,” he said. “We still tip the bartender, though. Just because the captain’s paying for the drinks is no reason to short the help for their work. Like the captain says: ‘You don’t break someone else’s rice bowl.’”

With that, he tossed a bill on the bar, gathered up his drink, and left to rejoin his group.

“Something for you, miss?” the bartender said pointedly.

“Hemlock, neat,” she muttered, staring after her departed victim.

“Excuse me?”

“Nothing. Give me a rum and Coke. Heavy on the rum, no lime.”

It was clear that “bright and friendly” wasn’t working. Maybe she should change gears and see if the crowd was up for “sultry and a little horny.”

“Chilly out tonight, isn’t it?”

Tiffany glanced around.

“Lex! I thought that was you at the briefing. Let me tell you, darling, it’s good to see a friendly face. I was starting to think I had grown another head—and an ugly one at that.”

“It isn’t just you,” her savior assured her. “They seem to be unreceptive to any of us—even me!”

The “even me” tagline was, of course, typical of Lex. A male model turned actor, his success had heightened his already substantial opinion of himself. It had been noted more than once that the only thing bigger than his ego was, unfortunately, his talent. When he was “on,” he had the gift of appearing to totally focus his attention, making whoever he was dealing with at the time feel that they were the most important, interesting person in the universe. This impression was conveyed even when the other “person” was a camera lens or the “fourth wall” of a stage, giving him the ability to affect an audience as few actors can. It was only when he was relaxed that his true disdain for others showed, encouraging most to maintain him as an acquaintance rather than as a friend.

Tiffany knew him only in passing from one production they had worked together, and normally would avoid his company. Even now, as desperate as she was for someone to talk to, she couldn’t resist “zinging” him a little.

“Well, some of us seem to be doing okay,” she said, pointing with her chin to a far corner where a petite young girl was engrossed in a conversation with a towering Legionnaire with a huge warthog head.

Lex followed her gaze.

“Who? Her?” He managed to convey both disgust and dismissal by intonation alone. “She isn’t really one of us. She’s only done a few things, all amateur. In fact, this was her big try at breaking into professional acting.”

Tiffany cocked an eyebrow at him.

“How do you know all that?”

“I talked to her earlier, after the briefing.”

“And she wouldn’t give you a tumble, eh?” she finished for him with a grin.

“Don’t be a bitch, Tiffany,” Lex said, unruffled. “Just because I didn’t come after you first is no reason to be catty.”

“Say … what are you doing here anyway?” she said, indulging in a small frown. “I thought they were looking for relative unknowns. Didn’t I hear you landed a part in a holo-soap?”

“I didn’t list that on my audition sheet,” Lex said, glancing around nervously. “And I’d appreciate it if you’d keep it quiet. My part was canceled after a half dozen episodes, and it was only in planetary syndication anyway. I guess our recruiter-in-disguise there doesn’t watch the soaps … which is just as well for me. Frankly, Tiff, I need the money. I went a little wild with my spending when I landed the part. Got so excited I didn’t read the contract close enough. Missed the ‘character cancellation’ clause completely.”

“Gee, that’s tough,” Tiffany said sympathetically, and meant it. Though she might not like Lex as a person, he was still a fellow professional, and she could understand how crushing it would be to think one had finally gotten their big break, only to have it jerked away from them. “Don’t worry, I won’t say anything.”

Lex gave a quick smile of thanks, then turned his attention to the party again.

“So … what do you think so far?” he said, scanning the crowd. “Are you going to stick around or sit this one out?”

“Oh, I’m definitely going to work this one,” Tiffany said. “As to the job itself … unless these clowns loosen up a little, it could be a long tour, if you know what I mean.”

“Hey. They’re no different from us,” chimed in a lanky individual who had just stepped up to the bar and overheard Tiffany’s comment. “Think of them as a road troupe that have been working together for a long time. We’re the new replacements, and they aren’t going to cut us any slack until we’ve shown them what we can do.”

“Hey, Doc!” Lex said, waving for him to join their conversation. “Didn’t get a chance to say hi earlier. Was that your son with you?”

“Sure was.” He raised his voice to call across the room. “Yo! Junior! Come over here a minute.”

The gangly teenager Tiffany had noted before rose from the chair he had been holding down and began ambling toward them.

“He sure has grown,” Lex said, making the obligatory observation.

“Sure has,” the newcomer confirmed. “I’m thinking of maybe using him for a stand-in for me in some of the rougher gags.”

Even though she didn’t find the man particularly attractive, Tiffany found her curiosity piqued. Lex usually held himself aloof from his colleagues, and generally had no use for men at all, unless they were producers, directors, or someone else important enough to further his career. The latter possibility was enough to capture her undivided attention.

“I don’t think we’ve met,” she said, holding out her hand. “I’m Tiffany.”

“I’m sorry,” Lex said, slapping his forehead melodramatically with his palm. “I thought everybody knew Doc … well, everybody who counts. Tiffany, this is Doc. Short for ‘Scene Doctor.’ He’s made me look real good the times we’ve worked together.”

“How so?” Tiffany asked, then realized she was talking to the back of Doc’s head.

That individual was craning his neck, trying to get a better look at the scene that was unfolding a few steps away, where his son had been stopped by one of the Legionnaires waiting in line for a drink.

“You look pretty young to be a Legionnaire, sonny.”

Unruffled, the youth shrugged.

“The casting director—I mean, the lieutenant—didn’t seem to think so,” he said easily.

“Oh yeah?” the Legionnaire sneered. “Tell me … have you ever killed a man?”

“No,” the youth admitted. “But I almost did once.”

“Really?” his challenger said, clearly taken aback by the unexpected answer. “What happened?”

“I almost ran over him with a forklift.”

There was a few seconds’ pause, then the Legionnaire flushed a bright red.

“Are you trying to get cute with me, kid?”

“Take it easy there, hoss,” Doc said, stepping forward to drape an arm around his son’s shoulders. “He was just trying to answer your question truthfully. You don’t have to worry about him pulling his own weight, either. He does his job as well as the next man, and better than most. Here, I’ll show you.”

With that, he made a fist with his free hand and suddenly launched an overhand punch into his son’s face. There was a painful smack of flesh hitting flesh, and the youth went sprawling.

All conversation in the room ceased as abruptly as if it had been recorded background noise and someone pulled the plug.

“Jeez!” the wide-eyed Legionnaire gasped, staring at the figure on the floor. “What’d ya go and do that for? I was just—”

“Stand easy!”

At the barked command, the others in the room relaxed slightly and returned to their conversations, though many a curious and suspicious glance was directed at their group.

“Oh no,” the Legionnaire said softly, almost in a groan.

The company commander was bearing down on them, his face set in a grim mask, while his junior officers and a few of his sergeants materialized out of the crowd to trail along casually in his wake.

The entourage halted before the offending group, and the commander swept them all, standing and prone, with a steely gaze before fixing his eyes on the distraught Legionnaire.

“Well? Should I ask?” he said in a tone as icy as the void outside the ship’s hull.

“I didn’t do anything! Really, Captain!” the Legionnaire protested desperately. “We were just standing here talking and—”

“It’s no big deal, sir,” Doc said, stepping forward. “My son and I were just giving the others here a little demonstration. Didn’t think it would get everyone riled up.”

“Demonstration?”

“That’s right.”

Doc extended a hand down to his son, who seized his wrist and bounced lightly to his feet, apparently unharmed.

“Guess you haven’t had a chance to go over our files, Captain,” Doc continued easily. “Junior and me are stuntmen.”

“I see,” the commander said, thawing slightly. “Well, I’d appreciate it if you’d refrain from any further ‘demonstrations.’ Or at least give us a bit of warning. We try to discourage fighting, or even the appearance of fighting, at social gatherings.”

“No problem … sir.” Doc shrugged. “Sorry, but we’re still learning the ins and outs of this crew.”

“You’ll catch on,” the commander said, relaxing into a smile. “In fact, if you’re willing, I’d appreciate it if you’d give a demonstration for the whole company sometime, and maybe even a few lessons if you’re …” He broke off suddenly, his eyes narrowing with a passing thought. “By the way,” he said with forced casualness, “before we get too far off the subject, may I ask what prompted this little demonstration just now?”

“I—I was saying that the k—the gentleman here seemed a bit young to be a Legionnaire, sir.”

The commander ran a quick, appraising eye over the youth.

“Nonsense,” he said firmly. “He may look young, soldier, but he’s the same age you are. Isn’t that right?”

“He is?”

“Isn’t that right?”

“Oh … yes, sir!”

“Because if he wasn’t, he wouldn’t be able to stand duty with us in a casino. Understood?”

“Yes, sir. Understood, sir.”

“Very good.” The commander nodded. “Be sure to spread the word to the others.”

“Right away, sir.” The Legionnaire saluted and fled to the cover of his original group.

“Sorry if that’s a problem,” Doc said, “but Junior here’s been traveling with me ever since his mom died. We hire out as a team, sort of a package deal. The lieutenant there said she wasn’t sure she could take us, but I thought she had cleared it with you before she gave us the final call.”

Something flitted across the commander’s face, but was gone before it really registered.

“Nothing we can’t work out.” He smiled. “Besides, he seems as solid as any of our regular troops, though that may not seem like a compliment to some. Anyway, glad to have him aboard … and the same goes for all of you, for that matter. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to circulate a bit.”

“Good luck, Captain,” Tiffany chirped as he turned to leave.

“Thank you … umm …”

“Tiffany,” she supplied with a smile, arching her back slightly.

The commander’s eyes flickered over her, a bit more slowly than when he had been assessing Doc’s son.

“Right,” he said. “Well … later.”

“Wipe your chin, Tiffany,” Lex said softly, nudging her as she watched the commander walk away. “Really. I thought you liked them a bit broader in the shoulder than that.”

“He has other attractions,” the actress purred, following the Captain with a predator’s eyes.

“Oh? Like what?”

She glanced at him in genuine surprise.

“You mean you really don’t know?” she said. “My God, I spotted him as soon as he came in for the briefing. He even told us who he was.”

Lex shrugged. “So he’s rich. So what?”

“Rich doesn’t start to cover it,” Tiffany insisted. “That, gentlemen, is Willard Phule, the fourth-richest man in the universe under forty-five who isn’t gay or married and monogamous.”

Doc frowned. “How do you know that?”

“How does a bug know when it’s going to rain?” Lex said dryly. “Yes, I start to see the attraction he has for you, Tiff.”

“Hey, a girl’s got to look out for her future,” the actress said. “Our business trades on looks, and makeup can only cover so much so long. Catch you later, guys. I have more questions to ask our captain—just to make sure he doesn’t forget who I am.”


Chapter Five

Journal #203

Despite the dubious beginning, relations between the Legionnaires and the actor/auxiliaries improved steadily during our voyage to Lorelei. While not quite accepting their new comrades into the fold, the company seemed at least willing not to condemn them as a group, judging them instead on their performance and character traits as individuals.

In part, this was doubtless due to the shared experience of the in-flight lessons on casino gambling and scams taught by Tullie Bascom and the instructors from the school he ran for casino dealers.

I will not attempt to detail the techniques for cheating and detecting cheats which were imparted in these lessons, as it is my intention to chronicle the career of my employer, not to provide a training manual for larceny at the gaming tables. Suffice it to say that the instruction was sufficiently challenging and intense that it drew the force together, in part to practice on each other, and in part to swap tales of embarrassing slips and failures.

Watching the eagerness with which the company attacked their lessons, however, I could not help but wonder if they were preparing for the upcoming assignment, or if, perhaps, they were rabidly squirreling away information for their personal use. Apparently I was not the only one this occurred to …

*    *    *

Tullie Bascom’s report had run long, much longer than anyone had expected after he appeared for the meeting without notes. Twenty-five years of working casinos, mostly as a pit boss, however, had sharpened his eye and memory to a point where he rarely wrote anything down—names or numbers. Instead, he appeared to speak off the top of his head, rattling on for hours as he reviewed each of his students’ strengths and weaknesses, while the commander and the two junior officers flanking him filled page after page on their notepads with his insightful comments.

This was a closed meeting, convened in the commander’s cabin, and was, in all probability, the final session before Tullie and his team left the ship at its last stop prior to the final leg of the journey to Lorelei.

After the last Legionnaire was reviewed, Phule tossed his pencil onto his notepad and leaned back, stretching cramped muscles he hadn’t noticed until just now.

“Thank you, Tullie,” he said. “I’m sure I speak for all of us when I say the job you’ve done has been most impressive—both with the lessons and with keeping us informed of the company’s progress.”

He paused to glance at his two lieutenants, who nodded and mumbled their agreement, still a little dazed at the volume of data which had just been dumped on them.

“You paid top dollar. You get my best shot,” Tullie responded with a shrug of dismissal.

“I can’t think of any questions on individuals that you haven’t already covered in depth,” the commander continued, “but if it’s not asking too much, can you give us your impressions of the force as a whole?”

“They’re some of the best I’ve ever trained, though I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell them I said that until after I’ve left,” the instructor admitted easily. “Of course, it’s not often that I get students who can attend multiple sessions, one right after the other, day after day, like we’ve been doing on this trip. Usually, I’m training folks who have to work their lessons in around their paying jobs, at least until they get certified.”

“Do you think they’re ready to hold down a casino on their own?” Phule pressed.

Tullie scratched his right ear and frowned for a moment before answering.

“They’ll catch the casual cheats easy enough,” he said. “As to the pros, I don’t know. Your boys are good, but the grifters who can do you real damage have been polishing their routines for years. Some of ’em you can’t spot even if you know what you’re watching for.”

“Like a good sleight-of-hand magician,” Armstrong observed.

“Exactly,” Tullie said. “Some of these mechanics even show you what they’re going to do—that they’re going to second-deaf a card and when they’re going to do it—and you still can’t see it when they work it at normal speed. I can’t, and I’ve been training my eye for years.”

The commander frowned. “So how do you catch them?”

“Sometimes you don’t,” the instructor admitted. “If they don’t get greedy—just hit once or twice and keep moving—they can get away with it clean. About the only way to spot bad action is to watch the patterns. If one player starts beating the odds on a regular basis, or if one table starts losing more often than can be explained by a bad run, you’ll know you’ve got problems. Just remember not to get hung up on trying to figure out how they’re doing it. You can lose a lot of money waiting for proof. If something doesn’t ring true, shut the table down or run your big winner out of the casino. Of course, if you’ve got an experienced staff of dealers and pit bosses, they should be able to handle that without coaching from you.”

“If you say so,” Phule said, grimacing a little. “I just wish we didn’t have to rely so heavily on people outside our own crew.”

“Well, I can say for sure that your boys are head and shoulders above any casino security force I’ve ever seen,” Tullie pointed out. “Most guards are just for show—to discourage folks from trying to get their money back by stickin’ up the joint. I’d say that any team of pros that tries to work their scam assuming your team is window dressing will be in for a nasty surprise. They may not be able to spot every scam, but if the opposition gets even a little sloppy, they’ll know it in a minute.”

“I guess that’s the best we can do.” Phule sighed. “I only wish we had some kind of extra edge.”

“You do,” the instructor insisted. “I told you before, that little girl you got, Mother, is gonna make it real hard for anyone to get cute. She’s superb. And I don’t say that about many people. Easily the best ‘eye-in-the-sky’ person I’ve ever seen. Even my own people had trouble pulling stuff while she was watching. In fact, I’d like to talk to her before I leave about maybe hiring her myself when her enlistment’s up … if it’s all right with you.”

“You can certainly try talking to her,” Phule said, smiling, “but I don’t think you’ll get far. She’s deathly shy when it comes to face-to-face conversation. That’s why we had the whole camera and microphone setup in the first place. If you really want to talk to her, I suggest you borrow one of our communicators and talk to her over that.”

“That reminds me,” Tullie said, clicking his fingers. “I wanted to be sure to thank you for setting up that crazy camera and mic rig. It’s the weirdest thing I’ve seen in a long time, but it worked like a charm. In fact, I’m thinking of trying the same thing back at my school and adding ‘eye-in-the-sky’ to my curriculum. I owe you one for that. I don’t think there’s another school going that offers that kind of training.”

What Tullie was referring to was the special training Phule had arranged for the company’s communications specialist, Mother. Knowing that her shyness would negate her effectiveness on public duty, he had suggested to her, and she agreed, that she stand duty in the casino’s eye-in-the-sky center. This was the room in any casino which monitored the closed-circuit cameras hidden in the ceilings over the various gaming tables. These cameras were equipped with zoom lenses to allow close scrutiny of any dealer, player, or card, and were one of the casino’s main defenses against cheats on either side of the table.

In an effort to train her for this duty, Phule had rented a half dozen closed-circuit cameras and microphones and set them up over the tables where the Legionnaires were receiving their instruction so Mother could hear and see what was going on in her accustomed anonymity. Tullie had been skeptical about the arrangement at first, until Phule gave him a headset so that he could carry on a two-way conversation with Mother as the lessons were in progress. Even the cynical instructor was impressed with the speed with which Mother picked up the table routines, and her ability to spot any deviation from them, though it wasn’t clear if he was more taken with the innovative training system or with Mother herself.

“Is that to say I can expect a discounted rate for your services?” Phule asked innocently.

Tullie favored him with a smile.

“I can see why your troops like you, Mr. Phule,” he said. “A sense of humor like yours doesn’t come along just every day.”

“That’s what people tell me,” the commander said, smiling back to show he hadn’t really expected the instructor to cut his profits. “Well, unless there are any further questions, I think we’ve pretty much covered everything.”

He glanced at his lieutenants for confirmation, but it was Tullie who spoke.

“If you don’t mind, Mr. Phule, I’ve got a question myself.”

“What’s that, Tullie?”

“Well, like I said, your boys have picked up a lot of information about gambling scams during this flight, and part of our deal was that none of my school’s records would show them as students, right?”

“That’s right.” Phule nodded. “What’s the point?”

“So how can you be sure you haven’t just footed the bill for my training up a new pack of grifters? What’s to keep them from taking what they’ve learned and going into business for themselves once they get out of the Legion? And I don’t mean by opening a training school, either.”

“Mr. Bascom,” Phule said carefully, “we also train our troops to use firearms despite the fact they could use that same training to be maniacal killers in civilian life. We give them the training in the skills they need to stand duty in the Space Legion, and beyond that we have to trust them not to misuse that training once their enlistment’s over.”

“Trust them? That bunch of crooks?”

Armstrong dropped his notepad and glanced fearfully at his commander, who was staring fixedly at the gambling instructor.

“Excuse me,” Phule said in a dangerously soft voice. “I didn’t quite hear that.”

Tullie shrugged. “I just meant that I’ve never seen so many blatant or potential criminals assembled in one—”

“I think what the captain means, Mr. Bascom,” Rembrandt interrupted hastily, “is … if you could, perhaps, rephrase your statement?”

The instructor finally caught the warning in her voice. The Space Legion commander doubtlessly already knew the caliber of the troops under his command, but they were still his troops, and derogatory comments about them, however true, were ill advised.

“I … umm … just meant that your boys seem to show a real … flair for larceny,” Bascom said, backpedaling hastily. “I was just a little worried … Well, there’s always a chance that they might be tempted to misuse what I’ve been teaching them. That’s all.”

“I trust them,” Phule intoned in a voice that would have sounded more in place coming from a burning bush. “End of subject. Do you have any other questions?”

“No. I … no,” Tullie said. “That covers everything.”

“Very well,” the commander said. ‘Then, if you’ll excuse us, there are a few things I have to go over with the lieutenants. Again, thank you for your work with the company. Be sure to relay my thanks and appreciation to your instructors.”

“I’ll do that,” Bascom said, and fled gratefully from the meeting.

“Do you believe that?” Phule huffed after Tullie’s departure. “The man suspects our troops may be less than upstanding citizens!”

The three officers looked at each other for a moment, then exploded into laughter.

There was an edge of hysteria to their gaiety, not surprisingly like people who had been too long without sleep and under pressure who finally found an outlet for their tension.

“Guess he’s never worked with the Space Legion before,” Armstrong gasped, trying to catch his breath.

“Well, certainly not with our crew, that’s for sure,” Rembrandt agreed, wiping a laugh tear from one eye.

“Seriously, though,” the commander said, bringing himself under control at last, “Tullie does have a point. Be sure to brace the company about keeping their hands in their pockets, at least until this assignment’s over. No showing off, and no grifting-for-pocket-change pots. We’re supposed to be the guards on this caper, and it wouldn’t do to have anyone get busted for the exact same thing we’re policing the casino for. That kind of media coverage we don’t need. Besides, I think it would be tactically sound not to let on how much we do or don’t know just yet.”

“Gotcha, boss,” Rembrandt said, flipping an index-finger salute at him. “You want us to tell them as a group or as individuals?”

“Both,” Phule said firmly. “A general announcement should do for most of them, but I think some of them would benefit from a personal reminder that we’re watching them and won’t tolerate any nonsense this time around.”

“So what else have you got for us, Captain?” Armstrong said, picking up his notepad.

“Nothing, really,” Phule said, stretching his arms. “I just thought I’d give you two a chance to ask any questions that Tullie shouldn’t be hearing. I figure I’ll give you some time to review your notes before we get down to the final shift assignments—that and get some sleep. You two have been pushing yourselves awfully hard on this trip so far.”

Rembrandt gave out a snort.

“Look at who’s talking,” she said. “You’d better get some sleep yourself, Captain, or Beeker’s going to sneak something into your food.”

“Beeker never thinks I get enough sleep.” Phule shrugged, dismissing the subject. “You get used to his grumbling after a while. So, anything either of you want to go over just now? Anything at all, not just Tullie’s report.”

“Not that I can think of, sir,” Armstrong said, giving his notes one last glance. “As near as I can tell, we’ve got everything covered.”

The commander nodded. “I know. And to be honest with you, that worries me a little.”

“How so?”

“Well, there’s an old saying in business,” Phule said with a rueful smile. “If you think you’ve got everything covered, it means there’s something you’re overlooking.”

“Cheerful thought,” Rembrandt observed wryly, then glanced at the commander with a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “As a matter of fact, I have one question for you, sir—if you’re really throwing the floor open.”

“Shoot.”

Rembrandt sneaked a wink at her partner. “I was just wondering, how are you doing at staving off the Red Menace?”

The Red Menace was the nickname the Legionnaires had assigned to Tiffany, mostly due to her blatant and obvious efforts to herd Phule into her bed. Of course, to her face, the moniker was shortened to just “Red.”

“Isn’t that question a bit personal, Lieutenant?” the commander growled in mock severity.

“Yes and no, sir,” Armstrong chimed in with a grin. “You see, the crew is giving odds as to your holding out, so you might say it affects the morale of the whole company, which, as you keep telling us, is our business.”

“Really?” Phule said. “What odds?”

Armstrong blinked and glanced at Rembrandt, who admitted her own ignorance with a shrug.

“I … I don’t actually know, sir,” he sputtered. “It’s just something I’ve heard. Why? Is it important?”

“Well, if the payback’s big enough, I just might put some money down myself, then rake in the whole pot—if you know what I mean,” Phule said through a yawn.

There was no response, and he glanced at his lieutenants, only to find them staring at him.

“Hey! It’s a joke. Okay?” he clarified. “You know I don’t fool around with women under my command—or you should know it by now.”

His junior officers rallied gamely, though their late laughter was a little forced.

“Of course”—Rembrandt grinned—“as one of the subcontractees, it could be argued that Big Red isn’t really under your command.”

“For the duration of this assignment she is,” Phule said grimly, “and if she wants to do any chasing after that—”

A knock at the door interrupted them, and they looked up to find Tusk-anini framed in the doorway.

“Excuse, Captain,” the giant Voltron rumbled. “Must talk to you … soon.”

Phule waved. “Come on in, Tusk. We were just finishing up here. Say, how’s your new partner—what’s her name—Melissa working out?”

“Nice girl. Very smart,” the Legionnaire said. “But not fighter like Super Gnat. Not worry. Captain. I watch out for her.”

“I’m sure you will,” the commander said. “So what brings you calling? Is it all right if the lieutenants hear it, or is it personal?”

“Not personal … company business.”

“Okay. What have you got?”

The Voltron raised the small stack of paper he was holding into view.

“You ask me … look at records for casino employees? See where they hired from?”

“That’s right.”

Tusk-anini was a closet insomniac and a rabid reader, and Phule had utilized this by making him into a company clerk, reviewing the massive paperwork necessary to run a company and interface with Headquarters. More recently, as part of the plan to infiltrate the casino with undercover Legionnaires, the commander had asked the Voltron to go through the employment records of the existing casino employees, making a list of the various employment agencies they had been hired through. With that information, it would be a relatively easy matter to engineer a computerized break-in, sneaking carefully prepared resumes and references into the appropriate files.

“You look at this, Captain,” the Voltron said, passing the stack to Phule. “All these hired from same service: Golden Employment Agency.”

“All right,” the commander said, idly leafing through the sheets. He had every confidence in Tusk-anini, and if the Voltron said they were all from the same source, he was sure they would be. “So what’s the problem?”

“It not exist. No such agency.”

Phule sat bolt upright as if someone had just plugged in his chair.

“Are you sure?” he said, staring at the pages as if they would talk to him themselves.

“Yes, Captain. Otherwise not bother you. Check many times. No such agency … ever.”

“I don’t get it, sir.” Rembrandt frowned. “How could so many employees use the same fake reference?”

“It means we aren’t the only one sneaking people onto the staff,” the commander growled. “That’s the trouble with being impressed with your own cleverness. You tend to forget that there are other people out there just as clever.”

“All have same person approve reference check. Huey Mar-tin,” Tusk-anini supplied, stumbling a little over the name.

“The new casino manager,” Phule said grimly. “If he’s bent, we could have an uphill fight on our hands. Great work, Tusk-anini! If you hadn’t caught this, we could have walked into a swinging door.”

“Thank you, Captain,” the giant said, drawing himself up proudly to an even greater height.

“We’ll take it from here … and Tusk? Don’t say anything to anyone else about this. Okay?”

“Can keep secret, Captain. Not worry.”

The officers sat in silence for a few minutes after Tusk-anini had left.

Finally, Phule heaved a sigh.

“Remember what I was saying about thinking everything was in hand?” he said.

“This assignment just keeps getting better and better,” Armstrong spat bitterly. “If you don’t mind my saying so, sir, Headquarters’ idea of an easy job in paradise leaves a lot to be desired!”

“What are we going to do, Captain?” Rembrandt asked, ignoring her partner’s irritation. “Should we alert the owner that he’s got a rat in the woodpile?”

“Not just yet,” Phule said thoughtfully. “First of all, we don’t know for sure what Br’er Huey is up to. He might just be indulging in a little featherbedding.”

“Featherbedding, sir?”

“Filling the roster with friends and family members,” Armstrong explained.

“We’re going to hold off sounding the alarm until we’ve had a chance to check things out firsthand,” the commander continued, almost to himself. “Fortunately, Tusk-anini’s alertness has provided us with a list of exactly who we have to be watching.” He tapped the stack of records with a smile. “Lieutenant Rembrandt, be sure this entire list and the complete files of everyone on the list get passed to Mother. In the meantime, I’ll get busy and do a detailed check on one Huey Martin.”

“What if it turns out that he is crooked, sir?” Armstrong said. “Him and the people he’s been hiring?”

“Then we lower the boom on him,” Phule said grimly. “But not until just before the grand opening. If he is a part of a bigger scheme, we’ll let him think it’s working, then pull the rug out when it’s too late to switch to an alternate plan.”

“But we can’t wait that long to dump everybody on the list,” Rembrandt protested. “The casino couldn’t find that many replacements on such short notice.”

“They can’t, but we can,” the commander responded with a grimace. “It’s going to hurt a little, though. I’ll have to reopen negotiations with Tullie for him and his instructors to stay on as a stopgap reserve—and I just gave him a rough time for the sake of a cheap laugh.” He shook his head ruefully. “I just love negotiating contracts with someone who’s already annoyed at me.”

“Maybe you could wait to talk to him, sir,” Armstrong suggested. “Maybe it would be easier after he’s had a chance to forget about the last round … and you’ve had a chance to get some sleep.”

“It’s a tempting thought,” Phule said, rising to his feet, “but I’d better try to catch up with him now. I don’t think I could sleep, anyway, with this hanging over our heads.”

*    *    *

A casual stroll through the ship’s more popular gathering spots failed to locate Tullie Bascom, so Phule began a more careful search through the less frequented areas.

“Excuse me … Gabriel, isn’t it?” he said to a Legionnaire he found sitting alone in one of the smaller lounges.

“Sir?” the man responded, rising to his feet.

“As you were,” Phule said, waving him back to his chair. “I was just wondering if you had seen Tullie Bascom recently.”

“I think I heard him come by a while ago,” the Legionnaire reported. “I didn’t look around, but he was telling someone that he was going to his cabin to get some sleep.”

“Okay. Thanks.” The commander sighed and headed off down the corridor toward his own quarters.

So much for that idea. Maybe it was just as well. He should probably do a little more checking as to the actual necessity for contracting Tullie’s crew for backups before beginning negotiations. Besides, his lieutenants were right—he could use a bit of sleep to clear his mind. Maybe he could get Beeker to …

Phule suddenly halted in his tracks as realization struck him.

The Legionnaire, Gabriel, had been sitting alone in the lounge.

While Phule and Tusk-anini weren’t the only night owls in the company, the Legionnaires by and large were social animals, tending to gather together in their off-hours, and to his knowledge, Gabriel was no exception. Rather than being at one of the normal ship hangouts, however, the Legionnaire had been sitting alone, without a book or work in sight—not even a deck of cards.

Abandoning his plan for sleep, the commander retraced his steps back to the lounge.

Gabriel was still sitting there, sprawled in an easy chair with his head tipped back, staring at the ceiling.

“Are you feeling all right, Gabriel?” the commander said, speaking gently.

While some of the Legionnaires were borderline hypochondriacs, others were more like children, hiding it when they felt ill rather than reporting to the ship’s doctor.

“What? Oh. No, I feel fine, sir,” Gabriel said, suddenly aware that he was no longer alone with his thoughts.

“Is there something bothering you?” Phule pressed. “Anything you’d like to talk about?”

The Legionnaire hesitated. “It’s … well … I’m afraid, sir. Of this.”

He made a vague gesture, encompassing the air in front of him.

“I … I’m not sure I understand.” Phule frowned. “What is it you’re afraid of? The new assignment?”

“No … this,” the man said, repeating his gesture. “You know … space travel.”

“I see,” the commander said. He had encountered nervous travelers in the past, but not recently, and he tended to assume that everyone was as accustomed to space travel as he was. “Haven’t you ever been on a ship before?”

“Sure,” the Legionnaire said. “A couple of times. But it always affects me the same way. I keep thinking about what will happen if anything goes wrong. Life pods may be effective for interplanetary travel, but for interstellar, we wouldn’t stand a chance. The only choice would be between dying fast or slow.”

Phule thought for a moment, then heaved a sigh.

“Sorry, Gabriel,” he said. “I can’t help you with that one.”

“That’s okay, sir,” the Legionnaire said, hanging his head slightly. “I guess it’s a silly fear, anyway, in this day and age.”

“I didn’t say that!” the commander snapped, then ran a hand across his eyes. “Don’t put words in my mouth, Gabriel, please. I soak up enough grief over what I do say.”

“Sorry, sir.”

“There are no silly fears,” the captain continued. “If you’re afraid of something, it’s real, and it affects your thinking and performance no matter how invalid or valid someone else thinks it is. It’s like there’s no minor pain when it’s yours. If it hurts, it hurts. What you got to do is figure out how to deal with it, not use up your energies trying to decide if it’s real or not.”

Phule leaned against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest until he was almost hugging himself.

“All I meant to say was, I can’t do or say anything to set your mind at ease. Telling you not to be afraid doesn’t change anything. I can tell you there’s no danger, but we both know that things can go wrong, and there’s nothing I can do to lessen the danger that hasn’t already been done. I could cite the low accident stats on space travel, but you’re already aware of those yourself, and it hasn’t made any difference. Realizing that, about the only thing I can do is beat a hasty retreat—for my own protection.”

“Your own protection, sir?”

“Fear is contagious,” the commander explained with a shrug. “If I tried to compare notes with you on the dangers of space travel, there’s a chance that all I’d do is start worrying myself, and I can’t afford that. You see, Gabriel, there are lots of dangers in our lives that we can’t do a thing about—traffic accidents, bad food—dangers that have a low probability rating, but that if they hit will be devastating. All I can do—all anyone can do—is to do my best to put them out of my mind. It may seem like a head-in-the-sand approach to fear, but the only option I see is letting the worries eat you alive—paralyze you to a point where you cease to function. To my thinking, that means you’re dead, whether you’re still breathing or not. I’d rather try to focus on things I can do something about. I can’t danger-proof the universe, or even guarantee my own personal safety. I have no way of telling for sure exactly how long my life is going to be, but I’m determined that while I’m alive, I’m going to be a doer, a worker—not a do-nothing worrier.”

He broke off, realizing that his fatigue was making him prattle.

“Anyway,” he said, forcing a conclusion, “I’m sorry I can’t help you with your problem, Gabriel, but frankly it’s out of my league.”

“Actually, you have, Captain.” The Legionnaire smiled.

“I have?”

“Well, at the very least you’ve given me something to think about. Thank you, sir.”

*    *    *

Strangely enough, of all the problems that had beleaguered him that day, it was the final conversation with Gabriel that haunted Phule’s thoughts and kept him from dozing off when he finally tried to sleep. Despite the Legionnaire’s claims that the commander’s talk had helped him, Phule felt that his help and advice had been inadequate.

Group dynamics, personal image, military strategy, and, of course, finances—all these things the commander felt qualified in helping and training the people under his command. But deeper problems? Matters of the soul?

With a flash of insight, Phule decided to do what he had always done when confronted with a problem beyond his personal abilities: find an expert. Sliding out of his bunk, he marched over to his desk, fired up his Port-A-Brain computer, and blearily composed a personnel request to Legion Headquarters. If his Legionnaires needed spiritual guidance, then, by God, he’d get them a spiritual expert. A chaplain!

There was an almost tangible load lifted from his mind as he hit the Send key, but close on its heels came the crushing weight of exhaustion. Staggering back across his cabin, Phule toppled into his bunk and fell into a deep, dreamless slumber.


Chapter Six

Journal #209

The in-flight classes and lectures arranged by my employer had given the company every confidence that they were ready for their new assignment. This belief was, of course, encouraged by their commander and his officers, who made a point of keeping their own fears and suspicions from their troops. Thus it was that upon their arrival, the Legionnaires were eager to begin their duties, while the company’s leadership was already suffering from a lack of sleep due to their anxieties.

Nothing in the briefings, tapes, or brochures, however, succeeded in preparing them for the total impact of Lorelei itself.

*    *    *

The space station known throughout the galaxy as “Lorelei” was officially an antique. One of the first privately owned space stations, it was originally named “the Oasis,” constructed on the old spoked-wheel design, and had been built as an outpost to supply the far-flung colonies and outbound explorer ships—an expensive outpost to be sure, as there was no competition to keep their prices down.

As civilization pushed outward, however, the so-called frontier moved on, leaving the station to compete with an ever-increasing number of spaceports and supply depots—places with newer designs and, therefore, lower maintenance expenses. Only one thing saved the station from extinction during that period: its reputation and tradition of being a “safe haven” or a “liberty port.” That is, even though people lived and worked at other colonies and spaceports, when they wanted to play or vacation, they headed for the Oasis.

The owner, not government, made the rules at the Oasis, and little was forbidden or outlawed that might generate revenue for the station’s coffers. Not surprising, one of the main pastimes that was not only allowed but encouraged was gambling.

Eventually, a combine of investors recognized the station’s potential and bought it away from the original owner’s estate. Hundreds of millions were put into renovating and remodeling the station, not to mention an extensive advertising campaign to change the station’s image to that of the ultimate resort and family vacation spot, and the station was renamed “Lorelei.”

The new name was due, in part, to the station’s beacon, which was said to be strong enough to cause interference in neighboring solar systems. If the ever-present advertising was not enough, the beacon made sure no one passed through that sector of space without hearing of Lorelei’s lures and charms. “Once you visit Lorelei,” the catchy slogan ran, “you’ll never want to leave!”

The reality was a little grimmer: once you visit Lorelei, you might not be able to leave. Not that there was physical danger, mind you … it would be bad publicity to hurt a tourist. The real danger on Lorelei was its famous, vampiric casinos.

The inside of the space station’s wheel design had been filled in and painted to look like a massive roulette wheel, which, while it was eye-catching to those in ships with viewpoints, had a practical function as well. The surface of the wheel was actually a massive solar energy cell, endlessly gathering power from the stars and feeding it to the casinos … and they needed it!

The casinos were dazzling to the point of being awe-inspiring, each trying to outshine and outglitz its neighbors. Though there was no “sunlight” on the station, the massive, circular main corridor needed no streetlights, nor did the electric shuttle vehicles moving tourists from destination to destination require headlights. The same artificial gravity which kept the buildings to four stories or less, forcing the casinos to spread out rather than up, was actually a boon to designing their exterior light displays. Freed of the physics of engineering by the abruptly lessening gravity above the buildings, the casinos’ light displays were spectacular, as they almost floated in the “air,” fighting for the attention of passing tourists. These displays around “the Strip” kept the station’s interior lit to near-daylight brightness—near daylight as the wattage was carefully controlled to create an illusion of darkness above the casinos, thus enhancing the effectiveness of the light shows. There was no day or night on Lorelei, only a perpetual twilight through which the tourists, vacationers, and, of course, gamblers walked, rode, or, eventually, staggered in their pursuit of pleasure. The only concession to normality was that the rooms in the casino hotels all had blackout curtains, so that one could shut out the light when, and if, one wanted to sleep.

Of course, the carefully maintained illusion on Lorelei was that no one slept. The casinos never closed, and neither did the restaurants or shops. Entertainment booked to lure people into one casino or another was simply advertised as “every three hours” rather than specific show times.

In short, there was a studied sense of timelessness that permeated Lorelei—for a specific reason. The longer people gambled, the better it was for the casinos. While there might be the occasional “lucky hit” or “hot run,” if the players kept betting long enough, the house odds would catch up with them, and all their winnings, plus whatever they were willing to lose of what they brought with them, ended up in the casino vaults.

This was the real trap of the Lorelei’s song, and many who arrived by private ship left by public transport. Others, who could no longer afford even public transport, were absorbed into the station’s work force until they could raise enough money to leave, which rarely happened, as they would usually succumb to the temptation of the tables once more, trying desperately to “build a stake” while the house yawned and raked in their savings. Those that did manage to escape, vowing never to return again, were quickly replaced by the next shipload of eager faces and fat wallets, each planning to have a good time and maybe win an instant fortune on a lucky roll or turn of a card.

There was a seemingly endless supply of these replacements, as the publicity machine of Lorelei was mercilessly effective and unceasing in its quest to find yet one more way to keep the lure of Lorelei in front of the public. Thus, it was no surprise to insiders that the media had been alerted and was waiting when the Omega Mob arrived on Lorelei.

*    *    *

“Excuse me, Mr. Phule?”

The Legionnaire commander halted, not ten paces from stepping off the gangplank, and blinked in surprise at the figure blocking his way. The pudgy man was wearing a fluorescent-green jumpsuit with a large blue bow tie, leaving one with the quick impression of being confronted by a prizewinning frog.

“Actually, it’s ‘Captain Jester’ when I’m on duty,” he corrected gently.

“But you are Willard Phule? The megamillionaire turned soldier?”

Phule flinched a bit, as he always did when publicly confronted with his wealth-generated fame, and shot a quick glance at the company. The Legionnaires were ambling off the ship, some gawking at the casino light displays while others started to crowd close to see what was happening with their commander.

“That’s correct,” he said levelly.

“Great!” the man exclaimed, seizing Phule’s hand and giving it a hurried pump. “Jake Herkamer, here. I was wondering if we could have a few minutes of your time for a quick interview on your new assignment?”

As he spoke, he made a magician’s pass, and a microphone appeared in his hand. Simultaneously, the portable floodlights came on, alerting Phule to the presence of holo cameras, which, until then, had been undetected.

“Umm … could this wait until I get my troops settled in the hotel?” Phule hedged.

“Good point! Hey, guys! Get some shots of the soldiers before we lose them in the hotel!”

Phule felt his muscles tighten as the camera crew obediently began to pan over the gathering Legionnaires, who mugged or glowered for the cameras, depending upon their individual inclination. While he had known all along that this assignment would put his force in the public eye more than ever before, he also knew that there were several Legionnaires who had joined up specifically to escape from their earlier lives and were therefore quite nervous about having their pictures and current location broadcast by the media.

“Rembrandt … Armstrong!”

“Sir!”

“Here, sir!”

The two lieutenants materialized at his side.

“Form the company up, over there, while I take care of this. If it runs more than a couple minutes, move them out to the hotel. Get them away from these cameras.”

Turning back to the reporter as the junior officers started off, he forced a smile.

“I suppose I could spare a few minutes,” he said.

“Great!” the reporter beamed. “Hey, guys! Over here! Start shooting. Now!”

He leaned into the microphone, showing an impressive number of teeth.

“We’re here today with Willard Phule, or, as he’s known in the secretive Space Legion, Captain Jester. He and his famous elite force of Legionnaires have just arrived on Lorelei. Tell me, Captain, are you and your force here for business or pleasure?”

*    *    *

Of course, I have no way of telling how the interview upon our arrival was received by the viewers, as it went out on stellarwide broadcast and, as I’ve mentioned before, I am not omnipresent.

From subsequent events, however, I feel I am able to project with some accuracy how it was viewed in at least two locations: back on Haskin’s Planet and here on Lorelei.

*    *    *

“Hey, Jennie! Come here a sec! I think you’ll want to see this!” Annoyed at the interruption, Jennie Higgens glanced up from the notes she was reviewing for that night’s broadcast.

“What is it? I’m kinda busy here.”

“Your boyfriend’s being interviewed on interstellar, and Jake the Jerk’s got him.”

“Really?”

Jennie decided the notes could wait a little longer and joined the small cluster of newsroom staff crowding around the monitor bank. Due to the multiscreen nature of their business, they had the monitors set to display the broadcasts on flat screens to avoid the chaos of multiple projections.

“It’s a bit of an experiment,” Phule was saying, “a test to see if the Space Legion can be effective in more commonplace, civilian security roles. Of course, being stationed here on Lorelei is a real treat for my force. It really is a spectacular place. Can your cameras pick up some of the light displays behind us?”

Unnoticed by her fellow reporters, Jennie narrowed her eyes a bit at this. She had barely seen Phule in the weeks before his force’s departure from Haskin’s, and then only hurriedly—supposedly due to the pressures of preparing for their new assignment. So this was the tough duty he had been so engrossed in, eh?

“But don’t you feel that the rather massive firepower of a Space Legion company is unnecessary for normal security duty?” the interviewer pressed, ignoring Phule’s attempts to divert the interview from his force to the casino light displays.

“Oh, we won’t be carrying our normal weapons on duty in the casino, Jake.” Phule laughed easily. “But I’ve always found it’s easier not to use equipment you have than to use equipment you don’t have, if you know what I mean.” For the briefest second, his eyes flickered from the interviewer to look directly into the camera, as if he were speaking personally to one of the viewers.

“I’ve got to admit, your boy gives good interviews,” one of the reporters commented to Jennie. “He’s giving the impression of being just plain folks, but still managing to come across as someone you wouldn’t want to tangle with. Nothing to scare the tourists off there.”

“Yeah, but look at some of the plug-uglies in his crew, though. They scare me just looking at them.”

“Those aren’t the really mean ones,” Jennie put in. “Wait until you see …”

Her voice trailed off to silence as she stared at the monitor, focusing now on the figures in the formation behind Phule rather than on the commander himself. As if reading her thoughts, the camera did a slow pan of the force, showing the formation from one end to the other.

A small frown appeared on the reporter’s forehead as she studied each face in turn. Something was wrong here. While she was interviewing them, not to mention while she was dating their company commander, she had gotten to recognize many of the Legionnaires on sight—and there were faces missing in the formation!

Where was Chocolate Harry? He would stand out in any crowd. And the woman standing next to Tusk-anini was small, but she wasn’t Super Gnat. For that matter, where was Brandy? The company’s top sergeant should be standing prominently in front of the formation, yet she was nowhere to be seen.

“Are you taping this?” Jennie asked, not taking her eyes from the screen.

“Yeah, I figure it might have some local interest if we want to replay it here. Why?”

“Oh, nothing.” Jennie was suddenly all smiles and innocence. “I just forgot to ask Willard for a picture before he left, and this might make a nice remembrance until we see each other again. Can you make me a copy when it’s over?”

“You got it.”

As the technician turned his attention to the screen once more, however, Jennie’s smile vanished, and she edged backward out of the group.

“Sidney?” she murmured, drawing one of the photographers aside with her. “Have you still got those shots you took when we were doing the big spread on this crew while they were stationed here? All of them, not just the ones we used.”

“Sure. Why?”

“Get them and see if you can find the tapes from their competition with the Red Eagles. Then meet me in viewing room two—pronto.”

“What’s up?”

“I’m not sure”—she smiled darkly—“but unless my intuition is failing me completely, I think there’s a story brewing on Lorelei.”

*    *    *

In a large penthouse, discreetly screened from the light shows in one of Lorelei’s lesser casinos, the holo-images of the Omega Mob were arrayed across the sunken living room like so many ghostly specters.

Watching them with her characteristically frozen stare, Laverna sat on one end of the sofa, so rigidly immobile she might have been taken for a part of the room’s furnishings. Specifically, she almost reminded one of a floor lamp, as her skin was very nearly the color of the black baked enamel so often found on those appliances, and her long body was thin almost to the point of being skeletal. Still, there was an easy, elegant grace to her movement as she rose and walked to the closed bedroom door and rapped on it sharply with her knuckle.

“Maxie?” she said, raising her voice slightly to be heard through the door. “You’d better come out here.”

“What?” came the muffled response from within.

“It’s important,” Laverna said shortly.

Her message delivered, she returned to her seat without waiting for additional discussion or comment. She had voiced her opinion, and her opinions were rarely challenged.

Scant seconds later, the bedroom door opened and Maxine Pruet emerged into view wrapped in a housecoat. She was a small woman in her early fifties, with high, angular cheekbones that might have been called “striking” when she was young, but now, combined with her piercing eyes and silver-streaked hair, could only be referred to as “severe.” Because of the timelessness of life on Lorelei, she, like many of those who dwelt here, had no regular sleep patterns, sleeping only occasionally and briefly as fatigue demanded. Despite her years, however, Maxine was still very energetic and active, setting a demanding pace for those who worked for her.

“What is it, Laverna?” she said without rancor.

“The new security force has just arrived,” Laverna said flatly. “I thought you should take a look at them.”

“I see.”

Maxine stepped down into the sunken living room, walking through several of the images as she did so as if they weren’t there—which, of course, they weren’t—and joined her assistant on the sofa, studying the figures in silence like a prim aunt watching children at a piano recital as the interview rattled on.

“So. Our Mr. Rafael’s called in the Army,” she said at last. “I’m not sure I understand why you feel this is important. The security force has a minor impact, at best, on my plans. Uniformed guards are little more than a decorative deterrent.”

“Take another look at their commander,” Laverna instructed. “The one being interviewed.”

Maxine obediently turned and peered at the lean figure in black.

“What about him? He’s not much older than Mr. Rafael himself.”

“That’s Willard Phule,” Laverna said. “Probably the youngest megamillionaire in the galaxy. You may not know it, but he’s a bit of a legend in financial circles—a real tiger when it comes to corporate infighting and takeovers.”

“How very interesting,” Maxine said, studying the figure with a new respect. “Forgive me, Laverna, but I’m still tired and sleepy, and my mind is a little slow right now. What is it exactly that you’re trying to tell me here?”

Now it was Laverna’s turn to shrug.

“To me, this changes the game,” she said. “Whether he knows it or not, Rafael just hired himself some real heavyweight help. I thought you might want to reconsider your whole idea of taking over the casino.”

While Maxine might give the appearance of being someone’s grandmother or, perhaps, a maiden aunt, this impression couldn’t be further from the truth. Locally, she was known simply as “Max” or “the Max.” She had married into organized crime while still young and surprised everyone by successfully stepping into her late husband’s shoes after his untimely demise during a shoot-out with unsympathetic authorities. She had sold off most of the “business interests” her husband had maintained, focusing her entire energies and resources on one specialty—casinos.

Max liked casinos, officially because of their money-laundering capacity, which earned her a steady income providing that service for other crime families, but, in actuality, because she liked the glittery lifestyle that prevailed at those establishments. She was a common fixture at the tables around Lorelei, though she rarely placed a bet for more than the table minimum. The tourists who gambled beside her never realized that she held a controlling interest in nearly every casino on the space station, but the permanent residents knew who she was and treated her with appropriate deference.

Despite her years of experience in behind-the-scenes casino work, however, Maxine had a lot of respect for Laverna, which was why the black woman was in her current, favored position of being Max’s main advisor and confidante. Not only did Laverna have advanced degrees in both business and law, she was by far the coldest analyst of risks and odds Max had ever met. Maxine, though she prided herself on her levelheadedness, still might be swayed by feelings of anger, vengeance, or ego, but Laverna was as emotionless as a computer, weighing all pluses and minuses of any endeavor before bluntly stating her opinion, however unpopular. The others in the organization called her “the Ice Bitch,” or just “Ice,” but there was always an undercurrent of respect in the title. If Laverna said this uniformed gentleman could affect their plans, Maxine would be foolish not to give her words serious consideration. Still, Max was a gambler.

“No,” she said finally, shaking her head. “I want this casino. This Mr. Phule may know numbers and corporations, but I know casinos. If anything, it adds a bit of spice to the challenge. We’re going to take this enterprise right out from under his nose, and if he gets in our way, we’ll just have to persuade him to stand aside.”

Laverna glanced at her employer sharply, then looked away again. Max’s casual mention of “persuasion” was, of course, a reference to violence—the one point the two women disagreed on. What was more, it was far from an empty threat.

Maxine had proven herself to be a more than competent general for her troops on the occasions when other crime factions had thought her territory easy pickings and tried to move in. Nor was she averse to getting personally involved in the bloodshed.

The sleeves of Max’s housecoat were loose, as were the sleeves of all her clothes. This was to accommodate the custom pistol and spring holster that she always wore. It was a very small caliber, .177 to be exact, the same size as a BB, and the sound it made when firing was no louder than a man snapping his fingers. The small size of the hollow-point bullets meant that she could fit twenty-five of them into a magazine no larger than a matchbox, yet they were deadly if they hit a vital organ, and Max was a crack shot who could hit anything she could see.

Laverna knew this, and while she acknowledged the constant potential for violence in their profession, she didn’t approve of it.

“Suit yourself,” she said, shrugging again. “You pay me for my opinions, and you’ve heard my thoughts on this one. By the way, if you’re seriously thinking of leaning on that child, remember he has a couple hundred troops of his own backing him. What’s more, that isn’t the Regular Army, that’s the Space Legion, and it’s my understanding they aren’t big on playing by the rules.”

“Oh?” Maxine said, raising one eyebrow. “Well, neither are we. See if you can locate Mr. Stilman, and tell him I want to see him in about an hour. I’m still a little tired. Not getting any younger, you know.”

Her decision made, Max retreated back into the bedroom, leaving Laverna to stare at the holo-images alone again.


Chapter Seven

Journal #212

Even as the company was settling into their new quarters and beginning to stand duty, their undercover colleagues were filtering into the space station.

I have endeavored to keep these events as sequential as possible to avoid confusion. This effort has been hampered, however, by the sketchy nature by which the facts have been reported to me—directly or indirectly—as well as by the previously noted timelessness of life in the casinos. Much of the difficulty in chronicling the company’s arrival on Lorelei is due to the fact that its undercover members were traveling as individuals by a wide variety of transports independent of the “official” group, and were establishing their presence both before and after the company’s formal, publicized entrance.

Often, my only clue as to “what happened when” is by chance passing reference to an event known to me, or which, by simple logic, would have had to take place prior to an event of which I was aware.

Such was the case regarding Chocolate Harry’s arrival …

*    *    *

Although Lorelei was known mostly for its famous Strip, which ran down the center of the station for its entire circumference, there were backstreets as well. These housed the businesses necessary to keep the casinos operating, such as laundries and warehouses, as well as the hole-in-the-wall hotels where the minimum-wage employees made their homes. Also found here were the mini-hospitals and pawnshops, carefully hidden away to avoid reminding the space station’s visitors of the less frivolous side of life on Lorelei. This off-Strip area, though lighted adequately by normal standards, always seemed dark in comparison to the gaudy light displays along the Strip proper, and tourists needed no warnings to give it wide berth, clinging instead to the better-traveled areas, which clamored for their attention and money.

It was along one of these backstreets that Harry tooled his hover cycle, enjoying anew the freedom from his normal Legion duties. Though he genuinely liked the uniforms Phule had provided for the company, it felt good to be back in his denims, threadbare but velvet soft from years of hard wear.

His arrival on Lorelei had been surprisingly easy, especially considering his current, disreputable appearance. The only difficulty he had encountered was in off-loading his beloved hover cycle. The spaceport officials were noticeably reluctant to allow it in the space station, and he had had to spend several hours filling out forms, initialing tersely phrased lists of rules and regulations, and, finally, paying several rounds of fees, duty charges, and deposits before they grudgingly cleared it for admission.

It didn’t take a genius to realize that much of the ordeal was specifically designed to frustrate the applicant to a point where he would be willing to simply store the vehicle until his departure, but Harry had used every trick in the book, as well as a few new ones, to keep his hover cycle while he was in the Legion, and he wasn’t about to pass using it now that he was back in civilian garb.

The reason for this “screening” was quickly apparent. All the air on Lorelei was recycled, and while the support systems were efficient enough to handle the dioxide generated by the people on the station, excessive engine use would have taxed it severely. Consequently, there were few vehicles on Lorelei aside from the electric carts that shuttled gamblers back and forth along the Strip. The formula was simple: the limited air supply could support people or vehicles—and vehicles didn’t lose money at the tables.

Despite his apparent nonchalance, Harry knew exactly where he was going. In fact, he had known since before he’d left the ship. His information had come in the form of a warning from one of the ship’s porters.

“Goin’ to Lorelei, huh?” the man said as they were talking one night. “Let me tell you, brother, you keep yourself out of a place there called the Starlight Lounge. Hear? Bad enough to lose your money at those places where they smile and call you ‘sir’ while they rake in your chips. There’s bad folks hang out at the Starlight. More trouble than the likes of us can afford.”

Casual pressure had yielded no more details, as the man was apparently passing along hearsay rather than firsthand experience. Still, it told Harry what he needed to know.

The Starlight Lounge itself looked harmless enough as Harry parked his cycle in front and pushed through the door. If anything, it seemed to be several cuts above the average neighborhood bar. Rather than being disappointed, he was heartened by the place’s appearance. It was only in the holo-movies that criminal hangouts looked like an opium den in a bad cartoon strip. In real life, those who successfully worked the nonlegal side of the street had money and preferred to do their drinking and eating in fairly upscale surroundings.

“Gimme a draft,” he said, sliding onto a stool at the bar.

The bartender hesitated, running an appraising eye over Harry’s clothes until the Legionnaire-in-disguise produced a thick wad of bills from his pocket, peeled one off, and tossed it casually on the bar. The bill was of sufficiently high denomination that it would have been noticeable most places in the galaxy, but this was Lorelei, where gamblers often preferred to make their wagers in cash, and the barman barely gave it a glance before going off to fetch his drink.

The drink appeared and the bill vanished in the same motion, only to be replaced a few moments later by a stack of bills and change. Harry carefully separated a bill from the stack before pocketing the rest, pushing it forward on the bar as a tip. The bait worked, and the barman materialized again to claim the perk.

“Excuse me, my man,” Harry drawled before the man could retreat again. “I was wonderin’ if maybe you could help me out?”

“Depends on what you need,” the bartender said, his eyes wary, but he didn’t leave.

Moving slowly, Harry withdrew a wristwatch from his pocket and laid it gently on the bar.

“What can you give me on this?”

Shooting a quick glance around the bar, the man picked up the watch and examined it, front and back.

“This came from off-station, right?” he said.

“Does it make a difference?”

The bartender looked at him hard.

“Yeah, it does,” he said, and tapped a finger on an inscription on the watch’s back. “I figure you aren’t Captain Anderson or his grateful crew. If you picked it up here on Lorelei, I’m holding trouble in my hand. They come down hard on pickpockets and muggers up here—bad for the tourists.”

Harry held up both hands with the fingers spread like a magician accused of cheating at cards.

“The captain misplaced that beauty before our last stop,” he explained, “and stopped askin’ around about it two days out. By now, he and his ship should be well on their way. If there was a chance he was still lookin’, I wouldn’t be showin’ it around like this.”

The bartender studied the watch again.

“Tell you what,” he said at last. “I’ll give you twenty for it.”

Harry rocked back on his stool like the man had taken a swing at him.

“Twenty?” he echoed. “Excuse me, but that’s a pretty steep cut. I knew I wasn’t gonna get a one-for-ten deal, bein’ new here and all, but that’s barely one for a hundred!”

“Suit yourself.” The bartender shrugged, setting the watch down. “Take it back if you think you can get a better offer. Let me show you something, though.”

He ducked out of sight under the bar, then emerged again and plopped a cardboard box next to Harry’s beer.

“Take a look,” he said.

The box was two-thirds full of wristwatches and jewelry.

The bartender smirked. “This is Lorelei, my friend. Gamblers will hawk or pawn anything to raise money for a ticket off-station—or, more often, another pass at the tables. When the box gets full, I run it over to one of the pawnshops, and I’ll be lucky to get back what I paid for most of it. I just do this as a public service for our customers.”

Harry didn’t bother to express his disbelief at this, but he found it hard to believe the Starlight had a Boy Scout working its bar. More likely, the man shipped his booty off-station and split the take with whoever did his selling at the other end.

Instead, he picked up his beer, took a sip, then smiled.

“All of a sudden, twenty sounds real good,” he said.

The man picked up the watch again and tossed it into the box, replacing it under the counter before turning to the cash register and ringing up a “no sale” as he extracted a twenty.

“Tell me,” Harry said as he accepted the offering, “any chance of finding some work around here? I got a feeling that, between the casinos and the prices up here, my roll isn’t gonna last all that long without some help.”

“You’ll have to talk to the manager about that,” the bartender said. “There’s a lot of turnover up here, but he does the hiring and firing. He should be in in an hour or so, if you can hang around.”

“I gots nowhere to go,” Harry said, flashing his teeth. “Is my hawg okay out front there?”

For the first time the bartender showed surprise, raising his eyebrows.

“You got a hover cycle up here?” he said. “I thought I heard one right about the time you came in, but I figured it was my imagination. That or wishful thinking.”

“You sound like you used to ride yourself.”

“Sure did.” The man grinned. “Didn’t you notice the bugs in my teeth?”

Harry threw back his head and gave an appreciative guffaw, slapping his thigh with one hand. It was a very old joke, probably predating hover cycles themselves: How do you tell a happy cyclist? By the bugs in his teeth!

It was still around, though, and served almost as a recognition signal between hover cycle enthusiasts, since no one else remembered it, much less laughed at it.

“That was a long time ago, though,” the bartender said, his eyes looking into the distance as he smiled at the memory. “I rode for a while with the Hell Hawks.”

“That’s a good club.” Harry nodded approvingly. “I rode with the Outlaws myself.”

“No foolin’?” the man said, recognizing the name of one of the oldest, largest hover cycle clubs in the galaxy. “By the way, my name’s William. Used to be ‘Wild Bill’ when I was riding.”

“Just call me C.H.,” Harry supplied.

The two men shook hands solemnly, though the Legionnaire-in-disguise was mentally groaning at his slip. He was supposed to be working under a different name for this caper, but in the enthusiasm of talking hover cycles, his Legion name, which happened to also be his old club name, just popped out before he thought. He would have to pass the word to Mother that he wasn’t using his planned alias and hope that the word of his whereabouts didn’t reach the Renegades.

“Tell you what,” the bartender said, leaning close. “When the manager comes in, let me talk to him first … maybe put in a good word for you.”

“Hey, I appreciate that.”

“And let me get you another brew while you’re waiting … on me.”

As the bartender headed off, Harry turned on his stool and rested his elbows on the bar, surveying his new home.

There was a small dining area attached to the bar, not more than a dozen tables, though those tables were widely spaced, leading Harry to believe it was more of a gathering point than a profit generator. Only a few of the tables were occupied, and those customers, by their dress and manner, seemed to be locals rather than tourists.

One group in particular drew his attention. The only man at the table had the broad-shouldered, no-neck look of an astroball player, and he was listening intently to a woman old enough to be his mother—if not his grandmother. What really caught his eye, however, was the third member of the party. Sitting beside the old lady was a tall, lean black woman whose severe, angular features failed to hide the fact that she was bored with or disinterested in the discussion of the other two.

As if she felt his eyes, she glanced over to where Harry was sitting, and their eyes met. He raised his beer in a silent toast to her, showing all his teeth in a friendly smile. Rather than responding, however, she let her eyes go out of focus, her face impassive, looking right through him as if he wasn’t there. A near-physical chill swept over Harry like a wind off a glacier, and he turned back to the bar where the bartender was just delivering his fresh beer.

“Say, Willie,” he said. “What’s the story on the group against the far wall? They look like regulars.”

“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” the bartender replied without looking.

“The monster and the two women,” Harry clarified. “The ones sitting right over …”

He started to point, but William snaked out a hand and caught his wrist.

“I said, ‘I don’t see anything,’” his new friend intoned, staring hard into Harry’s eyes as he emphasized each word. “And if you’re going to work here, you don’t, either. And you sure don’t point at them. You catch what I’m sayin’?”

“Got it.” Harry nodded slowly. “They aren’t here tonight. Never have been, never will be. Casual conversation or under oath.”

“Good,” William said, releasing his wrist. “I thought you’d understand. Sorry to grab you like that, but you almost bought into some big trouble before I could give you a full briefing.”

Harry picked up his beer and propped his elbows on the bar.

“No problem,” he said easily. “I appreciate your watching my back for me. Speakin’ of briefings, though, just between the two of us, my vision is a lot more selective when I know just what it is I’m not seein’.”

William moved a few steps away and leaned casually against the bar.

“Well,” he said, talking prison-style, without looking directly at Harry, “what you aren’t seeing is the Main Man on this whole station.”

The Legionnaire-in-disguise frowned slightly.

“That’s funny. I always thought that kinda dude usually kept a low profile, but I could swear I’ve seen him somewhere before. Has the media been shootin’ him or somethin’?”

The bartender let out a snort. “If you’re an astroball fan, you’ve seen him, all right. Remember Ward Stilman?”

“Sure do!” Harry said, sneaking another look at the group in question, but using the bar mirror this time. “So that’s him, huh? Damn! I used to love to watch him bust up people before he got tossed out of the pros.”

“That’s him,” William confirmed. “But he’s not the one I was talking about. The old biddy’s the real mover and shaker on Lorelei. Stilman’s just her chief muscle.”

Harry’s eyes flickered over to the older woman he had been ignoring so far.

“Her? She’s ‘the Man’ up here?”

“Be-lieve or be dead,” the bartender said, flashing a tight smile. “You may have heard that someone called Max is running things. Well, that’s short for ‘Maxine,’ and that’s her. She’s got a piece of every casino on this station and is real good at keeping the tourists in and the competition out. I’ll tell you, C.H., if you start thinking about picking up some extra change with a bit of part-time larceny here on Lorelei, you don’t worry about the cops—you look over your shoulder for Max. She does hire freelancers from time to time, by the way, but ain’t real tolerant of independents, if you know what I mean.”

“How ’bout the stone mama sitting next to her?” Harry said, shifting the conversation to the original object of his attention.

“That’s the Ice Bitch.” William grinned. “Some say she’s the actual brains of the operation, others say she’s just a walking calculator for Max. Everybody says that if you want to make a pass at her, you’d best have your frostbite insurance paid up.”

“I can believe that,” Harry said, shaking his head. “I damn near caught cold from across the room a minute ago when she looked at me.”

The bartender’s smile evaporated.

“Steer clear of that one, C.H.,” he said earnestly. “In fact, you’re wisest not to mess with any of them. I’ll tell you, when those three get together—like they aren’t right now—it means someone is about to get put through the grinder. Whatever it takes, just be sure it’s never you.”

*    *    *

It has been accurately observed in military history that no battle plan has ever survived contact with the enemy. Such was the case in the opposition’s first attempt to “feel out” my employer’s troops.

Accounts of the incident vary, which is not surprising, as it was a brief skirmish that was over almost before it began …

*    *    *

Huey Martin, manager of the casino portion of the Fat Chance complex, did not bother trying to hide his disdain as he surveyed the Legionnaires wandering through what used to be his unchallenged domain. His feelings went unnoticed, however, as they were next to impossible to distinguish from his normal dour expression.

At first, he had been more fearful than resentful when his wet-behind-the-ears employer informed him that he was bringing in a Space Legion company to serve as security guards. What had looked like a pushover job was suddenly jeopardized by an unknown factor.

Watching the Legionnaires since their arrival, however, the concern he felt gave way to amusement and, eventually, contempt. Far from being experienced casino guards, they seemed to be no more knowledgeable about the table games than the average tourist. One by one, Huey let his planted dealers shift back to their normal grifting routines, and so far not a one of them had been detected by these uniformed clowns, even when they were seated at the table with the hustle going on literally under their noses. Instead, they cheered and clapped like children as they raked in their winnings, apparently oblivious to the fact that their winning streak was being boosted by dealers who were working to empty the casino’s coffers.

A faint smile drifted across the manager’s face.

It would be deliciously ironic to use the Legionnaires to break the casino, but the Max had her own timetable for that, and Huey would never have the nerve to try to deviate from her express orders. Besides, it was easier to pass big winnings to big bettors, and the Legionnaires all seemed content to cling to minimum bets at the low-stakes tables—at least, so far.

A small flurry of noisy activity drew his attention, and his smile tightened again.

Some of the Legionnaires, among them the two sluglike Sinthians, were posing for pictures, pointing their guns at a slot machine as the cameras gobbled up film recording the scene: guards holding up a one-armed bandit. The tourists loved it.

With only a small portion of the casino open, the Legionnaires had far less to do than they would after the grand opening. In the meantime, they had lots of time on their hands to explore the space station or, as they were more inclined to do, hang around the Fat Chance and pose for the tourists who came nosing around, looking to meet this highly publicized force.

As far as Huey was concerned, that was all they were good for, and even there he firmly believed the job could be done better by models in hula skirts. Models would be more fun to look at, and cheaper.

A familiar figure entering the casino caught his eye, and Huey realized it was time for him to slip out of the complex for a walk. It would be best if he wasn’t on the premises for what he had been warned was about to transpire.

*    *    *

Contrary to popular belief, planned violence is usually much more effective than the spontaneous, berserker variety. The main difficulty, of course, was finding personnel capable of the former. Ward Stilman, Maxine’s field general when it came to physical action, had thought long and hard before selecting just who he wanted to carry out this mission. Lobo was far and away the best choice.

Though not particularly imposing physically, Lobo’s work as a baggage handler at the spaceport had given his long, simian arms deceptive strength. Even more important for this assignment, however, was his eerie ability to soak up punishment without apparently feeling it or losing his head. In fact, he was something of a minor legend on Lorelei after he successfully took on three soldiers on leave in a fight. The brawl had lasted nearly fifteen minutes—long for a no-holds-barred dispute—but at the end of it Lobo had emerged victorious, though more than a little battered, while his opponents had to be carried to the Lorelei hospital.

The job as given to him by Stilman was simple enough, though slightly puzzling. He was supposed to try to goad one of the Legionnaire guards into a fight, both to test their effectiveness as fighters and to see how much provocation was necessary for them to take action. Above all, Lobo had been cautioned numerous times not to strike the first blow—not to fight back at all, for that matter. Supposedly this was to minimize the chance that the Legionnaires would simply resort to using the tranquilizer dart sidearms they were carrying, and instead be forced to try to subdue him physically.

Though he hadn’t said anything at the time, Lobo wasn’t wild about being assigned to play punching bag for some uniformed jerk. Not that he minded the possibility of pain or injury; it was the idea of not fighting back that bothered him. Still, it wasn’t often that Stilman came to him with work, and he was eager to prove himself.

Lobo was impressed by Ward Stilman as he had rarely been impressed with anyone in his life, and wanted to move up in that notable’s esteem. If the man wanted him to take a dive, he’d do it, but he wanted to be sure it was as spectacular as possible.

He pondered this as he ensconced himself at a table in the cocktail lounge that opened into the casino, the only lounge still open during the remodeling. This, too, was covered by his instructions: to establish his presence before starting trouble, so it wouldn’t look like he walked in with that end specifically in mind.

Lobo had followed Stilman’s career in astroball, as had most who loved that rough-and-tumble sport, until the league tossed him out for consistently exceeding the level of viciousness allowed by the rules, though the clamor from the media, not to mention several threatened lawsuits by hospitalized individuals who were unfortunate enough to have faced him on the field, doubtless played a factor in their decision. In person, however, Ward Stilman was even more intimidating than when viewed in the holos. The man had a disquieting habit, on the field or off, of standing absolutely motionless—not stiff or tense, but poised, as if he were waiting for just the right cue to spring for your throat. The media, of course, had picked up on this trait, calling him “the Statue” or, playing on his name, “the Still Man,” but watching him in a stadium or even in holo was not the same as trying to remain relaxed when he was looking specifically at you. Whenever they talked, Lobo found himself moving very slow and deliberately, hoping subconsciously that by making his own actions clear he would not trigger an attack accidentally. Not being used to feeling fear, Lobo at once admired and resented the effect Stilman had on him, and aspired toward the day that Stilman would view him as an equal. The trouble was, how could he demonstrate his own courage and effectiveness while keeping his hands in his pockets, soaking up damage from some Army amateur?

The answer came to Lobo in the form of two Legionnaires who ambled into the bar while he was waiting for his drink. In an instant, Lobo knew he had his target.

The woman was nothing much—short, with the soft curves of lingering baby fat. But her companion! Lobo mentally licked his lips in anticipation.

Even Stilman would have to be impressed that Lobo had chosen the monster to pick a fight with, especially a fight he was destined to lose. What was more, “monster” was an accurate description of the Legionnaire he was targeting. The guy was some kind of alien, huge with a big warthog head and all-black animal eyes. At a glance it was easy to see that he would have to be one of the “heavyweights” for the security force.

“That will be five dollars, sir,” the cocktail waitress said, interrupting Lobo’s thoughts as she delivered his drink.

The opportunity was too good to let pass.

“What do you mean, five dollars!” he snarled, raising his voice. “I thought drinks were free in these casinos.”

Though she was small, easily as small as the uniformed Legionnaire accompanying the monster, the cocktail waitress held her ground, apparently used to dealing with loud drunks.

“That’s at the tables, sir,” she explained patiently. “Drinks are complimentary while you’re playing, but here in the bar we have to charge you. If you’d like, I can take it back.”

“Oh, hell … here!” Lobo spat, fishing a bill from his pocket and throwing it at her. “Just don’t expect a tip too.”

The waitress smoothed the bill, quickly checking its denomination, then retreated without another word.

Glancing around the bar in mock anger, Lobo caught the Legionnaires watching him, as he had expected.

“What are you looking at, freak?” he challenged, ignoring the woman to deal directly with the monster.

The massive Legionnaire shrugged and turned back to his companion.

“Hey! Don’t look away when I’m talkin’ to you, freak!” Lobo pressed, rising from his seat and approaching the other table. “What are you doin’ in here, anyway? Doesn’t this place have a leash law for pets?”

The woman opened her mouth to respond, but the monster laid a restraining hand on her arm.

“Sorry … not mean to stare,” the monster said haltingly. “My eyes not like yours. Sometimes look like I stare.”

“Hey! He even talks funny!” Lobo said, turning to make his appeal to the bar’s other customers only to find the few occupied tables had been deserted, their occupants seeking quieter surroundings for their drinking.

“Tell you what, babe,” he said, focusing on the smaller Legionnaire. “Why don’t you send this freak back to his kennel and let me buy your next round?”

“I’m happy where I am, thank you,” the woman shot back coldly.

“With him?” Lobo laughed. “You military chicks can’t be that hard up! What you need is a real man.”

“Not talk like that,” the monster rumbled. “Dangerous.”

“Oh yeah?” his tormentor sneered. “You want to try to do somethin’ about it … freak?”

Of course, what the Voltron was referring to was something that Lobo was missing completely, focused as he was on his target. The small waitress who had served him his drink was now marching toward him from behind, still holding her now-empty metal drink tray.

“Come on, freak!” Lobo taunted. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

With that, he leaned forward and slapped the monster playfully on the side of its snout just as the waitress stepped in close behind him, raising her tray.


Chapter Eight

Journal #214

As I have noted, it took a while for my employer to determine that the casino his force was guarding was, indeed, under attack, much less who his adversaries were.

The opposition, on the other hand, as instigators of the attack, had no such difficulty, though they, in turn, were lacking hard information as to the exact nature and temperament of the force arrayed against them.

I find it particularly interesting, however, that some of the main problems encountered by both commanders throughout this campaign came from within, not without.

*    *    *

There was a loud knock along with a muffled call of “Housekeeping,” and Phule opened the door to admit his top sergeant, barely recognizable in her maid’s uniform.

“I can only be here a few minutes, Captain,” she declared hurriedly. “The story is I’m supposed to be checking to be sure the beds were made today, and if I take too long, the rest of the staff will start to wonder.”

“All right, Brandy, I’ll try to keep this brief,” Phule said tersely. “I assume you’ve heard about Super Gnat’s brawl?”

“It’s all over the hotel,” Brandy said, “though from what I hear, it wasn’t much of a fight.”

“Well, have you talked to her about it?”

“Just for a few minutes in passing,” the top sergeant said. “She seems to be all right. Why do you ask?”

“Didn’t you say anything to her about breaking cover?” Phule pressed, ignoring the question.

Brandy shrugged. “Not that I recall.”

Phule started to snap something angrily, then caught himself.

“All right,” he said stiffly. “I want you to get her aside … pin her ears back for me. Understand?”

“No, I don’t, sir,” the top sergeant said, perching on the edge of the room’s dresser in a pose much more in keeping with her old Legion manner. “Just what is it she’s done that’s supposed to be wrong?”

“Are you kidding?” the commander snarled. “She stepped in on a fight and jeopardized her whole cover as a cocktail waitress.”

“I don’t think so, Captain,” Brandy countered. “The way I heard it, she just bopped him with a tray—didn’t use any of the nasty stuff she’s been trained in.”

“The man’s in the clinic with a concussion,” Phule said pointedly.

“So? He got drunk and tried to pick a fight in a bar—and a casino bar at that. I don’t think it’s out of line that he got roughed up a little. You think that real waitresses can’t get mean if you start acting up?”

“Usually they call for security,” the commander argued. “They don’t wade into it themselves when there are two security guards sitting right there.”

“—who couldn’t do anything without it looking like they were overreacting to a minor incident,” Brandy added. “Seriously, Captain, would you really expect the Gnat to stand there looking helpless while someone slapped Tusk-anini around? You know how close they are … and about the Gnat’s temper.”

“I guess it would be too much to hope for.” Phule sighed, deflating slightly. “It just caught me by surprise is all. I hadn’t stopped to think that anything like this might happen.”

“Planned or not, I think it all turned out for the best,” the sergeant said with a smile. “The incident got handled without our uniformed troops raising a hand. Instead of a possible lawsuit, the guy’s going to want to forget about it as soon as possible. There’s no glory in getting taken out by a female half your size, and he’s sure not going to want to publicize it.”

“You’re probably right, Brandy,” the commander said, “but it still worries me. When I sent part of the team under cover, I figured they would be acting as eyes and ears for the company, not as fists. Gathering information is one thing, but if anything goes wrong, if anyone catches on to who they really are, they’re going to be out there alone, without support.”

“Speaking as one of them, Captain,” Brandy drawled, “we figured that danger was a part of the assignment. That’s why you called for volunteers. Besides, nobody joins the Space Legion to be safe.”

“Okay, okay! You’ve made your point,” Phule said, holding up his hands in surrender. “Just”—he glanced away as he searched for the right words—“keep an ear open, will you, Brandy?” The words were so soft they were barely audible. “If you hear of anyone targeting her, don’t wait to check with me or anyone else. Pull her out—quick!”

“Will do, Captain,” the sergeant said, uncoiling from the dresser. “Well, I’ve got to get back to work now.”

She started for the door, then turned back with one hand on the knob.

“And Captain? You might want to try to get a bit more sleep. You look terrible.”

As if in response to her words, Phule’s wrist communicator chimed to life.

“Yes, Mother?” he said, triggering the two-way system.

“Hate to bother you, Fearless Leader,” came Mother’s familiar, jaunty voice, “but we’ve got a situation developing downstairs that I think requires your personal attention.”

“Just a second.”

The commander put his hand over the speaker and shrugged helplessly at Brandy.

“So much for getting some sleep,” he said with a grimace. “Like you said, I’ve got to get back to work. Thanks for the concern, anyway.”

Brandy had concerns of her own as she left Phule’s room. Though the troops were doing their best to screen their commander from minor problems, going to the junior officers or simply dealing with the hassles themselves, the captain was still driving himself far too hard on this assignment. She was just going to have to pass the word for everyone to tighten up a little more—to try to operate as independently as possible without playing “Mother May I?” with their commander.

A small smile crept onto her face.

She wondered what the captain would say if he knew that she and the others on housekeeping were using their passkeys and their training with lockpicks to search the guests’ luggage for any clues of larcenous intent. He said he wanted information, and their standing orders had always been to use whatever was necessary to get the job done!

*    *    *

In the same lounge where the “incident” had taken place, another meeting was going on, though to the casual observer it would appear to be nothing more than a few friends relaxing over drinks. The mood of the gathering, however, was anything but relaxed.

“He’s still a bit groggy,” Stilman was saying, “but he swears he never even saw the guy start to swing. Now, Lobo may not be too quick upstairs, but he’s been in enough fights to know what he’s talking about, and he says this big guard is the fastest guy he’s ever tangled with!”

He glanced fearfully out the open side of the lounge into the casino as if expecting to see the Legionnaire under discussion appear at any moment.

“I don’t know,” he concluded. “Maybe Lobo just picked the wrong guy to lean on. Maybe this alien type has faster reflexes than normal. Maybe … I don’t know.”

“Maybe you just sent the wrong guy on the assignment,”

Laverna said. “Maybe you should have used somebody who could think as well as fight.”

“Hey, stay out of this, Ice,” Stilman snapped, turning his head slightly to glare at her. “You may know numbers, but I’m the expert when it comes to rough stuff. Remember?”

“Are you aware, Mr. Stilman, that though they are very intelligent, Voltrons have slower reflexes than humans?” Maxine said carefully, ignoring the byplay.

“Really?” The big man scowled. “Well, maybe Lobo tied onto one of their athletes or something.”

Maxine sighed heavily. “Tell him, Laverna,” she said.

“Listen up, Stilman,” her companion said with a smirk. “The word we’ve got is that your man didn’t get taken out by the guard. Word is, he got hit from behind by one of the cocktail waitresses.”

“What?” Stilman didn’t even try to hide his astonishment.

Maxine nodded. “That’s right, Mr. Stilman. The account was quite detailed. Apparently she hit him with her tray.” Her eyes took on a hard glitter, as did her voice. “The account also states that Lobo was engaged in hitting the guard at the time. Slapping him, actually.”

Stilman shifted in his seat—a rare movement which betrayed the degree of his discomfort.

“Lobo didn’t say anything about that when I talked to him,” he declared. “I specifically told him not to throw the first punch.”

“Well, I’ll leave that to you,” Maxine said, “though I rather think he’s already paid a high enough price for the fiasco. Speaking of that, did you take care of his bill at the clinic?”

“Yes, I did,” Stilman said hastily, glad to have something positive to report. “I told them to put it on your account.”

“Good.” Maxine nodded. “Incompetent or not, we have to take care of our own. In the meantime …” She let her gaze wander out into the casino. “Let’s move on to the other reason we’re here … why I chose this place for our meeting. I want to get a look at the cocktail waitress who was so effective at dealing with your man.”

“With your handpicked man,” Laverna added pointedly.

Stilman ignored her.

“What does she look like?” he said, sweeping the casino with his own eyes. “Do we have a description?”

“She shouldn’t be too hard to spot,” Laverna said. “She’s supposed to be the smallest person on the staff. Guess she makes up for it by having such fast reflexes.”

“Look, Ice,” Stilman began, but Maxine cut him short with a gesture.

“I’m afraid we’re going to have to postpone our search,” she said, staring at something out in the casino. “I’m afraid we have a bigger problem to deal with.”

“What is it, Maxie?” Laverna said, craning her neck to see.

“The Oriental gentleman at the pai-gow table,” Maxine clarified, not shifting her gaze.

Stilman frowned. “Which one?”

Pai-gow was a form of poker utilizing dominos and dice that originated in Old Earth Japan. While nearly every casino offered it in some form or other, most gamblers descended from Western cultures still found the play too intricate for comfort, so the tables were invariably filled by those who were raised gambling on the game.

“The one on the far end … in the white shirt.”

Stilman followed her eyes. “So?”

“Look at his arms,” Maxine instructed.

The man’s shirt was of very fine cotton, and his arms were clearly visible, though it took a moment to realize that it was his arms one was seeing. Adorning the arms, from shoulder to wrist, were colorful swirls of tattoos so vivid that, to a casual glance, they almost seemed to be a paisley pattern on an undergarment.

Maxine knew that the significance of the decorations was not lost on her companions as they both reacted, Laverna with a low whistle and Stilman with a narrowing of the eyes.

“I think I’d like to speak with that gentleman,” she said. “Could you invite him to join us, Mr. Stilman?”

“What … now? Here?”

“Yes, now. But not here,” Maxine said with a tight little smile. “We’ve taken a suite of rooms here at the Fat Chance. It’s occurred to me that I should be a bit more closely involved in monitoring this project.”

*    *    *

“Please … have a seat,” Maxine said to the slender, youthful Oriental as Stilman ushered him into the suite. “So nice of you to accept my invitation.”

The man’s face was impassive, but there was anger in his voice and movements.

“I wasn’t aware I had a choice,” he said, sinking into the offered chair.

Maxine raised her eyebrows in mock surprise.

“Mr. Stilman,” she said, “didn’t you make it clear that I was extending an invitation to our guest?”

“I asked him nice,” the big man growled. “I didn’t lay a hand on him.”

“Well, no matter,” Maxine said. “As long as you’re here. We were just admiring the tattoos on your arms.”

The man glanced down quickly as if to assure himself that the decorations were still in place.

“I see,” he said.

“They’re very beautiful.” Maxine smiled. “Might I ask the circumstances under which you got them?”

The Oriental rose abruptly to his feet.

“They are a personal matter,” he hissed. “Not to be discussed with strangers.”

“Sit down, sir!”

Maxine’s voice cracked like a whip, and the man responded to the authority in her tone by quickly resuming his seat.

“Let’s cut the crap, shall we?” Maxine purred, leaning forward to cradle her chin in one hand. “Unless I’m mistaken, those tattoos mark you as a member of the Yakuza … something crudely referred to as the Japanese Mafia. If that is correct, I would be most curious as to what you’re doing on Lorelei and why you haven’t been by to pay your respects.”

For a moment, the man’s eyes widened with surprise, then they narrowed warily.

“Forgive me,” he said with careful formality. “But these are things one does not speak of with strangers.”

“I’m sorry,” Maxine said with a smile. “You don’t seem to know who I am. I had assumed Mr. Stilman had informed you before you arrived. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Maxine Pruet, though you may have heard me referred to simply as ‘Max.’”

The man stared at her for a moment, then seemed to remember himself and sprang to his feet.

“I didn’t know. My superior did indeed instruct me to convey his compliments,” he intoned with a stiff bow from the waist. “Forgive me, but I only received my orders recently, and they were very brief and sketchy. I thought … that is, I wasn’t told …”

“—that I was a woman?” Maxine smiled. “I’m not surprised, really. Your organization is even more rooted in old chauvinisms than my own. It stands to reason that if my name came up in conversation, my gender would be tactfully omitted.”

She returned his bow with a slow nod of her head. “And who might you be?”

“I … my name within our organization is Jonesy.”

“Jonesy?” Laverna blurted in surprise from her place in the corner.

The man glanced at her and gave a brief, rueful smile.

“I travel extensively for our organization,” he explained, “and it was thought that the name ‘Jonesy’ would be easier for outsiders to pronounce and remember than the one which was more ethnically correct.”

“An interesting theory,” Maxine observed. “It does, however, bring us back to my original question. What brings you to Lorelei, Mr. Jonesy? Business or pleasure?”

“Please, just ‘Jonesy,’” the man corrected gently. “A little of both, actually. I was originally here for a vacation, but, as I mentioned, I recently received a call from my superior instructing me to investigate certain business opportunities for our organization.”

“And just what might those business opportunities be?” Maxine pressed. “I don’t mean to pry, Mr. … Jonesy, but I would like some reassurance that they aren’t in conflict with our own interests.”

“I …” Jonesy glanced at Stilman, who was standing between him and the door. “I was instructed to investigate the possibility of our organization acquiring full or partial ownership of this casino hotel.”

His words hung in the air like a death sentence.

“I don’t understand,” Maxine said carefully. “There has always been a sort of gentleman’s agreement between our organizations regarding territory. Why are you attempting to move into an area which has always been acknowledged as mine?”

“My superior told me to specifically assure you that we are not moving against you,” the man explained hastily. “We will continue to respect your current holdings, and we will not compete with you for this property.”

“Then what …”

“Please, allow me to explain,” Jonesy said, holding up a hand. “We are, of course, expecting you to attempt to gain control of this casino as you have the others on Lorelei. There has, however, been media coverage of a new security force hired to protect this facility. My superiors are impressed with the reputation of this force and the individual who leads it, and are unsure if your organization is capable of opposing it. I have simply been instructed to observe your efforts. If you are unsuccessful in adding the Fat Chance to your holdings, then my superiors feel they will be free to make an attempt of their own. In such a case, they feel they would not be opposing you in any way, but simply moving on an unclaimed opportunity. I hasten to repeat, however, that this will only be done if, and only if, your own efforts prove fruitless.”

“I didn’t know vultures were Japanese,” Laverna observed dryly.

“That will do, Laverna,” Maxine said primly. “If you would, Jonesy, the next time you speak with your superior, please convey to him my appreciation for his concern and his alertness in spotting an apparent business opportunity, but assure him that I have every confidence in our ability to maintain our unblemished record in this area, Space Legion or no.”

“I will be pleased to do that,” the man said with a shrug, “but words of confidence lose their strength in the face of actual performance.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?” Maxine said. “Please, Jonesy. If you have something to say, just say it plainly. We’re trying to have a meeting here, not write fortune cookies.”

“I believe there was an incident in the bar involving one of your men,” Jonesy said calmly. “At least, we assume he was one of your men, since his medical expenses are being charged to your account. If that is true, then the results of that encounter do little toward justifying the confidence you have in your plan.”

Maxine gave a short bark of laughter.

“Is that what this is all about?” she said, then leaned forward, showing all her teeth. “That was, at best, a diversion, Jonesy. A little something to show young Mr. Rafael that the force he has hired is more than adequate for handling any trouble that might arise. The truth is, we instructed our man to lose—to build the guards’ confidence while providing us with information on their operating methods.”

The man frowned. “I see.”

“Perhaps if I outlined for you what our real plan is, you’d be better able to convince your superiors that their interest is not only premature, it’s pointless.”

*    *    *

Jonesy was humming to himself when he finally returned to his own room, though the tune was none other than the catchy advertising ditty from the Lorelei beacon.

Unlocking the door, he was just reaching for the light switch when a voice greeted him from the darkness.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing, Sushi?”

Startled, Sushi managed to click on the lights, and discovered his company commander sprawled in one of the room’s chairs, squinting against the sudden brightness.

“Good evening, Captain. You gave me a bit of a turn just now. I didn’t expect to see you.”

“I gave you a bit of a turn?” Phule snarled. “You’ve had the whole force in an uproar since you showed up with those tattoos. I had to move fast to keep them from charging to the rescue when that goon picked you up.”

“Really?” Sushi said, raising his eyebrows. “I’ll have to apologize. I didn’t mean to panic everyone.”

“Well, you panicked me!” the commander snapped. “Now, what’s with the tattoos? Why are you posing as a member of the Japanese Mafia?”

“What makes you think it’s a pose, Captain?” the Legionnaire countered blandly. “Our regular uniforms are long-sleeved. Have you ever seen my arms before?”

Phule gaped at him.

“Relax, Willard.” Sushi laughed, resorting to Phule’s civilian name. “You were right the first time. It’s a disguise. I just wanted to pull your leg a little to try to get you to loosen up. You seemed awfully tense.”

“Do you blame me?” the commander said, settling back in his chair with a glower. “All right, I’ll bite. Where did you get the tattoos?”

“As a matter of fact, Lieutenant Rembrandt put them on for me,” Sushi said, holding up his arms to display the decorations. “Aren’t they great? I told her what I wanted in general, but the actual design is hers.”

“Are you saying you cleared this masquerade with Rembrandt?” Phule said, ignoring the display.

“To be honest with you, Captain, I don’t think she realized the significance of what I was asking.” Sushi smiled. “I’ll admit, I wanted it to be a surprise.”

“Oh, it was a surprise, all right,” the commander snorted. “But I’m still waiting for you to tell me why you’re doing this.”

“Isn’t it obvious? You said you wanted to know what was going on here, didn’t you? I simply figured that the best way to get reliable information was to go to the source—to try to infiltrate the opposition. Once I settled on that objective, it became clear to me that the best way to achieve it was to pose as a visiting dignitary from another criminal faction, of which the Yakuza was a natural choice.”

“Did it occur to you that it might be dangerous?” Phule said, his original anger giving way to the concern that spawned it.

“Of course.” Sushi smiled. “Remember what I said when you asked me to go under cover? About being addicted to high-risk games and not being sure I could control myself at the tables? Well, I’ve found the answer. The tables are pretty tame compared to the game I’m playing now. To be honest with you, I’m having more fun than I’ve had in years.”

“Games? Fun?” the commander said, his temper starting to rise again. “Aside from the danger of the locals figuring out your charade, what are you going to do if you run into a member of the real Yakuza? I don’t think they’d take kindly to your trying to pass yourself off as one of their representatives.”

“I think you’re underestimating me, Captain,” the Legionnaire said. “I may refer to it as a game, but as a habitual gambler, I’ve studied the odds very carefully. It’s doubtful it will even occur to the locals that I might be an imposter for the very reason you just mentioned: Who would ever think of posing as a member of the Yakuza? What’s more, it’s extremely doubtful that I’ll run into anyone from that organization, since they’ve been carefully staying away from Lorelei for years.”

“How do you know that?”

“I made a few calls,” Sushi said with a smile. “While my family is quite scrupulous about avoiding criminal enterprise, myself being a notable exception, it nonetheless is aware of the underworld network and maintains several contacts for the sole purpose of information and communication. That raises another point, Captain.”

The Legionnaire dropped his smile.

“I’m not sure how familiar you are with the Yakuza, but it’s not really a single organization. Like its Western counterparts, it’s actually made up of several families who operate under a mutual truce. If I did run into a member, I’d simply claim to be from another family. I’m familiar with the general recognition codes.”

Sushi’s smile started to grow again.

“The interesting thing that occurred to me as I was planning this, Captain, is that it’s almost legitimate. What you’re doing with the company is not that dissimilar from the forming of a Yakuza clan, and on this assignment I am your representative. In fact, if you’ll look closely at my tattoos, you’ll see that Rembrandt has worked our unit’s logo into the pattern several times.”

“Speaking of your tattoos,” Phule said, barely sparing them a glance, “am I correct in assuming that they aren’t permanent? What happens if they start to come off at the wrong time?”

“No chance of that happening.” Sushi grinned. “They don’t come off with water, just alcohol, and Rembrandt says they should last for months. She even gave me a touch-up kit to use just in case.”

“And if someone spills a drink on your arm?” the commander pressed.

The Legionnaire looked startled.

“I … I hadn’t thought of that, Captain. Thanks for the warning. I’ll be extra careful in the future—or maybe just wear regular long-sleeved shirts so they won’t show at all.”

Phule shook his head with a sigh.

“It sounds like you’re set on this plan,” he said. “In any case, it’s too late now for me to try to talk you out of it.”

“Don’t worry, Captain. It’s working like a charm. In fact, I’ve already gotten quite a bit of information for you, like an outline of the opposition’s whole game plan.”

“Really?” Phule was suddenly interested. “Then there is an attempt to take over the casino?”

“There certainly is,” Sushi confirmed. “And the mastermind is a woman named Maxine Pruet.”

If the Legionnaire was hoping for a reaction of surprise, he was to be disappointed.

“… who runs most of the crime here on Lorelei,” the commander said, finishing for him. “Yes, we already know the name. We just weren’t sure she was actually trying to move on us. So she’s the moving force behind Huey Martin, eh? That’s good to know. We weren’t sure if he was part of a whole or just operating independently.”

“You already know about the casino manager?” Sushi said, a trifle crestfallen.

“The man’s crooked as a snake, and so are the dealers he’s hired,” Phule said easily. “We spotted that they were grifting early on, and have just been waiting for the right time to lower the boom. If that’s their big plan, we’ve got it covered.”

“Oh, there’s a lot more to it than that, Captain,” Sushi informed him. “For openers, Max says they’ve gotten into the casino’s computer.”

“What?”

Phule was suddenly bolt upright in his chair.

“And that’s not the worst of it,” the Legionnaire continued. “You know how you were saying that we’re supposed to be keeping organized crime from getting a toehold in the casino ownership? Well, it’s too late. They’ve already got it.”


Chapter Nine

Journal #215

In earlier entries, I have made passing reference to my employer’s temper. While he is as prone as the next person to occasional flares of irritation or annoyance, these pale to insignificance when compared to his real anger.

Anyone who has been the focus of his attention when he is in such a mood usually goes to great lengths to avoid repeating the experience in the future, myself included. Fortunately, he is not normally quick to anger, and peaceful coexistence is not only possible but probable as long as certain topics and situations are avoided.

One situation which is guaranteed to trigger an explosion, however, is (if you’ll pardon the pun) when he feels he’s been made to play the fool.

*    *    *

Gunther Rafael looked up from his work as the door to his office slammed with sufficient force to blow papers off his desk. It didn’t take a genius to tell that the black-clad figure that had just entered was upset.

“Is something wrong, Mr. Phule?”

“Why didn’t you tell me Maxine Pruet was part owner of the Fat Chance?” the Legion commander demanded without preamble, storm clouds billowing on his face.

The youth blinked. “I … I didn’t think it was important. Is it?”

“Not important!” Phule raged. “For God’s sake, she’s the head of the gang that’s trying to take over your operation! The organized crime we’re supposed to be saving you from!”

“She can’t be,” Rafael said, frowning. “She’s one of the most respected businesspeople on Lorelei. In fact, I think she owns some of the casinos here.”

“She has controlling interest in all of them except yours, and she’s working on that right now!”

“But she was the one who—oh my God!”

The stricken look on the youth’s face as full realization dawned on him was sufficient to cool Phule’s anger somewhat.

“Look, Gunther,” he said levelly, “why don’t you tell me exactly what happened?”

“There’s not much to tell,” Rafael stammered, still shaken. “She gave me a loan for my remodeling—even suggested it, in fact. She paid me a social call to welcome me as the new owner and seemed quite open in her admiration of the facility, though she did suggest it could use some renovation.”

“And when you said you didn’t think you could afford it, she offered to lend you the money,” the Legionnaire supplied.

“That’s right,” Rafael said. “She said she was looking for a short-term investment to hide some money from the tax men. It seemed like a good deal at the time. She even offered an interest rate below what the bank would charge me.”

“She did, did she?” Phule scowled. “What were the other terms of the loan? All the terms?”

“Well, I can’t remember them all, but I have my copy of the contract right here,” the youth said, quickly rummaging through one of the desk’s file drawers. “Basically, she gave me the money against twenty-five percent of the Fat Chance. When I pay it off, her share drops to five percent, as a permanent interest.”

“Twenty-five percent?” Phule echoed. “That doesn’t sound right. From what I hear, she usually goes for controlling interest. Let me see that contract.”

“I still don’t see how it can …” Rafael began, but Phule cut him short.

“Here it is!” he declared, pointing to a spot in the document’s depths. “The ‘Late Payment’ section. According to this, if you fail to pay the loan off on time, you not only forfeit the right to buy back her shares, but she gets additional points of the enterprise up to—”

“Forty-nine percent,” the youth supplied. “I know. But even then it’s not controlling interest. I don’t know what you’re worried about, though. The loan isn’t due until a week after our grand opening, and that alone should generate enough money to pay her off.”

“Assuming there are no problems with the opening,” Phule growled, continuing to scan the document. “The trouble there is your casino manager’s on Maxine’s payroll, and he’s been staffing your tables with crooked dealers. I’m willing to bet that when you open your doors, they won’t be working to rake money in for the house—they’ll be passing it out!”

Gunther blinked. “Huey’s part of this?”

“That’s right. Where did you find him, anyway?”

“Well, Maxine recommended … Oh!”

“I see,” the Legionnaire said, shaking his head. “It all starts to fit together. And what kind of a deal do you have with him?”

“He actually is working fairly cheap,” the youth protested. “Barely minimum wage and—oh my God!”

“Don’t tell me, let me guess.” Phule sighed. “A salary and two percent of the Fat Chance. Right?”

Gunther nodded dumbly. “Maxine negotiated the deal for me.”

“I figured as much,” the commander said, tossing the contract back onto Rafael’s desk. “That’s where she’ll get the missing two percent to give her controlling interest. Huey will side with her on every vote … if she hasn’t had him sign it over completely.”

The youth leaned back in his chair, shaking his head.

“I still can’t believe it,” he said. “Maxine. She’s been like a mother to me.”

“Believe it,” Phule said grimly. “Your ‘mother’ has tied an anchor around your neck and is about to push you off the end of the pier. I suggest you start learning how to swim.”

“But how?” Gunther said, almost as a plea. “If you’re right, and she’s sabotaged the tables, there’s no way I can make enough to pay off the loan.”

“Don’t worry about the tables,” the commander said. “We happen to have an honest set of dealers standing by … and a new casino manager. It’ll cost, but we can probably clean house in time to save the casino. I think you’ll agree that the time to strike is just before your grand opening. That way, we minimize the chance of Maxine’s switching to an alternate plan.”

“You mean we can beat her? You’ve solved the problem?”

“Not so fast,” Phule said, holding up a hand. “We have other worries besides the tables. When was the last time you had your computer programs checked and audited?”

“The computer?” Rafael frowned. “It was checked just before you arrived. Why?”

“We’ve gotten word that part of Maxine’s plan is to fiddle with your computer,” the Legionnaire said. “Who cleared the computer?”

“There’s an outfit here on Lorelei that specifically checks the casino computers,” Gunther said. “They’re completely reliable and bonded. In fact, Huey said—”

“Huey?” Phule interrupted.

“That’s right!” the youth gasped. “Huey was the one who recommended them. If he’s working against us …”

“Then odds are your computer is now a time bomb,” the commander finished grimly. “All right, let’s take it from there. What all does your computer control?”

“The whole complex is hooked into it. The hotel … even the theater’s lights for our entertainment specials.”

“Does the casino hook into it for anything?”

“No, I don’t—yes! The computer controls the video slot machines!”

“All of them?” Phule scowled. “Including the ones with the progressive multimillion jackpots?”

The casino owner could only nod.

“That could be disastrous,” the Legionnaire said. “What happens if we pull the plug on them? Just shut down the slots until this whole thing is over?”

Gunther shook his head. “We can’t do that. The slots are one of the biggest draws we have—any casino has—not to mention the most profitable. If we shut off the slots, we can kiss the whole opening goodbye.”

Phule sighed. “Then we’ll just have to get the programs fixed.” And that means … Damn, I hate to do that!”

“Do what?” the casino owner said.

“What? Oh … sorry. It means doing something I really don’t like to do: ask a favor of my father!”

*    *    *

One of the Old Earth authors, Hemingway, I believe, is attributed with the observation, “Rich people are just like anyone else … only richer.”

During my association with my employer, I have grown to appreciate the truth of these words more and more. The truly rich are different, in that in times of crisis, they reflexively use money and power on a scale so alien to the average person that they almost seem to be of another species. (It should be noted here that I still consider myself to be an “average person.” Though it has been mentioned that I’m comfortably well-off financially, that condition is relatively recent, and I therefore lack the abovementioned reflexes of the truly rich. That mental state requires a lifetime, if not generations, of conditioning.)

Where they are like everyone else is in the problems they encounter … for example, in dealing with their parents …

*    *    *

“Hello … Dad? It’s me. Willard … your son.”

The Legionnaire commander had retreated to the relative privacy of his own room for this call, choosing not to communicate with his father from Gunther’s office. This, in itself, was an indication of his uncertainty of how the conversation would go.

“I know,” the holo projection in the room said gruffly. “Nobody else has the clout to pull me out of a negotiation meeting.”

Seated in a corner, safely out of the camera’s view, Beeker took advantage of the rare chance to compare the two men side by side.

If anything, Victor Phule looked more like a military commander than his son did—or the majority of active military officers, for that matter. His manner and bearing displayed what his heir potentially might achieve in maturity. Where his son was slender, the elder Phule had the lean, fit look of a timber wolf. His features had the sharp, angular planes of a granite cliff, whereas his son’s face still showed the softness of youth. In fact, the only visible clue as to his age was the white hair at his temples, but even that seemed a testimony of his strength rather than a hint of senility. All in all, anyone seeing Victor Phule would arrive at the conclusion, not incorrectly, that this was not a man to be trifled with, particularly if he was annoyed, as he seemed to be now.

“Well, you’ve got me,” the image growled. “What’s the problem this time?”

“Problem?” the commander said. “What makes you think there’s a problem, sir?”

“Maybe because the only time you call me is when you’re in some kind of a scrape,” his father pointed out. “It wouldn’t kill you to write once in a while, you know.”

“As I recall,” the commander said testily, “the last time I called you I was on that weapons deal with the Zenobians. That didn’t turn out too bad for you, did it? An exclusive on a new weapons design in exchange for some worthless swampland?”

“A deal you closed before you had the swampland under contract, as I recall,” the elder Phule defended. “I’ll concede the point, though. Sorry if I’m a bit touchy. This meeting is a lot rougher than I thought it would be, and it’s getting under my skin. The irritating part is that what I’m offering is better than what they’re asking for, but they won’t budge. It’s tempting to just let them have their way, but you know what will happen down the road if I do.”

“They’ll claim you set them up,” the younger Phule supplied. “Gee, that’s tough, Dad.”

“Whatever,” Victor Phule said. “That’s my problem, and I shouldn’t let it interfere with us. So why did you call?”

From Beeker’s vantage point, he could see his employer wince just a bit before answering as he realized he had inadvertently painted himself into a corner.

“I’ll keep this short, realizing you’re in the middle of a meeting,” the commander said. “Basically, Dad, I need to borrow your Bug Squad. Rent them, actually.”

It is to the elder Phule’s credit that he did not indulge in any “I told you sos” at his son’s expense, but instead simply addressed the problem at hand.

“My what?” he said, scowling.

“The Bug Squad,” the Legionnaire persisted. “At least, that’s what you used to call them. You know, Albert’s crew—the computer auditors.”

“Oh. Them.” Victor Phule nodded. “Sorry, son. I can’t help you there.”

“Come on, Dad,” the commander said. “You know I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t really need them. Neither of us has time to play games on the price. I’ll go two points on our next deal, but beyond that …”

“Whoa! Hold it, Willie,” the elder Phule said, holding up a restraining hand. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t help you. I said I couldn’t! Albert and his team don’t work for me anymore. They split off and formed their own company. Now I have to contract them myself for any work I need.”

“I see,” the Legionnaire said thoughtfully. “Tell me, was the parting amicable?”

“What do you mean?”

“Are you and Albert still on good terms, or is he going to dig in his heels if anyone mentions the name Phule to him?” the commander clarified. “It sounds like I’m going to have to approach him on my own, and I’m trying to figure out if I’ll have to go through an intermediary or not.”

“Oh, there were no hard feelings involved—at least, not from his side,” Victor Phule said. “He’s not an easy man to deal with, though. He doesn’t even give me a discount for his services, even after I footed the bill while he recruited and trained the team he’s running.”

“Well, you didn’t hire him for his personality,” the Legionnaire responded with a chuckle. “And weren’t you the one who always told me that loyalty had to be earned, not hired?”

“Don’t start using quotes on me unless you want to soak up a few in return,” the elder Phule warned dryly. “Now, are there any other nonproblems I can help you with? Like I said, I’m in the middle of a meeting.”

“No, that covers it. If you can just tell me how to get through to Albert, I’ll get out of your hair.”

“Stay on the line and my secretary will give you that info,” the elder Phule instructed. “I’ve got to run, myself. You know how your grandmother is if you keep her waiting too long.”

“Grams?” The Legionnaire blinked. “Is that who you’re meeting with?”

Phule grimaced. “That’s right. And she’s in one of her ‘holy crusade’ moods, and you know what that means.”

The commander gave an exaggerated shudder in response.

“Well, good luck, Dad,” he said. “No offense, but it sounds like you’re going to need it. Say hello for me, if you think it will help.”

“And listen to her run on about you and your Boy Scout troop again?” the elder Phule said. “Thanks, but no thanks. Got to go now … My best to Beeker.”

*    *    *

“So that’s it in a nutshell, Albert,” Phule concluded. “Can you help me?”

The holo-image of the computer specialist nodded slowly. It had the pale, unripened complexion of someone who habitually uses a cathode-ray tube for a sunlamp.

“I’ll have to pull a couple people off other things, but yes, I think we can handle it.”

“Good,” the commander said. “How soon can we look for you?”

“I’ll have to check the flight schedules, but I imagine we can be there in a couple of weeks. It’s not that far from where we are now.”

“Not fast enough,” Phule said, shaking his head. “We’ve got to have things fixed before the grand opening, and that’s in a week. Charter a ship if you have to, but—”

“Impossible,” Albert interrupted, shaking his head. “We might be able to get there in a week, but to diagnose any program problems, much less fix them, simply can’t be done in that time frame.”

“Double your fee,” the commander said flatly.

“But then again,” the analyst said, without blinking an eye, “if you can download the programs to us so we can be going over them in flight, all we’ll have to do on-site is load the revisions. It’ll be tight, but I guess we can manage.”

“Right.” Phule nodded. “A pleasure doing business with you, Albert.”

He broke the connection with a sigh.

“Well, at least that’s taken care of.”

“If you say so, sir.”

The commander cocked an eyebrow at his butler.

“I know that tone of voice, Beek,” he said. “What’s the problem?”

“If I might ask a question, sir?”

“You mean why don’t I just loan Rafael the money to pay off Maxine?” The commander shook his head. “Aside from the ethical question involved with buying our way out of a problem this big, there’s the matter of sheer logistics. The kind of money we’d need I don’t have in ready cash. It would mean having to liquidate some of my long-term assets, which I don’t want to do, and even if I did, it would take more time than we have. Max wants the casino, and she’s not about to let Rafael off the hook for anything less than cash on the barrelhead.”

“I understand, sir,” Beeker said. “However, if I may, that wasn’t my question.”

“Oh?”

“If I heard correctly, you were instructing Albert and his … Bug Squad … to focus their attention primarily on detecting and correcting any computer programming inconsistencies applying to the video slots in the casino. Is that correct?”

“That’s our biggest vulnerability. Yes.”

“Well, I can’t help but wonder, sir, if it’s wise to completely ignore the other areas which might be affected by computer tampering. It’s been my experience that the people who program computers are very much like the machines themselves when it comes to dealing with users. They do specifically what they’re instructed to—usually—but seldom anything else. That is, I doubt they will address any of the other problem areas under their current instructions.”

“C’mon, Beek,” Phule protested. “You heard him. They’re going to be hard-pressed to fix the slots in the time frame we’ve got. Any other assignments will only slow things up.”

“Then you may have to consider alternative solutions to the other problem areas … sir,” the butler said blandly.

“But they’re only …” The commander caught himself and stopped, rubbing one hand across his eyes. “Okay, Beeker. Out with it. Which areas other than the slots are you worried about?”

“Well, sir, if I understand the situation, the computer also controls the lights and sound system for the showroom stage.”

“That’s right. So?”

“I believe, sir, that the showroom and its featured entertainers are one of the primary draws the casino uses to attract its clientele. In short, if there’s no show, there may not be many people attending the opening to play the slots, making the question of the slots program relatively irrelevant.”

“I see,” Phule said. “Then we—”

“What’s more,” the butler said as if he hadn’t been interrupted, “I believe that Mr. Gunther has booked Dee Dee Watkins for the opening, and—”

“Who?”

Beeker rolled his eyes in not-so-mock exasperation.

“Really, sir,” he said. “You really should read more than the financial pages once in a while. Dee Dee Watkins has been a rising holo star for several years now, and she’s just put together a nightclub act tour, which is supposed to premiere at the grand opening.”

“Oh.”

“Not quite yet, sir,” the butler corrected. “You see, while I have not had the privilege of reviewing Ms. Watkins’s contract personally, my recent experience with Lieutenant Rembrandt while hiring our own actors leads me to believe that a performer of her standing will have a clause in her bookings requiring that she be paid in full even if she does not perform, providing the reason for her performance is a failure on the part of the booking party to supply stage equipment of at least minimal professional standards—which I would assume includes lights and a functioning sound system. I would further assume that her fees for performing, while, perhaps, not of the same magnitude as the potential losses from multiple jackpots at the video slots, are, nonetheless, substantial—and I know how you dislike paying people not to perform their contracted services.”

He paused, then nodded at his employer.

“Now, sir.”

“Oh,” Phule responded dutifully.

Silence hung in the air as Beeker waited respectfully for his employer to digest this information.

At last, Phule let out a sigh.

“Okay,” he said. “I can see where that will have to be addressed. Any other jewels of insight?”

The question was meant facetiously, but that was always a danger in the company Phule kept.

“As a matter of fact, sir,” Beeker said, “it occurs to me that you might also want to arrange for some sort of audit or backup system for the front desk of the hotel.”

“The front desk?”

“I believe the computer is utilized rather heavily for both the reservations and the billings for the hotel, and aside from the annoyance of double bookings, there is a long-standing law that in such an event, the hotel is responsible for finding the extra guests equivalent lodging and absorbing the cost.”

“And there are a lot of tour groups who are supposed to have reservations for the opening,” Phule finished grimly.

The commander produced his Port-A-Brain minicomputer from his pocket and pulled up a chair next to the room’s holophone.

“Get on the horn and order us some coffee,” he said. “We’ve got a lot of work to do. And Beek?”

“Yes, sir?”

“I don’t want to hear any grumbling about my not getting enough sleep. Not for a while, at least.”

*    *    *

That Lawrence Bombest was surprised to receive a holo call from Willard Phule was an understatement. While he had formed a grudging respect for the job Phule had done in upgrading the attitudes of his down-at-the-heels Space Legion company while they were temporarily housed at the Plaza, Bombest would not in his wildest dreams fantasize that the two of them were at all close.

In his position of manager of the Plaza Hotel, one of the oldest, most respected on Haskin’s Planet, it had been his duty to act as guardian of those stately facilities, and while the Legionnaires had turned out to be much better behaved than he had originally feared, more often than not it had placed himself and their commander in adversarial roles. As surprised as he was at the mere existence of the call, however, he was dumbfounded at its content.

“I know we’re both busy, Bombest,” the ghostly holo-image said, “so I’ll cut right to the chase. Would you be willing to take a brief sabbatical from the Plaza to manage a hotel here on Lorelei? Say, for about a month?”

“I … I’d have to think about it, Mr. Phule,” the manager stammered, caught totally unprepared by the question.

“Unfortunately, we don’t have a lot of time,” the image said, shaking its head. “Yes or no?”

“In that case, I’m afraid the answer would have to be no,” Bombest said. “If nothing else, my commitment here would forbid it. I’d have to apply for the necessary leave time, and arrange for a replacement …”

“I’m afraid you’re underestimating me again, Bombest,” Phule broke in. “That’s already been handled. I cleared it with Reggie Page … you remember the name? The CEO of the Webber Combine that owns the chain? Anyway, I’ve explained the situation to him, and he’s agreed to give you the time off, with pay, of course, and to arrange for a replacement until you return. By the way, I hope it goes without saying that you’ll be generously compensated for your work here, as well as having an expense account, so that your combined income for the period will be substantial.”

“So this was all done in advance?” Bombest said.

“There was no point in asking you if you weren’t going to be available,” the image said, “and, no offense, Bombest, I figured I had a better chance of getting through to Reggie and getting a timely answer than you did. Anyway, the question isn’t whether or not you can do it, it’s whether you will do it. You’re the only one who can answer that.”

“I see. If you don’t mind my asking, Mr. Phule, why me? Forgive me, but I was under the impression that we didn’t particularly get along while you were staying here.”

“Oh, I don’t pretend that I like you, Bombest,” Phule said with a tight smile, “and I don’t expect that you particularly care for me as a person. Our styles are far too different for us to ever be ‘good buddies.’ You are, however, the best I’ve seen at what you do, which is handling problems at a hotel, and I happen to be in a jam right now where I need that talent. The question isn’t if we are or will be friends, but if you’re willing to work with me.”

Bombest pursed his lips. “I don’t suppose you’ve checked the availability of flights from Haskin’s to Lorelei, along with your other inquiries?”

“Actually, I’ve gone a bit further than that,” the image responded. “When—excuse me, if—you’re ready to go, you’ll find the governor’s military ship standing by at the spaceport to bring you directly here. As I said, we’re on a tight timetable.”

This bit of information spoke volumes to Bombest. While there had been no love lost between himself and Phule, their relationship was positively rosy if compared to the Legionnaire commander’s interaction with the military governor of the planet. While details of those encounters were never made public, it was no secret that they fought like cats and dogs whenever their paths crossed. The fact that Phule would approach the governor for the use of the official space launch, not to mention what he must have had to commit to obtain it, was a tribute to how badly the commander wanted Bombest’s services. Much more so than a casual call to Reggie Page.

“Very well, Mr. Phule,” the manager said, making up his mind. “I’ll do it. There are a few matters I have to clear up before I go, but they shouldn’t take more than an hour or two. Then I’ll be on my way.”

The image smiled. “Excellent. Welcome aboard, Bombest. I’ll be looking forward to seeing you.”

After the connection was broken, Bombest had a few moments to reflect on the call, which had just turned his immediate future topsy-turvy.

To his surprise, he realized that the money being offered had not been the major factor in his decision, though it had paved the way. The real deciding point was that he had been flattered at the lengths to which the Legionnaire commander had gone to obtain his services. For someone of Willard Phule’s stature and experience to say you were the best he knew at what you did and that he needed you was enough to make you move heaven and earth to prove his opinion of you justified.

For the first time, Bombest began to understand exactly how it was that Phule was able to get zealous loyalty where others were hard-pressed to get obedience.


Chapter Ten

Journal #227

To say the final days before the casino’s grand opening were a study in freneticism would be like saying Genghis Khan dabbled in real estate.

There were myriad details to be handled, and my employer, with his customary tendency to position himself in the heart of things, managed to involve himself with most of them.

Of course, they all had to be dealt with immediately.

*    *    *

“I was told I could find Captain Jester here?”

“He here … but in meeting. Not to be disturbed.”

“We’ll see about that!”

The verbal exchange was conducted at sufficient volume that it penetrated the room’s door, and the Legionnaires assembled had ample forewarning of the interruption even before the door opened.

Tusk-anini had specifically been chosen to stand guard on the meeting, as his sheer presence was enough to intimidate most would-be intruders. Unfortunately, intimidation alone was not enough to deter the petite bundle of energy which now burst through the door. Though dressed casually in jeans and a sweater, she carried herself as regally as a queen—or, to be more accurate, a spoiled princess throwing a snit fit. The sight of a dozen black-clad Legionnaires sprawled about the room, staring at her like a pack of panthers, was, however, sufficiently unnerving to at least bring the young lady to a halt.

“Captain Jester?” she said hesitantly.

“Yes?”

The commander rose lazily to his feet from his seat on the sofa.

“I need to talk to you right now. I was told—”

“Excuse me,” Phule said, holding up a restraining hand with a smile. “Now that you know who I am, may I ask who you are?”

Though they eventually grow to dislike the intrusions on their privacy by droves of nameless admirers, big-name entertainers nonetheless depend on public recognition for their livelihood. It is therefore more than a little jarring to them to be confronted by someone who is not only unimpressed by but unaware of their identity.

“Tough house,” the intruder muttered, almost to herself. “All right, Captain. We’ll play it your way. I’m Dee Dee Watkins, the featured attraction for the casino’s grand-opening show.”

“Got it,” Phule said with a curt nod. “Forgive me for not recognizing you, Ms. Watkins. Though I’m familiar with the name, I rarely have time to watch the holos, and am woefully ignorant when it comes to the various entertainers, much less their current positions in the pecking order. Now then, what can I do to help you?”

“I was just checking on the showroom’s availability for rehearsals and was told that I was going to be working with a live stage crew instead of a computerized setup—by your orders.”

“That’s correct,” the commander said. “Is there a problem with that?”

“Aside from the fact that a live crew never handles their cues the same way twice, not at all,” the singer said sarcastically. “Look, Captain. It’s been a long time since I worked in front of an audience. I’m going to have my hands full remembering my own cues without wondering whether or not the follow spot is going to be on me or on the piano when it comes up.”

“I guess my information was incorrect,” Phule said. “I was told that you would prefer to work with a live crew, provided they were competent, of course.”

“Oh?” Dee Dee frowned. “Who told you that?”

“I’m afraid I did, love.”

She turned toward the speaker, then did a visible double take.

“Lex? My God, is that you? I didn’t recognize you in that getup. Did you enlist or something?”

The actor shot a quick glance at Phule before answering.

“Just a temporary arrangement, I assure you,” he said with a smile too easy to be genuine. “As far as the stage crew goes, would it help at all if I gave you my personal reassurance that things will be handled properly?”

“You’re working crew?” Dee Dee said incredulously.

Lex’s smile tightened slightly.

“I’m managing the crew,” he corrected, “but I’ve worked with them long enough that I feel confident they can handle it.”

“I didn’t know you knew anything about the techie side of theater.”

“I’ve worked a few summer-stock tours,” the actor said with a shrug. “In that situation, you do a bit of everything. One week you’re playing the lead, the next week you’re working lights—”

“Sorry to interrupt this reunion,” the commander broke in, “but there are still a lot of things we have to cover in our meeting. If there are no further questions, Ms. Watkins?”

“Can I be excused from the rest of the meeting, Captain?” Lex said. “We’ve already covered the stuff that concerns me, and there are a few things I’d like to go over with Dee Dee while she’s free …”

“Go on ahead,” Phule said, sinking onto the sofa once more. “But report back to me when you’re finished. I want to be sure to be kept apprised of any modifications in your original plan.”

The actor nodded his agreement and left, relishing the envious looks he gathered from the other men in the room.

“Sorry for the interruption,” Phule said, as if he were responsible for the disruption caused by the singer. “Now then … back to business. I want you to pass the word through the company that I’m going to need the services of a forger. I repeat, a forger, not a counterfeiter …”

*    *    *

“Excuse me … Mr. Beeker … sir?”

Reluctant to let anything intrude on his rare off-duty time, the butler nonetheless paused at the hail to find Bombest hastily emerging from behind the front desk.

“It’s simply ‘Beeker,’ sir,” he said.

“Yes, of course,” the manager replied absently. “I was wondering if I might speak with you for a moment?”

“In regards to what, sir?”

“Well”—Bombest glanced around as if he were afraid of eavesdroppers—“I’ve been going over the reservations—manually, as Mr. Phule suggested—and I’m afraid we’re going to need an extra hundred rooms for the opening.”

“Why?”

The manager shrugged. “I can only assume computer error. Most of the reservations were entered correctly, but they don’t seem to appear on any—”

“I meant, why are you bringing this to my attention … sir?” Beeker said. “I have no authority in these matters. Surely you were provided with a procedure by which you could report any irregularities through normal channels.”

“I was,” the manager admitted, “but … well, frankly I’ve been reluctant to speak with Mr. Phule directly. He seems quite preoccupied with the arrangements for the opening, and I hate to interrupt him unless it’s important.”

“I’m sure he would feel it was important enough to warrant interruption,” the butler said. “After all, he felt it was important enough to import you specifically for the task, didn’t he?”

“I … I guess so,” Bombest said hesitantly. “I’ve barely spoken with him since my arrival, though. I didn’t expect a brass band, mind you, but my lack of contact has left me feeling that there are higher priorities than my work occupying his mind.”

“More likely it’s a tribute to his confidence in you, Mr. Bombest,” Beeker said easily, long accustomed to soothing the ruffled feathers and bruised feelings which invariably followed in his employer’s wake. “He doubtless feels that you are able to carry out your duties with minimal guidance or input from him.”

The manager’s posture, never sloppy, improved noticeably at these words.

“I never thought of it that way,” he said.

“If, however, you still feel uncomfortable dealing directly with my employer,” the butler continued smoothly, “might I suggest you speak with one of his officers? Lieutenant Armstrong or Lieutenant Rembrandt? I notice you’re wearing one of the company’s wrist communicators. I’m sure Mother will be able to put you in touch with them or relay your message if they’re unavailable.”

Bombest glanced at the communicator on his wrist as if seeing it for the first time, then grimaced slightly.

“I suppose that’s the only way to handle it,” he said. “You know, Beeker, this is part of the problem.” He tapped the communicator with his forefinger. “When Mr. Phule contacted me for this job, I was prepared to work as a hotel manager, but at times I feel more like a secret agent. Between the wrist radios and the intrigue—undercover people I’m not supposed to admit knowing, not saying anything to the casino manager—I keep feeling I’ve gotten in over my head … in something I’d normally avoid like the plague.”

Beeker allowed himself a small smile.

“If it’s any comfort to you, sir, that feeling is not at all uncommon among those employed by Mr. Phule. He has a tendency to get carried away with things, and has the charisma to carry others right along with him. I’m sure you’ll do fine once the initial shock has worn off.”

“How do you do it?”

“Sir?”

“You’re a fairly ordinary guy, not at all like Mr. Phule or the uniformed fanatics he’s associating with. How do you do your job?”

“Very well, sir.”

“Excuse me?”

The butler shook his head. “Forgive me. It was my effort at a small joke—something a magician once told me when I asked how he did a particular trick, or ‘effect,’ as he called it.”

The manager blinked, then flashed a brief smile. “Oh. Yes. I see. Very funny.”

“As to your question,” Beeker continued, “I imagine that my position is not unlike your own, in that since it is not high-profile, headline-quality work, people tend to assume that it’s easy. The truth is that our work is extremely difficult. A special type of individual is required to merely survive, much less thrive, on the stressful decisions we must make daily. One must strike a balance between boldness and caution, theatrics and sincerity, all the while maintaining the open-mindedness and creativity necessary to deal with unforeseen situations. As you know, Mr. Bombest, there are no instruction manuals or college curriculums offered for our type of work. We each have to write our own book of rules from our personal experiences, then stand ready to break those rules should circumstances require it.”

“You’re right, Beeker,” the manager said thoughtfully. “I guess I’ve known that all along, though not in those precise words. I just forget from time to time. Thanks for reminding me.”

He thrust out his hand, and, after the briefest of pauses, the butler accepted it with a firm handshake.

*    *    *

Beeker reflected on his conversation with the hotel manager as he wandered into one of the casino’s coffee shops.

It was occasionally difficult to recall, working as closely with his employer as he did, how intimidating most people found the name, much less the presence, of Willard Phule. A special effort had to be made to put such people at their ease before they could function at peak efficiency, and Bombest was a typical example.

Fortunately, Phule had a simple formula for dealing with such situations. He sincerely believed that each person was special, though more often than not they were inclined to overlook their own assets. All he had to do was to point out what to him was obvious and express his appreciation, and the individual would respond with puppylike enthusiasm.

The butler helped himself to a cup of coffee, waving at the waitress, who returned his gesture with a smile. He was known here, and by now it was common knowledge among the help that serving himself would not be deducted from his tip.

It had been no major feat for Beeker to provide the necessary strokes for the hotel manager. Though he didn’t completely embrace his employer’s philosophy about the value of each individual, he was familiar enough with it and had witnessed its application often enough that he could easily play the part when it was necessary. What concerned him at the moment was that it should not have been necessary.

Phule was driving himself hard on this assignment, even harder than was normal. While Beeker had long since resigned himself to his employer’s obsessive nature, he found this new pattern disturbing. Lack of sleep was making Phule irritable, particularly when reminded of some minor task or decision he had let slide in the midst of his frenzied, scattered schedule. While it might not be noticeable to the casual observer, it was apparent to those who worked with him normally. From what Beeker had heard and overheard, there was a growing tendency among Phule’s subordinates to act independently rather than “bothering the captain with minor stuff.” Even worse, they were then failing to notify him or deliberately withholding information regarding their activities.

While the butler would not directly betray a confidence or attempt to force advice on his employer, he was aware that if the situation got much worse, he would have to act within his powers to intervene.

Glancing around the coffee shop, Beeker noted with some satisfaction the absence of black uniforms. While he was always ready to listen to the Legionnaires’ problems and complaints with a sympathetic ear, he also relished the occasional quiet moment to himself.

He was about to select a booth by himself when a lone figure at a back table caught his eye and he changed his course in that direction.

“Good morning,” he said warmly, pulling out a chair for himself. “Mind if I join you?”

Dark eyes rose from the book they had been reading and stared coldly at him from a chiseled ebony face.

“Excuse me? Do you know me?”

The chill in the voice surpassed that in the look, presupposing the answer for the question even as it was being asked.

“Only by reputation,” the butler said, easing into the chair. “I simply thought I’d take this opportunity to meet you in person. Unless I’m mistaken, you’re Laverna, currently in the employment of Maxine Pruet.”

The slender woman leaned back in her chair, crossing her ankles and folding her arms across her chest.

“And who does that make you?”

“Ah. Apparently I lack your notoriety.” The butler smiled, unruffled by Laverna’s closed body language or the implied challenge in her voice. “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Beeker. I am employed by Willard Phule—or Captain Jester, if you prefer—in a capacity not unlike your own, though I imagine with substantially less input in financial matters.”

“You’re what?”

“I’m his butler,” Beeker said. “I buttle.”

The temperature at the table dropped even further.

“So you’re going to sit here at my table and try to pump me for information about Mrs. Pruet?” Her tone made it a statement rather than a question. “Look, Mr. Beeker, I don’t get much time to myself, and this is it. I don’t want to waste it playing twenty questions with some fool … or his butler.”

Beeker stared at her levelly for a moment, then stood up, gathering his coffee as he did.

“Forgive me for intruding on your privacy, Ms. Laverna,” he said. “It seems I was mistaken.”

“Don’t go away mad,” Laverna said with a sneer, and reached for her book once more.

“Not mad. Simply annoyed,” the butler corrected. “More with myself than with you.”

“How’s that?”

“I pride myself in my judgment of people, Ms. Laverna,” Beeker explained. “In fact, my effectiveness depends on it. I therefore find it annoying when it turns out I misjudged someone, particularly in a case of overestimation.”

“Mr. Beeker, I’ve been awake nearly thirty hours running now,” Laverna said. “If you’ve got something to say to me, you’ll have to say it straight out—and in plain words. I’m not tracking things too well.”

The butler paused, then drew a deep, ragged breath.

“Forgive me,” he said. “I’m rather tired myself. All I meant was, I had assumed that from what I had heard and considering your position, you would be a highly intelligent person—intelligent enough to realize that I would not expect you to divulge any information about your employer any more than I would volunteer information about mine. People in our position don’t last long if they are careless with confidences. The trust required has to be earned and maintained, so when dealing with someone of a similar standing to my own, I assumed trustworthiness and expected it would be assumed in return.”

Laverna weighed his words in silence for a few moments.

“So why did you come over, then?” she said finally.

Beeker gave a rueful smile.

“Strange as it may seem, considering the constant demands on our time, I was feeling lonely and thought perhaps you felt the same. In our positions as aides-de-camp to rather strong-willed people, it occurred to me that we probably have more in common with each other than we do with our respective employers.”

A sudden smile split Laverna’s face, uncharacteristic to anyone who knew her.

“Sit down, Mr. Beeker,” she said, pulling out the chair next to her. “We may have things to talk about, after all. Nonspecific things, of course.”

“Of course,” the butler said, accepting the offered seat. “And it’s ‘Beeker’ … not ‘Mr. Beeker.’”

*    *    *

My first conversation with Laverna was pleasant, though tinged with irony.

I, of course, said nothing to indicate that my employer was aware of her employer’s planned computerized assault on the casino, nor gave any hint that Albert and his Bug Squad were working frantically to counter it even as we spoke.

She, in turn, never let it slip that there was a disruptive incident in progress … again, even as we spoke.

It was expected that Maxine would order a certain number of diversionary incidents during this period. If nothing else, they served, or so she thought, to draw my employer’s attention away from her real attack as well as convince him he had the situation well in hand. In turn, to convince her that her strategy was working, my employer and his force were required to play along with each scenario as it unfolded.

It is worth noting, however, for both the casual reader and the student of military behavior, that however minor or token a diversion might be, for the direct participants, the action is very real.

*    *    *

“You’d think they’d have caught on by now,” Kong King said, glancing at the door next to the loading dock as the electric delivery van pulled away. “That’s the third shipment we’ve turned away.”

“They’ll figure it out soon enough.” Stilman didn’t even turn his head. “Restaurants need fresh food to operate. You’re sure you’ve got your orders straight?”

Kong knew his orders, as did his four confederates. They had heard them often enough: no fewer than a dozen times even before they took up their station at the casino’s delivery entrance. If anything, it was a bit insulting that the headman felt it was necessary to repeat things to them so often. He kept his annoyance to himself, however. He had worked with Stilman several times before and knew the ex-astroball player wasn’t someone you mouthed off to.

“We go through the motions of shutting down deliveries to the kitchen until a security guard shows up,” he said as if for the first time. “Then we let him run us off. No rough stuff beyond harsh words and maybe a little shoving.”

“That’s right,” Stilman said with a minute nod. “Remember. No rough stuff.”

“These security guards … all they have is tranquilizer darts in their guns. Right?”

Stilman turned slowly until he was facing the thug who raised the question.

“That’s what I told you,” he said. “Do you have a problem with that?”

Normally the man would have been cowed by this direct attention, but instead he simply shrugged his shoulders and looked away.

“I just want to be sure this ‘no rough stuff’ rule works both ways,” the thug grumbled. “I don’t want to be no clay pigeon in a shooting gallery for nervous guards.”

“They aren’t regular guards,” one of the others supplied. “They’re some kind of army types.”

“Yeah?” The original questioner fixed Stilman with an accusing gaze. “You didn’t say nothing about that when you was briefing us.”

“It’s been all over the media,” Stilman said levelly. “I assumed you knew. All it means is that they shouldn’t rattle as easily as normal guards would.”

“Well, I don’t like it.”

“You aren’t supposed to like it. If you did, we wouldn’t have to pay you to do it.”

Kong tensed, waiting for Stilman to quell the rebellion physically as well as verbally. To his surprise, however, the headman simply turned his back on the complainer.

“If it makes you feel any better,” he muttered, “I don’t like it, either. It’s Max’s orders, though, and while I’m taking her pay, she calls the shots.”

Kong tried to think of another time when he had heard Stilman speak out openly against an order from Max, but couldn’t bring one to mind. Coming from him, the casual complaint was of monumental significance.

“Here comes another one.”

One of the small electric vans that were the mainstay of the space station’s delivery network was pulling off the main drag into the loading area, a meat wagon this time.

The men waited in silence as it backed into position, then uncoiled from where they had been lounging against the wall and moved forward as the driver came around to open the back of the vehicle.

“Hey! You can’t unload here!”

“Who says I …”

The driver’s words died in his throat as he turned and took in the six musclemen between him and the door.

“Hey, I don’t want any trouble,” he said, holding up his hands as he backed away.

“No trouble, friend,” Stilman said easily. “You just got the wrong address is all.”

The driver frowned. “This is the Fat Chance Casino, isn’t it?”

“Maybe you don’t hear so good,” Kong said, moving forward slightly. “The man said you have the wrong address! Something wrong with your ears? Something we should maybe try to fix for you?”

“What the hell’s going on here?”

Kong managed to keep a straight face as the men turned to confront the white-aproned cook who had come charging out of the kitchen door. It was about time someone inside had noticed the activity on their loading dock. Security should be close behind him.

The urge to smile faded as he recalled their “no rough stuff” orders.

“Nobody unloads here until you hire some union help,” Stilman was saying, moving to confront the cook directly.

“What are you talkin’ about?” the cook said. “There aren’t any unions on Lorelei!”

Kong was distracted from the conversation by a small, dark-skinned figure who emerged from the kitchen behind the original cook. Completely ignoring the raging argument, the little man strode over to the open delivery van and shouldered a quarter side of beef, then turned back toward the kitchen.

It occurred to the thug that he should stop the unloading, or at least call it to Stilman’s attention, but he was loath to intrude on the verbal brawl or take individual action while the headman was right there. Fortunately, the decision was taken out of his hands. The laden figure passed close by the two arguing men on his way back to the kitchen, and Stilman spotted him.

“Hey! What do you think you’re doing?” the headman demanded, breaking off the debate.

The little man stopped and turned to face him, regarding him levelly with dark eyes.

“Must get meat inside,” he said. “Not good to leave out here. Too warm. Might go bad.”

“Maybe you didn’t get the drift of what I was saying,” Stilman challenged, moving closer. “You can’t unload that stuff while we’re around.”

The little man bobbed his head.

“Good. You take.”

With that, he half tossed, half thrust the meat at Stilman, shoving it forward as the balance came off his shoulder. The headman was unprepared for the weighty mass suddenly launched at him, but he managed to catch it—more from surprise than intent.

The little man ignored Stilman’s reaction, stepping past him to address the stunned thugs.

“You … and you,” he said, stabbing a finger at the two largest musclemen. “Get meat from there and follow me.”

At this point, Stilman recovered his wits.

“To hell with this!” he roared, throwing the meat down and brushing at the front of his suit.

With his back turned, he couldn’t see what happened next, much less have a chance to counter it. Kong was facing in the right direction, but even he had trouble later describing exactly what happened.

With a pantherlike bound, the little man was close behind Stilman. There was a flash of metal, which resolved itself into a long butcher’s knife—only visible when it came to rest pressed against the headman’s throat.

“You do not throw meat on the ground!” the little man hissed, eyes slit in anger. “Now it ruined! No good! Understand?”

Kong and the other thugs stood rooted to the ground in frozen tableau. They could see that the knife was pressed against Stilman’s neck so tightly that the flesh was indented, and knew without being told that the slightest move from the knife or Stilman would lay his throat open.

“Please do not move, gentlemen.”

Their attention was drawn to a new figure who had entered the scene.

“What the hell is that?” one of the thugs said, though he echoed the thoughts of the entire group.

“Do not be fooled by my appearance, gentlemen,” the singsong, musical voice continued, though they could see now that the sound was actually coming from a mechanical box hung around the neck of the intruder. “I assure you that though my form is not the human standard you are accustomed to, I am a member of the casino security force and authorized to deal with disturbances as I see fit.”

The speaker was a sluglike creature with spindly arms and eyestalks. Balanced on a kid’s glide board and encased in a tube of black fabric which suggested rather than imitated the familiar Space Legion uniforms, the creature looked more like some bizarre advertising display than an authority figure.

“No, I meant what is that you’re holding?” the thug corrected. “That doesn’t look like a tranquilizer gun.”

The Sinthian had a sinister-looking mechanism tucked under his arm. The tubelike barrel, which was pointing at the thugs, appeared to be a good inch in diameter, though they knew from experience that the muzzle of a weapon always looks bigger when it’s pointed at you.

“This?” the Legionnaire chirped, bending one eyestalk to look at his implement. “You are correct that it is a weapon. It is magazine-loaded, however, which enables me to change the loads depending on the situation at hand.”

He suddenly pointed the weapon at the fallen side of beef, and it erupted with a soft stutter of air.

The thugs could see a line of impacts on the meat, but no appreciable damage. Then they noticed the surface start to bubble, and a sharp hiss reached their ears.

“As you can see,” the Sinthian was saying, “I neglected to bring my tranquilizer darts on duty with me today, an omission which will surely earn me a reprimand if reported. All I have with me are acid balls—and, of course, a few high explosives.”

He realigned the weapon with the motionless men.

“Now, if your curiosity is settled, gentlemen, I suggest you begin unloading the van as requested. I’m afraid it may ruin your clothes, but you should have come dressed for the occasion.”

The thugs glanced at Stilman.

“Do as he says,” the headman croaked, still under the knife.

“And pay for ruined meat before you go,” his captor added.

“But I didn’t …”

“You throw meat on the ground, you pay for it!” the little man growled, tightening his grip. “Yes?”

“Okay, okay!” Stilman gasped. “Pay the man … Now!”

*    *    *

In my privileged position, I was able to hear not one but two accounts of the loading dock incident: the one which constituted the official report, and the one passed among the Legionnaires over drinks and coffee. As such, I could not help but note that in the account rendered to my employer, both Escrima’s role and the use of the acid balls were diplomatically omitted.

Far more important to me, however, was the evidence of growing bad blood between the forces led by my employer and those reporting to Laverna’s employer. This concerned me since, to the best of my knowledge, both leaders seemed unaware of the tensions building in the levels under them.


Chapter Eleven

Journal #234

There is much made of the satisfaction felt by a commander when a plan comes together.

Obviously, I cannot comment on the conduct of all, or even the majority of, military commanders under these circumstances, but the behavior of my employer on the opening day of the Fat Chance Casino showed little of this passive enjoyment. Rather, he was more like an insecure party hostess, hurrying here and there and busying himself with countless details, dealing with both important and minor chores with equal intensity

*    *    *

Huey Martin was in the middle of getting dressed when he was interrupted by an insistent hammering on the door of his suite. This was both annoying and puzzling, as people rarely visited his room, and never without calling in advance.

“Who is it?” he called, hurrying to button his shirt.

Instead of an answer, he heard the sound of a key in his lock. Before he could protest, the door slammed open and the commander of the casino’s security force strode into the room, followed closely by two guards … and Gunther Rafael himself!

A sudden pang of fear stabbed at the casino manager’s gut, but gambler’s reflex kept him from showing his emotions openly.

“What’s going on?” he demanded indignantly. “I’m trying to get ready for the opening.”

“That won’t be necessary,” the commander said levelly. “You’re being relieved of your duties. Effective immediately.”

“I … I don’t understand,” Huey said, looking at the casino owner in feigned bewilderment.

“It won’t work, Huey,” Gunther said tersely. “We know all about your working for Max and about the dealers you’ve been hiring.”

“We have some interesting tapes from the eye-in-the-sky cameras,” Phule said. “Your pet dealers have provided us with a catalog of skims and scams, often while you were standing on camera watching them. They’re being met as they report for duty, incidentally. We felt it was best that they not work the opening. In fact, they’re being given the entire week off without pay. After that, we’ll interview them again to see if they’re willing to work for us without the skims and perks.”

“But that won’t leave you with enough dealers to open!” the manager said, then realized he was admitting the extent of his treachery.

The commander smiled humorlessly. “That would be true if we hadn’t arranged in advance for replacements for them … and you.”

Huey was stunned by the admission that this action against him was not spontaneous, but rather the result of foreknowledge and substantial planning.

“So what does this mean for me?” he said, both from curiosity and to cover his confusion.

Gunther looked at the commander.

“You will be held here,” Phule said, “incommunicado.”

As he spoke, he nodded at the Legionnaires, who responded by moving through the suite and pulling the phone in each room out of the wall.

“Once the opening is over,” the commander continued, “you’ll be free to go. Your employment here is, to say the least, terminated.”

“You can’t do that,” the manager said, shaking his head. “I have a contract that guarantees me due notice as well as a share of the casino.”

Phule scowled and shot a sidelong glance at the casino owner.

“Do you have a copy of that contract?” he said. “I’d like to see it.”

Huey produced the document from a drawer in his desk and passed it to the commander, who moved closer to a light to study it.

“Why did you do it, Huey?” Gunther said, the hurt showing in his voice. “Wasn’t the deal we had between us enough for you?”

“Hey, nothing personal, kid,” the manager said. “It’s just that my mom raised me greedy. The way it was, it looked like I could collect on our deal and from Max, and by my addition, two paychecks are better than one. Like I say, nothing personal.”

“Excuse me,” Phule interrupted, turning back to the conversation, “but I don’t find anything in here about termination notice or about your having a share in the casino.”

“Of course it’s there,” Huey said, snatching the contract back. “Look, I’ll show you. It’s right …”

He began paging through the document, then scowled and flipped back a few pages to study it closer.

“I don’t understand,” he murmured. “I know they’re in here.”

“Believe me, Mr. Martin,” the commander said, “I just reviewed the contract, and they’re not.”

An image flashed across the manager’s mind. The image of Phule turning away to look at the contract.

“You switched it!” he accused with sudden realization. “This isn’t the contract I handed you!”

“Nonsense,” Phule said. “That’s your signature on the last page, isn’t it?”

Huey barely glanced at the indicated page.

“It may be … More likely a forgery,” he spat. “Either that or you pulled the last page and attached it to a new contract. Don’t think you’re going to get away with this!”

“That’s an interesting accusation,” the commander said, unruffled. “Though I suspect it would be hard to prove in court. Of course, if you did try to take this to court, we’d be forced to make our tapes a part of the public record to defend the position that you were fired with cause. That might make it a little hard for you to find another position, since I doubt the media would let the story die until they had broadcast the footage several dozen times.”

The room seemed to reel around the manager as he had a sudden vision of his face and misdeeds being publicized stellarwide.

“You … you wouldn’t,” he said.

“We wouldn’t unless we felt it was necessary to protect our interests,” Phule corrected. “Personally, I’d suggest you take the more salvageable alternative of a quiet dismissal. Then again, perhaps you can convince Mr. Gunther here to reinstate you. After the opening, of course.”

“Is … is there any chance of that?” Huey said, looking to the casino owner.

Gunther shrugged. “Maybe. But only if—how did you put that again, Willie?”

“Only if you succeeded in convincing Mr. Rafael that your loyalties were now properly aligned,” the commander supplied.

“How could I do that?”

“Well, for starters you could tell us everything you know about Max’s plans, beginning with the ‘special guests’ that have been invited to the grand opening,” Phule said. “If nothing else, that should burn the bridge between you and your old cronies. By the way, you might as well tell us directly. We’ve pieced together enough on our own that I’m afraid Max will assume you’ve sold her out, whether you do or not. I suggest you use what information is left to bargain for some protection.”

*    *    *

“Here’s your key, Mr. Shuman—room 2339—and welcome to the Fat Chance Casino. Front!”

With the deftness born from many years’ practice, the clerk slapped the small bell on the registration desk, summoning a valet before the guests could stop him.

“Elevators are this way, sir,” the valet said, materializing between the elderly couple and their only piece of luggage.

Snatching up the bag with ease, he led the way, leaving the twosome to trail along behind him.

“Well, Mother, we’re here!” the portly gentleman declared, giving his wife a hug with one arm as they walked.

“Henry … how old would you say that young man at the front desk is?” the frumpy woman at his side inquired.

“Oh, I don’t know,” the man said, glancing back. “Late twenties, early thirties, I’d guess. It’s hard to tell with kids these days. Why do you ask?”

“Just curious,” his wife said with a shrug. “He struck me as being a bit young to be wearing a hearing aid.”

Shuman had also noticed the device in the desk clerk’s ear, although, at the time, he had tried to convince himself it was inconsequential.

“I don’t think it was a hearing aid,” he said. “More likely some kind of paging radio or a hookup with the phones. I haven’t been keeping up with all the electronic gizmos they’ve developed lately.”

“I suppose you’re right,” the woman said, then returned his hug as if he had just given it. “It is hard to believe we’re here, isn’t it? After all these years?”

Though the implication was that the couple had been working and saving for years planning for a once-in-a-lifetime vacation, the real truth was hidden in this statement.

In actuality, they had been banned from nearly all casinos for close to five years now. Their guise of retired, unsophisticated grandparents was as complete as it was disarming, allowing them to pull off numerous forms of cheating requiring anything from sleight of hand to complex systems which, to the casual eye, would be assumed to be well beyond their abilities. They had, in fact, relieved most of the major gambling centers of sizable amounts of money before the casinos managed to compare notes and realized that they were not the harmless tourists they seemed to be.

They had been lured from “retirement” by a promise that they would not be recognized at this particular casino, as well as by a hefty bankroll to fund their charade. Though they were excited at the possibility of once more being able to dust off their long-practiced performance, they still had to fight off the nervousness that at any moment they might be recognized.

“This place really is something, isn’t it?” Henry said, making a show of rubbernecking around as they were escorted into one of the elevators.

“Hold the elevator!”

The bellman caught the door with his hand in response to the call, and a broad-shouldered, chisel-featured young man in a black uniform burst into the car.

“Sorry for the inconvenience,” he announced in an offhand tone that didn’t sound apologetic at all, “but I have to commandeer the elevator for a moment.”

As he spoke, he used a key to override the control panel and punched a button. The door closed, and the car began to move—downward instead of up.

Shuman suppressed a quick feeling of irritation, fearing that to protest would be out of character.

“Is something wrong?” he said instead.

“No. Everything’s under control,” the man assured him, sparing him only the briefest of glances before returning his gaze to the floor indicator.

“I didn’t know this place had a basement,” his wife said, tightening her grip on Henry’s arm slightly. “Aren’t we on a space station?”

Realizing she was making small talk to cover her nervousness, Henry nonetheless played along.

“I imagine it’s some kind of storage area,” he said. “All the rooms are …”

He broke off as the elevator stopped and the doors slid open. Framed in the doorway was another black-garbed figure, an older man with a bald head and a theatric handlebar moustache.

“Got two more for you, Sergeant,” their fellow passenger announced, nodding at the bellman, who unceremoniously tossed their bag out of the elevator.

“Very good, sahr!” the bald man said, barely sparing the couple a glance as he consulted the clipboard he was holding. “Let’s see, you would be Henry and Louise Shuman … or should I call you Mr. and Mrs. Welling?”

The use of their correct names eliminated any hope Henry might have had of bluffing their way out of the situation with bewildered indignation.

“Whatever,” he said, taking his wife’s arm and ushering her out of the elevator with as much dignity as he could muster as the doors slid shut behind them.

“I don’t suppose you’re hard of hearing, are you, Sergeant?” his wife asked their captor.

“Excuse me, mum? Oh, you mean this?” Moustache tapped the device he was wearing in his ear. “No, this is a direct hookup with the folks at the front desk. Mr. Bascom has one, too. He’s watching on a closed-circuit camera, and when he spots a familiar face, he tells the clerk and they get relayed down here to us.”

“Bascom?” Henry frowned. “You mean Tullie Bascom? I thought he retired.”

“That’s right, sir,” the sergeant confirmed. “Seems you two aren’t the only old warhorses being reactivated for this skirmish.”

“I see,” Henry said. “Well, tell him we said hello, if you get the chance.”

“I’ll do that, sir,” Moustache said, flashing a quick smile. “Now, if you’ll both join the others, it shouldn’t be long now.”

As he spoke, he gestured toward a cluster of chairs and sofas which had been set up in the service corridor. There was an unusual assortment of individuals sprawled across the furnishings, ranging in appearance from businessmen to young married couples to little old ladies and obvious blue-collar workers. While Henry did not recognize any of them, the studied casualness of their postures and the uniform flat, noncommittal looks that were directed at himself and his wife marked them all as being cut from the same bolt of cloth. These were grifters and con artists who, like the Wellings, had been caught in the security net. While the setting was pleasant enough considering the situation, and there was no indication of rough treatment among the captives, Henry could not escape the momentary illusion of a prisoner-of-war compound, possibly due to the black-uniformed, armed guards spaced pointedly along the wall.

“What are you going to do with us, Sergeant?” Henry said, eyeing the assemblage.

“Nothing to worry about, sir,” Moustache said, flashing another quick smile. “After we’ve collected a few more, you’ll all be loaded into a shuttle bus and given a lift back to the space terminal.”

“You mean, we’re being forcibly deported?”

“Not at all,” the sergeant said. “It’s more a courtesy service … assuming, of course, that you’re planning to leave. If you’d prefer to stay on Lorelei, that’s your prerogative. As long as you stay out of the Fat Chance.”

A vision flashed through Henry’s mind, of he and his wife accepting tickets and seed money from Maxine Pruet, then trying to work their scams at one of her casinos instead of the one they had been instructed to hit. He quickly brought the mental picture to a halt before it reached its graphically unpleasant conclusion.

“No, we’ll take the ride,” he said hastily. “I suspect our reception at the other casinos would be roughly the same as here … except, perhaps, less polite. My compliments, by the way. Of all the times we’ve been barred from or asked to leave a casino, this is far and away the most civilized handling of an awkward situation we’ve encountered … wouldn’t you say, dear?”

His wife nodded brusquely, but failed to smile or otherwise join him in his enthusiasm.

“It’s the captain’s idea, really,” Moustache said, “but I’ll be sure to tell him you appreciate it. Now, if you’ll just have a seat. There are drinks and doughnuts available while you wait, or, if you’re interested, there’s a blackjack table set up in back so you can at least do a little playing before you go.”

“At normal house odds?” the wife snapped, breaking her silence. “Don’t be silly, young man. We aren’t gamblers. Do we look stupid?”

“No, ma’am. Sorry, ma’am.”

*    *    *

“Lieutenant Armstrong!”

Emerging from the elevator, Armstrong glanced around at the hail to find the company commander walking toward him. Without hesitation, he snapped into a stiff, parade-ground position of attention and fired off his best salute.

“Yes, sir!”

When the captain had taken over the company, one of his main projects had been to get Armstrong to “loosen up” a little, to be more human and less a recruiting-poster caricature. Now it had become a standing joke between the two men. This time, however, the commander seemed distracted, simply returning the salute with a vague wave rather than either smiling or rolling his eyes as had become the norm.

“Anything to report?” he said, scanning the lobby uneasily. “How is everything going so far?”

“No problems, sir,” the lieutenant said, relaxing on his own now that his attempt at humor had been ignored. “We’ve sent four busloads back to the space terminal so far and are just about ready to wave goodbye to a fifth.”

“Good,” Phule said, walking slowly with his head canted slightly down, staring at the floor as he concentrated on his junior officer’s report. “How about the showroom? Should I be expecting another visit from Ms. Watkins?”

“The first show went off without a hitch,” Armstrong said, falling in step beside his captain. “In fact, word is she got a standing ovation and three encores.”

“No problems at all, then,” the commander said. “That’s a relief.”

“Well … not with the show itself, anyway.”

Phule’s head came up with a snap.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he challenged.

The lieutenant swallowed nervously.

“Umm … there was one report that concerned me a bit,” he said. “It seems that during one of the curtain calls, Dee Dee dragged Lex out of the wings and introduced him to the audience as the show’s stage manager and an old friend of hers from her theater days, now on temporary duty with the Space Legion.”

“Oh, swell,” the commander growled. “As if I didn’t already have enough to worry about.”

“To be fair, sir, we can’t really say it was her fault. Nobody told her not to put the spotlight on our decoy associates.”

“It never occurred to me that she might do it,” Phule said. “Oh well … it’s done now, and we can’t change it. Let’s just hope none of the opposition was at the first show … or that if they were, they don’t find it unusual that we have an actor in our company. Pass the word to Lex, though, to ask her not to do it again.”

“I’ll do that,” Armstrong said.

“Just a moment, Lieutenant …”

The commander veered slightly to pass by the hotel’s registration desk.

“Mr. Bombest,” he called, beckoning the manager over for a quick consultation. “I hear things are going fine. Do you have enough rooms now?”

“Yes, Mr. Phule.” Bombest looked a bit haggard, but managed to rally enough to smile at his benefactor. “The winnowing of the guest list should provide the rooms necessary. I’ve got a few people I’ve had to delay check-in for until some of the ‘special guests’ who arrived early can be evicted from their rooms, but nothing I can’t handle.”

“Good … good,” Phule said, and started to turn away. “Lieutenant Armstrong has told me you’re doing a fine job. Just keep up the good work and we’ll get through this opening yet.”

The manager beamed. “Thank you, Mr. Phule. I trust my handling of the reporter was satisfactory?”

The commander paused and cocked his head curiously. “The what?”

“The reporter,” Bombest repeated. “The one from Haskin’s Planet that you used to date when you were stationed there.”

“Jennie Higgens? She’s here?”

Phule’s interest was no longer casual.

“Why, yes … I thought you knew,” the manager said. “I recognized her when she was checking in along with her cameraman, and it occurred to me that she could identify some of your troops—the ones under cover, I mean—so I reported it to your communications person with my wrist communicator. I … I assumed you had been informed.”

“No … but I think I’m about to be,” the commander said grimly, looking hard at Armstrong, who was avoiding meeting his eye. “Lieutenant Armstrong … if I might have a word with you?”

“Is there something wrong?” Bombest said in a worried tone.

“Not that I know of.” Phule smiled. “Why do you ask?”

“Well … for a moment there, you seemed upset … and I thought I had done something wrong.”

“Quite the contrary,” the commander insisted, his smile growing even broader. “I couldn’t be happier with your work. Lieutenant, why don’t you tell Mr. Bombest what a fine job he’s doing?”

“You’re doing a fine job, Mr. Bombest,” Armstrong recited obediently. “In fact, the whole company owes you a debt for what you’ve done.”

The manager frowned. “Excuse me?”

“I don’t think you were quite clear enough on that last part, Lieutenant,” Phule observed.

“A debt of gratitude,” the Legionnaire corrected. “We wouldn’t be where we are now if it weren’t for you.”

“Oh. Uh … thank you,” Bombest said with a hesitant smile.

“Now that that’s taken care of, Lieutenant,” Phule said, the grin still on his face, “I believe we were about to have a little talk?”

“Umm … actually, sir, I thought I’d …”

“Now, Lieutenant.”

“Yes, sir!”

With the eager step of a man on his way to the gallows, Armstrong followed his commander into one of the lobby’s more secluded nooks.

“Now then, Lieutenant,” Phule said with a tight smile, “it seems there’s at least one item that was omitted in your ‘no problems’ report. What do you know about this reporter thing?”

“The incident occurred during Lieutenant Rembrandt’s shift, sir,” Armstrong said. “In fact, she’s probably the best person to fill you in on—”

“I didn’t ask when it happened,” the commander interrupted. “I asked what you know about it.”

Though maintaining his deadpan expression for armor, Armstrong winced internally. There was a tradition in the Space Legion that while it was acknowledged that the Legionnaires would, and did, play fast and loose with the truth when dealing with those outside the Legion, within their own ranks, they were required to tell the truth. In reaction to this, Legionnaires had also become masters at the art of evasive answers and shamelessly diverting the subject of a conversation, which usually worked, except for times, like this, when confronted insistently with a direct question.

“Umm … a call came in, as you just heard, from Bombest that a reporter and a cameraman from Haskin’s Planet were checking into the hotel,” the lieutenant recited in a monotone. “Lieutenant Rembrandt decided, and I agreed with her, that—”

“Wait a minute. When did all this happen?”

Armstrong studied his watch carefully before answering. “Approximately fifteen hours ago, sir.”

“Fifteen hours? Why wasn’t I informed?”

“I suggested that at the time, sir. When we tried to get through to you, however, Mother informed us that you had gone off the air less than an hour before to get some sleep, and Remmie said … excuse me, Lieutenant Rembrandt mentioned that you had encouraged her to make more command decisions on her own, so she decided to deal with the matter herself without disturbing you … sir.”

“I see,” Phule said, grimacing a bit himself. Then he cocked an eyebrow at the lieutenant. “It sounds like you were there for the whole thing. Didn’t you say that it was Lieutenant Rembrandt’s shift?”

“Yes, sir. I … I was sort of hanging around before taking my formal shift. I was awake anyway, sir, and thought I’d give her a hand while I was up. She’s done the same for me several times.”

“You’re supposed to be using your time off to get some sleep and otherwise relax, Lieutenant. That’s why we set up the schedules the way we did. Otherwise, you’ll be functioning at less than peak efficiency if something happens while you’re on duty.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll remember that, sir.”

“Now, tell me … ”

“Of course, it would help if the captain set an example for us … sir.”

The commander eyed him for a moment.

“Lieutenant Armstrong,” he said at last, “are you trying to change the subject?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, forget it. I want to know what happened to the reporter.”

“She’s being held in her room under guard, sir. Also her cameraman. In adjoining rooms, that is, sir.”

“What?”

Even though Phule had been half expecting the answer, he was nonetheless stunned.

“It was all we could think of to keep her from—”

“You kidnapped a member of the interstellar press? Against her will?”

“It seemed impractical to wait until we could do it with her will, sir.”

The commander shot a hard look at his junior officer, but Armstrong never cracked a smile.

“All right, Lieutenant. While you’re coming up with clever answers, perhaps you can explain to me why I wasn’t informed of this when I woke up and came back on the floor. I believe it was your shift then?”

“I started to tell you, sir,” Armstrong said, still holding his deadpan expression. “At the time, however, you were getting ready to lead the expedition to confine the casino manager in his room … against his will. If the captain will recall, I asked for a moment of his time, and was asked if it was important.”

Phule frowned, vaguely recalling the brief exchange. “And you didn’t think this was important?”

“I assumed the captain was asking if my question was time sensitive, and in my best judgment, it wasn’t. The captain should recall that at that point, the reporter had already been confined for several hours, and I did not think that a few more hours would significantly change the situation, or her mood … sir.”

“I suppose there’s a certain logic there … even if it is a little twisted.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“There’s still the question, though, of why you didn’t mention it just now when I asked for your report.”

“I … I was working my way up to it, sir,” Armstrong said, letting a small grimace flicker across his face.

Phule glared at him for a moment, then heaved a big sigh.

“Well, what’s done is done,” he said. “In the future, however, I want it understood by you and Lieutenant Rembrandt that any incident of importance, particularly one involving the press, is to be brought to my attention immediately. That’s immediately, as in at the time it occurs, whether I’m asleep or not. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir. I’ll keep that in mind, sir.”

“All right. Now, are there any other little incidents that I should be aware of?”

“Excuse me, sir, but there’s one more thing you should know about Jennie.”

“What’s that?”

“When we were informing her that she was to be confined to her quarters, she said … well … among the things she had to say, she indicated that she already knew that we had substitutes standing in for some of our troops.”

“She did?” Phule said with a frown. “I wonder how she figured that out. Probably too many unfamiliar faces in that news coverage we got when we arrived. Oh well. I’ll have to remember to ask her when I get around to talking to her.”

“Is that to say you won’t be dealing with the matter right away … sir?”

The commander grimaced. “As you so logically put it, whatever damage has been done won’t change significantly if she has to wait a few more hours. Right now, we have matters to deal with that are time sensitive.”

*    *    *

Maxine loved casinos.

There was a rhythm to them, almost like the pulse and breathing of a huge animal, a predator on the prowl. Small white balls rattled in the silently spinning roulette wheels and cards were slapped from shoes to the accompaniment of the monotone chants of the pit crews, the repetition of words giving an almost ritualistic, religious air to the proceedings, interrupted only by the occasional yips of glee or curses of the players. Every twenty minutes the pit crews would be pulled for a break, their replacements stepping in without missing a beat in the tables’ rhythm. When the rested crews returned, they would be inserted into another pit, often rotating their positions so that someone who had been dealing blackjack would now be working a roulette wheel, while the pit bosses watched with flat eyes to see if anyone was following a particular dealer from post to post.

Yes, a well-functioning casino was a living, breathing predator … and it fed on money.

Maxine surveyed the casino floor, drinking in the almost electric flow of excitement that radiated from the tables. She was dressed elegantly in an evening gown as befitted a grand opening, but if she had been wearing rags and tatters—or nothing at all, for that matter—no one would have noticed. Lady Luck was a cruel coquette who demanded the total attention and concentration of her suitors.

There was no sign of anything amiss, but that wasn’t surprising. If the various imported cheats were half as expert as their reputations would indicate, their actions would go undetected, especially with the assistance of the crooked dealers seeded through the pit crews. If the casino was an animal, then they were leeches, quietly bleeding it of the money that was its sustenance until it wobbled and fell. The casino might think of itself as a predator, but this time the Fat Chance was, in actuality, a fatted calf.

“I don’t see any big winners,” Stilman said, breaking his silence as he stood at her side. “Are you sure this is going to work?”

Maxine shot a distasteful glance at him.

Stilman’s tuxedo was tailor-made and fit him superbly, but he wore it like a warm-up suit. Even to the casual observer, he showed all the grace and style of a penguin on steroids.

“I keep telling you, Mr. Stilman,” Max said, “this is supposed to be a subtle operation. Subtle as opposed to obvious. You should know by now that’s my style of operating. While I can appreciate the skill and conditioning required by your specialty of physical action, I prefer to only use it for diversions or as a last resort.”

That settled, Maxine turned her attention to the casino floor once more. Unfortunately, however, Stilman’s grumbles had planted a worm of worry in her mind, and she found herself straining to detect any big winners or steady trends at the tables within her immediate sight.

“What do you think, Laverna?” she said finally, turning literally as well as figuratively to her financial advisor and confidante, who was also accompanying her this evening.

Laverna had ignored the formality of the opening and was dressed in one of her normal jumpsuits, a pair of diamond earrings her only concession that there was anything special about the occasion. Though her manner was relaxed to the point of appearing bored, her eyes were busy, constantly gathering and analyzing data as was her habit whenever they were actually on the floor of a casino.

“Hard to tell,” she said with a slight shrug, her eyes still moving across the casino. “It looks pretty normal … maybe a bit more flow to the customers than usual, but I’d have to watch for a while to get a real feel for it. Of course, you can’t say for sure without moving in close to see which chips are moving in which direction.”

What she was referring to was that experienced gamblers rarely settled for making the same bet over and over. If you did that, the house odds would catch up to you in the long run and you’d lose. Instead, they tended to stagger their bets, betting low for long stretches, then raising their bets dramatically when they felt the odds were in their favor or a run was in effect. As a result, a player could win and lose an equal number of hands, but end up ahead or behind depending on whether or not their larger bets paid off.

“So we really don’t know if this grand plan is working or not,” Stilman said crossly.

Surprised at the surliness in his tone, Maxine glanced at him and noticed for the first time that he was looking around nervously and fidgeting … something totally out of character from his normal aloof manner.

“You seem uneasy, Mr. Stilman,” she observed. “Is something bothering you?”

The muscleman glanced around again before answering.

“I’m just not sure how happy the staff is going to be to see me here is all,” he said. “After that fiasco on the loading dock, I wouldn’t be surprised if they tried to throw me out—tuxedo or no.”

“I think Mr. Phule’s security team has Stilman a bit spooked, Max,” Laverna said with a wink and a grin.

Stilman fixed a cold, level gaze on her.

“It’s not funny,” he said. “These soldier boys of yours haven’t shown me much so far, but I’ll tell you, this casino has some of the toughest employees I’ve ever seen. Where did Huey find them, anyway?”

“You’ll have to ask him the next time you talk,” Max said, suppressing a smile of her own. “Not tonight, though. While I don’t think there will be any trouble as long as you’re just here as a guest, it probably wouldn’t be prudent if Mr. Martin were seen conversing with us or any of our known associates this evening.”

“Yeah … well … it’s all nice and easy for you to say ‘Don’t worry,’” Stilman growled, glancing around once more, “but you aren’t the one they’ll be coming after if you’re wrong. I don’t know why I had to be here anyway.”

“You don’t, really,” Maxine said. “Realizing, though, that you and your men have had to put up with being roughed up and humiliated due to my policy of no rough stuff during our various diversionary probes, I thought you might enjoy being around ‘for the kill,’ as it were.”

“What? For this?” Stilman made a small gesture at the casino floor. “I suppose it was a nice thought, but this is about as exciting as watching grass grow.”

Maxine cocked a regal eyebrow at him. “I know you sometimes think me dull, Mr. Stilman, and perhaps in comparison to the excitement of the astroball circuit, I am. You should recall, however, that I also have a love of the dramatic. Rest assured that things will get much more lively soon—in fact, in about fifteen minutes, I’d say.”

“Lively like how?”

Maxine returned her gaze to the casino floor. “Do you ever play the slots, Mr. Stilman?”

“Not since I first got here,” Stilman responded. “I tried them once, just because it seemed the thing to do at a casino, but they always seemed to be pretty much a sucker bet to me.”

“That’s quite correct,” Max said with a nod. “They’re popular with the tourists, and because of that they provide a surprisingly high income for any casino. Even the lure of a high jackpot, however, doesn’t offset the fact that the odds are depressingly high against the player.”

“Yeah. So?” Stilman pressed, but Maxine was not about to be rushed.

“Take that island of machines over there, for example,” she said, indicating a cluster of slots with a nod of her head. “They only accept fifty-dollar tokens to play, but there’s a progressive jackpot attached to them, with a guaranteed minimum of ten million dollars. Of course, if you read the fine print on the machine, you have to bet the maximum of five tokens and hit a very rare combination of images to qualify for the big jackpot.”

“Are you saying that someone’s going to win the jackpot tonight? Ten million dollars?”

Stilman craned his neck to peer at the machines, obviously impressed.

Maxine smiled. “I know I’ve said it before, Mr. Stilman, but you habitually think too small. You’ll notice that, like all casinos today, Mr. Gunther is using the video-image slot machines as opposed to the old models that mechanically match the various images. This both reduces the maintenance necessary, since there are fewer moving parts, and lets the house control the odds more closely, as the payout rate is controlled by the central computer which all the machines are tied into—the computer, if you’ll recall, that we’ve paid substantially to gain access to.”

She paused to check her watch again.

“Now, in about thirteen minutes, a sleeping program we’ve had planted in that computer is going to cut in and change the odds for that cluster of slots down to one in fifty. Then I think we’ll see some excitement.”

“You mean they’re all going to start paying out? At ten million dollars a pop?” Even Stilman’s legendary calm was shattered as he gaped openly at Maxine.

“Realistically, I’m afraid it will only work a few times before they pull the plug,” she said. “The way I see it, the first jackpot will cause a stir, and the management will try to play it up big for the publicity. The second will startle them, but they’ll still try to maintain a generous front.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly.

“When the third jackpot hits, however, they’ll know there’s something wrong and shut down the system. Of course, that decision takes time, both to make and to initiate. If we’re lucky, we should hit one, maybe two more jackpots before they can put a stop to it.”

“Thirty to fifty million dollars,” Stilman said, saying the words in a soft, almost reverent voice.

“Before you ask,” Max added with a smile, “those are, of course, our people manning the key machines right now. No sense letting all that money fall into the wrong hands.”

“At ten thousand dollars a minute,” Laverna put in.

Max blinked. “What’s that, Laverna?”

“Five fifty-dollar tokens per pull, times ten machines, times at least four pulls a minute, is ten thousand dollars a minute they’re pumping into those machines by my count,” her aide clarified. “I assume they’re only playing minimum bets until the right time comes, but even if they only play for ten minutes after the flag goes up, that’s one hundred thousand dollars they’ll be going through.”

“The end profits more than justify the investment,” Maxine said flatly, annoyed at having her explanation interrupted. “Now then, Mr. Stilman, as I was saying … As you can tell, that many high jackpots will put a severe drain on Mr. Rafael’s funds. He doesn’t dare not pay off the jackpots, or the negative publicity would drive him out of business. Combined with the losses we’ve planned for him at the tables, however, it should keep him from making the necessary payment on his loan. What’s more, word of the multiple jackpots should get sufficient media coverage that I doubt he’ll be able to find anyone willing to let him borrow the money.”

Maxine was smiling again. A sweet, grandmotherly smile.

“In short, Mr. Stilman, when those jackpot bells start to sound, what you’ll be hearing is the Fat Chance Casino sliding into our cash drawer.”

“Max?”

“Yes, Laverna?”

“We’ve got a problem.”

Maxine followed her aide’s gaze and saw the unmistakable figure of Willard Phule, the security force commander, pausing to watch the activity at their targeted cluster of slot machines.

“I thought Huey was supposed to come up with something to keep him busy when the program was scheduled to cut in.”

“He was,” Maxine said through tight lips, “but obviously he hasn’t. Well, there’s only one thing to do.”

“What’s that?” Laverna said as Max started forward.

“Provide the distraction myself,” the crime leader explained, flashing a quick smile. “Besides, I think it’s about time the two of us talked directly.”

*    *    *

“Good evening, Captain Jester.”

The Legionnaire commander turned and smiled vaguely at being addressed by name.

“Good evening,” he said with reflexive politeness.

“I was wondering if I might buy you a drink?” the woman continued.

The Legionnaire smiled. “Thank you, but I’m on duty.”

“I see. I thought you might be able to make an exception this time. My name is Maxine Pruet.”

As expected, that caught Phule’s entire attention, though he made a deliberate effort to remain outwardly casual.

“Of course,” he said. “Forgive me for not recognizing you from your picture.”

“What picture was that, Captain?”

“Well, it was two pictures, actually,” Phule said. “One profile, one full face.”

For a moment Maxine’s eyes narrowed dangerously, then she caught herself and smiled again, though a little forced this time.

“No need to be insulting, Mr. Phule,” she said levelly. “You probably know as well as I do that I’ve never been arrested.”

“Quite right.” The commander nodded, and for a moment a flash of weariness showed on his face. “I’m sorry … that was a cheap shot. You just caught me a bit by surprise is all. Here, let me take you up on that drink.”

As he spoke, Phule stopped one of the cocktail waitresses with a gesture and plucked two glasses from the tray of complimentary champagne she was distributing.

“Here,” he said, passing one to Maxine. “What shall we drink to? Somehow I don’t imagine you’re eager to drink to the success of the Fat Chance.”

“Not for a while, anyway,” Max purred. “How about, ‘to honorable enemies and dishonorable friends’?”

“I think I can accept that.” The commander chuckled, raising his glass in mock salute. “We seem to have at least that much in common.”

Maxine hid her irritation as she returned his gesture. She had hoped to lead Phule off to one of the cocktail lounges, but instead they were standing near the targeted island of slots … too near for her comfort.

“I was wondering if you could answer a question for me, Captain?” she said, drifting slowly along the aisle as if to get a better view of the tables.

“Depends on the question,” Phule answered, but followed along, apparently unaware that they were moving.

“Why exactly did you join the Space Legion, anyway?”

The commander gave a slow smile.

“Within the Legion,” he said, “it’s generally considered impolite to ask that question.”

“How very interesting,” Maxine drawled. “However, I’m not in the Legion, nor have I ever been overly concerned with being polite.”

Phule hesitated, then shrugged.

“Oh, just call it a rich boy’s whim,” he said dismissively.

“I find that very hard to believe,” Max pressed, unwilling to let the subject drop.

“How so?”

“In the simplest terms, Mr. Phule, I doubt that anyone in your position has gotten where they are by whimsical or casual thinking. No, I believe you have a specific purpose behind nearly everything you do, including joining the Space Legion.”

The commander glanced at her sharply.

“How very perceptive of you,” he said. “You’re right, of course. I’ll admit that much. I’m afraid, however, my reasons will have to remain my own. While I can’t fault you for asking, you must also be aware that people in my position don’t stay on top by sharing their plans with others, particularly not with the opposition.”

“Opposition,” Maxine repeated, wrinkling her nose. “Really, Mr. Phule. You have such a delicate way of phrasing things. You must meet Laverna sometime. Perhaps it’s a result of your common background in financial maneuverings, but you both tend to walk around a subject verbally rather than acknowledging it for what it is.”

Again Phule was forced to smile. Despite himself, he found himself liking Maxine more and more.

“Old habits die hard, I guess,” he said. “Of course, the Legion itself tends to feed the pattern by encouraging, if not requiring, double-talk. For my own information, how would you describe our relationship?”

“Why, we’re rival commanders in a gang war for control of this casino, of course,” Max said with an easy shrug, then, noting his frown, she continued, “Come now, Mr. Phule. Surely you don’t see this as a conflict between the forces of light and darkness … with yourself on the side of the angels?”

“Actually I was thinking that you’re the second person who’s recently described me as the leader of a band of criminals,” the commander explained with a wry smile. “While it’s no secret that Legionnaires often have spotted pasts, I’d rather hoped for a better public image.”

“Spotted pasts,” Max exclaimed with a quick bark of laughter. “There you go again, Mr. Phule, trying to verbally tie a ribbon around the neck of a hardworking mule. We provide the brains and direction for a pack of criminals and live off the profits. There’s no other way to accurately describe it.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t agree,” the Legionnaire said, shaking his head, “though I’m sure you intend it as a compliment to view me as an equal. I prefer to think of what I’m doing as assisting certain individuals in finding constructive, beneficial applications for their talents. For proof, let me remind you that we were assigned to protect this casino at the request of the proper owner, and that we don’t stand to profit from our efforts beyond our normal wages.”

“I suppose you have a point, Captain,” Maxine returned easily. “I can’t honestly say, however, that I see your position as an improvement on my own. I’ve always found that people work harder for direct benefits than for a straight wage.”

The commander nodded. “We’re in agreement there. However, sometime you might consider whether or not there are direct benefits to the individual that can outweigh monetary gain. In the meantime, if you’ll excuse me, I must return to my duties. It’s been a pleasure talking to you.”

Realizing both that Phule was about to break off the conversation and that there had been no sign that the expected run on the slots had begun yet, Maxine cast about quickly for something to prolong the discussion.

“Just a moment, Captain,” she said, laying a restraining hand on his arm. “There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

Without further explanation, she led the Legionnaire commander over to the line by the cashier’s window, which was, of course, another half dozen yards farther away from the slot machines.

“Excuse me … Jonesy?” she said, lightly touching the shoulder of one of the men waiting for more chips.

The young Oriental turned with a smile, then started visibly when he saw the black-uniformed figure who was accompanying Max.

“I don’t believe you two have met,” she continued, as smoothly as a society hostess at a reception. “Jonesy, this is Captain Jester, commander of the security force for this casino. Captain Jester, this is Jonesy.” She bared a few extra teeth in a smile. “Of course, that isn’t his real name, obviously, but that’s what he’s asked us to call him.”

“Captain Jester.”

“Jonesy.”

The two men eyed each other with open wariness. Neither offered to shake hands.

“Jonesy, here, is visiting us from … I guess you’d call it one of our sister organizations.” Maxine smiled. “His superiors have expressed an extreme interest in how you and I manage to work out our differences.”

The Oriental gave a small movement of his shoulders. “I’m afraid, Captain, that curiosity is only natural for those in our line of work. Should we ever find ourselves—how should I put this?—in a similar relation to you that Mrs. Pruet is, I trust you will accept that there would be no personal rancor involved. I’m sure that, if anyone, you would understand that business is business.”

“Of course,” Phule answered through tight lips. “In return, might I suggest that you inform your superiors, from me, that if they choose to visit Lorelei to witness our methods firsthand, I will do my best to see they are treated with the same hospitality as we have shown Mrs. Pruet and her organization?”

Jonesy’s eyes flickered slightly.

“I’ll be sure to do that, Captain,” he said with a small bow. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, they’re holding a seat for me at one of the tables.”

“I don’t think he likes you, Captain,” Max said softly as they watched the Oriental walk away.

Phule smiled humorlessly. “I think I can live with that. Then again, I don’t think he was particularly happy with you, either, for singling him out that way.”

Maxine gave an unladylike snort.

“Believe it or not, Mr. Phule, the possibility of Jonesy’s associates appearing on Lorelei is even less appealing to me than it is to you. Besides, as I said earlier, ‘honorable enemies and dishonorable friends.’ I considered it a matter of courtesy to make you aware of what you might be up against someday.”

“I see,” the commander said, looking at her thoughtfully. “All right, I guess it’s up to me to return the favor. Do you see that man sitting at the far right on the end blackjack table? The pale one?”

Maxine craned her neck slightly, then nodded.

“Well, realizing your interest in collecting casinos, he’s someone you might want to watch out for in the future.”

“Really?” Max said, studying the indicated individual. “What is he? A card cheat?”

“Not hardly,” Phule said easily. “In fact, we’ve taken steps to screen out as many known cheats as possible—part of our job as security, you know. It might be of interest to you that we’ve already sent over a hundred of them back to the spaceport so far today.”

Maxine digested this news in silence for a few moments.

“That’s quite a claim, Captain,” she said at last, speaking slowly and carefully. “Might I inquire as to how you managed to detect them?”

“It wasn’t that difficult,” the commander said. “We had spotted most of them during the past week, along with the dealers who were feeding them bad deals and extra chips. Tullie Bascom, the new casino manager, helped us pick out the rest. It seems he knows most of them on sight. Once they were identified, it was just a matter of picking the right time to weed them out without disrupting the legitimate guests, and I felt today was the right time.”

“Tullie Bascom.” Max said the name as if it tasted bad. “I thought he had retired. For that matter, I was under the impression that Huey Martin was the manager.”

“He was,” Phule confirmed. “Unfortunately, he was also weeded out today. Some question as to whether he was working for the house or against it, if I understand correctly.”

“I see.”

“However, I was about to tell you about the gentleman at the blackjack table,” the commander continued, as if unaware of Maxine’s reaction to his disclosure. “His name is Albert, and he heads a team of computer auditors—some of the best I’ve ever worked with.”

“Computer auditors,” Maxine echoed tonelessly.

“Yes. I highly recommend him if you ever feel the need to have your central computer’s programming checked.” Phule locked eyes momentarily with his rival. “I know you’ll find this hard to believe, but Albert there discovered that someone had been tampering with the Fat Chance computer. According to him, someone had put in a time-triggered program which would have drastically changed the payout odds on the progressive slot machines at midnight tonight.” He made a show of looking at his watch. “We had him correct it, of course, but I was curious to see who might be watching those slots at midnight and what their reactions would be when the machines simply continued to eat the money instead of paying out millions like they expected. Now here it is, nearly half past, and all I’ve done was talk with you. C’est la guerre, I guess. I really must be going now, but it has been a real pleasure spending the time with you, Mrs. Pruet.”

With that, he gave her a mock salute with his index finger, then turned and walked away, smiling.

Watching him go, Maxine did not share his smile. Rather, the look she focused on him was not unlike that of a snake watching a supposedly flightless meal disappear into the clouds.

“Max … I think we’ve got problems,” Laverna hissed, materializing at her side.

“What’s that, Laverna?” Maxine blinked, tearing her eyes away from Phule’s retreating back.

“I said we’ve got problems,” her aide repeated. “It’s been nearly half an hour since midnight, and those damn machines aren’t—”

“I know,” Max snapped, cutting her off. “Tell those idiots to stop feeding our money into the house’s coffers. And don’t bother being subtle. The gambit has been blown and countered.”

“It has?”

“Just go,” Maxine said. “Come up to the room when you’re done and I’ll fill you in on the details. Right now, as you pointed out earlier, every minute’s delay is costing us money.”

“On the way,” Laverna said, and headed for the slots with a speed quite unlike her characteristic amble.

“Mr. Stilman! A moment, if you please?”

At her summons, the ex-astroball player floated over to her.

“Yes, Mrs. Pruet?”

“I want you to take over the floor operations for a while,” she said. “See if you can arrange some sort of incident to remind Mr. Phule’s troops that we haven’t forgotten them completely. I need some time to rethink things.”

“Is something wrong?”

“It seems I’ve underestimated our Mr. Phule … rather badly, at that,” Max admitted, shaking her head. “I’ll be in my suite with Laverna trying to figure where we go from here.”

Preoccupied as she was with her own thoughts as she headed for the elevators, Maxine failed to look directly at her violence specialist after she spoke. If she had, her usually alert warning signals might have been triggered by the rare, slow smile that spread across Stilman’s face.


Chapter Twelve

Journal #236

One would think that the key turning point of this particular assignment was the event chronicled in the last chapter, the grand opening of the Fat Chance Casino, when my employer’s forces successfully prevented the implementation of Maxine Pruet’s multifaceted assault on Gunther Rafael’s financial resources.

While there is no denying the importance of that skirmish, viewing the conflict from ground zero, as is my privilege, I would have to say that the events immediately following the opening were in many ways far more crucial to the eventual outcome of the confrontation …

*    *    *

Nicknames tended to abound among gamblers. What was more, certain nicknames were recurring almost to the point of being traditional. Thus it was that anyone in the gambling circles named Edward would invariably be hailed as “Fast Eddie.”

Lucas, however, had managed to avoid the obvious title of “Lucky Luke” and was known to his associates simply as “Lucas.” This was, in part, because he strove for, and achieved, a certain degree of anonymity in the casinos, dressing and acting the part of an accountant or an actuary on vacation. Mostly, however, the nickname was avoided because Lucas didn’t think of himself as a gambler. He thought of himself as a crook, and luck had nothing to do with his success.

He was a meticulous planner, which was fortunate because the type of theft he favored required careful attention to detail and timing. In fact, he had been scouting the Fat Chance for nearly a week before he decided that a score was possible and passed the word to the other members of his team, who were scattered through the other Lorelei casinos.

The plan Lucas used required five people working in close cooperation, though, of course, great care was taken to be sure the pit bosses and casino security would not be able to spot that they even knew each other, much less were functioning as a unit. Their target was the craps table, where the odds were nearest to favorable to the player, and even more favorable with their system. It was a complicated system that involved the shooter palming one of the dice as he threw while another player dropped a loaded die onto the table as if it were one of the original pair. A third player would snatch up the dice and throw them back to the shooter, covertly switching them for a pair of honest dice as he did it, so that even if the house got suspicious and examined the dice, they would be clean. Two other players were at the table solely to create a diversion at the crucial moment, while the fifth, Lucas, placed the bet.

The beauty of the system was that the very number of players necessary to work it would make the pit bosses reluctant to believe they were being taken. The one placing the big bet wasn’t the shooter, who would be betting the table minimum, and the shooter himself would never be vulnerable to being caught with the crooked die. While they could only work the gag a few times in a given casino without drawing undue attention, at the “adjusted odds,” a few times was usually enough.

The other necessary ingredient to the scam was a sloppy croupier, which was much of what Lucas had been watching for the last week. It was also why he had chosen this time for the team to assemble for work.

The crowds from the opening-night festivities had thinned to a point where there were several seats available at the various tables. More important, the pit crews were tired from the crush and were openly glancing at their watches as if they could speed the end of their shift by willpower alone.

Lucas had been sitting at the target table for nearly an hour, carefully building the pattern of a slow loser who would bet heavily occasionally in an apparent effort to recoup his losses. The croupier was behaving as he had for the last several nights, splitting his attention between the table and a shapely cocktail waitress who winked at him in passing with increasing frequency as the end of their shift neared. Whether they were flirting or lovers, Lucas neither knew nor cared. What was important was that the croupier wasn’t paying attention to what was happening at his table.

One by one, his team had drifted in and eased into their places with apparent casualness until they were only lacking one member before they could swing into action. In spite of his confidence and control, Lucas felt his excitement starting to build. In another fifteen minutes, they’d either have scored their hit or scattered, looking for another target.

“Your dice, sir.”

Lucas gathered up the dice and began shaking them slowly in preparation for his throw. This wasn’t the big score, of course. He’d be the bettor, not the shooter, when they were ready for that. He was simply marking time and taking his turn in the rotation of shooters until the team was assembled.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the last team member drifting toward their table, pausing to watch the action at other tables in his show of indifference. They were just about ready to go.

“Come on, seven,” Lucas said almost automatically as he raised his hand to throw the dice, and …

“Just a moment, sir!”

A viselike grip closed on his wrist. Startled, Lucas glanced around and discovered he was held by a black-uniformed security guard, flanked by two others.

“What …”

“Let’s have a look at those dice … Hold all bets!”

Genuinely puzzled, Lucas surrendered up the dice he was holding to the guard with the red handlebar moustache. He had no idea what had prompted this interruption, since he had done nothing to cause any suspicion, justified or not.

The guard barely glanced at the dice.

“Just as I thought,” he declared. “Check his pocket, Do-Wop … the left-hand jacket pocket.”

Before Lucas could gather his wits to protest, the greasy-looking guard next to him had plunged a hand into the indicated pocket and emerged with …

“Here they are, Sarge. Just like you thought.”

Lucas gaped at the pair of dice the guard was holding aloft. There hadn’t been any dice in that pocket … or anywhere else on his person, for that matter!

“But …”

“Thought you’d pull a little switcheroo, eh, sir?” The mustached guard smiled. “I think it’s time you moved along … if you’ll follow me. No harm done, folks! Just keeping the Fat Chance tables honest. Reclaim your bets and pass the dice to the next shooter!”

Lucas barely noticed the shocked faces of the other team members as they faded back into the crowd. His entire attention was arrested by the firm hands gripping his arms as he was propelled gently but steadily toward the casino entrance.

“But I’m a guest at this hotel!” he managed at last, still trying to make sense of what had happened.

“Not anymore, you aren’t, sir,” the sergeant informed him. “You’ll find your luggage waiting for you outside.”

“But I didn’t do anything! Honest!”

While he might have accepted the risks of his chosen profession, Lucas shared everyman’s disbelief and indignation at being found guilty of a crime when he was, in fact, innocent.

“I know that, sir.” The sergeant winked. “We just got tired of waiting for you is all. Now, if you’ll step this way?”

Things suddenly snapped into focus in Lucas’s mind.

“Wait a minute,” he said. “If my luggage is waiting, then somebody had to have packed it before you …”

Wrenching his arms free from his captors, he stopped dead in his tracks and pointed an accusing finger at the sergeant.

“You set me up!” he proclaimed. “There wasn’t anything wrong with the dice I was holding! And he … he planted that extra pair in my pocket!”

“Quite right, sir,” Moustache said smoothly. “The dice were yours, though. We just took the liberty of moving them from your room into your pocket is all.”

“My room?”

“Yes, sir. If I might suggest, sir, it’s unwise to keep an extra couple dozen pairs of dice in your luggage when staying at a casino. It tends to make nasty blokes like us suspicious, and not everybody’s as nice and understanding as we are.”

“What … you searched my luggage? Before I did anything?”

“Just looking out for the owner’s interests, sir,” the sergeant said.

“But that’s … that’s …”

“Illegal? Quite right, sir. It would seem that you’re not the only crook on Lorelei, but, of course, you already knew that. The real trick, sir, is not getting caught. Now, if you’ll step this way?”

*    *    *

Sprawled at a table near the open front of one of the casino’s cocktail lounges, Doc and Tiffany watched the procession march past.

“You know,” Doc said, “that actually looks like it would be fun. Maybe I should put in a request to stand regular duty once in a while. If nothing else, it would justify wearing these uniforms all the time.”

The actress made a face as she sipped her drink.

“It’s got to be more fun than troweling makeup onto Dee Dee the Dip five times a day,” she said. “Wouldn’t you know that, after making that big fuss about not wanting a live stage crew, now that the computer’s been dry cleaned, she’s insisting we keep working the shows?”

“All I have to do is work the curtains,” Doc said, “but I know what you mean. Still, I suppose it’s closer to show business than standing around watching drunks lose money day in and day out.”

“Maybe for you, Doc, but you’re used to working behind the scenes. For someone like me who’s used to being in view in some capacity or other, working support is a real comedown. At least standing guard would be role-playing of sorts.”

The stuntman cocked an eyebrow at her. “You sound kinda down, Tiff. Anything bothering you?”

“This just isn’t what I expected when I signed on is all,” she said with a grimace. “Or after our surprise briefing, either.”

“I see,” Doc said, then shifted in his seat to stare pointedly at the ceiling. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with your efforts to charm our captain, would it?”

Tiffany glared at him for a moment, then broke into a rueful smile.

“Bingo.” She laughed. “You know, when we were on the ship on the way here, I thought that he was just busy planning this operation and that I’d see more of him once we got settled in. The way it’s worked out, though, what with us working the showroom, I see even less of him than I did on shipboard.”

Smiling, Doc signaled the bartender for another round.

“To be honest with you, Tiffany,” he said, “I don’t think it would make much difference. From all I can tell, our Fearless Leader is pretty much married to his work. Everyone I’ve talked to says pretty much the same thing—that they don’t get as much time with the captain as they would like, while at the same time muttering that they’re afraid he’s pushing himself too hard. All in all, I don’t figure him as being much for play, no matter how tempting the bait is or how often you wave it at him.”

The actress smiled and laid a hand on his arm.

“Thanks, Doc,” she said. “That helps a little. Maybe it’s because I’m spending so much time in front of a makeup table these days, but more and more I catch myself staring in the mirror and wondering, ‘Have you lost it? Has time finally run out?’ I guess a bit of insecurity goes with the job … or with being a woman, for that matter.”

“Well, for what it’s worth, I don’t think you’ve lost it,” the stuntman said with a wink. “That’s not just my opinion, either. In case you haven’t noticed, Junior has a real thing for you.”

“I know!” Tiffany exclaimed, rolling her eyes. “I’ll tell you, Doc, I don’t know what to do about him. It seems like every time I turn around he’s there offering to run an errand for me or just staring at me like I just stepped off a half-shell or something. I mean, he’s a nice enough kid and all that, but he’s just that—a kid!”

Doc grinned. “He’s not that young. You should talk to him sometime. He’s really quite mature mentally. And it might help him see you more as a person than as a goddess.”

“I might give that a try. You know, when it comes right down to it, he’s really kind of …”

“Excuse me?”

The two broke off their conversation as a young woman in a short, tight skirt, possibly one of the showgirls, stepped up to their table.

“I thought you should know … there’s a man hurt outside.”

“What?” Doc frowned, momentarily confused by the change in focus.

“In the alley beside the casino,” the woman said, “there’s a man lying on the ground.”

“What makes you think he’s hurt?”

“I don’t know … He’s not moving. He may just be drunk. I didn’t get that close. I just thought I should tell someone, and you’re the first people I’ve seen in a uniform.”

“Thanks,” Doc said. “We’ll look into it.”

“We will?” Tiffany said, cocking her head as the woman marched away.

“Sure. Why not?” the stuntman said, rising to his feet and digging out some money for their bill. “Weren’t we both just complaining about being stuck backstage? Besides, remember that as far as the guests are concerned, we’re as much security guards as anyone else in a black uniform. It would be out of character for us to try to find someone else to send instead of going ourselves.”

The actress glanced around the casino, but none of the regular troops were in sight.

“I suppose you’re right,” she said, gathering up her purse. “I guess we can handle it.”

“Sure we can,” Doc assured her. “There’s two of us and only one of him, and it sounds like he’s drunk, to boot. Besides, if he gives us any trouble, we’re armed, remember?”

He patted the tranquilizer pistol in the holster at his hip.

Tiffany rolled her eyes.

“Please don’t start going macho on me, Doc. One of the things I like about you is that you don’t strut.”

“Sorry,” the stuntman apologized easily. “Hanging around with both actors and military types seems to bring out the melodramatic in me. Seriously, Tiff, I figure all we have to do is check to see what the problem is, then use our wrist radios to call for the appropriate help—if it’s needed at all, that is. That much we should be able to do.”

*    *    *

Even though it was still technically “indoors,” the open air along the Strip was a pleasant relief for the mock Legionnaires after days of close confinement in the casino showroom. Because of the size of the Fat Chance, it was a several-minute stroll to reach the alley—a service access for the loading docks, really—and they took advantage of it, moving at an unhurried pace as they drank in the sights and sounds of Lorelei.

“You know, this place is really something,” Doc commented as he shifted his gaze from the soaring light shows to watch the stream of people walking along the Strip. “I can’t remember how long it’s been since I’ve been outside. I guess working backstage, it’s easy to forget just where the stage is located.”

“Take away all the lights and glitz, and what you have left is more lights and glitz,” Tiffany agreed, then frowned. “Say, speaking of being outside, didn’t the captain say something about our jurisdiction only being inside the complex?”

The stuntman thought for a few moments.

“You know, you may be right,” he said finally. “It seems to me there was something in one of those briefings. There were so many of them, though, I can’t recall for sure. Oh well, we’ve come this far; we might as well take a look before we head back.”

The light dimmed radically a bare dozen steps into the alley. The casino light shows were designed to impress and lure the tourists on the Strip, not the hired help, and there was little point in wasting wattage on areas traveled only by residents and employees. Walking down the alley was like entering another world, a land filled with shadows and blind angles giving it such an air of gloom and menace that it was hard to realize there were lights and teeming humanity a stone’s throw away.

“I don’t see anybody,” Tiffany said nervously, peering into the almost impenetrable shadows that lined the access.

“Maybe he woke up and moved on,” Doc said. “We’ll just check a little further, then—uh-oh.”

“What is it, Doc?”

“Just keep walking, Tiffany. Don’t look back.”

Too startled to think clearly, the actress immediately shot a look behind them toward the mouth of the alley.

There were three men, faceless in the gloom but unmistakably heavyset, following the mock Legionnaires. When they saw Tiffany had spotted them, they quickened their pace as if to close the gap separating them from the pair.

“Doc …”

“Just keep moving, Tiff.”

“Shouldn’t we call for help?”

“It may be nothing,” the stuntman said, though his tone said he didn’t believe it himself. “If it is, though, I don’t think they’d give us time to use our wrist radios. No, I figure our best bet is to try to make it to the loading dock, then—shit!”

A lone figure appeared ahead, blocking their path … a figure that was noticeably larger than any of the three following them. It was as if the man had materialized out of the shadows, though he stood so motionlessly that he might have been there all along and simply escaped their attention.

“Okay, listen close, Tiff. We don’t have time to argue,” Doc murmured. “The odds ahead of us are still better than what’s behind us. I’m going to brace this character, and you’re going to keep going. Got that? Don’t stop, don’t look back until you get to the loading dock. Once you’re inside, get on the radio and tell them where I am and what’s going on—but only after you’re inside.”

“But …”

“Just do it!” the stuntman hissed, then started angling away from her.

“Hold it right there, fellah!” he called to the figure ahead, who was now moving toward them in a curious, floating stride. “I said hold it!”

The figure kept coming, and Doc reached for his tranquilizer pistol … far, far too late.

The stuntman’s work had given him experience in fight scenes and falls that looked quite impressive in the holos but in actuality were planned and choreographed to minimize the risk of serious injury. The few real fights he had been in were of the barroom variety, and even those were far behind him, since he had become much more of a homebody after his marriage. Nothing in his past, however, had prepared him to deal with, or even recognize the speed and agility of a professional athlete—even a retired one.

His hand barely touched the grip of his tranquilizer pistol when the oncoming figure accelerated with bewildering speed. Unable to even sidestep, Doc felt the air rush out of his lungs as the man slammed a massive shoulder into his midsection. Then he was lifted and carried backward as the monster continued to drive forward, paying no more attention to the stuntman’s weight than a bull would give notice to a towel dropped across its horns. Something smashed into Doc’s back, and he thankfully lost consciousness.

Tiffany watched in horror, her orders to run forgotten, as the attacker stepped back from the wall, still carrying Doc’s now-limp body, then flung it to the ground. Breathing heavily in what could only be described as animal growls, the man stared at her fallen companion for a moment, then kicked the still form savagely in the side.

That broke her trance.

Snatching her own tranquilizer pistol from its holster, the actress fired at the hulking menace.

There was a soft pfutt of compressed air when she pulled the trigger, but aside from that there was no indication that she had done anything at all.

She fired again … and again …

No effect.

In frustration, she hurled the weapon away and launched herself at the man’s back.

He turned at the sound of her approach, then backhanded her lazily out of the air like a troublesome insect.

Tiffany hit the ground in a boneless heap and lay still.

“Big bad soldier boys, huh?” one of the men who had been trailing the twosome said, stepping out of the shadows where he had been waiting. “They aren’t so tough.”

Still coming down from the adrenaline high of battle, Stilman only grunted in response.

“Hey! This babe’s a real looker,” one of the other men called, turning Tiffany over with his foot. “Guess we’re going to get a little pleasure with our business.”

Stilman’s head came up with a snap.

“None of that,” he said sharply. “We mess ’em up a bit to remind them they’re playing out of their league, but that’s all.”

“I thought Max said we could take the gloves off,” the man said sullenly.

In reality, Stilman wasn’t even sure that Max would approve of what they were doing. He had put this ambush together on the strength of her not giving him his usual order to “lay off the rough stuff.” Taking a couple of the security guards out of action should be okay, but it was certainly a welcome change for the boys not to have to keep their hands in their pockets during a brawl. Still, Max was a woman, and Stilman was almost certain that she’d get upset if the crew got too frisky with the female Legionnaire.

“Never mind what Max says,” he snapped, “I’m telling you to keep it impersonal. We’re sending these guys a message to back off, and I don’t want to confuse the issue with anything else. We’re going to mess them up period! Got that?”

“Yeah. Sure.”

Turning back to his original victim, Stilman raised his foot and brought his heel down sharply on the fallen man’s leg.

The sound of the bone breaking echoed briefly off the alley walls.

“Do something to her face,” he called back over his shoulder. “Women are sensitive about stuff like that.”

*    *    *

“Beeker here.”

“Yo, Beeker! It’s me … Chocolate Harry.”

Leaning against the bar’s back wall next to the public pay phone, Harry grinned as if the butler were standing in front of him instead of on the other end of the line.

“Hello, C.H. Sorry, but Captain Jester isn’t in at the moment. If you’ll just hold on, I’ll have Mother patch you through to him.”

“Whoa! Hold on there, hoss! I was callin’ for you, not the cap’n.”

The big man shot a glance around the bar to be sure no one was in hearing range, but the place was empty except for one couple sharing a late sandwich and beers.

“I see. Well then, what can I do for you, Harry?”

“I hear tell how you’ve been makin’ a play for the Ice Bitch and thought I’d give you a call with a friendly warning. That’s a real Stone Fox you’re messin’ with, bwana. Now, don’t get me wrong … you’re one hell of a man, but that gal will eat you alive, manners and all.”

There was a slight pause on the other end of the line.

“Are you, by any chance, referring to Ms. Laverna?”

“That’s the one.”

“Well then, I appreciate your concern and advice, Harry, but the truth of the matter is that Laverna and I are getting along rather well. In fact, I find her one of the warmest, kindest people I’ve met for some time.”

“No foolin’?” The ex-biker was genuinely impressed. “Beeker, either we’re talkin’ about different women, or I’d be greatly obliged if you’d give me a few pointers on technique sometime over a few brews.”

“I’d be glad to,” the butler’s voice came back. “But I’m not sure how much help I can be. I’ve never really considered my conduct with women as being ‘technique.’ In fact, I make a point of being myself rather than trying to impress them, and the response has been favorable, for the most part.”

“Hmmm. I dunno. There’s got to be more to it than that,” Harry said. “Every time I’ve tried bein’ myself with the ladies, they tend to look around for a cop.”

That got a laugh from Beeker.

“Of course, Harry, you should remember that when it comes to being oneself, you and I are notably different people. Still, I’ll be willing to chat with you on the subject sometime, if you’d like.”

“All right, my man, it’s a date. Just say when and where, and I’ll be there with a notepad.”

“It will probably have to wait until this assignment is over,” Beeker said. “I’m of the impression that while it’s on, we’re to avoid each other’s company publicly, for the sake of secrecy.”

“Yeah, I know.” Harry sighed heavily. “Well, let me know when you think it’ll be all right.”

There was another moment’s pause.

“Are you all right, Harry?” the butler said at last, a note of concern creeping into his voice. “Forgive me if I’m prying, but you sound a little down.”

“I guess I am … a bit,” the ex-biker admitted.

“What’s wrong? Is it anything you’d like to talk about?”

“I dunno … It’s just that …” Harry struggled for a second, then the floodgates went down and the words came in a rush. “I just feel kinda cut off out here … out of the information loop, you know? One of the things I’ve always liked about the cap’n is that he always made sure I knew what was goin’ on, even when it didn’t involve me direct. Now I only hear about some of the things that are happenin’, and even then it’s after the action is over. For the most part, I just stand around here and polish glasses and wonder what’s goin’ on with the crew. I’ll tell you, Beeker, it’s gettin’ to me. You know, it seems like more and more often I see somethin’ or think of somethin’ and turn to point it out to the guy next to me, only there’s no one there. I mean, there’re folks here and all, but no one I can talk to. Know what I mean?”

“If it’s not pointing out the obvious, Harry,” the butler observed once the ex-biker had run out of words, “it sounds to me like you’re lonely.”

Harry thought for a few beats, then his face split in a wide smile.

“Damn! You know, I think you’re right, Beeker! Son of a gun! That never occurred to me … I guess ’cause I’ve never been lonely before.”

“Excuse me, Harry”—Beeker’s voice was gentle—“but don’t you mean that until recently, you’ve always been lonely?”

If it was from anyone else, Harry would have simply laughed at the suggestion, but he had a great deal of respect for Beeker, so he gave the idea serious thought.

“I never thought of it that way,” he said slowly, “but … you know, it’s funny. When I first heard about this assignment, I was really lookin’ forward to bein’ out on my own again … gettin’ away from uniforms, and maybe mixin’ with a few of the folks like I used to hang around with. The way it is, though, I just can’t get into it. There’s even another biker here who keeps wantin’ to talk about old times, but I have trouble gettin’ fired up to brag about how bad the old club used to be. In fact, the more I think about it, the more it seems we ran on bullshit—all the time tryin’ to impress each other with how tough we was so’s nobody would think we was afraid. The fact is, the only place I’ve felt comfortable just bein’ me is with the cap’n and the troops.”

“I can’t say I’m surprised, Harry,” the butler said. “Of course, I’ve been with Mr. Phule for a long time now and watched the effect he has on those around him. Let me assure you that you’re not alone in your reactions. After a lifetime of feeling one has to pretend to be something he’s not, finally meeting someone who can not only accept but appreciate people as they are tends to generate—”

“Excuse me, Beeker,” Harry interrupted. “Hang on just a sec.” A flurry of activity at the door had caught the ex-biker’s attention. Four men had just trooped in, Stilman the obvious leader. Paying no attention to Harry, they took seats at a table and noisily called for a round of drinks.

“It’s okay, Beeker,” Harry said. “Just a little movement in the enemy troops. What was that you were say in’?”

“Just that many people who had long since resigned themselves to being alone or the oddball in any group, find that …”

Harry was only listening with half an ear, the rest of his attention focused idly on the table of heavies.

They seemed to be in a good mood, shaking hands and patting each other on the back, and he caught the flash of Stilman passing out thick envelopes, presumably full of money, to the other three men.

“Hold on, Beeker,” Harry said, still eyeing the table of men. “There may be something goin’ on here. You might want to pass the word that …”

He broke off in midsentence, his blood suddenly turning ice cold.

Stilman had produced two objects from his pocket and was holding them up for inspection. From the back of the room, the ex-biker couldn’t see too clearly, but he didn’t have to. He’d know those things from a mile away. He should … he’d issued enough of them.

Stilman was holding two of the company’s wrist radios.

“Harry?” came Beeker’s voice in his ear. “Are you there? What is it?”

“Listen close, Beeker,” Harry growled into the phone, barely recognizing his own voice. “I may not have time to say this twice … got me? Tell the cap’n to run a body count on the company. Fast. I think someone’s in trouble. Only … listen up, Beek … be sure to tell him not to use the wrist radios for the check. In fact, tell him to pass the word to be careful what gets said over the radios period! It looks like the opposition has gotten hold of a couple of ’em, so there’s a good chance they’ll be listenin’ in … for a while, anyway. You got that?”

“Got it, Harry,” the butler shot back. “Do you want him to get back to you when he’s done?”

“Tell him not to bother. I’ll get back to him later if I can.”

“Harry, are you in trouble? You sound—”

“Just tell the cap’n,” the ex-biker said hurriedly, and broke the connection.

Stilman had just gotten to his feet and, after one last round of handshakes, was heading out the door.

Forcing himself to move casually, Harry strolled behind the bar.

“Can you cover for me for a few, Willie my man?” he said. “I gots to slip out for a minute.”

“I suppose so,” the other bartender said. “It’s not like it’s real busy, or—hey! What’s up?”

Harry had been fishing around under the bar, but now he straightened up holding a sawed-off pool cue loosely in one hand. Effectively a lead-weighted club, it was kept to break up fights and happened to be one of Harry’s favorite weapons.

“You really don’t want to know,” he said with a wink. “In fact, you haven’t seen a thing, right?”

“If you say so.” Willie shrugged and pointedly turned his back.

Holding the weapon close to his side so it would not be noticed easily, Harry headed out of the bar, hurrying slightly to make up for the lead Stilman had on him.

*    *    *

Tiffany looked smaller stretched out in the clinic bed, the sight tugging at Phule’s heart and conscience as he had known it would. He had been stalling making this visit since he heard the doctor’s appraisal of the extent of the actress’s injuries, even to the point of prolonging his conversation with Doc. The stuntman had been in surprisingly good spirits, remarkably good considering his two broken legs, and had even succeeded in putting the Legionnaire commander relatively at ease over the incident. That feeling had fled, though, upon first viewing Tiffany’s bandaged face, draining away as if someone had pulled a plug in his mind and let his hastily constructed defenses run out like so much water.

She seemed to be asleep, and after a few silent moments Phule started to leave.

“Hi, Captain.”

“Hello, Tiffany,” he said, forcing a smile as he turned back.

“I don’t suppose you know anyone who’s casting for The Mummy’s Bride, do you?”

The actress’s hand came up to touch her bandages.

“I … I don’t know what to say, Tiffany,” Phule stammered. “‘I’m sorry’ doesn’t start to express what I’m feeling.”

“Sorry about what?” Tiffany said, raising herself slightly on her pillow. “You warned us it might be dangerous when you gave us that first briefing, and you gave us a chance to back out then. If anything, it’s our fault, because we went against your set procedures. We were the ones who decided to play soldier on our own, going outside the hotel and not bringing one of your regular troops along.”

The commander shook his head.

“I never imagined it would come to this,” he said. “If I had, I never would have—”

“Listen to me, Captain,” the actress interrupted. “It’s our fault, not yours. Okay? If I don’t blame you, don’t go blaming yourself. I never should have let Doc talk me into tagging along.”

“I’m sure Doc didn’t think that—”

“Hey! I’m not trying to hang this on Doc, either,” Tiffany said hurriedly. “I’ve been making my own decisions for a long time and living with the consequences, good or bad. I’m a big girl now, in case you haven’t noticed.”

“Oh, I’ve noticed, all right,” Phule said, smiling in spite of himself. “Don’t think that I’m totally insensitive or blind. It’s just that running this outfit is taking a lot more of my time and attention than I had expected, and I really can’t afford any distractions right now.”

“A distraction, eh? Well, that’s something,” the actress murmured.

“Excuse me?”

“What? Oh, nothing.” She managed to let him see her close one eyelid in a broad wink. “At least now I know what it takes for a girl to get you into her bedroom.”

The smile disappeared from Phule’s face as if someone had turned out the light.

“Since you’re awake, Tiffany, I wanted to tell you not to worry about … about the damage to your face. I’ve already put in a call for a plastic surgeon, and we’ll be covering all the expenses and continuing your salary for however long it takes to erase any trace of what’s happened.”

“I know. The doctor told me, except …” The actress turned her face toward the commander. “You know, it’s funny. I was still groggy from the painkillers he gave me, but I think he said something about Maxine Pruet covering all the expenses.”

Phule’s expression tightened slightly.

“I know,” he said. “I was told the same thing. We’ll see about that. You just get some rest and concentrate on getting better and don’t worry about where the money is coming from. I’ll take care of dealing with Mrs. Pruet.”

He started to ease toward the door.

“In the meantime,” he continued, forcing a lighter tone into his voice, “be sure to let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

“Well … there is one thing, Captain.”

“What’s that?”

“When you talk to the surgeon … Is there any chance he could do a little work on my nose at the same time? I’ve always thought it was too big, and since he’ll be operating anyway …” She let her voice trail off.

“Consider it done.” Phule smiled, more confident now that Tiffany hadn’t been merely putting on an act for his benefit. “I’ll be sure he confers with you on what the final result should be, and you can make any adjustments you want.”

“Thanks, Captain,” she said. “I suppose it sounds silly, but—”

“Excuse me, Captain?”

They looked around to find Doc’s son standing in the doorway to the room.

Tiffany waved. “Hiya, kid! Welcome to the horror show.”

“Hello, Tiffany.”

“Hi, Junior,” Phule said. “Your father’s right down the hall. He was awake a little while ago when I talked to him.”

“I know, Captain,” the youth said. “I’ve already been to see him, thanks. You’re the one I was looking for.”

“Oh?” The commander glanced quickly at Tiffany. “I was just finishing here, if you’d like to step into the hall.”

“No, here is fine. In fact, I want Tiffany to hear this, too.”

“Okay. What’s on your mind?”

“Well … the others asked me to talk with you, since I was coming over anyway to visit Dad.” The youth seemed suddenly uneasy. “What it is, is … well, we all appreciate what you told us, about paying off our contracts and sending us back to Jewell, but—”

“What? Wait a minute!” Tiffany broke in. “You didn’t tell me anything about this, Captain.”

“It didn’t concern you,” the commander said tersely. “Not for a while, anyway. You were saying, Junior?”

“Well, sir,” the youth continued, squaring his shoulders, “we’d like you to reconsider your decision. We want to stay on until this thing is finished. As far as we’re concerned, nothing has changed from the original agreement.”

“Nothing?” Phule scowled.” That isn’t how I’d describe what’s happened to your father and Tiffany.”

“I can’t speak for Tiffany,” the youth said. “But my father’s had broken bones before. It goes with the job. As for the rest of us, we were warned of the possible danger involved in this deal, and we accepted it. Just because it’s become a reality hasn’t changed the terms of our contract. We’re all ready to go on working for you if you’ll let us.”

“All of you?”

“Well, we haven’t had a chance to check with Tiffany,” the boy admitted. “That’s why I wanted to discuss this in front of her.”

“You can add my vote to that, kid,” the actress said firmly. “It looks like I’ll be stuck here for a while anyway, but …” She pulled herself up into a sitting position, hugging her knees to steady herself. “Let me tell you something, Mister Phule. You may be some kind of hotshot in the business world, or even the military, but it seems you have a lot to learn about show business.”

“I guess I do,” the commander said, shaking his head slightly. “Would either of you care to enlighten me?”

Tiffany gave out an unladylike snort.

“It appears you have the common misconception that entertainers are hothouse flowers that have to be babied and protected. Well, nothing could be further from the truth. Our profession has never really been socially acceptable, and anyone who makes a living at it has had to put up with physical and mental abuse as a norm, not as an exception. You may think of the theater as being sophisticated and artsy, but our roots are in traveling troupes that were closer to carnivals and snake-oil shows than any black-tie opening night.”

“We’re used to butting heads with the locals,” Doc’s son supplied calmly. “It’s almost like we’re gypsies, and being hassled or exploited—or blamed for whatever goes wrong in the near vicinity—gets to be expected after a while. Usually we have to knuckle under and go along with things or risk being run out of town. This time, though, we’ve got the forces of authority on our side for a change. Heck, we are the forces of authority.”

“What the kid’s trying to say, Captain,” the actress added, “is that we may be temperamental and sometimes quit a job in a huff, but nobody runs us off a stage … except maybe the director or stage manager. In this case, that’s you. Now, if you tell us that we’re not performing up to snuff or that you have to make some budget cuts, that’s one thing. But don’t tell us we’re being pulled from the cast for our own good. You hired us because we’re all pros … ‘real troopers,’ as the phrase goes. These yokels can’t even imagine a situation bad enough to close us down if you say it’s all right to keep working.”

“The show must go on, eh?” Phule smiled wryly.

“That’s about it,” the youth said.

“All right.” The commander sighed, reaching a decision. “Pass the word that any of the actors who want to stay on, can. Oh, and son …?”

“Yes, sir?”

“There’s a tradition in the Space Legion that lets a recruit choose his own name when he signs on, and suddenly I don’t feel comfortable thinking of you as ‘Junior.’ Is there anything else you’d like to be called?”

The youth’s face split in a sudden smile.

“Well, sir,” he said, “I think I’ll take my cue from the lovely lady here. Why don’t you just call me ‘Trooper’?”

“Consider it done,” Phule said. “Pass the word on that as well, and be sure to give everyone my personal thanks.”

“Thank you, sir!”

The youth drew himself up and gave a snappy salute.

“Thank you, Trooper,” the commander corrected with a smile, returning the salute.

“That was nice, Captain,” the actress said after the youth had departed. “Would it be a horrible imposition to ask if I could give you a kiss before you left?”

“Tiffany,” Phule said with mock solemnity, “it would be a pleasure.”

The phone rang on the bedside table.

“Damn!” the actress snarled, then caught herself and smiled again. “Don’t go away, Captain. I’m going to hold you to that kiss.”

“I’ll be right here,” the commander promised.

The phone rang again, and the actress reached for it.

“Hello? … Who? … Oh … No, I’m fine, thank you. It’s nice of you to ask.”

Catching Phule’s eye, she covered the phone’s mouthpiece with one hand while silently mouthing a name.

Maxine Pruet.

The commander’s face hardened, and he held out his hand for the phone.

“Mrs. Pruet?” he said. “Captain Jester here.”

“Good evening, Captain.” Max’s voice came after only the slightest pause. “I was going to call you next, but I should have known you would be there.”

“Yes … well, I just wanted to tell you that while we appreciate the gesture of your offering to cover the medical costs, they’re being paid by the Space Legion. We take care of our own.”

“I’m aware of that, Captain … now more than before, I’m afraid.”

“Excuse me?”

“I was going to extend my personal apologies for what happened tonight, as well as my assurances that it was not done at my orders. It seems, however, my apologies would have been a bit premature … all things considered.”

“Forgive me, Mrs. Pruet, but I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh, come now, Captain. I’m sure neither of us believes in coincidence. Do you really expect me to accept that it was sheer chance that Mr. Stilman was brutally beaten so soon after his attack on your members?”

“You can believe what you like,” Phule said tersely, “but whatever happened, I’m unaware of it.”

“I see.” Max’s voice was thoughtful. “Very well, Captain, I’ll believe you … if for no other reason than I can’t think of why you would claim ignorance if you were responsible, since there has clearly been provocation. I’ll admit that it struck me as strange that you’d use outside help rather than your own troops. For your information, however, the person responsible for the attack on your people tonight, Mr. Stilman—I believe you’re familiar with the name, if not the person—is currently receiving medical attention for a shattered kneecap as well as multiple breakages to his jawbone. As I said, the coincidence is a bit too much for credibility, so I suggest you make inquiries within your own forces as to who ordered the attack.”

“Excuse me, did you say that he’s here? At this clinic?”

“No, Captain. He’s at another facility. We have several clinics here on Lorelei, though it’s not highly publicized. I felt it would create an unnecessarily messy situation if he were treated at the same location as your people. In fact, I’ll be having him shipped off-station for intensive care on the next available ship. While I am far from pleased with his independent action, we take care of our own too.”

“I see.” Phule frowned. “I was hoping I could speak with him directly about who it was who attacked him.”

“His injuries make it impossible for him to talk, Mr. Phule.” Maxine’s voice was momentarily cold. “But he can write. I suggest that you confine your investigation to your own people to determine who ordered the attack. We already know who executed it.”

“Who was it?”

“I already said that it was not one of your Legionnaires, Captain, and as the attack did not take place on the premises of the Fat Chance, I don’t believe it’s any of your concern. Now, if you’ll forgive me, there are things which require my immediate attention.”

With that, she broke the connection.

Phule frowned at the receiver for several moments before gently placing it back on its cradle.

“What is it, Captain?” Tiffany said, noting the expression on his face.

“I’m not sure,” the commander admitted. “It seems that the person who attacked you and Doc has been …”

A shrill beep from his wrist communicator interrupted him. Despite the urgency of the sound, Phule stared at it for a few moments before answering the signal. There were only a few of the command communicators such as he was wearing, so the radio silence order did not preclude the use of the exclusive channels. Still, he had left orders with Mother that he was to be disturbed only for an emergency while he was visiting the clinic.

“Phule here,” he said, finally opening the line.

“Sorry to bother you, Captain,” came Mother’s voice without any of her usual banter, “but things are popping back here at the casino, and I thought you should know about it. First of all, we’ve got the two missing communicators back, and—”

“Wait a minute. Who got them back?”

“It was sergeant … Chocolate Harry, I mean.”

“Harry! I should have known.” Phule grimaced. “Listen, Mother. Pass the word: I want Harry pulled in fast! The opposition’s looking for him. I don’t care if it means sending out a team to escort him in, we’ve got to—”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you, Captain,” Mother broke in. “He’s already in. We’ve got him up in your suite. He’s hurt, but he won’t let us call a doctor. You’d better get back here pronto.”

*    *    *

The supply sergeant was stretched out on the suite’s sofa, attended by Beeker and a small group of hovering Legionnaires when Phule arrived back at his room. He was stripped to the waist, and even from the doorway the commander could see the massive purple bruise that showed even against his dark skin, stretching from armpit to hip and across a large part of his rib cage.

“Hello, C.H.,” he said. “It’s good to see you again.”

“Hey, Cap’n,” came the weak response. “How’s it goin’?”

The sergeant shifted his huge form, and Phule realized with a start that he was trying to rise.

“Just stay where you are,” he said, moving quickly to Harry’s side. “Well, I hear you’ve been busy tonight.”

“You heard that, huh?” C.H. grinned, sinking back into his pillows. “Busier’n I expected, that’s for sure. Man, that dude was fast! If I hadn’t gotten his kneecap with my first shot, he would have cleaned my clock. Even as it was, he got me a good lick before I put him to sleep.”

He gestured vaguely at his bruise with the opposite hand.

“So I see,” Phule said sternly. “I want a doctor to look at that, Harry. No arguments.”

“Don’t do it, Cap’n,” Harry wheezed, shaking his head. “I’ve been knocked around before, and this’s nothin’ more’n a few cracked ribs. I’m pretty sure the Max has the local medics in her pocket, and you bring one of ’em up here, she’s gonna know I’m with you, and maybe start lookin’ around to see who else might be Legionnaires in civilian clothes.”

The commander hesitated.

“Please, Cap’n,” the sergeant pressed. “I’ll be all right … really. Just let me get some sleep, and I’ll be good as new.”

Phule pursed his lips, then nodded.

“Beeker,” he said, “I want you to stay close to Harry tonight. Watch him close. If there’s any indication he’s hurt worse than he’s telling us, I want you to call me … cancel that. Call a doctor, then call me.”

“Certainly, sir.”

“The rest of you, clear out of here and let the man get some rest. We’ll keep you posted as to his condition.”

“One more thing, Cap’n,” the prone sergeant said, raising his head painfully.

“What is it, Harry?”

“The bulletproof material our uniforms are made of? Well, Stilman’s outfit was made of the same stuff, probably standard issue for their troops as well. I don’t think our tranquilizer guns will work against it.”

“Don’t worry, C.H.,” Phule said grimly. “I already planned to have heavier armaments issued to everyone and to put an around-the-clock guard on Gunther. It looks like things are starting to get rough.”

“Yeah, well, you might want to find that salesman and see about gettin’ some of your money back.” Harry grinned humorlessly as he let his head ease back down. “That stuff may stop penetration, but it ain’t much good against impact. If he wants to argue, I bet there are four people who will be glad to give him a demonstration that he’s wrong!”


Chapter Thirteen

Journal #244

Despite the ominous turn events had taken, the next several days passed without incident. Although this proved to be merely the quiet before the storm, it nonetheless gave my employer the opportunity to indulge in a few of the more civilized elements of life.

I refer here to eating, which to me requires specifically sitting down to eat rather than simply wolfing down a sandwich, a hamburger, or some other form of “energy pellet” fast food while continuing with one’s duties. This was a luxury I noticed my employer allowed himself less and less of late.

I had long since abandoned any effort to convince him that it might be desirable for him to sleep more than one or two hours at a time … 

*    *    *

“I’ve really got to get going soon,” Phule declared, glancing at his watch again. “I’m overdue to check on the troops.”

“Relax, Captain,” Sydney said, reaching for the wine bottle once more. “Those roughnecks of yours are more than capable of taking care of themselves without you hovering over them … or they should be. Besides, I thought the whole point of those snazzy communicators you wear was so they could get in touch with you if anything important happened.”

“I suppose you’re right,” the commander said, though he glanced involuntarily at the restaurant door even as he spoke. “I guess I’ve been edgy ever since Tiffany and Doc got jumped, and I’m not particularly confident that the troops will always check with me before they swing into action, as you well know.”

“Don’t remind us, Willard,” Jennie Higgens said, wrinkling her nose slightly as she held her own glass out to her cameraman for a refill. “I mean, we’ve accepted your apology and all, but don’t push your luck. You know, I can’t help but feel we’d still be cooling our heels under guard if you hadn’t remembered I had been to nursing school before signing on to the glamorous world of broadcast news. How is Harry, by the way?”

“He seems to be coming along fine,” Phule said. “At least, it’s getting more and more difficult to keep him horizontal while he’s mending. Fortunately, I think he’s met his match in Beeker. Incidentally, I want to thank you again for taping him up.”

“I’ve had a lot of practice with that, though I’m better on bone bruises,” the reporter said. “In case the subject ever comes up, don’t ever let anyone con you into thinking that field hockey is a ladylike game. It can be as rough or rougher than lacrosse—at least the way we used to play it.” She paused and cocked an eyebrow at the Legionnaire commander. “Maybe I shouldn’t mention it, but you are aware, aren’t you, that that’s the fifth or sixth time you’ve thanked me for patching up the sergeant?”

“Is it?” Phule frowned, rubbing his forehead with one finger. “Sorry. I don’t mean to be redundant. I seem to be a bit forgetful lately. I guess I’m a little tired.”

The reporter and the cameraman exchanged glances. It had been impossible not to notice the lines of fatigue etched into Phule’s face, though they had both been careful not to comment on it.

“Oh well.” The Legionnaire commander shrugged and forced a smile. “The one thing I can’t thank you enough for is your willingness to sit on this story—for a while, anyway. I know how much it must mean to you.”

“No, you don’t,” Sydney muttered, glancing away as he took another sip of his wine.

Jennie shot him a dark glare, then turned back to the conversation.

“It’s nice of you to thank us,” she said easily, “but really, Willard, reporters aren’t totally insensitive, no matter what you’ve heard—the good ones, anyway. It’s easy to see that publicizing what you’re doing would endanger your undercover operatives, so it’s no big thing for us to hold off for a while.”

“Well, Jennie,” Phule said carefully, “contrary to popular belief, I’m not totally insensitive, either. What was that you were saying about my not really knowing how much this story means to you, Sydney?”

“What?” The cameraman blinked in surprise at suddenly being the focus of the conversation. “Oh … nothing.”

The Legionnaire commander leaned back in his seat, his arms folded across his chest as he looked back and forth between his two dinner companions.

“Now, look,” he said. “I’ve been up front and candid with you two in this whole deal—probably more than I should have been. I don’t think it’s asking too much for you to return the favor. Now, what is it that I don’t know about your involvement with this story?”

Uncomfortable silence hung in the air for a moment. Then the reporter shrugged her shoulders.

“Tell him, Sydney,” she said.

The cameraman grimaced before he spoke.

“I guess loose lips really do sink ships,” he said. “All right, Captain. What I was so carelessly referring to is that both our jobs are on the line for this assignment. The news director wasn’t particularly convinced that there was a story here, but Jennie kept leaning on him until he agreed to send us, but on the proviso that if we don’t come up with something to justify the cost of the trip, we needn’t bother coming back, and whatever benefits or severance pay we had coming would be applied against the cost of the wild-goose chase.”

“Why, Jennie?” Phule said.

“Oh, he just made me mad,” the reporter admitted. “He acted like I was making the whole thing up to get the news service to pay for a passion-filled vacation on Lorelei for Sydney and me. I kept trying to convince him it was a legitimate story and … well, when he got around to making his ‘take it or leave it’ offer, I couldn’t refuse or it would look like he was right all along.”

“Interesting,” the commander said. “But what I meant was, why didn’t you want to tell me about this?”

Jennie shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I didn’t want it to seem like you were under any obligation to us. You have a habit of taking responsibility for everything and everybody around you, Willard, and I was afraid it would come across like we were trying to play on your generosity … or your guilt.”

“Well, this assignment has aged me a bit,” Phule said, a ghost of a smile flitting across his face. “As somebody told me not too long ago, I figure you’re both adults and capable of making your own decisions and living with the consequences. You two made the deal, and I assume you did it taking into account how much you were willing to risk against what potential losses. That makes it your business, not mine.”

The reporter smiled. “Thank you, Willard. I appreciate that.”

“Of course,” the commander added carefully, “if it turns out that you do end up in the ranks of the unemployed, I hope you won’t hesitate to let me help you find a new position. That much I’d be willing to do whether or not the story in question involved me and mine.”

“We’ll see.” Jennie grinned impishly. “We’re not dead yet.”

“Just one thing, Sydney,” Phule said, “if you don’t mind my asking. I notice you had your holo-camera gear along, and that’s fairly expensive equipment. Is it your own, or does it belong to the news service? Would you have to send it back if things went bad?”

“Oh, it’s mine,” the cameraman acknowledged. “It’s not the newest stuff available, mind you, but I’ve pieced together an adequate rig over the years. I figured that just in case the time had come for me to finally strike out on my own, I should … Excuse me, but is this someone you know, Captain? She seems to be coming this way.”

The commander followed Sydney’s gaze and saw a matronly woman in a loose-fitting, almost batwing black dress approaching their table. While she seemed somehow familiar, he couldn’t quite place her in his memory. As their eyes met, however, the woman smiled her own recognition.

“Good evening, Captain Jester. May I join you?”

The voice swept away any uncertainty.

“Colonel Battleax?” Phule gulped, rising reflexively to his feet. “What are … Please … have a seat.”

The colonel graciously accepted the chair he held for her as if it was what she had been expecting all along.

“I … Excuse me, I don’t think you’ve met,” the commander managed, still trying to recover from the shock of Battleax’s presence in the middle of an assignment. “This is Jennie Higgens and Sydney Nolan.”

“Ah yes, the reporter,” Battleax said, smiling sweetly as the two women shook hands. “I believe we met briefly on Haskin’s Planet.”

“That’s right,” Jennie acknowledged. “Back during the … investigation of Willard’s handling of the alien invasion.”

“Well, I don’t think we ever met. Not to talk, anyway.” Sydney interrupted, extending his own hand. “I was behind the camera that day.”

“Of course,” the colonel said. “I never did get a chance to thank you both for the coverage you provided. It made our job so much easier to have half the galaxy looking over our shoulder.”

“Umm … what brings you to Lorelei, Colonel?” Phule interjected, trying desperately to change the subject before things got bloody.

“Actually, you do, Captain.” Battleax smiled, showing a few extra teeth. “You and your merry band of cutthroats. I think, however, our discussion of that should wait for another time—sometime, shall we say, more private? I wouldn’t want to bore your guests with Legion chitchat.”

“We … uh … were just leaving, weren’t we, Sydney?” Jennie said, rising abruptly to her feet.

“That’s right,” the cameraman echoed, following her example. “Thanks for the dinner, Captain. Nice seeing you again, Colonel.”

“That was really unnecessary, Colonel,” Phule murmured as the two left. “Jennie and Sydney are okay.”

“Forgive me if I don’t share your love of the media, Captain,” Battleax growled, her pasted-on smile slipping away, “but my own experiences with members of the fifth estate have been less than pleasant.”

“So, to return to my original question,” the commander said, “what are you doing on Lorelei? Forgive me, but I hadn’t expected to see you—or anyone else from Headquarters, for that matter.”

“I was on Brookston when I caught the media coverage of your arrival here,” the colonel explained, “and realized why Blitzkrieg was so eager for me to take my vacation. Since I was having trouble figuring out what to do with my off time anyway, I thought I’d drop by to see how things were going.”

Phule made a few mental calculations and realized that to make the trip from Brookston to Lorelei by commercial transport, Battleax would have had to start her journey almost immediately upon seeing the newscast. Despite his surprise at her appearance, he was nonetheless touched by her obvious concern for himself and his troops.

“It was good of you to come,” he said, “but we pretty much have things under control. I can probably get you a complimentary room, though, for the balance of your vacation. I have an ‘in’ with the management here, and Lorelei really is a spectacular place.”

He smiled warmly, but Battleax didn’t return it.

“Uh-huh,” she said. “Now, tell me the rest of it, Captain. All of it. What exactly is going on here?”

Phule hesitated for a moment, then heaved a heavy sigh.

“You’ve heard, huh? Well, let’s just say that it’s been a far cry from the easy duty in paradise that the general billed this assignment as.”

“Could you be a bit more specific, Captain?” Battleax said, helping herself to some of the remaining wine. “Remember, I just got here.”

“Well … how much do you know so far?”

“Not a thing,” the colonel said.

“But then how did you know …”

“That things were rough?” Battleax finished. “Give me credit for a little intelligence at least, Captain Jester. It really wasn’t all that hard to figure out. First, there’s the fact that Blitzkrieg wouldn’t give you a drink of water in a desert unless there was poison in it. That, coupled with the timing of the assignment—waiting until he could deal with you without going through me—made the whole thing suspect from the beginning.”

She paused to take another sip of wine.

“Second … frankly, Captain, you look like hell. While I know you have a tendency to push yourself, you usually take better care of yourself than this—or, at least, that butler of yours does. It looks like you haven’t slept in a week, and I’d be willing to bet it’s because things are bad enough that you feel you have to oversee things personally, to a point where it takes priority over your own well-being. An admirable stance, perhaps, but still an indication that something’s desperately wrong with this assignment. And finally …” The colonel fixed the commander with a steely gaze. “I’ve made a point of keeping up on the Legionnaires under your command, Captain. I review their records and your reports on a regular basis. Even in the short time I’ve been here, I’ve noticed that there are several unfamiliar faces wearing Space Legion uniforms, and I’ve recognized a few of your degenerates working as hotel staff. Realizing they all view you as their ringleader and wouldn’t say boo to a goose unless they cleared it with you, I thought it best to come straight to the source for my information.” She leaned back in her chair. “Now it’s your turn, Captain. I want to know the truth behind what’s happening on this assignment before I hear it from the media, for a change.”

Phule made a face and shook his head ruefully. “It’s a long story, Colonel.”

Battleax waved for a waiter and signaled for another bottle of wine.

“I’ve got time,” she said, settling into her chair.

*    *    *

Again, I am handicapped in my account by a lack of specific knowledge of the details surrounding an event or conversation which took place in my absence.

I do, however, feel I can state with some certainty that some form of the following exchange took place roughly in the timeframe I am recording it here. I base this conclusion on the simple fact that Maxine Pruet is said to be a decisive leader, and it is doubtful she would have delayed long before implementing a decision once it had been made.

*    *    *

“Shit!” Laverna declared, tossing down her pencil onto the nest of work sheets and notes in front of her. Like many of her profession, she preferred the old, manual form of doodling and numeric experimentation when trying to work out a problem.

“I know you don’t want to hear this, Max, but my best recommendation is to throw in the towel and eat our losses on this one.”

“How so?” her employer prompted from the sofa.

Laverna tapped the table repeatedly with her finger, organizing her thoughts for several moments before she spoke.

“The time factor is the killer,” she said at last. “We might be able to put together something that would hurt Rafael financially, but not in time to keep him from paying off the note to you.”

“Nothing at all?”

“Well, we could try to burn the place down to keep him from turning a profit at the tables, but then you’d have to rebuild from scratch once you took over … and figure out how to offset the bad publicity from the fire. Besides, he’s probably got insurance for ‘interruption of business,’ so even that might not stop him.”

“In any case, I don’t think we want to go that far,” Maxine said with a faint smile. “No, I tend to agree with you, Laverna. In fact, I arrived at much the same conclusion yesterday.”

“You did?” Her advisor made no effort to hide the surprise in her voice. “Then how come you’ve been having me—”

“There might have been an option I overlooked,” Max said. “That, and I guess I’ve been stalling having to say it out loud. This isn’t the first time I’ve been outmaneuvered, but it doesn’t make me any happier about running up the white flag.” She rose and wandered over to the window. “I think what irritates me the most,” she said, looking down at the inevitable stream of passing tourists, “is that I can’t figure out just how he managed to do it.”

“That’s simple enough,” Laverna said as she gathered up her work sheets. “The man used his money better than you used yours.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it’s clear that he’s been spreading bribe money around the staff pretty good—or, at least, better than we have. There’s no way he could have pulled this off without a lot of inside information.”

“You think so? That’s interesting. I assumed that Huey Martin provided him with all the information he needed.”

“Uh-uh. He got more information somewhere than what Huey had to sell. There have got to be other folks in this complex serving as his eyes and ears—and I don’t mean the security guards.”

“Speaking of that,” Maxine said, “has there been any word as to the whereabouts of that bartender? The one who so effectively removed Mr. Stilman from the picture?”

“Not yet,” Laverna said. “I’ll tell you, it’s like the man vanished into thin air. He hasn’t left Lorelei on any ship, either as a passenger or as a crew member. We got that much from the watchers at the spaceport. The thing is, though, he hasn’t shown up at any hotel on or off the Strip, either.”

“That’s strange,” Maxine said thoughtfully. “If nothing else, it should be hard to hide that hover cycle of his.”

“You’d think so,” her aide said. “The only thing I can figure is that he’s holed up with someone—someone who’s better at hiding things than we are at finding them.”

“Like young Mr. Phule, for example?”

Laverna eyed her employer for a moment.

“Excuse my asking, Max, but is he going to take the blame for everything that goes wrong for us from now on?”

“I’m not getting paranoid or obsessive—not yet, anyway.” Maxine smiled. “Think about it for a moment, Laverna. It makes sense. We have a network of spotters all through this space station. We should be able to locate anyone in a relatively short time, yet this one gentleman who is rather memorable in appearance eludes our efforts. Now, where is our current blind spot—or, at least, where is our web the thinnest?”

“Right here at the Fat Chance,” Laverna admitted.

“Correct,” Max said. “Now, add to that our suspicions that the attack on Mr. Stilman was not entirely coincidental—that there is some link between our fugitive and the forces under Mr. Phule’s command.”

“I thought he told you that he didn’t have anything to do with it.”

“He may have lied,” Max said, “though I somehow doubt it. What he specifically said, though, was that he didn’t know anything about it. It’s my guess that one of his subordinates indulged in a little independent action, just as Mr. Stilman arranged the attack on his own. Anyway, with those two pieces—our lack of information on the internal workings of the Fat Chance and the possible connection between our missing bartender and someone in the security force—I don’t think it’s unreasonable to conclude that he might be hiding right here, in this complex.”

Laverna thought about it.

“It’s possible,” she said. “It still bothers me, though, that they used freelance help instead of going after Stilman themselves. That doesn’t make sense.”

“It may have been to keep their own hands clean if anything went wrong,” Max said. “Besides, young Mr. Phule hasn’t been averse to hiring outside specialists before. Look at the computer auditors he sneaked in on us.”

“That’s true,” her aide said. “You know, that’s something else that’s been bothering me.”

“What’s that?”

“Well, for some things, like the computer jockeys, they’ve been going outside, but for the crew that was working the stage at the showroom, they used their own people. I would have thought that they’d hire some specialists for that, too.” She shook her head. “Oh well, I guess it’s just that he had some show business people in the Legion, but nobody who really knew computers.”

“Just a moment, Laverna.” Max was suddenly alert. “Say that again.”

“What? You mean about there not being any computer experts in the Space Legion?”

“No, before that. You said he must have some show business people in his force.”

“That’s right. So?”

“So what if all the security force aren’t from the Space Legion? What if some of them are actors?”

“You mean stand-ins?” Laverna frowned. “That’s interesting. I guess if that were the case, I’d be wondering where the soldiers were they were replacing.”

Maxine was staring into the distance. “I was just recalling something Mr. Stilman said—about how he wasn’t impressed by the security force, but that the complex had the toughest staff he had ever run into. What if young Mr. Phule decided early on that uniformed guards were of limited value, and that instead he was going to put a portion of his force to work under cover, seeding them through the staff as waitresses or cooks?”

“Or bartenders!” Laverna supplied. “That would explain the guy who jumped Stilman!”

“Of course, that means he hasn’t restricted himself to infiltrating the staff for this complex,” Maxine continued thoughtfully. “He could have people anywhere, including as guests.” She snapped her fingers suddenly. “Weren’t you saying a moment ago that he must have had more information about our plans than Mr. Martin could provide? Who have we shared our plans with recently? In detail.”

“Jonesy!” her aide gasped. “You mean—damn! Posing as someone from the Yakuza. Now, that takes brass!”

“Audacity seems to be something young Mr. Phule is not lacking in—or his troops, for that matter,” Max said grimly.

The two women lapsed into silence, each analyzing this new hypothesis.

“Well,” Laverna said finally, “I guess that clinches it. Without knowing how many he’s got scattered around or who they are, I don’t see any way we can put something together by the deadline.”

“Oh, it’s true that we’ll probably have to abandon our efforts to gain control of this enterprise,” Maxine said, “but that doesn’t mean I’m ready to quit the field. Not just yet, anyway.”

Her aide frowned. “I don’t think I follow you.”

“There’s a fallback contingency plan I’ve had in mind for some time now. Something that will at least recoup our investment and give us a chance to pay young Mr. Phule back for his interference. Now seems an appropriate time to implement it.”

“What plan is that?”

“It’s really simply a matter of shifting our aim from a target which is defended to one which is not. Actually, Laverna, you deserve at least part of the credit for this. You gave me the idea yourself back when Mr. Phule arrived on Lorelei with his troops.”

“I did?”

“Certainly. I recall specifically your pointing out that young Mr. Phule comes from a very rich family.”

*    *    *

Beeker was jarred awake by the discordant jangle of the phone next to his bed. Bleary-eyed, he glanced at his watch to see how long he had been asleep, but abandoned the effort when he realized he had no recollection of when it was he had gone to bed. Not for the first time, he found himself annoyed with the Lorelei timetable, or lack thereof, which made any adherence to a schedule next to impossible.

The phone rang again.

Rather than reaching for the instrument immediately, the butler took a moment to compose himself. Perhaps business tycoons could function while giving the impression of being rushed and harried, but that simply wouldn’t do for one in his position.

Again the phone jangled.

“Beeker here.”

“Beeker, what the hell’s going on there?”

The voice was a surprise, not so much for its statement as in its identity. Even in its agitated condition, the butler had no difficulty recognizing it as belonging to Victor Phule, his employer’s father.

“Unfortunately, sir, I am unable to reply to that query—at least until you have calmed yourself sufficiently to properly identify yourself.”

“Oh. Sorry. This is Victor Phule, Beeker, and—”

“Ah yes. Good evening, Mr. Phule. How may I help you?”

“You can start by telling me what’s going on there on Lorelei!”

The butler rolled his eyes in exasperation. He had hoped that by forcing his caller into following formal protocol, the elder Phule would also be coerced into discussing rationally whatever it was that was bothering him. Clearly, however, this was not to be the case.

“Events on Lorelei are meticulously chronicled by the media, sir,” he said. “Or is there something specific you require information on?”

There was a long pause on the other end of the conversation.

“Look, Beeker,” the voice came at last, grim but in control. “Are you trying to be cute, or do you really not know what’s going on? I just got a call from some old dragon who says she’s holding Willard, and that unless I pony up a hundred million, they’re going to ax him or shove him out an airlock or whatever the hell they do to kill someone out there.”

“I see,” the butler said. “No, Mr. Phule. I assure you this is the first I’ve heard about it.”

“Do you think it’s on the up-and-up?”

“Yes, sir. I believe I know the parties involved, and they do not strike me as the sort to attempt to bluff on something of this magnitude. I’m afraid the probability is quite high both that they have your son and that they’ll kill him if you fail to pay the ransom.”

“Damn it, Beeker! How could this happen? He’s supposed to have a whole troop of soldier boys around him. No—scratch that. From what I hear of this Space Legion, I wouldn’t trust them to guard a piggy bank. But you! How could you let this happen, Beeker? I always thought you were one of the best in the business.”

“I try, sir,” Beeker said, unruffled. “We all do. Your son, however, has a mind of his own as well as an unfortunate flair for the unorthodox. Taking that into account, I’m sure you’ll realize the difficulties involved in watching over him.”

“I know all about his independence,” the elder Phule growled darkly. “I guess I knew this was bound to happen sooner or later.”

“Excuse my asking, Mr. Phule,” the butler said, seizing the pause in the conversation, “but is it still the policy of Phule-Proof Munitions and yourself that no extortion payments are to be made under any circumstances, regardless of who or what is being threatened?”

“That’s right,” the voice confirmed. “Once you start paying, there’s no end to it. We pay taxes to the government for protection, and that should be the end of it. If more people were willing to stand up to criminals and terrorists—”

“Yes, I’m familiar with the argument,” Beeker interrupted. “Tell me, Mr. Phule, would it be too much of a compromise of your principles to withhold your refusal for a while—say, for forty-eight hours?”

“No. They said they’d call back and broke the connection before I could say much of anything. If they call back, I can try to stall them, but—”

“Fine,” the butler said, cutting the elder Phule short again. “Then if you’ll be so good as to clear the line, sir, I’ll see if anything can be done to bring the situation to a satisfactory conclusion from this end.”

“Right … and Beeker?”

“Yes, Mr. Phule?”

The voice on the other end of the line was suddenly very weary, as if anger had been the only thing giving it strength and now that that emotion had been vented there was nothing left.

“Be careful not to … I mean … I know he and I have had our differences, but he’s still my son, and …”

“I understand. I’ll try, sir.”

As soon as the connection was broken, the butler abandoned any pretense of nonchalance.

His face set in a grim mask, he hurried through the door that connected his bedroom with the suite’s main living area. Chocolate Harry was asleep on the sofa, having stubbornly refused to move into one of the beds normally used by the suite’s residents, and Beeker moved quietly so as not to wake him. It was his intention to check his employer’s bedroom in the vain hope that this was all some sort of ghastly prank, but before he reached the other bedroom door, something caught his eye. There, on the chair next to the door into the corridor, were the sidearm the Legionnaire commander normally wore and his wrist communications command unit.

The butler stared at the items for a few moments, then sank into a chair and turned on a lamp.

“Hey, Beeker!” Harry said, awakened by the light. “What’s up?”

Beeker ignored him, bending over his own wrist communicator as he depressed the Call button.

“That you, Beeker?” came Mother’s voice. “What are you doing up at this hour? I thought—”

“Give me an open channel to Lieutenants Armstrong and Rembrandt,” the butler said tersely. “And Mother? I want to listen in as well. We have an emergency situation, and there’s no point wasting time going over the information twice.”


Chapter Fourteen

Journal #245

As near as I can determine, Maxine Pruet was either ignoring the presence of the Space Legion company under my employer’s command or operating under the old assumption that if you cut off the head, the body dies.

To say the least, this was an error in judgment.

The removal of my employer from his position of leadership did not cause the company to wither and die, but rather unified and intensified their already substantial energies. That is, it had the effect of removing the emergency brakes from a locomotive and putting it on a straight, downhill stretch of tracks.

*    *    *

One of the Fat Chance’s conference rooms had been hastily commandeered for the company’s emergency war council, but even that was growing crowded. In an effort to keep the meeting manageable, the room had been cleared of everyone except cadre and officers, which is to say those holding the rank of corporal or higher, and a few concerned individuals, like the Voltron, Tusk-anini, who refused to budge and whom no one had the energy or courage to chase out. A large crowd of Legionnaires loitered and hovered in the hall just outside, however, muttering darkly to each other as they waited for a course of action to be decided upon.

All the undercover Legionnaires had been recalled, though not all had taken time to change into their Legion uniforms, giving the assemblage the appearance of being a catered party rather than a planning session. This impression would be shattered, however, upon viewing the faces of the participants. The expressions ranged from worried to grim, without a single smile in evidence.

The focus of the group was on the company’s two lieutenants, who stood on either side of the conference table reviewing a stack of floor plans, stoically ignoring the faces that peered anxiously over their shoulders from time to time.

“I still don’t see what this is supposed to accomplish, Remmie,” Armstrong grumbled, picking up another sheet from the stack. “We don’t even know for sure that he’s still in the complex.”

Though he was from a military family and had consequently had more experience with planning, the same background had also made Armstrong a stickler for protocol and chain of command. Lieutenant Rembrandt’s commission predated his, making her the senior officer and his superior, and he deferred to her as much from ingrained habit as from courtesy.

“It’s a starting point, okay?” Rembrandt snapped back at him. “I just don’t think we should start tearing the whole space station apart, dividing our forces in the process, until we’re sure they aren’t holding him right here. It’s our best bet that he’s being held here somewhere, since I don’t see them running the risk of being spotted while trying to move him out of the complex. That means we’ve got to take the time to check out all the out-of-the-way nooks and crannies in this place before we go barging around outside—and there are a lot of them.”

“You can say that again,” Armstrong said, scowling at the sheet he was holding. “As long as we’ve been here, I never realized how many access corridors and service areas there were in this place.”

“Hey! Look who’s here!”

“C.H.! How’s it goin’, man?”

The officers looked up as the company’s supply sergeant made his way into the room through the waiting crowd, smiling and waving his response to the greetings that marked his arrival.

“Come on in, Harry!” Rembrandt called. “Good to see you back in uniform.”

Indeed, Chocolate Harry was decked out in his Legionnaire uniform, complete with—or incomplete, as the case may be—the torn-off sleeves that were his personal trademark.

“Good to be back, Lieutenant,” the massive sergeant said. “Hey, Top! Lookin’ good!”

He waved across the room at Brandy, still in her housekeeping uniform, who interrupted her conversation with Moustache long enough to give him a grin and a wink.

“Excuse me, Sergeant,” Armstrong said, “but the last thing I heard, you were on the inactive list. Aren’t you supposed to be convalescing?”

“What? For this?” Harry gestured at the bandages around his torso that peeked through the armholes of his uniform. “Heck, I hardly remember that I got hit … ’cept if someone should happen to want to give me a good ole hug.”

He dropped his voice but maintained his grin, though his eyes glittered darkly as he met Armstrong’s gaze with a hard stare.

“Besides, there ain’t no way I’m gonna sit this one out—not with the cap’n in trouble—and with all due respect, Lieutenant, I’d advise you not to try to change my mind. You ain’t nearly big enough—or mean enough.”

He waited until Armstrong gave a small, reluctant nod of agreement, then raised his voice again.

“’Sides, I brought along a few goodies just to be sure I’d be welcome. That is, they should be along any—there they are! Bring ’em on in, boys!”

Half a dozen of Harry’s team of supply clerks, also known to be the biggest thieves, scroungers, and con artists in the company, were coming into the room, towing or pushing a small caravan of float crates. From their appearance, even while still sealed, it was apparent what they contained, and a small cheer went up from the crowd.

“Just line ’em up along this wall here!” the supply sergeant instructed, grabbing the first long crate himself and manipulating the float dial until it settled on the carpet. With a flourish, he punched a combination into the lock’s keyboard, and the crate lid hissed open.

“Help yourself!” he declared, then thought better of it. “No … cancel that. Form a line! Jason! I want ’em to sign for whatever they take! We gotta be sure we know who’s got what so’s we can go after ’em if it don’t come back in good shape.”

As expected, the long, flat cases held the rifles and other long arms that had been packed away when the company was pulled from their old duty as swamp guards. The square crates held ammunition.

“Well, I guess that solves our firepower question,” Rembrandt said, frowning at weapons being passed out but making no move to object or interfere as the Legionnaires seized the armaments and scattered through the room, each of them clearing, checking, and loading his or her weapon of choice.

“I just figured that whatever goes down, it don’t hurt to have a few extra persuaders close to hand.” Harry winked, then his face sobered. “All right, what have we got so far?”

“Not much,” the senior lieutenant admitted. “Until we can figure out where they’re holding him, there’s not much we can do. The trouble is, everyone wants to be here. It’s all we’ve been able to do to keep the duty crew at their posts while we’re working this out … Which reminds me …”

She raised her wrist communicator to her lips and pressed the Call button.

“You got Mother!” came the quick response.

“Rembrandt here, Mother,” the lieutenant said. “How are you holding up?”

“I’ll tell you, if it wasn’t for every mother’s son and daughter in this outfit wanting personal updates every fifteen minutes, it’d be a real breeze.”

The lieutenant smiled despite the pressure she was feeling. “You want some help?”

“Oh, don’t you mind my carping. I got it covered—for the time being, anyway. You just keep working on figuring out where the captain is and let me worry about keeping the wolves at bay.”

“All right, Mother. But holler if it gets too much for you. Rembrandt out.”

She turned her attention to the floor plans once more.

“Now, the way I see it, the most likely places are here and here.” She indicated two points with her finger. “We need to have someone run a quick check … Brandy?”

“Here, Lieutenant,” the top sergeant said, stepping forward.

“Do you think we could—”

“Pardon me!”

The commander’s butler was standing in the doorway.

“What is it, Beeker?”

“I … I don’t mean to intrude,” Beeker said, looking uncharacteristically uncomfortable, “and, as you know, I have no official standing in your organization, but in this instance we share a common interest—namely, the well-being of my employer—and I believe I have some information you might need in your planning.”

“Don’t worry about your standing with us, Beek,” Rembrandt said. Like everyone in the company, she had a great deal of respect for the butler—more than most, since he had assisted her when she was recruiting the actors for stand-ins. “What have you got?”

“I … I can tell you where Mr. Phule is being held.”

“You can?”

“Yes. I can say definitely that he’s currently in Maxine Pruet’s suite—room 4200. At least, he was fifteen minutes ago.”

Rembrandt frowned. “Hey, Sushi! I thought you said the suite was empty!”

“No one answered the phone when I called,” the Oriental said. “I didn’t actually check it out, though.”

“I see … Okay. Brandy? I want you to use your passkey and see if—”

“Excuse me … Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear,” Beeker interrupted, his voice taking a slight edge. “I said that my employer is definitely being held in that suite. There should be no need for confirmation. In fact, any effort to intrude might endanger the lives of both Mr. Phule and whoever was sent to check.”

The lieutenant pursed her lips, then shot a glance at Armstrong, who gave a small shrug.

“All right, Beeker,” she said at last. “Not to say I don’t believe you, but would you mind telling me just how it is you’re so certain that’s where he is?”

The butler’s haughtiness slipped away, and he glanced around at the gathered Legionnaires uneasily.

“It’s … well, it’s a secret technique I’ve developed to ease my duties in keeping track of my employer’s comings and goings. I’d ask that you all keep this in strictest confidence, just as I have respected the secretive nature of the things some of you have shared with me.”

He looked around the room again and was answered by an assortment of nods. “Very well. I’ve taken the liberty of sewing small homing devices into each item in my employer’s wardrobe, both civilian and military. This gives me forewarning of his approach so that I might be prepared to welcome him, and allows me to pinpoint his location at any given moment.”

Armstrong gasped. “You’ve bugged the captain’s clothes?” Struggling between laughter and incredulity, he spoke for the whole room.

Beeker winced. “You might say that, sir. I myself prefer to think of it as a necessary technique for providing the exceptional service which justifies my salary, which, as you might assume, is well above the scale normal for one in my profession.”

“Whatever!” Rembrandt said, pawing through the scattered floor plans. “The bottom line is that you’re sure he’s being held in the old dragon’s suite.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the butler said. “If I might add, there seems to be a rather muscular gentleman standing guard outside her door as well. That, at least, is easily confirmed by anyone who bothers to take the time.”

He sent a withering glance toward Sushi, who shrugged apologetically.

“One guard? That one’s mine!” Brandy declared. “Might as well get some use out of this Fifi the Maid outfit before I turn it in for good.”

“You want any help, Top?” Super Gnat offered.

“For one guard? From up close when he’s not expecting it?” The Amazonian top sergeant flexed her sizable right hand, then clenched it into a fist and smiled broadly. “I don’t think so.”

“All right, then, we have a target area!” Rembrandt declared, studying the sheet of paper which had finally come to hand. “Let’s see … we’ve got a large living room flanked by two bedrooms … one door that … Heck with this!”

She strode over to the nearest wall and paused for a moment, rummaging through her belt pouch. Producing a tube of lipstick, she began sketching a larger version of the floor plan directly on the wall in long, broad strokes.

“Okay, gather ’round!” she called back over her shoulder. “Now, the corridor runs here, parallel to the three rooms. Sushi, do you know if they’ve moved the furniture at all, or is it like it is here in the plans?”

“Let me see,” the Oriental said, moving to her side for a better view of the floor plans. “I only saw the living room area, but—”

“What’s going on here?”

Colonel Battleax was standing in the doorway. Still dressed in her batwing black dress and towering in her anger despite her diminutive size, she might have been a demon from an opera production as she dominated the room with her voice and presence.

The Legionnaires froze in their places. While they had all heard that the colonel was in the complex, no one had expected her to appear at their meeting.

“My God! This looks like an armament trade show! I don’t even recognize half these weapons!”

While it was well known that Willard Phule was supplementing the company’s equipment from his personal fortune, what was not as widely known was that he was also using his connection with his munitions-baron father to obtain new weaponry which was still in the testing stages and not yet known, much less available, to the general market.

“Do I need to remind you all that you’re Space Legionnaires and have only limited authority for using reasonable force on civilians?”

The company exchanged nervous glances, but still no one moved.

“Well, this Wild West show is going to stop RIGHT NOW! I’m ordering you to turn in all arms other than sidearms, and—”

“Just a minute, Colonel!”

Lieutenant Rembrandt, her face flushed and her limbs rigid, broke the tableau. Like the Red Sea, the crowd parted to open a corridor with the two women at either end.

Standing against the back wall with Trooper, Lex watched the confrontation with professional curiosity and interest. Though neither Battleax nor Rembrandt was shouting, both were using what could only be called a “command voice,” which involved a controlled projection from the diaphragm that any stage actor would envy.

“In Captain Jester’s absence,” Rembrandt declaimed, “I’m the acting company commander of this outfit. What gives you the right to try to give orders to my troops?”

“Are you mad?” Battleax sputtered. “I’m a colonel and the ranking officer present—”

“—who is on vacation and not in the current chain of command!” Rembrandt snarled. “Our original orders came directly from General Blitzkrieg. You have no authority over us on this assignment! In fact, as far as I’m concerned, you’re just another civilian.”

“WHAT?”

“My general orders state that I am to hold my command until properly relieved, and I do not accept you as proper relief.”

The colonel gaped at her for a moment, then shut her mouth with a snap.

“Interpreting the Legion’s general orders is not within your authority, Lieutenant!”

“So court-martial me!” Rembrandt shot back. “But until I’m found guilty and formally removed, these troops are under my command, not yours!”

Battleax recoiled, then glanced around the room. The Legionnaires displayed a variety of expressions ranging from sullen to bemused. It was clear, however, that they stood with Rembrandt, and there was no visible support for her own position.

“I see,” she said through gritted teeth. “Very well, if you want proper authority, I’ll get it! A call to General Blitzkrieg should settle this. I’d advise you all not to do anything rash until I get back.”

She started for the door but was stopped short as Lieutenant Rembrandt’s voice shattered the sudden silence.

“All right! I want you all to bear witness to this! As of now, I’m using my authority to declare martial law!”

“What?” Battleax shrieked, any trace of poise or dignity slipping away at the outrage. “You can’t do that! No one in the Space Legion has ever—”

“I’ve done it,” Rembrandt returned grimly, “and it stands until someone overrules it. Someone with more available firepower than I have!”

“But …”

“Lieutenant Armstrong!” Rembrandt barked suddenly, turning her back on the colonel.

“Sir!”

“There is an unauthorized civilian interfering with our operation. Have her removed and held under guard until further notice.”

“Yes, sir!”

“Have you all gone—”

“Sergeant Brandy!”

“Got it, sir. Harry?”

“I’m on it, Top.”

The supply sergeant clicked his fingers and pointed. In response, one of the supply clerks tossed him a pump shotgun, which Harry plucked from the air. Against his bulk, the weapon looked almost like a toy.

Battleax stood stunned, sweeping the entire room again with her eyes. This time, no one was smiling.

“You’re all really quite serious about this, aren’t you?” she said.

In answer, Chocolate Harry worked the slide of the shotgun he was holding, racking a live shell into the weapon’s chamber with a harsh sound that echoed in the room, and the weapon no longer looked like a toy.

“Easy, Harry,” Rembrandt ordered, her voice still tight with tension. “Look, Colonel. We’re going after the captain, no matter who gets in our way. Now stand back or fall back. It’s your choice.”

“You know, don’t you, that they’re likely to kill him if you try to take him by force?” Battleax’s voice was suddenly soft.

“There’s that possibility,” the lieutenant acknowledged. “But there’s as much a chance that they’ll kill him if we don’t. You see, his father won’t pay the ransom.”

“It don’t make no difference,” Chocolate Harry put in.

“What was that, Sergeant?”

“You folks may know more about the military than me,” C.H. said, “but let me tell you somethin’ about criminals. They’re lookin’ at some serious charges now that they’ve moved up to kidnappin’. They’re not gonna want to leave any witnesses around, and the biggest witness against them is the cap’n. They gotta kill him, whether the money gets paid or not.”

“We’re the only chance Captain Jester has of coming out of this alive,” Rembrandt continued quietly. “We’ve got to at least try. If we just sit around …” She shook her head, letting her voice trail off.

“I see,” Battleax said thoughtfully. “Tell me, Lieutenant, since you won’t let me relieve you of command, would you be willing to accept me as a civilian advisor?”

Lieutenant Rembrandt’s face split in a sudden smile.

“I’m always ready to listen to advice, Colonel,” she said. “I’m still fairly new at this.”

“You’ll do,” Battleax said. “However, there’s one thing I think you should consider in your plans—something I get the feeling you’ve overlooked in your enthusiasm. There are large numbers of civilians in the complex who are legitimate innocent bystanders. I think it would be wisest in the long run if an effort was made to ensure they didn’t get caught in your cross fire.”

The two lieutenants exchanged glances.

“She’s got a point there, Remmie,” Armstrong acknowledged reluctantly.

“What I would suggest is some sort of diversion,” the colonel continued. “Something to give you an excuse to evacuate people from the complex, or at least from the vicinity of your action.”

“I suppose,” Rembrandt said, chewing her lower lip subconsciously. “Maybe we could arrange a bomb threat or a fire alarm …”

“Why not a movie?”

The officers looked in the direction of this new voice.

“What was that, Lex?”

“I said, ‘Why not a movie?’” Lex grinned, moving to join their discussion. “Just tell everyone you need to clear the complex for an hour or so because you’re shooting some footage for a new holo. Believe me, they’ll cooperate. You’ll be amazed at how people bend over backward to be helpful if they think it gets them a closer look at the magical, mystical world of moviemaking.”

“That has possibilities,” Rembrandt said, looking at Armstrong.

“I know I’d go along with a holo crew if they asked me to get out of their way,” her partner admitted.

“It’s better than a bomb scare or a fire alarm,” the actor urged. “No panic, no bad publicity for the complex. What’s more, we have everything we need to pull it off.”

“How so?”

“That cameraman you were holding has a holo-camera rig in his room. It’s not the same as they use for the big productions, but we can say it’s a low-budget operation or that we’re just shooting test footage. We’ve even got a recognizable holo star we can parade in front of everyone to be sure it all looks legit.”

“You mean Dee Dee Watkins?” Armstrong frowned. “Do you think she’d go along with it?”

“Leave her to me.” Lex winked. “Remember, I speak the language. It might cost a little, though.”

“Set it up, Lex,” Rembrandt said, reaching her decision. “In fact, I’ll put the whole diversion in your hands, since you know more about this sort of thing than any of us. If anyone gives you any flak, tell them I’ve given you a battlefield promotion to the rank of acting sergeant for the duration of this operation.”

She glanced at Battleax, who nodded her approval.

“Yes, sir,” Lex said, snapped off a salute, and started to turn away, then hesitated. “What about the owner … whazizname … Gunther? Should I clear this with him as well?”

“If you want, Remmie, I’ll handle that,” Armstrong offered. “I’ve gotten the impression that Mr. Rafael is afraid of me, for some reason.”

“Do that, Lieutenant,” Rembrandt said. “But remember to ask nice.”

Armstrong frowned. “I hadn’t planned to ask … just inform him of what we were going to do.”

“That’s what I meant.” Rembrandt smiled sweetly. “Carry on. Lieutenant. You, too, Sergeant.”

The actor moved a few steps away and triggered his wrist communicator.

“Lex, you rascal,” came Mother’s voice. “How many times have I got to tell you no before you stop tying up the airwaves? You’re a gorgeous hunk of man, but I just ain’t interested. Okay?”

The actor flushed slightly at the snickers that erupted from the Legionnaires standing close enough to hear, but pressed on with his new duty.

“This is Sergeant Lex, Mother, and this is an official call.”

“Come again?”

“I said this is Sergeant—all right, Acting Sergeant Lex. I’m down here at the war council, and Lieutenant Rembrandt has just put me on a special assignment. I need your help.”

“Who doesn’t?” came the jaunty response. “Okay, Acting Sergeant Lex, what can I do for you?”

“Dee Dee Watkins should be finishing her show in the next few minutes,” the actor said. “Have someone meet her when she comes offstage and bring her over to the war council. Then see if you can find that cameraman and send him along as well. In fact, get the reporter, too, if you can find her. No harm in a little publicity while we’re doing this. Also, pass the word to the duty crew that there’ll be new orders coming shortly. We’re going to be evacuating the complex for a while. Got that?”

“Got it,” Mother echoed. “Sounds like we’re finally on the move.”

“I’ll leave that explanation to Lieutenant Rembrandt,” Lex countered. “Just put those calls through and give me a confirmation when you’re done. Okay?”

“I’m on it. Mother out.”

Glancing around, Lex caught Trooper’s eye and beckoned him over.

“I’ve got to duck out of here for a few minutes,” he said. “If Dee Dee or the others show up, hang on to them until I get back.”

“Where are you going, Lex?” the youth inquired.

“I don’t know about the cameraman,” the actor explained, “but I do know Dee Dee won’t powder her nose without a contract. Fortunately, I happen to have a couple blanks upstairs in my room.”

“You do?”

“I never leave home without one, kid, even if I only end up using it for a reference.” Lex winked. “As you can see, there’s no telling when your next job might pop up.”

*    *    *

In short order, the meeting had broken down into a number of small groups, each working out the details of their own portion of the operation. Conversation ebbed and swirled as small arguments broke out over one specific or other, but these were quickly smoothed over. Despite their occasional differences, everyone was united behind one objective—to free their captain before any harm came to him—and there was simply no time to indulge in petty bickering.

“I know there are holes in it,” Lex was saying to Dee Dee. “I just thought you’d rather have some kind of contract. If you want, we can do this on scout’s honor.”

“Not a chance,” the starlet said. “But really, Lex, this contract is for a series, not a movie.”

“It’s a fast copy of my last contract,” the actor explained, “which happened to be for a series. We don’t have time to put together a new agreement from scratch. Think of it as being for a series of movies.”

“At these prices? Not bloody likely,” Dee Dee said with a snort.

“I keep telling you, love, there’s no actual movie involved. We just want to make a bit of noise and clutter so that the tourists will think we’re making a movie.”

“Even so, I’m worth ten times what’s being offered here.”

Lex flashed a wide smile at her.

“Oh, come on, ducks. Maybe the rabble will believe that, if you plant it in enough columns, but you and I both know that if you could command those kinds of prices, you wouldn’t be doing a lounge act right now.”

“You’re such a bastard, Lex,” the starlet said, baring her teeth.

“Look, don’t think of it as being underpaid for a movie, think of it as being vastly overpaid for maybe an hour’s posturing. Now, do you want in on this or not? We can shove someone else out in front of the camera, you know, but I’d rather it was someone the common folk will recognize.”

“Oh, all right!” Dee Dee grumbled, scribbling her name next to Lex’s on the document. “Now, how about wardrobe? What’s this thing supposed to be about, anyway?”

“We figured the rough scenario would be the wronged woman—only you’re an ex-army type, so you’re getting even with a machine gun or something. That will explain all the uniforms and lethal hardware we’ll have hanging around.”

“Not bad,” the actress said judiciously. “With the Lorelei backdrop, we could call it The Long Shot. Say, does that mean I get one of those uniforms like everyone else is wearing?”

That much of the conversation, at least, caught the attention of several of the Legionnaires in the room. Glancing over to check Lex’s reaction, they noted that, to his credit, a quick expression of distaste swept across his features before he caught himself and regained his confident smile.

“And hide those luscious curves of yours in baggy fatigues?” he said smoothly. “Not a chance, love. We want something that will show off everything the public is paying to see. How about that sexy tight outfit you were wearing at rehearsals?”

“You mean my old leotard?” The starlet frowned. “It’s got a couple tears in it and is worn almost through in spots … some rather revealing spots.”

“Precisely.” Lex beamed. “Of course, we’ll give you some nasty-looking weaponry and maybe an ammo belt … Sergeant Harry?”

“Yo, Lex.”

“Can you fix Dee Dee up with some big, ugly armaments? Something that looks scary but is light enough for her to handle?”

“Can do,” the supply sergeant said, his eyes darting over the starlet’s form. “I’ll have one of the boys pull the firing pin just to be sure it don’t go off accidental.”

“There. You see?”

“But …”

“Just scamper along, love, and fetch back that outfit. I think we’re going to be moving soon.”

*    *    *

Chocolate Harry, in the meantime, was having problems of his own. A small tug-of-war was escalating between one of his supply clerks and the big Voltron, Tusk-anini.

“Come on, Tusk,” Super Gnat was saying, trying to dissuade her partner. “We can go with something else.”

“Give me weapon now!” the Voltron insisted, ignoring the little Legionnaire as he tugged once more at the armament the supply clerk was clinging to, all but lifting the man’s feet from the ground in the process.

“Hold it, Tusk-anini!” C.H. said, stepping in. “What seems to be the problem here, Jason?”

“He wants to use one of the Rolling Thunder belt-fed shotguns,” the clerk complained, still red-faced from the argument and the exertion, “but he hasn’t ever qualified with it!”

“You really want to use this, Tusk?” the sergeant said, making no effort to hide his surprise. “It don’t really seem to be your style.”

The belt-fed shotguns were some of the deadliest, most vicious weapons in the company’s arsenal. To say the least, it was an unlikely choice for the Voltron, whose pacifistic nature was well known.

“Captain need help. This will help!” Tusk-anini growled, not releasing his grip on the weapon.

“Give it to him,” C.H. said, turning back to the supply clerk.

“But Sarge …”

“Give it to him. I’ll check him out on it myself.”

With a shrug, the clerk released the weapon and watched as Tusk-anini walked away, cradling the bit of nastiness protectively in his arms.

“You tell me, hoss,” the sergeant said softly. “Can you think of anyone in this outfit who could hold down that weapon better’n Tusk? It’s got a kick like a sonofabitch.”

“Well, no. But …”

“’Sides, didn’t your mama ever tell you it ain’t healthy to argue with somethin’ that outweighs you by maybe a ton?” Harry finished. “I’ll tell you, Jase, you still got a lot to learn about survivin’.”

With that he turned to go, only to find his path blocked by Colonel Battleax.

“Tell me, Sergeant,” she said, “now that we have a moment relatively alone. That little episode we had earlier … would you have really shot me?”

Harry had the grace to look a bit abashed.

“I’d of had to, Colonel,” he admitted. “Truth is, I’d rather of just tried to knock you out, but the cap’n says there’s a rule against noncoms hitting officers.”

*    *    *

“Excuse me … Lieutenant Rembrandt?”

“Yes, Beeker?”

“If I might have a moment of your time?”

The lieutenant glanced around the room to be sure everything was going smoothly—or as smoothly as could be expected—then nodded.

“Sure, Beek. What’s up?”

“Am I understanding correctly that you’re nearly ready to commence your rescue attempt?”

“Well, I think we’re about ready as we’ll ever be,” Rembrandt confirmed.

“I notice that I have not been included in any of your planning,” the butler said, “and I do appreciate that. I believe my employer would be most distressed if he thought I was attempting to assume a place in the company chain of command.”

The Lieutenant smiled. “Don’t worry. You’re considered a civilian for this one—strictly noncombatant.”

“Quite … well, not quite.” Beeker frowned. “That’s what I wished to speak to you about. You see, I feel my own course of action in this situation is quite clear, nor is it likely that anyone could dissuade me from it. I thought, however, that you should be made aware of exactly what it is I intend to do, so that you could take it into account in your planning or, perhaps, even interphase with it.”

Leaning close, the butler launched into an explanation of his thoughts. At first, Rembrandt frowned, shaking her head slightly, but as Beeker continued speaking, a slow, broad smile crept across her face.

*    *    *

As I have mentioned throughout this account, my role in this campaign was larger than normal, and never so noticeable as it was for the rescue attempt. I would hasten to clarify, however, that this did not mean I joined the Space Legion, even on a temporary basis, and was therefore never under their command or control. I am a butler, and owe my loyalties to a single, chosen individual, and the idea of accepting assigned authority has always been abhorrent to me. If anything, I prefer to think that the Space Legion temporarily joined me.

*    *    *

Max did not share Laverna’s taste for holos, preferring instead to read during her occasional leisure time. She was indulging in this pastime now, having a substantial hunk of time to fill, and curled up on the sofa with a lamp shining over her shoulder and onto the book she was reading, Maxine almost gave the suite an air of domestic tranquility. The effect was ruined, however, by the presence of the two gunmen in the room with her. Wearing their weapons openly in shoulder holsters, they alternately wandered around the room, peered out the window through the crack in the drawn curtains, fidgeted, and idly leafed through the room’s small stack of magazines, looking at the pictures rather than actually reading.

Max found the extra movement in the room to be an irritating distraction, but refrained from saying anything. It wouldn’t do to have her guards sullen or resentful at this stage of the game.

The truth was that they were all a trifle on edge. The nature of their operation normally allowed Maxine and those under her command free rein to prowl the casinos and walkways of Lorelei at will. Close confinement like this was unusual, and even though she had deliberately kept the contingent of guards down to four, Max found having extra people in her living quarters to be an unexpected trial. In idle moments, she mused over the irony that, as much as their unwilling guest, she and her people were being held prisoner by the current situation.

Max glanced up as Laverna eased into the room through the bedroom door, gently closing it behind her.

“Is he still asleep?” she said, glad for the interruption.

“He sure is,” her aide responded, shaking her head. “I swear sometimes I think we’re doing that child a favor. He hasn’t budged since he stretched out.”

Upon arriving, under guard, at Maxine’s suite, Phule’s first request had been to ask if he could “lie down for a few minutes,” and he had been sleeping ever since. Seemingly unruffled by his capture, he appeared to be taking advantage of the situation to get some long-overdue rest.

Laverna caught the eye of one of the guards.

“Your buddy in there wants someone to spell him for a while,” she said. “Says he’s going a little buggy sitting in the dark with nothing to do but watch our friend sleep.”

One of the guards shrugged and started for the bedroom door, but Max waved him off.

“That won’t be necessary,” she countered. “I think our guest has slept long enough. Besides, it’s about time we had a little chat. Laverna, would you wake Mr. Phule up and ask him to join us?”

“No, ma’am.”

The sudden fierceness in her aide’s tone startled Max almost as much as the rare refusal.

“What was that, Laverna?” She blinked, more stalling for time to collect her own thoughts than actually requiring a repetition.

“I said, ‘No, ma’am,’” Laverna repeated, shaking her head. “I usually stay out of this side of the business and just handle the books, and I know you might have to kill him sooner or later”—she fixed Maxine with a hard gaze—“but I don’t ever want to have to tell Beeker that I had any part in mistreating his gentleman while he was in our care. I say if the man wants to sleep, let him sleep! Otherwise, get someone else to wake him up. I’m not going to do it.”

Before Maxine had to reach a decision over what to do about this open rebellion, the matter was settled for her. The bedroom door opened and Phule emerged, his uniform slightly disheveled, but aside from that looking relaxed and refreshed.

“No need to fight, ladies.” He smiled, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “I’m already awake. Thanks anyway, Laverna. I’ll be sure to mention your consideration to Beeker when—or should I say if—I see him again.”

He ignored the guard who ghosted through the door behind him to rejoin the others, just as the guards tended to ignore the main conversation in the room.

“Sit down, Mr. Phule,” Maxine said, setting her book aside and gesturing toward a chair. “I take it you overheard Laverna’s unfortunate comment about the possibility of having to eliminate you?”

“I did,” Phule admitted, sinking into the indicated seat, “but to be honest with you, it was no surprise. I assumed from the beginning I was only being kept alive so that, if necessary, I could speak to my father for you to confirm that I was in good health. Once the ransom is paid …”

He shrugged and left the end of the sentence unsaid.

“Then you think he’ll pay?” Max pressed. “Forgive my curiosity, but this is the first time I’ve dealt with someone of your father’s standing.”

“I really don’t know,” the Legionnaire said easily. “Frankly, I doubt it, but he’s surprised me before.”

“If you don’t mind my saying so, Mr. Phule,” Maxine said, “you seem to be taking this very calmly.”

“I see it as the price of stupidity,” Phule replied, grimacing slightly. “I got so wrapped up trying to protect the complex and Gunther Rafael and my troops that I completely overlooked the possibility of my own danger until I opened my door and saw your assistants standing there with their weapons trained on me. They’re very good, by the way.”

He paused to nod his compliments to the guards, but they ignored him.

“Anyway,” he continued, “as I was saying, it was a stupid oversight, and stupidity at my level is unforgivable. It’s also usually fatal, either physically or financially. By rights, I should have been dead as soon as I opened the door without checking first, and I tend to view any time I have after that as a bonus rather than brooding, getting bitter, or attempting any hopeless heroics when faced with the possibility of my eventual demise. I mean, everybody dies sometime.”

“True,” Maxine acknowledged thoughtfully, “though somehow I’ve never been able to accept it as philosophically as you seem to. However, getting back to your father for a moment …”

“Please,” the commander said, holding up a restraining hand, “if this is going to be a long discussion, I’d like something to drink first. I seem to be a bit dehydrated after my nap. Is there any chance you have any coffee or juice about?”

“I’ll get it,” Laverna said, heading for the suite’s kitchenette.

“Excuse me,” one of the guards said suddenly. He was standing at the windows and had just parted the curtain slightly with one finger to peek out. “Did anyone hear a fire alarm?”

“No,” Maxine said, speaking for the whole room. “Why do you ask?”

“There’s a big crowd of people down there, just standing and staring up at the casino. Looks like a fire drill. They’ve got some of those black uniforms keeping the space in front of the entrance clear.”

“Let me see,” one of the other gunman said, moving to join him. “No, it must be a newscast or somethin’. See, those lights … and there’s a camera!”

Max felt a vague twinge of alarm. She really didn’t believe in coincidences, and a news team appearing while they were holding a megamillionaire hostage …

“Hey! Look at the babe! They must be shooting a commercial.”

“Yeah?” the third gunman said, suddenly attentive. So far, he had resisted joining his colleagues, staying at his post on the far side of the room. “What’s she look like?”

“Can’t see her too well,” came the response. “I think she’s only wearing body paint, though. C’m’ere and look.”

A sharp rapping at the room door froze everyone into a startled tableau. The guards at the window let the curtain drop back into place and stood, hands on their weapons, waiting for orders.

The knock came again, and the guard closest to the door shot an inquiring glance at Maxine, who answered with a silent nod.

Flattening against the wall beside the door, the guard drew his weapon, then reached out and put his hand over the peephole used to check visitors. It was an old trick, and a normal precaution against someone shooting through the door when they saw the dot of light visible from the other side change as someone looked through.

Nothing happened.

Moving carefully, the guard slowly turned the doorknob, then threw the door open with a jerk.

“Good evening. My name is Beeker. Forgive the intrusion, but I’m with—oh! There you are, sir.”

The guard gaped helplessly as the butler strode past him and into the suite.

“Hey, Beek!” Phule called in greeting. “I was wondering how long it would take you to show up.”

“It’s good to see you, sir,” Beeker said unemotionally. “If I might say so, you’re looking well.”

“Beeker, what are you doing here?” Laverna demanded, emerging from the kitchenette.

“Oh, hello, Laverna.” The butler flashed a quick smile. “I was simply—”

“If I might interrupt,” Maxine broke in, her voice dripping with cold sarcasm, “could somebody search this man for weapons, if it’s not too much trouble, and shut that door!”

Her words broke the spell, and the guards galvanized into action. The door to the corridor was quickly closed, and one guard patted the butler down in a careful search while another stood by, weapon at the ready.

“He’s clean,” the searcher said, but missed the withering glare his victim gave in answer to this report.

“Now then, Mr. Beeker,” Maxine purred, “I believe you were about to explain what you’re doing here.”

“Ah, you must be Mrs. Pruet.” Beeker smiled. “I’ve heard so much about you; it’s a real pleasure to meet you at last. And it’s just ‘Beeker,’ if you please.”

He gave a small half bow in Max’s direction.

“As to my presence,” he continued, “I should think that would be obvious—to Ms. Laverna, at least. I am Mr. Phule’s butler, ma’am, and my place is with him, regardless of circumstances. Simply put, when you acquired the company of my employer, you acquired us both. While I apologize if this presents an unexpected inconvenience for you, I’m afraid I must insist. It’s a package deal.”

“I … umm … think you’ve gone a little overboard with your conscientiousness, Beek,” Phule said, smiling in spite of his concern. “Your presence really isn’t required—or appropriate. I suggest you leave.”

“Nonsense, sir,” the butler chided. “As you are aware, under the terms of our contract you may define my duties for me, but the method by which I execute them is left to my discretion.”

“I could fire you,” the commander suggested, but again the butler shook his head.

“Quite impossible, I’m afraid. That would require giving written notice, not to mention—”

“It’s too late, anyway,” Maxine said, cutting the exchange short. “You see, Mr. Phule, now that … Beeker … has seen fit to join us, I’m afraid that …”

Another knock at the door interrupted them.

It was an indication of how rattled the guard was that he simply opened the door without taking any of his earlier precautions.

“Room service!”

“I’m afraid you’re mistaken,” the guard said. “We haven’t ordered anything.”

He glanced back over his shoulder for confirmation.

“I’m afraid I did,” Beeker declared. “Forgive me, but I took the liberty of ordering a meal for Mr. Phule. Over here, please!”

The short, dark, white-coated waiter wheeled the tablecloth-covered service cart into the room past the hapless guard.

Laverna frowned. “What’s the matter, Beeker? Didn’t you think we’d feed him?”

“Did you?” the butler asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Well, as a matter of fact … I mean, he’s been sleeping …” she stammered, but the butler came to her rescue.

“No need to apologize,” he said. “I’m aware of Mr. Phule’s eating habits, such as they are. That is, in fact, what prompted me to order a meal without bothering to check first. Certain things can almost be taken as assumed.”

“Well, can I assume that someone is going to search the waiter!” Maxine prompted, making no effort to hide her annoyance. “And will you please shut that door!”

The guards hastened to carry out her bidding.

“And while you’re at it, check to see if there’s anything besides food on those covered plates.”

The guard who had just finished searching the waiter started to reach for one of the metal covers on the cart, but the waiter knocked his hand away in a sudden show of anger.

“Do not touch the food,” he snarled. “I fix myself for the captain. Here … I show you plates.”

Startled by this abrupt display, the guard stepped back.

“Just a moment!” Maxine said, rising to her feet. “Did you say that you prepared the food? And how did you know …”

Her eyes darted to the door to the corridor.

“For that matter,” she said, “isn’t there supposed to be a guard outside that door? Would somebody please check to see …”

A shrill noise interrupted her.

All eyes turned toward Beeker, as the butler glanced at his wrist communicator, from which the sound was emanating.

“I’m afraid it’s too late for that,” he said calmly, carefully hitching up his trouser legs before sitting abruptly on the floor. “In fact, I would strongly suggest that no one in the room have any portion of their persons above the height of waist level when the sound stops. If you’d care to join me, sir?”

Without hesitation, Phule slid off his chair to lie beside the waiter, who was already squatting next to the service cart.

“What in the world …?”

“The man’s saying get down, Max!” Laverna cried, throwing herself to the floor.

“Oh, very well,” Maxine grumbled, lowering herself gingerly.

The guards lost no time diving to the carpet as the room seemed to explode.

BA-AM-BAM-BAM-AM-BAM-BAM-AM-AM—

Salesmen for Phule-Proof Munitions claimed, with some justification, that merely the sound of one of their Rolling Thunder belt-fed shotguns was sufficient to intimidate most opponents. However, few, if any, attempted to convey, or even consider, the effect of four of these same weapons being fired simultaneously in a close space.

AM-BAM-AM-AM-BAM-AM-BAM—

Large chunks were being blasted from the wall separating the living room from the corridor outside. Through the holes, if anyone dared to raise their head to look, could be seen Tusk-anini, Moustache, Brandy, and Chocolate Harry standing abreast as they swept their murderous weapons across the wall.

BAM-BAM-AM-BAM-AM-AM—

Not content with the holes, the quartet continued to fire, opening a long, ragged slot in the wall. Within the room, pictures fell and lamps exploded as more and more of the blast-driven shot poured in unhindered by the rapidly disintegrating wall. In the teeth of the carnage, Super Gnat and the Sinthian, Louie, the two smallest Legionnaires in the company, emerged from where they had been hiding on the lower shelf of the covered room-service cart, rolling sideways into a firing position with their weapons covering the prone criminals.

AM-BAM-BAM-AM-AM-BAM!!

The firing ceased abruptly, but before the echoes had fully died, a row of Legionnaires who had been lying against the wall outside while the shotguns did their work over their heads rose into view, thrusting their weapons through the ruined wall to menace the entire room.

“Nobody move!”

Rembrandt’s voice cracked slightly, and seemed pitifully weak in the wake of the senses-shattering din, but no one chose to challenge her.

*    *    *

Ironically, considering the gaping hole in the wall, someone had to open the door from the inside to let the troops in.

As some disarmed the shaken criminals, including relieving Maxine of her sleeve pistol, others opened the drapes and waved at the crowd below.

“We got him! He’s okay!” they called, and a faint cheer answered them from below.

Maxine tipped some debris off one of the chairs, then sat down on it, resting her arms on the table as a host of Legionnaires watched her carefully.

“Well, Captain,” she said, “it looks like I underestimated you again.”

“Actually, I believe you underestimated my troops,” Phule corrected, winking at the Legionnaires, who grinned back at him. “Them … and Beeker, of course.”

“Of course,” Max said, sending a dark look toward the butler. “I certainly shan’t forget his role in this. Well, I’ll know better next time.”

“Next time?” The Legionnaire commander frowned. “I really don’t think there’ll be a next time, Mrs. Pruet. I believe the charges against you will keep you out of circulation for quite a while.”

“Nonsense, Captain,” Maxine said, favoring him with a superior smirk. “Do you think it’s accidental that I’ve never been arrested? Laverna! Please fetch me some paper and a pen.”

“Do you really think you can just walk away from this?” Phule said, shaking his head in disbelief. “There’s no one you can write to with enough authority to keep you from going to jail.”

“And just what would that accomplish, Mr. Phule?” Max said, accepting the pen and paper from Laverna and beginning to write as she spoke. “The potential for crime on Lorelei is far too great to go unexploited. If I’m removed from my position of control, all that will happen is that another person or group will take my place—someone, perhaps, like that organization your man posed as a member of. Believe me, Captain, there are those who would be far less genteel than I in running things. As to there not being anyone who can prevent me from going to jail, you’re wrong. There is one person, Mr. Phule. You.”

“Me?”

“Certainly. If you should choose not to press charges or bring my activities to the attention of the authorities or the media, I shall be free to continue my operation as normal.”

“You expect me to turn a blind eye to what you’ve tried to do? Just because you’re more civilized than most about running your syndicate?”

“No, Captain. I expect you to seriously consider a proposition of mutual advantage to both of us—a bribe, if you will. First, however, let me remind you that your stated objective was not to put me out of business, but rather to stop me from attempting to gain control of the Fat Chance. I’m prepared to offer that in exchange for my freedom.”

“That’s a surprisingly weak offer, coming from you, Mrs. Pruet,” Phule said stiffly. “In exchange for my letting you go, you’re proposing to give me a promise in writing that you won’t try to gain control of the Fat Chance—something you haven’t been able to do so far and would find doubly difficult to attempt from jail?”

“Don’t be crass, Mr. Phule,” Maxine said, signing the paper in front of her with a flourish and setting the pen aside. “What I have here is a document assigning Mr. Rafael’s loan agreement with me over to you, or more specifically, your Space Legion company. That will negate my interest, not to mention my primary weapon, in taking over this facility. Allow me to walk away from this, and you can renegotiate more favorable payment terms for Mr. Rafael, accept the scheduled payment, or eliminate the debt completely.”

She picked up the paper and extended it toward the commander.

“Well, Captain?” She smiled. “What do you say? Do we have a deal?”


Chapter Fifteen

Journal #250

Maxine Pruet’s capitulation effectively ended the challenging portion of this assignment. All that remained was the cleaning up of a few details, and, of course, normal guard duty.

Anyone who believes that a cease-fire, surrender, or treaty automatically means the end of hostilities, however, lacks even the shallowest awareness of military history … or even a general history of mankind …

*    *    *

The meeting in Phule’s suite was originally intended as an informal debriefing with his officers. Colonel Battleax came calling, however, with a large bottle of excellent brandy, and the gathering soon took on a more relaxed, social atmosphere.

“One thing I’ll grant you, Captain Jester,” the colonel said as she raised her glass, the most recent of several, in a mock toast. “Things are certainly never dull around you.”

“Hear, hear!” Lieutenant Rembrandt agreed, raising her own glass. She was finally starting to relax from her brief stint as acting company commander, and the combination of the brandy and relief was making her a little owlish.

“Of all the possible outcomes of this debacle,” Battleax continued, shaking her head, “the one thing I never thought I’d see was Maxine Pruet presenting you with a unit commendation—on stellarwide network, no less—‘with the gratitude of the Lorelei Casino Owners Association for successfully preventing organized crime from taking over the Fat Chance Casino!’”

She let out a sudden bark of laughter, nearly spilling her drink.

“I thought she handled it rather well … all things considered,” Phule said, grinning. “Actually, though, it was a logical move for her, if you stop to think about it. I mean, she is the president of the association, which isn’t surprising considering that she owns the lion’s share of all the casinos on the space station except the Fat Chance. By making a big thing of organized crime being repelled from the Fat Chance, she implies that it’s not anywhere else on Lorelei. Basically, she got a lot of favorable free publicity out of a bad situation. She’s a sharp old bird; I’ll give her that. Oh well, at least Jennie got her exclusive story.”

“True,” the colonel said. “Of course, the way she glossed things over with half-truths and distortions, there might be a bigger future for her as a popular-fiction writer. I had trouble sorting out exactly what happened, and I was there—for most of it, anyway.”

“Just one thing puzzles me, Captain,” Armstrong said from his seat on the sofa. “What was that bit she was saying about welcoming you to the Casino Owners Association?”

The company commander made a face, then took another sip of brandy before answering.

“I was going to sit on this for a while,” he said, “but we might be stuck with part ownership of the Fat Chance for a while.”

The lieutenant frowned. “How so? I thought our share was going back to Rafael once he paid off the loan.”

“That’s the problem,” Phule said. “I had a meeting with Gunther earlier today, and it seems he might not be able to pay off the loan.”

“Why not?” Battleax demanded. “I thought you and your hard cases pretty much eliminated the cheats that were going to bleed off the profits.”

“We did,” Phule said. “The trouble is, there wasn’t that much profit to start with. Gunther’s big plan was to draw customers by giving better odds than the other casinos on Lorelei. Unfortunately, the odds he gave were so favorable to the guests that his profit margin was next to nothing. The reason I haven’t said anything is that I’m still trying to make up my mind as to where to go from here. Do we give him an extension of the loan, or do we go ahead and accumulate forty-nine percent of the ownership?”

“Something you might want to consider, Captain,” the colonel said, staring into her glass as she twirled it between her hands, “Mr. Rafael may not want to buy back your shares. I can see certain advantages to him in keeping you as a silent partner with a vested interest in the continued success of the Fat Chance.”

“It’s funny you should say that.” The commander smiled wryly. “Beeker raised the same point. I may want to make a quick audit of Gunther’s books at some point. At the very least, I want him to ease his payout odds down until they’re more in line with the other casinos.”

“By the way, where is Beeker?” Rembrandt said, peering around the room as if expecting to discover the butler hiding behind the furniture. “I’d like to buy him a drink sometime now that things have eased up a little.”

“He has the night off,” Phule said. “In fact, I believe he has a date.”

“You mean with the Ice Bitch again?” Rembrandt scowled. “I don’t know why you don’t try harder to discourage that, Captain. That woman gives me the creepy-crawlies.”

“I figure who Beeker sees is his own business,” the commander said. “Since you asked, though, I believe he’s seeing Dee Dee Watkins tonight.”

“Now, there’s a mismatch,” the lieutenant growled, refilling her glass.

“You see something wrong with a starlet showing interest in a lowly butler?” Phule said, his voice chilling slightly.

“No … I mean I don’t know what he sees in her.”

“I do,” Armstrong smirked.

Rembrandt stuck her tongue out at him.

“Speaking of Ms. Watkins,” Armstrong said, “there is a situation that’s come up that you should be aware of, Captain.”

“Now what?”

“Well, sir”—Armstrong sneaked a wink at Rembrandt, who grinned in return—“you know that fake holo-movie we threw together as an excuse to evacuate the complex? It seems we’ve gotten a raft of calls both from people who want to invest in the film as backers and from outfits that want to bid on exclusive distribution rights. So far Mother’s just been taking names and messages, but eventually someone is going to have to call them back and let them all know there’s no movie. Remmie and I have talked it over, and we agree that you’re the logical person to handle that … sir.”

The commander frowned. “Why?”

“Well, aside from the fact that you have more experience dealing with money people, there’s the fact that—”

“No,” Phule interrupted. “I meant why tell them that there’s no movie?”

“Sir?”

“Why not just form a film company and make the movie? Between the backers and the distributors, you already have the main necessary ingredient: money. If anything, it sounds like it might be a worthwhile investment for the company fund.”

“But we don’t know anything about making movies!” Armstrong protested.

“So hire people that do to run it for us,” the commander said. “People like … say, actors and stuntmen? Maybe even a cameraman? I’ll bet that any aspect of the industry they can’t cover, they’ll know someone who can.”

“My God!” Battleax said, starting to giggle uncontrollably. “That’s so outrageous, it just might work!”

“No reason why it shouldn’t,” Phule said. “It’s got a lot more going for it than most of the companies I bought or founded when I was first starting out. Heck, we even have Dee Dee Watkins signed to a multiple-movie contract.”

“She’s going to scream bloody murder when she finds out,” Rembrandt said. “Can I be the one to tell her, Captain? Please?”

“First, let me review the contract with Lex,” the commander insisted. “I think we’re going to have to renegotiate it with fairer terms. It doesn’t really pay in the long run to have your contract help sullen and bitter because they think they’re being exploited.”

“Oh, that’s no fun!” Rembrandt said, dropping into a mock sulk.

Phule grinned. “You’d be surprised, Lieutenant. I didn’t say we were going to give her a super offer—just something a bit fairer than what she’s already signed. If anything, it can be a real hoot negotiating a new contract with someone who’s already signed off on a bad deal, especially if they know that if they don’t agree to the new terms, the old deal stands. If you’d like, you can handle the first rounds on that discussion.”

“Thank you, sir!” The lieutenant beamed, and blew him a kiss to boot.

“You know, Captain Jester,” Battleax said, “the more I hear about this, the more I find myself thinking about investing some of my own money in it, if there’s still openings for new backers. Perhaps we can discuss it over dinner—that and a few other things.”

“A few other things like what, Colonel?” Phule said warily.

Battleax hesitated, glanced at the lieutenants, then shrugged.

“I suppose there’s no harm in at least mentioning this in the current company.” She smiled. “After seeing your junior officers in action, I think it’s time we discussed their next promotion. If you agree with me, I think they’re just about ready for commands of their own.”

Startled by this unexpected turn in the conversation, the lieutenants exchanged glances.

“I … That really isn’t necessary, Colonel,” Rembrandt stammered. “I can’t speak for Lieutenant Armstrong, but I’m quite happy right where I am.”

“If given a choice, sir,” Armstrong said, “I’d prefer to continue my training under Captain Jester.”

“We’ll see,” the colonel said. “In the meantime …”

She broke off with a frown as Phule’s wrist communicator began to beep insistently.

“Really, Captain. Isn’t there any way you can put a Do Not Disturb sign on that thing?”

“As a matter of fact, I did,” Phule said as he opened the channel. “Jester here!”

“Hey, Big Daddy!” Mother’s voice chirped at him. “Sorry to bother you, but I got General Blitzkrieg on the line. You up to talking to him, or should I tell him you’re in jail overnight?”

“I’ll take it,” the commander said. “Hang on a second.”

“Shall we leave, Captain?” Armstrong offered, starting to rise to his feet.

“Don’t bother,” Phule said. “But it might be better if you could all move to the far side of the room so the holo cameras can’t pick you up.”

He waited for a moment while his visitors gathered up their drinks and moved over against the wall, then opened communications again.

“All right, Mother,” he said. “Patch him through on the regular communications gear.”

“You got it. Here he comes.”

Phule stepped in front of the communications console that was a part of the furnishing of his quarters and/or office wherever he went, and a few seconds later the image of General Blitzkrieg materialized before him.

“Good evening, General,” he said.

“I caught your showboating for the media, Captain Jester,” Blitzkrieg growled without greeting or preamble. “Looks like you came out smelling like a rose … again.”

“Thank you, sir,” Phule said gravely. “It was—”

“Of course,” the general continued, ignoring the response, “I also saw some preliminary footage from what’s supposed to be a new holo-movie being shot there on Lorelei … except that it has some of your troops in it, and they’re doing an incredible amount of damage to the very complex they’re supposed to be guarding!”

“Nothing to worry about there, General,” the commander said smoothly. “The occupant of the room in question has agreed to pay for the necessary repairs and renovations.”

“Why would he do that?” Blitzkrieg scowled. “It’s clear that it’s your pack of hell-raisers who are doing the damage.”

“Well, there’s the fact that legally whoever rents a room is responsible for any damages to the facility,” Phule explained. “As to my troops actually causing the damage, the truth is they were sort of invited to take that action by the room’s occupant—and it’s a she, sir, not a he. In fact, it’s the same woman you saw presenting me and my unit with the commendation.”

“Sort of invited?” the general growled, catching the careful phrasing. “I’d like to hear some more details on that, if you don’t mind. First, though, I want to know what your troops are doing appearing in a holo-movie in Space Legion uniforms.”

“That’s easy enough to explain, sir,” the commander said. “As you yourself just said, sir, that was preliminary footage only. My troops were simply standing in while the camera angles were being blocked out. I can assure the general that they will not be present in the final version when it’s released.”

“I see,” Blitzkrieg said grimly. “Well, Captain, while I have you on the line, there are a few other matters I want to know about. For example …”

“Good evening, General,” Battleax said, leaving her place by the wall and stepping in front of the camera.

The general gaped. “Colonel Battleax! What are you doing there? I thought you were—”

“On vacation?” the colonel purred. “I was … as you very well know. It just so happens that my itinerary included a stop on Lorelei. You can imagine my surprise when I ran into Captain Jester and his troops here, especially since I hadn’t heard a thing about this assignment before I left Headquarters.”

“Ummm … yes, of course,” Blitzkrieg mumbled, obviously uncomfortable. “So you were in charge when all this was happening?”

“Not at all.” Battleax smiled. “I’m merely a tourist while I’m on vacation. In fact, great pains were taken to be sure everyone knew I wasn’t in the chain of command here.”

“No need to apologize, General,” the colonel continued. “I can understand your concern that I might have inadvertently usurped your power, but I can assure you that you’re still responsible for everything that Captain Jester and his troops do on this assignment.”

“What’s that?” The general looked stricken.

“I’m simply reminding you that as the one who gave this assignment to Captain Jester, you are his immediate superior officer for the duration, and as such are ultimately responsible for anything he might do or order while under your direct command,” Battleax explained. “Of course, if no inquiries are convened and no one of civil or Legion authority openly questions his activities, then nothing out of the ordinary will ever show in the records, and the entire assignment will be filed as being routine. Do you see my point, General?”

“Yes, I see,” Blitzkrieg growled.

“I thought you would. Now, unless there’s anything else of an urgent nature, do you mind if we conclude this interview? Captain Jester and I were just enjoying a quiet drink in his room.”

The general looked startled.

“Oh … I didn’t realize … of course. Anything else I have can wait until a more convenient time. Good night, Colonel … Captain. Be sure to let me know when the new recruits arrive.”

“Wait a minute. New Recruits?” Phule was suddenly alert. “Excuse me, General Blitzkrieg, but I thought you agreed to hold off on any new recruits or transfers until I had a chance to get my outfit into shape.”

“I did,” Blitzkrieg said with an evil grin. “But I don’t think you object to these—most of them, anyway. The others you can’t object to.”

“Could you explain that a little more, sir?”

“Well … I don’t want to intrude, so I’ll keep this short. You’re getting a trio of Gambolts … you know, the Cats? They’re the first Gambolts to ever enlist in the Space Legion instead of joining their own unit in the Regular Army—which is a feather in our cap—but they signed on under the express condition that they be assigned to your unit. It seems your showboating for the media is finally paying some dividends.”

“I suppose that if—”

“The next one isn’t really a recruit,” the general continued. “He’s an observer, sent by the Zenobians to study our tactics and ethics prior to their signing a treaty with us. You remember the Zenobians, don’t you, Captain? Those little lizards you tangled with back in Haskin’s Planet?”

“Of course, sir. I …”

“Since you were the first human to make contact with them, the government felt, and I agreed with them, that you would be the logical choice to deal with their observer. He remembers you, by the way. Even asked for you by name … except he remembers it as ‘Captain Clown.’”

“I see.” Phule scowled. “Is that all, sir?”

“Not quite.” The general grinned. “The last one we’re sending you is in response to your request.”

“My request, sir?”

“Yes. I have it right here.” Blitzkrieg held up a sheet of paper. “It took me a while to find just the right Legionnaire to fit your needs, Captain, knowing as I do how selective you are, but I think I’ve got what you need. You requested a chaplain for your company, and I’m sending you one. Don’t ever say that Headquarters doesn’t give you the support you deserve. Blitzkrieg out.”

For several moments the four officers stared silently at the empty space left by the general’s image after he broke the connection.

“Sir?” Armstrong said at last. “A chaplain?”

“It’s a long story, Lieutenant,” Phule said, rubbing his forehead with one hand. “To be honest with you, I had forgotten completely about making the request.”

“I’d watch my step if I were you, Captain,” Colonel Battleax advised. “The general’s dislike for you doesn’t seem to be mellowing with time.”

“We’ll manage,” the commander said. “However, in honor of the general and to celebrate the assignment, I’d like to propose a toast. I’m blatantly stealing it, but it somehow seems appropriate.”

He raised his glass toward his colleagues.

“To honorable enemies and dishonorable friends!”

*    *    *

In a casino restaurant elsewhere on Lorelei, another discussion of a totally different nature was taking place.

“I’ve got to admit, Max,” Laverna was saying, “you’re taking this a lot better than I thought you would.”

Maxine frowned. “Taking what?”

“You know … having to back off from Willard Phule and his crew. I know it goes against the grain for you to throw in the towel.”

“Don’t be silly, Laverna.” Max smiled. “We’re far from done with young Mr. Phule. I thought you realized that.”

Laverna cocked her head in surprise.

“You’re going back on your word? I’ve never known you to do that, Max.”

“Who said I was going back on my word?” the crime kingpin said. “All I promised was to abandon my efforts to gain control of the Fat Chance—a plan which, you’ll recall, we had already all but given up on. Of course, you and I know that just because the Fat Chance is safe from me doesn’t mean it’s safe. What’s more, as far as ‘safe’ goes, I said nothing about leaving Mr. Phule and his force alone.”

“That’s true,” Laverna admitted.

“It occurs to me that a lot of people saw that transmission today, when I effectively announced to one and all that the Fat Chance was outside my sphere of influence.”

“You mean you think some of the other families might have seen it?”

“Or the Yakuza,” Max acknowledged. “Remember, we both found the tale our fraudulent Jonesy told possible enough to take him seriously. As a matter of fact, just in case they missed it, I’m sending them a copy of the tape, along with a personal note. Even if they aren’t interested in the Fat Chance, I’m sure they’ll be fascinated by the news that someone was posing as their representative. I’m also making inquiries as to whether or not a certain bartender did indeed ever ride with the Outlaws Hover Cycle Club, and if he did, under what circumstances he left their company.”

Laverna leaned back in her chair and stared at her employer.

“You’re really pulling out the stops on this one, aren’t you?”

“As you pointed out, Laverna, I don’t like to lose. However, you seem to have missed completely the most dubious maneuver I’ve pulled. It’s not surprising, really. Young Mr. Phule seems to have missed it as well.”

“What was that?”

Maxine’s eyes narrowed as she looked into the distance.

“Think for a moment, Laverna,” she said. “If anyone, you would know about the disproportionate interest and suspicion the tax people level at casinos and their owners. Well, this afternoon’s broadcast not only alerted our colleagues as to the opportunity now available at the Fat Chance, it also made some of our traditional adversaries aware that Mr. Phule is now among the ranks of casino owners … and I don’t think he’s even begun to realize what’s in store for him there.”
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Chapter One

Journal #278

Even the most fortunate circumstances contain the seeds of their own destruction. So, it was with the tenure of Phule’s Company on Lorelei.

At first glance, a posh gambling resort like Lorelei would appear a plum assignment for a Space Legion company that until recently had been the laughingstock of the Legion. Omega Company had long been the Legion’s dumping ground for incompetents and malcontents. My employer, Willard Phule (or “Captain Jester,” to use his Legion name) was given command of Omega Company as punishment for a small indiscretion of his own, namely ordering a peace conference strafed. He was lucky—only his status as a wealthy munitions heir kept him from being expelled outright. The generals meant to so overload him with frustration and embarrassment that he would resign. A spoiled rich kid could find plenty of more pleasant ways to misspend his youth, they thought.

Instead he had decided to make the company the best in the Legion, and by applying unorthodox methods had come a long way toward that goal. But he had powerful enemies, and Lorelei appeared a perfect trap for the unwary. Dominated by gangsters, and given over to every sort of sybaritic entertainment, it would have destroyed most military units. That Phule’s company had succeeded beyond all hopes confounded those enemies—but they were determined to find new ways to destroy him.

Now, the company was about to receive new troops—the first significant additions to its ranks since he took command. In such a tight-knit unit, any change of personnel has an impact. When the new troops have been selected by one’s enemies, the impact is likely to be disastrous …

“They’ll be docking any minute, now,” said Phule, consulting his chronometer. It was the third time he’d checked it in the last five minutes. Since there were numerous time displays on view throughout the space station’s arrival lounge, an observer might have concluded that Phule’s preoccupation with the time—combined with his pacing and nonstop talking—was a sign of nervousness. That observer would have been right.

“A few minutes one way or the other won’t make much difference, Captain,” said Sergeant Brandy, who had come with her commanding officer to greet the new troops assigned to Phule’s Company. “They’re coming, and we’ll deal with it. All of us will. I’ve been through this enough times before.”

“Oh, I know you have,” said Phule, nodding appreciatively to his top sergeant. “And I know you’ll do everything you can to make them fit in smoothly. I’ve seen what you can do, Brandy. But this isn’t just any new batch of recruits. It’s a completely unique situation.”

“You mean the Gambolts, sir?” said Lieutenant Armstrong, the third in the greeting party. He stood ramrod straight, almost managing to look comfortable despite the exaggerated precision of his uniform and posture. “I don’t see where they’ll be a problem. They’re among the finest fighters in the galaxy. It’s an honor to have them in our unit.”

“Yes, I appreciate that,” said Phule. “But Gambolts have never served in mixed units with humans before—and these three specifically requested to be assigned to us. It’s a tribute to the good work we’ve done. But I can’t help wondering …” His voice trailed off.

Brandy shook her head firmly. “Whether the troops will accept them? Don’t worry about that, Captain. This outfit may be the most tolerant bunch in the Legion. When you’ve had to live down the reputation we’ve been saddled with, you don’t have room to get snooty about your barracks-mates.”

“Losers can’t be choosers, in other words,” said Phule. “I suppose that’s been true in the past. Most of the companies have had to accept whatever hand the Legion dealt them. But we’ve been changing that.”

“You’ve been changing that, sir,” said Lieutenant Armstrong. “If not for you, we’d still be back on Haskin’s Planet, slogging through the swamps. Now we’re among the elite companies of the Legion—all thanks to your efforts.”

“I can’t take all the credit,” said Phule. “It’s been a team effort, and every member has contributed. That’s why I’m anxious about the new troops, to tell you the truth. The Gambolts have always had their own elite unit in the Regular Army. Now three of them are coming to us—and I have to wonder why. Will they fit into the team? Will they hold themselves apart from the rest of the unit? Will they …”

Whatever he was about to say was interrupted by the blare of a klaxon and a red-lit sign flashing on and off by the arrival door. The sign now read, SHUTTLE DOCKING: PREPARE FOR DEBARKING PASSENGERS. Phule and his subordinates turned to face the door. Some of their questions were about to be answered.

*    *    *

One advantage of building a casino on a space station is that it can be a true twenty-four-hour operation. With no local cycle of day and night, there is no need for visitors to adjust to the local clock, or to go through what in pre-space days used to be called “jet lag.” So, the Fat Chance Casino was likely to have an eager crowd of gamblers at any hour. This, in turn, meant that Phule’s Company had to be alert for trouble at any hour.

But Moustache, who was in charge of “daytime” security at the casino, wasn’t expecting any real trouble. The tall noncom with a balding head and a bright red moustache sat at the bar sipping a brisk “cuppa” tea, scanning the early afternoon crowd with detached interest. He knew he wouldn’t spot everything—it wasn’t really his job, after all. Other members of the Omega Mob, disguised as waiters, croupiers, or fellow customers, mingled with the crowd, probing for the myriad signs that someone was trying to cheat. Behind the elegant-looking facade, other vigilant eyes performed the same task, aided by state-of-the-art surveillance equipment.

Of course, since the showdown with Maxine Pruett’s hoodlums, there had been less trouble. Word had quickly gone out on the gamblers’ grapevine to forget about trying to beat the Fat Chance. Still, there was always a handful of small-time grifters who thought they could outsmart the house security staff. Most of these were quickly spotted and quietly removed from the casino floor to a private lounge to await deportation on the next ship off-station. It was all handled very professionally—and unsuccessful grifters usually accepted their fate with a stoical shrug. After all, it was one of the risks of doing business.

So, it came as a surprise when a voice spoke quietly in Moustache’s earphone. It was Rose—“Mother” to the company—the voice of Comm Central, the vital glue that bound the company together. “Wake up, you old buzzard,” she said teasingly. “We’re about to get some rough trade. I know you senior citizens need your afternoon naps, but it’d be a shame for you to doze through the entertainment.”

“Where?” said Moustache, instantly alert. He spoke under his breath, knowing that the super-sensitive directional microphone on his wrist communicator could pick up a whisper inaudible to someone at the next table.

“Blackjack tables, darlin’,” said Mother. “We’ve got a mom-and-pop team palming and passing cards at Number Five. I’ve already tipped the dealer, and she’s stalling.”

“Good,” said Moustache, standing up from the bar. “Who’s covering that sector?”

“The dealer’s a civilian employee. Her orders are to stay clear if trouble starts and let security handle it. We’ve got a couple of actors playing legionnaire stationed around the room, and they may be all we really need. But Gabriel’s on the nearest exit in case they try to run. And if he needs help, we’ve got Sushi and Do-Wop undercover in that area—they’re already closing in on Number Five. You might dodder over, yourself, grandpa—just to see how it all comes out. The grifters might accept you as a father figure.”

“Well, Mother, perhaps I’ll introduce them to you, as well,” said Moustache, smiling to himself. Of course, he wouldn’t follow through on that threat; there was no reason to let anyone know how thoroughly the gambling tables were monitored. It might inhibit the free-spending attitude the casino wanted to encourage in its legitimate customers. And to give professional gamblers a behind-the-scenes look at security might give them ideas how to beat it.

Moustache had perfected the art of moving quickly without appearing to be in any particular hurry. If a noncom looked flustered or rushed, the troops might decide there was something for them to worry about. Moustache had been a career noncom in the Regular Army before forced retirement made him join the Space Legion. His crisp military bearing and his carefully polished “British Sergeant-Major” air made him the perfect front man for Phule’s undercover surveillance operation in the Fat Chance. While all eyes were on him and his troop of uniformed actors (with a salting of genuine legionnaires to handle any rough stuff), the real security team could work unobserved, ready to respond to any threat before the opposition was aware of them.

That was exactly what was happening as Moustache rounded a bank of quantum slot machines and entered the blackjack area of the casino. Do-Wop had slouched into a vacant seat at table number five, within an arm’s length of a pudgy gray-haired man wearing a well-broken-in business suit over a brightly colored shirt. Beside him sat a woman of similar age, in a slightly too-tight dress and a too-elaborate, blatantly dyed hairdo. A travelling salesman on vacation with his wife, or so it appeared at first glance. But if Mother was correct—and she probably was—the outfits were sheep’s clothing, camouflage to make a team of card cheats look like innocent tourists. At the far end of the table stood Sushi, looking for all the world as if he were trying to decide how the cards were running at this table before sitting down to play.

The dealer glanced up as Moustache came into view, and he winked at her. It was time to put an end to this incident. He stepped forward and put a hand lightly on the man’s shoulder. “Excuse me, sir,” he said. His voice was very polite but carried an unmistakable stamp of authority.

The man glanced over his shoulder, barely long enough for him to register much more than Moustache’s black Legion uniform. What happened next took everyone by surprise. Both the man and the woman abruptly shoved back their chairs, knocking Moustache off balance. In the split second before he could recover, the woman had spun around and begun to throw punches, concentrating on his midsection—which, given the difference in their heights, was her most convenient target.

The woman was stronger than Moustache had expected. He had to call on all his training to fight off the middle-aged tourist. Using his superior reach, he grabbed the chair she had vacated and shoved her back against the table with it, trying to keep her pinned out of lethal range. Do-Wop was already stepping forward to help subdue her, and there were black-uniformed figures closing in from a distance, so all Moustache had to do was keep her at bay and hope the man didn’t come to her assistance. With luck, he’d have nothing more serious than bruises to show for this episode.

But the woman’s companion had ideas of his own. Instead of helping her break free, he leaped up on the table and launched himself in a flying kick at Sushi.

Sushi had held back from the altercation, ready to cut off either of the pair who tried to escape. So, while he was caught by surprise, his reflexes and training got him out of trouble. Instead of trying to duck under the kick, he leaned backward enough to make the attacker’s flailing feet miss him, then gave the flying body a hard shove in the ribs as it went past, trying to spoil the attacker’s balance. To that extent Sushi succeeded, and the tourist landed ignominiously on a chair that toppled with a loud crack as the back legs gave way.

But the shove transferred enough momentum to Sushi to knock him off balance, as well. He spun around, bounced off the table behind him, and landed on hands and knees on the floor a short distance from his assailant. Almost at once, he sprang up, ready for action. Sushi expected the man to be halfway to the exit, or more likely, lying dazed on the floor. Instead, he was surprised to find the man already in a compact fighting stance. That made no sense at all. The man must have known he was surrounded by the legionnaires. If he wasn’t going to try to escape, he should have given up quietly as soon as his cheating was discovered. Unless …

Sushi looked more closely at his opponent. Under the baggy suit and graying hair—which upon closer inspection appeared to have been dyed—was a man close to his prime, solidly built and obviously trained in the martial arts. His facial features showed Asian ancestry. Suddenly Sushi understood.

Sushi rose to his feet and bowed slowly. “I have been expecting you,” he said to the man. He kept his voice low, speaking in Japanese. “We have business to tend to, but we should not discuss it in front of outsiders.”

The other man snarled. “My family does not dicker with impostors. Our only business today is your death.”

“Do not judge too quickly,” said Sushi. “Look!” He made a surreptitious motion with his left hand and then dropped both arms to his sides, leaving himself open to the other man’s attack.

The other man’s face changed in an instant, and he, too, adopted a more relaxed stance. “Ah! I did not know! Perhaps there is something to discuss after all. But you are right—outsiders should not hear what we have to say, though I think there are few here who would understand us.”

“One moment, please,” said Sushi. “I will tell the others you have surrendered to me for questioning, and then we will go someplace where we may talk freely. They will not question me because they believe I am loyal to their captain. Your woman will be taken to a safe place and not harmed, and you may retrieve her at your convenience.”

“That is good. I will tell her so,” said the Yakuza man. The two turned to the rest of the group. Moustache had one hand on the woman’s arm—she had stopped fighting when Sushi had begun talking to his opponent in Japanese; presumably she understood that language.

“I need to talk to this man,” Sushi said to Moustache. “He says the woman will go with you to the holding lounge, and I don’t think she’ll cause any trouble now. I’ll take responsibility.”

Moustache looked to Do-Wop, who nodded. “Cool with me if you know what you’re doing,” said Do-Wop. “But be careful—just because you know that cat’s lingo don’t mean you want to turn your back on him.”

“Don’t worry, it’s under control,” said Sushi. He gestured to the Yakuza and together they walked out of the casino. Even before they were gone the normal sounds of gambling had resumed.

*    *    *

“There they are,” said Brandy, and there was no question what she meant. Three human-sized cats in Space Legion uniforms would have stood out in any crowd. And while the Gambolts were famed for their ability to infiltrate an enemy position without being seen or heard, there was no need for stealth here. They bounced into the entry lounge, three oversized balls of feline energy, eyes darting in every direction. Behind them, a group of humans in similar uniform slouched into the lounge—the rest of the recruits.

The Gambolts immediately spotted the three black-uniformed humans standing together. They glided over and drew up in front of Phule, coming to attention. One of them turned on a translator and said, “New recruits reporting for duty, sir!” The Gambolt vocal equipment could make a limited range of human sounds, but communication was far smoother with a translator in place.

“Welcome to Omega Company,” said Phule, stepping forward. He waited until all the recruits had moved up to join them, in a ragged semblance of a line. “I am Captain Jester, and this is Lieutenant Armstrong. Sergeant Brandy here will be in charge of your training. You’ll meet the rest of your comrades and officers back at the hotel. We’re pleased to have you as part of our outfit.” He turned to Armstrong, who had brought out a clipboard. “Carry on, Lieutenant.”

“Yes, sir!” said Armstrong, giving his usual crisp salute. He turned to face the new arrivals. “Attention! Sergeant Brandy will call roll.”

Brandy stepped forward and took the clipboard from Armstrong. She inspected the new arrivals. While she’d never seen Gambolts up close, these three looked to be in excellent physical condition, and their spanking-new uniforms effectively set off their lithe forms. If the Gambolts were indeed deadly fighters as rumor said, this trio would be a strong addition to the company. The rest of the recruits looked like a perfect match for the assorted misfits and malcontents of Omega Company.

But there would be time enough to sort that out. She looked down at the clipboard and began reading names.

“Dukes?”

“Here, Sergeant,” answered the biggest of the three Gambolts—a tawny six-footer, with light-green eyes and a nick out of its left ear. (Was this a male or a female? Brandy wondered idly. The Gambolts’ sexual differences weren’t immediately evident to the untrained human eye, and both sexes were known to choose military careers. It would probably make more difference to the Gambolts than it ever would to her.)

“Welcome aboard, Dukes. Garbo?”

“Here, Sergeant,” said another Gambolt. The translator made this one’s voice sound lighter and perhaps more feminine—as the choice of name also suggested—though the only outward physical distinction between this one and the other Gambolts was a slightly lighter build. Garbo had darker fur, nearly black, with a hint of a lighter colored undercoat.

“Welcome to the company, Garbo. Rube?”

“Right here, Sarge,” said the third Gambolt, perhaps a few inches shorter than Dukes but even more imposingly built. Rube had gray fur, with slightly longer tufts on the cheeks, and its eyes seemed bigger than the others’. Its voice sounded a touch more jovial than the others’, too, though that could easily be an artifice of the translator.

“Welcome aboard,” Brandy said again. “Slayer?”

“Yo,” said a scrawny human with a shaved head and a bone through its nose—it was difficult to determine its gender, as well.

This was the kind of recruit Brandy was used to. “That’s Yo, Sergeant to you, Slayer,” she barked. The recruit flinched, and muttered something that sounded like an appropriate response. Brandy nodded—she’d have plenty of time to get into the fine points of Legion discipline, such as it was. For now, it was sufficient to establish who was in charge. She turned to the next name on the list. “Brick?”

There were a dozen more recruits, all present, though none looked anywhere near as promising as the Gambolts. She finished the list, then turned to Armstrong and said, “All new troops present and accounted for, Lieutenant.”

“Very good,” said Armstrong, but before he could say more he was interrupted by a new voice.

“I’m a-gonna hafta take exception to that, Sarge,” said a deep resonant voice. “I’m as much a member of this here company as anybody, and by the captain’s own personal request, as it happens.”

Brandy turned to see a pudgy human, with long, dark slicked-back hair and even darker sunglasses. Like the others in the formation, the newcomer was dressed in black, although his jumpsuit was even more flamboyant than the version of the Legion uniform Phule’s Company wore. And there was nothing at all military about the stranger’s hip-shot stance and half-sneering expression.

It was Lieutenant Armstrong who broke the awkward silence. He pulled himself up to his full height and snapped, “If you’re assigned to Omega Company, then fall in with the rest of the troops and report. This is the Legion, if you know what that means.”

“Lordy, do I ever,” said the newcomer. He sauntered up next to the Gambolts, drew himself more or less upright, and gave a passable imitation of a salute. “Reverend Jordan Ayres reportin’ for duty, suh. But y’all can call me Rev.”

“What the hell …” began Brandy, gearing up to give the new man a demonstration of how an angry top sergeant looked and sounded.

But Phule said, “Wait a minute, Brandy. Reverend …” Phule’s puzzled expression suddenly transformed itself into a broad smile and the captain reached out a hand for Ayres to shake. “Of course! You’re the chaplain I requested from headquarters. Welcome to Omega Company.” He shot a quizzical look at Armstrong.

“A chaplain?” said Armstrong, staring at the newcomer. “I’d almost forgotten you’d asked. There wasn’t anything about it in the dispatches from headquarters. I’m afraid you find us not properly prepared to greet you, Reverend Ayres. My apologies.”

“Think nothin’ of it,” said the chaplain, falling back into his former posture. “And jes’ call me Rev, Lieutenant. Why, the less fuss y’all make about me, the better. I’m jes’ here to do a job, same as everybody else.”

“Yes, that’s the spirit,” said Phule. “Now, I think it’s time for us to get back to the Fat Chance where you people can meet your new comrades and get started on your duties. I can promise you a very interesting tour of duty with us.”

“That’s why we’re here,” said one of the Gambolts—Dukes, the biggest of the trio. His expression could have passed for a grin, although the large and very sharp canine (or were they more properly feline?) teeth made it far more ferocious than an equivalent expression from a human.

“Good, then let’s go,” said Brandy. “Follow me, on the double!”

The new members of Phule’s Company shouldered their bags, and followed Brandy and their officers past the line of curious tourists at the immigration desk, out to a waiting hoverbus that would take them back to the Fat Chance hotel and their new assignment. They quickly stowed their bags and boarded, and the bus nosed out into the light traffic and headed away.

Neither they nor the tourists (who were after all most interested in getting to the casinos and spending their money) noticed the small figure in black that surreptitiously followed the legionnaires to the bus, and then set off on foot behind it, sticking carefully to the edge of the road and doing its best to avoid observation.


Chapter Two

Journal #281

The unsavory elements of society look upon gambling as their private domain. Legitimate businessmen who enter that field are likely to find themselves the object of unwanted attention from those who wish to take the lion’s share of the profits without having worked for it. Needless to say, this is not comfortable.

The local mob on Lorelei was led by Maxine (“Maxie”) Pruett. She had greeted my employer with a well-orchestrated campaign of strong-arm tactics to frighten away customers. She also sponsored an invasion of card-sharps and grifters intended to siphon off the casino’s profits. She confidently expected these tactics to force the casino into bankruptcy, at which point she planned to foreclose on the substantial loans she had made the owners.

But things did not go as Maxine had planned. Her takeover attempt was thwarted by my employer’s access to the firepower of a fully equipped Legion company—as well as to a degree of advance intelligence provided largely by myself. But her failure did nothing to deter outside criminals from their own forays. My employer knew that such attempts were inevitable. What he didn’t know was how quickly the predators would begin to circle … or to what extent they had Maxie’s aid and comfort in their unsavory ventures.

“You’re underestimating Jester again,” said Laverna, looking up from the book she was reading. Out of habit, she used Phule’s Legion pseudonym, although she and her boss both knew his real name by now. “Or have you forgotten how lucky you were to get away with your skin all in one piece?”

“I haven’t forgotten,” said Maxie Pruett. “You need a good memory to stay in this business as long as I have—or have you forgotten that?” Her piercing eyes glared at her chief advisor, but she knew and respected the tall black woman’s talent for assessing risks unemotionally—an ability that had earned her the grudging nickname, “the Ice Bitch.”

“Point taken,” said Laverna, holding her place in the book with a forefinger. “But remember this: Jester’s troops will eventually be rotated out. When somebody else has the post, Jester may lose interest in the place, and move his money someplace he can keep an eye on it more easily. You can afford to bide your time, see who comes in next, and make your move then. You’re here for the long term—unless you make a serious mistake.”

Maxie nodded. “And you think going after the Fat Chance again is a mistake.”

“I know it is,” said Laverna. She leaned forward in her chair. “The first time you tangled with Jester, you had all the advantages, and he still managed to come out ahead. And you were lucky, at that—all you lost was your bid to take over the Fat Chance right away. Next time, the consequences are likely to be permanent. He’s got a pretty good idea who’s behind any trouble that shows up at his door—and he’s got the ability to hit back a lot harder than you can hit him.”

“That’s how I like it,” said Maxie. “All the money on the table, and no backing out. It’s easy for you to say ‘take the long view’—you don’t have to watch that joker pocket all the profits from the Fat Chance while you’re waiting for him to go away.”

“I’m here, aren’t I?” said Laverna. “I’m here for the long run, too. It’s in my best interest to keep your business healthy. That’s why I’m advising you to let things take their natural course. The odds always favor the house—and on Lorelei, the house means you. Let the odds do the work for you, and you’ll eventually win everything.”

“I know that,” said Maxie. She went over to a window and looked out at the streets below. The view from the penthouse suite was spectacular, with all the lights of Lorelei’s casinos twinkling below her. Actually, since the hotel was on an orbiting space station, the “outdoors” was as much “indoors” as the room itself. But there was something comforting about the illusion of an actual “world” outside, and the casinos wanted their customers to be comfortable—at least, as long as they had money to spend.

Maxine looked out the window for a moment, leaning her hands on the sill. Then she said, without turning around, “But there’s another problem. Success breeds success, and if Phule can keep the Fat Chance successful, it’ll start cutting into everybody else’s profits. Even after his unit gets transferred out, he’ll leave somebody sharp in charge of it, somebody we’ll have a hard time getting to. And the momentum will keep going his way. We need to stop that momentum now. That’s why I’ve done a few things to stir the pot—things they won’t be ready for.”

“Yes, I hear that the Yakuza team is already on-station,” said Laverna. “There was a dustup at the blackjack tables in the Fat Chance this afternoon—I think that may have been their work.”

“Yes, I heard about that little ruckus,” said Maxie. “I am taking your advice, by the way. None of my little plans can be traced to me—it’s all going to look like somebody else’s doing. I can just sit back and collect my regular percentage, and watch the sharks begin to circle around Jester’s little empire. I think I’m going to enjoy this, Laverna.”

“I hope you do, boss,” said Laverna, but her expression suggested that she still saw trouble ahead. Of course, that was part of her job—anticipating trouble and finding ways to head it off. She wished that Maxie would stop finding ways to borrow trouble … but if Maxie had been like that, she wouldn’t have needed someone like Laverna. They give you lemons, you make lemonade, thought Laverna, and went back to her book.

*    *    *

Phule stepped out of the hoverbus and into the front entrance of the Fat Chance Casino, leaving Sergeant Brandy to show the recruits to their quarters. He was followed by the chaplain, who ignored Brandy’s icy stare and fell in behind the captain as if it were his place. Nothing had yet been said about Rev’s nominal rank, so Brandy resisted the impulse to order him into line with the other new arrivals. There’d be time to talk to the captain when she’d finished her current job. After all, in the Omega Mob, a lot of the usual patterns of military life and protocol were—well, the only way to put it was different. Brandy liked it that way.

As he entered the casino, Rev cast a solemn eye upon the busy gambling tables, the scantily clad waitresses, the bustling bartenders, and the fevered patrons. Sprinkled throughout the crowd, conspicuous in their black Legion uniforms, were the guards—the ones he had been called to minister to. “This is my portion, then,” he murmured to himself. “A chance to follow in the King’s footsteps. Let me make the most of it.” Then he said aloud to Phule, “Captain, I’ll ask your permission to stop here for a while and meet the people I’ll be serving. Plenty of time to find my quarters later.”

Phule nodded, saying, “Sure, why not?” and Rev made a gesture that might have been mistaken for a salute before heading off into the crowd. Phule barely noticed the chaplain’s departure; he had spotted Moustache striding purposefully toward him. “Yes, Sergeant, what’s the situation?” he asked, as the older man fell in step beside him.

“Sushi’s disappeared, sir,” said Moustache, in his clipped, British accent. “The eyes spotted a pair of card cheats at one of the blackjack tables. Sushi and Do-Wop moved in to handle it; the man turned out to be a martial arts specialist, and they put up a bit of a fight.”

“That’s unusual,” said Phule, his eyebrows rising. “Any injuries?”

“None reported, sir,” Moustache said. “A bit of broken furniture, but that was replaced in no time at all.”

“Well, that’s good,” said Phule. He stopped, and turned to face the older man. “How long ago was this?”

“Right after you left, sir,” said the sergeant. “Coming up on forty minutes ago. After the first flurry, Sushi and the man left together. Sushi told Do-Wop he had things under control, but didn’t give details. And he turned off his communicator as they left. We have the woman in custody—she turned tame as a puppy after the man stopped fighting—but she’s not talking. I doubt she knows where they are, anyway. We certainly don’t.”

“Sushi turned off his communicator, you say?” A look of concern came over Phule’s face. “That’s not a smart move. I have faith in his judgment, but this …”

“I know what you mean, sir,” said Moustache, grimly. “We can’t always stick to procedures, but he should have given Mother a probable destination before dropping out of touch. I didn’t see anything that justified that.”

“What steps are we taking to locate him?”

“Very low-profile at present, sir,” said Moustache. “Lieutenant Rembrandt was informed as soon as we learned of the incident. She ordered all personnel to report any sighting of either Sushi or the other man—so far no word. We’re assuming that the other man could have taken control of Sushi’s communicator, so we don’t want to make a general broadcast that he might intercept.”

“Is there any reason to believe that’s the case?” asked Phule.

“None so far,” said Moustache. “But you’d best talk to Rembrandt and Mother—they’ve been watching the situation develop ever since Sushi left the casino floor, and may know a fair amount they haven’t passed on—the enemy may have ears.”

“Yes, of course,” said Phule. “Carry on, then, Sergeant—it looks as if you’ve done everything you could.” He turned and headed for the comm center. If anyone knew anything more than Moustache, it would be Mother.

Neither he nor Moustache noticed the small figure in black that watched them from behind a large, potted Durdanian fern, then swiftly moved to follow Phule toward the elevator bank.

*    *    *

“These will be your quarters, for the time being,” said Brandy, opening the door to a suite on the third floor of the hotel. One of Phule’s innovations had been abandonment of the normal Legion barracks system. Almost immediately upon taking over the Omega Mob, he had moved the troops out of their quarters, lock, stock, and barrel, and checked them into the best hotel in town while the quarters were rebuilt to his specifications—which were, if anything, even more comfortable than the hotel. He hadn’t seen any reason to change that policy here on Lorelei. Except for a few individuals engaged in undercover work outside the hotel, everyone in the company was in the best quarters the Fat Chance had to offer.

“This is good,” said Rube, unshouldering his heavy pack and putting it on the floor. Dukes made a sound that the translator turned into a murmur of agreement. Brandy wasn’t surprised. In his usual thorough research, Phule had satisfied himself that human-style beds would be suitable for Gambolt use. Otherwise, he would have spent whatever was necessary for sleeping arrangements as comfortable to the Gambolts as the best hotel beds were for the human troops in his command. It was Legion policy to give equal accommodations to troops of all races, but in most units, that meant equal discomfort. In Phule’s Company, it meant equal luxury, from top to bottom.

The smallest Gambolt, Garbo, stood looking around the room without speaking. Finally, Garbo said, “Do all three of us have to share this room?”

“Why, is there a problem?” Brandy was taken aback. To the best of her knowledge, the Gambolts did not segregate troops by sex in their own units—Phule had been careful to determine that was the case—and in any case, they attached no social significance to males and females sharing quarters. So, there had appeared to be no reason to set aside two suites for the new troops, when one large one was available. Besides, in a twenty-four-hour mission like casino security, it was common for roommates to end up on different schedules, with one needing to sleep while the others were up and active. The layout of the suite, with several separate rooms that could be closed off, took that possibility into account.

“Yes, there is a problem,” said Garbo, turning to face her sergeant. “I joined this unit because I wanted to serve with humans, not to be set apart with others of my own kind. And here, at the very start, you are about to put me into quarters with the only others of my kind in your company. Isn’t there anyplace else I can be housed?”

Brandy was surprised, but the request was reasonable. It was unusual for Gambolts to serve with anyone not of their own race. So, it wasn’t really surprising that a Gambolt who’d volunteered for a human outfit didn’t want to be housed with her own kind. It was a far cry from being the strangest thing she’d run across in the Legion. In fact, to most Space Legion veterans, it would have been suspicious if there hadn’t been something strange about a new batch of recruits …

“All right, I can fix that,” Brandy said to the Gambolt. “But first, while we’re here—Dukes and Rube, you two have an hour to unpack your things. At 1500 hours, you’ll report to Sergeant Chocolate Harry at the supply depot to be outfitted. At 1600 hours, you and the other recruits will report to the Grand Ballroom for orientation and duty assignments. Understood?”

“Yes, Sergeant,” the Gambolts said again.

“OK. Garbo, let’s see if we can find you a room before 1500—I want everybody set up with rooms and duty assignments by then. It may mean you don’t have time to get completely settled in until later. Understood?”

“Yes, Sergeant,” said Garbo, shouldering her pack.

“Good,” said Brandy. She thought to herself, They said these Gambolts make ideal soldiers. I wonder what’s wrong with them that they ended up in the Omega Mob? She remembered Phule’s determination to make his company an example of the Legion’s true potential. Maybe these Gambolt recruits were the next step toward making that determination a reality. We’ll find out soon enough, she thought, and headed down the corridor, with Garbo close behind.

*    *    *

Tusk-anini was perched on a stool near the entrance of the Fat Chance Casino when two humans in bad suits stepped up to him. Even Tusk-anini, who paid very little attention to human clothing styles, could tell that the suits were bad. Not only cheap and ill-fitting, but unattractive by design. They looked as ugly as the uniforms the Omega Company had worn before Phule’s arrival.

“Excuse me, friend, can you direct us to the Fat Chance Casino?” said the taller of the two humans. He wasn’t that much taller, but the difference in height was the only marked distinction between them. They had nondescript faces, mousy brown hair in nearly identical unflattering short cuts, and extremely unstylish dark glasses. They also carried identical briefcases, in a sort of grayish dark material that had come out of a vat in some chemical plant. The briefcases were almost the same noncommittal color as the suits.

“You standing in front of Fat Chance,” said Tusk-anini, cautiously. While neither of the humans had done anything in particular to alarm him, he had a bad feeling about them. One thing the Volton had learned during his association with humans was that feelings could be trusted. In fact, they sometimes gave you better answers than the most rigorous logical analysis.

The shorter human looked up and noticed the sign and said, “Yes, so we are.” Now that he heard the voice, Tusk-anini realized that the shorter one was a female, a fact that the baggy suit and short haircut did much to conceal from the casual glance.

The man spoke again, “Are you a casino employee?”

“Yes, I am,” said Tusk-anini—not quite truthfully, for while the legionnaires had been brought to Lorelei to guard the casino, they had always been freelance contractors, not regular employees. Now, of course, as a member of Phule’s Company Tusk-anini was in fact a part-owner of the Fat Chance. A comparatively small part-owner, since every member of Phule’s Company also had shares, but put together the Omega Mob was the majority stockholder.

“You’re just the sophont we need to talk to, then,” said the man. “We’re trying to gather information on the operation here. We’d like you to answer a few questions.”

“Asking anything you want. I answer what I may,” said the Volton cautiously. He had begun to wonder whether these two humans were from a competing casino, or from one of the criminal organizations the Legion was here to guard against. His eyes narrowed, giving his warthog-like face an even fiercer expression than normal.

“Maybe I should rephrase that,” said the man. He pulled a wallet out of his jacket pocket and flipped it open to reveal a holo-ID, which he held up a few inches from Tusk-anini’s snout. Above his picture (which miraculously made him look even less attractive than he was in person) were the initials IRS; below it was written Roger Peele, Special Agent. “We’re in receipt of information to the effect that your employer is failing to report substantial amounts of income,” said Special Agent Peele. “If you impede a lawful investigation, you’re guilty of conspiracy to defraud a government agency. That’s a serious offense, in case you didn’t know it.”

Tusk-anini abruptly stood up. This brought him to his full height, nearly seven feet tall, and put his enormous barrel chest nearly at eye level for the two humans. “You ask me betray Captain Jester!” he accused. “Tusk-anini no do that! Not right to betray the captain.”

“Easy now, friend—you’re looking at this all wrong,” said the woman in a calm voice. “We appreciate your loyalty to your commander—that’s what makes the military work. But sometimes you have to look beyond that to a higher loyalty. Your captain has to report to his generals, and they report to civilian authorities. The Interstellar Revenue System is part of that civilian authority, a very important part of it. It’s your duty to cooperate with us.”

“If captain say it my duty, I do it,” said Tusk-anini. “He not say it, I not do it. You go away now.” He took a step forward. His powerful physique and staring eyes made him a menacing figure. The two IRS agents involuntarily stepped backward.

“Very well,” snarled Special Agent Peele. “We have more than one way to find out what we want. And you’d better hope your own nose is clean—because if it’s not, you’ll be in the same trouble as your captain.”

“You call my nose dirty?” roared Tusk-anini, and at that the two IRS agents backed off still another step. “You go away and leave captain alone,” he repeated.

“We’ve come here to do a job, the same as you,” said the woman. “We’re not going anywhere until we’ve finished it. When we do, it’ll go better for you if you’re on the right side, friend.”

“Tusk-anini know what side he on,” growled the Volton. “You not on captain’s side, you not my friend. I no like people who call me friend when they not.” He took another step forward, and this time the two IRS agents turned and hurried away.

*    *    *

“Captain! You’re just in time—you won’t believe what’s happened now.”

Phule was hurrying down an inside corridor to the company’s command and communications headquarters to learn what progress was being made in the search for Sushi and the mysterious man he had disappeared with. But he turned at the sound of Dee Dee Watkins’s voice. He already knew that her problems usually required far more time and energy than they really deserved. But to ignore Dee Dee was to risk escalating the problem. “Yes, Miss Watkins?” he said, trying his best to look concerned.

The tiny blonde entertainer was standing with her hands on her hips, looking as if she were prepared to challenge the entire fighting strength of Phule’s Company if it stood between her and what she wanted. Considering that she was wearing a little girl’s flowered pinafore and had her hair up in pigtails, her ability to project an air of menace was no small accomplishment. Perhaps she had some future as an actress after all, Phule thought to himself.

“Take a look for yourself,” she said. “Lex has me wearing this ridiculous costume for the big closing number, all because he’s jealous of me, and he’s trying to sabotage my career.”

Phule looked at the costume more closely. While it was clearly not designed to emphasize Dee Dee’s major assets, it more than made up in cuteness what it lacked in sex appeal. Even then, it fit snugly in the right places, and displayed a very satisfactory length of leg …

He made himself focus on the starlet’s face. “I’m sorry, Miss Watkins, I’m afraid my military duties have eaten up too much of my time for me to keep up with what’s happening on the artistic side of the operation. If you’re asking my personal opinion, I don’t think you look at all ridiculous in the costume, but of course I’m no expert.”

Dee Dee’s frown deepened, “Well, Captain, I’m disappointed. If you’d try …”

Whatever she was about to say was interrupted by a shout of “Stop him!”

Before Phule could turn to see what the commotion was about, a small, dark-clad figure dashed out of a doorway leading back to the casino and cut directly between Phule and the actress, knocking them both off balance. A pair of uniformed legionnaires burst out of the same doorway at full speed. Somehow, they managed to avoid Dee Dee, but in the process they crashed into one another. One bounced off the wall and caught his balance against a small, potted frogwood tree, but the other went down—catching Phule directly in the legs. Dee Dee let out a piercing shriek as the captain landed on the floor.

“Oh my God. Captain, I’m sorry, sir,” said the legionnaire who’d bounced off the potted plant. He rushed to help Phule upright, making little brushing motions as if to clean off the captain’s uniform.

The legionnaire who’d knocked Phule down looked up with a dazed expression. His gaze paused for a moment on Dee Dee’s legs, but quickly moved upward when he realized whom he’d decked in his rush. He clambered quickly to his feet and stood at attention. “’Pologies, Cap’n,” he said.

“No damage done, men,” said Phule, looking at the legionnaires. “Gabriel, what’s this all about?” he asked the one who’d helped him to his feet.

“We spotted a spy, sir,” said Gabriel. “Right here in the Fat Chance.”

“Gab’l sayin’ truth, Cap’n,” said the other. Phule recognized him as Street, Gabriel’s partner—a lean, tough man from the slums of Rockhall. He could speak fairly good Standard, but when he got excited—as he was now—his accent was so thick Phule could barely understand him. “He comin’ this way when we spot him. Bet for sure be followin’ you.”

“He might be an assassin, sir,” said Gabriel, grim-faced.

“An assassin?” Phule scoffed. “I doubt it. For one thing, whoever that was you were chasing had a perfect chance to do me in not thirty seconds ago, and didn’t. What makes you think he was a spy, anyway?”

“Not so hard figurin’ that out,” said Street. “He the wrong species—ain’t no little lizards in the company. Got humans, got Tusk-anini, got a couple Synthians, hear we got some cats now. No lizards, Cap’n.”

“Maybe he was a customer,” said Phule, still dubious.

“Why he wearin’ our uniform, then?” asked Street. “He spyin’, you bet all you money on that.”

Phule frowned. He hadn’t gotten a close look at the small figure that darted past him before he’d been knocked down, but it did have a distinct resemblance to a meter-high lizard—and it had been wearing Legion black. Perhaps Headquarters had sent an observer to keep an eye on him without letting him know …

“Well, he’s gotten away for the moment,” Phule said. “You two men return to your posts, and keep your eyes open. I’ll tell Mother to alert everyone for a possible intruder, and …”

“Got it already, darlin’,” came the voice from his wrist communicator. “Small lizardlike alien in Legion uniform on the loose—that shouldn’t be too hard to spot.”

“Good,” said Phule, musing. Hearing Rose’s description of the intruder set something itching in the back of his mind, but he couldn’t quite pin it down … Well, he’d figure it out soon enough. Meanwhile, he asked, “Any word on Sushi’s whereabouts?”

“Nothin’ we can use, sweetie, but we’ve got other news. We found out we’d recorded his conversation with the man he fought. It’s in Japanese, but we’ve run it through a translator. I don’t want to jump to conclusions, but Lieutenant Rembrandt’s all in a sweat—the poor girl thinks Sushi might be about to defect. Listen to this and see what you think.”

Phule lifted the wrist communicator to his ear, and the recording started, but as he began to concentrate on it, Dee Dee stamped her foot. “Well! I come to you with a problem, and what happens? First, two of your men nearly knock me down, and then you act as if I’m not even here. I’ll have you know …”

Phule’s concentration broke, and he looked down at Dee Dee, whose frown was deeper than ever. “Excuse me, Miss Watkins, I was listening to an intelligence report. If you’ll give me one moment …”

“Give you a moment? Why, you haven’t given me so much as the time of day! Lex is trying to ruin my act, and all you have to say is …”

“Captain, is trouble happening,” said Tusk-anini, coming around a bend in the corridor. He hurried up, ignoring the fuming Dee Dee and said, “Two humans looking for you—they try make me tell them things, but I no talk. I think they want make trouble.”

“Trouble? What makes you think that?” Phule knew that anything that worried the usually taciturn Volton had to be serious.

“They show me identification, say IRS,” said Tusk-anini. “I don’t know what that means, but Gnat tell me it big trouble, so I come tell you.”

“IRS?” Phule repeated. “They can’t have anything on me—my records are immaculate. Beeker knows more about tax law than the people that wrote it.”

“Captain! I’m not going to stand here and be ignored,” said Dee Dee in a voice that could have frozen the swimming pool in the hotel across the street.

“Yo, sucker, you the boss here? We been lookin’ for your ass,” said a gruff voice from a medium distance. Three large humans came down the corridor, practically filling it. Two of them were males, to judge from the long, unruly beards. All three were wearing denim and leather covered with metal studs, chains, and patches. Their bare arms showed a variety of tattoos, but they had in common a large red “R” with blazing jets on either side. The man in the middle was almost as large as Tusk-anini. He wore a German-style helmet on his head, a brass ring in his nose, and several more in each ear—one in the shape of a human skull. They swaggered up and stopped in front of Phule, the leader (or so he appeared to be) less than an arm’s length away from the captain.

Phule pulled himself up straight and said, “As you can see, I’m speaking to this young lady. I’ll be glad to listen to you people as soon as I’m done with her.” He turned back to Dee Dee, who had fallen silent upon seeing the three newcomers.

“Tryin’ to get it on with the fox, huh?” The big man sneered. “That jive can wait—we got serious business. You know a cheap punk name of Chocolate Harry?”

“Chocolate Harry no cheap punk,” growled Tusk-anini, moving in to stand at Phule’s side. “And you talk polite to captain, or you not like what happens next.”

The three newcomers laughed. “Listen to the warthog,” said the woman—her voice was deep and rough, but unquestionably female. “He thinks he can tell the Renegades how to talk, he got another think comin’.”

“So—you’re the Renegades,” Phule said. He’d heard C. H.’s tale of how a rival biker gang had vowed vengeance for some long-ago injury, but had never taken seriously the likelihood that they would actually track down his supply sergeant. Apparently, he’d miscalculated.

“Damn straight, soldier boy,” said the big man. “Us and a few hundred others is the Renegades, and we’re looking for Chocolate Harry. Sounds to me like you and the warthog just might know where he is.”

“If we do, it’s none of your business,” said Phule. “He’s a legionnaire, and you’d be better advised to forget whatever disagreement you have with him. We protect our own.”

“Your own?” The woman spat on the floor, then grinned crookedly; Phule could see that she was missing several teeth. “You can call him your own, but his fat ass is ours, soldier boy. And you know what we gonna do when we get it?”

“We gonna slice it three ways,” said the big man, leering evilly.

The third man spoke for the first time, in a rasping low voice made even more sinister by his absolute deadpan delivery. “We gonna cut it deep, wide, and often.” He patted a sheath on the belt of his jeans, where the handle of a vibroblade could be seen.

“You not getting close enough to do that,” said Tusk-anini, and as he spoke, a loud whistle came from behind the three Renegades. They whirled to see Moustache standing there, backed by half a dozen legionnaires brandishing Rolling Thunder belt-fed shotguns. “You go now before we getting mad,” said the Volton.

“Shit,” said the big man, half under his breath. Then he turned to Phule and said, “We got no fight with you, soldier boy. Tell your kids to put away the toys—we’re not gonna start nothin’ now. But make sure Chocolate Harry knows we’ve got him spotted, and he can’t hide no more.”

The three Renegades turned as one, and strode out past the assembled troops, managing to keep up an impressive front in the face of so much firepower. When they had gone, Phule let out the deep breath he’d been holding. If the bikers had decided to grab him and Dee Dee as hostages, the shotguns would have been of little use. But for now, the threat was defused.

“Captain! Now, about this costume!” Dee Dee’s voice snapped him back to reality. It was beginning to look like a very long afternoon.


Chapter Three

Journal #285

Command of a military unit is no sinecure, even in the notoriously lax Space Legion. Put in command of a unit that had become a dumping ground for malcontents and incompetents, my employer knew he faced a formidable task in making anything of it—let alone an elite company. That he had accomplished as much as he had spoke highly of his determination. It goes without saying that the accomplishment was achieved at no small personal cost—especially considering that much of what he had accomplished had been opposed at every step by his superior officers.

As became apparent, his successes on Lorelei only gave his enemies more reason to hate him.

General Blitzkrieg stomped into his office. It was shaping up as another rotten day. There had been a lot of those lately—it was almost enough to make him opt for early retirement and accept the lower pension as fair trade for the aggravation. But he wasn’t about to be eased out of the saddle. Not while his purpose remained unfulfilled.

“Here are your news printouts, sir,” said his aide, a tired-looking major who’d held the position for three years. Being aide-de-camp to one of the three top generals in the Space Legion had looked like a brilliant career move a few years earlier: an ideal shortcut to promotion for an ambitious officer with neither political connections, personal wealth, nor military talent. But Major Sparrowhawk had been second-guessing her decision to take the assignment ever since. She handed the sheaf of customized, automatically-edited flimsies to the general. Most senior officers got their intelligence straight off the Net, but Blitzkrieg was a stickler for the ancient print technology—“good old hard copy,” as he called it.

The general riffled through the printouts, and threw them into the trash. “Nothing worth a damn,” he growled, and turned to go into his inner office.

Sparrowhawk cleared her throat. “Begging your pardon, sir, but I’ve been sorting your news printouts for you for the entire time I’ve been here. For the last year or so, you hardly glance at them before you throw them away. Perhaps I need to redefine the sort, or expand the coverage. What are you looking for that isn’t showing up?”

Blitzkrieg stopped and scowled at his aide, who began to regret asking. “Don’t you know by now? I’m waiting to see if that damned Captain Jester has finally done something I can cashier him for. You won’t have to expand your coverage to find that—sooner or later, the idiot is bound to commit a blunder that’ll put him in the headlines galaxy-wide, and I’ll give him what he deserves. And then I can retire, knowing I’ve done the Legion a service for which my successors will be forever grateful.”

“I thought as much, sir,” said Sparrowhawk. Her brows knitted for a moment, then she said, “I think you might want to take another look through those flimsies, then. There’s an article there I had to look at twice myself—it wasn’t immediately obvious why your search parameters turned it up. But I think you’ll find it very interesting indeed.”

“Really?” Blitzkrieg bent over and retrieved the printouts from the trash. He flipped through them again, this time more slowly. His expression became more and more puzzled. Finally, he looked up at Sparrowhawk and said, “Major, if you think I enjoy guessing games, you don’t know me very well. What’s the story, and why would I be interested?”

“The third one down, sir,” she said, secretly pleased that the general had overlooked it twice. “The one about the new government on Landoor.”

“Hmmm …” The general scanned the article, but his perplexity grew, and at last he held it up accusingly. “There’s nothing about Jester here, Major.”

“No, sir,” said Major Sparrowhawk, patiently. She knew she’d have to explain it to him—Blitzkrieg’s rise to the top of the Space Legion had nothing to do with intellectual eminence. “Do you remember the episode that first brought Jester—he went by the name ‘Scaramouche’ then—to your attention?”

“Damned right I remember it, Major,” growled Blitzkrieg. “The ignorant pup talked a pilot into strafing the signing of a peace treaty. Luckily there was enough warning for everyone on the ground to get to cover—or maybe not so luckily. A few casualties, and we’d have put Jester behind bars.”

“Exactly, sir,” said Sparrowhawk. “It may have slipped your memory that Landoor is the world where that incident occurred.”

“Yes, of course I knew that,” said Blitzkrieg. “So, life goes on, and they’ve got a new government. Nothing to concern us, eh, Major?”

“Perhaps not,” Sparrowhawk doggedly continued. “Nothing directly, of course. There was some information down in the fifth paragraph I thought you could turn to use, but perhaps I misunderstood its implications.”

“Possibly you did,” said the general, glancing at the sheet of printout in his hand. “Well, not everyone has the instinct for grand strategy, Major. But if you stick with me, you may have the opportunity to learn the rudiments.”

“Yes, sir,” said Sparrowhawk. Now she was certain he’d read the paragraph again. Perhaps he’d see how to bend it to his own ends without more prompting. He wasn’t really all that stupid, she told herself. With her help, he’d eventually get his revenge on Jester—and then retire, and at last she’d be free of him.

The general took the printout into his inner office, and closed the door. When he was gone, she turned back to her computer—her stocks had been doing nicely, but recent news suggested that they might have peaked. She wanted to see if it was time to sell and get into something else …

She managed to read nearly a dozen screens of financial analysis before the general buzzed her on the intercom and roared, “Sparrowhawk! Get me the General Staff office, right away! No, make that a conference call—add on Ambassador Gottesman, too. I’ve come up with the perfect answer to our problems with Jester!”

“Right away, sir,” she said, smiling. She already knew exactly what the general would want from his superiors. Sometimes, the job had its rewards, after all.

*    *    *

“Hey, Do-Wop, how’s it going?” said Mess Sergeant Escrima, looking up from a shipment of fresh asparagus that had just arrived. The sprouts were young and tender, a miracle of hydroponic agriculture and genetic tailoring, but Escrima was still inspecting them as critically as he did every item of food that passed through his kitchens. “Any sign of that partner of yours yet?”

“Nah, Sarge—wherever Soosh is hiding, it’s a good spot,” said Do-Wop, stopping at the end of the counter where the asparagus was laid out. He looked around the kitchen. “We’re looking everywhere we can without spooking the customers. I guess you didn’t see him?”

“Haven’t laid eyes on him,” said Escrima, waving a hand to indicate the whole kitchen. Two assistant cooks were at work slicing something, and several large pots were already boiling atop the luxury hotel’s state-of-the-art TherMaster MultiRange. “Not today, at least. Last I saw him was Sunday—I needed to borrow a few bucks until payday. Bad run of luck …”

“Tell me about it, man,” said Do-Wop, rolling his eyes. “I thought I knew my way around a card table—especially after the captain had those pro gamblers show us the ropes. There’s not a card mechanic’s trick I can’t spot by now. But it don’t make me a winner. I think my luck’s even worse than it was before I knew what to watch out for.”

“Ditto,” said Escrima. “Without Sushi, I wouldn’t have two nickels to rub together. With him bankrolling me, at least I’ve got something to get back to the tables with so I can try to reverse my luck.”

“Yeah, he’s been lending me enough to scrape through, too. I’m gonna owe him a bundle next paycheck, though. Maybe I’d be better off if he didn’t come back.” Do-Wop frowned, then blurted out, “You know I don’t mean that, Escrima.”

“I didn’t think you did,” said Escrima, nodding. “But he won’t be going anywhere—too many people owe him. Let’s hope he’s not selling our markers to the Yakuza. I hear those boys play really dirty with deadbeats. So, hurry up and find him—I don’t like owing him three months’ pay, and he’s one of us. I’d hate to owe it to somebody who’s only in it for the money.”

“Yeah, at least Soosh won’t break your legs if you miss a payment,” said Do-Wop. “You spot him, let Mother know ASAP, OK?”

“Sure will,” said Escrima, nodding. “Good luck.”

“I could use that in more than one department,” muttered Do-Wop as he went out the door. Escrima didn’t answer; he had already turned his attention back to that evening’s meal.

*    *    *

“Come on, this is ridiculous,” said Brandy. She stared at the harried desk clerk. Garbo stood next to her, drawing curious stares from customers standing in line at the registration desk. Everybody had seen the Gambolts on the tri-vid news; seeing a life-sized one standing two meters away, in full Legion uniform, was another story entirely. Especially if you knew the catlike aliens’ reputation as the most deadly hand-to-hand fighters in the galaxy …

But dangerous as the Gambolt looked, it was the undeniably human Brandy who was the real danger at this time, with her temper edging toward an explosion. “How hard is it to find me one regular room?” she growled, as the desk clerk tried to get his computer to cooperate. “Didn’t anybody teach you how to charge it to the captain’s account?”

“I’m very sorry, ma’am, but I keep getting some sort of error message,” said the desk clerk. His eyes slid sideways to Garbo, who had stood like a statue ever since Brandy had brought her down to the desk. It had been no more than ten minutes, but it was unnerving.

“Maybe you’re entering the account number wrong,” said Brandy. “You do know the captain’s account number for Legion business, don’t you, Junior?”

“Yes, ma’am,” said the desk clerk. He was a thin, nervous-looking young man, with a tasteful gold-plated ring in his left nostril and an asymmetrical, neo-Georgian blue-powdered wig. “The system has a macro to access the captain’s Dilithium Express account without entering the number every time. There shouldn’t be any problem with his credit. I’m not quite sure what …”

“Well, you better figure it out, Junior, or there’ll be a Gambolt sleeping in the lobby,” said Brandy. “I don’t think she’d eat any customers, but she might take a bite or two out of the staff. So, the sooner you get her a room, the better.”

“I’m trying, ma’am,” the desk clerk repeated. “If this try doesn’t go through, I’ll enter it manually.” His expression was sulky and put-upon, but by the way his fingers flew over the cyborged touchpad imprinted on the skin of his left forearm, he was taking Brandy’s threats very seriously indeed. Brandy continued to scowl, although she suspected she was already getting all the mileage she could out of sheer intimidation.

So, it was purely by chance that she happened to look away from the registration desk just in time to see a small, black-clad figure round the corner of the counter and sprint toward her. This must be the intruder Mother had warned everyone about!

Whether by instinct or training—after so many years in the Legion, it was hard to tell where one left off and the other began—she dropped into a defensive crouch. Her attention now focused, she registered consciously what she’d been hearing in the background—voices raised, and feet hurrying in pursuit.

“He went through there!”

“Hurry, before he gets away!”

And louder than the rest, “Spy!”

“Hold it right there,” she said in a voice that radiated the authority of a veteran top sergeant. To anyone with the barest minimum of military training, that voice was nearly impossible to disobey. And sure enough, the black-clad figure came to a momentary halt. In that frozen fraction of a second, she saw a meter-tall lizard, dressed in a miniature Space Legion jumpsuit. They stared at each other for perhaps a full second.

Brandy was already in motion before the lizard broke out of its frozen stance. She dove straight toward its midsection. But the lizard was quicker than she was. It sidestepped to the left, watched Brandy sail past it to land flat on her belly, and turned to dash off toward the open door across the lobby. “Get him, Garbo,” barked Brandy, sprawling at full length on the floor.

The lizardlike alien, which had appeared to accelerate to top speed in two strides, made a feint to the left, then dodged back to the right, and leaped its own height into the air. Brandy’s mouth fell open just watching the alien move.

Garbo was quicker.

Without seeming to have moved at all, the Gambolt was waiting when the lizard came down, and calmly placed one paw on the lizard’s collar, the other in the middle of its chest. Her claws were visible, spread wide on the lizard’s chest. “Do not move,” said Garbo. The look that accompanied the words was pure feline anticipation. It was difficult for a human observer familiar with cats to escape the impression that, if the lizard attempted to escape, Garbo would have a great deal of enjoyment recapturing it, and the lizard would not.

“Very good, you have apprehended me,” said the lizard, in a translator-generated voice. “That is first-class work, and I am impressed indeed. Now, I wish to report to Captain Clown.”

Brandy had managed to recover her breath and climb to her feet. The troops who had been in hot pursuit of the lizard had lined up behind her, waiting for her orders now that the fugitive was apparently captured. She looked at the lizard in disbelief.

“Captain Clown?” she asked, frowning. “There’s no such person. Who the hell are you, anyway? You’re not any member of this outfit, but you’re wearing our unit patch.”

The lizard assumed a more upright posture—difficult, with the Gambolt still keeping it under close guard. “I am Flight Leftenant Qual, Zenobian Space Command,” it said. “I am attached to this company as military observer. Orders require me to report to Captain Clown, and I hereby request to be taken to him.”

“Military observer?” said Brandy. She motioned to Garbo, who slightly relaxed her grip on the Zenobian’s collar. “I do remember something about that, now. But why were you sneaking around the place and running away from my people when they spotted you?”

“I am observing,” said Qual. “Part of this job is to cipher out how troops are ready for surprises, so I make a surprise. You catch on very quick, especially this one.” He indicated the Gambolt who had collared him.

“I still think he’s a spy, Sarge,” growled Gabriel, who looked winded from the chase. There was a mutter of agreement from the others who’d been pursuing the Zenobian.

“Quiet,” ordered Brandy, turning around. “We’ll let the captain figure that out. You all return to your posts; we’ve got this under control. Dismissed.”

“Right-o, Top,” said one of the troops, but there didn’t seem to be much enthusiasm in it. They turned and headed back to their posts.

Brandy turned back to Qual and Garbo. “OK, we’ll bring you to the captain to report in as soon as we finish here. By the way, his name is Jester, not Clown. Garbo, make sure he stays put.”

“Yes, Sergeant,” came the translated voice, almost purring this time.

The Zenobian seemed calm, as far as Brandy could tell, not that she had much practice reading the facial expressions of a scaled-down dinosaur. But the Gambolt was ready for anything, and that was all that mattered right at the moment.

Brandy turned back to the desk clerk, who stood gaping at the scene in front of him. He wasn’t alone; so were most of the customers. They’d come to the Fat Chance looking for excitement, but none of them had quite bargained for what they’d just seen. It was hard to tell whether they were favorably impressed or not.

Brandy had other business to worry about. “Well, Junior, have you got that problem with the room fixed yet? Or do I tell the Gambolt she’s sleeping with you tonight?” The clerk turned white, and frantically began punching keys again.

*    *    *

“What the hell is going on here?”

Lieutenant Armstrong looked at the supply depot, a hotel delivery bay modified to the Legion’s specifications. The depot had looked perfectly ordinary when Armstrong had come by early that morning. Now, the entire area resembled an armed camp. There were cartons of field rations and heavy-machine oil piled up as barriers, with razor wire strung between them. Farther back was a bunker made of soap boxes, the peak of a helmet visible just above it.

Despite himself, Armstrong felt a touch of pride that the Omega Mob could accomplish something so quickly. It had never been that way before Phule had arrived.

“Halt and identify yourself,” came a mechanical voice from behind the barbed wire barricade. “Keep your hands in sight, and make no sudden moves.”

“It’s Armstrong,” said the lieutenant, straining to see the speaker. “Louie, is that you? You know me, Louie. What’s the situation here? It looks like you’re ready for an invasion.”

“Do not approach closer,” said the voice. “What is the password?”

“Password?” Armstrong frowned. There’d been no password needed to enter the supply depot before—in fact, there’d been nothing to stop any curious passerby from walking up to it from the street beyond. Something must have changed. “Chocolate Harry, are you in there?” he called. Perhaps the supply sergeant would let him in and explain this strange game—whatever it was.

“There is nobody named Chocolate Harry here,” said the voice. “Do not approach closer, and keep your hands in sight.”

Armstrong raised his hands, putting his mouth within range of the wrist communicator. “Mother, there’s something strange going on at supply,” he said softly. “Can you patch me through to Chocolate Harry?”

“If I can’t do it, nobody can,” said Mother’s voice. “Keep your pants on, sonny, and we’ll hook you right up.”

After a moment, another voice came through the speaker. “Who’s there? Make it quick, I ain’t got much time.”

“Harry, is that you? This is Armstrong. What in the world is going on here?”

“You sound like Armstrong, all right, but I gotta be sure,” said Chocolate Harry’s voice. There was a brief hesitation, then “OK, who led the Galactic League in free flies last season?”

“Huh?” Armstrong thought frantically. Finally, he said, “I don’t know. Harry, this is ridiculous—I don’t know anything about gravball.”

“Hah! It’s not gravball, it’s scrumble. That’s enough for me, though—you gotta be Armstrong. Ignorantest dude I ever saw when it comes to sports. What you want, Lieutenant?”

“Harry, I’m right outside the supply depot. The place looks like a fortress. What are you guarding—chips from the casino?”

“Right outside, hey? You see anybody suspicious out there, Armstrong?”

“There’s nobody here except me! Tell your guard to let me in—I’m on company business.”

“OK, Lieutenant, but hurry—and don’t make any funny-looking moves. Louie’s got an itchy trigger appendage.”

Lieutenant Armstrong stood up and smiled, waving to the Synthian on guard. He moved gingerly through the hastily implanted barriers outside the door to the supply depot, uncomfortably aware of Louie’s shotgun aimed at him the entire time. Finally, he reached the door; it opened a crack and he saw the muzzle of a splat gun pointed at him briefly before the door opened wider to admit him.

“Come on in, man, have a seat. Fix you a coffee?” Chocolate Harry said, beckoning; his gaze remained fixed on the area outside. Armstrong dashed through the door and plopped himself onto the proffered chair.

“What the devil is going on here?” demanded Armstrong. “Are we expecting another raid from the Mob?”

“No, worse than that,” said Chocolate Harry, throwing a heavy metal bar into place across the door. “They’ve finally found me. I knew it was comin’, I knew it all along. But they’re not gonna just walk in and take me, Lieutenant. They got a fight on their hands if they try that.”

“What in the galaxy are you talking about?” demanded Armstrong. “Who are they, and why are they after you?”

“It’s a long story, Lieutenant,” said Harry. “I’ll give you the quick run-through. You know I used to ride with the Outlaws?”

“Yes, of course, we’ve all heard the story,” said Armstrong.

“Well, then you know the part about me dissing the Renegades, right? The part where I got in so much trouble I had to run off and join the Legion—and before the captain took over this outfit, that was a mighty desperate thing to do.”

“Yes, I’ve heard that, too,” Armstrong began. “The one thing …”

Chocolate Harry interrupted him. “Well, man, my chicken’s done come home to roost. The Renegades are here, and they’re gonna fry me good and crisp. Ain’t no mistake—Louie heard ’em talkin’ to the captain, and he came here and told me right away.” Harry was cleaning a Rolling Thunder automatic shotgun while he spoke, nervously peering out the slit between the boards he’d nailed over his window.

“Well, if they’re here, so be it,” said Armstrong. “You know as well as I do that nobody can attack one of us without taking on the whole company. We’re covering you, Harry. Anybody who thinks they can waltz in and take you has another think coming.”

“Well, I sure appreciate that, Lieutenant,” said Chocolate Harry. “Can’t blame a fella for taking a few precautions himself, though, can you? These Renegades are mean mothers.”

“Yes, I suppose I can’t blame you—you’ll have to make it a bit easier for the company to get its supplies, though. I’m sure the captain will help you figure something out. Still, there’s one thing I don’t understand.”

“Yeah? What’s that?”

“What in space did you do to the Renegades to make them pursue you halfway across the galaxy, years later, to get their revenge?”

“What did I do? Man, I did the worst thing anybody could have done. There’s not a biker alive who wouldn’t feel the same way, if you told ’em.”

“And what was that?”

“I messed with their bikes,” said Chocolate Harry, and his voice was like the sound of doom.

*    *    *

Phule burst into the Command and Communications Center like a man pursued by wolves—which, metaphorically at least, he was. “All right,” he said, “I want to find out what’s going on. Mother, how’s the search for Sushi going?”

“mgdkjgisd,” said Rose, mumbling almost inaudibly. Brazen as she was over the comm, she went into shrinking violet mode when faced with the necessity for face-to-face communication. She scrunched down, as if to make herself invisible behind the communications console.

“Oh, sorry, I almost forgot,” said Phule, preparing to return to the hallway and resume the conversation via wrist communicator.

“I can answer that, sir,” said Beeker, rising from a desk to one side of the room, where he’d been using his Port-a-Brain pocket computer. “I’ve been monitoring the situation since we learned of it. To put it briefly, security has reason to believe that Sushi and the man he ran off with remained within the hotel-casino complex.”

“I heard the recording,” said Phule. “It sounds as if the Yakuza have come to settle accounts with him. Somebody must have figured out that those tattoos he got aren’t the real thing, and told the Japanese mob he was an impostor.”

“Yes, that’s the impression I get,” said Beeker. “In which case he may be in very bad trouble. Those people take their secret protocols very seriously, and it’s no laughing matter for an outsider to impersonate one of them. That makes it even more imperative to find him.”

“They’ve checked Sushi’s quarters, I assume? What about the other man’s room?”

“Sushi’s quarters are empty, sir,” said Beeker. “As for the other man, we’ve tried to match the images of him from the blackjack room surveillance cameras against the registration desk surveillance records—as you know, every guest’s face is recorded as they are issued a room key. I fear there were no matches. Either he is a master of disguise—not impossible, if he is a Yakuza—or he is not a hotel guest.”

“Was the woman with him carrying any ID?”

“Nothing traceable, sir,” said Beeker, with a disappointed expression. “Lieutenant Rembrandt supervised the search, and she says she’s never seen anyone so clean. You wouldn’t think somebody in this day and age could have bought clothes, jewelry, accessories, and a purse full of odds and ends, without leaving any traces in the vendors’ computer systems, or buying anything that would give away her origins. If necessary, security can run a more thorough search, and perhaps we’ll find something then.”

“It’ll be a waste of time,” said Phule, shaking his head. “If she’s gone to that length to conceal her identity, she’s probably got the other bases covered. We’ll do what we have to, though.”

“I agree, sir,” said Beeker. “But we can safely leave those details to the experts. For now, I believe there’s at least one piece of good news to report.”

“Well, it’s about time—I was starting to think the day was going straight downhill,” said Phule. “What’s the good word?”

“We have identified the unknown intruder, who turns out not to be an intruder at all, but a military observer. You will recall Flight Leftenant Qual, sir?”

Phule’s forehead wrinkled for a moment. “Qual, Qual—oh, yes, the Zenobian. General Blitzkrieg said Qual was going to be assigned to us as—say, that’s right! You mean he’s here? Where?”

“Brandy and one of the Gambolts finally caught him, down by the front desk,” said Beeker. “He was observing our readiness by pretending to infiltrate. Some of our people took that amiss—as I think you’ll understand, sir. They’re saying he’s some kind of spy.”

“Well, no worry about that,” said Phule. “The general sent him, so there’s no question at all about his bona fides. Once our people know that, there won’t be any problem.”

“Yes, sir,” said Beeker, but he did not look convinced. “There’s one other problem, sir. When Brandy was trying to place the female Gambolt in a private room, there seemed to be a question about your credit.”

“That can’t be,” said Phule. “We own the hotel, you know. They don’t tell the owner his credit’s no good—especially not when he’s covering his account with a Dilithium Express card.”

“That’s precisely what the difficulty is,” said Beeker. “It looks as if there is a problem with your Dilithium Express card. And unless something very unusual has happened to the financial markets while we weren’t looking, that is impossible.”


Chapter Four

Journal #294

“The very rich,” someone once said, “are not like you and me.” Someone wiser than he knew replied to this, “Yes, they have more money.” My employer was very rich, and in that fact lies much of the secret of his success.

Where other commanding officers might have had many of the ideas that allowed Captain Phule to turn his Legionnaire company into an elite unit—housing them in first-class accommodations, giving them training facilities of the newest and finest quality, serving them meals of which a four-star restaurant would not be ashamed—only a very rich man would have had the ability to put those ideas into action without concerning himself with the military bean counters’ objections. A man who can wave a Dilithium Express card and say “Put it on my account” can accomplish many extraordinary things.

So, when a junior hotel clerk, making a routine charge against the card, was told that there was a problem with the credit, it threatened to bring down the entire structure my employer had so carefully erected. Worse yet, it suggested that someone very powerful indeed had entered the field against him …

“To sabotage a Dilithium Express account is no small feat,” said Nakadate. He and Sushi sat in a vacant cubicle in the Fat Chance Hotel’s business annex, an amenity provided by the hotel but rarely used by the vacationing gamblers.

“You’ve seen merely the tip of the blade,” said Sushi. He put down the vidphone set he had used to hack Phule’s account. “Freezing the account is only the start. If I want to, I can transfer funds out, then leave the account so nobody can even tell it’s been hacked, let alone how or by whom. Is this not a talent our families could make use of?”

“I have seen these things done before, but never so quickly. And never without much more elaborate hardware.” The Yakuza man’s face bore an expression of grudging respect. The two men spoke in low voices—though it was unlikely that anyone overhearing would understand Japanese.

“The kind of hardware you’re talking about is bulky, and it is a red flag if the wrong people know you have it,” said Sushi, leaning back in his chair. “Everyone’s eyes are on the man with a sword, while the unarmed man draws no notice. The fools forget that bare hands are deadly, too.”

“Spoken like a ninja,” said Nakadate. Then his brows creased. “But why have you put yourself in my hands? Knowing that you can do this, and that you are willing to betray your own captain, why should I not kill you before you turn this skill against me and my family?”

“A wise man does not break his sword because a fool has cut himself with his own blade,” said Sushi calmly. “I will assume that you—and whoever may have sent you—are wise enough to see my value. If you do not, I am in no more danger than before, when you were ready to treat me as an impostor.”

“I was surprised that you knew the passwords,” admitted Nakadate. “No impostor could have known the signal you gave. On the other hand, we have not been able to verify your claim to be one of us. I am still not certain what to do with you.”

Sushi spread his hands and gave a shrug. “Is it necessary to do anything at all with me? And even if it is, why are you the one who must decide?”

“I am sent by the family on Burning Tree, which has jurisdiction over this sector. For my misdeeds, they have given me the burden of solving the enigma your existence poses. It is tempting to take the easy road—but as you note, you may be an asset not easily replaced.”

“And what if I can lift this burden from your back?” said Sushi. A hint of a smile played around the corners of his eyes, but it did not extend so far as his mouth.

If Nakadate noticed it, he gave no sign. “My back is strong,” he said. “Therein lies much of my usefulness to the families.”

“It is good to inure yourself to difficult work,” observed Sushi. “It is not so good to make your work more difficult than it needs to be.”

“That is often true,” said Nakadate. “But to put it directly, I see no way to solve this problem without causing other, perhaps worse, problems. Perhaps it is best for me to watch and wait for a while.”

“Perhaps,” agreed Sushi. “But what I have in mind would make even that unnecessary.”

“Perhaps,” said the Yakuza man. “I will tell you, though, I am nicknamed ‘The Mule.’ My brothers chose that name with excellent reason.”

“You are justly proud of it,” said Sushi, not smiling at all. “But let me tell you what I propose, and then you will be in a position to make up your own mind. First, I think you need to know that …”

Sushi talked for quite some time, and by the time he was done, Nakadate, who had begun listening with a very skeptical expression, was wide-eyed.

*    *    *

“Excuse me, son, do you have a minute to talk?” The young Legionnaire looked up to see a man in a black jumpsuit and dark sunglasses, his hair combed back in a thick pompadour with long sideburns. Spotting the Legion insignia at the collar, he relaxed. “Sure, I guess so,” he said. “I go on casino duty in half an hour, but until then I’m free. What can I do for you?”

“Well, I reckon the shoe’s on the other foot, young fella,” said the newcomer. “I’m assigned to this here outfit, and I need to find out just where and how I can be of most use. The name’s Rev.” He extended a hand and the young Legionnaire shook it. “What’s your handle, son?”

“You can call me Gears,” said the young Legionnaire. “Mechanic’s mate first class is my rating, and I’m pretty good at it, if I have to say so myself.”

“Good, good, a fella should take pride in his work,” said Rev, rubbing his hands together. “I take a lot of pride in my work, too. That’s why I was so pleased to be assigned to this company—your captain’s gettin’ quite a reputation for findin’ fresh answers to old problems, and I’m the same sort of guy.”

“That’s good to hear,” said Gears. His eyes fell on the other insignia on Rev’s collar, indicating the wearer’s specialty—a stylized musical instrument of antique design. He seemed to remember it was called an “eclectic gutter,” or something of the sort. “What’s your line, Rev? I don’t recall what that particular insignia means. You aren’t a musician, are you?”

Rev responded with a low chuckle. “In a sense I am, son—I play sweet music for the soul. But that’s just the insignia for my particular denomination. I’m your new chaplain. Now, you know that means I serve the whole company—Christian, Jew, Greater Holistic, Pagan, Muslim, Anti-Norfian—all can come to me for advice or consolation. Back home, my denomination is Church of the New Revelation, which some call Church of the King.”

“I guess that makes sense,” said Gears politely. “Now, what was it you said you wanted to talk about?”

“Why, I need to know what your troubles are,” said Rev. He squatted down next to Gears, bringing his face level with his listener’s. “Your troubles in particular, and the troubles other folks are having. ’Cause that’s my mission here—to help you all with your troubles.”

Gears smiled wearily. “Well, I guess I know what my biggest trouble is, but I doubt there’s much you can do to help with it.”

“You’d be surprised, son,” said Rev. “The King saw more trouble than you and I will ever know, and yet he rose above it and raised his voice for the world to hear—until he had to Leave the Building. Tell me what bothers you, and if there’s a way to fix it, we can find that way—you, me, and especially Him.”

“Well, I guess you could say I’m unlucky, Rev. That about sums it up.”

“Well, we’re all a bit unlucky sometimes, aren’t we? But anybody’s luck can change. We can all make a comeback and be bigger than ever, the way the King himself did.”

“Well, I’d sure like that,” said Gears. “But I’m afraid it’ll take a big comeback to get me out of the hole I’m in.”

Gears paused and looked Rev up and down; evidently satisfied with what he saw, he continued, “When we came to Lorelei, all the guys were excited—not just me. We’d been stuck on a backwater world where there wasn’t any real action, and now we figured we could build up a bit of a nest egg for after the service, y’know? And when the captain brought in all those professional gamblers to show us their tricks, we figured we couldn’t be beat. So naturally, when we’re off duty, a lot of us wander over to one of the casinos and give it a whirl—at blackjack, or craps, or poker, or magic—any game that gives a guy a chance. We know enough to lay off the slots, or superstring roulette.”

Rev nodded solemnly. “I know what you mean, son. The King Himself spent many years in the casinos, and was faced with great temptation every day.”

The young legionnaire nodded, not really listening. “Anyhow, it isn’t as easy as it looks. It all seems pretty clear when you’ve got a pro there, showing you how to spot tricks and how to figure odds, but when the chips start piling up on the table, it’s not easy to think straight. We’ve been here seven Standard months, and I’ve probably lost four months’ pay. Some guys are willing to front a few bucks, so I’m not hurting too bad. Besides, the Legion covers food and housing and all the stuff you need to get along. But I sure could use a change of luck to get my head back above water.”

“Well, that’s something to think about,” said Rev, standing up straight again. “I reckon the King would understand that kind of thing from his days as a common soldier, like any other boy called to service. I can see there’s plenty of good work I can do here, and now I’ve got an idea where it might start. Thank you, son—we’ll be talking again.”

“Thanks, uh—Rev,” said the Legionnaire. “If your King can do anything to change somebody’s luck, there’ll be a lot of fellows mighty obliged to him.”

“I’ll take it up with Him,” said Rev with a deep chuckle. “I sure will, son.”

Journal #298

One of my employer’s primary qualifications for a position of command was his ability to project absolute confidence when it was time for an important decision. He did not always possess this confidence in private. Waiting with me for a court-martial to decide on his punishment for ordering a strafing run on a peace conference, he had been as nervous as a new recruit who feared that an inspector would deny him leave because his bed-making skills were deficient.

But whatever indecision he felt in private—or in my company, which amounted to the same thing—he had learned not to show it to subordinates. And now, when there seemed to be half a dozen crises coming to a head at once, I thought the time was more than ripe for him to take the bit in his teeth.

Thus, I was not surprised when he took me aside and began to talk through appropriate responses to his current problems. What did surprise me was his perception of the relative priority to be assigned to each of them. Needless to say, it differed considerably from mine …

Phule looked around the room at the four others there—his brain trust, a politician might have called it. There were his three direct subordinates in the chain of command: Lieutenants Rembrandt and Armstrong, and Top Sergeant Brandy, as well as his butler and personal confidant, Beeker. Beeker was perhaps the captain’s most valuable asset—not only on account of his complete detachment from military matters, but because of his ability to go anywhere and speak to anyone in absolute confidence. The troops knew he wouldn’t snitch, and so they told him everything.

Phule got straight to the point. “As you all know, there’s trouble brewing in several areas at once. Let me make this clear at the outset: There’s nothing happening that we can’t handle—in fact, taken singly, none of these problems is any great threat to the company.”

“I’m glad to hear that, sir,” said Lieutenant Armstrong. “It’s been a very confusing day.”

“Confusing ain’t the word for it,” said Brandy, who’d been in the thick of the action all afternoon. “Between Sushi going AWOL, the Zenobian playing spy, and the FUBAR at the hotel desk, I’ve had my hands full. And now I have to break in these recruits—though the Gambolts shouldn’t be much trouble.”

“Those aren’t the worst problems,” said Armstrong. He somehow managed to maintain an exemplary posture even sitting in an easy chair. “Chocolate Harry’s digging in for a siege. Unless he’s gone completely off the beam, I think we’re going to see some fighting.”

“Oh, C. H. has a phobia about those bikers,” said Rembrandt, scoffing. “A few legionnaires should be enough to brush them aside.”

“Take a walk down to supply depot and you’ll change that tune,” retorted Armstrong. “From the way Harry’s fortified the place, he’s not expecting us to brush them aside, and I think he knows what he’s up against.”

“Well, he did ride with the Outlaws,” agreed Brandy. “If somebody’s put a scare into him, I won’t take ’em too lightly. But this isn’t a street fight, here. Those bikers are on course to do battle with the best damn Legion company I’ve ever seen. Unless they’ve brought a few hundred armed Renegades onto the station with them, I can’t see how they pose any real threat.”

“The threat isn’t to us, but to our operation,” Phule pointed out. “Good as they may be at street fighting, it’d be suicide for them to meet us in a pitched battle. But we can’t carry on combat operations in the middle of an entertainment complex without serious consequences. An occasional fistfight or two is inevitable in any place that serves liquor. But I don’t want to try to tell a court-martial how the casino’s customers—civilians—were caught in a cross fire between my troops and an attacking biker gang.”

“No argument with that,” said Brandy. “So if we can’t outgun ’em, what do we do? I hear they’ve been nursing this grudge for years—and they wanted Harry’s hide bad enough to spring for space-liner tickets to one of the most expensive resorts in the galaxy when they found out he was here. If they’re that mad, we aren’t going to buy ’em off just by having Harry come out and say, ‘Sorry, guys, it won’t happen again.’”

“Oh, I agree,” said Phule. “But let’s put this problem aside for a minute. It’s one of several things we’re looking at here, and I think we need to go after them in the right order. Once we’ve got the first couple of pieces in place, the rest of the puzzle will sort itself out.”

“That’s as good an approach as any,” said Rembrandt, who had shown in Phule’s absence her ability to make tough decisions under pressure. “Where do we start? C. H. and the Renegades? Sushi’s disappearance? The Zenobian spy?”

“The Renegades are the big problem,” said Armstrong bluntly. “If we don’t shut them down, they’re likely to start shooting.”

“I’m not so sure,” said Rembrandt, knitting her brows.

“If Sushi is collaborating with the Yakuza, he could give them a lot of dangerous information. He could be the brightest man in the company, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he understands a lot of what goes on at the command level without having been told. If he decided to sell us out, he’d be extremely dangerous.”

“Dangerous? Hell, I’ll tell you about dangerous,” said Brandy. “That Qual may be a spy or he may not, but he’s got half the troops convinced he is. That’s no good for morale. You’d be smart to send him off somewhere where he can’t do any harm—and where the troops won’t be worried he’s going to stab them in the back.”

Beeker raised his hand and said, diffidently, “Sir, if I may be so forward, I would suggest that the difficulties with the Dilithium Express account ought to take precedence over all other problems. The person capable of manipulating that account is by a substantial margin your most dangerous adversary.”

“That’s a good point, Beeker,” said Phule. The others in the room nodded. Despite Beeker’s admitted ignorance of military matters, his grasp of broader issues had earned him their respect. He offered his opinion infrequently, but when he chose to do so, he was listened to.

“It’s a very good point,” Phule continued, “but I suspect it’ll resolve itself in due time. Meanwhile, you’re all overlooking our real mission.”

“Say again, Captain?” asked Brandy. She had long ago come to the conclusion that Phule had memorized all the military textbooks ever written, and was systematically breaking every rule contained in them. His resounding success was proof positive that all those rules were utter nonsense. But of course, every sergeant knew that already. That didn’t mean they didn’t have to be enforced, of course. When you’d gotten your people trained to do exactly what you said, even though they all knew it was completely senseless, then you could get them to fight for you. Military organizations had worked that way since the dawn of time. Sometimes Brandy suspected that by the time Phule was finished, even that central tenet of the military might be revised …

She realized that the pause had been growing uncomfortably long, and that Phule was looking at her with expectation on his face. “Sergeant, we have new recruits,” he said. “Don’t you think you need to get busy showing them how we do things in the Legion?”

Armstrong was flabbergasted. “Sir, do you really intend to ignore these crises? Any one of them could destroy everything we’re doing here.”

“I don’t intend to ignore them, Armstrong,” Phule said quietly. “But unless everything goes wrong at once, these crises will be over in a matter of days. Our recruits will be with us a good deal longer than that—possibly for the rest of their careers. The continued success of this company depends on how well we train them. Lucky for us, we’ve gotten hold of them before they’ve been set on the wrong path by some other outfit.”

“Captain, does that include the Gambolts?” asked Brandy. She’d seen Garbo capture the fleeing Zenobian, almost without effort. The Gambolt had been uncannily agile—and faster than any human she’d ever seen. “Everybody knows they’re the best hand-to-hand fighters in the galaxy …”

“They may be Gambolts, but they’re untrained Gambolts, Brandy,” said Phule patiently. “You should know that training is the difference between a military force and a mob. We’ve made our reputation by making great legionnaires out of other outfits’ rejects. Now we’ve finally got a chance to train our people from the ground up. Why don’t we all get to work turning them into legionnaires?”

“Yes, sir!” exclaimed Armstrong. His expression suggested that he disagreed with Phule’s priorities, but he was too good an officer to say so out loud. Besides, Phule’s decisions had a way of turning out right, despite the odds. He hoped the odds hadn’t finally caught up with them.…

*    *    *

“Great Gazma, it is a pleasure your acquaintance to make again, Captain Clown!”

Flight Leftenant Qual looked elegant in his custom-made black dress uniform. Except for his height—a bit under one-meter-tall—he might well have been a regular Legion officer. Of course, the Fat Chance Casino’s four-star dining room had not had any trouble seating the diminutive alien. Their stock in trade was their ability to seat and feed a member of any known civilized race. Given that this was their first visit by a Zenobian, they had done remarkably well—a hammocklike device adapted one of their regular armchairs to fit him very comfortably.

“I have to admit it was a pleasant surprise when I learned that it was you who was being assigned to my unit as a military observer,” said Phule. He did not normally eat at the casino’s elite restaurant, although of course as majority owner it was his right—and would have cost him nothing. But Mess Sergeant Escrima was every bit as good a cook as the Fat Chance’s master chef, and Phule could settle down to a meal of Escrima’s cooking with far less fuss and expenditure of working time—he could sit there reading a report, or carry his plate over to another table to talk with his people without causing a disturbance. Nor was there any problem getting seconds …

But tonight was a special occasion: Phule and his officers were formally welcoming the Zenobian visitor, and it seemed appropriate to put on a bit of extra formality. The gleaming silverware, snowy-white linen, bone china and twenty-page wine list might not impress Qual in the same way they would a human visitor, but the little alien could easily recognize that he was being given a first-class reception by his hosts.

And, in fact, Qual was evidently enjoying himself. He sloshed a generous dollop of wasabi on a bit of tuna rolled in seaweed and popped it in his mouth. It had been agreed after a hasty conference that seeing the Zenobian bolting down live food—his race’s normal fare—might disconcert the other customers (not to mention his tablemates). But the chef was resourceful, and Qual had been perfectly willing to compromise on raw fish for the occasion—“After all, a soldier must accustom himself to hardship,” he had said, with what the translator chose to render as a chuckle. Noting Armstrong’s struggles to get the food past his nose, Phule decided it was a chuckle. Lieutenant Armstrong was not an adventurous man, especially when it came to eating.

“I hope you and your troops have pardoned my little prank this afternoon,” said Qual, his translated voice coming through with a remarkably polished accent for all its occasional bizarre word-choices. “One of the first things one would like to grasp about unfamiliar troops is their reaction to the unexpected, and immediately upon arrival, before anyone knows what is occurring, is a splendid opening to observe this.”

“Undoubtedly,” said Lieutenant Armstrong, staring at his plate with the expression of a man who was wishing for a medium-rare deluxe plasmaburger with a side of veg-e-chips. “However, it would have been considerate to alert the commander as to your intentions, if no one else.”

“Captain Clown was notified that I was to be assigned to his company, is that not exact?” said Qual, looking at Phule.

“Yes, of course I was notified,” said Phule. “General Blitzkrieg informed me some time back.”

“And he made my mission transparent?”

Phule had to think for a beat before answering, “Yes, it was quite clear. You were coming to study our tactics … and ethics, I believe the general said. Now that I think about it, I’m not certain I entirely understood that last part.”

“Ah, but is it not self-evident, Captain Clown? Our races seek to conclude a treaty, and of course this would be a good thing. But we Zenobians want to know with whom we are about to treat, and what they are likely to do, and even more serious, whether they are likely to do what they say they will do. So, I have come to study your company to learn all these things.”

It was impossible to read Qual’s expression, and the translator was shaky at rendering the nuances of his tone. Phule wondered suddenly what would happen if Qual reported that the humans were untrustworthy. That was a sobering thought. Any number of very unpleasant results might follow a very simple misunderstanding with this alien envoy … He began to wonder if General Blitzkrieg had somehow manipulated him into this situation.

Rembrandt had picked up the same train of thought. She paused with her wineglass in midair and asked, “Flight Leftenant, does this mean that your report on our company is going to determine whether or not your people will sign a treaty with us?”

The Zenobian gulped down another chunk of raw seafood—his teeth were undeniably formidable-looking—and said, equably, “To be sure, Lieutenant, we place great gravity on trust and ethics. Of course, I am but one observer; there are others visiting your leaders in trade, in political realms—it is of importance that we know enough to decide wisely. Of course, it was felicitous that Captain Clown was the first of your species to meet us—his generosity opened the dining coop for what we hope will continue to be a very beneficial relationship.” He popped a handful of shrimp into his mouth and grinned—at least Phule hoped it was a grin. Except for his impeccably fitted Legion uniform, the alien resembled nothing quite so much as a miniature allosaur. The display of all those teeth might mean anything at all.

But Qual’s stated intentions were benign, and he was an official envoy of his species. Until there was evidence to the contrary, Phule and his officers would have to take him at his word. Even if Qual’s table manners were not exactly comfortable to observe at close range …

*    *    *

The dinner had left Phule very satisfactorily fed—along with a couple of glasses of excellent wine (Boordy Grand Cru Blanc, of an excellent vintage). It would have been tempting, after his event-filled day, for the captain to make an early night of it. But he had promised his officers he was not going to neglect the looming crises. He’d stop off in Comm Central, find out if there had been any new developments, and then see if he had any bright ideas for dealing with them.

He had turned down the corridor to his destination and gone half a dozen strides when a voice from a shadowed alcove whispered to him: “Captain!”

Phule turned and peered into the shadows, where a slim figure in civilian clothes lurked. “Sushi!” he said, anger in his voice. “What’s going on? Do you know what’s been happening around here?”

“Some of it, sure, Captain,” said Sushi, putting a finger to his lips. “Keep it down, though—we haven’t got time to get anyplace more private, and if the wrong people overhear me, I’m in deep kimchee.”

“Some of us are beginning to think you’re the wrong people,” growled Phule, but he stepped into the alcove and lowered his voice. “Tell me everything—and it better be good.”

“It is good, Captain, very good,” said Sushi, but there was a worried look on his face. “You’ve heard about the couple that came to the casino this afternoon?”

“Yes. We still have the woman in custody, last I heard.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Sushi. “That reminds me, you can let her go now.”

“I suppose you’ve got a good reason for that,” Phule said, looking skeptical.

“Sure, Captain. But let me start at the beginning. You remember how when I got these Yakuza tattoos you were all worried about what would happen if a real Yakuza member showed up?”

Phule nodded. “I gather that’s what happened today.”

“Right. But there’s more to it than a family member just showing up,” said Sushi. “Somebody here tipped them off about me. In fact, the guy came looking for me, ready to rearrange my internal organs into some nonfunctional pattern if he found out I was bogus.”

“Which of course you were,” Phule pointed out. “Your internal organs appear still to be functioning—although I can rearrange them myself, if it seems necessary. For now, I’m still neutral on the subject. What did you say to him?”

Sushi gulped, then managed a sheepish grin. “Well, Captain, you remember how I told you that my family maintains certain business connections—strictly for informational purposes? After you convinced me that what I was doing might be more dangerous than I had anticipated, I called home and got one of my uncles to dig up some information for me. Specifically, he gave me a few names and passwords that only somebody very high in a family would know.”

“I hope he didn’t have to pay too high a price for them,” said Phule. “That kind of information can be very dangerous to use. Especially if you aren’t absolutely certain of its reliability.”

Sushi nodded, soberly. “Believe me, Captain, I knew that. But I figured that once somebody showed up looking for me—which was inevitable if we stayed here more than a couple of months—I was already in major trouble for impersonating a member of the families. Using the wrong password couldn’t get me any deader. So, I had to take the gamble.”

“Someday that gambling fever’s going to get you into real trouble,” said Phule, shaking his head. “So you had these passwords—what then?”

“Well, you probably heard that the guy started a brawl in the casino. He’d picked a spot where I’d be among the ones responding, and he and the woman with him started cheating blatantly. When Moustache tried to put the pinch on them, they went into combat mode—but I was the real target. When I realized what was happening, I showed him a password, actually a sort of recognition sign.” Sushi made a quick gesture with his hand, then continued, “At first the guy—his name is Nakadate, not that that’ll mean anything to you—at first he was suspicious, but combined with some fast talking, the fact that I knew the sign convinced him that we needed to go off someplace to talk without the whole casino watching us. So we told the woman to wait for us, and we went to talk.”

“That’s the first smart thing you’ve told me—at least there was some sort of hostage for your safety. Going off to someplace private with the enemy is a quick way to get yourself killed.” Phule sighed. It was a relief to see Sushi still alive and kicking; he had begun to fear the worst. But now he had to figure out what was really going on—unless, for once, Sushi was actually telling him the whole truth.

Sushi grunted. “Captain, I hate to tell you this, but if he was going to kill me, the hostage wouldn’t have made any difference. Once Nakadate turned her over to the guards, she was on her own and she knew it. Besides, I doubt she has any information that would help you if something did happen to me.”

“Well, that figures,” said Phule. “Security tells me she’s not carrying anything that gives even a hint to her origins—unless she grew up in a spaceport convenience shop. And she’s playing it like a complete innocent. All we have on her is the blackjack cheating—but we can make that stick, if we need to. Why should we let her go?”

“Because she really doesn’t know anything, and because some of our people could get hurt if she decides to make a break for it. I’ve seen her fight. She’s not worth the risk. Sir.”

Phule rubbed his chin. “Hmmm—maybe that makes sense, but I’ll have to think about it a little longer. Let’s get back to the Yakuza. What did you and Nakadate talk about when you went off alone?”

“Well, sir, I thought I could convince him I was a legitimate member of a family he didn’t know. That’s the way the Yakuza is organized—there’s no one central authority. But he wasn’t ready to buy that without corroborating evidence. He wanted to know what I was doing in the Space Legion, instead of helping out in my family’s business. And so I had to convince him I was stealing from you.”

“Stealing from me!” Phule bellowed, grabbing Sushi by the shirt front. “Are you the one who’s been monkeying around with my credit account?”

Sushi put a finger to his lips. “Calm down, Captain,” he said quietly. “What if Nakadate brought along more backup than he’s told me? I had to convince him I was stealing from you, but that doesn’t mean I really was. Your money’s protected better than an emperor’s favorite daughter—you ought to know that.”

“All I know is that my Dilithium Express account was frozen this afternoon,” growled Phule. “If that was your doing …”

“Of course it was my doing,” said Sushi. His voice was calm, but he spoke quickly, as if to forestall objections. “Look, Captain, I’m on your side—would I be telling you about this if I wasn’t? I’d transfer as much as I could to my own accounts and get on the fastest spaceliner out of here. Besides, think of the possibilities. If I can hack your account, I can hack an enemy’s account, too. If the other guy’s troops aren’t getting paid, or his supply orders aren’t getting filled, that gives you a pretty big edge over him, doesn’t it?”

“So why didn’t you tell me about this before you went and did it?” Phule demanded.

“Because if you knew somebody could do it, you’d probably set up safeguards against it. It’s what I’d have done if it were my account. And if you’d gone and done that, I might not have been able to convince Nakadate I was crooked. Besides, it’s fixed, now, Captain. Check it—if there’s a millicredit missing, you can take it out of my hide.”

“Maybe I ought to do that anyhow,” said Phule with a calculating stare. “Why couldn’t you think up some less drastic way to keep the Yakuza off your back?”

“Because I saw an opportunity I couldn’t turn down, Captain,” said the young legionnaire. “I’d been thinking for some time what I’d do if somebody from the Yakuza ever showed up. We aren’t talking a bunch of street-corner thugs here; these people take a very long view. Nakadate saw that my ability to hack your account made me dangerous to his family, too—he was thinking about finishing me off right then and there. I had to sell him the idea that I’m too important an asset to throw away. So, I made him think I’m working for a super-family—somebody above everybody’s head.”

Phule looked skeptical. “I thought you said there wasn’t any overall Yakuza organization—only the separate families.”

“That’s right, Captain,” said Sushi. “At least, there hasn’t been before now. I invented it just today.”

“And you expect him to believe that? What happens when he checks back with his family and finds out you’re pulling his leg?”

“I’m about to take care of that,” said Sushi. “I need to use the comm center gear to get a message to my family. They’re going to plant the rumor that there is a super-family, working to make the Yakuza more powerful and profitable than ever. As I said, these people take the long view. If they think it’s to their long-term advantage, they’ll play along.”

Phule stared at Sushi for a moment, thinking. “Maybe they will. But when they learn your super-family is phony as a Vegan kilobuck, what then? They’ll be after you again, and this time you won’t be able to talk your way out of it.”

Sushi grinned broadly. “Ah, but it won’t turn out to be phony, Captain. You see, that’s the beautiful part of this scam. We’re going to take over the Yakuza! Now, let’s go down to Comm Central and get the ball rolling.”

He started off down the corridor. For once completely speechless, Phule followed him.


Chapter Five

A hell of a place to hold a formation, thought Brandy, looking at the Grand Ballroom of the Fat Chance Casino Hotel. In front of her, over a dozen rookie Space Legionnaires stood at attention on the dance floor—three of them Gambolts. They had been aroused by automated early-morning wake-up calls from the hotel’s central computer, for this, their first training session with Omega Company. A variety of exercise equipment had been brought in from the hotel’s fitness center (an amenity that the visiting gamblers largely ignored). This session had been designed to incorporate physical training as much as basic indoctrination in military discipline.

Brandy stared at them with frank curiosity; it was unusual for the company to get recruits who hadn’t already come through boot camp, learning the ropes of how to be a legionnaire—and, for the most part, convincing their drill instructors that they didn’t have what it took. Or that they had an attitude that would make them a problem wherever they went. That was the raw material that had gone to make up the Omega Mob, and it had made the company the butt of every Legion joke—until Phule came, and showed that even the ugliest ducklings could grow up into something unexpected.

Could this crop of new recruits represent a change of course for Omega? Had the company’s success under its new commander convinced the brass to start sending a better quality of raw material? Or had these newcomers somehow been diagnosed as likely misfits and malcontents even before they’d put on uniforms? Well, it didn’t really matter. Whatever this crop of rookies had been before they got here, it was Brandy’s job to make them into legionnaires. Might as well get started she thought. If it’s going to be bad news, waiting to find it out won’t make it any better.

“All right, rookies, listen up,” she said, stepping forward and raising her voice to a penetrating bark. “You aren’t going to like a lot of what’s going to happen here, but I don’t care whether you like it or not. It’s my job to make you into Space Legionnaires, and I’ll do it if I have to kill half of you. Do you understand that?”

The troops responded with a general murmur of acquiescence, certainly nothing approaching enthusiasm.

“What did you say?” Brandy demanded, at the top of her lungs. This was an old drill-instructor’s game. Usually somebody would get flustered enough to say something she could take as an excuse for a first-class chewing out. Even an innocent reply would do—the point was to show the recruits that they were in a new environment, where rank and discipline and the rules were what mattered. Even if the recruits thought the rules were stupid (which they often were, given the quality of the Space Legion’s top brass in recent decades), they were going to have to learn to pay them lip service. Eventually they’d figure out where the loopholes were so they could get through their hitches without being miserable the entire time. When push came to shove, a clever, resourceful legionnaire who could break the rules without getting caught was better to have in your outfit than a mindless rule-follower. But to get that kind of legionnaire, you had to start off by enforcing the rules with an iron hand.

“Well, Sergeant, we all said different things,” said one man in the front row—a young, round-faced human, slightly below average height, with a bit of a potbelly. The recruit had an earnest expression, and the kind of patient smile a schooldroid might be programmed to use while teaching a slow class.

Well, it wasn’t an ideal point of departure for a tirade, but it’d have to do. “You, there, what’s your name?” Brandy snapped.

“Mahatma, Sergeant,” said the recruit, still smiling. Brandy was disappointed that he didn’t make the common rookie mistake of forgetting to call her “Sergeant,” or the worse mistake of calling her “sir.” But she’d have to make do with what she got. That was one of Phule’s principles, too.

“And what the hell do you think is so funny, Mahatma?” said Brandy, stepping forward to confront the recruit face-to-face.

“Funny isn’t quite the right word, Sergeant,” said Mahatma, still smiling dreamily. “Everything here is so … transitory.”

“Transitory?” Brandy hadn’t heard that one before, and for a moment it caught her off her guard.

“Yes, Sergeant,” said Mahatma. “We see things in such a short perspective, don’t you agree? What’s here today will be gone tomorrow, and we along with it. So why get disturbed at any of it? All will pass.”

“Is that what you think?” snarled Brandy, moving to within inches of Mahatma’s face. This usually had the effect of making even a tough case nervous, but Mahatma didn’t even flinch. “You might have on a Legion uniform, but you look like a civilian and you talk like one. Maybe you should get down on the floor and do some push-ups for me—say about a hundred, for starters. That ought to give you the long perspective. And we’ll see whether that smile’s still there when you finish. Do it now!”

“Yes, Sergeant,” said Mahatma, still smiling as he got down on his hands and knees. “Do you want a hundred exactly, or will an approximation suffice?”

“I said a hundred and I meant it,” said Brandy. “I want to see that back straight, rookie. And if you stick your fat civilian butt up in the air, I promise you I’ll kick it. Do you hear me?”

“Yes, Sergeant,” said Mahatma, looking up at her. “Thank you for giving me the chance to make myself stronger.”

“Get going!” shouted Brandy, who was starting to feel as annoyed as she was pretending to be. Mahatma started doing push-ups. Very slowly and calmly, without looking up and without bending his waist. There was a patter of laughter from the ranks. Brandy glared at them. “So, you think it’s funny, hey? OK, all of you—a hundred push-ups! Now!”

The recruits scrambled onto their hands and started doing push-ups. Most of them were nowhere near as calm as Mahatma. That was good—they would make better targets than the unflappable Mahatma. The morning was finally promising to go as she’d planned it. “Keep those backs straight!” she yelled, at nobody in particular, and began looking for someone to make an example of.

“Excuse me, Sergeant, what shall we do now?”

Brandy recognized the translator’s intonations even as she turned to see the three Gambolts standing behind her in a group. She frowned. “Push-ups,” she said. “One hundred push-ups. That order was for you, too.”

“Yes, Sergeant,” said Rube. “We did one hundred push-ups. What should we do while the humans are finishing?”

“You did the hundred? That’s impossible,” said Brandy. She looked at her watch; it had been less than two minutes since she’d ordered the squad to do push-ups. Her frown got deeper. “You must be doing them wrong. Show me how you do push-ups.”

“Yes, Sergeant,” said the Gambolts in chorus, and all three began doing push-ups in unison—at something like two per second, with straight backs, full arm extension, chests brushing the floor without resting there … Brandy watched in fascination while the three Gambolts blew off another hundred. They weren’t even breathing hard. Behind them, the human recruits were floundering through the routine, most of them barely halfway to their quota. She knew from experience that most of them wouldn’t be able to reach it.

A second glance showed her Mahatma, still doing his push-ups very slowly and calmly, as if he had no other concern in the world. He wasn’t breathing hard either. Right then, Brandy decided that this had to be the weirdest training squad she’d ever seen. At least, the Gambolts weren’t going to be a problem, she decided. And with their example, maybe the rest would shape up even faster.

She didn’t realize until a good bit later that the Gambolts’ example might not have the effect she anticipated.

*    *    *

“Live chicken?” Escrima wrinkled his nose fastidiously. “Sure—it’ll cost a bit, but I can get it. What would I want it for, though? There’s not a man in the outfit—me included—who can taste any difference between ClonoBird cutlets and the stuff you have to peel the feathers off of. I can even get ClonoBird with bones, if the recipe calls for it. So why stretch the budget for the old-fashioned stuff?”

“It’s not a man we’re looking to feed,” said Lieutenant Rembrandt, looking every bit as fussy as the Mess Sergeant. “And there’s no recipe. It’s for that Leftenant Qual, the Zenobian. He’s used to live food.”

One of Escrima’s subcooks looked up from the mouth of the oven, which she’d been loading with trays of croissants. “Live food?” she said. “Eeuww!”

“My reaction exactly,” said Rembrandt. “But the captain wants to make a special effort for Leftenant Qual. He’s here as a military observer from his planet, and apparently his word on how we treat him could make a difference in whether they sign a treaty or decide to fight us.”

Escrima leaned over the counter, his hands and lower arms covered with flour. “Is the lizard going to eat his live birds right in the mess hall?” he asked. He was not smiling.

“I hope not,” said Rembrandt, shaking her head. “That stunt he pulled yesterday, running around and making people chase him, made him unpopular enough.”

“I heard the Zenobian is a spy,” chimed in the subcook. “That’s why the brass sent him here—they figure he’ll get caught, and it’ll give the captain a black eye.”

“How will it give the captain a black eye if we catch the Zenobian spying?” said Escrima, turning around to face her. He looked down at the open oven door and said, “Better get the rest of those trays in—we want ’em all ready at the same time. Your job’s cooking, not counterspying.”

“Yes, Sarge,” said the subcook, and resumed her task.

“She’s right about one thing, though, Escrima,” said Rembrandt. “The Zenobian asked to be sent here because we were the first human outfit he encountered, back when he came exploring for new worlds and landed on Haskin’s Planet where we were stationed. Qual figures he’ll get a friendlier reception from the captain than he would somewhere else. Maybe he figures he can spy on us more easily. He even said that part of his mission was to study our tactics. That sure sounds like spying—especially if he goes back home and gives his general staff chapter and verse on how we fight.”

“Somebody could arrange it so he doesn’t go back home,” suggested Escrima. His fingers brushed the handle of a cleaver, perhaps accidentally, but Rembrandt noticed and shook her head.

“That kind of accident would put the captain in even hotter water,” she said firmly. “Qual spelled it out plain and clear at our dinner last night. We’ve got to play along with him, because his report could make or break the treaty negotiations. He can saunter around and take notes to his heart’s content, and we can’t do a thing about it.”

“So we’re right between the frying pan and the heating unit,” said Escrima. “Tell me again why I should go out of my way to get this lizard special, tasty food while he’s spying on us?”

“Captain’s orders,” said Rembrandt glumly. “I don’t like it much myself, to tell you the truth, Escrima—either we ruin the whole company’s appetite so one alien envoy can eat as he pleases, or we risk going to war because we won’t give him his favorite dish. The captain thinks we’re better off treating with Qual in good faith, which is why I’m here. Get us those live birds—I’ll do what I can to make sure he eats them where none of us have to watch it. And Escrima—make sure your people keep this quiet. The Zenobian’s unpopular enough as it is. No point throwing more fuel on the fire.”

“You got it, Lieutenant,” said Escrima. He favored Rembrandt with a crooked grin. “You know me better than to think I’m going to spread stories about how some tasteless alien prefers live bait to my delicious cooking, don’t you?”

“I guess so,” said Rembrandt, chuckling. “It was bad enough having to eat in the hotel restaurant last night. Maybe if this Zenobian gets a taste of your stuff he’ll switch to human food and never look back.”

“He will, he will,” said Escrima, with the confidence of a true artist. “And the first taste is free!”

*    *    *

“Excuse me, do you belong to the Legion company?”

Flight Leftenant Qual looked up at the two humans. “Most assuredly,” he said. “It gives me great satisfaction to affiliate myself with the notorious band of Captain Clown.”

The taller human—Qual had trouble telling them apart, they were so similar—said, “It is the captain we need to ask you about. I am Special Agent Peele, and this is my partner, Special Agent Hull.” He showed an identification card that meant nothing to Qual, although the Zenobian could see that the holo on the card matched the face in front of him.

“You may ask as you wish,” said Qual, displaying his teeth in the friendly gesture humans called a smile. “Ignorance can be remedied. Such is my reason for being here.”

“Very well,” said Peele, gesturing to Hull, who opened her briefcase and took out a compact multicorder. “We have reliable reports that your captain has been concealing large amounts of income. Our preliminary investigation suggests that the casino operation here generates substantially more revenue than its competitors. Is that true?”

“I certainly hope so,” said Qual, looking back at the casino, which towered over the three of them out on the public street. “It is a distinct pleasure to see one’s benefactors prosper. Is that a recording device?”

“Yes, regulations require us to make accurate records of all our interviews,” said Peele. “Do you have any information that would indicate that the captain has skimmed off a portion of the profits for his personal use?”

“I really have not been here long enough to know that,” said Qual. “Does your recorder register images as well as sounds? My people would be interested in such a device.”

“It’s a standard, government-issue multicorder,” said Hull, somewhat defensively. “We are not authorized to discuss our equipment with civilians.”

“I see,” said Qual, smiling again. “But you recognize, I am not a civilian, but a soldier, hence the uniform. Is it not so?”

“The distinction is complex, and your conclusion is in this case inaccurate,” said Special Agent Peele. “Besides, we are here to discuss your captain’s finances, not our equipment. Now, if you don’t mind …”

“I could utilize such a recorder in my work,” said Qual, reaching for the unit in question. “Will you sell it to me? I have many of your dollars.”

“It is against regulations to sell government equipment,” said Hull, pulling the recorder away from the Zenobian’s eagerly extended claws. A frown came over her face—the first semblance of an expression she had shown.

“Ah, regulations, of course,” said Qual. “Do you always obey these regulations?”

“Be careful what you say,” said Peele, holding up a hand. “It is a serious offense to solicit government agents to violate regulations. Do not pursue this line of inquiry, or we shall be obliged to report you to our superiors.”

“I should enjoy very much to meet your superiors,” said Qual, his teeth still on display. “Are they here on Lorelei?”

“Unfortunately not,” said Hull. “This entire station is a notorious haven for tax-dodgers, and the local authorities have managed to minimize the influence of the IRS here. The casino owners are required to distribute a declarations form to bettors winning large amounts, but very few of those forms are ever filed. And we seriously doubt the accuracy of those we do receive.”

“Proof that Captain Jester—or Mr. Phule, to use his other alias—is evading taxes could give the IRS the leverage to establish a permanent presence here. Then we could begin to build cases against the other casino owners,” said Peele. “Our mission is the thin end of the wedge, so it is very important that we play strictly by the regulations. There’s a great deal at stake here.”

“All this is most edifying,” said Qual. “The ones in authority among my people will be very inquisitive to know how you do such things. But I am depressed that I cannot tell you about the finances of Captain Clown. This is beyond my ken.”

Peele looked at Hull, who said, “I think he’s telling the truth—he really doesn’t know anything that concerns us. We’re wasting our time here.” She deactivated her recording device.

“I think you’re right,” said Peele, grudgingly. “Well, we’ll let you go about your business, then, good sophont. But we may have further questions at another time.”

“It has been most instructive to meet you,” said Qual, with a stiff little bow and another toothy grin. He stood and watched as the two IRS agents walked away.

Back in the casino doorway, some distance away, Tusk-anini watched with narrowed eyes. He wasn’t sure what to make of the little Zenobian, but he knew he didn’t like the IRS agents. As far as he was concerned, that was more than enough reason to be suspicious of Qual.

*    *    *

Except for mealtimes, it was unusual for many of the Omega Mob to be together at once. Different assignments and different shifts (especially in the round-the-clock operation of the casino) meant that days or even weeks might go by without any occasion for the entire complement to be in the same place at once. So, it was a novelty for Phule to find himself addressing a large room full of legionnaires.

Phule looked around the room, waiting for the hum of voices to die down. Catching the serious mood, the men and women of Phule’s Company spoke in quiet whispers, with none of the high-spirited byplay they would have shown before an address by their captain. As the last arrivals found their way into the few empty seats in the large room, Phule stepped to the podium and cleared his throat. The audience fell silent.

“It’s good to see so many of you here,” he said, looking around at the assembly. “As you know, this is a voluntary meeting—there’ll be another later today, for those who’re on duty now and can’t get away, so if you have friends who’d like to come, please let them know.”

Phule looked over at Rev, then turned back to his troops. “We’ve had a number of new members join our company recently,” he said. “Some of you have had a chance to meet them, and I hope you’re making them feel at home with us. We’re building a reputation as the best company in the Legion, and we want the new people to know that they’re part of something special when they come here.” There was a murmur of assent to this, and Phule waited for it to die down before continuing.

“I’m going to introduce a man that some of you have already met.” He gestured toward the chaplain standing next to him. “Some time back, during our journey here, I realized that it would be valuable for many of you to have the benefit of wise counsel in times of trouble, a shoulder to lean on and a friend in time of need. And while your officers and sergeants understand your particular situation better than anyone outside our company, they can’t always fill those roles. So, I asked Legion Headquarters to send us a chaplain. He’s been here several days, meeting people and getting a feel for the situation. Now he’s asked for a chance to introduce himself to the entire company, and that’s why I’ve called this meeting. Will you please give a warm welcome to our new chaplain—Rev.”

While Phule was speaking, Rev had stood quietly to one side of the podium; his head was bowed, and his hands were clasped over his breastbone. He might have been a lawyer preparing to deliver a jury summation. Now he stepped to the podium, waited for the patter of polite applause to die, and began. “Thank you, friends. You know, from time to time in our busy lives, a voice speaks to us—a voice we can’t ignore. It may be the voice of a loved one, a mother, or a wife. It may be the voice of someone in authority, like your captain. Or it may be a quieter voice that comes from way down deep inside, remindin’ each and every one of us about a duty left undone. A call, we term it in my line of work. I have had a call to this company, and here I stand before you in response to it.”

Rev paused a moment, lowered his head and took a deep breath, then looked up at his audience and continued. “I have been called here to tell you about—the King,” he said in a voice that resonated with significance.

“The King? What king?” It was Gabriel who spoke, but the same question was in the minds of every man, woman, and alien in the chaplain’s audience.

“That’s a fair question, son,” said Rev, stepping in front of the podium and rubbing his hands together. “A fair question—and the answer is a story that’s oft been told, so many times that I know it by heart—but since y’all may not have heard it, I guess it won’t hurt none to tell again. A long time ago, on old Earth, there was a poor boy. A mighty poor boy—but one with a gift, and a spirit to make the most of himself. And make the most of himself he did. Why, in a few short months, he became the most imitated man on old Earth. He was on every screen, in every printout, on every frequency—and he was takin’ in money faster than this here casino. He could have had anything he wanted. And do you know what he did? He went out and became a soldier. Not an officer, now. Not even a sergeant—a regular soldier, carryin’ a gun and marchin’ and takin’ orders.”

“What for he do that, if he the king?” said another legionnaire—his name was Street, Rev remembered. “How come he don’t buy hisself a ’mission, be an officer?”

“Because he never forgot what it was like to be a poor boy, Street,” said Rev, strutting back and forth in front of the assembly. “Not even after he finished with the army, and went back to givin’ folks what they wanted. He didn’t want to forget what it was like to be just a regular fellow, and he made sure he had somethin’ to remember it by. So he never lost his touch with the real people. The little people like he’d been when he was still a poor boy. And they never forgot him. But he never put his nose up in the air. He could have gone anywhere in the world, talked to anybody he wanted to—presidents and governors and ladies so pretty they could make you forget your name. But he wanted to stay close to the people. And so he went to Vegas—which was the Lorelei of old Earth—and brought his gift to folks who gambled their money there, ’cause it was the only way for them to rise above their unhappy state. That’s when he really became the King—when he brought himself to where the people who really needed him could see him. You see what I mean, Street?” He pointed at the legionnaire, his head lowered and his gaze intense.

“Maybe I do,” said Street, noncommittally. He folded his arms across his chest and sat there, looking at Rev without quite meeting the chaplain’s eye.

“Sure you do,” said Rev. He clapped his hands. “And because the King went out to the casinos, givin’ the people an example of how a poor boy could rise to the top, showin’ ’em they just needed to find their gift and follow where it led, I feel very specially at home here with y’all on Lorelei. It’s the kind of place the King would have gone to do his work, before he Left the Buildin’.”

The faces in the audience usually told Rev how well his word was being received. Now, looking at the Omega Mob, he saw rapt stares on more than one face—the look that told him his words were striking home. Some of them nodded tacit agreement; others held their chins higher than usual, inspired by his story. It was time to pick up the tempo, to swing the entire crowd along with him.

“The King knows how you feel,” Rev said, rising up on the balls of his feet. There was a rhythm to his speech now. “He’s been down low, and rose up high again. He took a walk down Lonely Street, and came back to Graceland. He went into the Army and did his duty like a man. When he had hard times, he knew how to make a comeback—and he came back in style. He went to Hollywood, he went to Vegas, and he stayed the same as when he was a poor boy. And he can help you make your comeback, yes he can!”

“How’s he gonna do that?” came a voice from the back of the audience.

“Well, that’s what I’m here to tell y’all,” said Rev, grinning broadly now. “On account of he spent so many years in Vegas, the King knew how folks could get in over their heads at the casinos. Losin’ money they couldn’t afford to lose, bettin’ on somethin’ they thought was a sure thing. Takin’ out loans at bad interest rates to pay off their tabs, or sellin’ all their valuables. Well, I’ve found out that some of y’all are in that same fix. And here’s what I’m a-gonna do. Every one of you who comes forward and pledges to follow the King, the Church will pay your gamblin’ debts in full, one lump sum—you’ll be on that comeback trail right there and then. How’s that sound, now?”

“That sounds too good to be true,” came the same voice from the back of the room. The speaker rose to his feet, and everybody turned to see Do-Wop standing there, a suspicious look on his face. “Ain’t no free rides, not where I come from. So, what’s the catch, Rev? I’m in far enough over my head to grab anything that floats. But I wasn’t born yesterday. I want to hear the whole swindle—what do I have to do if the King pays off my tab?”

“Why, I’d think that’s understood, son,” said Rev. “You would be promisin’ to become one of his faithful followers. To do like he said, and bring the message to other folks, too.”

“I figured that much out by myself,” said Do-Wop, his arms folded across his chest. “So what’s the scam? Lay it on me, Rev, so I figure out whether to bite or not.” He stood there expectantly, and the assembled legionnaires fell silent, waiting for the answer.

“You’ve got to be a true follower,” said Rev. “That means you have to make a pilgrimage to Graceland, back on old Earth—you can’t be a full believer till you’ve done that. And it means making yourself in his image. His faithful often have plastic surgery to be more perfect, although it’s not required right away. And …”

“Hold on, Rev,” said Do-Wop. “Plastic surgery? I gotta change the way I look?”

“That’s right, son, changing the way you look is a way to change the way you act, so you won’t be cruel. After everything the King is gonna do for you, it’s the least you can do to show how you appreciate him. Why, I’ve had the operation myself—take a look.” Rev turned one side of his face to the audience, then the other, before looking back at Do-Wop and smiling. “Now, what do you say, son?”

Do-Wop looked at the chaplain, his face an unreadable mask. The room was dead silent, as everyone waited for him to speak.

Finally, he looked at Rev and said, “Man, I can’t do it. Count me out—I owe Sushi enough to send him on that trip to Greaseland, but I guess I gotta pay it off myself.”

“What?” said Rev, his jaw dropping. “Why? What could possibly be wrong with my offer?”

Do-Wop looked him squarely in the eye and said, “Rev, the way I see it, you’re offering me a face worse than debt.”

The crowd dissolved in laughter.


Chapter Six

Journal #307

My employer was confident that a focus on the company’s military priorities would allow his people to forget about the external problems, which would then more or less resolve themselves. As I had feared, this belief turned out to be over-optimistic. In fact, the problems remained on the edge of everyone’s awareness, putting the entire command cadre into a constant state of anxiety that something would boil over into an outright crisis.

The only two who seemed unaffected by the ongoing crises were Flight Leftenant Qual, who went around the hotel observing and making enigmatic comments; and Chaplain Rev, who despite Do-Wop’s public refusal of his offer to pay off gambling debts, seemed to be winning a fair number of converts. For the rest, it was chaos as usual …

“OK, rookies, fall in!” shouted Brandy. The new recruits hastily assembled themselves into a formation—most with a helter-skelter clumsiness she hoped they’d soon outgrow, but the Gambolts flowed into position like water running downhill. Brandy had to admit, she’d never seen anybody so natural at the things a legionnaire had to do. “Now we’re going to have some fun. Today we begin unarmed combat instruction. Sergeant Escrima will assist me.”

Standing on the thick gymnastics mat next to Brandy, whose physical bulk more than matched her parade-ground vocal equipment, the mess sergeant looked for all the world like a miniature statue of a human being. That was highly misleading, as the new troops were about to learn.

“OK, I’m going to demonstrate a basic move, and then you’ll get a chance to try it for yourselves. Can I have a volunteer?”

The rookies looked at one another nervously—they’d already had occasion to find out how strong Brandy was. A couple of hands went up, tentatively. Brandy ignored them, and pointed to Mahatma. “Here, this isn’t hard—why don’t you try it first?”

The little round-faced man—his belly had already begun to lose its roundness—came forward onto the mat and Brandy stood facing him. “I’m going to show this to you in slow motion,” she said to the troops. “This is a very basic move, one that lots of others are built on. Watch.” She stepped closer to Mahatma.

“Now, watch what happens first,” she said. Brandy reached out her hand and pushed Mahatma in the center of his chest. He stepped backward, keeping his balance. “OK, Mahatma, tell me what I did and what you did.”

“You pushed me, and I stepped away,” he said, smiling as always. “Would a battlefield opponent let you push him like that?” It had become almost a joke: Whatever you did to him, Mahatma took it with a smile—and followed up with a question that threatened to undercut the whole exercise.

Brandy temporized. “I’ll get to that. For now, the idea is, when I push you, you start to lose your balance. You’re falling backward, so you step back to catch your balance again. Sounds easy, when you explain it. But let’s try that again, with a little difference.”

She stepped up to Mahatma, and again pushed him in the center of the chest. But this time, her foot had snaked out to ensnare his leg before he could catch his balance, and he fell backward onto the mat.

“You see it?” she asked the other recruits. “Keep the opponent from stepping backward, and he’s got no place to go. All he can do is fall.” She reached down and helped Mahatma to his feet. “Now, you try it on me.”

“All right, Sarge,” said Mahatma. He reached up and pushed Brandy, putting his foot behind her. She fell down, twisting as she fell, and rolled back up to her feet almost as soon as she was down.

“That’s the second part of the lesson,” she said. “If your opponent knows how to recover, you won’t have the advantage for long. So, you have to be ready to follow up right away. Now, who else would like to try it?”

This was the point at which she usually got somebody who’d had a little martial arts training as a civilian. One of the new troops—the one who’d had his hand up before, she noticed—had a smirk on his face. “OK, Slammer, your turn.”

Slammer swaggered out of the lineup, and took a stance opposite Brandy, his weight evenly balanced on the balls of his feet. He had obviously had training, and he looked to be in better than average physical condition for a recruit. Brandy suppressed a smile, then said, “Aw, let’s make it a little bit more of an even contest. I must outweigh you twenty pounds.” (It was more like fifty, but nobody had ever called her on that—not to her face.) “Here, Sergeant Escrima is more your size.”

Escrima stepped forward to take Brandy’s place, his face impassive. Now the recruit had the weight advantage—probably thirty pounds, and several inches in reach. “OK, Slammer, let’s see you try the move on Escrima.”

As Brandy had anticipated, Slammer grinned broadly and stepped up to Escrima, evidently planning on some spectacular throw instead of the simple technique she’d demonstrated. The recruit grabbed the little sergeant by one arm and began to turn so as to flip him over his hip. What happened next was hard to follow, but it ended with Slammer falling flat on his back from what seemed a considerable height, with an impressive thud. Escrima pounced on him like a hawk, one knee across a biceps, one hand on Slammer’s throat, and the other poised in a fist in front of his face.

“Third part of the lesson,” Brandy said to the other recruits, who stared in awe at their fallen comrade. “Never take an opponent for granted. You go into combat, there’s no such thing as a fair fight. No rules, no refs, no timeouts, and no points for style. Slammer tried to get fancy with Escrima, and look where it got him.”

Escrima let Slammer get up, and the recruit returned to his place in the formation, rubbing his biceps where the sergeant had kneeled on it. “OK, now you’re going to break up into pairs and try the move I showed you. Stick with the lesson, and we’ll show you all more moves as soon as everybody’s had a chance to practice this one.”

The recruits broke up into pairs, spreading around the mats and trying the technique Brandy had shown them. Inevitably, a few of them had trouble even with something this elementary—and others tried to show off, attempting more complicated moves. It was about as typical a training session as Brandy had ever seen.

Except for the Gambolts. Their feline anatomy put an entirely new twist on everything. Pushed backward, even with a leg confined, they would simply do a backflip and land back on their feet, quicker than any human athlete. Once again, the Gambolts were simply leagues beyond their human counterparts. The other recruits had noticed by now, and there was muttering among them. When the exercise was finished, there was a distinct look of resignation on a number of the recruits’ faces.

As the training session progressed, there were more and more discouraged faces. The Gambolts made everything look easy, and the humans were rapidly coming to realize that they were outclassed by three recruits as fresh out of civilian life as they were. Normally, Brandy would have known what to do with a recruit so clearly superior. After all, a sergeant had the benefit of years of training—and a willingness to play whatever trick was needed to bring a recruit into line. A few quick falls with someone like Escrima, and even a fairly advanced martial arts student would be properly humbled.

But the Gambolts were so good, she wasn’t sure even Escrima could put them in their place. It didn’t take much foresight to see that this was going to be a real problem …

*    *    *

“Those Renegades are still snooping around, Captain,” said Lieutenant Rembrandt. “I’d like to find some way to get rid of them.”

“I take it they haven’t done anything we can use as grounds for barring them from the casino?” said Phule, tapping a pencil on his desk. For the second or third day in a row, the daily officer’s briefing was shaping up as a series of unsolved problems. He didn’t like that, but for the moment, the problems remained intractable.

“Not unless we do it for general obnoxiousness,” said Lieutenant Armstrong. “That’s within our rights. From what I can tell, anything a casino owner wants to do—up to and possibly including outright murder—is legal here on Lorelei.”

“That’s one of the few benefits of the mob having made the rules for so long,” said Rembrandt, nodding. “We can bar anyone from the Fat Chance for any reason we concoct. But I don’t think we can expel them from the station unless we catch them cheating at the tables, or damaging casino property, or running some kind of credit fraud. And the Renegades have been careful not to do that.”

“Where are they staying?” asked Beeker. “Perhaps you could call in a favor from one of your fellow casino owners.”

“They’re at the Tumbling Dice,” said Rembrandt, a sour look on her face. “That’s Maxine Pruett’s home base. Not much chance of calling in a favor from her.”

“No indeed,” said Phule, glumly. “In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me to learn that she had something to do with their discovery that Chocolate Harry was here with us.” A frown came over his face. “Interesting that we’ve had so many outsiders arriving to make trouble for us all at the same time, isn’t it?”

“The Renegades, the Yakuza, and the IRS,” said Beeker. “There does appear to be a pattern there. At least, young Sushi appears to have deflected the Yakuza for the time being. And I can certify that your personal books are in excellent order—even if the revenue agents are inclined to nitpick, I am confident that you can come out of anything except the most hostile audit with a clean nose.”

“Good man, Beeker,” said Phule. “I have complete faith in you to handle that end of things. But the Chocolate Harry situation has to be taken care of. Turning his supply depot into a fortified position has kept the Renegades at bay, but the hassle factor is hurting efficiency. When somebody has to go through a security checkpoint to get a can of vacuum grease or a spare battery, they’re likely to go without—and that means some piece of equipment won’t be working right. On the other hand, if we make C. H. dismantle all his defenses, the Renegades will have an open shot at him.”

“Which brings us back to the question of how to neutralize the Renegades,” said Armstrong, scowling. He slapped his hand on the arm of his chair and said, “I say we snatch them when they’re off their guard, then find some pretext to kick them out of Lorelei. Let Maxie yell about it after they’re gone.”

“You would risk getting people hurt,” Beeker pointed out.

“We’ll be in a sad state when the Legion can’t handle a few civilian brawlers,” said Armstrong. He raised his chin, and his chest swelled. “I expect we’d deal out considerably better than we got, Captain.”

“I know our people can take care of themselves, Lieutenant,” said Phule. “But we’re in an enclosed space full of civilians, and we can’t go throwing our weight around every time we feel like it. I’ll try your approach if nothing else works, but I want to see what other options we have, first.”

“There’s another problem with that approach,” said Rembrandt. “If Maxine Pruett’s causing all this trouble, throwing the Renegades out would be only a temporary solution. She’ll find another way to harass us—and I think we can count on her to keep doing it as long as we’re here.”

“You’re right,” said Phule. He closed his eyes and massaged the bridge of his nose. “I suspect she is behind most of our recent troubles, though I can’t prove it. If she can keep us responding to a hundred minor nuisances, she’ll weaken us for responding to a really serious threat from some other quarter. It’s classic guerilla tactics.”

“Is there any way to go after Pruett directly?” asked Armstrong.

“Not without exceeding our authority,” said Phule. “And not without risking civilian casualties. For that kind of direct action against her, we’d need a really blatant provocation—and Maxie’s not foolish enough to provide one. Even if she did, General Blitzkrieg would find a way to turn it to our discredit.”

“You know, I wonder if this company hasn’t outgrown its mission here,” said Rembrandt. “Lorelei looked like a plum assignment when we got it, and—all difficulties aside—our stint here has been very rewarding. But casino guard duty isn’t exactly what I joined up for, and I’m afraid it’s having a negative effect on the company’s readiness for its larger mission.”

“Hmmm—I’d begun to think something like that myself,” said Phule. “The casino doesn’t need an elite Legion company to break up bar fights and discourage cheaters. I’m afraid a lot of our people are in danger of losing their edge because nothing they do requires it of them.”

“That’s how I feel,” said Armstrong. “A bunch of civilians could do most of this job as well as we can. If it weren’t for Pruett trying to horn in, we could leave our actors-in-uniform behind to stand guard. With a cadre of trained security guards to take care of more serious trouble, the place would be as safe as it is now.”

“You’re probably right,” said Phule, nodding. “The only flaw in that picture is that Maxine Pruett won’t go away. Even if she did, some other mobster would step into her shoes.”

“Back to square one,” said Armstrong. “If the place weren’t so profitable, I’d advise you to wash your hands of it.”

“Oh, I’d sell in a nanosecond, for the right price,” said Phule. “The worst mistake an investor can make is holding on to something past time to sell it.”

Beeker nodded approvingly. “Remember, though—it’s just as bad to sell something too early, out of panic. Maxie Pruett would love to see you sell the casino too cheaply. She’d have control of it within six months—if not immediately.”

“Yeah, I bet she’d be moving in the back door as you went out the front,” said Rembrandt.

“Well, for now, I’m standing pat,” said Phule. “The right time to move on will come—and when it does, we’ll be ready. Until then, we’ll make the best of what we have.”

“Yes, sir,” said Rembrandt and Armstrong. Neither one looked especially happy.

*    *    *

“Too much happening,” said Tusk-anini wearily. “Not good—can make one little mistake into very big one.”

“I know what you mean,” said Super-Gnat. The diminutive legionnaire was freshly off duty, and was still wearing the cocktail waitress costume that allowed her to move among the casino crowds without attracting undue attention—except from those gamblers whose glass was empty. “This company can handle any kind of trouble, as long as we attack it as a team. But now we’ve got Chocolate Harry holed up because of those outlaw bikers, and it’s a major expedition to get into supply depot. And you saw those IRS agents sneaking around for info about the captain. What’s worse, it looks like we’ve got a spy in the company.”

“Is method for this in military textbooks,” said Tusk-anini. The giant Volton legionnaire had been spending late nights poring through books on every conceivable human subject, especially Lieutenant Armstrong’s library of military history texts. “Hold position against one enemy while concentrate strength against another. Defeat in detail, is called. Work good in theory, maybe not so easy in practice.”

“Not so easy in practice,” repeated Super-Gnat. “That ought to be the Legion motto—at least, the way most of the Legion runs. We’re lucky to have a commander who doesn’t do things the regular way, you know, Tusk?”

Tusk-anini snorted—it was a very piglike snort, which somebody not used to Voltons might have taken wrong. Super-Gnat knew it was the equivalent of a low chuckle in humans. “Is more than luck,” he said. “Captain had to make some bad mistake to get sent to our company. But he no fool—and that no joke, either. He show us we can be best company in Legion, and make us work hard to do it. He got to be best commander in the Legion.”

“I’m with you on that one,” agreed Super-Gnat. “But remember, he didn’t get here without making enemies—and not all of them are outside the Legion. Mother told me that the top brass think the captain’s showing them up, and they want to put him in his place. That’s bound to mean trouble for the rest of us, too. We’ve come through everything OK so far, but I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

“I no hear shoe drop,” said Tusk-anini, his eyes narrowing suspiciously. “When this happen?”

“Uh, that’s not meant literally, Tusk,” said Super-Gnat. “What I mean is, I keep expecting them to send the company someplace really rotten, like the middle of a war zone or something, to get the captain in trouble.”

“That not going to happen, because there no wars going on right now,” said Tusk-anini, patiently. “You worry too much, Gnat.”

“Maybe I do,” said Super-Gnat. “But remember, it hasn’t been so long since there was a war—in fact, I hear tell that’s where the captain pulled the SNAFU that got him sent here. I don’t know whether you were paying attention to the scuttlebutt, but word was that he talked a couple of pilots into strafing an enemy position—except he didn’t know that’s where the peace talks were going on. And it’s a big galaxy—there could be another war breaking out almost anywhere, and we could find ourselves being sent to fight.”

“Who we fight?” Tusk-anini looked skeptical—not easy behind his specially fitted dark glasses, worn to protect his sensitive eyes from normal light. “No enemies around to fight—plenty of room for all species, not like old Earth before space flight. No reason for wars.”

“So why’s there a Space Legion, then?” Super-Gnat put her hands on her hips and stared up belligerently at her big partner. “For that matter, why’s there Regular Army or Starfleet? Seems to me the government’s paying a lot to keep fighting forces around if there aren’t going to be any more wars. But that’s not what I’m getting at. Even if there’s not a war, there are ways the brass could try to shaft the captain—and believe you me, Tusk, they’ll be trying to find them.”

Tusk-anini snorted again. “Captain not alone. Maybe generals find some way to get captain in trouble, but we no let it happen because trouble for captain mean trouble for us.”

“You’ve got the right idea there, Tusk,” said Super-Gnat. “But there’s one thing you should never forget: Generals usually don’t care about whether they get regular troops in trouble. We’re warm bodies to throw at a problem until it goes away. That’s what makes our captain different—he cares about us because somehow, deep inside, he knows he’s like us. So we have to take care of him, too.”

“We take care of him,” agreed Tusk-anini. “So let other shoe drop—we catch it before it hit the floor.”

“That’s the right idea,” said Super-Gnat. “Now that we’ve got that much figured out, why don’t we go down to the pub and see if we can figure out which foot the other shoe is on?”

*    *    *

The Omega Mob had never formally adopted the Olde English Pub, in the basement of the Fat Chance Casino, as the company watering hole. Nonetheless, at any given hour you could find legionnaires hanging out there—sipping a drink, playing games, or tossing darts, and talking about the things that off-duty military personnel have talked about from time immemorial. The legionnaires didn’t keep the civilian casino customers from using the Pub—the captain would have frowned on any attempt at that—but they clearly set its tone.

The Pub was especially noisy tonight, with several groups of legionnaires, in and out of uniform, gathered in different sections. There was a serious game of Tonk going on at one table; Street was the big winner so far, but Double-X had been on a hot streak for several hands, and the banter between the two was getting louder as the stakes got bigger. At the corner table farthest from the blaring tri-vid set, Doc and Moustache were playing a quieter, if not necessarily calmer, game: blitz chess. Two or three other legionnaires looked on, waiting to play the winner.

In still another corner, Do-Wop was holding forth with a string of stories, most of which were of highly dubious veracity, although he swore up and down that he had been a witness, if not a personal participant, in all of them. The circle of listeners included Dee Dee, between sets on her evening show, Junior, Super-Gnat, and Tusk-anini. The latter, perhaps because of his limited experience of human ways, was the only one who didn’t appear downright skeptical of Do-Wop’s yarns.

“So then I say to the cop, ‘Yeah, I’m the owner of this whole building,’” said Do-Wop. “Well, I could tell he wasn’t buyin’ it …”

“Why you want cop to buy building?” asked Tusk-anini, his eyes riveted on Do-Wop.

“Not the building, Tusk—I wanted him to buy the story, see?” Do-Wop tapped his fingertips on the tabletop. This was not the first interruption from the giant Volton.

Tusk-anini’s frown deepened. “You want him to buy story? Was cop magazine editor?”

“Aw, gimme a break, Tusk,” said Do-Wop, while the ring of onlookers broke into laughter. “I might as well try sellin’ hooch to robots. Just let me finish the story, and then ask your questions, capisce?”

“But I no capisce,” said Tusk-anini, who had spent plenty of sessions listening to Do-Wop’s stories in the past. “That why I ask questions.”

Do-Wop threw up his hands. “Jeez, cool it with the questions for a while, will ya? Now, where was I?”

“Probably about halfway to getting yourself thrown in jail,” said a new voice, and Do-Wop looked up to see Sushi, standing there with a broad smile.

“Yo, man, long time no see!” said Do-Wop, jumping to his feet and throwing an arm around his partner. “Last anybody heard, you was kidnapped by the Yazookas.”

“Yakuza, and there was only one of them,” said Sushi, laughing as he returned Do-Wop’s hug. “And the guy didn’t kidnap me—we went off to transact some business. Which went exactly the way I wanted it to, I might add.”

“Knowin’ you, it was some kind of monkey business,” said Do-Wop, who’d been a complete stranger to the subtler forms of chicanery before Phule had teamed him with Sushi. “You gonna tell us the story?”

“Hey, you no finish your story!” protested Tusk-anini, as Sushi plopped himself in a vacant chair, signaling for the waitress.

“Later, Tusk, later,” said Do-Wop, waving his hand at the Volton. “The man’s been runnin’ games, and I gotta know the score. Spill, buddy, spill!”

Sushi leaned forward and began, “Well, I guess everybody’s heard about the start of it. I was on duty in the casino, in the blackjack section. The dealer spotted a couple of players passing cards …”

“Sssst! Careful what saying, here comes spy!” said Tusk-anini.

“Spy? Where?” Sushi looked puzzled.

“Quiet, he’s coming this way,” whispered Super-Gnat, putting a hand on Sushi’s elbow. “Let us handle him, and we’ll tell you what it’s about later.”

Sushi nodded just as Flight Leftenant Qual came up to the table. Agile as he was when running flat-out, his normal walking gait was a comic waddle. “Greetings, comrades,” said the little Zenobian. “May I join your gathering?”

“Guess we can’t stop you,” muttered Do-Wop.

“Ah, that must be humor!” said Qual. His translator gave out a strange sound somewhere between a hiss and a snarl, which might have been its attempt to render Zenobian laughter into human speech. Whatever the meaning, it did nothing to ingratiate him with the legionnaires.

Qual pulled an empty chair over from a nearby table and seated himself between Tusk-anini and Do-Wop, both of whom cast baleful stares at him. “So, is this how Legion spends evenings?” he asked, looking around the group.

“Who needs to know?” asked Do-Wop. His tone did not invite further discussion.

Qual’s translator was not set to make fine distinctions between tones. “Pardon, did I not introduce myself? I am Flight Leftenant Qual,” he said, showing his teeth. “Military attaché from Zenobian Empire.”

“We know who you are,” said Super-Gnat, her voice dripping icicles. “And we know what you’re here for, too.”

“Excellent,” said Qual, slapping the table. “It is to be sympathetic, not so? Let this one purchase the next circle of drinks!”

“No want drink,” said Tusk-anini, his eyes narrowed.

“Me neither,” said Do-Wop, though his glass was empty. He was not often known to pass up a round when someone else was buying. The others who’d been sitting at the table all indicated their refusal.

The only exception was Sushi. “Well, I just got here, so I’m dry,” he said. “If you’re buying, I’m drinking.”

“Excellent,” said Qual, slapping the table again. “I am doleful none of your comrades are thirsty, but perhaps some different time. I like your custom of having one bring the drinks—it makes more time for mingling than when each must go to the pool for itself.”

“Assuming you want to mingle,” commented Super-Gnat, casting a significant glance toward Qual. “And now that I think of it, I guess I’ve had all the mingling I want tonight. Tusk, are you ready?”

“Tusk-anini ready,” agreed the Volton, rising to his feet. He nearly brushed the ceiling, towering over the little Zenobian. “Good seeing most of you,” he said, and turned to follow Super-Gnat away.

“Time for me to get ready for my third set,” said Dee Dee, standing up. One after another, the others at the table also made excuses and exited. Finally, only Sushi sat there with Qual, waiting for their drinks to come.

“A shame so many had to leave,” said Qual. “I will simply have to get to know them some other time.”

“So it would seem,” said Sushi. He pulled his chair up closer to Qual. “But there’s no reason for us to be strangers. Tell me, Flight Leftenant, what kinds of things are you most interested in finding out about our people?”

“Why, almost everything,” said Qual, his teeth gleaming in the flickering barroom lights. “You are much unlike my race in many ways. To begin with …”

The conversation stretched into the late hours.


Chapter Seven

Journal #310

The key to happiness in life is timing. This is certainly true in finance: Sell stock early or late, and you will always blame yourself. The same is true in military affairs: A general who commits his reserves too soon may see them beaten back by an enemy still strong, and one who delays is likely to find the battle already lost. Even a thing as trivial as entering a room can be done at better and worse times.

My employer had the knack of good timing. Perhaps it was inherited—his father had certainly been adept at timing the introduction of new products. Or perhaps young Phule had simply inherited a more mysterious, but even more useful, trait: the ability to convince everyone around that what one has just done was precisely the right thing to do at that particular time.

“Too good?” Armstrong guffawed. “Some of our troops are too good? That’s the first time this company’s been accused of that!”

“Lieutenant, I sincerely hope it’s not the last time,” said Phule, pacing behind his desk. “But if Brandy says it’s a problem, I want to hear about it. Sergeant?”

Brandy had an unaccustomed worried look on her face. “Well, Captain, those Gambolts are so good that the other recruits can’t keep up with them. I ask for a hundred pushups, and they finish them before the rest have done twenty. We practice unarmed combat and nobody can touch ’em. We haven’t run the obstacle course yet—it’s still being set up, over in the park—but I’ll bet my stripes that when we do run it, the Gambolts will make everybody else look sick.”

Armstrong let out an appreciative whistle. “Great. This company’s needed somebody to set an example for our people. Now the rest have something to emulate.”

“Except they can’t,” said Brandy, shaking her head. “They might as well try to outrun a laser beam. Any time speed or strength or agility makes the difference, the cats have the humans completely outclassed. And the whole training platoon is starting to get discouraged. Unless we can figure out something, their morale’s going to go straight down the pipes, Captain.”

“It seems to me we had this same problem right after I came to the unit,” said Phule. He pulled out his desk chair and sat down, leaning forward. “It was the obstacle course that gave us all the answer, if you’ll remember.”

“Sure, I remember,” said Brandy. “That turned the whole company around—showing us that working as a group we can accomplish things that only a few of us can do by ourselves.”

“The recruits need to learn that lesson,” said Phule. “And I think the Gambolts especially need to learn it. But for it to work, we’ll have to change the exercise a little. Tell me what you think about this idea …”

He went to the sketchboard and began outlining a variation on the Omega Mob’s obstacle course exercise. At first Armstrong and Brandy were skeptical, pointing out flaw after flaw. Phule adapted his plan in response to their objections, and soon the three were working together, eagerly designing the new exercise. It was late at night when they declared it ready, but they were convinced they had the answer.

Still, the whole plan depended on the new troops rising to the occasion. So far, there’d been no sign they were capable of it. Unless that changed, Phule’s Company was in danger of returning to the mediocrity from which it had risen.

*    *    *

“What the hell’s going on over there?” Maxie Pruett gestured toward the Fat Chance Casino. The gesture was unnecessary; everyone in the room knew exactly what she was referring to.

“As far as I can tell, Boss, not a damn thing,” said Altair Allie. Maxie had sent Allie to keep an eye on the Fat Chance as soon as she’d heard that her plans for Phule’s Company were ripening. “There was that one day when all hell broke loose, with the Yakuza guy starting a fight, and the little lizard playing chase through the casino, and the tax collectors and bikers showing up, and then nothing. The Army guys are acting like it’s all routine.”

“Not Army—Space Legion,” said Laverna.

“Legion, schmegion,” said Altair Allie with a dismissive wave. “They got guns and uniforms, and that’s Army enough for me. Point is, they’re acting like nothin’s wrong.”

“Precisely,” said Laverna. “They’ve announced a major training exercise scheduled for tomorrow afternoon. Open to the public—we’ll be watching, of course. In fact, I plan to go see it myself. Still, they’re carrying on as if they hadn’t noticed any of the aggravation we’ve been sending them. We pulled a lot of strings to give them all that grief. Greased quite a few palms, too.”

“And I expected a hell of a lot more effect,” said Maxie, with a fierce frown. “They ought to be worried … No, more than that. Under that kind of pressure, they ought to be sweating bullets. What’s wrong?”

“The Yakuza agent shipped out two days ago,” said Laverna. “He and the woman who came with him left without contacting us, so we don’t know what happened there. But the impostor they came looking for is still very much alive.”

“That’s right, I seen him in the Pub last night,” said Altair Allie. “Didn’t look like he’d lost any sleep lately.”

Maxie’s frown deepened. “What about the Renegades?”

“They’re still hangin’ out,” Altair Allie answered. “No action yet, far as I see. But part of the hotel is closed off to outsiders now, and it didn’t use to be. It could be they’re hidin’ some new secret weapon or somethin’, but I’d lay you two-to-one that big mug Chocolate Harry—the one the bikers are after—is hidin’ out there.”

“Well, if he is, he has to come out sooner or later,” said Maxie, nodding. “All we have to do is keep those Renegades around to nail him when he does. And that won’t be hard. A free first-class hotel room and meals on the house are a pretty good incentive, don’t you think?”

“I’d hang around for that,” said Altair Allie. “But not gettin’ any action might get to ’em after a while.”

“If they get antsy, we’ll stir up some action for ’em,” said Maxie. “A good old-fashioned smoke bomb in the right place can scare a lot of people out of hiding …”

“Legionnaires aren’t a lot of people,” said Laverna, shaking her head. “I wouldn’t bet on that kind of trick working.”

“And since when did you become such a legionnaire fan?” Maxie snapped. “Is that fancy-dressing butler sweet-talking you into double-crossing me?”

“You know better than that,” said Laverna. “You pay me to tell you the truth, and that’s what you’re getting from me. The next time I pull my punches will be the first time.”

“I didn’t say you were pulling your punches. I said you were taking the Legion side,” Maxie retorted, standing up and walking around the table. She aimed a finger at Laverna from point-blank range, and bellowed, “If you double-cross me, you’re finished. Got it?”

“I knew that a long time ago,” said Laverna, still calm. Her nickname, the Ice Bitch, had never seemed more appropriate. “I’m not under any illusions; my only insurance is being too useful for you to do without me. That’s what I’m doing now—telling you something you need to know. I shouldn’t even have to tell you—you should remember the last time you tried to play rough with Phule’s people. You don’t want to see what they can do if they get really angry—as I’m certain they would if you flushed Chocolate Harry out of hiding for the Renegades to catch.”

“I didn’t say anything about doing it ourselves,” said Maxine. “I figured we might drop a little hint here or there …”

“I know what you meant, and so do you,” said Laverna. “Do what you want to do—that’s your usual way, anyhow—but don’t pretend you’ll like all the consequences. You might even try not to get angry at me for warning you.”

Maxine glowered, but nodded. “OK, I get the idea. All right, then. We won’t poke up that hornet’s nest. Besides, we still have the IRS on his tail. Allie, any report on them?”

“They’re poking around and asking people questions, but that’s about it,” said Altair Allie. “That’s their game, though. Pop up out of nowhere with a piece of paper that says you owe ’em everything you got. If soldier boy ain’t playing by their rules, he’s a goner. And there ain’t nobody in the casino game can play it straight enough for them buzzards—not and still make a buck, they can’t.”

“Tell me about it,” said Maxine. “Well, now that they’re on to him, we’ll have to let them play it their way. And hope they don’t notice anybody else on Lorelei.”

“Present company, for instance,” said Laverna grimly. Maxine looked at her intently, but the Ice Bitch’s face betrayed no sign of emotion. Perhaps it was only an offhand comment—and perhaps it was a subtle hint that Laverna might have other kinds of insurance against her boss than she’d admitted. Whatever it was, Maxine didn’t like it one bit. But there wasn’t much she could say about it, for the moment.

*    *    *

“You bastards don’t have any right to do this,” shouted Gears, as two stone-faced bouncers unceremoniously hustled him out of the Three Deuces. Neither bouncer answered. At the doorway, they picked him up between them, gave him a couple of warm-up swings, and tossed him bodily into the street. He landed in a heap, but rose quickly to his feet, turning with raised fists to confront his adversaries. Too late: They’d faded back inside the door, not even waiting to see if he’d try to return.

Gears stood for a moment, pondering what he should do next. He wasn’t drunk enough—though he was nearly angry enough—to charge back in and confront the bouncers. That game had only one likely outcome. He patted his jacket pocket. His wallet was still there, where the bouncers had shoved it after frog-marching him over to the cashier to collect his winnings. They’d cashed his chips honestly enough, then stuffed the money into his wallet and given him the heave-ho. But they’d made it clear he wasn’t welcome to gamble in the Three Deuces again. No gambling house likes system players, especially not when their system actually wins.

What now? he asked himself. It was late—not that that made any significant difference on Lorelei, where the casinos and saloons were open round-the-clock, ready to take a sucker’s money any time he appeared. But it did make a difference to Gears, who had to be ready for duty back at the Fat Chance in just under four hours. Some of that time ought to be spent sleeping—if he wasn’t going to nod off on duty, and get yelled at by Chocolate Harry, which he wasn’t anxious to try.

He sighed and looked down the street toward the Fat Chance, then shook his head. His luck was hot tonight—even with a system, you needed luck to win big. Tonight, the dice had been coming up right. It would be a shame to quit when everything was in the groove. He turned the other way, and went looking for another casino.

Next thing he knew, he was in an unfamiliar neighborhood, with dimmer lights and fewer people than the ones he normally frequented. Belatedly, it crossed his mind that it might not be as safe, either …

That was when a large, dark shadow loomed from a nearby alleyway, and a gravelly voice said, “You just found the wrong part of town, buddy.”

“Who’s that?” said Gears, suddenly aware that he and this newcomer were the only ones on this side street.

“I’m not stupid enough to tell you that,” said the stranger, in a surprisingly reasonable tone of voice. In the dim light, Gears could see that he was dressed in workman’s clothing, and muscled like a man used to heavy physical work. He was also very big. The stranger stepped closer and said, “The less you know about who I am, the less you can tell.” He reached out a huge paw. “Just give me your money and it’ll go easy with you.”

“No way in hell,” said Gears, and he spun away from the man, already breaking into a run. He remembered an open saloon at the next street corner; he’d go there and call the Fat Chance for backup.

He’d barely taken two steps before something slammed into him from the side, knocking him to the ground. His breath went out of him in a rush as the attacker landed on top of him, and the gleam of a blade in the other man’s hand put a stop to any idea of fighting back. “What’s the hurry, sonny boy?” said a voice in his ear. “We ain’t done talkin’ to ya.”

“You really should have given me the money,” said the big man, kneeling down next to Gears. His voice sounded genuinely sad. “Now you’ve got my friend involved, and he’s a lot nastier than I am.”

“That ain’t no way to talk, Chuckie,” said the second assailant. “You’re likely to make sonny boy think we don’t like his kind hereabouts. Truth is, we likes ’em fine.”

“Long as they aren’t stingy with their money, that is,” said Chuckie. “OK, tourist, my friend’s going to let you get to your money so you can hand it over, and then we’ll all go our separate ways. Now, don’t make any tricky moves. I don’t think you want to find out what he likes to do with that vibroblade.”

The second man sat up; this took his weight off Gears’s chest and arms, but kept his legs pinioned. The blade hovered over his unprotected belly. “You heard Chuckie,” he said. “Give us the money and nobody gets hurt.”

Gears had won a lot of money that night—nearly enough to pay off his debt. But the blade was hard to argue with. “All right, take it easy,” he said. “Just let me get to my pocket.”

Gears reached for the pocket where his wallet was, but as his hand approached it, the man pinioning his legs brandished the knife and grabbed his wrist. “Hold still,” the man said. “Let’s see what’s in there.” He reached down and removed the wallet. “Well, sonny boy’s a good boy after all,” he said, handing it to his partner.

“You’d be surprised how many people my friend has had to cut because they thought they could outdraw him,” said Chuckie. He opened the wallet and whistled. “Sonny boy’s been lucky tonight.”

The other man looked up at the money, and Gears saw his chance. A quick chop to the wrist sent the vibroblade flying, and Gears followed with a punch to the throat, throwing the man to one side. He pushed his way free of the choking assailant, and made a leap for Chuckie, who’d fallen back.

Chuckie held him off with a straight arm, long enough for the other man to recover first his breath and then his knife. He threw a crushing forearm around Gears’s throat, and a moment later, the legionnaire felt the blade throbbing next to his rib cage. He went limp.

“Tsk, tsk. That wasn’t very smart,” said Chuckie, in a mock sympathetic voice. “Now we’ll have to hurt you—it’s bad business to let people think they can fight back without getting hurt, you know.”

Gears saw motion off to one side, and then a mechanical-sounding voice said, “Great Gazma, what a curious sight! Is this a common economic transaction?”

“This isn’t your business,” said Chuckie, moving ominously toward the speaker, whom Gears now recognized as Flight Leftenant Qual, the Zenobian. “Walk on by before something happens to you, too.”

“Oh, no, this appears to be one of my comrades,” said Qual, moving forward. “It would not be soldierly not to assist him.”

“One step closer and I cut his liver out,” snarled the man with an arm around Gears’s throat. “Stand off and nobody gets hurt.”

“I take exception,” said Qual. “You are now the ones in danger of a hurt. Let the human go, if you would.”

“We wouldn’t,” said Chuckie. “Now, we’re going to back away real slow. You stay right where you are if you want your friend safe. My partner’s dangerous when he gets nervous, and I’m afraid you’ve put him right on the edge.”

“How unfortunate,” said Qual, stopping and touching something on his belt. “Perhaps he needs a period of inactivity.” He held out his hand and did … something. Gears felt a sudden lethargic feeling overcome him, and he slumped to the ground. He was vaguely aware of the arm around his throat coming loose, and as he fell, the other man’s body dropped to the ground next to him. Idly, he wondered what had happened.

Then Qual was standing over him. “Rest, friend, and have no concern,” said the Zenobian. “I have communicated to Mother to send us help—all the trouble is complete now.”

I don’t know what he did, but I think he saved my life, thought Gears, and then unconsciousness overcame him.

*    *    *

“Am I making a mistake to trust him, Beeker?” Phule pushed aside the sheaf of printouts he’d been reading during breakfast and leaned back in his chair.

“I take it you are referring to Sushi, sir?” said Beeker. He set down his coffee cup.

“Right,” said Phule. “Do I continue to trust a man who can take control of my Dilithium Express account, or do I safeguard the money—and show him I don’t trust him? When the lives of everybody in this unit could depend on that trust some day?”

“One always needs to strike a balance between trust and security, sir,” said Beeker. “There are things that every member of your company needs to know—daily passwords, for example. But only a few are cleared to receive top secret information—and yet nobody takes that as a matter of distrust. The fewer people who know some things, the more secure we all are. It would seem axiomatic that access to your money needs to be restricted.”

Phule took a sip of juice and rubbed his chin. “That’s great advice, Beeker—except, what is there that’s more secure than Dilithium Express? If he can hack that account, is there anything he can’t hack?”

“Perhaps not,” said Beeker. “But if Dilithium Express is vulnerable, obviously some alternative is necessary.”

“I guess you’re right,” said Phule. “Too bad there’s no way to keep the information quiet—but even if we captured that Yakuza agent, there’s no way of knowing he hasn’t already reported to his bosses. Or that any of several people have not figured out what happened.”

“Yes, the genie is out of the bottle,” said Beeker, his face impassive as always. “Now our goal should be to minimize the damage it can do. Or better yet, to turn it to our advantage.”

“I don’t see how I’m going to get any advantage from having people know my credit account is vulnerable,” said Phule. He stood up from the table and began to pace. “As far as I can tell, the only person who comes out of this with any advantage is Sushi, if you get right down to it.”

“Oh, I believe there may be a way to profit from Sushi’s skills,” said Beeker. “Sometimes, letting everyone know you can do something is as good as actually doing it. Word that one of your men can meddle with a Dilithium Express account should make its way through the criminal underworld quite rapidly. This will undoubtedly prompt many of them to turn all their efforts toward duplicating the feat—but of course, you will have protected your assets against any such attempt.”

“I see,” said Phule. “And while they’re doing that, they’re not trying to attack us in other ways. Well, it’s not much of a silver lining, but I’ll take what I can get. But we still need a way to protect my assets without losing easy access to them.”

“As to that, sir, I have a suggestion I believe you will find of interest,” said Beeker, a faint smile on his lips.

“Do you, now?” said Phule. “What do you have in mind?”

Beeker was about to reply when Phule’s wrist communicator buzzed. “Yes, Mother?” he said, wondering what new crisis had occurred.

“Get yourself prettied up and don’t drag your feet, sweetie,” came the familiar voice from the communicator. “Your favorite brass hat wants to see you on the holo-phone.”

“General Blitzkrieg?” Phule’s jaw fell.

“Well, it sure sounded like him to me, silly boy. If I were you, I’d hurry up and talk to him. I can stall the old lizard-face as long as you need me to, but I doubt it’ll improve his not-so-sunny disposition.”

“Give me three minutes,” said Phule. “Did he say what it was about?”

“You must be out of your ever-lovin’ mind,” said Mother. “Now, get your tail movin’, toots—that three minutes is already started, and as much as I’d enjoy giving the general the run-around, I’m worried about what he’d have done to me if he found out I was wastin’ his time.” She broke the connection.

“General Blitzkrieg,” said Phule, looking at Beeker. “He certainly picked an interesting time to call.”

“Yes, sir,” said Beeker, looking at Phule critically. “You’ve enough time to comb your hair before you talk to him. It would be exactly in character for the general to waste the first five minutes of a trans-space holophone call reprimanding you for your appearance.”

Phule grimaced. “I wish I had time to change the whole uniform, but I doubt it’d make any difference. Let’s hope the news isn’t too bad this time.”

“Sir, I doubt very much that even General Blitzkrieg could do very much to make the situation worse,” said Beeker. He paused a beat, then added, helpfully, “Of course, if there’s any way he can make it worse, I’m sure he’ll be glad to do it.”

*    *    *

General Blitzkrieg was smiling. It was not a pleasant smile, but Phule tried to ignore that and concentrate on what the general was saying. “Captain, I must admit we haven’t always seen eye to eye, but it seems somebody’s bought the image you’ve created for your unit. Your company has been requested for an assignment that might be a genuine feather in the Legion’s cap—assuming your people are up to it, of course. Wouldn’t want to send them if they can’t deliver, you know.”

“I’m pleased to hear that, sir,” Phule said cautiously. He stood at attention, facing the general’s holographic image across the room. He knew Blitzkrieg could see his every move, as well as he could see the general’s. He would have to make an effort to keep his emotions off his face—never easy with someone as infuriating as the general.

“I have complete confidence in my people,” he continued. “What sort of assignment, sir?”

The general’s smile stayed on. “There’s a world that just got over a civil war. Well, to tell the truth, the Federation had to step in toward the end and stop things from getting out of hand. The Legion had a part in that, I’m proud to say. They’ve got a new government in power, and they’re making progress toward putting things back on track. But of course, there are factions that aren’t happy with the new order, and so the Federation has been supplying troops to keep things in hand. A peacekeeping team from the Regular Army is being rotated out, and we’ve managed to convince Ambassador Gottesman to accept a Legion unit as their replacement. It took some politicking, believe me, but when the ambassador found out the Legion was available, he asked if we could send your unit.”

“That sounds like a genuine coup, sir,” said Phule. “What’s the planet called, if I may ask?”

“It’s got some silly name—let’s see …” The general frowned, then leaned over and punched a button on a computer somewhere offscreen. “Landoor. They call their world Landoor.”

Phule thought a moment. “I don’t recognize the name, sir—not that it makes much difference, of course. You say they requested my company specifically?”

“That’s right, Captain,” said the general. The predatory smile was back. “I admit I was surprised—you haven’t always been my idea of a model officer, you know. But you have had a knack for getting favorable news coverage, and evidently that’s paid dividends. All things considered, I must admit it hasn’t hurt the Legion as much as it might have. So, we’ve decided it’s time for you to wrap up the guard assignment on Lorelei and get ready to transfer to Landoor.”

“Yes, sir,” said Phule. Then, after a pause, he continued, “Uh, as you no doubt realize, sir, my company is the majority stockholder in the Fat Chance Casino. That makes us the contract holders, and naturally we’re very concerned about continued security after we’re transferred away. We’ll need sufficient time to arrange a replacement before we can leave.”

The general’s smile vanished. “Captain, this is no time for barracks-room lawyering. There’s a whole planet asking for your company to protect its people, and all you’re worried about is your pocketbook. That’s not the Legion way, and I’ll be hanged if I’m going to stand for it.”

Phule held his ground. “Sir, with the general’s permission, may I point out that the security of Lorelei is of concern to far more people than just my company? Several thousand people arrive on this station every day, staying for an average of five days, and they spend an average of three thousand dollars apiece during their stay—on hotels, food, gifts, and entertainment as well as on gambling. They come with families and children, too—and they expect a safe environment. Some of them are retired, and a lot are ordinary working people who saved up their money for a dream vacation. Any breakdown in casino security affects them more than it does my pocketbook—because from their point of view, they have much more at stake.”

“Fine sentiments,” said Blitzkrieg. “Or they would be, coming from any other officer. Coming from you, I suspect they’re a ploy to look altruistic as you protect your own interests. Quite frankly, Captain, you aren’t a team player.”

“I take exception to that, sir,” Phule said, rather hotly. “I treat my people not just as members of a team, but as a family. Believe me, these troops have very little tolerance for posturing. They’d find me out in a minute if I was merely paying lip service to that dogma.”

“Perhaps,” said General Blitzkrieg, momentarily taken aback by Phule’s fervor. Then he recovered his aplomb; he leaned forward and pointed a finger at the transmitting camera, and at the man viewing his image. “But the Legion can’t permit officers to set their own conditions for accepting an assignment. If you refuse the assignment, you’d better be ready to justify that decision to a court-martial. And I can tell you now, Captain, all your headlines won’t do you a lick of good if it comes to an insubordination charge. And I’ll make sure it does come to that. Now, are you going to accept the Landoor mission or not?”

Phule didn’t hesitate. “Sir, my company will go where the Legion sends it.”

“Good, that’s settled, then,” said Blitzkrieg, although without great enthusiasm. It was easy to guess that he’d wanted Phule to give him an excuse for an insubordination charge. He frowned at Phule and said, “You will ready your company for shipment to Landoor in”— he turned and looked at the readout again—“sixty standard days. That will be all, Captain!” Blitzkrieg broke the connection.

Phule sighed, and turned to Beeker. “Well, that’s done,” he said with a weary smile.

“Yes, sir,” said the butler. “Now you can withdraw your company from Lorelei, and no one can question your motives or impugn your honor.”

“True,” said Phule. “But that’s not the whole story, Beeker. If Blitzkrieg thought I really wanted this transfer, he’d break his back to prevent it. Now, he’ll make sure we stay there long enough for me to get the unit back on track. This new assignment will give the company a worthy common goal—and that kind of motivation is exactly what’s been missing here.”

“I suppose so, sir,” said Beeker, skeptically. “I’d think the opportunity to build the company’s portfolio would have been enough to motivate them, but perhaps I fail to comprehend the military mentality.”

Phule cracked a wry grin. “Military mentality? After watching my interview with the general, I’m surprised you even use those two words in the same sentence.”

Beeker sniffed. “Sir, I suspect that the general’s mental powers are beneath ordinary calculation. However, some of your troops show a modicum of intellect, albeit in my opinion largely misdirected. It was to them that I referred.”

“Thank goodness,” said Phule. “I was afraid it was some backhanded reference to me.”

“Sir,” said Beeker, pulling himself up even straighter than usual, “let me assure you that, had I wished to refer to you in a derogatory manner, I would have done so in such a way as to leave no doubt as to my intentions.”

“Good. I was afraid you might not be feeling well,” said Phule. “Well, that still leaves us one question to settle. Now that we’ve gotten something we want from the general, what are we going to do with it?”

“Well, sir, I think you had better begin by informing the company,” said Beeker. “Some of them, I suspect, will be a good bit less sanguine than you are about departing this station.”

*    *    *

“Man, I’m gonna miss this joint,” said Do-Wop, setting his lunch plate down at a table with three fellow legionnaires. Word about the company’s reassignment had gone out in midmorning. Within an hour it was the only topic of conversation among the Omega Mob.

“Are you really?” Super-Gnat raised her eyebrows. “I’ll be glad to get back to a real planet, myself. Something about natural sunshine and fresh air …”

“I be happy if not too much sunshine,” said Tusk-anini, who came from a nocturnal race. “But fresh air good to breathe. Soft ground feel good underfoot, too.”

Do-Wop had already begun shoveling food into his mouth. But between two forkfuls he mumbled, “I’m a city kid, y’know. I hear the place we’re headed for is the real boonies—jungles and swamps. If they got any sidewalks at all, I bet they take ’em in after dark.”

“That not true,” said Tusk-anini. “Landoor City have more people than Lorelei, lots of buildings, too. I know—I study maps and books.”

“Yeah, but what’s there to do?” growled Do-Wop. “I mean, here we got all kinds of entertainment, lotsa places to grab some action, y’know? What’s Landoor got?”

“Not as much as here,” said Sushi, who had done his own research as soon as he’d learned of the new assignment. “It had some pretty lively resorts back when the mines were working, but that was in your grandpa’s time. Now the main attraction is the scenery—some nice beaches and mountains, they say. And supposedly some pretty good amusement parks.”

“Hey, that could be cool,” said Do-Wop. “I ain’t been on a good roller coaster since before I joined the Legion.”

“That’s not why we’re going there,” Super-Gnat pointed out. She took another of the warm butterhorn rolls Escrima had made for that night’s meal, and said, “We’ve got a job to do, is all. I’m glad we’re not being sent to some iceball asteroid to do it. In the Legion, you take what you can get. Could you pass the butter, Sushi?”

Sushi handed her the butter plate and said, “Gnat’s right, you know. We’ve been pretty lucky, since the captain took over. You watch the news, you realize how many rotten places we could’ve been going.”

“I don’t pay no attention to the news,” scoffed Do-Wop. “Waste of time, if you ask me.”

“That why we no ask you,” said Tusk-anini. “Sushi and Gnat telling truth—plenty bad places to go to.”

“Yeah, and I’m afraid we’re about to go to one of ’em,” said Do-wop, helping himself to a roll. “Those people just had a war, right? So, some of ’em must still be shooting each other, if they need peacekeepers. Maybe they start shooting at us. Don’t tell me that’s better than what we got here.”

“You don’t want to hear, so why you want us tell you?” said Tusk-anini. “Me, I wait and see new place. We going there whether like it or not. Tusk-anini will try and like it.”

“That’s the attitude I like,” said Brandy, stopping to eavesdrop on the conversation. “It figures Do-Wop starts griping about a place before he even gets there.”

“Ah, give us a break, Top,” said Do-Wop, looking up with a hurt expression. “A guy’s got a right to gripe a little bit, ain’t he?”

“Sure, gripe all you want,” said Brandy. “But don’t expect anybody to give you any sympathy if it turns out you actually like the place.” She grinned and went on her way to the dessert counter.

“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” said Do-Wop, as the others at the table laughed.

“I don’t know for sure,” said Super-Gnat, “but I think it means she expects you to piss and moan no matter what’s going on.”

“Well, sure,” said Do-Wop, puzzled. “What else is a guy supposed to do to pass away the time?”

The others at the table laughed again.

*    *    *

“So you’re going away,” said Laverna. She and Beeker sat in a softly lit back booth in the Tumbling Dice Casino’s Domino Bar. The other tables near them were empty; this time of afternoon, most of the casino’s customers were at the gambling tables. Anybody who wanted a drink could have it delivered to the floor. That made this a perfect spot for a quiet talk.

“My job is moving to another planet,” said Beeker, shrugging. “I can’t very well do anything but go with it.”

Laverna toyed with her glass. “I don’t believe that for one minute,” she said, staring at the butler. “You could retire right now and be comfortable for life. Don’t bother to deny it—I looked it up after a few things you said, and I know just how much you have. You’re not going to be buying a private asteroid as your retirement home, but you’re not going to miss that regular paycheck, either. So, you damn well could stay here, if you felt like it.”

“I suppose so—although this place is hardly my ideal retirement home.” A few bars of brassy music came over the sound system as Beeker paused, weighing his words carefully. He continued, “Since you make no secret of having looked into my financial state, I will admit having researched yours. It appears to me that there is no financial reason for you to remain with your employer, either.”

“No financial reason,” said Laverna. She lowered her head, then looked up at Beeker. “Still, I won’t be buying that ticket any time soon. I think you know what I mean, Beeker.”

“Yes, I understand what you are saying,” said Beeker. “Let me point out that, if you really wish to leave, there are ways it can be done. Once you are off-station, it becomes that much easier for you to disappear.”

“Yes, if I don’t mind spending the rest of my life hiding,” said Laverna. She shook her head. “I’d mind that less than most, I suppose—time to read all the books I’ve never had time for, time to try writing something of my own. I’ve never lived the kind of life that attracts attention. But that’s not the problem. I know too much, and Maxine can’t afford to let me out of her control. Even if she were gone …”

“Her successors would worry about what you might reveal—or might be made to reveal, if you turned against them. And the successors would have no personal ties to you to make them hesitate.” Beeker leaned forward and lowered his voice so the music prevented his words from being heard beyond their table. “Still, if you wanted to try, my employer and the Space Legion have resources beyond those of any private person.”

Laverna was quiet for a long moment before saying, “And why should Phule use those resources for my benefit? You don’t expect me to believe he’ll do it out of benevolence—or because you have asked him to help me. As for the Legion—I don’t really think I’m the sort to join—not at my age, anyhow.”

“Actually, there’s rather a tradition of people joining the Legion because they want to escape the past,” said Beeker with a thin smile. He sat back up and looked around at the garishly decorated room, before leaning forward and continuing. “In my employer’s unit, at least, the food and accommodations are as good as in any luxury hotel—and the retirement plan is actually rather good. Granted, the work is sometimes dangerous … but you’re used to that, of course.”

“Stop it,” whispered Laverna. “You’re starting to sound like a recruiting sergeant.” She peered at him intently. “You don’t really mean it, do you?”

Beeker steepled his fingers. “I merely offer it as an alternative to staying here, recognizing as you do that eventually someone will decide that you know more than is good for them. As an intelligent and perceptive woman, you must have given some thought to making your escape before that moment comes. It seems to me that now, with your employer’s influence waning and competitors beginning to circle, is as logical a time as any. But of course you have to judge the moment for yourself.”

Laverna’s eyes looked from one side to the other, making certain nobody was within hearing distance. “You know, Beeker, you might be right about that,” she said. “I’m not going to make any decisions on the spur of the moment, you understand. But you have given me something to think about.”

“Don’t think too long about it,” said Beeker. “The opportunity won’t be here much longer, you know.”

“I know,” said Laverna, and she fell silent. The music system was playing a sinuous minor-key dance tune from two decades ago, music from when they’d both been young. An innocent time, before either had known much responsibility.

The conversation, when it resumed, moved on to other things.


Chapter Eight

Journal #329

The average visitor to Lorelei never even learned the location of Gladstone Park, let alone set foot in it. It was not one of the space station’s leading tourist attractions—in fact, it was not designed for tourists at all. Its official function was to supplement the station’s air-recycling system, cleaning the excess CO2 from the atmosphere and replacing it with fresh, organically generated oxygen. The chemical processors were as close to perfect as to make no difference, but many customers persisted in believing that air “naturally” cleaned by twenty square kilometers of trees and grass was somehow better than the “artificial” stuff the recyclers produced.

Had it been their choice, the casino owners would have had no compunction about digging up the grass and trees and replacing it with a few more casinos. After all, it contributed nothing to the station’s economy, which was almost entirely gambling-based. The tourists who’d come to Lorelei wanted artificial light and late hours and the frantic hustle-bustle of money changing hands. Just knowing that the park existed was a sort of security blanket for them. Very few tourists wanted to actually go there.

But the full-time residents—the workers in the hotels, casinos, bars, and restaurants—needed someplace to unwind, someplace they could look at a green surface other than the top of a craps table. A croupier might find it rejuvenating to ride a bicycle on his day off, and a cocktail waitress might enjoy sitting on a bench and resting her eyes by looking at flower beds. Even the bosses found the park a great place to take the workers for a corporate outing, to display their benevolence by setting out an opulent spread, and to prove that they still had the common touch by getting out on the field for a pickup gravball game with the employees …

Shortly after its arrival on the space station, Phule’s Company had begun making regular use of Gladstone Park for training exercises. Its variety of “natural” terrain, from dense woods to open meadows to rocky hillsides made it a useful simulation of conditions likely to be encountered planetside on many worlds. After all, Phule had no illusion that the company’s assignment to Lorelei was a permanent one. He knew that sooner or later, the Legion’s top brass would give Omega Company an assignment that put it to the utmost test. When the call came, Phule wanted his legionnaires to be ready for it.

But today was a special exercise—not least because so many spectators had come. It was not unusual for a small group of Lorelei’s inhabitants to observe the legionnaires’ maneuvers. Some of these, Phule knew, were spies for rival casinos trying to spot some weakness in the troops guarding the Fat Chance Casino. He accepted the challenge and made sure the show was always sufficiently daunting to discourage anyone foolish enough to think about taking over the casino by force—not that any had been willing to make the attempt, after the convincing defeat of Maxie’s bid.

Today, though, the exercise had been publicized, and had drawn a good crowd of curiosity seekers anxious to get a glimpse of the legendary Gambolts. The publicity had stressed the cat-like aliens’ reputation as the finest troops in the galaxy, as well as being the first Gambolts to volunteer to serve in a unit with other species. The publicity had not mentioned Phule’s plans for the exercise. Since such plans were not usually announced in advance, nobody thought to comment on it.

Phule looked down at the gathering crowd from atop a portable observation tower the legionnaires had constructed to one side of the exercise field. There among the spectators were the three Renegades, peering intently at the Space Legion troops assembling below his position. Looking to see if Chocolate Harry has come along, he thought. Of course, the supply sergeant had been excused from today’s activities. C. H. would have to deal with the Renegades eventually—that was a given—but Phule was not going to force him to abandon his defenses. The confrontation, when it occurred, would take place on ground of Harry’s choosing. Phule thought he knew how to manipulate the outlaw bikers onto that territory. That was, in fact, one purpose of today’s exercise.

He scanned the crowd with his stereoculars (not the mil-spec Legion-issue model, but a custom set from Optronix Ltd., with extra memory for stored images and enhancements for infrared, glare reduction, and infinite focus). Right away, he spotted two more familiar faces: reporter Jennie Higgins and holophotographer Sidney, covering the show for Interstellar News Services. Phule’s Company had been hot media fare ever since the commanding officer’s flamboyant style had come to Jennie’s attention. The resulting attention had been a mixed blessing, but on the whole Phule was glad to have had it. Better a reputation you had to strive to live up to than one you wished you could live down.

There were other familiar faces among the spectators, too. There were half a dozen he recognized as security chiefs for rival casinos, undoubtedly here to pick up hints on his troops’ capabilities. And despite her official abandonment of the attempt to run Phule out of business, Maxie had sent her assistant Laverna to view the happenings—or perhaps she had come on her own, although she didn’t give the impression of being the outdoor, spectator sports type.

On the other hand, the crowd was full of the spectator sports types, most of whom had come to be entertained—and to bet on whatever was about to transpire. Several bookies had set up impromptu stands, ready to set odds and cover wagers. (It didn’t matter that the exact details hadn’t been announced; there was bound to be something to bet on, and somebody willing to risk a few units on the outcome.) Phule smiled; once the crowd saw what he had in mind, the bookies would be swamped with business. He was almost tempted to send Beeker over to place some bets on his behalf, but there was little point to it. Any bet large enough to be interesting would skew the odds to the point that he’d get a minuscule return—assuming the bookies were willing to cover it in the first place.

And, reluctant as he was to admit it, it wouldn’t be a sure return. He was gambling—even without placing bets, he was gambling—on a system that was about to be put to its most strenuous test. It had been risky enough to pit his whole company against the Red Eagles, the Regular Army’s elite company. Now he was pitting raw rookies against Gambolts, the most respected fighters known. He’d find plenty of bettors willing to go against him—and it was not going to be a sure thing.

“Everything’s set, Captain,” said a voice at his elbow.

Phule awoke from his musing with a start; he hadn’t even seen Brandy approaching. “Good work, Brandy. No point keeping all these people waiting, then. Let’s get it started!”

“Right, Captain!” Brandy turned to the small group of uniformed figures waiting a short distance away, and barked out her orders. “Gambolts—front and center!”

The three Gambolts moved gracefully through the ranks of legionnaires and came to attention.

“The obstacle course is designed to build the confidence of the entire unit,” said Brandy, speaking for the onlookers’ ears as well as for her troops’. “This company has its own special way of running the course, and you’ll learn that in due time. But today we have a special exercise for our new members. Flight Leftenant Qual, our Zenobian military attaché, will be assisting us. Are you ready, Leftenant?”

“Ready, Sergeant Cognac,” said the Zenobian’s translator as the little lizardlike alien stepped forward, his teeth displayed in what Phule knew was intended as a smile, but which most of the spectators instinctively flinched away from. Those who paid attention to such details would have noticed that Qual was wearing not his regular dress uniform, but black fatigues and running shoes.

Brandy turned to the three Gambolts again. “The Leftenant will run the course, and we will give him a three-minute head start. Then you three will try to capture him and bring him to the finish line. He will attempt to reach the end under his own power. You will take every precaution not to injure one another, but short of that, all tactics are legal. Any questions?”

The Gambolts shook their heads—a gesture they’d picked up from their human counterparts since joining the Legion. “Good,” said Brandy. “Leftenant, start when you’re ready.”

“Bonsai!” shouted the Zenobian, and he took off down the course.

Brandy watched him take off, then turned back to the troops. “Oh yeah, we forgot to tell you one other detail about this exercise. Three minutes after you Gambolts start, the rest of the recruits will follow you. It’ll be their job to prevent you from capturing the leftenant. Again, anything they want to do is legit, as long as nobody’s trying to hurt the others.”

Surprise blossomed on the recruits’ faces. “Sergeant, is this some sort of joke?” said Mahatma. “Of course, we’re going to give this our best try. But we’ve seen what these Gambolts can do. They’ll be at the finish, with Leftenant Qual in tow, before most of us have cleared the first barrier.”

“Don’t give up before you start,” said Brandy, her eyes fixed on her chronometer. Qual was barreling down the course, showing the same agility he’d demonstrated while leading Phule’s legionnaires in a not-so-merry chase through the hotel. “Two minutes to go.”

“Qual may have enough of a head start to get there before the Gambolts can catch him,” muttered one of the other recruits. “That’s our best chance of winning.” Several heads in the ranks nodded in agreement.

Meanwhile, the crowd had grasped what was going on, and was rapidly trying to place bets before the issue was settled.

“That lizard’s quicker than a flash,” said one spectator. “I got fifty says he gets to the end before the cats catch him.”

“I’m offering two-to-one on the lizard, even money on the cats,” replied the bookie he’d approached.

“No way, you gotta give me three-to-one!” Because of the Gambolts’ formidable reputation—and reports of Garbo’s quick capture of Qual in the Fat Chance lobby—the heaviest betting was on the Gambolts. Soon, Qual’s supporters were getting odds of five- or six-to-one. Nobody seemed to consider the human recruits a serious factor.

“One minute,” said Brandy. The Gambolts were stretching their muscles, limbering up for the run. Like the rest of the recruits, they would be carrying full packs for the run—a tradition Phule had insisted on, even though it apparently gave the Gambolts an even greater advantage over the human rookies. Pound for pound, their catlike bodies possessed more raw strength than even the best-trained human athlete could match.

Suddenly one of the onlookers let out a gasp. “Look! The lizard’s stopped!” he shouted, pointing down the course. Sure enough, after covering approximately a quarter of the distance, Qual had come to an open area, stopped, and was now sitting down on the ground in the middle of it.

“What the devil is he doing?” said one spectator, who’d been betting heavily on the Zenobian. “Is he worn out, or has he gone plumb crazy?”

“It’s a fix!” yelled another bettor. “I want my money back!”

“No way, buddy,” said the bookie who’d taken his wager. “You can’t afford to lose, don’t bet your money. Anybody wants to hedge their bets, I’m givin’ two-to-five on the cats.”

“Gambolts go!” barked Brandy, and almost as if flung from a catapult, the three Gambolts were streaking down the course, making an incredible pace without showing any strain at all. All three had their eyes on Qual, who lounged almost insolently in plain sight a short distance down the course. Some bettors turned to admire the Gambolts’ speed and grace, but others were waving wads of money at the bookies. Within less than a minute, the odds had dropped to one-to-ten. The bookies did their best to stall these bettors, trying to accommodate the few suckers still willing to bet on the underdog Qual.

“OK,” said Brandy, seeing the Gambolts well down the course. She turned to face the recruits and put her fists on her hips. “Listen up, people,” she barked. “You’re Legion, now, and what’s more, you’re Omega Mob, and that means family. We run the obstacle course our own way, and you’re gonna see that right now.” She reached to her chest and grasped a whistle hanging from a lanyard, put it to her mouth, and blew a shrill blast.

Out of the crowd, where they’d mingled unnoticed in mufti, came the Omega Mob. Not all of them—the guard detail at the Fat Chance had to be kept up to strength—but enough to multiply the strength of the recruit’s squad tenfold. “This is your family,” said Brandy. “We all run together—officers, NCOs, recruits, humans, Synthians, Gambolts—everybody. Let’s show ’em how we do it.”

Nobody bothered to ask whether the Gambolts’ three-minute head start had expired. The spectators watched, open-mouthed, as the Omega Mob, with Phule and Brandy in the lead, surged forward, and the new recruits were swept up with them.

Up ahead, the Gambolts had closed to within a few dozen yards of Flight Leftenant Qual, who had risen to his feet again. Now the Zenobian began to display the same kind of speed and elusiveness he’d given the legionnaires during the chase through the casino, with half the Omega Mob in pursuit.

Dukes had decided to try a full-speed-ahead charge at his quarry, and so he was nearly within arms’ reach of Qual when the lizardlike alien feinted to the left, took a sliding step to the right, and then suddenly dived under the Gambolt’s grasp. The maneuver put Qual in the clear for a moment, as Dukes somersaulted, recovering quickly from his headlong dive.

Qual did not have long to think about his next move, as Rube was on him almost instantly. This time, Qual put on a burst of speed directly away from Rube—and toward the recovering Dukes, who eagerly spread his arms to contain the fleeing Zenobian.

Just as it looked as if the two Gambolts had succeeded in cornering him, Qual made another sudden change of direction, and Rube, unable to slow down quickly enough, plowed into Dukes. The two went down in a heap, and lay there stunned as Qual sprinted away. That left Garbo, who had held back a few paces from the other two pursuers, the only Gambolt still on her feet. She changed direction, following Qual as if she were attached to his tail with a six-foot wire.

Qual had taken a twisting course, changing direction every few steps, but now he straightened out and sprinted directly back toward the starting line of the obstacle course. In pursuit was Garbo, sticking close but gaining no ground. A few yards behind her, Dukes and Rube were back on their feet, in the chase again. And ahead of Qual was the Omega Mob, picking up speed as it ran the course.

By now, the spectators were in a frenzy. Perched on a hill overlooking the course, they could see all the action. The bookies were now accepting side bets on which Gambolt would catch the Zenobian, with Garbo a clear favorite, although both Dukes and Rube were drawing some support. Despite Qual’s impressive show of speed, only the die-hard longshot players were still betting that he would elude all three pursuers.

And, in fact, Qual seemed to be running into a trap of his own making. Directly ahead of him was a high wall, a much more formidable barrier for the little lizard than for his pursuers. Qual had managed to scale the wall on his way out onto the course, but nowhere near as easily as the Gambolts, who had sailed over it almost without slowing down. Sensing their quarry’s predicament, Dukes and Rube spread out to either side, effectively closing off the Zenobian’s escape in those directions. As if conceding defeat, Qual stopped perhaps ten feet short of the wall, turning to face his pursuers with a smile.

Then, behind him, the wall fell down.

On the other side awaited the Omega Mob—over a hundred strong.

Phule stood at the head of the company. He pointed forward and shouted, “To the finish line! All together!”

The Omega Mob moved forward like a tidal wave. As they passed Qual and the Gambolts, they picked them up and carried them along with them, chairing them on the shoulders of their comrades, cheering as if they’d won a gravball championship. There were obstacles in their way, but it didn’t matter. The Mob didn’t slow until they’d reached the finish line, and behind them the course was flat as a pancake.

*    *    *

“I’m still not sure I understand what happened out there,” said Jennie Higgins, leaning back in her chair and clasping her hands behind her head. “The Gambolts chased the Zenobian around, and then the rest of the company came and swept them all along to the finish line, without settling anything—the bookies tried to argue that the Gambolts had lost, but eventually the bettors made them call off all the bets. What were you trying to accomplish?”

Phule smiled. It was easy to smile, sitting with someone as pretty as Jennie across the table from him. “There were two things we needed to do for the company, and I think we did them,” he said. “And there were a couple of longer-range things I hoped we’d accomplish, although the jury’s still out on those.”

“And are you going to tell me what those things were, or do I have to sit here and guess?” asked Jennie, teasingly.

Phule shrugged. “Oh, most of it’s no secret. The first thing we needed to do was show the new recruits they’re part of the company—family, is more like it. That’s the basic purpose of our obstacle course exercise, really. We run the course as a company, rather than individually, to show everyone that together they can overcome things very few of them could singly.”

“Yes, that was clear,” said Jennie. “That strong esprit de corps has marked your company as long as I’ve known it. But that doesn’t explain why you let the Zenobian run out first, or sent the Gambolts after him.”

“Leftenant Qual got off on a bad foot when he came to join us,” said Phule. “Some of the company had the impression he was spying on us. Well, a couple of nights back he rescued one of our people who got in a tough spot, which did a lot to change that false impression. But I wanted to solidify the company’s sense that he was working with us, and luckily the Leftenant was willing to play the role I offered him, as a rabbit for the Gambolts to chase.”

“Willing?” Jennie laughed. “It looked to me as if he was really enjoying himself out there. At least, as far as I can judge a Zenobian’s expression.”

“Yes, I think he was,” said Phule. “He has kind of an odd sense of humor, but I think he gets a kick out of being pursued. Possibly because, on their own world, his people are the hunters, and so it amuses him to play the quarry instead.”

“OK, that makes sense, but why have only the Gambolts chase him, instead of the whole company?”

“Two reasons,” said Phule. He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Now we’re getting to the part I don’t want spread too widely—though I suppose some people will guess it by themselves.”

“I won’t write anything that could damage the company,” said Jennie. “You should know that, by now.”

“You’ve been very supportive,” said Phule. “Anyhow, you know the Gambolts’ reputation as the finest fighting troops in the Galaxy. They’ve always served in their own elite units, so it was quite an honor when they asked to join my company.”

“I can imagine,” said Jennie. Then, seeing Phule’s expression, she guessed, “But it has its downside, too.”

“You’ve got it,” said Phule. “They’re so obviously superior to our other new recruits that it was affecting morale. I had to counteract that. Chasing Qual let them show how good they are, which is important—they need to feel success, too.”

“But not catching Qual right away took them down a notch, as well, I assume.”

Phule nodded. “They didn’t manage to get Qual cornered until they worked as a team, which was what I hoped for. They tend to be loners, and it was important to get them thinking as members of a team. That was a bit of a gamble on my part—it depended on Qual staying free until then.”

Jennie put a forefinger on her chin. “And right when they got him cornered, the company swept them all up.”

“Yes, that’s exactly it,” said Phule, smacking his fist into his palm. “I wanted the company to catch up to the Gambolts just at the moment they’d succeeded in running Qual down—to make them associate that feeling of success with being part of the whole company. The timing was tricky, but Qual carried it off—and I don’t mind telling you, it was a relief that he managed to. It all fell together when the rest of the company gathered them up and treated them as comrades. I wanted to inspire them to stop thinking of themselves as competing individuals, and become members of the family—to take pride in each other’s abilities. Now we can build on that.”

“Well, I hope you’re right,” said Jennie. “After what I saw today, I’m glad they’re on our side. I’d hate to have somebody that good as my enemy.”

“Jennie, we count you among our very best friends,” said Phule, smiling even more broadly than before. If her response was typical, the exercise had a chance to achieve his final, unspoken goal. Now, he had to hope the right people had been watching …


Chapter Nine

The shortest route from the officer’s mess to the Comm center went through the hotel’s ballroom wing. Phule and Lieutenant Armstrong, on their way to their offices after a working breakfast, happened to pass the Grand Ballroom as Flight Leftenant Qual, grinning from ear to ear, led the recruits in warm-up exercises before unarmed combat training. He was leading them through a set of jumping jacks to an improvised cadence that, after the translating circuits had mangled it, had even Brandy falling out with laughter. The recruits looked as enthusiastic as they’d been since joining the Legion.

Phule smiled at the sight. “Well, I think we’ve finally scotched the rumor that Qual’s a spy,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” said Armstrong, striding alongside. “It was a stroke of genius to have him play bait for the Gambolts in that exercise. That made him the underdog, and the recruits were all rooting for him. That broke down a lot of barriers.”

“Yes, that went a long way toward solving the problem,” said Phule. “But we got a piece of sheer luck, when Qual rescued Gears—you know him from the motor pool—from robbers out in town. That stun ray of his probably saved our man’s life.”

“Yes, that was very lucky,” said Armstrong. “He couldn’t have sat down and planned things any better to rehabilitate his reputation.”

Phule came to a sudden stop and looked at his lieutenant. “Hmm—tell me the truth, Armstrong. You don’t think that could be exactly what happened, do you?”

Armstrong’s jaw fell. “Why, that’s imposs … No, I guess it’s not impossible. It is far-fetched, but I suppose Qual could have arranged it. But if the robbers were hired to take the fall, or tricked into it, Qual couldn’t be sure they wouldn’t talk.”

“I think you should call to Station Security and make sure those fellows are thoroughly questioned before they’re sent off to prison,” said Phule. “Odds are they’re smalltime robbers who picked the wrong victim. But if there’s anything fishy about Qual’s being there to make the rescue, we need to know about it as soon as possible.”

“Yes, sir,” said Armstrong, although he didn’t look happy. “That’s the way things, have been lately, isn’t it? Just as we think a problem’s solved, it turns out there’s a new twist we haven’t thought of.”

“I’m afraid that’s the way of it, Lieutenant,” said Phule, nodding sympathetically. Armstrong always wanted problems to be simple, with simple solutions. It had taken Phule a good while to learn that real life didn’t always work that way. With luck, his lieutenant would make the necessary adjustment before he had a command of his own. It was one thing to go through life thinking you could ignore all the shades of gray in the world; it was another thing to stake the lives and safety of people under your command on that assumption. Well, Armstrong was learning, a bit slower than he might have, but there was hope for him.

The two officers burst through the door to the command center together. Mother shot them a panicked look, then ducked behind her console. “Good morning, Mother,” said Phule. As usual, the reply was inaudible. Phule gave a sigh, and continued into his own office. He’d been working on the assumption that pretending everything was perfectly normal might keep Mother from ducking into a shell every time she had to deal with someone in person. The jury was still out on this approach.

But when he entered his private office, the light on his desktop communicator was blinking. He picked it up. “Yes, Mother?”

“Well, honey-bun, I thought you’d never notice,” came the saucy voice in his ear, suddenly bold now that she didn’t have to look him in the face. “Got some people want to see you, not that I can figure out why. I assume you’re still not interested in talking to those pesky IRS agents.”

“That’s right, Mother,” said Phule. “What did you tell them?”

“Your morning schedule’s full, they should check back later, like ten years from now. It’s close enough to true, sweetums. You haven’t left yourself much time to get organized for this reassignment.”

“We’ll be ready,” said Phule. “And with any luck, I can put off the IRS until we’ve left the station. That’ll give Beeker time to work on my taxes. What else is on the menu today?”

“Another group of civilians dyin’ to see you,” she said. “You’ll love this bunch—all three of ’em look like flunk-outs from charm school. Act like it, too. You wanna know their names?”

“Three of them, you say?” Phule’s interest suddenly picked up. “Sure, let’s have the names.”

“OK, sweetie.” There was a moment while Mother retrieved the names. “Stonecutter Johnson, Joe the Blade, and Asteroid Annie. Representing the Renegades Hovercycle Club, they say. Shall I give ’em the brush-off?”

Phule sat up straight in his chair. “Oh, send them in, by all means,” he said, suddenly alert. “But first, why don’t you patch me through to the supply depot? I think the time may finally have come to solve another of our outstanding problems.”

*    *    *

“So, Sarge, when these Renegade guys show up, what do we do?” Double-X peered through a slit between the board Chocolate Harry had nailed over the casino loading dock, now converted to Omega Company’s supply depot. The view outside was unchanged.

“We kick ass,” said Louie’s translator voice. The Synthian brandished his automatic shotgun, as if eager for the impending showdown. “Blow them away.”

“Easy for you to say,” said Chocolate Harry, “Problem is, it ain’t enough to blow away the first guys they send. We finish this bunch off, there’ll be others—and more after them. These dudes don’t give up a grudge just because they have a tough time settling it.”

“Yeah, I can get into that,” said Double-X. “Back on Crumbo, where I grew up, the Slambeens and the Ratzers used to go at it like that. Those were some tough guys—steal the glimmer right off a cragbolt, and laugh about it like it was nothin’.”

“Yeah, well, you never saw me back down from no cragbolt, neither,” said Chocolate Harry, sneering. He asserted this with a certainty bolstered by the fact that he had never to his knowledge been on the same planet as a cragbolt. “A man’s got a rep to live up to, he can’t pick and choose his fights.”

“I guess that’s right, Sarge,” said Double-X, who like most sensible legionnaires was more in awe of his own sergeant than of any potential adversary—human, alien, or monster.

“Somebody coming,” said Louie, in what sounded like a hoarse whisper despite the translator’s limited range of expression.

Chocolate Harry leaned over to look at the monitor screen showing the output of the security cameras he had covering the approaches to the supply compound. “Relax,” he said, after a moment. “It’s the captain.” Then, after a longer pause he added, “At least it looks like the captain.”

“Should I challenge him, Sarge?” asked Double-X, picking up the microphone.

“Nah, I’ll hail him on his private frequency,” said C. H. “The Renegades might be able to rig somebody up to look like him, but they can’t jigger the whole comm system without a lot of work. That ain’t their style, anyway—more likely they’d walk up to the door and call me out.” He reached to activate the wrist communicator, but before he could do so, Phule’s unmistakable voice came from the speaker.

“C. H., are you in there? I have something we need to talk about.”

“Sure, Cap’n,” said the supply sergeant. “Come on in—we aren’t gonna shoot you.”

“Oh, I wasn’t worried about you shooting me,” said Phule’s voice. “But you might start trying to shoot the people I’ve got with me, and get careless.”

“What do you mean, Cap’n?” said Chocolate Harry. Then, as he saw who stood next to Phule, his voice went up an octave. “Look out, Cap’n! It’s the Renegades!”

Phule’s calm voice came back: “They’ve promised not to try anything, C. H.—I think they’ve realized they’ll get more by talking to you than any other way. Will you let us come in and talk?”

Chocolate Harry said nothing for a long moment, his face impassive but his mind racing. At last he said, “You vouch for ’em, Cap’n? They ain’t carryin’ heat?”

“They’re clean, Harry,” said Phule. “Are you going to let us in?”

“OK, Cap’n. Yo, Double-X, Cap’n comin’ in, with hos-tiles. Keep ’em covered, but no shootin’ unless they make the first move. Got it?”

“Yeah, Sarge,” said Double-X, and he went to unbar the door.

Phule and the three Renegades picked their way through the obstacles outside the supply depot, and finally entered the door. Inside, the Renegades stopped and stared. Phule stepped over to the side of his supply sergeant, who stood with his fists balled at his sides. “Relax, Harry,” he said in a low voice. “I think we’re going to solve your problems.”

“I know these guys,” said Chocolate Harry, his eyes fixed on the intruders. “Stonecutter Johnson, ain’t it? And your old sidekicks, Joe the Blade and Asteroid Annie. Never thought I’d see your nasty faces up here.”

“Not a bad setup you got, Harry,” the big Renegade said, nodding appreciatively. “Anybody starts a rumble with you boys, he better know how to take care of hisself.”

“The Legion knows its business,” said Phule calmly. “You saw a sample of that.”

“You put on a pretty convincin’ show,” said Johnson, with a grudging nod. “Them cats can move. And they’re only part of what you got. Make a dude stop and think.”

“Yeah,” said Harry. “You do that, Stonecutter, and maybe nobody gets hurt. OK?”

“Hey, Harry, we been thinkin’. OK?” said Johnson. “When we got word that you was on this station, the club took a vote. Maybe it’ll surprise you to know that some of the new guys didn’t think it was worth comin’ after you, after so many years. But us old-timers remembered what you done to our bikes, and payback is payback, no matter how long it’s been.”

“Don’t matter if there ain’t but two of us left alive,” growled Joe the Blade. His fingers twitched in the vicinity of his vibroblade sheath, but then he remembered it was empty. He punched his fist into his empty palm, with a curse. Behind him, the Synthian guard took a tighter grip on his shotgun.

“What the hell is this?” said Chocolate Harry, turning to Phule. “Cap’n, you said they was comin’ to talk!”

“We’re talkin’, ain’t we?” said the woman Renegade, with a gap-toothed grin that conveyed very little warmth. “Didn’t say we was gonna talk nice.”

“Easy, now, all of you,” said Phule. “I don’t ask you to be friends after so long, but I do think we can arrive at some way to solve your problems. You Renegades have brought a grievance against Chocolate Harry, perhaps a legitimate one—I don’t think he denies that there was some incident in the past.”

“Damn straight there was a freakin’ incident,” growled Stonecutter Johnson. “Harry’s a freakin’ liar if he says anything else.”

“I’d appreciate it if you’d do without the profanity,” said Phule, his voice suddenly cold. “Whatever the merits of your argument, that sort of language adds nothing to it. Now, what we’re here for is to find a way to end this feud, because frankly it’s an impediment to the Legion’s operation.”

“It shouldn’t be too hard to end the feud,” said Asteroid Annie, sneering. “Give the three of us five minutes alone with the fat boy, and no interference. We’ll settle it right fast.”

“Harry might surprise you,” said Phule, calmly. “But that’s not how we’re going to solve this. The Legion looks after its own. If you attack my sergeant, you’ll find out what it means to take on a full Legion company. And the same goes for any other member of my command.”

Stonecutter Johnson put a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “That’s right, Annie, the Cap’n told us that before, and I believe him. It’s the same way we’d be if somebody came after one of our own—or at least, that’s how it was in the good old days, before all the snot-nose kids came into the club and let all the biker traditions go to hell.”

“A-men, Stony. Things ain’t like they used to be,” agreed Joe the Blade. His face took on a wistful expression, and he added, “It must be five, six years since I last cut somebody’s ears off.” He scratched his scraggly beard, and gazed speculatively at the supply sergeant.

“Cap’n!” Harry squawked. “You gonna let ’em threaten me like that?”

“Kick ass!” came Louie’s translated voice, and the little Synthian brandished his shotgun. “Blow them away!”

“Now who’s makin’ threats?” snarled Stonecutter. “Cap’n, I didn’t think you was lurin’ us into a ambush, but if that’s how you’re playin’ it, I’m ready to snaggle.” He struck a defensive martial arts pose, and his cohorts followed suit.

“Everyone calm down,” barked Phule. “Louie, put that weapon away. These people came here unarmed, in good faith, and that’s how we’re going to play it. Now, Chocolate Harry, if I understand the situation, these people accuse you of tampering with their hovercycles.”

“Well …” Harry began.

“Tamperin’ ain’t the word for it,” shouted Asteroid Annie. “He reversed the wires on the hover circuit, so they flipped over when we went to ride ’em.”

“And he poured Insta-Stick glue on the seats, so we couldn’t get off without taking off our jeans,” said Joe the Blade, shaking his fist.

“And he put helium in the reaction tanks and burned out the mass converters,” said Stonecutter Johnson. “Any man that’d do that to somebody else’s hawg … well, he ain’t fit to ride, Cap’n. He ain’t … fit … to ride.”

“Is this true, Harry?” Phule turned to his supply sergeant.

“Well, Cap’n, it was like this …” Harry began again.

“The explanations can wait, Harry. There’s only one thing I need to know right now: Is what they’re saying true?”

Chocolate Harry pulled himself up to his full height and saluted. “Yes, sir!” he barked.

“That’s all I wanted to know,” said Phule. “At ease, Sergeant. I told you the Legion protects its own, and I meant it. But these people are entitled to some recompense for what you did to them, and I mean to see that they get it. It’s the only way to end this standoff, and to get back to our real business.”

“What you gonna do, then?” asked Chocolate Harry, his gaze shifting warily between Phule and the Renegades.

“Yeah, man, what you gonna do to him?” said Stonecutter Johnson. He and his fellow Renegades cast suspicious looks toward the Legionnaires.

“Nothing,” said Phule. Then, as the others’ mouths opened in protest, he held up a hand. “Nothing to him, that is. We’re going to follow an old maxim: ‘Let the punishment fit the crime.’ Sergeant, where is your hovercycle?”

“Cap’n!” Harry dropped to his knees like a felled ox. “Cap’n, let ’em cut my ears off! Let ’em tattoo me paisley from head to toe with a dull needle! Let ’em throw me out the airlock, but Cap’n, please don’t let ’em have my hawg!”

“Cuttin’ them ears off would be fun,” said Joe the Blade, grinning evilly. Asteroid Annie’s eyes lit up.

“Yeah, go ahead, cut ’em off,” bawled Harry. “Cut ’em both off, and shave me with a ripsaw, and then boil me in Chinese mustard. But don’t mess with my hawg!”

“Where’s the hovercycle?” repeated Phule. “No more delays, Harry. I’ll have the cycle or I’ll have your stripes.”

“Sure, bust me back to buck private, Cap’n,” said Harry, still on his knees. “Bust me all the way back, and throw me in the stockade, and dump the key in a black hole, and feed me on sawdust and battery acid. I won’t complain, no sir, not one word, long as you don’t let ’em have my hawg.”

“Hey, man,” said Stonecutter Johnson, stepping up to Phule. “We don’t care what you do with his fat ass. It was our bikes he screwed with. Give us the hawg and we don’t care what else happens to him.”

“Is that so?” said Phule. “Will you stick by that? If I give you the hovercycle, will you drop your grudge against Harry?”

“Let us have the hawg, to do whatever we want with it,” said Stonecutter, leering. “After that, it’s over. Stonecutter Johnson says so, and what Stonecutter says, no Renegade’s gonna go against it. That right, dudes?”

“Nothin’ but right,” said Asteroid Annie, grinning. Joe the Blade nodded his assent, as well.

“Very well, then,” said Phule. “Harry—the bike.”

Sobbing incoherently, the supply sergeant pointed to a door in back of the supply office. Phule strode over and opened it, to reveal a shining hovercycle—a machine gorgeous enough to make any rider drool. The Renegades let out a collective gasp at the sight. “It’s yours,” said Phule. “Take it and go—and I’ll hold you to your word. The Space Legion will hold you to your word.”

“No need for that,” said Stonecutter Johnson. “We got more than we ever expected. Chocolate Harry, the feud is off. You don’t got nothing ever to fear from us again.”

“Thanks a million,” said the supply sergeant bitterly. “I’d rather you’d cut my ears off. Don’t stand there and rub it in—take the hawg and go.”

“You ain’t gotta ask me twice,” said Johnson. He gestured to his cohorts, and the three Renegades walked the cycle out of the supply depot, grinning broadly. The door closed behind them.

There was a moment of silence, as they all stared at the door. Then Harry said in a near-whisper, “Great god-a’mighty, Cap’n—I think it worked!”

“Of course it worked,” said Phule. “As far as they’re concerned, they’ve got their revenge. And they’ve got what they think is the single thing you valued most in life. Great acting job, by the way.”

“Thanks, Cap’n. Once you called me up and told me what was comin’ down, I saw it was the only way to play it. And I really did have a qualm or two seein’ ’em take away my good ol’ hawg. Even if I couldn’t really use it here, that there cycle was my oldest friend. Had a lot of memories connected with it.”

Phule clapped him on the back. “Well, I told you I’d replace it, and you know I’ll stand by that. You pick the model, and it’s yours—soon as those Renegades go back home.”

“Sounds good, Cap’n,” said Harry, smiling. Then his face turned wistful, and he said, “Maybe there ain’t no real hurry, though. There wasn’t a whole lot of chance to ride it here, and that ain’t good for a hawg. We’re gonna get planetside again before long, where I can really crank it up and run—I guess I can wait till then to get a new hawg.”

“That makes sense,” said Phule. “I’m sorry to see you lose that old one, though. Do you really think they’ll destroy it?”

“They ain’t that crazy,” said C. H. “More likely, they’ll take it back home as a trophy—maybe they’ll do somethin’ to mark it, but no real rider would ever really hurt that bike. I bet they keep it in good shape, break it out and ride it every now and then, to show off how they got their revenge on me.”

“And do you think they did?” asked Phule.

Harry thought for a moment. “Yeah, I guess they did—at least by their lights. And I got somethin’ I wanted, too—somethin’ I never thought I’d see again.”

“What’s that?” said Double-X, who’d started taking boards off the windows.

Harry’s smile was beatific. “Peace of mind, dude, peace of mind. Ain’t nothin’ in the galaxy to match it.”

*    *    *

From his seat at the head of the table, Phule looked around the conference room. For once, he was addressing a group of civilians: the managers and department heads of the Fat Chance Hotel and Casino. He reminded himself that he couldn’t take their obedience for granted, as he would with his Legion subordinates. This time, he’d actually have to convince them he was right.

On the other hand, as majority owner of the Fat Chance, he carried considerable authority here. That had its downside, actually—it could mean that a major loophole in his plans might go undetected because nobody had the nerve to call the boss on it. Well, he’d had that trouble with his Legion command at first, too. The people he was leaving here were good enough that any miscalculations he made should be spotted and corrected before they got out of hand.

“Everyone’s here, so let’s begin,” he said. The murmur died down. “You’ve all heard the news by now, that my Legion company has been transferred to another assignment. That means that we will no longer be available to guard the casino.”

“I’ve heard it, and I think it’s a disaster, plain and simple,” said Gunther Rafael, the former owner of the Fat Chance. Phule had kept him on as a figurehead manager, and planned on putting him in charge of day-to-day operations once the company was gone. “Your people have been the only thing keeping the mobsters from walking into the casino and taking it over at gunpoint. Quite frankly, I expect them to try exactly that, the minute your ship leaves the station.”

“The mobsters have had their wings clipped,” said Phule, looking at Rafael. He hoped he hadn’t overestimated the former owner. “I don’t think you’ll find them anywhere near as bold as that. We won’t be leaving you without security, you know.”

“You might as well,” said Rafael. “Everybody knows it’s the Legion that’s protecting this place. That’s kept us safe. When you go, it’ll be like leaving babies to guard a bank vault.”

“No it won’t,” said Phule. “As many of you know, most of the ‘legionnaires’ in the casino are actually uniformed actors. The real Legion guards are out of uniform, undercover. So, if a few uniformed personnel leave, it can be explained as normal turnover. As far as the public sees, the Legion will still be here. I’ll be away, but that shouldn’t affect security.”

“It certainly shouldn’t,” said Doc. He’d been training the actors impersonating legionnaires for the last few months. He was in Legion uniform, with a set of sergeant’s stripes—a “promotion” he’d been granted in anticipation of Moustache’s leaving with the real Legion. Doc looked every bit the part, standing straight as an arrow at the foot of the table.

“The place was a target before,” said Doc, “because the mob thought the new owners would be pushovers. The mob’s been pretty quiet since they found out the Legion means business. And after the way the company tore up that obstacle course the other day, I’d guess that just having a few Legion uniforms visible will keep the hoodlums out from underfoot. I doubt we’ll have to deal with anything much worse than the occasional rowdy drunk after word of that gets out.”

“And we don’t need a Legion company to handle that kind of problem,” said Lex, who’d taken over managing the casino’s entertainment program. “We can take care of that by giving some of our stagehands overtime as bouncers to back up Doc’s team.”

“You can go a long way in this business by putting up the right front,” agreed Tullie Bascom. Phule had lured Tullie out of retirement to run the Fat Chance’s gambling operations. “The Legion’s rep is all the security we need.”

“As far as the other operations, I’m satisfied they’re in good hands,” said Phule. “The entertainment is the best on the station, thanks to Lex …”

Lex gave his best professional smile. “Well, I have to give a lot of credit to Dee Dee Watkins,” he said. “She may have the biggest case of artist’s temperament I’ve seen since I first stepped on a holostage …”

“And that’s longer ago than even I want to think about,” said Doc in a stage whisper.

“… but she has the goods to back it up, too,” said Lex, grinning wryly as everyone laughed. “And with her signed to a long-term contract, we’re set for the foreseeable future.”

“There’s one more element we’ll be putting in place shortly after I leave,” said Phule. “Just so my prolonged absence doesn’t start the mob thinking, we’re going to implement a plan I’ve kept absolutely under wraps until now. I urge you all not to say a word about this outside this room—because it’s the heart of the plan. Beeker?”

“Yes, sir,” said the butler, who’d sat quietly in a chair behind his employer. He opened a door and in walked … Phule. “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” the new arrival said in a voice indistinguishable from the original.

“What the devil, have you cloned yourself?” said Tullie Bascom over the babble of voices.

“Not quite,” said Phule. “This is a custom model from Andromatic, set up to our specifications. It has a very limited set of functions, but they should be sufficient for the purpose. Most of the time, it’ll sit behind a desk, looking busy. But it can also walk around the casino, even sit down for a drink. It can carry on a conversation, as long as it doesn’t have to be too profound—and it’s programmed to break it off the minute somebody strays beyond general topics.”

“Good lord, Captain, you don’t intend to leave this android to run the casino in your absence?” Rafael said.

“Oh, it won’t be running anything,” said Phule. “You and your staff will be doing that. All it has to do is show up often enough to convince people that I’m still on the job. If somebody really needs to talk to me—which shouldn’t happen all that often—well, that’s what communicators are for.”

“But, Captain, you have a habit of getting yourself in the news,” Lex pointed out. “Your company is bound to attract attention in its new assignment, and then your picture will be on screens all over the galaxy—showing you’re obviously several light-years away from here.”

“Nobody believes what they see on the news,” said Phule. “They’ve seen too many stories where they used stock footage of some politician—usually, it doesn’t matter a bit. Just tell people I’m back and forth all the time, taking care of details on both ends. Andromatic tells me this basic model is very popular with political leaders. It should work for us.”

“So, instead of a Phule running the place, we’ll have a dummy,” said Doc, grinning broadly.

“I can see you’ve got everything set up,” said Rafael, after the laughter had died down. “Well, then, I guess the only thing to do is to iron out the details.”

“I hope so,” said Phule. “And the sooner the better. Now, you’ll be getting back the block of rooms the troops have been using. That’s going to be good for the bottom line, of course, but there’ll be some reconversion needed …”

The meeting got down to business, with the Andromatic Phule standing behind the original, occasionally nodding as if in agreement with some point being made. After a while, nobody paid it much attention—which was exactly what Phule had hoped for.


Chapter Ten

Journal #341

Once a timetable had been set for the company’s departure from Lorelei, the actual preparations went ahead smoothly. The main complication was keeping the withdrawal a secret from the public—particularly from the local criminal elements that might try to seize the opportunity to press their own interest in the lucrative casino.

I myself thought the elaborate efforts to deceive the mob leaders, especially Maxine Pruett, were perhaps more complex than necessary. That was before I found an incentive to take a personal role in the subterfuge …

Lieutenant Rembrandt checked her communicator. Its readout showed Galactic Standard Time as 21:29—half an hour until the shuttle carrying the last of Phule’s legionnaires was scheduled to leave. So far, everything had gone as well as anyone could have expected—she was almost tempted to describe it as having been done with military precision, except she knew the military far too well. The company’s heavy equipment was already in transit, and would be waiting in orbit when they arrived at Landoor. And almost all the Legion personnel were already on the transport ship.

It was the “almost” that had her worried.

She had a very good idea which members of the company would show up at the last minute. The captain was one of them—no surprise there at all. He was still at the casino, settling the last details of the withdrawal. Nor was she particularly disturbed to see that the captain’s butler had not checked in. As a civilian, Beeker was of course not subject to Legion discipline or rules. Most likely, the butler was with his employer—or on an errand for him. Still, he was normally punctuality itself; it would be a real surprise if he missed the shuttle.

On the other hand, the absence of Sushi and Do-Wop was some cause for concern, predictable though it was. Whenever there was trouble, one or the other was likely to be in it up to his ears. This time it looked as if both were involved. They’d never missed a ship, to her knowledge—not yet, at least. But they were an excellent bet to come racing up at the last possible second, with someone or another in hot pursuit. She hoped she wouldn’t have to slam the shuttle door in a security officer’s face. She’d spent so much time building a positive image for the company, it’d be a shame to leave the station on that sort of note.

But with half an hour to go, she might as well spend the time doing something other than worrying. She pulled out the art history book she’d been reading. She’d never had much interest in the old twentieth-century “moderns”—it seemed curious to call them that, so long after they were all dead and gone—but the author was making a good case that Picasso was, after all, a very talented draughtsman. She turned to where she’d left off and began reading.…

*    *    *

Maxine Pruett didn’t usually answer the communicator herself. In fact, it was fairly unusual that she even heard its summons. People didn’t call her—she called them. If they needed to get in touch, there was an office number, with a secretary during the day and an answering service at night. Only very close personal friends (and there weren’t many of them, nowadays) ever called her at home. And when they did, Laverna answered it.

So, it took her some time to notice the persistent buzz. She had the sound on the holovision turned up loud, as always, and the comm unit was in another of the suite’s eight rooms. Maxie didn’t have a nagging fear of missing an important call. That was for other people to worry about. She was perfectly capable of letting the communicator buzz until she felt like picking it up, or turning off the buzzer if she wasn’t in the mood. It wasn’t her that was going to be in trouble if an important message didn’t get through …

But the damned thing had been buzzing for at least five minutes, and Laverna still hadn’t answered. Where the hell was Laverna? Finally, Maxine stomped out to her office—really Laverna’s office, since Laverna was the one who used it ninety-five percent of the time—and picked up the handset—a basic, voice-only unit. Nobody in her business wanted a videophone in her private home. “Who’s there?” she growled.

“Ah, Mrs. Pruett, I was beginning to wonder if you were there,” said a familiar voice.

“Captain Jester,” she said, although she knew perfectly well his real name was Phule. Now this was a surprise. “What can I do for you, Captain?” she added. She wasn’t inclined to do anything for him, but it was good policy to be minimally polite to somebody who had an armed Legion company on call.

“You can tell me where my butler is,” snarled the captain. “Better yet, you can send him back—all in one piece, if you don’t mind.”

“Your butler?” Maxine’s brow furrowed. “I don’t know anything about your butler.”

“Don’t play games with me, Mrs. Pruett,” said the captain. “Beeker was near your headquarters when he disappeared, and I have reason to believe he had gone there to see one of your subordinates. Now, are you going to send him back or not?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking abou … Wait a minute,” said Maxine, suddenly making a mental connection. “Which of my subordinates was he coming to see?”

“I don’t know her full name,” said Phule stiffly. “Livorno, Laverne—something like that.”

Maxine’s teeth clenched. “Laverna? Damn! Captain, can I call you right back? I need to check on something.”

“I’ll be waiting,” said Phule, and gave her the comm code. “Don’t take too long, though—I can promise you, you don’t want me to send my people over to find out what’s causing the delay.”

“I don’t need your promises to know that,” Maxine snapped at the captain. “Cool your jets—I’ll get right back to you.” She slammed down the receiver and went looking for her assistant.

It didn’t take long to determine that Laverna wasn’t anywhere in the suite. A quick phone call established that she wasn’t in the bar downstairs—her usual watering hole. The last person who’d seen her was the guard at the door. That had been in midafternoon—as she was leaving the building with a conservatively dressed middle-aged man. The butler!

“That bitch!” Maxine slammed down the phone. Then she began to figure out what she was going to tell the captain.

*    *    *

“You sure we got time for this?” said Do-Wop.

“All the time in the world,” said Sushi, bending over an open panel behind which could be seen complex circuitry. “Quiet, now, I need to concentrate. And make sure nobody’s watching.”

“Yeah, right,” said Do-Wop. He scratched himself and pretended to goof off, gazing back down the little alley next to the casino offices. Night never fell on Lorelei, but it was early evening by Galactic Standard Time, which was the system observed on the space station. There were a few people on the streets—those finishing an early dinner, or casino workers coming off shift—but nobody seemed to pay much attention to a couple of men in maintenance uniforms crouching by an open panel with tools spread around. Just act like we belong there, Sushi had told him, and it was apparently working.

“Nobody payin’ attention,” he reported. He peered back to see how Sushi was doing. The job involved removing a particular chip and replacing it with a slightly more complex one designed to fit in the same slot. That sounded easy, but sometimes the installation didn’t resemble the pictures in the manuals. An easy job could become impossible if you only had limited time. There was a wire from some previous repair that was going to have to be disconnected, moved aside, and reconnected when the job was done. A few minutes longer. Well, that’s why they always told you to allow more time than you thought you needed to pull off a job.

And now there was somebody looking at them. “Soosh!” he hissed, and tried to act as if he wasn’t nervous. “Casino guard.”

“Act calm,” said Sushi, snapping the new chip into place, and pocketing the old one. “Now all I gotta do is reconnect the repair wire.”

“So hurry up and do it. He’s comin’!”

“Oh, in that case …” Sushi took his soldering laser and quickly played it over the base of the chip they’d removed. He stood up and said loudly, “Look at this piece of crap.”

“What the hell?” said Do-Wop, and then the security guard was looking over his shoulder.

“They had the wrong value in. No wonder the bastard burned out so soon. Some guy was too lazy to go back to the shop for the right one.” Sushi took up the obligatory repairman’s critique of his predecessor’s shoddy work.

“You guys workin’ late,” said the guard.

“Yeah, Liverakos told us finish up this last job,” said Sushi. Of course, he’d found out the casino maintenance chief’s name. “They got a new kid on next shift, and he’s late already.”

“Yeah, I seen him around,” said the guard. There were always new kids around. “Guess he won’t be here long.”

“Unless he’s related to somebody,” griped Do-Wop.

He and the guard went on about the ills of nepotism and favoritism on the job for a couple of minutes while Sushi quietly knelt down and finished reconnecting the wire. “OK, we can close her up,” he said. “And then I can find out if my wife’s gonna kill me for getting home late.”

“Lucky guy, you got a wife,” said Do-Wop.

“You call that lucky?” said Sushi, and the guard laughed. They wrestled the panel back in place while the guard kibitzed, and Do-Wop tightened the fasteners. Sushi started packing the tools.

“OK, see you boys around,” said the guard, wandering back down the alleyway.

“See you,” said Sushi. It probably wouldn’t be too soon, though. Unless something suddenly went very wrong, they’d be in deep space less than an hour from now. They finished packing up their tools, cleaned up the small amount of debris the “repair” had generated, and walked casually out of the alley.

Across the street, the security guard was standing, looking completely uninterested in them. They walked away quickly.

*    *    *

Maxine was still trying to decide on her story when the communicator buzzed again. She strode over and picked it up. “Yeah?”

It was the guard downstairs. “Boss, that Legion captain’s here, with a bunch of soldiers, and they’re loaded for bear. The customers are buggin’. How you want me to play it?”

Maxine’s reply was instantaneous. “Stall ’em—and keep your own guns out of sight. I’ll be straight down.” She disconnected, and headed for the door. Halfway there, she stopped and checked her gun; it was ready and loaded. For a moment, she considered leaving it behind—it would be next to useless against the legionnaires’ weaponry, and more likely to get her into trouble than to get her out of it—but long years of habit overrode the prudent impulse. She returned it to its concealed holster and stomped out the door.

Down in the lobby, Phule was there with half a dozen legionnaires. From behind the nearby row of quantum slot machines, tourists stared at Phule and his men (although they kept pumping in coins). A few nervous gamblers waited at the window, cashing their chips while they still had the chance. And several bulky gentlemen—plainclothes casino security—occupied seats in the lobby area, studiously ignoring the armed invasion.

Phule turned when he saw her and said, “About time, Mrs. Pruett. I have a confirmed report that my butler was in this building. Where are you keeping him?”

“Keeping him? Are you crazy?” Maxine said, taken aback. “What the hell do I want your butler for?”

“I don’t know, but I want him back,” said Phule. “And I’m not going to wait very long.”

“Look, I don’t know where he is and I don’t care. Feel free to search the place,” said Maxine. She was confident that anything she didn’t want him to see was well hidden; the place had been built on the assumption that search parties might occasionally come through. A few had, over the years, though none had penetrated beyond the nominally secret areas where teams of casino employees conducted surveillance and security operations, all perfectly legal and innocuous. Maxine’s real secrets were much better hidden.

“You don’t care?” said Phule. “Not even if he’s run off with your assistant?”

Maxine stared him down. “What if he has? She’s of legal age, after all.”

“If she knows half as much about your business as he knows about mine, we’re both in trouble,” the captain hissed. Then he looked around and said, “Is there someplace we can talk? Someplace secure? There are too many people here for my nerves.”

“Too many for my nerves, too,” she said, seizing the moment. “Most of ’em are your troops, if you want to know the truth. Get ’em the hell out of here, so my customers can go back to playing instead of gawking at all that hardware, and I’m sure we can find a place to talk.”

“We can arrange that,” said Phule. He turned to his troops. “I’ll be talking to Mrs. Pruett. You take up positions outside—with your eyes open. I’ll be half an hour—if I need more time, I’ll call you.” He tapped his wrist communicator. “If you don’t hear from me by then, you call me. If I don’t answer, you know what to do. Understood? Do whatever you need to do.”

“Yes, sir!” said the squad leader, a huge man with sergeant’s stripes. He signaled the troops and they began to file out the door.

Maxine nodded. “This way,” she said, and Phule followed her to her office. He took the chair she offered, and they sat facing each other across a large desk. “Now,” said Maxine, “what makes you think I know anything about your butler?”

“You as much as said so,” said Phule. “‘She’s of legal age’—you know they’re together, or you wouldn’t have been talking that way. We’ll both save time if we cooperate on this. I want my butler back, you want your assistant … maybe for different reasons, but we both want the same thing. We both gain by working together on this.”

Maxine didn’t blink. “Working together how?”

“Ah, I knew you’d get down to business when you saw the advantages,” said Phule. “Here’s the way I see it. We can’t equal your intelligence sources on-station—we aren’t bad, mind you, just not your equal. Yet. We do pick up items you wouldn’t, and as far as our off-station sources—well, you’re not in that league.”

“You’d be surprised,” said the mob boss. “But let’s say it’s so—you’re saying we share whatever tips we get? What’s to stop somebody from keeping secrets?”

“Really, Mrs. Pruett,” said Phule. “We aren’t going to pass along sensitive information, and neither are you. But we have to trust each other to pass along anything relevant to our mutual business. Just as we have to trust whoever finds the fugitives to return them in good condition—my butler is of no use to me dead.”

“No accidentally shot resisting arrest, in other words,” said Maxine. “Well, I hate to tie my people’s hands that way. It’s going to make things more expensive.”

“I don’t know about your assistant, but I can assure you that losing my butler will make things extremely expensive for me,” said Phule. “There won’t be any accidents, will there?”

“No accidents,” said Maxine. “I don’t see how I’ve got anything to lose passing along a tip that might help me as much as it does you, if you’ll do the same for us. And we’ll pass along your butler if we catch him. My guarantee on it.”

“And we’ll send your assistant back,” said Phule. “Here’s what we know: My butler didn’t come back from a visit to this hotel, for a lunch date. We searched his room a while ago; there wasn’t much missing, just everything he’d take if he weren’t planning to come back. And he took a few pieces of, uh, company property that I had issued to him for use in his work. That’s when I called you.”

“Right, one of our guys saw him leaving here,” said Maxine, deciding she could confirm Phule’s deduction. “Right about lunchtime, in fact—with my assistant. Ten-to-one those two have gone freelance. They’re old enough to know better.”

“That’s for sure,” said Phule. “I thought Beeker was …” His communicator buzzed. “Jester here,” he answered. He put it to his ear for privacy, but Maxine could hear the buzz of an excited voice—a woman’s voice from the pitch. “When …? I see. They’re certain …? Well, we’d never get the authority to run them down in space, but we can grab them at the other end. Who do we know there? OK, stay in touch. Jester out.”

“They’ve left the station,” said Maxine.

“Right. Two-nineteen shuttle to the Patriot liner, which went translight three hours ago. Next stop is Trannae. We’ll have somebody looking for them when they land. Do you have anybody there?”

“Maybe,” said Maxine, trying to remember which family was in charge at Trannae. It was about ninety days’ journey to Trannae, if she remembered correctly—which translated to what? Three weeks shiptime, she thought. Laverna would know….

Phule broke into her thoughts. “I’ll get the arrival info sent to you as soon as I get back to my office, but it looks as if we’ve got them,” he said. “They aren’t going to get off a liner in hyperspace.”

“Good,” she said. “I think we’ve got a deal—and now, would you and your soldiers get off my property? You’re frightening the marks.”

*    *    *

21:48—a little more than ten minutes left before departure time. If the captain hadn’t appeared by then, Lieutenant Rembrandt was going to have to delay the shuttle. Her orders said to leave precisely on schedule, no matter what. But she also had her own judgment, and she meant to use it. Abandoning the captain wasn’t an option.

A quiet tone notified Rembrandt that someone had entered the corridor she was guarding. She put down her book and stood up to see who was coming. She didn’t expect trouble, but she pulled her weapon out of its holster just in case. If trouble did come calling, she was armed with the Phule-proof adaptation of Qual’s stun ray.

The broad corridor was well-lit, and so she easily made out the two figures approaching her. They wore regulation Legion black, with unit patches for the Omega Mob. But despite the familiar uniforms, she didn’t recognize the faces. One, a lean, black woman, was a complete stranger to her. The other, a heavy-built man, had sergeant’s stripes on his sleeve and an ill-fitting full beard … there was something about him, but …

The eyes gave him away. “Beeker!” she whispered, recognizing him through the disguise. “What’s with the chin shrubbery? And who’s your friend?”

“The new recruit, Lieutenant,” said the butler, his voice a low-pitched growl. “Permission to board?”

“Permission granted, Sergeant,” she said, doing her best not to let her amusement show. Beeker was the last person she’d ever expected to see in uniform. As for his companion, she was obviously a good bit past the usual age for recruits—even in the Legion, notoriously lax in its entrance requirements. The “sergeant” and “recruit” saluted—superfluous, since she herself was in mufti—and went through the shuttle entry way.

Rembrandt peered along the corridor, but there was no one else. She checked her watch. She had time to finish a chapter, so she sat back down with her book.

She’d read half a page when the alarm sounded again. She looked up to see a single figure approaching: the captain. She put down her book and rose to her feet. “Good to see you, sir,” she said. “How’d it go?”

“Smooth as butter, I think,” said Phule. “Lex’s actors were very convincing as legionnaires, and Maxine bought my line of goods about Beeker and Laverna running off. Did they get here all right?”

“Yes, they were right ahead of you. Very well-disguised, too. I didn’t recognize Beeker right away, and if I didn’t, his own mother couldn’t.”

“Good. Then if everyone’s here, let’s go on board and get started. No need to wait to the last minute.”

“I’m afraid there is, Captain,” said Rembrandt. “Sushi and Do-Wop haven’t reported in.”

“That pair!” said Phule. “I should have known they’d find some kind of trouble to get into at the last minute.”

“They aren’t out on business?” said Rembrandt, frowning. “What if they miss the ship-out?”

Phule shook his head disapprovingly. “They might be able to get on something fast enough to catch up with us at the transfer station at Bellevue, but it’ll cost them a bundle.”

“And even then, they might get caught in a hyperspace loop and get to the transfer point a year late—or early,” said Rembrandt. “Serve them right to pay a years’ room and board while they wait for us to show up.”

Phule chuckled. “Well, if they do miss the shuttle, whatever it costs to get them back to the company is coming out of their pockets. Sushi’s dangerously bright, but I don’t think he’s figured out all the ramifications of ‘time is money’ yet.”

“This may teach him,” said Rembrandt, laughing. Then her face turned serious. “What if they’re in real trouble?”

“Anything those two can’t talk their way out of isn’t going to get fixed in a few minutes. I can spare a little more than that, but not much. We’ll lift at …”—he looked at his watch—“22:15, whether they’re aboard or not. I’m going to go give the orders. And Rembrandt …?”

“Sir?”

Phule looked her in the eye. “Don’t you get caught behind, waiting till the last second for them to show up.”

“I won’t, sir,” she said, and turned back to her seat by the door. She might as well finish reading that chapter.

*    *    *

 “Are you being followed?” said Sushi. He spoke without turning his head, and he’d turned up the volume so the microphone would pick up normal-volume speech at full arm’s length. No sense in letting any watchers realize he was using the communicator. He’d have to abandon that trick if he got close enough for anyone to overhear him speaking, but that wasn’t a problem yet.

“Can’t tell,” came Do-Wop’s muffled voice through the speaker. “People around—can’t talk much.”

“OK, hurry—and keep your eyes open,” said Sushi. Several blocks back, he and his partner had thought they spotted someone tailing them. It could have been a coincidence, or the security guard back at the casino might have gotten suspicious. They split up—as two legitimate workers would have done. Neither Sushi nor Do-Wop was a novice at eluding pursuit. And if one of them were caught—well, that was better than both.

At the next street corner was an open convenience store. A pair of shabbily dressed men stood on the corner outside the store. Casino strandees, thought Sushi—Lorelei had a “proof of work” requirement for residence, which meant that fired casino workers either got another job right away, or were shipped out. Strandees were more common. Usually they were luckless gamblers who’d hocked the ticket home to finance one more try to beat the house. They could survive for a while by scrounging and hitting an occasional small payoff. Sooner or later security caught up to them, and they were on their way anyhow—with a heavy lien against their credit to cover their passage and the fines for whatever offenses Lorelei security decided to charge them with. They weren’t normally dangerous, but there was always a chance these two were different. Sushi couldn’t spare the time to find out. He crossed the street. Almost at once he became aware that the two were looking at him.

Act like it’s all normal, he thought to himself. Keep alert—plan what you’ll do if they come after you. The store was on the corner of a broad secondary street. A couple of blocks to his left, a hard right, and he’d be at the shuttle departure bay.

He tried to hurry his footsteps without seeming to be in a hurry. The two men were still looking at him …

“Hey, you!” one of them barked.

Sushi broke into a run. There was an incoherent shout behind him, then pursuing footsteps. He glanced back to see how the pursuit was coming, then expertly flung his repairman’s toolbox into the nearest pursuer’s legs. The man went down in a tumble of knees and elbows, and his partner stumbled trying to avoid him. That gave Sushi a few extra steps lead, and he intended to make use of every centimeter of it.

Sushi put a little bob-and-weave into his run. He didn’t know who he was running from, but the likely candidates wouldn’t blink at shooting him in the back. Behind him, the pursuers were on their feet again and coming after him. Well, that ended any chance they were ordinary thieves. They could’ve hocked the repairman’s tools for more money than a worker was likely to be carrying.

Another glance back showed him he was gaining on his pursuers. Ahead, there were only a couple of people on the street between him and the corner. Maybe they were tourists. So far neither had reacted to him. He decided to give both as wide a berth as possible.

The first man he passed flattened himself against the building to one side, clearly unwilling to get involved. Sushi swung wide of him anyhow, in case he was shamming. But the other man stood stock-still, not blocking the way, but not getting out of the way, either. Sushi had a split second to decide which way to dodge when he heard a crash behind him and voices raised in anger. The man ahead of him fell back, astonished. When Sushi saw that, he actually turned and looked back—just in time to see both his pursuers down on the street. Do-Wop was picking himself up and sprinting after Sushi.

Sushi dodged past the astonished man, and a moment later he and Do-Wop turned, side by side, into the alleyway that led to the shuttle entrance. Ahead of them, Lieutenant Rembrandt was rising to her feet, a book in her hand. They were home free. It was a moment’s work to duck through the hatchway, dog it shut behind them, and take their seats. Phule gave Do-Wop and Sushi a stare, but said nothing. Minutes later, the shuttle was leaving Lorelei.

Journal #350

Departure from Lorelei did not by any means end my employer’s concerns with events on that station. In fact, several of them needed resolution even before our transport ship reached its first stop …

Phule looked across his desk at the woman sitting next to Beeker. He wasn’t quite sure how to handle this. It had never occurred to him that Beeker’s personal life might thrust itself into his awareness. It was hard enough accepting that Beeker had a personal life. Well, no sense dithering; he was going to have to deal with it.

“So, Laverna, do I understand correctly that you’re considering joining the Space Legion?” he began.

“I was told that it was the only condition under which the Legion would give me passage off Lorelei,” said Laverna, looking at Beeker.

“Well, that’s not strictly true,” said Phule. “The Legion routinely gives passage to several categories of civilians. Essential staff, immediate families of senior officers … Um … those don’t actually apply, do they?”

“You’d know that better than I do,” said Laverna. “I can pay for my fare, if you’re worried about that. I assume you can scramble the credit transaction so Maxine can’t trace it?”

“Certainly,” said Phule. “But I don’t think we need you to pay. As company commander, I have a certain discretionary budget, and of course what I spend my own money for isn’t the Legion’s business, with one or two fairly obvious exceptions.”

“If it comes to that, I can pay for Miss Laverna’s passage,” said Beeker.

“I can pay my own way,” Laverna repeated. “Let’s forget about that for now, all right? What I need to know is, if I do decide to join the Legion—which I haven’t done yet—what kind of choice do I have as far as my assignment?”

“Quite frankly, I don’t know all the regulations,” said Phule. “I do know you have less choice than a recruiting officer would try to make you think. You can request anything you want, but the Legion makes assignments based on its own needs.”

“I suspected as much,” said Laverna, with a thin smile. She glanced sideways at Beeker. “But tell me this: If I do qualify for a particular specialty, does the Legion guarantee to train me in it?”

“Yes,” said Phule. “There’s no guarantee what’ll happen once your training’s done. Suppose you put in for training as a quantum mechanic and assignment to Altair IV. They’d give you the training—assuming you’d qualify—but you might still end up digging ditches halfway across the galaxy.”

“Understood,” said Laverna. “Question two: If I do decide to join, my previous identity is kept secret?”

“Yes again,” said Phule. “That doesn’t mean it can’t get out. As you probably know, Chocolate Harry kept his gang nickname when he joined, and was a little too free with details of his past—which let some of his old enemies track him down. And of course, my own family name is an open secret. But I don’t think your situation is comparable, especially if you take a few steps to cover your trail.”

“You can do all that without joining the Legion, you know,” said Beeker. He said it in a level tone, but Phule thought he detected a note of urgency in the butler’s voice.

“I realize that,” said Laverna, looking Beeker in the eye. “But what I know about Maxine Pruett’s business is enough to make me a target—even if Maxine isn’t in charge on Lorelei. And it’s going to make anybody associated with me a target, including a certain butler.”

“I am willing to accept that risk,” said Beeker.

“And I’m not willing to subject you to it,” said Laverna fiercely. “The only way either of us is safe is if we’re apart. Then you can rely on your cover story: I tricked you into helping me escape, then robbed you and abandoned you. They’ll believe that of me, so they’ll leave you alone. And you won’t know where I am, so you won’t be able to give me away.”

“Perhaps I would wish to know where you are,” said Beeker. This time the emotion in his voice was unmistakable, Phule thought, though he still kept a straight face.

“There’ll be time for that,” said Laverna. “Neither of us is a child. We know how to take the long view. I’ll finish my Legion hitch in a few years, and you’ll retire from your job at some point in the future. And then we can see what there is to see. I think that is wisest.”

“So you are going to enlist, after all?” asked Phule. “If you’d like, we can cut you temporary orders attaching you to this company for your basic training, while your application for advanced training is being processed. When we know where you’re going, we can send you there.”

“I appreciate the offer, Captain,” said Laverna. “But if I am on the same world as you and Beeker for any length of time, someone is bound to come looking for me. Better if, at the next reasonable transfer point, you send me to another Legion base for basic training. That way, the risks for all of us will be minimized.”

“Very well,” said Phule. “That’s a sensible precaution, and I’ll make the arrangements for it. Meanwhile, I can put in your application for advanced training, if you know what you’d like.”

“Yes, I think so,” said Laverna. “I’ve always thought I’d be a good emergency paramedic. Do you think the Legion needs any of those?”

“I believe so,” said Phule, surprised. “I’ll put you in for it. Now, unless you can think of anything else we need to settle, I’ll get to work on this, and you two can have a little more time together before we change ships. Good luck, Miss Laverna.”

“Thank you, Captain,” she said, with one of her rare smiles. “To tell the truth, I hope I won’t need it.”

*    *    *

“I want straight answers from you two,” said Phule. He glared at the two legionnaires in his office, trying his best to look intimidating. He wasn’t quite sure it was working.

“Straight answers about what, Captain?” said Sushi. His quizzical expression made him look fifteen years old.

“Yeah, we ain’t done nothin’,” said Do-Wop, considerably less innocent-looking.

Phule sighed. He should have known he wouldn’t get anything out of this pair without arm-twisting. “All right, I guess I’ll have to spell it out,” he said. “You two made it to the shuttle by the skin of your teeth, under hot pursuit. It’s a good thing nobody with an arrest warrant walked up to the hatchway before we got it dogged, or you two might still be there.”

“But we weren’t late, sir,” said Sushi, mildly. “I don’t see how it makes any difference whether we’re on the shuttle an hour before it leaves or thirty seconds before, as long as we’re there and buckled in when it’s ready.”

“Normally, neither would I,” said Phule. “You know I run a loose ship, and that’s not about to change. I wouldn’t have said a word about it except for the latest reports from the team we left on Lorelei.”

“Whatever it is, we didn’t have nothin’ to do with it,” said Do-Wop. He had the outraged look of a Federation Senator accused of taking bribes from someone he hadn’t thought to solicit.

“I suppose I should consider it a compliment that you think we can manipulate events at that distance,” added Sushi, “but we really can’t take credit for everything. There are a number of operatives from various criminal organizations on Lorelei, you know.”

“Interesting that you automatically assume I’m referring to criminal activities,” said Phule, glowering. He paced a few steps, then turned suddenly to face the two legionnaires. “What were you doing that made you so late? And why were you wearing repairmen’s uniforms? What were you pretending to repair?”

“Pretending?” the two legionnaires asked almost in unison. Then Do-Wop went on alone, “Jeez, Captain, if we was gonna repair somethin’, it’d be fixed when we finished with it.”

“Fixed is probably the right word,” said Phule. He looked Sushi directly in the eye and said, “There’s been a very small but steady drain on receipts at the Fat Chance—a fraction of a cent from each credit card transaction—ever since shortly before we lifted off. Not enough for any one individual to notice, but quite a bit if you spread it out over the entire station for the week since we left. Now, I wonder where those odd fractions of a cent are going?”

“Gee, Captain, that’s an interesting question,” said Sushi. “I guess you think we had something to do with it.”

“I’d think that somebody who knows how to gimmick a Dilithium Express card might be able to figure out how to do something like this, yes,” said Phule. “You realize, of course, that you’re skimming from your own profits here—you two being part-owners of the Fat Chance. Not to mention skimming from all your buddies in the company.”

“Hey, Captain, you still ain’t proved we’re the ones who did it,” said Do-Wop. “Just because somebody knows how to do somethin’, that don’t mean he did it. Lorelei station’s full of crooks, y’know.”

“Yes, it’s been full of them practically since it opened up,” said Phule. He turned his penetrating stare toward Do-Wop, who suddenly found something to look at on the floor. “But nobody figured out how to pull this stunt until you two left the station—disguised as repairmen, and running as if you had a pack of ripners after you. I’ll ask you again—what were you two ‘fixing’ back there?”

Sushi and Do-Wop glanced at each other, while Phule allowed the silence to stretch out. It stretched further, and Phule was beginning to wonder if it was time to abandon the tactic when Sushi shrugged and said, “All right, Captain, if you’ve already figured it out, there’s not much point in trying to hide it anymore. We were opening up one of the hatchways that access the station’s climate control system. What most people don’t realize is that the same central computer controls all the credit card transactions, as well as some other stuff we weren’t interested in. But it shouldn’t have tapped into the Fat Chance. It was just supposed to take from the other casinos. You know I wouldn’t rob the other guys in the company.”

“Why not?” demanded Phule. “You can’t expect me to believe that one without corroboration.”

“Well, before that, I’d planted a chip in the Fat Chance’s central computer. That was how I cut off your card when I fooled the Yakuza. Lucky for me, he didn’t ask me to use your card at one of the other casinos—it would’ve blown the whole caper. But that chip was also a one-way filter between the Fat Chance and the rest of the system. You see, I was already planning this little prank back then. I can’t understand why it didn’t work.”

Phule walked up to within inches of Sushi’s face and snarled, “Probably because Beeker and I figured out how you had to have broken into my account, and counteracted it. We couldn’t inspect the entire system, but we could insert our own override into the software. So, when you pulled your little prank, the Fat Chance was back in touch with the rest of the system, and your chip stole from us as well as all the rest.”

“I told you it wouldn’t work,” said Do-Wop, glumly. “The captain’s too smart for us, Soosh.”

“I guess he is,” said Sushi. “OK, Captain, I’ll tell you where the substitute chip is so you can undo the swindle, and we’ll refund all the money it’s taken from the Fat Chance. Will that make everything all right?”

“It’ll do for a start,” said Phule. “Unfortunately, you’re going to have to go a step beyond that. I want you to refund all the money it’s taken from all the casinos. If I let you keep any profits from this, you’re likely to learn the wrong lesson.”

“Yes, sir,” said Sushi unhappily. “To tell the truth, that’ll actually be easier than separating out the Fat Chance’s share.”

“Good. Then I want it done as soon as possible,” said Phule. “Can you do it from the ship or do you have to wait till we’re out of hyperdrive?”

“I can do it from your desk phone,” said Sushi, pointing.

“You’ll do it as soon as we’re finished talking,” said Phule. “One more thing. You two are going to be on a shorter leash once we get to the new assignment. Landoor is a military operation, and we’re going to run it by military rules. That means no more freelancing by you two. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir,” said Sushi, and Do-Wop echoed his partner in an even more plaintive tone. Neither one looked particularly happy, but Phule didn’t think he could demand that of them.

“Good,” he said, looking them both in the eye. “Now, Sushi, you’re going to make that comm call, and then we’re going to see if you two hoodlums can learn how to work as part of the team. For your sake—for the whole company’s sake—I hope you can.”

Sushi and Do-Wop both nodded. Phule pointed to the phone, and sat down to watch. There might be something more he could learn from this.…


Chapter Eleven

Journal #369

As usual, my employer carefully read his briefing materials about the new world his company was going to. Landoor had been settled two hundred years ago as a mining colony (the planet was unusually rich in certain rare earths). The Moguls, as the mine owners were called, had imported convict labor to work the mines, with the promise of land and freedom after the laborers had served a stated term in the mines. The Moguls had grown enormously rich off the sweat of their imported convicts. They built their capital city on an unspoiled tropical island they called Atlantis—which became a popular vacation spot for the wealthy of that era.

Nowadays, the mainland mines were largely owned by off-planet cartels, which found it more difficult with every passing year to derive a profit from the played-out beds of ore. The original owners had, for the most part, taken their profits and left the planet for more cosmopolitan worlds where they could enjoy their wealth unhindered. That left the government in the hands of the former bureaucrats and middle managers. They ruled a population of miners, farmers, factory workers, and small merchants, who did not have the luxury of pulling up stakes and moving to a new world at whim.

Then, a few years ago, revolutionary fervor had swept the planet, and Federation troops were imported to stem the violence. Peace had been established—placing the rebel faction in the saddle, with the former government as an opposition party within the system. (A few diehards had escaped to the mainland and set up as a resistance movement, but they were considered of no consequence.)

While peace itself was greeted with rejoicing, its imposition by outside forces had left a sour taste in the mouths of many Landoorans—especially after Federation pilots strafed the peace conference. The Legion officer who ordered the gratuitous strafing was a certain Captain Scaramouche, who disappeared from the Legion rolls shortly before Captain Jester took command of the Omega Mob. This fact was not widely known on Landoor—but it was about to become so.

And for some reason, that fact had been omitted from the briefing materials General Blitzkrieg provided to my employer.

The Atlantis spaceport on Landoor was typical for a third-rate developing world: weeds growing in cracks on the roadways, peeling paint on all the buildings, and all the other evidence that nothing very important ever happened here. But to the Omega Mob, it was gorgeous. As they piled out of the landing shuttle, the legionnaires craned their necks to look up at the first natural sky they’d seen in over a year. And off in the distance, if they listened carefully, was the muted roar of surf on a broad, sandy beach. “It’s good to be back on a real planet,” said Rembrandt, and there were no dissenting voices.

A short distance away stood a formation of gray-uniformed figures: the Regular Army peacekeeping force that the Omega Mob was relieving. Behind them was a local news crew, with cameras rolling. Phule beckoned to his officers, and together they strode over to pay their respects. “Captain Larkin?” said Phule to the officer in command.

“Yes, welcome to Landoor, Captain Jester,” said the dark-haired young woman commanding the Army unit, stepping forward to take Phule’s hand in a firm grip. “A pleasure to see you—though we wouldn’t mind spending another tour here, ourselves.”

The subordinate officers on either side were introduced and shook hands, while Phule asked quietly, “Anything in particular I need to know about the local situation, Captain?”

“Nothing you won’t find in the briefing books we’ll be handing over,” said Larkin, grinning. “It’s a pleasant world, and the locals seem glad to have us here—the closest we’ve come to action was when we had to break up an Astroball victory celebration that got a little rowdy. Gorgeous weather, no nasty bugs or beasties, and even the rebels over on the mainland seem pretty harmless. You people ought to have an easy time of it.”

“Well, I hope you’re right,” said Phule. “I’m not one to dodge trouble, but it’d be good to deal with something straight-forward for once. Our last assignment had more than its share of hidden problems.”

“Captain, if you want any trouble on Landoor, you’re going to have to go looking for it,” said Larkin. “I’ve been here over a year and haven’t seen the faintest sign of it.”

“With luck, neither will we.”

Larkin nodded. She pointed to a group of men in civilian garb standing in front of the nearest building. “Let’s go introduce you to the local authorities, then. Not polite to keep them waiting.”

“Yes, by all means,” said Phule. He fell in alongside the Army captain, and the two, followed by their subordinates, began a brisk stroll toward the waiting civilians. They had gone perhaps half the distance when a sharp report rang out from the roof of a nearby building and almost at the same instant, Phule heard something whiz past his head and strike the ground behind him.

“Get down! Somebody’s shooting!” he shouted, throwing himself flat on the ground. He heard several other bodies hit the tarmac at the same time, presumably following his advice. He couldn’t tell if the shooter had hit anyone.

The closest cover was a ground vehicle of some sort, maybe twenty feet away. Phule began a quick scuttle toward it, using his knees and elbows. He didn’t know if the shot had been intended for him, but the shooter might not be particular about who he hit. In any case, he wasn’t about to provide an easy target for a second try.

He risked a peek at the scene around him. The civilians were scattering like chaff, but nobody seemed to be hurt. Then another shot rang out, and he started crawling more quickly. He sensed rather than heard someone rush past him, going in the direction from which the shots had been fired: Louie, on his glideboard no doubt, with a splatgun ready at hand. Phule hoped the Synthian was taking evasive action; Louie was a small, elusive target, but the shooters might get lucky.

Moments later, something louder and larger zoomed over him; this time he did risk a look up. It was Chocolate Harry on a new hovercycle, with Spartacus riding the sidecar. Between the glideboard and the hovercycle, the would-be assassins would be lucky to escape. On the other hand, if they decided to make a pitched battle of it … he pushed the thought out of his mind, and quickly crawled the rest of the way to shelter.

Captain Larkin had gotten there ahead of him, and was leaning with her back against the vehicle, a drawn pistol in her hand. She watched him scuttle up, then said, “Just my luck—right as I’m about to leave, the party finally comes to life.”

“You’re welcome to stay awhile,” said Phule. Then, when he’d caught his breath a little bit he added, “I take it you don’t have any idea who might be doing the shooting?”

“Not a clue,” she said. “It looks as if your people came prepared, though. That was very quick response time.” She nodded approvingly.

“Let’s hope it was quick enough.” There hadn’t been any more shots since the first two, but that didn’t mean it was safe. Phule gazed intently back at where his troops had disembarked, trying to see what was happening. Most of his company, he saw, had taken whatever cover they could find. Brandy was peering over the shuttle’s hood, scanning the rooflines with binoculars and talking into her wrist communicator—presumably directing the response to the shooting. Seeing her, Phule reached down and turned on his own communicator.

“Jester here—what’s the story, Top?”

“Still trying to find out myself, Captain. C. H. and the Synthians are out scouting. No sign of the shooter yet. You all right?”

“Not a scratch. How about the rest?”

“A few scrapes and bruises when people ducked for cover, but nothing serious. Rev split a seam in his uniform.”

Phule chuckled. “Don’t tell me where, I swear I don’t want to know. Listen now, Brandy—I want you to secure the area so the civilians can get out of danger. Send the Gambolts to scout those rooftops, too. We can’t stay pinned down here all day just because of one sniper.”

“Will do, Captain. But stay behind cover until I tell you it’s safe, OK? There might be more than one sniper out there, and they might be gunning for us.”

Phule watched as a black-uniformed skirmish line moved quickly toward him, securing the spaceport and waiting for more shots. None came, but it was quite a while before they declared the area safe. And nobody found the sniper.

*    *    *

“I’m not used to having somebody shoot at me,” said Phule, pacing restlessly. He and Beeker had been herded to a secure room inside the spaceport terminal while the Legion and Army troops made certain no shooters were waiting somewhere to take another shot at him. Somewhere else in the building, the representatives of the Landoor government—including the head of State Security, Colonel Mays—awaited them.

“If you’ll pardon my saying so, sir, you might have thought of that before joining the Space Legion. It is hardly the vocation to choose if one is seeking to avoid being shot at,” said Beeker. His expression showed no sympathy whatsoever for his employer.

“Well, we can’t be certain they were shooting at me personally,” said Phule in a hopeful voice. “They might have been aiming at almost anybody on the landing field.”

“I would consider it highly unlikely, sir,” said Beeker. “After all, Captain Larkin told you there’d been no trouble at all during her tour of duty. It is difficult not to draw the conclusion that today’s shooting incident is directly related to our arrival.”

“That doesn’t make sense, Beeker. What could anyone on this world have against us? I’ve never set foot on it.”

“That’s rather disingenuous of you, sir,” said Beeker. “You can’t have overlooked the fact that this world was formerly New Atlantis. You should certainly remember how the civil war here ended, when a certain young Legion officer took it upon himself to have the peace conference strafed. I would think you might remember that incident, since you were subsequently court-martialed for it, and assigned to your present position.”

Phule began pacing again. “I could hardly have forgotten that, Beeker. I understood all along why General Blitzkrieg had the company assigned here: It’s the one place in the galaxy where I might have enemies.”

“The one place in addition to Headquarters,” Beeker noted dryly.

“Yes, I suppose so,” said Phule. “One reason I accepted this assignment was as a way to make amends for that incident. Still, never having been to the capital, I didn’t expect anyone here to recognize me—especially since I’ve changed my Legion name. Obviously, somebody’s leaked that information.”

Beeker nodded solemnly. “I wouldn’t be in the least surprised to learn that the general himself had revealed your previous identity as Captain Scaramouche to certain local factions to whom it might be of interest.”

“That’s the way to bet—though it’s probably pointless to try to prove it,” said Phule. “More important is to find out which of those factions decided to start shooting the minute I landed here.”

“I would think that would be easy enough to answer, sir,” said Beeker. “Who suffered the most when you strafed the peace conference?”

“Other than myself, you mean?” said Phule, with an ironic grimace. “I suppose whatever faction lost the most in the eventual peace settlement. The former government, I suppose—especially the diehards who kept on fighting.”

“My thought exactly. From their point of view, the strafing might appear as insult piled upon injury.”

“That would be very narrow-minded of them.” said Phule. “It really wasn’t at all directed at them personally.”

Beeker stared at his employer for a long moment. “That may be true, sir, but I suspect that many people would find the distinction rather esoteric. Even professional soldiers are likely to take being shot at as an invasion of their personal space, I’d think.”

“Well, that really ignores the whole context,” said Phule. “I was trying to exploit a military situation in wartime. That’s hardly the same as assassinating someone—assuming that’s what they were up to.”

“I am glad you perceive a difference,” said Beeker, mildly. “However, it seems apparent that not everyone is quite ready to forgive and forget.”

“Well, we’ll have to talk some sense into them,” said Phule. “In a way, that’s what we’re here for, isn’t it?”

“Sir, I was under the rather distinct impression that we had come here to get out of trouble. I suppose it was foolish of me to believe that. I shall have to learn to moderate my irrepressible optimism.”

“I’d be just as happy if you’d learn to moderate your sarcasm,” said Phule, “but I’d never recognize you without it. In any case, if the rebels really have taken my arrival as a pretext to reopen hostilities, it’s going to jeopardize this company’s peacekeeping mission. I don’t intend to sit still for that.”

“Not at all a wise policy with someone shooting at you,” agreed Beeker.

“Exactly. So, first we have to find the rebels and convince them I’m not their enemy. Any idea how we go about that?”

“Given today’s events, I should think the rebels may not be especially interested in negotiating.”

“Well, I’ll have to do what I can to change that,” said Phule. “Until then …”

The door opened and Lieutenant Armstrong stuck his head in. “Captain, it looks as if things are finally under control. If you’ll follow me, the government people are ready to meet you.”

“Good,” said Phule. “Now let’s hope they haven’t decided to hold that shooting against me.”

“Perhaps they won’t, sir,” said Beeker gloomily. “Always assuming they weren’t the ones responsible for it.” But Phule and his lieutenants had already left the room.

*    *    *

Phule followed Armstrong and Rembrandt down a corridor to an office complex, and into a large office, evidently commandeered for the purpose. The sign on the door read spaceport manager, and there were several harried-looking men and women in the outer office as the Legion contingent passed through. On the walls were framed photographs of beach scenes and sunsets, reminders that this island was a tropical paradise—at least, when there wasn’t a war going on.

Inside the inner office, they were met by a big, bearded man, smoking an evil-smelling cheroot and wearing a dark green uniform with an impressive number of service stripes on the sleeve. To either side of him were two similarly uniformed men, both grim-faced. The window blinds were drawn. All three watched in silence as Phule and his officers stepped into the room.

Phule stepped up to the desk and stopped, standing at attention. “Colonel Mays, I am Captain Jester of the Space Legion, ordered here to supervise the administration of the peace treaty. Allow me to present my credentials.” Lieutenant Armstrong stepped forward with the dossier and put it on the desk in front of the big man, then stepped back to a position flanking Phule.

Mays neither looked at it nor touched it. Instead, he took the cheroot out of his mouth, looked Phule directly in the eye, and said, “You are a man who requires no introduction on this planet, Captain Jester—or should I call you Captain Scaramouche.”

“I would much prefer the former, Colonel,” said Phule. “The Space Legion has a tradition that a legionnaire leaves his past behind him when he joins—as symbolized by leaving his name behind him. Our former names and former ways of life aren’t anyone’s business.”

“A very romantic tradition, I am sure,” said Colonel Mays, with a hint of a sneer. “I am sure it gives you legionnaires great comfort to know that you can walk away from what you have done before, just by taking a new name and putting on a black uniform.”

“I don’t think anybody can escape the past,” said Phule, wondering why he was bandying words with this man. “But by changing our names, we can focus on our present tasks without having to keep explaining how we got here. That doesn’t mean the past doesn’t come looking for us, from time to time.”

Colonel Mays nodded. “Perhaps the policy is a wise one, then. But in your case, you will find a good many people here who remember what you did. As for myself—and I can tell you I speak for my superiors in the government, here—there is no animosity to you. Quite the opposite—you are one of our heroes. Your strafing mission broke the old government’s last resistance. We had heard very little from the mainland rebels until that shooting today. I think we can assume that they know who you are, as well.”

“You’re certain that was the rebels shooting at me?” said Phule. “My people responded almost immediately, but the shooters had gone, and left no clues to their origins. We haven’t even established for sure that I was the target—though that seems to be the best guess.”

Colonel Mays took a pull on the cheroot. “Until you came here, the rebels did nothing but camp out in the jungle and play their self-deluding games,” he said. “They have no popular support. When they are not half-drunk, they know that as well as I do. But today, when you arrived—you, the off-planet enemy who rubbed their faces in their defeat—somebody shows up to shoot at you. Yes, Captain, I think that is a very good guess.” The two men with him laughed.

Phule glanced at Armstrong and Rembrandt, neither of whom seemed to find Mays’s statement amusing. “Another possibility occurs to me, Colonel,” he said. “What if someone in your government is more worried about the rebels than you are? Perhaps they faked an assassination attempt, hoping to convince the peacekeeping team to punish the rebels. Of course this is mere speculation, but can you deny the possibility?”

Mays scowled. “Of course I deny it,” he said. “We are a peaceful government—in fact, the peace agreement completely disarmed our military. Now it is fit only for construction and police work. Your company—and the rebels over on the mainland—are the only significant armed bodies on the planet.”

“I see,” said Phule. “Well, if that’s the case, you’ll have no problem with us. In fact, the less we have to do, the happier my people will be. What kinds of work have you got your soldiers doing?”

“We are currently embarked on a project to increase tourist revenues,” said the colonel. “I don’t know how much you know about our planet’s economy …”

“You’d be surprised what I know,” said Phule. He and Beeker had done exhaustive financial research on the world they were coming to, looking for opportunities to make the new assignment profitable for the legionnaires (and of course, for themselves). Nothing had struck them as quite ripe, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t find something once they were on the ground.

Colonel Mays grunted. “Well, then, you probably know that our mines were played out over a generation ago, and nothing has really replaced them. Jobs are scarce. Many of our people are subsistence farmers—in some ways, they’re the lucky ones. The former government tried to develop a manufacturing industry, but that didn’t go very far.”

“I can see why,” said Phule. “Everything you make here is being made just as well and just as cheaply elsewhere, so there aren’t off-planet markets for it. You’re stuck trying to lift yourselves by your own bootstraps.”

“Exactly, Captain,” said Mays. He stubbed out the cheroot. “You’ve done your homework. So, we’re looking at a stagnant economy. The former government never could find a way to improve things. Now it’s our turn to try—and I hope we can do better.”

“I understand,” said Phule, his financial instincts taking over. “What avenues are you pursuing?”

“We need off-world money, and one way to get that is to attract off-worlders here,” said Mays with impeccable logic. “We hope to develop a tourist industry.”

Phule nodded, thinking of Lorelei’s tourist-generated revenues. “That’s not a bad basic plan, Colonel—in fact, it’s probably your best bet. But for it to work, you need something that can’t be duplicated off-world. You have gorgeous beaches and mountains, but there are beaches and mountains all over the galaxy.”

“Correct again,” said Mays smugly. “Don’t sell us short, Captain—we have our plans in place, and they are moving forward. Before you know it, Landoor will be the tourist mecca of this entire sector.”

“This is good news,” said Phule. “Stability depends on a healthy economy. If I may ask, what are your plans? I’m always looking to invest a few dollars—if the prospective return is sufficiently appealing, of course.”

“Captain, I am not the person to answer those questions,” said Colonel Mays, standing. “For that, you should speak to the Ministry of Development. I don’t know whether they are looking for foreign investments—you will have to ask them. As far as I’m concerned, you can best help Landoor by insuring that the rebels don’t sabotage our plans before they reach maturity. You saw today how desperate they are. They would rather bring the entire structure down around their ears rather than see us benefit from it. I hope we can count on you, Captain.”

“Colonel, you can be sure I’ll do everything I can to promote the safety and success of your world,” said Phule. “I will of course keep an eye on the rebels, as well as on your government’s activities. But now, if you don’t mind, I had best get started settling my people in and determining the best ways to achieve these goals.”

The two men eyed each other for a moment, quite aware that nothing had been settled; then Phule and his lieutenants turned and strode out of the room.

Journal #373

It had been a matter of concern to my employer that, for all the favorable publicity his Legion company had received, its achievements to date had been realized in a peacetime environment. The closest any of his troops had come to combat was in facing the Mob on Lorelei: an adversary not to be taken lightly, but in the last analysis a good bit less formidable than a disciplined military force. Now, after the events at the spaceport, it became clear that Landoor might be a much tougher assignment than anticipated.

Not that anyone believed General Blitzkrieg’s assurances that Landoor had been pacified. A little thought would have made it clear that a world recovering from a civil war—with peace imposed by outside powers—was likely to harbor a fair number of unsettled grudges. The assassination attempt, and the cool initial reception by the local government, drove those points home very forcefully to my employer.

So, almost immediately after its arrival at its new headquarters (in the Landoor Plaza Hotel, located in a new development west of the capital city) the company began to prepare as best it could for the possibility of combat.

“All right,” said Brandy, hands on hips, “you all saw what happened out there this morning.” The recruits muttered among themselves. They had all joined the Legion with some notion that they might eventually be fired upon, but having that vague expectation become reality was a shock. It showed on their faces, and in their voices.

“Nobody got hurt today,” Brandy continued. “We hope it stays that way. But we’ve got to be ready in case somebody starts shooting again. That means being ready to shoot back.”

“Excuse me, Sergeant,” came a voice from the ranks.

Brandy suppressed a groan. It was Mahatma, who smiled and followed orders to the letter and, every now and then, asked questions nobody could answer—and persisted until everybody had gone crazy trying to explain the unexplainable. She smelled one of those questions coming up. Well, maybe she could buy a little time. “Mahatma, I think maybe you ought to hold your question for a while, OK?”

“Is that an order, Sergeant?”

“This is a really bad time, Mahatma.”

“But Sergeant, I just wanted to know …”

“Not now, Mahatma!”

The silence was deafening. Brandy glared at her recruits, but nobody seemed willing to risk annoying her further. As for Mahatma, he was still smiling, waiting for another chance. Brandy shook her head and went into her spiel. “OK, we’re going to introduce you to a new weapon the company’s been issued. In fact, we’re the first in the Legion to have it, thanks to the captain’s connections. We think it’ll be especially useful here, where most of the people we’ll encounter are going to be noncombatants.”

She turned to the table behind her, which was covered with a large tarp. She pulled back one corner far enough to get a grip on one of the items lying there, and turned back to show it to the recruits. “This is the Phule-Proof Model SR-1,” she said. “The factory says it’s the first real advance in nonlethal weaponry in decades. I’d say it’s more than that—as far as I’m concerned, it’s the first nonlethal weapon I’ve ever seen that’s worth a damn. By which I mean it’s the only one you can use to stop somebody who wants to kill you without killing him.”

That wasn’t strictly true: If you stunned the driver of a fast-moving vehicle, or a swimmer, or a tightrope walker, it would kill them readily enough. And of course, somebody who panicked and missed his shot at an enemy charging from close range was no better off than with any other weapon. But the weapon provided an answer to the ticklish situation where friend and foe were inextricably mingled in a mob scene.…

Brandy raised the weapon to display it. “Now, you’ll each get one of these in a few minutes. But first I’m going to show you its parts. I expect all of you to be able to name every part of the weapon and tell me its purpose. We’ll start at the business end. This is the front sight. Some of you may have fired a rifle, where you have a very tight target area. You’ll see that this sight is much larger. That’s for two reasons. First, the beam’s effective area is the entire body, even an extremity. You can catch your target in the foot and still gain the desired effect. The second factor is the Variable Beam Spread Adjustment, or VBSA, which is controlled by the Variable Beam Spread Adjustment Control, which I’ll get to in a moment …”

Brandy droned on, and the recruits’ eyes began to glaze over as she moved through a long and frequently redundant catalog of the weapon’s various parts. Normally, she would have insured their attentiveness by throwing snap questions at anyone who seemed in danger of dozing off during the lecture. But today …

There was a sudden flurry of movement as a masked figure with a vibroblade in one hand leapt into the pack of recruits. It threw a hefty forearm around the neck of a young woman who’d chosen the service name of Brick, although Brandy suspected her comrades had a softer nickname for her. “Nobody move,” rasped the intruder, waving the vibroblade inches from the captive’s face. The recruits let out a collective gasp, and most of them stepped back—although the Gambolts, Brandy noted, held their position and assumed postures that suggested they might leap if they saw an opening.

“One false move and the girl pays in blood,” said the intruder, turning his hostage to shield himself from Brandy. “I’m not afraid of your gun.”

“Good,” said Brandy, and pressed the firing stud.

The beam caught both the intruder and Brick. They fell limp to the floor, without a sound. The vibroblade clattered harmless to the side.

In an instant, one of the Gambolts had leapt on the intruder and pinned him down. Another of the recruits, Slayer, picked up the vibroblade. “Hey, this ain’t even turned on.” He leaned down and pulled off the stocking mask that the intruder wore. “This guy looks familiar,” he said. The other recruits gathered around, puzzled expressions on their faces.

“He ought to look familiar,” said Brandy. “He’s one of us. This is Gears, from the motor pool—he volunteered to play the bad guy so I could show you how this weapon works. You can get off him now, Rube. He won’t hurt anybody.”

Rube got off of Gears and stood up. The rest of the recruits gathered around to look. While both Gears and Brick were lying limp on the floor, it was evident that both were breathing normally, and they showed no other signs of injury.

“I wanted you all to see that this weapon can be used in a tight situation, where your target is mixed in with a lot of people you don’t want to hurt,” said Brandy. “With a conventional weapon, you’d hold your fire—and if the target is sufficiently determined, you might end up taking casualties because you were afraid to take that risk. But Gears has been hit by this ray before, and he volunteered to let me zap him again so you could see how it works.”

“That’s right,” said Gears, who had recovered sufficiently to raise his head and speak. “Flight Leftenant Qual used one of these things to save my life. So, I’m a pretty big fan of this weapon. I let the Top zap me with it to show you how quick it takes down a target, without really harming him.”

“It’ll still be a few minutes before he can stand,” said Brandy, “so you’d have plenty of time to disarm a real enemy. And you don’t have to worry about hurting your own people, if they’re in the line of fire. How’s Brick doing?”

“I’m all right, Sarge,” came Brick’s voice, a bit faint. “My arms and legs feel weird, but nothing hurts.”

“Take those two over to the wall and prop ’em up so they can sit,” said Brandy. “I’d hate to delay the rest of the demonstration while they recover. And now that you’ve all seen what this weapon can do, we’re going to let you all have one to work with.”

The recruits were noticeably more interested, and the rest of the session passed rapidly. Brandy considered it an unusual success—especially since even Mahatma was so fascinated by the SR-1 that he never got around to asking his question.


Chapter Twelve

Journal #376

A peacekeeping mission by its very nature is an admission that the local government is unable to keep the peace. Thus, it was no surprise that the government of Landoor looked at Omega Company as a necessary evil on the level of game wardens and dogcatchers. My employer’s overtures to the government, offering to lend his people to various public works projects, met with blanket refusals. The government made it clear that, in their opinion, Omega Company could justify its presence only by exterminating the rebels—the remnants of the former government, and their supporters.

The ordinary citizens, on the other hand, appeared to have no animosity against the Legion. On the captain’s instructions, the legionnaires went out into the local community, spent their money in shops and restaurants, and tried to make themselves a visible benefit to the people they were here to protect. This policy paid the expected dividend. Legionnaires soon found themselves as popular with the public as they were unpopular with the government.

“Hey, lookit the big guy with the funny nose,” came a small voice from across the street.

Tusk-anini stopped and peered at the group of local children. A few short blocks from the hotel, the neighborhood had changed rapidly, clearly showing its previous identity as a factory district. The dilapidated building in front of which the children stood bore a sign announcing its condemnation and imminent demolition to make way for Landoor Park.

“Hello,” he said. “My name Tusk-anini. You live here?”

The children were whispering to one another, as if uncertain what to do now that they had attracted this strange creature’s attention. One of them, bolder than the rest, stepped forward and asked, “Are you a soldier?”

“Not soldier,” said Tusk-anini. “Space Legion—we better than soldiers.” He strolled across the litter-strewn street, doing his best to appear nonthreatening. For someone who closely resembled a seven-foot-tall warthog, this was somewhat difficult. But the captain had briefed the company about the importance of being friendly with the natives of this world, and Tusk-anini was willing to do his part.

“My name’s Bucky, and I’m not scared of you,” said the child, scowling up at him from something like half his height.

From behind her another high-pitched voice said, “Her real name’s Claudia.”

“You shut up, Abdul,” said Bucky/Claudia, throwing a hostile glance over her shoulder, then turning back to stare at Tusk-anini. She was wearing the same ragged clothes as her comrades. From the look on her dirty face, she wasn’t about to back down from anybody. Tusk-anini decided that she was the leader of this little group.

“You live here, Bucky, or you come to look at me?” he said, dropping down on one knee to put himself closer to the children’s face level. He’d discovered that humans found him less intimidating if he sat or knelt to reduce the perceived difference in their heights. There were times when it was useful to appear intimidating, but this wasn’t one of them.

“I live over on Hastings Street,” said the girl. “My family owns our own whole house.” From the way she said it, that was a distinction she was proud of.

“You got candy, mister?” asked another urchin, stepping up next to Bucky. She had a straw-colored shock of hair and intense, large blue eyes that seemed out of proportion with the rest of her face.

“What your name?” asked Tusk-anini, avoiding the question. He didn’t have any candy with him, but he could make sure to have some with him the next time he came by. For now, acting friendly would have to be enough.

“That’s Cynthia,” said Bucky. “She’s my baby sister, but she’s all right.” She looked at the smaller girl—there was a sort of resemblance, now that Tusk-anini knew to look for it—and said, “Remember Mom told you not to take candy from strange men.”

“He’s not a man,” said Cynthia, with impeccable logic. One or two other children nodded in agreement. Tusk-anini might be a stranger, but he did not fit into any definition of man they considered relevant. Especially if it left open a loophole through which candy might be obtained.

“Tusk-anini no bring candy this time,” he said. “Next time I come here, I bring some. But you ask Mom if it OK to take from me. No want her mad at me.”

“He talks funny, too.” One of the others had evidently decided that failure to bring candy was grounds for pointed commentary on the stranger’s differences from local standards of appearance and speech.

“Shut up, Abdul,” said Bucky. “He’s an alien. Aliens can’t help it if they look and talk funny.”

“I don’t like him,” said Abdul, pouting. “Aliens don’t belong here, anyhow.”

Tusk-anini was considering whether it would be diplomatic to point out that, except for the miracle of interstellar travel, neither did humans belong here, and that where everyone was an alien it was best to practice tolerance, when the children’s attention was distracted by a new arrival on the scene. “Wow, what’s that?” said Bucky, her jaw dropping.

Tusk-anini turned to follow the children’s gaze, and saw a familiar sight: Spartacus, one of the Synthian legionnaires, had come around the corner and was casually zigzagging down the street on his glide-board. Tusk-anini waved. “Friend Spartacus, come over here,” he said.

“Wow, is that your friend?” said Abdul. “What’s that thing he’s riding?” He seemed entirely oblivious to the fact that the Synthian resembled nothing so much as a large slug in a Legion uniform.

“I am riding a glide-board,” said Spartacus. The translator rendered his voice as a rich baritone, with an aristocratic accent that always surprised those meeting him for the first time. It was also an incongruous touch, considering the Synthian’s strong populist leanings—but of course these children would have no notion of that.

“Triff,” said Bucky. “Can you show us how to ride it?”

“I think I can do better than that,” said Spartacus. “If my friend Tusk-anini will help, I think the captain will let us bring several glide-boards along the next time we visit. Then you can all learn how to ride.”

“Wow,” said Abdul, his eyes growing round. “You guys are really cool.”

Tusk-anini chuckled in his warthoggish fashion. Perhaps he wouldn’t need to give Abdul that lesson on tolerance, after all. An alien bearing a new toy trumped human chauvinism every time.

Journal #378

Landoor turned out to be not only a welcome change from life on a space station, but an extremely attractive environment in and of itself. As the legionnaires began to explore the city and the surrounding region, they discovered that the nearby beaches and the mountainous northern end of the island were every bit as scenic as the tourist brochures made them appear. The local cuisine, which drew on several Terran traditions, was good enough to offer an attractive alternative to the excellent fare provided by Mess Sergeant Escrima—who eagerly began to add local dishes to his own repertoire.

Escrima looked around the hotel kitchen. From the gleaming equipment on display, and the delicious aromas permeating the air, this was the kitchen of a world-class restaurant. It was a rare Legion mess sergeant who’d had the opportunity to actually prepare food …

Most of the odors were familiar. There was garlic and bay leaf, peppers and onions, tomatoes, the blander aromas of rice and beans in simmering pots. There was also meat, possibly several different kinds, being roasted, grilled, stewed, and sautéed. This last aroma Escrima could not identify, which puzzled him. Evidently it was some indigenous meat. But it was almost unheard of for humans to be able to eat the flesh of a local animal.

Well, he’d find out. He had an appointment with the hotel’s head chef—who was somewhat apprehensive about turning his kitchen into a Legion mess hall. Escrima was here to cure him of that preconception.

He walked over and took the lid off a simmering pot for a closer look. The contents was a spicy stew, with savory meat and onions—and more. He was looking around for a spoon to taste a sample when a voice behind him said, “Ah, would you be the Army cook?”

“Not Army, Space Legion,” said Escrima, doing his best to keep his voice from snapping at the newcomer, who was dressed in the traditional chef’s hat and white apron. “I’m Sergeant Escrima, Food Preparation Specialist E-9, here to inspect the facilities. You’ve been told that we’re going to be sharing the kitchen.”

“Yes, Sergeant,” said the chef. “This will be a very … ah, interesting … experience, I think.”

“You’re telling me?” said Escrima. “I got an appetite just walking into this kitchen. If the Legion won’t eat this stuff, they ought to be checked for signs of life. I can see there’s a whole new cuisine for me to learn. What do you call this dish?”

“Nutria jambalaya,” said the cook. “One of our Creole-style dishes. We also have sweet and sour nutria with bingo beans, and nutria parmigiana on the menu tonight.”

“Nutria?” Escrima was puzzled. “That must be the meat, but I don’t recognize the name. Is it vat-grown?”

“No, no, you have missed it completely,” said the cook, smiling. “Nutria is our most famous animal, imported from Earth by the Moguls. In their day, it was rare, and as expensive as horse or pompano. But the nutria thrived in the lowland swamps, and now the animal is so common that it has become our major indigenous source of protein.”

“An Earth animal,” said Escrima. “That should be good, then—when there’s real meat locally, I’ll almost never use vat protein. What kind of animal is it?”

“Game, sergeant,” said the sergeant. “Has a very robust flavor, goes nicely roasted or in a spicy sauce. Very versatile, like chicken or cow, but much cheaper. The jambalaya won’t really be ready until I add the rice to the meat and vegetables. But this will give you an idea of how it will taste.”

Escrima filled a spoon and tasted. “Excellent,” he said. “You’re right, that meat will fit a lot of places—this dish will have ’em lining up for seconds. If it really is cheaper than chicken, the troops are going to eat a lot of this nutria.”

The cook smiled. “Trust me, Sergeant, once you’ve gotten used to nutria, you’ll be using it in all your recipes.”

“Well, no time like the present,” said Escrima. “Why don’t you show me what else you’re cooking tonight?”

Within minutes, the two chefs were comparing notes on spices and discussing the best local sources for fresh produce. The undercooks listened in growing awe to a pair of culinary artists picking each other’s brains. The food was going to be even better than usual that evening.…

Journal #381

Directly across the street from the Landoor Plaza Hotel was a large vacant area, fenced off and posted. When he inquired about it, my employer was informed that it was destined to be part of Landoor Park, a large project funded by the government as part of its economic revival plan. However, as to the exact nature of Landoor Park, the locals had nothing to say …

“Captain, I must inform you that stock in our projects is not being offered to off-world investors.” Boris Eastman’s tone and expression made it clear that he considered the question an impertinence. And both the size and decor of his office made it clear that he had no authority to change policy even if he were so inclined. But he was the only official willing to meet with the captain of the peacekeeping team, and Phule was determined to get what he could out of the interview.

“Mr. Eastman, I am not about to lecture you on economics,” said Phule, with more than a trace of annoyance in his voice. He had gone into town to the Ministry of Development, a large building in the neo-Bauhaus style, and despite having made a firm appointment, had been kept waiting in an outer office while several locals were ushered in and out. The receptionist behind the desk had treated his inquiries with ill-disguised disinterest. But he had persevered, and finally was ushered into the deputy’s office.

“That is good,” said Eastman, “because I would not expect a foreigner to understand our local situation. We have a long history, and we have arrived at policies based on our unique experience.”

“I am aware that your grasp of local conditions may exceed my own,” said Phule, with more tact than customary. Given his extensive research into the economy of Landoor, he probably knew more about local conditions than the deputy. “But perhaps you will do me the favor of explaining your rejection of foreign capital. I would think that bringing resources in from off-planet would be the quickest way to give your economy the boost it needs.”

“That is a superficial assessment,” said Eastman, sniffing. “As you would know if you were a native, our world was originally a mining colony …”

“Yes, I have read your history,” said Phule, losing his patience. “This world was discovered in 2521 CE by an expedition from New Baltimore. A geologist on the expedition, Alberto Belperio, found igneous formations on the northern continental mass—now named for him—bearing an unusually high concentration of several rare minerals. He and the ship’s captain, Martin Landoor, returned to New Baltimore and raised four hundred seventeen million credits to exploit the deposits. Mining began in 2526 …” He continued from memory for several minutes, piling detail upon detail.

“Enough, Captain!” Eastman, whose face had turned bright red, finally interrupted him. “You have convinced me that you know our history.” He wiped his forehead with a large handkerchief and continued, “Perhaps you also know about the collapse of the economy a generation ago.”

“Yes. A series of improvements in mining technique made it feasible to extract the minerals from the poorer ore on several other planets. All of a sudden, the Moguls lost their monopoly.”

“And the foreign scum, having sucked us dry, took their profits and left us to wither away,” said Eastman, pounding his fist on the desktop. “We have learned one key lesson from that, Captain. Never again will Landoor be held hostage by foreign money. Landoor Park will be financed by money we raise from our own people, not from the likes of you.”

Somehow, Phule kept his temper. “Mr. Eastman, you are making a mistake. If you will notice, my legionnaires and I are already pumping a fair amount of money into this economy. If your plans to attract foreign tourism succeed, you will be even more heavily dependent on off-planet money. If a little foreign seed money helps you get on your feet, why not take it? This isn’t a zero-sum game we’re playing.”

Eastman shook his head. “Captain, we appreciate the fact that your troops are spending their money in our local businesses. You realize, of course, that this is a pittance. Your troops would be of far greater benefit to us if you sent them to the mainland to end the rebellion once and for all.”

“Really?” Phule’s eyebrows rose a notch. “I was under the impression that the rebels were a joke—from what the previous peacekeeping troops reported, the only thing they’ve done in years is take a potshot at me, back when we landed.”

“They are a symptom of all that was wrong with the old government,” fumed Eastman. “Far from working to liberate the people, they are behind most of the crime here in the capital. They are constantly sabotaging our efforts to rebuild the economy—why, nearly one in three of our signs for Landoor Park has been defaced by them.”

“I saw that, but it seemed like petty vandalism to me,” said Phule. “I’ll look into it, of course.”

Eastman was livid. “Look into it? Better you should suppress the rebels once and for all.”

“Mr. Eastman, that is not my mission,” said Phule. “My orders strictly forbid offensive operations on this planet. If the rebels attack the city, or take other military action, we will stop them. By the same token, if your government takes any direct action against the rebels, we will stop you. Frankly, I don’t want to take action against either side. I would be much happier investing my money to help rebuild this planet. That’s what I came here to talk about.”

“And, as I told you, we do not want your money,” said Eastman. “I believe this interview is at an end, Captain.”

“I’m afraid you’re right about that,” said Phule, rising to his feet. “It may be the only thing you’ve been right about all day.” And he stalked out of the deputy’s office, slamming the door behind him.

*    *    *

The eastern beaches of Atlantis were widely considered the choicest on Landoor. They offered broad expanses of amber sand, warm water, a gentle slope from wading to swimming depth, serious surf beyond the outer bar, as well as what most locals considered the right balance of natural beauty and such amenities as cabanas, boardwalks, and food vendors. So as soon as the new Legion base was sufficiently set up to give a few personnel a day’s leave, a rented hoverbus arrived at Sunrise State Beach and unloaded a large pack of legionnaires in swimsuits, carrying blankets, picnic coolers, and an assortment of beach toys.

It was early enough in the morning that only a few blankets and umbrellas were in place on the sand, so the Legion contingent had its pick of spots to set up. Brandy chose a large dune well above the surf line, where they dropped off their baggage. Then, she made a beeline for the surf, with two dozen legionnaires whooping and hollering behind her. A riot of ducking, splashing, and other horseplay broke out at the water’s edge. The few non-Legion bathers quickly withdrew to a safe distance, casting wary looks toward the frolicking newcomers.

After a while, two civilians strolled up to the little group that hadn’t gone into the water. “You guys ain’t from around here,” one of them said to Flight Leftenant Qual, who was allowing Super-Gnat to bury him in the sand.

“You are observant,” said Qual, flashing his allosaurus grin.

The local drew back a pace, but then noticing the tiny woman fearlessly dumping handfuls of sand onto the toothy alien’s torso, tried another conversational gambit. “You talk pretty good for a foreigner.”

“Oh, I hasten to assure you, everyone on my world talks, some even better than I,” said Qual, with a jovial chuckle. “You should hear Chief Potentary Korg when he gets his jaw wagging.”

“Is that so? I reckon he’s something, then,” said the Landooran, a skinny youth with an asymmetrical haircut that needed retrimming. “I’m Okidata, by the way, and this is my girlfriend Wandalune. We’re from out South Worton, down by Dunes Park.”

“I do not know that district,” said Qual. “Perhaps I shall visit it now that I have met someone from there.”

“When somebody gives you their name, you’re supposed to introduce yourself in return,” said Super-Gnat, laughing. She turned to the two locals. “This is Qual—he doesn’t know human customs too well yet—and they call me Gnat. We’re staying in the Landoor Plaza, out west of town.”

“Wow, I hear that’s a fancy place,” said Wandalune, wide-eyed. “Are you rich tourists?”

“Nope,” said Gnat. “We’re here to do a job, is all. The boss gave us the day off, so a bunch of us decided to see what your beach was like. I’m glad we did.”

“That’s a triff boss,” said Okidata. “Last guy I worked for, he bounced me for going to my sister’s funeral without asking. He didn’t warn me fair, so I managed to get unemployment, but jobs are scarce. There’s a new government park hiring, but they had a waiting list longer than the Weasel. I’m still looking, but the unemployment may run out before I get anything.”

“That rots, for sure. What kind of work were you doing?” said Gnat.

“I was a mechanic at a ride park,” said Okidata. “An apprentice mechanic, really—lug the tools and clean up grease spills and do the dirty work. They think you don’t have anywhere else to go, the dirty work can get pretty dirty. You wanna eat, you do it, though.”

Then he grinned. “Besides, it’s what I wanted to do ever since I was a kid. My old man wanted me to be a printer, like him, but I always wanted to work in a park.” His voice changed, and he squinted at the legionnaires. “What about you guys? I didn’t know they were bringing in foreigners to work here. There’s not enough real jobs for us natives.”

“I know all about that,” said Gnat. She dumped a final load of sand on Qual and dusted off her hands. “Jobs were pretty scarce back on my home world, too—so I joined the Space Legion. Our job here is to keep you guys from shooting each other. Want to join up and help us?” She grinned.

“If that’s the whole job, you might get a lot of people to join up,” said Okidata. “Hasn’t been any shooting since the war ended, which is about the only good thing I can say about this place. I’d take that chance, for a regular paycheck.”

“So would I,” said Wandalune. “I got out of school a year ago, and I’ve been looking for work ever since. I’ve had a few fill-in jobs, but nothing longer than a couple weeks. Same with all my friends. Most of ’em have quit looking.”

“Uh-huh,” said Gnat. “Well, the Legion’s a steady paycheck and three squares a day, and a chance to get off-world, if you want to see something besides home. But there’s plenty of dirty work here, too. Maybe you should talk to our captain—find out whether it’s really your idea of what you want to do for the next few years.”

“Maybe I will,” said Okidata, though he looked doubtful.

“It is an honorable calling,” said Qual, from underneath the sand pile. “Captain Clown has given his troops opportunities of great rarity. Ambitious hatchlings could do far worse.”

“We’ll think about it,” said Wandalune. Then she reached out and took her boyfriend’s hand. “Come on, Okey, let’s go see if the rides are open yet,” And the two locals wandered up the beach toward a medium-sized amusement park visible beyond the boardwalk.

As they departed, Tusk-anini came out of the surf and trotted up to Super-Gnat. He was dripping wet, with a thick pair of dark goggles covering his light-sensitive eyes. “Who those people, Gnat?” he said, noting her frown. “They bothering you?”

“Not the way you mean,” said Super-Gnat, looking after the departing locals. “What bothers me, if they’re telling the truth, is that a lot of kids here can’t find jobs. That could make our job here tougher, if it’s true.”

“You mean they think we taking jobs from them?” said Tusk-anini. “Not true. We come here, bring in money from off-world. More money for everyone here.”

“They’re still likely to resent us if they see we’ve got money to spend when they don’t,” said Gnat, shaking her head.

“This may produce a problem,” said Qual. “Alas, our power to change that is circumscribed.”

“You said a mouthful,” said Gnat. “I hope this whole job isn’t more than we can swallow.”

“Do not fear, small strong one,” said Qual, chuckling. “My people have a saying: ‘Better the swamp than the desert, but the river is swifter than either one.’”

“Huh? What’s that mean?” Super-Gnat wasn’t always sure the Zenobian’s translator was correctly wired.

“Don’t care,” said Tusk-anini. “Right now we on the beach, so I not going to worry. Come on, you want to go in water?”

“Race you there,” said Super-Gnat, and they took off running. Qual lay back and closed his eyes, grinning.

Journal #387

My employer’s attitude toward the current government of Landoor had taken on a degree of skepticism. Despite his professed desire to help rebuild the planet, they were clearly reluctant to provide him with much useful information concerning their plans to develop a tourist industry—in which they claimed to put great stock. And they told him they did not want him investing his money in the Landoor Park project.

His suspicion of the government was only heightened by Boris Eastman’s clumsy attempt to portray the shots fired at him at the spaceport as grounds to undertake operations against the rebels. However, I suspect that being balked in his desire to invest in the project made him decide to find out exactly what was going on in Landoor Park. When the usual interplanetary databases turned up no useful information, he decided to do his own research—right on the ground.

“What are we looking for, anyway, Soosh?” Do-Wop asked. He and his partner were in a former industrial quarter of Landoor City, dressed in civilian clothes. Except for the two legionnaires, the trash-filled streets were almost deserted. The few pedestrians they did encounter crossed the street or ducked into alleyways, seeking to avoid notice. It seemed clear that few honest citizens had business here, nowadays.

“The captain isn’t sure,” said Sushi, peering through the links of a rusting fence that bore a sign reading, FUTURE SITE OF LANDOOR PARK. The factory wall inside bore enigmatic graffiti, above a small pile of broken liquor bottles. A tall plant bearing bright blue flowers sprang from a patch of weeds. Nothing of apparent value was visible.

“Oh, great,” said Do-Wop. “So he sends us out to the ugliest chunk of landscape I’ve seen since the swamps back on Haskin’s Planet, and tells us to look around for somethin’ he ain’t sure about. How do we know when we find it?”

“Use your brains,” said Sushi. “I know you’ve got some. The captain says the government here has some sort of secret project going on—he isn’t sure what, but apparently they’ve put a lot of their resources into it. Something like that ought to be big enough to notice. Especially in this part of town—I don’t think anybody could build a hot-dog stand here without it sticking out like a sore thumb.”

Do-Wop frowned. “If it’s that easy to spot, you’d think he could see it from the hotel roof as well as we can down here. Maybe better, with those high-powered glasses of his.”

Sushi shrugged. “I know for a fact he’s been up there looking, but it’s not really high enough. I’d be surprised if he hasn’t sent out a few spy-bots, as well. I guess he wants to get the grunt’s-eye view. If he thinks we can give him something useful, I say we do our best to come up with something.”

“OK, I guess you got a point, there,” said Do-Wop. He kicked a fragment of shattered brick that must have fallen from a nearby building. “All I know is, whatever the captain’s after, it ain’t out here.”

“Well, not anywhere we’ve been so far, anyway,” Sushi agreed. “We’ve got plenty of time left, though. Let’s go see what’s down the street. Maybe there’ll be a bar open, and a few local pigeons we can lure into a little game of chance, and ask them to tell us about secret government projects while we take their money.”

“Dream on, dude,” said Do-Wop. “We’ve got about as much chance of that as we do of finding a couple kilos of loose diamonds on the corner … Hey, what’s that noise?”

Sushi stopped and listened. A muffled rhythmic pounding was coming from somewhere in the distance; the timbre of the sound suggested a heavy hammer striking a thick wooden block. He grinned and said, “I don’t know what it is, but I think we just found something worth a closer look. Which way do you think it is?”

“Ahead and to the right,” said Do-Wop. “Let’s go check it out, then.”

They walked along the street between rubble-strewn vacant lots and decaying buildings, the sound gradually becoming louder. “It’s a mechanical sound—maybe a pile driver,” said Sushi.

“Or a really big guy with a sledgehammer,” said Do-Wop, feigning worry. “Don’t wanna mess with him.”

“Hey, he’d better not mess with us,” said Sushi, laughing. “Not only are we the best company in the Legion, I’m the number one man in the local Yakuza family.”

“Oh, yeah, I almost forgot,” said Do-Wop. “In that case, you go first.”

Sushi punched him in the biceps. “Right, tiger. Odds are, we’re going to find some local kids building a clubhouse. The only thing to worry about is them mobbing us for candy and handouts.”

“Yo, man, I grew up in a neighborhood a lot like this,” said Do-Wop, his eyes shifting from side to side. “Had me a vibroblade when I was eight years old, and a zapper before I was shavin’. Any kids around here, you and me could be in real trouble if they mob us.”

“Yeah, but we have two advantages on them, Do-Wop.”

“What’s that, Soosh?”

“First, you’ve learned fifteen years worth of dirty tricks that no kid could possibly know. And second, I’ve got a whole bag full of tricks you haven’t even learned yet.”

Do-Wop nodded. “Hey, that’s cool, man. But there’s still one thing has me worried.”

“OK, I’ll bite. What’s that?”

“What if it ain’t kids?”

Sushi grinned. “In that case, they’re the ones who’d better be worried. Come on, let’s go.” They walked together toward the pounding noise.

*    *    *

Phule and Brandy sat at a poolside table in the Landoor Plaza, enjoying the sun while reviewing the new recruits’ progress. They were by now far enough along in their training to perform most of the company’s regular jobs, and Phule wanted to integrate them into the unit as broadly as possible.

The question was whether to pair some of the new troops with more experienced members of the company, or to leave existing partnerships intact. Brandy argued for keeping things as they were, while Phule favored creative tinkering. By now, the discussion had boiled down to individual cases. Both agreed that certain pairings ought to be considered untouchable: Tusk-anini and Super Gnat were the prime example. But what about Sushi and Do-Wop?

“I put them together because I thought they’d both learn something,” said Phule. “Do-Wop was too impulsive for his own good, or anybody else’s—he’d steal anything that wasn’t nailed down. And Sushi was way too calculating—a classic cold fish. But I’m afraid they’ve learned their lessons too well. If we put one of them with Mahatma, maybe that’ll give them a better sense of ethics.”

“It’d turn Mahatma into a cynic,” said Brandy. “Heaven help us if that happens. Leave ’em alone, I say. They’re perfect together, Captain.”

“Too perfect,” said Phule, shaking his head. “After that escapade the day we left Lorelei …”

“Easy, Captain, here they come,” said Brandy, looking across the pool. “Grinning from ear to ear too.”

“Trouble, I bet,” said Phule, He turned to look at the two arriving legionnaires. “All right, what have you two been up to?” he said, as they approached the table.

“Doing our job, Captain,” said Sushi. “We’ve been scouting the government park, and guess what we found?”

“From the look of you, I’m not sure I want to know,” said Phule. “But go ahead and report.”

“Aww, Captain, you really oughta trust us more,” said Do-Wop. “We learned our lesson, no foolin’.”

“I don’t think he wants to hear what we found,” said Sushi, nudging Do-Wop. “He’ll find out in a few months, anyway.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right. He can always go over and take a look for himself,” said Do-Wop, winking.

“I should have known better,” moaned Phule. He looked the two grinning legionnaires in the eye and said, with all the sincerity he could muster, “I apologize for any aspersions cast on your character, and humbly request your report.”

“Does that mean what I think it does?” said Do-Wop, looking at Sushi. “Are we out of the doghouse?”

“Sounds like it to me,” said Sushi. He came to attention. “Sir, we wish to report our observations in the area we were dispatched to scout. We set out from the hotel entrance at thirteen hundred hours, on a bearing of …”

“OK, you clowns, enough is enough!” Brandy barked. “Now, what did you find?”

“Top don’t want us to have any fun at all,” muttered Do-Wop. “See if I reenlist in this outfit …”

“Keep it up, and you’ll find out what my idea of fun is.” said Brandy, in a menacing tone. “Spill it!”

“Well, if you both insist,” said Sushi, with an offended expression that might have been convincing if he hadn’t then broken into a grin and said. “We found roller coasters.”

“A roller coaster?” said Brandy and Phule, almost in unison.

“Roller coasters,” Sushi corrected. “At least three of ’em, all different designs.”

Phule’s jaw hung open. “Are you sure?”

“Sure as a rigged election,” said Do-Wop.

“Go look for yourself,” said Sushi, shrugging. “If you can think of anything else those babies could be, I’ll be glad to listen. They’re still under construction, but if they aren’t roller coasters, I’ve never seen one. Anyhow, here are the map coordinates, best we could figure them out—we had to look over the fence from the roof of a condemned factory building.”

“Roller coasters,” repeated Brandy. “I don’t get it.”

“I do,” said Phule. “Now I know the government’s plan to turn around the local economy. It should have been obvious! They’re going to build a giant theme park!”

“If it’s so obvious, why the secrecy?” said Brandy, frowning. “You’d think they’d want the whole galaxy to know about it.”

“Yes, you’d think so,” said Phule. “The only answer I can think of is fear that somebody will find out about the idea and steal it. The government here is very suspicious of off-planet influences. They aren’t used to thinking of outsiders as a source of help. Well, we’re going to have to change that.”

“Sure,” said Brandy. “But how?”

“I’ll tell you when I figure it out,” said Phule.


Chapter Thirteen

Journal #393

The discovery that the government’s secret project was a gigantic theme park answered a number of questions. Now we knew their strategy for bringing in off-world visitors: to make Landoor the amusement park and thrill-ride capital of the galaxy. The idea had its merits; with unmatched beaches, equable climate, and exotic scenery, the planet already had the makings of a tourist mecca. Supplementing these natural assets with the ultimate in technological excitement was a sound strategy, and one suited to the Landooran temperament.

Unfortunately, the government was laboring under several disadvantages. The recent war, combined with exaggerated reports of rebel activities, had made tourists distinctly leery of making the world a vacation destination. An aggressive publicity campaign could undoubtedly have overcome this, but the government had made almost no efforts in this direction. My employer, who well understood the power of positive publicity, found this inexplicable until a chance conversation put things into perspective.

“Wake up, honey-bun.” Mother’s voice came over the comm system, startling Phule. He hadn’t been asleep, but he had been in a deep study about what his most recent intelligence reports meant. “We’ve got a local to see you,” she said.

“Anybody we know?”

“Says his name is Okidata, and claims to know Super-Gnat and Qual,” said Mother. “Just a young kid—I bet he’d like to know Gnat better. Says he’s interested in joining the Legion.”

“Suddenly I’m a recruiting officer, on top of everything else,” muttered Phule, thinking of Laverna. For a moment, he considered passing the kid on to someone with more time. On second thought, it might be refreshing to talk to someone outside the usual circle. Perhaps this local kid could give him insight for the company’s mission here. “Send him in,” he said.

Okidata was dressed in what, from Phule’s limited contact with local civilians, seemed to be job interview clothes. He shook hands somewhat nervously and sat down in the seat Phule indicated. “I met some of your soldiers at the beach,” he said. “I told them jobs were scarce around here, and they suggested I think about joining up. I don’t know if they were serious, but jobs aren’t getting any easier to find. So, I’m here to find out what the Legion’s about.”

“Well, I can probably answer some of your questions,” said Phule. “But maybe you’d do better by telling me what kind of job you’re looking for, and I can tell you whether there’s anything like it in the Legion.”

“I used to be a roller coaster mechanic …” Okidata said. “When I lost my job, I applied to the new government park, but they turned me down because my cousin’s out with the rebels. I guess I’m open to suggestions.”

“Really?” said Phule, like a hungry dog jumping on an unguarded sirloin. “Suppose I show you a picture and you tell me what you make of it.”

In the next fifteen minutes, Phule learned more about roller coasters and other thrill rides than he’d learned in his entire lifetime, and Okidata was still warming to his subject. Judging from the spy holos, the government park was erecting a sort of culmination of existing roller coaster design—an ultraride. “Unless you’re totally wrong about the scale, that’s gonna be the best ride on the planet,” said Okidata, shaking his head appreciatively. “That first drop has to be ten meters higher than the Kingsnake, over in Dressage Park. Those cars will be hitting some crazy speeds—and look at those corkscrew loops! Everybody’s gonna want to ride that baby.”

“There’s a problem with that, though,” said Phule. “From what you tell me, this planet is close to fanatical about thrill rides and amusement parks. Am I right?”

“I guess so,” said Okidata. “I’ve never been off-world, so that’s hard to judge. We sure like ’em a lot, though.” He turned his eyes longingly back toward the holo of the new government roller coaster.

Phule put both elbows on his desk and his chin on his folded hands. “OK, so the government has a master plan to build the biggest theme park in the planet’s history—maybe the biggest in the galaxy. A circus big enough to make up for the shortage of bread. But they’re keeping absolutely mum about it. You never heard of it, even though you applied for a job there. And my men had to go out snooping to figure out what they were doing with that big chunk of vacant land. Why aren’t they shouting it from the rooftops?”

“Well, I sort of understand that,” said Okidata. “We’ve got five or six ride parks, and they’re all playing cutthroat against the others. Every time one of ’em has a new ride, they get more customers than the rest, until somebody tops it. So, when word gets out they’re building something new, all the others have spies, with hidden cameras and everything, trying to learn the secrets even before it opens. How steep is the main drop-off? How many flip-overs does it have? Are they using video enhancements? Sometimes, when a new ride opens, half the people in line are spies from the other parks, trying to figure out what they can steal for their own rides.”

“So the government is acting on the same principles as the private parks,” said Phule. “They think in terms of a limited customer pool, when the real game is drawing people from off-planet.”

“I never thought of that,” said Okidata, scratching his head. “Makes some sense, though.”

“If you want to get people in from off-world, you need to tell them about it,” said Phule, smacking his palm on the desk. “And if you get enough of them, you don’t worry as much about the competition, because there’s more business for everybody. The government’s still playing by the old rules, but the game has changed. And maybe it’s about to change some more …”

“Looks to me like maybe you could use a guy with my background,” ventured Okidata. He smiled.

“I think you’re right,” said Phule, suddenly standing up. “Ask for an application in the outer office. I’ve got a job, and you’re the man I want for it.”

“Does this mean you want me to join the Legion?” said Okidata, watching Phule, who abruptly began stuffing holos and printouts into a briefcase.

Phule looked up at him. “Not yet, son—you’ll be a civilian consultant. But I do have a job you’re perfect for. Now, go fill out that application—things are about to get exciting around here, and we need you on board!”

Journal #405

To date, the rebels remained an unknown factor in our picture of Landoor. The legion troops were here, in theory, as much to protect their interests as the government’s. But with the possible exception of the shots fired at my employer upon our landing—and there was much room for doubt about that incident—we had seen nothing of them. This did not sit well with my employer, and I knew that he would eventually decide to remedy the situation by meeting them face to face. Discovering the true nature of Landoor Park gave him the incentive he had lacked.

Needless to say, I considered this an over optimistic approach to the problem. Not that I had any reason to believe that my employer would pay any attention to my doubts …

“So here’s what they’re building,” said Phule. Once he knew exactly what to look for, it had been a simple matter to drop a few handfuls of tiny robot cameras in the proper vicinity. Government counter-bots had hunted them down and eliminated them, but not before they’d returned enough holointelligence to give Phule a clear picture of the government’s gigantic roller coaster.

“It is quite a surprise, sir,” said Beeker, looking over his employer’s shoulder. “A rather quixotic undertaking, if you want my opinion.”

“But brilliant, in its way,” said Phule, leaning back in his chair. “If anything could attract enough money from off-world to revitalize this planet, a theme park is exactly the ticket. Why, it must be the biggest thing of its kind I’ve ever seen.”

“You would be a better judge of that than I, sir,” said Beeker. The butler was obviously not as impressed as his employer. “It strikes me as imprudent in the extreme to invest all their capital in this single project. And as you discovered, they are not interested in off-world investors.”

“Well, at least not if the investor is me,” said Phule. “It’s too bad—the one lesson they’ve learned from their history is not to let off-world money control their economy. As a result, they’ve put all their eggs in one very precarious basket.”

“The time-tested road to ruin,” said Beeker, solemnly. “If this project fails …” He let the sentence trail off.

Phule finished it for him, “If it fails, they’re wiped out.” He leaned forward and pointed to the pictures. “The devil of it is, this isn’t at all a bad idea, in and of itself. It’s almost enough to do the job they want it to do. Almost …” A dreamy look came over his face.

Beeker recognized what Phule’s expression meant. “Sir, if you are looking for a way to throw away money, you would be better advised to return to Lorelei and bet against the house in one of Maxine Pruett’s casinos. It would be considerably slower and less frustrating than what I fear you are contemplating.”

Phule chuckled. “You know my mind, don’t you, Beeker? But listen to this: The only thing really wrong with what the government is doing is that they’re relying on the park to restart their economy. And nobody else on the planet has either the capital or know-how to make it succeed.”

“Nobody except you,” said Beeker, straight-faced.

“Nobody except me,” Phule agreed. His smile was the epitome of self-satisfaction.

“You were sent here to keep the locals from killing one another, not to ruin yourself trying to bail out their economy.”

“Well, they aren’t trying to kill each other, so I must be doing something right,” said Phule.

“They haven’t been trying to kill one another since the war ended,” Beeker pointed out. “On the other hand, someone definitely tried to kill you.”

“That’s not proven,” said Phule. “The government wants me to think the rebels did it, in hopes that I’ll send out my people to suppress the rebels for them. In fact, I wouldn’t put it past Colonel Mays to send one of his own men to fire off a couple of shots in my direction.”

“Of course, that does not mean the rebels wish you no harm,” said Beeker. “They evidently have learned of your responsibility for the strafing incident.”

“Yes, well, I suppose I was going to have to confront that part of my past sooner or later,” said Phule. “Nobody was really hurt, you know … I guess it’d be better to tackle it head-on than to keep dodging it … Say, that’s not a bad idea, come to think of it. I wonder where the rebel headquarters is?”

Beeker’s jaw dropped. “Sir! It was bad enough when you contemplated throwing away your money, but I really must advise against throwing away your life as well.”

“Don’t be such a nanny, Beeker,” said Phule. He was on his feet and pacing, a sure sign that his mind was racing at top speed. “We’re not here to work for the current government, whatever they want to think. My orders are to help all the people, and that certainly includes the rebels, if they want to take advantage of my generosity.”

“So you mean to offer them the opportunity to put a noose around your neck,” said Beeker. “Sir, you cannot expect me to stand aside and allow you to do this.”

“No, of course not,” said Phule. “I was planning on taking you along when I go to meet them. You and the chaplain, I think.”

“What?” Beeker’s eyes went wide. “What good can the chaplain possibly do?”

Phule spread his hands. “Why, he’s a man of peace—what better symbol of my peaceful intentions? And you’re obviously a noncombatant—no kind of threat. Unless everything we know about them is wrong, neither of you will be in the least danger. And you’ll serve as insurance for me—even if they have a grudge against me, I don’t think they’ll act too hastily if there are innocent witnesses.”

“Very well, sir. You have obviously made up your mind,” said Beeker, rising from his chair. “I suppose I had best prepare for the journey. When do you intend to leave? And will you at least inform your officers of your intentions? Perhaps they can offer some competent military advice.”

Phule shook his head. “Their advice would be to take along a squad of armed legionnaires, and that would be exactly the wrong thing to do. This needs to be a secret mission. I’ve found a young civilian who’s got a cousin in the rebel camp, and he claims to know the way. And unless we want to lose valuable time, we should leave as quickly as possible.”

“As you wish, sir,” said Beeker. “I only hope you have some idea what you are doing.”

“Of course I do,” said Phule brightly. “I’m going to save the entire planet. Isn’t that what we’re here for?”

Journal #406

Our departure from Lorelei had left behind an unstable situation, and potentially a very dangerous one. My employer’s confidence in the android double he had programmed to impersonate himself seemed to me excessive. Eventually, the local gangsters were bound to see through the deception. What would happen then was anyone’s guess.

Maxine Pruett glared at the holoscreen. “That conniving son of a bitch!” she shouted. The scene had only been in view for a moment, but she knew that face almost as well as the picture on a dollar bill. In all the years she’d been running the Syndicate on Lorelei, he was the one person who’d thwarted her. Captain Jester, AKA Willard Phule, the munitions heir.

There he was on some planet a quarter of the way across the galaxy. She hadn’t caught exactly what it was he was doing. In fact, she’d only had the news on out of a sense of guilt. Laverna had been her eyes and ears on the outside world, the one who kept her apprised of things that might affect her while she paid attention to running the business and enjoying the fruits of her hard-won (albeit ill-gotten) gains. Now Laverna had run away from her, and she had nobody to monitor outside events for her. Phule was responsible for that, too.

What she couldn’t figure out was how he’d managed to get off-station without her knowing it. Her snoops had reported seeing him in the Fat Chance nearly every day, and there were plenty of uniformed legionnaires on guard—so what did it mean that he and his company were on Landoor, or whatever that place was in the news story? The answer must be that one of the Phules was a double. It made sense—there’d been times she’d had the “same” act booked in two or three of her casinos at once, with the star making token appearances in each show, and using doubles to make it appear he was onstage more than he really was. Phule must be running a hustle like that.…

So how was she going to take advantage of her discovery? There was no question that she was going to take advantage of it—you get an edge, you take it. That was how the game was played. It would be sweet revenge to finally take the Fat Chance away from him after all he’d done to balk her.

A lot depended on which “Phule” was the impostor, of course. She wasn’t about to make an overt move against him if he was actually here to counter it. She’d already had a lesson in the Legion’s brand of hardball, and didn’t want to repeat it. But if the fellow over in the Fat Chance was the double … well, that might be a very different story.

It shouldn’t be hard to figure it out. Phule could afford to hire somebody good enough to pass a fairly close inquisition. Still, there’d be things Phule hadn’t briefed the double on, questions he wouldn’t be able to answer if somebody caught him off his guard. She wouldn’t even have to confront him in person. A phone call could tell her who she was dealing with, if she knew the right card to play. But she had to have the right card before she called.

“Holo off,” snapped Maxine. The picture abruptly winked out of existence, and the room fell silent. The holo hadn’t used to interfere with Maxine’s thinking, but that had been when she’d had Laverna to do a lot of that thinking for her. Now she realized that she’d been an idiot to buy Phule’s line about his butler eloping with her assistant. Most likely he’d taken them both with him. Well, that wouldn’t be hard to find out, either. And when she’d found them, there were favors she could call in. That was one of the advantages of running the Syndicate’s favorite resort. She’d been generous with free rooms, free meals, special seats at shows for visitors from other Syndicate families—paying forward in anticipation of future need. Now it was payback time, in more ways than one.

She tried to remember who she knew on that planet—what was its name again? She must not have been paying close enough attention. Well, if she turned the holo back on and watched another twenty minutes the news story would cycle back again. No—she hired people to do that. She’d order somebody to turn on the news and take notes while she figured out what to do about Phule. She picked up the comm handset and pressed a button.

Unexpectedly, it didn’t ring. Instead, after a few moments, a synthesized voice came on. “There is no answer at the extension you are calling. If you wish to leave a message, please wait until …” She broke the connection, cursing. She wasn’t used to getting recorded messages, or waiting. What the hell was she paying these clowns for, if they weren’t there when she needed them? That had never happened with Laverna.

She thought a moment about trying another extension, then slammed the handset down. She felt like shaking things up, and she was going to start by finding the lazy goon who’d been supposed to answer that call and reminding him who was boss here. It had been a while since she’d had to do that, but she hadn’t forgotten how. The guy on the other end wasn’t likely to forget it, either, once she’d finished with him. She stepped toward the door, a grim smile on her lips.

The door opened before she reached it.

She stopped, astounded. Nobody else was supposed to be able to open that door. She was reaching for her weapon when a man stepped forward and said, “I wouldn’t do that, Mrs. Pruett. We have the place surrounded, and the penalties for attacking a Federation agent are very severe.”

“Federation agent?” she gasped. She recovered her aplomb almost immediately. “What the hell are you doing in my private quarters? You’re out of your jurisdiction. Lorelei law says I’m justified in blowing you away for breaking and entering. Get out before I do just that.”

“I’m afraid you’re mistaken—this is my jurisdiction,” said the man, and he flipped open a wallet to show a holo-ID. Below the letters IRS it read, Roger Peele, Special Agent. “The Federation allows localities a good bit of autonomy in criminal and civil law,” said Peele solemnly. “But the tax code applies everywhere.”

“Tax code? You can’t bust me for taxes,” said Maxine. “I’m the one who called and tipped you off about the Fat Chance. It’s those damned Legion crooks you should be after, not me.”

“We make our own decisions about whom to go after,” said Agent Peele. “We are looking into the situation at the Fat Chance, and we will deal with it in our own time. Meanwhile, we have good reason to believe that you are systematically underreporting your income. I will ask you to come with me, Mrs. Pruett—we have quite a few questions to ask you.”

“I’m not answering any questions till I see my lawyer!” shouted Maxine. “Now get out of here before I call Security.”

“We have your lawyer and your security people already in custody,” said the agent. “You can talk to them down at headquarters.” He held out his hand, palm up. “Now, I suggest you surrender your weapon before you find yourself in even more serious trouble.”

Maxine cursed. But she handed over the weapon and went quietly. She’d owned a casino long enough to tell when her luck had run out. Today, it had come up snake eyes.

*    *    *

General Blitzkrieg knew he was in trouble the minute he heard the commotion in his outer office. There was only one person with the chutzpah to charge into his office and demand to see him without an appointment. “I know he’s in there, Major. Now, you can stand in my way and get run over, or you can step aside and let me in. Either way, I’m going to see him, whether he likes it or not.”

Blitzkrieg wished, not for the first time, that he had gotten an office with an emergency exit for these situations. But that would only postpone the inevitable. Like a trip to the dentist, this confrontation could be put off only at the price of worse pain later on. He pushed a button on his intercom and said, doing his best to sound nonchalant, “Major, no need to detain Colonel Battleax. Send her right in, if you will.” It sounded phony even to him.

The door opened and Colonel Battleax marched in. Through the open portal the general caught a glimpse of Major Sparrowhawk, whose expression indicated that she was no happier at being made the scapegoat for the delay than Colonel Battleax was at being made to wait. He was going to pay for both those mistakes, he realized. Sometimes he wondered what good being a general was if it afforded no protection from subordinates.

“Good morning, sir,” said Colonel Battleax. That was some small relief, he thought as he returned her very proper salute. At least she was going to observe the forms of military courtesy. Beyond that, he was unlikely to find this a pleasant interview.

“Have a seat, Colonel,” he said, returning the salute. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?” Keep up the fiction that you’re glad to see her, he thought, and maybe she won’t bite your head off this time. He didn’t put much trust in that notion, though.

Colonel Battleax settled into the chair facing Blitzkrieg’s desk. “I’ve been watching the news, General,” she said. “You’ve been pulling strings again.”

Blitzkrieg feigned surprise. “What are you referring to?”

“A news story from Landoor. It seems there were shots fired at the spaceport, presumably by antigovernment rebels.”

“Landoor … that name is familiar …”

“Of course it’s familiar,” said the colonel, losing patience. “You went horse-trading to the Joint Chiefs to get a Legion company posted there as the peacekeeping force. You don’t do that so often that you’re likely to have forgotten it, unless you’re getting senile even faster than anyone thought. You sent Phule’s Company—Captain Jester’s Company—to Landoor.”

“Why, yes, I suppose I did,” said Blitzkrieg. “It seemed a feather in the cap for the Legion …”

“Don’t pull that guff on me, General,” said Battleax. “Jester was a complete nonentity until he ordered that strafing on New Atlantis, as it was called then. You’ve taken his subsequent rise as a thorn in your side. Now you transfer him to the one place in the galaxy where there are people with a bigger grudge against him than yours. You expect me to believe this is unpremeditated?”

“Why, yes … er, no …” Blitzkrieg turned red. “Damn it, Colonel, what are you getting at?”

The colonel stood up and leaned forward over the general’s desk. “General, it’s time you realized that, whether or not you like Jester, he’s a rising star. If you’d accepted that all along, the entire Legion would have gotten credit for everything he’s done. Instead, he’s the shining exception. I can’t think of another Legion unit the Joint Chiefs would’ve been willing to put in such a sensitive position. Now if he falls on his face, he’ll take the entire Legion down with him. You may not be able to see beyond your own nose, but those of us who can aren’t going to let you get away with it.” She glared at him, then straightened up and added as an afterthought, “With all due respect, sir.”

“This is preposterous,” said the general. “I deny it all, of course.” He was sweating.

“Frankly, General, I didn’t expect anything else,” said Colonel Battleax. “If Jester comes a cropper on Landoor, there are some of us who will see that blame for it comes back to roost where it belongs. So, I suggest you do whatever you can to ensure that nothing untoward does happen to him.”

Blitzkrieg shrugged. “Really, Colonel, I don’t see where this is any matter for great concern. A Legion captain ought to be able to take care of himself. If he can’t, that’s a pity, but ultimately no reflection on us.”

The colonel nodded, grimly. “Very well, sir, if that’s how you intend to play the game, that’s how it’ll be played. Good day, sir.” She saluted and left the office.

Blitzkrieg leaned back in his chair. That hadn’t gone so badly, he thought. Still, best to keep a closer eye on the Landoor situation. If Jester got in trouble there, he might be able to devise a way to burnish his own reputation by riding to the rescue. Yes, that might be a very satisfactory way to profit from his enemy’s distress. He’d have to keep it in mind.

*    *    *

“He’s gone where?” Lieutenant Armstrong’s disbelief was written plainly on his face. He’d just poured his first cup of coffee, so his normal stiff bearing hadn’t quite had time to set in.

“Here’s the note he left with Mother,” said Lieutenant Rembrandt, shoving a piece of paper at her fellow officer. “At least he left a note—I’d have liked it a lot more if he’d told us in person, though.”

“We’d have tried to talk him out of it, which is why he didn’t ask us,” said Armstrong, glancing up from the note. “He has Beeker and Rev along, I see. Do we have any idea where specifically they’ve gone?”

“The rebel headquarters is somewhere on the mainland,” said Rembrandt. She waved a hand vaguely. “We don’t know exactly where. Mother couldn’t find any intelligence reports on it. The captain had already asked her. I was glad to hear that—at least he didn’t set out completely blind. But the rebels haven’t been enough trouble to justify close surveillance, up until now.”

Armstrong frowned. “No satellite intelligence?”

“The satellite network here is pretty rudimentary,” said Rembrandt, wearily. “The captain learned that when he was looking for that secret government project. There are a couple of old weather sats, dating back to the mining days, with add-ons for GPS and communications. But nothing military.”

“Nothing? Didn’t these people just have a war?”

“Sure,” said Rembrandt. She walked over to the coffee urn and topped up her cup. “But remember, with only one nation on this world, they didn’t have an enemy to keep tabs on. When that civil war broke out, their economy had collapsed, and neither side had off-world allies. It was a low-tech war all around—no armor, no air force, no long-range missiles. And no intelligence sats. Even after the war, the Army peacekeeping team never took the rebels seriously enough to spend the money on sats.”

“Well, I guess we should be thankful for small favors,” said Armstrong. “At least nobody’s got enough firepower to overwhelm a single Legion company if they decide to start shooting. I guess that’s an acceptable trade-off for the extra set of eyes.”

“I agree,” said Rembrandt, adding a dash of cream to her coffee. “Except we still need to figure out where the captain’s gone. If an emergency comes up, I want to talk to him before I do anything drastic.”

Armstrong looked up from his coffee cup. “I don’t see how that’s a problem,” he said. “We can zero in on their wrist communicators, right? Or is there something else you haven’t told me?”

“You got it. Everybody except the captain left their communicators behind,” said Rembrandt. “And he’s turned his off. I think he didn’t want the rebels to get their hands on advanced tech if they decided to take him prisoner. One communicator won’t do them much good; they need two or more to get any advantage from them.”

“Rats,” said Armstrong. “So we can’t get in touch with the captain unless he initiates the contact.”

“That’s the story,” said Rembrandt. “We better hope that nothing happens until he decides to come back.”

“We better hope the rebels don’t decide they’ve got a useful hostage on their hands,” said Armstrong.

“Yeah, I thought about that, too,” said Rembrandt. She drained her coffee and set down the cup. “Maybe you better get over to the comm center and see if you and Mother can figure out some alternate way to track down the captain.”

Armstrong picked up his coffee cup and rose from his chair. “I’ll get right on it,” he said. “Let you know if I hear from him.”

“Right,” said Rembrandt. She watched Armstrong leave, then turned to the day’s schedule. She’d be running the company in the captain’s absence—this time without even Beeker’s help. There had better not be any emergencies while she was in charge. She expected to have her hands full finding the captain.

*    *    *

They found the rebel base by following a bayou that led deep into the mainland, passing a little trading post, and turning up a broad jungle trail that rapidly became narrower as the lush vegetation closed in. Various stinging and biting insects closed in, as well. If the trail had been a bit better, it might have been possible to outrun them. As it was, the passengers spent half their time swatting pests. Phule wondered how the rebels managed to control the insects—or whether they simply put up with them as part of the price for their freedom.

Okidata, who was acting as driver as well as guide, stopped the hoverjeep outside the camp. “I don’t know what kind of electronics they have, but there must be something they can pick us up on,” he said, slapping a mosquito. “From here on in, we’re probably being watched.”

“I’ve been taking that for granted ever since we left our own base,” said Phule, mopping his sweating brow. It was no exaggeration. Ever since the spaceport sniper had taken two shots at him, he’d assumed that every time he came outside Legion headquarters he might become a target again. So far, it hadn’t happened. But up until now, he hadn’t come strolling right up to the rebels’ camp, either. Well, he ought to be all right as long as the rebels respected a flag of truce. If they respected it … “See if you can open up a comm connection,” he said. “Might as well do what we can to keep from startling some trigger-happy sentry.”

“You folks already way too late for that,” came a voice from surprisingly nearby. Phule looked up to see a large weapon pointed at him. Behind the weapon was a wiry, bearded man in jungle camouflage with a red bandanna headband. Closer inspection revealed that he was wearing gold hoop earrings to match a gold front tooth. “Guess you better put them hands up,” the rebel added, almost as an afterthought.

“Hey, take it easy—I’m on your side,” said Okidata, indignantly.

“I ain’t got the time to figure that out right now,” said the rebel. “Get them hands up and we’ll settle it later.”

“We’re here under a flag of truce,” said Phule, reasonably. “Besides, our driver can’t control the hoverjeep with his hands up.”

“I wouldn’t put too fine a point on it, sir,” said Beeker, raising his hands. “At the moment, the gentleman appears to be in a position to insist on his demands.”

“We ain’t gonna worry about the hoverer,” said the man with the gun. “Why don’t you jes’ get out so I don’t have to worry ’bout you drivin’ off all of a sudden? You don’t wanna go makin’ me jumpy, do you?”

“I reckon not,” said Rev, his hands high above his head. “Looky here, ol’ buddy, don’t shoot—I’m jes’ gettin’ out, like you asked.”

“That’s a smart feller,” said the rebel, nodding. He watched Rev get out, motioned him off to one side with the gun barrel, then said, “OK, next out—you with the bowler hat, there. Shake a leg.”

“Very well,” said Beeker. “Please be careful where you point that weapon. I’m afraid my health insurance doesn’t cover acts of war, and I fear that any injury I receive under these conditions might be construed as such.”

Two other armed rebels showed up while the man with the gun directed Phule and Okidata out of the hoverjeep. They gawked when they saw the Legion uniforms, but kept their weapons aimed at their captives, and managed to give the impression that they would fire if provoked. Nobody provoked them. When all four captives were standing together, hands raised, one of the newcomers whistled. “Whoo-ee, Buster, looks like you done made a real haul.”

“He certainly has,” said Phule. “Now, if you want to make the most of it, I suggest you take us to your superior officers.”

“Suggestion noted,” said Buster. He turned and spit into the underbrush, then said, “Durn if you ain’t the fanciest bunch I seen in a while, though. Two of you in them black uniforms, and the other two wearin’ their Sunday best, too. You all got the look of some kind o’ face cards—what’s your game, anyway?”

“We’ve come here to help you win,” said Phule. “Now, will you take us to your officers?”

“Help us win?” said Buster, his eyes wide. “That’s the damnedest proposition I’ve heard all month, and I keep some mighty strange company. What makes you think you can help us?”

“This,” said Phule, pointing to the leather pouch strapped around his waist.

“Keep them hands up,” said Buster. “What you got in there, anyway? If it’s some kind of secret weapon, it’s a mighty small one.”

“Nothing secret about it,” said Phule. “But it’s the one weapon every fighting force needs more than any other. Now, if you’ll take me to your superior, maybe he’ll let you stick around while I open it up and show him. If you don’t delay us unnecessarily, I’ll even put in a good word for you.”

Buster laughed. “The day I need a good word with the brass is gonna be a long time comin’. But I like your style, mister, so I’m gonna do what you say. This here vehicle oughta be safe right where it is. If you boys will just start walkin’ along that trail, you ought to come to the camp in no time at all. Don’t do anything rash, though—’cause I’ll be right behind you.”

“Believe me, friend, coming here was as rash an act as I’m prepared to engage in for some time to come,” said Beeker. “We’ll be greatly obliged if you keep it in mind that we are here under a flag of truce.”

“I’ll keep it in mind, long as nothin’ happens to jar it out of my memory,” said Buster. “Let’s get a move on.”

They started off along the jungle trail. Behind them, Buster began to whistle a jaunty melody. Phule trudged along, his hands held high. Perspiration had begun to soak his uniform, and the jungle flies swarmed around his face. It was inconvenient not being able to swat the flies, but Buster and his men might misunderstand any sudden notions. Off to the side, there was a droning chorus of spooky sounds—indigenous animals, he assumed. Presumably the creatures weren’t dangerous. At least, the rebels seemed to pay them no mind. Then again, the rebels were armed, and he wasn’t.

Faced with the reality of the jungle, Phule belatedly began to wonder if everything was going to be as easy as it had looked when he was planning it. If he’d miscalculated, he might have gotten himself in far worse trouble than he’d bargained for.…


Chapter Fourteen

Journal #410

The first roller coaster on Landoor was built by an unemployed mining engineer, J. T. Dressage. Inspired by seeing youths in the mining towns taking daredevil rides on abandoned mine railroad cars, he purchased a quantity of track at salvage prices. Borrowing the money to buy a plot of land outside Landoor City, he built a ramshackle wooden trestle, and opened his ride—“the Daredevil.” It caught the fancy of the public and, within a short time, Dressage had not only paid off his debts, but purchased fifty acres of adjacent land and expanded his operation to become the first of Landoor’s theme parks.

The success of Dressage Park caught the eyes of several small businessmen, who pooled their savings and set up a rival operation south of the city—Dunes Park, with an even wider range of rides and attractions. Within a few years, no Landooran considered a vacation complete without a visit to one of the Atlantis theme parks. Indeed, they were the first enterprises on the planet developed without the participation of the Moguls. They (and the smaller parks that sprang up in their wake) thus became an important symbol of national pride to the Landoorans—the working people to whom the Moguls were alien princes with no roots in their world. This image was confirmed when the Moguls decamped to greener pastures and left Landoor to the Landoorans.

At that point, Landoor found itself with all the circuses it could ask for. But as they soon realized, there was a desperate shortage of bread. And therein lay the seeds of revolution …

The trail took Phule’s group and their guards on a mildly strenuous hike through dense, steaming jungle, in which the occasional Earth-origin tree or animal could be spotted. (The original settlers appeared to have brought along a fair supply of parrots—or possibly a few escaped breeding pairs had been sufficient to start a population explosion.) The contrast between the slightly purplish local foliage and the brighter green Terran-import leaves made the walk unusually picturesque—although not quite enough so for Phule to stop worrying about his reception at trail’s end.

At last, the trail crossed a little stream on stepping stones, and on the other side was the guerilla camp. Phule thought to himself that the camp was completely vulnerable to an air attack. Given the government’s manifest eagerness to put the rebels out of business, the fact that they hadn’t done so was proof of how thoroughly they had been disarmed.

There were a good number of two-person tents in camouflage colors—obviously off-planet in origin, since the hues clashed with the local vegetation. Open cooking fires were scattered at intervals among them. Here and there were small groups of armed men and women, sitting on the ground or engaged in various tasks, from cooking to construction of larger, more permanent buildings. There was nothing resembling a consistent uniform, although many appeared to have adopted the red bandanna as a quasi-official badge.

Buster pointed to the center of the clearing, where a large tent stood next to an improvised pole bearing a colorful flag, different from the one flying over the government buildings: the rebel flag, no doubt. “That-a-way,” he said. Phule and his group followed, drawing curious stares from the groups of rebels they passed on their way through the camp.

The main tent had an awning protecting a folding table at which sat a lean man with a fringe of stringy gray hair beneath a field cap. He wore the closest thing to a real uniform that Phule had seen so far, although it bore no recognizable insignia. He looked up as Buster herded Phule and his companions into the shade of the tent. “Who’s this?” he said, squinting at the newcomers.

“Found ’em out in the woods,” said Buster. “They drove right up in a hovercar, asked to see you. So here they are.”

“Have they been searched or questioned?” said the man, looking at the uniformed legionnaires.

“Nah, they weren’t showin’ no hardware, so we just brought ’em in,” said Buster. “Like I say, this guy in the front wanted to talk to you.”

“This is an inexcusable lapse in security,” said the rebel leader—for that was obviously what he was. “If these men had been carrying concealed weapons …”

“Oh, give us a break, will ya?” said Buster, with a sweeping gesture. “Look at these jaspers and tell me any of ’em has the brass to sneak in a weapon. Minute they pull it, they’s gonna be buzzard meat, even if they do get a few of us. They look like the suicidal type to you?”

“Perhaps not, but we have security procedures for a reason,” said the leader. “This is not the first time you have shown a lack of judgment …”

“I think he showed excellent judgment in bringing us directly to you,” Phule interrupted. “I think you will find what I have to say very interesting—and very much to your advantage.”

“And you are?” asked the rebel leader, glaring at Phule.

“Captain Jester, Space Legion,” said Phule, with a little nod. “With me is Chaplain Rev, as well as my chauffeur and my personal butler. And whom am I speaking to?”

“A chauffeur and a butler, eh?” said the rebel leader. “And a chaplain, too. That’s a first, for sure—most people who come looking for me bring along an infantry brigade or so.” Belatedly, remembering that Phule had asked his name, he puffed up his chest and said, “I am Le Duc Taep, Provisional President of the Restored Republic of New Atlantis.”

“Ah, then I am speaking to the right man,” said Phule. “Mr. President, I have come to show you how to win your revolution.”

“What did you say?” said Le Duc Taep. He looked at Phule’s uniform again. “Aren’t you from the peacekeeping team?”

“That is correct. In fact, I am its commanding officer,” said Phule, smiling broadly.

“You!” Le Duc Taep rose to his feet and pointed at Phule. “You are the officer formerly known as Captain Scaramouche?”

Phule’s smile didn’t waver. “Mr. President, perhaps you aren’t familiar with our Legion traditions. A legionnaire’s previous identity is unimportant. Even when a member has been …”

“You are Scaramouche!” shouted Le Duc Taep. He turned to Buster and the guards and exclaimed, “Seize him!”

*    *    *

“Salutations, Lieutenant Strongarm!” Flight Leftenant Qual came bouncing into Comm Central, located in the penthouse suite of the Landoor Plaza.

Armstrong looked up from the printout he was scanning. “Good morning, Qual. What’s the good word?”

“If you mean news of Captain Clown, I am afraid the word is a bad one,” said Qual. “Or no word at all, to be more exact. Have you received intelligence of him?”

“Heard nothing,” said Tusk-anini, stationed behind a bank of electronic intelligence monitors. “Best guess is rebels holding captain prisoner.”

“This comes of acting like the hero of some holo-drama,” said Armstrong. He slapped the printout down on the desktop with a degree of force that underscored his frustration. “Going out to find the rebel camp was like asking to be taken prisoner. We can only hope the rebels have sense enough to keep him alive. As long as he’s alive, at least we’ve got a chance to rescue him.”

“Well spoken, Strongarm,” said Qual. “With resources of this company, such should be within ready capability. But a clever plan must be made before commencing, no?”

“Before even that, we have to figure out where the rebels are,” said Armstrong. “Of course, the captain went galavanting off without bothering to leave an itinerary. I suppose he went out and followed his nose, so maybe we could find them the same way. But even if we find their main camp, there’s no guarantee the captain’s there….”

“No, but that a good place to start,” said Tusk-anini. “We find rebel camp, then good chance we also find somebody know where captain is.”

“Tusk-anini speaks reason,” said Qual, flashing his allosaurus grin. “You dispatch your best jungle scouts, and when you find the rebel camp, you will find Captain Clown.”

“Best jungle scouts,” mused Armstrong. “Now there’s a specialty we haven’t had to identify before. The Gambolts would probably be good at that. Who else …?”

“Yours truly was hatched and nurtured in an environment not dissimilar to this world’s, I hasten to inform you,” said Qual. “I would eagerly volunteer to direct such a hazarding, if you wish to make use of my native competencies.”

Armstrong rubbed his chin, then said, “I’d have to run that past Lieutenant Rembrandt—she’s officially in command in the captain’s absence. The question would be whether a foreign officer should lead Legion troops.”

“If Qual best for doing job, why he not do it?” asked Tusk-anini.

Armstrong shook his head. “That’s your problem, Tusk-anini: You’ve never really understood why we in the military have to do things a certain way …”

“Understand perfectly,” grunted Tusk-anini. “Too polite to say what think about it.”

“I admire your support, Voltonish friend,” Qual said, grinning. “But Lieutenant Strongarm is correct. Shackle of command must be followed. We shall request approval of this plan from Lieutenant Rembrandt. Perhaps, though, it is best to approach her with a fully realized stratagem. Oh Layer-of-Eggs, do our computers indicate which legionnaires are from planets similar to this in terrain?”

“aghidpgtie,” said Mother, who had been doing her best to ignore the presence of others in her work area until addressed directly. But she began punching search parameters into her keyboard, and soon Qual and Armstrong were working on the tentative rescue plan. It was a wild idea, even for the Omega Mob, but as he reviewed the plan, Armstrong began to think it might work …

*    *    *

“What are you waiting for?” shouted Le Duc Taep, pointing at Phule. “Seize him!” There was a stunned moment of silence in the rebel camp.

“Uh, do you mean that like literally, Taep?” said Buster, scratching his jawbone below the right ear. “We pretty much got him in hand, y’know. You want us to hog-tie him or somethin’?”

“Secure him so he can’t escape, you idiots!” shouted Le Duc Taep, stepping around the folding table. “This man is one of the greatest enemies of the revolution!”

The guards raised their weapons, suddenly looking alert. Buster stepped over and put a hand on Phule’s shoulder. “Don’t you or your friends try nothing funny, OK? If Taep’s tellin’ the truth, you might be in a good bit o’ trouble.”

“I fail to see how that’s so,” said Phule, returning Le Duc Taep’s gaze. “Even if I admitted being Captain Scaramouche—which I haven’t—my position within the Federation peacekeeping force gives me diplomatic immunity. It would be very unwise to interfere with me in the course of my duties.”

“Unwise?” said Le Duc Taep. He sneered. “There is wisdom, and there is satisfaction. I mean to have my satisfaction, and whatever follows I will take in stride.”

“Now, just a minute, Taep,” said Buster, leaning on the butt of his weapon. “Your satisfaction is dandy, but so far I ain’t heard what’s in it for the grunts. Say we execute this bird, and the Federation sends in a battle cruiser to vamp on us. What do the kids out there get in the way of satisfaction while they’re dodgin’ the assault lasers and pocket nukes?”

“They will have helped punish the greatest enemy of New Atlantis!” replied Le Duc Taep, but some of the bluster had gone out of his voice.

“Really?” said Buster. The way he said it, the word rhymed with silly. He paused before continuing. “Seems to me there’s a few guys sittin’ in Government House back in Landoor City that fill them shoes better than this here fella. Then again, maybe he has done somethin’ worth risking that battle cruiser for to get back at him. But you still ain’t told us what it is.”

“That’s right, Taep,” said a guard, and another chimed in with, “Yeah, what’s he done?”

Le Duc Taep pointed at Phule. “This is the man who ordered the scurrilous attack on the peace conference, further humiliating us at the moment of our capitulation!”

“Oh, yeah, I heard about that,” said Buster. “You and the other brass got your pants singed pretty good, didn’t you?” He turned to Phule. “He tellin’ the truth?”

“Well …” Phule began, “I think I should point out that nobody was killed …”

Rev put his hand on Phule’s shoulder. “Y’know, there’s more to this situation than meets the eyeball.”

“What say?” said Buster, frowning. “Seems to me, either he done it or he didn’t.”

“He did do it,” said Le Duc Taep, his confidence returning. “Otherwise, he’d simply deny it.”

“You got a good point there,” said Buster. “But let me hear this other bird’s point he’s tryin’ to make.”

“Why, thank ye, sonny,” said Rev. “What I’d like to say here is, a fellow can be different things, and what he used to be ain’t necessarily as important as what he is. You go holdin’ the past against him, you might be missin’ a glorious opportunity right now.”

“You still talkin’ over my head,” said Buster, scratching his jaw again. “Taep, you got any idea what he’s sayin’?”

“What he’s saying is that whatever I did or didn’t do back during the peace conference—and I really don’t think we have to rake over those coals again—I can make up for it now,” said Phule. “My orders are to bring peace to this world—they don’t say one word about who governs it. It might as well be you as the other fellow. So, I’m going to help you win.”

“That’s big talk,” said Buster, solemnly. “Win the war for us just like that? I gotta hear this.”

“If you’re going to try to buy forgiveness …” Le Duc Taep began.

“Yes, of course, what else?” said Phule. He reached down and opened up his belt pouch. He pulled out a handful of banknotes in large denominations. “I know money can’t buy everything, but that’s no reason to turn up your nose at it. Let’s put the proposition in a nutshell. You can win your revolution, and I’m going to show you how to do it. Are you game?”

Le Duc Taep looked at the money, then looked back at Phule. “And what’s to stop us from taking your money and our revenge both at the same time?”

Phule shrugged. “Oh, money’s not hard to get, if you have the knack. You could raise this much yourself in a few days, if you put your mind to it. Of course, this is a drop in the bucket, compared to what you’d need. And I’m willing to back you to the limit.”

“You’ll buy us all the weapons we need to win the war?” said Le Duc Taep, obviously impressed.

“Oh, you won’t need weapons,” said Phule. “I’d hardly waste my money on that. What I’m going to do is show you how to win without firing a shot. Here’s what you’re going to need …”

As Phule outlined his plan, the rebel leader began to nod his head. Le Duc Taep and Buster—evidently a very senior officer in the guerilla band—interrupted from time to time with questions. Soon Phule had laid out a sheet of paper on the folding table and started making sketches. The afternoon wore on …

*    *    *

“Yo, Remmie, you gotta let us in on this rescue operation,” said Do-Wop.

Lieutenant Rembrandt looked up from her drawing pad at Do-Wop and Sushi. Even now, with command of the entire company thrust upon her, she made herself take a few minutes to keep her eyes sharp. It gave her a way to sidestep the worry about what kind of trouble the captain had gotten into, this time. “No,” she said.

“Whattaya mean?” said Do-Wop. “We got a right to volunteer, don’t we?”

“Sure, you’ve got a right to volunteer,” said Rembrandt, putting aside the drawing pad. “But I’ve got to choose a team I think will do the job without getting anybody killed—and I mean the captain, in particular. You two don’t fit the mission specs, this time.”

“Why not?” said Do-Wop. “We’re as slick as you’ve got—even the captain knows that. Besides, we owe him—nobody else ever cut us half the breaks the captain has.”

“Well, I’m glad you appreciate that,” said Rembrandt. “I know you two are slick—God, are you ever slick—but you’re not jungle scouts, and that’s what we need this time.”

Do-Wop snickered. “I ain’t worried about the jungle. You drop me down anywhere on this planet, I’ll be the baddest thing for a hundred kilometers.”

Rembrandt shook her head. “The answer is no. There’ll be plenty of other missions …”

“Not if these guys don’t rescue the captain,” said Sushi. “What are they going to do, anyway? Rush in and start shooting? Or maybe something smart, like trying to persuade the rebels to let him go? That’s about the only way I can think of to make sure the captain doesn’t get hurt. You’ll admit we’re the only ones who could do that. We can sell sneakers to snakes, if you give us the chance.”

“What’s a snake?—oh, never mind, I get the idea,” said Lieutenant Rembrandt. She stood up and planted a finger in the center of Sushi’s chest. “Maybe you can, but that’s not the point. This team’s going out in the jungle. They’d spend so much time bailing you two out of trouble they’d never get around to rescuing the captain.”

Sushi didn’t budge. “They’re still going to need somebody like us at the other end,” he said. “What about this—the jungle scouts find the captain, then you send us in to negotiate? Once we know our goal, you can send us by hovercar, if you want. That way you don’t have to worry about all the jungle thingies getting us.”

“I ain’t scared of no jungle thingies,” Do-Wop reiterated.

“I’m sure you’re not, which is another good reason you’re not going to be a jungle scout,” said Rembrandt. Do-Wop opened his mouth to protest, but she held up a hand and continued, “Sushi’s idea has some merit, I have to admit. But I’m not going to give a thumbs-up until I know where the captain’s being held. Until then I don’t even know whether he needs rescuing, let alone what the best plan will be. Maybe it’s sending you in to bamboozle the rebels or going in with force or something else we haven’t thought of yet. The one thing I do know is that you’re not going out in the jungle. Get used to it.”

“Well, Lieutenant, I think you’re being too cautious,” said Sushi. “But if you promise you’ll keep my plan in mind, we’ll let you get back to work. And thanks for listening.”

“I won’t forget your plan,” said Rembrandt. “No other promises, though. Now, aren’t you two supposed to be on duty someplace?”

“Uh, like Soosh said, we’ll let you get back to work,” said Do-Wop, and the two legionnaires beat a hasty retreat. Rembrandt sighed and reached for her sketchpad again. Sushi had given her a potentially useful idea. She’d have to think about a way to make it work …

“Lieutenant, got to talk,” came a familiar voice. “Rebels holding captain prisoner. Got to be on team rescuing him.”

Rembrandt sighed. “Tusk-anini, I don’t remember anything in your file about you coming from a jungle world,” she said. She began to suspect that she was going to have a lot of discussions like the one just concluded in the time before the jungle team set out.

*    *    *

Eventually, Armstrong and Rembrandt cobbled together a two-stage mission for rescuing Phule. First Qual and the Gambolts would use their skills to find the rebel camp at which Phule was presumably being held prisoner, and report its location to base. If Qual’s report convinced the officers that Phule actually needed rescuing, a fighting force of volunteers would go in to do the job.

After dark, a hoverjeep swooped low over the waves and put Qual’s team ashore on the mainland in the area in which the rebel camp was rumored to be located. The Zenobian and the three Gambolts melted into invisibility almost before they had reached the dark line of brush a few dozen yards above the high-tide mark on the sand. As soon as they were out of sight, the hoverjeep turned back to the island, and the Legion base.

Qual watched from the shadows, then turned to the Gambolts. “Now we travel softly,” he said to them, and they nodded; Qual’s dark-adapted vision registered the nods, as theirs registered his silent “follow me” gesture. They followed.

They were travelling light, planning to live off the land rather than slow themselves with unnecessary food and equipment. All were from hunting races, and experiment had proven that they could eat the native wildlife as well as the earthling species introduced by the original settlers. The Gambolts, in fact, were especially fond of nutria. When Escrima first offered that dish on the Legion menu, Duke had sampled it and said approvingly, “It tastes much like rodent—but of unusual size.” The others had nodded. Brandy, who overheard the compliment, had very carefully made sure it did not get back to Escrima—at least, not accurately translated.

At first the team followed a broad stream that took them west and north into the interior. Qual set a rapid pace, and the Gambolts followed him easily. Toward midnight, they came to a natural-looking log bridge across the stream, with a narrow game trail leading off in either direction. They examined both banks for traces of human passage.

“The odor of humans is stronger to the left,” murmured Garbo. “There must be a settlement in that direction.” She lashed her tail in involuntary excitement.

Qual pulled out a map and examined it. “The humans’ chart does not illustrate a town in this vicinity,” he said after a moment. “However, there are shown a few trappers’ camps, and a trading post that seems more continuous.”

“I smell too many humans for a camp or trading post,” said Garbo. “But perhaps they hunt in large packs, like the goulfes of our world.”

Dukes and Rube nodded their agreement. “There are males and females both,” Rube added, wriggling his nose.

“Do their trappers hunt in mixed-sex groupings?” asked Qual. “Our people hunt alone, so I cannot judge humans by our customs.”

“Their military mixes the sexes, as ours does. Perhaps they hunt together as well,” said Garbo. “If we moved closer, perhaps we could distinguish the captain’s scent.”

“Gazma’s tail! I find it quaint that such a meagerly toothed species hunts at all,” said Qual, with a grin that brought a feline gurgle of amusement from the Gambolts. “We shall do as Garbo suggests and explore the trail to the left.”

They set off into the darkness again. Along toward dawn, they surprised a small, leaping creature; Rube captured it before it took two bounds, and they breakfasted quickly before moving along. Ahead, the scent of humans grew stronger.

*    *    *

Lieutenant Rembrandt was toweling off from her morning shower when her communicator alarm went off. She dropped the towel and picked up the communicator. “Rembrandt here,” she said. “What’s cooking, Mother?”

“Hot stuff, Remmy,” came the saucy voice. “Our little lizard wizard and the three pussycats have found the rebel camp, and the captain’s there.”

“Is the captain free or a prisoner?” asked Rembrandt.

Mother paused before saying, “Well, honey, that’s the tricky part. You know how Qual talks kind of strange …”

“Great Gazma, do I ever!” said Rembrandt, laughing. Then her voice turned sharper. “What are you telling me, Mother?”

“Well, they found the captain. But they only saw him for a moment before they set off some kind of alarm. A patrol came out looking for them and they had to skedaddle. So, they didn’t see enough to figure out whether he’s free. Qual said one of the rebels was always there with a gun, but that doesn’t prove Cap’s a prisoner, does it?”

“Not necessarily, no,” said Rembrandt. “Damn—now I realize it was a mistake not to have sent at least one human in the scout party. Then we’d have a better idea whether the captain was under duress. Now I’ve got to read a Zenobian’s mind to decide whether to send the rescue party or stay clear.”

Mother’s voice cut through her spoken-aloud thoughts. “Any orders, Remmie? I’ve got other calls coming in.”

Rembrandt answered without hesitation, “If one of them’s Qual, patch him straight through to me. If not, keep trying to raise him. And put the rescue team on alert. I want them ready to go on a moment’s notice. I’ll be over to Comm Central as soon as I get my uniform on.”

“Ooooh, should I send somebody over with a camera?”

Rembrandt chuckled. “Not if you want the camera back in one piece,” she said. “Remember, hook me up right away if you get Qual. Rembrandt out.” She grabbed the towel again and finished dressing in a hurry.

*    *    *

“Sir, I am concerned that you have not communicated with Headquarters,” said Beeker, coming into the tent assigned to him and his employer. “If I were your lieutenants, I would be concerned about your safety.”

“This is one of those operations where secrecy is the most important concern, Beeker,” said Phule. He saved the work he had in progress on his Port-a-Brain computer, then leaned back in his seat to look his butler in the eye. “If the government learns we’re out here, they’re likely to see what we’re doing as aiding and abetting the rebels.”

“Isn’t that precisely what you are doing, sir?”

“Only in the narrowest sense, Beeker,” Phule said. “I can make an excellent case that what we’re doing will benefit the entire planet. But that case will look a whole lot stronger if we’ve made reasonable progress toward getting the project under way when somebody starts asking questions.”

Beeker’s face took on a faintly disapproving expression. “I expect the government to judge that case by its own lights, sir. If they can represent your actions as taking the rebels’ side, they’re likely to petition for your company’s removal from the planet. You’ll have invested a great deal of time and effort only to get a black eye. More to the point, I’m afraid that something like that would give General Blitzkrieg exactly the pretext he’s been looking for to cashier you from the Legion.”

“Blitzkrieg and his ilk have made the Legion the laughingstock of the Federation,” said Phule. “Luckily, there are some good officers at the top of the Legion. Some of them must have noticed that I’m getting them favorable press coverage, which is a novelty for the Legion. I hope they’ll listen to my case before they do anything they’d regret, Beeker. They’ve got too much invested here for them to toss me overboard at the first sign of a little rough weather.”

“In fact, they strike me as likely to do exactly that if you push them too far,” said Beeker. “I must caution you not to overestimate your value to the Legion, sir—the generals do not necessarily share your view of what is best for them.”

Phule leaned farther back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind the nape of his neck. “Good old Beeker, always the mother hen. Don’t worry, old fellow, I know what I’m doing this time. We’ll come out with flying colors.”

“Perhaps, sir,” said Beeker, stiffly. “Still, I feel it my responsibility to call your attention to another scenario you may not have taken into account.”

“What’s that?”

“Suppose that when the government learns of your involvement here, they decide not to protest to the Federation, but to launch a preemptive strike against this base? If they have managed to conceal any significant military resources, they could destroy this camp in an afternoon. You would be a regrettable collateral victim—or they might claim that the rebels killed you when they came under attack. Naturally, there’d be no one to contradict their account. The Legion could award you a posthumous medal, if it were so minded.”

“Well, that confirms my belief that we need to keep this operation secret,” said Phule. “Don’t worry, old fellow, we’ll get out of this one all right. If you want, I can have the rebels smuggle you back to Headquarters so you can get out of danger.”

“Sir, I resent the implication that I am motivated primarily by a fear of danger.”

Phule’s eyebrows went up a notch. “You mean you’re not? I’m surprised, Beeker. I thought you considered self-preservation a cardinal virtue.”

“And so I do, sir,” said the butler. “But protection of my assets is also a considerable factor in my course of action at any given time. In fact, I have not necessarily rejected your offer of an escort back to civilization. But it strikes me that what you are planning here, should it succeed, would be an excellent investment opportunity for me, as well. Thus, I would like to have a degree of input into its planning that my absence would render impractical.”

Now Phule broke into a broad grin. “Aha. I knew you had some sort of agenda. In that case, why don’t you help me look over these plans, and let’s see if we can get this project under way before the government decides to try stopping us?” He pointed to the Port-a-Brain computer, and Beeker leaned forward to examine the screen. Within a few minutes, the two were exploring the best ways to advance the project. Nothing more was said of Beeker leaving.

Journal #412

In the end, Lieutenant Rembrandt decided she would have fewer regrets sending the rescue team than waiting to hear from Phule. Flight Leftenant Qual had remained out of communication, and lacking any report from him, it was reasonable for her to assume the worst.

The rescue team was led by Lieutenant Armstrong. He had managed to hire a waterman familiar with the area of the mainland where Armstrong thought the rebel camp to be. Supplemented with what meager satellite intelligence they could gather, and armed with a mix of lethal weapons and Zenobian stun rays, the rescue party set out. Naturally, they had no idea what lay ahead of them.

The flat-bottomed boat skimmed quickly and almost silently along the waterway. “This is how the rebels travel around the swamps,” said the boatman, whose name was Hansen. “They kin duck back in these here bayous quicker than a nutria jumpin’ off the bank.”

“I can see how they’d be tough to catch,” said Armstrong. “These waterways all look the same to me—I don’t see how anybody would ever find their way without GPS.” Raised on a high-tech world, he took the benefits of a full satellite network for granted.

“GPS—huh!” said Hansen. He spat in the water. “Genuine Piece of Shit, you ask me. Maybe that stuff can tell you where you at on a map, but that don’t mean you gonna find your way anywhere else. The swamp keep a-changin’, and if the map don’t show the change, GPS can’t help none. You better off havin’ a local boy out on your skiff.”

“Maybe so,” said Armstrong, with a tight-lipped smile. “But relying on locals works until the locals decide they’re on the other guy’s side—no offense, but it happens too often to ignore. If you wanted to, I bet you could get me so lost I’d never come back out. GPS gives me a chance—though I’d give a lot to have a few more sats up there.”

“Something up ahead,” said Tusk-anini, pointing over the bow. There was an opening in the trees, and through it those on the boat could see a structure of some sort.

“Stand ready for action,” said Armstrong, and the legionnaires took their equipment in hand and looked ahead at their destination—or had it been designated as a target, now? They’d know when Armstrong spoke.

“That’s jes’ Bobby Czerny’s place, nothin’ we got to worry about,” said the boatman. “Ol’ Bobby sells a little food, a little bait, a little fuel, a little hooch—money or trade, he don’t care what he sells or who he sells it to, long as he gets by. Don’t need no artillery here.”

“We don’t usually get worried,” said Super-Gnat, who was carrying a Rolling Thunder automatic shotgun that looked bigger than she was. She grinned. “But somebody took a potshot at the captain when we landed, and now the looie thinks he’s a prisoner. So maybe we do need the artillery, y’know? If we have to use it, you get down flat and stay out of the way.”

“Assumin’ we don’t capsize from the first shot, I reckon I’ll do jes’ that,” said Hansen. “You folks better be careful with them big ol’ guns—these here flatboats flip right over, you start to skip around on deck. A warnin’ to the wise.”

“We hear you,” said Armstrong. “Everyone make sure you have a steady position if you need to fire. Closing on target.”

The legionnaires spread out around the little boat, trying to distribute their weight equally. Most crouched down, or lay prone on the deck, to reduce the target they offered any hostile observer—and not incidentally, to lower their centers of gravity. The pilot, taking Gnat’s advice, flattened himself under the tiller. And so, as the boat pulled around a bend in the waterway, Armstrong was the only one standing upright.

That was when the trouble started.


Chapter Fifteen

Despite their guide’s claimed familiarity with the waterways, the boat rounded the bend and plowed directly into a submerged mud bank. Armstrong, standing upright near the prow, was thrown straight over the mud bank into water deep enough for him to go completely under.

Most of the others went overboard, too, landing in the shallow water that hid the bank—perhaps a half meter below the surface. That was enough to break their falls, although Tusk-anini landed hard enough to knock the wind out of him. Even the few who managed to remain on deck got a good shaking up. By sheer luck, none of them accidentally fired their weapons. Considering the firepower they were carrying, that kept the accident from turning into a disaster. Even the stun ray, if it had hit someone in deep water, could have been lethal.

Armstrong’s head appeared above the water, and he looked around in all directions before swimming back toward the bank, where the legionnaires were beginning to find their feet. “What happened?” he said, as he reached wading depth.

“Hit a bar,” said Hansen, who had rushed to the prow and was looking over the side to see what damage his boat had sustained. He glowered at Armstrong and said, “You’d ’a let me stand up, I’d ’a seen the bastard. Damn near kilt my boat.”

“Killed your boat? You damn near killed my squad!” bellowed Armstrong. He pulled himself upright—no easy feat in the slippery mud—and said, “OK, everybody, back on board.”

“Not so fast,” said Hansen, raising a hand. “We done sprung a leak here. I don’t know if she can carry the weight.”

“Well, we can’t stay out here in the middle of the water,” said Armstrong. “Can you at least get us to shore?” He pointed toward the trading post, about a kilometer away. A small group of locals had come to the bank to gawk at the boat and the floundering legionnaires.

“She’s shippin’ water pretty fast,” said Hansen. “I take you all, she’s like to sink ’fore we get there. I could maybe take a couple of you, and send the boys on shore back for the rest. They got a couple canoes along there. Or you could all hang on to the gunwale to lower the weight. You’d get wet, but you’d get to shore a bit faster.”

No sooner had he said this than there was a series of three loud splashes along the bank nearest the boat.

“What was that?” said Super-Gnat, one of the few still on deck. She swiveled her head around to look, but there was nothing to be seen but a series of expanding rings on the surface of the bayou.

“Nutria,” said Hansen, ominously. “They’re thick around here. Maybe you better all grab the gunwale, after all. Don’t want to mess with nutria.”

“Hurry it up,” said Armstrong. “Put your weapons in the boat, so they don’t get any wetter.”

“Hey, I don’t know if she can take that extra weight,” said Hansen. “I can only carry the guns if all of you hop off in the water.”

“I’m not getting in the water with nutria,” said Super-Gnat. “I don’t weigh very much, anyhow.”

Hansen nodded. “OK, little lady, why don’t you stay on board and keep an eye out for the nutria, and the rest can put the guns on deck and just hang on. I’ll get you there, all right.” Luckily for him, Gnat was too preoccupied with the nutria to react to being called a little lady.

Do-Wop and Moustache took the weapons from the legionnaires in the water and piled them on the foredeck before grudgingly jumping over the side. Then Hansen gunned the engine—gently, so as not to open the leak any wider—and the boat limped over to the shore, where the crowd of onlookers had grown to half a dozen. There was no further sign of nutria.

At last the bayou grew shallow enough for the hangers-on to touch bottom, and they simply let go and began wading ashore alongside the boat.

Hansen pointed forward and said to Super-Gnat, “Grab that line and throw it to the boys on shore so’s they can tie us up.”

Super-Gnat put down her shotgun and turned to pick up the rope. When she turned around again, Hansen was pointing it toward her. “Now, young lady, don’t get no ideas. I’m the only one with a gun now. I’d hate to use it on somebody so pretty.”

“You tricked us!” she said. “I bet you ran into that bar on purpose.”

“No, ma’am, that was a mistake. But I ain’t got as far in life as I have not takin’ advantage of mistakes. Now, put them hands up, if you don’t mind.” The other spectators had begun swarming on board and picking up the rest of the abandoned weapons.

Armstrong stopped and stared at him. “You’re turning us over to the rebels!” he said, accusingly.

“Not exactly, mister,” said Hansen. “I am a rebel. And I’m takin’ you all to Le Duc Taep, so’s he can decide what’s what. You’ll get your guns back the minute he says so. Till then, we ain’t takin’ no chances.”

At that very moment, a large rodentlike creature came waddling down the bank from the woods to the water, about ten yards away from the group. “What the hell is that thing?” said Do-Wop.

“Aww, that’s a nutria,” said a bystander, who was now cradling a Zenobian stun ray. “Good eatin’. Don’t mind him, they wouldn’t harm a fly.”

Super-Gnat turned accusingly to Hansen. “You lied about the nutria!”

Hansen grinned self-consciously. “Yeah, that, too,” he said.

The dripping hostages were handcuffed, then marched along a narrow trail to the rebel base. Their captors kept them moving, but did not force the pace, and it was not much more than half an hour before the tents of Le Duc Taep’s encampment came into view.

A guard hailed them as they came into view. “Who you got here, Hansen?”

“Bunch of soldiers came lookin’ for the camp,” said Hansen. “Don’t know what their business is, but I ain’t lettin’ ’em come walkin’ up with guns. Might somebody get hurt.”

“You’re going to get hurt if I ever get my hands on you,” said Super-Gnat, glaring at Hansen.

“Them uniforms look like the ones that captain wears, the one Taep’s been talking with all week,” said the guard. “If they’re his folks, he might not like ’em being cuffed.”

“Well, if they’re somebody’s friends, they shouldn’t come around wavin’ artillery at people,” said Hansen. “Taep can decide—that’s his job, right? Come along, folks.” And he waved them toward the command tent.

A young woman wearing a red bandanna over her thick, dark hair stood up at their approach. She was carrying an old hunting rifle. “Hello, Hansen,” she said. “Taep’s in a business meeting. You’ll have to wait.”

“In a business meeting?” said Hansen. “What the hell, Pilar, that ain’t the way things used to be around here. Is Taep puttin’ on airs in his old age?”

“He’s getting smart in his old age,” said a new voice. The newcomer wore the rebel uniform. The man who walked out of the tent right behind him wore Legion black.

“Taep!” said Hansen. “I didn’t mean no offense.”

“Captain!” said Armstrong, almost in the same breath. “Tell this man to set us free.”

“Do you know these people?” Taep raised an eyebrow and turned to Phule.

“I certainly do,” said Phule. “Assuming they haven’t done anything more serious than trying to find me, I hope you will set them free.”

“Uh, maybe you could make an exception for the little lady, Taep. At least let me get a head start on her,” said Hansen, looking apprehensively at Super-Gnat.

“This is my fault,” said Phule, putting a hand on Taep’s shoulder. “I owe everyone an apology. It seemed important to maintain secrecy, but I can see I’ve carried it too far. I should have known my people would come looking for me if I didn’t report back, and that it could have been real trouble when they came in contact with your people.”

“I understand the need for military secrecy,” said Armstrong, massaging his wrists, which Hansen had uncuffed after a nod from Taep. “If my superior officer doesn’t tell me something, I have to assume he has good reasons. Whatever brought you out here to meet the rebels has to have been pretty important, or you wouldn’t have risked it.”

“Well, yes,” said Phule. “In fact, you arrived just as we were putting the finishing touches on it. The rebels have agreed to end their rebellion! Instead, they’re going to return to Atlantis and enter into peaceful competition with the government.”

“They have?” Armstrong’s jaw fell. “That’s brilliant, sir, absolutely brilliant. How did you manage to convince them?”

“Well, it wasn’t all that hard, once I understood how people on this planet think,” said Phule. “All I had to promise was that I’d help them build the galaxy’s greatest roller coaster.”

Journal #420

My employer’s decision to do business directly with the rebels appeared to be a sound one. After his initial hostility, Le Duc Taep turned out to be far more a pragmatist than many of his followers. My employer was pleased to discover that Taep had a good grasp of details and a willingness to set aside dogma in favor of attainable goals. The two of them sat down to create a blueprint for the return of the rebel army to the mainstream of Landoor—as entrepreneurs.

Having settled the project’s main outlines, my employer returned to the Legion base to begin his part in building the rebel amusement park. He began by securing title to a large plot of land directly across the road from the government’s park. The actual owners were the rebel leaders, now reconstituted as a corporation—a status many of them found more congenial than camping in the jungle. Since the laws forbade off-planet citizens from owning shares in local businesses, my employer was constrained to act behind the scenes, making loans to the new park’s owners, and bringing in outside experts to aid their enterprise.

Predictably, the government was not happy to learn this.

Phule had settled into a comfortable rhythm on the rowing machine at the Landoor Plaza’s fitness club when his communicator sounded. He was tempted to ignore the signal; he’d lost several days on his exercise program during his trip out to the rebel base, and he was in the mood for a good workout. But the readout on his wrist said priority, which meant that Mother judged it important enough to interrupt him.

“Jester here,” he said, dropping one oar to raise the communicator to mouth level.

“Hate to bother you, loverboy,” said Mother’s saucy voice. “A couple of local bigwigs want to see you soonest. You put their names on the let-through list, so I’m lettin’ you know. Shall I send ’em in, or do you want to get dressed first? They’ve got steam coming out their ears.”

“That depends on who they are, and what their business is,” said Phule. “I assume you asked them?”

“Ah, roger, sweetie,” said Mother. There was a moment’s pause and she said, “The nasty one’s Colonel Mays and the ugly one’s Boris Eastman—they said you’d know them. As for their business, Mays mentioned espionage, sedition, and harboring criminals. Have you been a bad boy again?”

“Not exactly,” said Phule. “I guess I’d better see them anyway. I’ll be in my office in five minutes.”

“I’ll tell them,” said Mother. Then, after a pause, “That doesn’t give you enough time to change. You aren’t going to change to meet them? Tsk, tsk.”

“If they’re that anxious to see me, I shouldn’t make them wait,” said Phule. “Besides, if I show up in skivvies, it proves I’m taking them seriously. It can’t hurt. Tell them I’m on my way.” He toweled a few beads of sweat off his forehead, and made his way through the hotel’s back corridors to his office.

Mays and Eastman were in the waiting room. Eastman was seated, tapping his fingers nervously, but Mays was pacing, jittery as a caged predator. They both turned to glare as he strode briskly through the door. “Well, gentlemen, sorry to keep you waiting,” said Phule. “We in the military have to stay in shape, and I’m afraid I haven’t had much time for that lately. What can I do for you?” He indicated the open doorway into his private office.

“You’ve had plenty of time for meddling,” snapped Eastman. He rose to his feet, his fists balled at his side.

“That depends on what you mean by meddling,” said Phule, as calmly as he could manage. “Come inside and we can discuss it.”

The two followed him into the office, grumbling, and he closed the door behind them. He directed them to a large couch, then perched on the edge of his desk and said, “Gentlemen. I have good news for you. I have just returned from a mission to persuade Le Duc Taep to end his rebellion. I’m sure you will be pleased to learn that Le Duc Taep is disbanding his army. Instead of trying to overthrow the government, the rebels are ready to do their part to build a strong economy.”

“Build the economy? Better you should say destroy the economy!” said Eastman. “We know the score. The outlaws plan a theme park in direct competition with Landoor Park—endangering a project the government has invested millions in!”

Phule smiled. “Le Duc Taep’s new park will create jobs—I’d think you’d be in favor of that.”

“He will steal our workers—people we’ve trained!” snarled Eastman, “The workers should be grateful for government jobs.”

“If the jobs are that good, Taep won’t be able to hire the workers away,” said Phule. “I’m a businessman, Deputy Eastman. I don’t expect the law of supply and demand to suspend itself for my benefit.”

“No, but you’re not above diddling with it,” said Colonel Mays, grimacing. “I won’t deny you your due, Captain—if you have convinced the rebels to lay down their arms, you have earned our sincere congratulations. But tell me this, Le Duc Taep is not a poor man, but he has never had the capital to start up a project like this. You’re bankrolling him, aren’t you?”

“I’ve extended him a business loan,” said Phule, with a shrug. “I’ve had everything vetted by a local lawyer, and she assures me we’re in perfect compliance with your laws.”

Eastman made a rude noise. “You can find a lawyer to approve anything, if you’re willing to pay enough. Don’t bandy legalisms with us, Captain. You’ve been trying to undermine this government ever since you arrived on-planet....”

Phule cut him off. “Let’s get one thing straight, Deputy. My orders come from the Galactic Joint Chiefs of Staff—not from anybody on this planet. I’m not so foolish as to ignore local opinion in arriving at my policies. But so far all I’ve heard from the government is accusations and bluster.”

“That’s the line you’re taking, is it?” said the Colonel. “Well, I give you credit for guts, if not for common sense. Don’t think we won’t go over your head, Captain—you are a very small fish, whether you know it or not.”

“I am no egomaniac, Colonel,” said Phule. “But I suggest you stop trying to intimidate me. That’s already been tried. By the way, have your police found those snipers yet?”

“I don’t like your implication,” Eastman bristled.

Mays held up a hand. “Let me respond to that, Boris,” he said. Then he turned back to Phule. “Captain, I’m sure that my police could find the sniper quickly enough, if they questioned some of your new associates. Oh, that reminds me of a question I had—when can we expect you to turn over the rebel leaders to stand trial for their crimes?”

“I’m not convinced they’ve committed any crimes, Colonel,” said Phule. “You’ve made plenty of accusations, but nobody’s shown me hard evidence of criminal acts. Lacking that, I must consider any attempt to arrest them a treaty violation by the government.”

Colonel Mays rose to his feet. “Boris, I can see we’re wasting our time here. The captain will whistle a different tune when his commanding general hears about his obstructionism. Until then, we have business to attend to.”

“Good day, Colonel,” said Phule. “Be sure to come back when the park opens, gentlemen. I’ll have Taep set aside free tickets for you both.”

“The rebel park will never open,” said Eastman. “Good day, Captain.” And he and Colonel Mays stalked out of the office.

*    *    *

“Thrill rides,” said Armstrong. He shook his head. “They upset my stomach. Why would somebody travel halfway across the galaxy to get on something that upsets his stomach?”

“Don’t ask me,” said Rembrandt, leaning back in her chair. They were in the hotel’s conference room, waiting for Phule to come brief them on the company’s new project. “I can take ’em or leave ’em. I mean, they’re fun once in a while, but you’d never get me to stand in line for half an hour to get on that UltraDragon, over at the beach.”

“Half an hour? The lines were seventy minutes long yesterday afternoon!” Armstrong said, his face a study in perplexity. “For a ride that lasts ten minutes! And this is a run-of-the-mill amusement park on a backwater planet.”

“Don’t let any Landoorans hear you say that,” said Brandy. “They kind of like this place, and they’re serious about those rides. Besides, it is a burnin’ hot ride—I’d say it’s worth the wait, yeah. Even Tusk-anini seemed to like it, once Gnat persuaded him to try it. And Do-Wop and Mahatma got back in line to ride it again.”

“Mahatma? I wouldn’t expect anything else of Do-Wop, but Mahatma …” Armstrong paused and scratched his head. “Maybe I don’t understand Mahatma,” he said at last.

“Man, if you did, you could give courses in it to the rest of us,” said Brandy, chuckling. “But these Landoorans really have a thing for thrill rides. The capital isn’t all that big a city, but it’s got five different parks with a couple of pretty good rides apiece, or so the tourist guidebook says. So, I’d bet the big park the government is building will have half a dozen really good rides. The rebels’ park has to match that—or top it, if they can. So maybe you better take your motion-sickness pills and climb on a couple of roller coasters. It looks like we’re gonna be in the business.”

“Oh, we’re already in the business,” said Armstrong resignedly. “The captain’s made up his mind, and that’s all I needed to know. But I’ll gladly let Do-Wop and Mahatma do the ride-testing. There has to be some advantage to being an officer in this outfit!”

“Advantage to being an officer? That’s the best joke I’ve heard all year,” said Phule, sweeping into the room. He had a roll of blueprints under his arm, which he dumped on the conference table. Behind him was a tall man in a metallic silver jumpsuit, silver-tinted goggles, and silver hair. Seeing his officers’ curiosity, Phule said, “I should introduce our new consultant: Maestro Mario Zipiti, the galaxy’s leading expert on thrill rides.”

“Eet ees ze plaisir to make ze acquaintance,” said the Maestro, with a florid bow. “Togezzer, ve make ze most grand ride yet to be see in ze galaxy!” He pronounced the last word with the stress on the middle syllable.

“Maestro Zipiti has brought designs for all the great rides from around the galaxy for us to study,” said Phule. “He’s also got several original designs that he assures me go beyond anything ever built. With his help, we can expect New Atlantis Park to open its doors with the most exciting attractions on the planet …”

“Not only on ze planet, but anyvere in ze galaxy!” said the Maestro, with another sweeping gesture that forced Armstrong to duck back a pace.

“Exciting is good,” said Armstrong. “I suppose we’re going to make sure they’re safe, as well?”

“Safe? Pah!” Maestro Zipiti flung up his hands. “Ze true trill riders care nozzing for safe! Ze ride, ze rush, she is everyzing!”

“The rides will be safe, of course,” said Phule. “It turns out that one of the rebel leaders is an engineer with substantial experience in building and maintaining rides. He built several popular rides in the existing parks. I looked over his resume, and none of his rides has ever had an injury except for one or two caused by misconduct by customers. I asked him to come to this meeting. I wonder …” There was a knock on the door. “That must be him now. Brandy, will you go let him in?”

Brandy opened the door and in came a wiry man with a grizzled beard and gold hoop earrings. He was still wearing the jungle camouflage and red bandanna that was the unofficial rebel uniform. “Hello, Buster,” said Phule. “I’d like you to meet Maestro Zipiti, the famous thrill-ride expert.”

“Zipiti, huh?” Buster squinted at the man in the gleaming jumpsuit. “I heard of you—never expected to see you here, though.”

Zipiti drew himself up straight and said, “I haff come to build ze greatest rides ever in history!”

“Well, that’ll be different, won’t it?” said Buster, clearly unimpressed. “Tell you what. Maestro—you give me the drawings and the specs, and unless you’re asking for something plasteel won’t do, I’ll get the durn things built. We got a deal?”

“It sounds like the perfect deal to me,” said Phule, cutting off Zipiti, who had his mouth open to answer. “Now, let’s see what we’ve got on the drawing board.” Smiling, he unrolled the first of several plans, and the group got down to work.

It was nearly three minutes before the first argument broke out between Zipiti and Buster, and it lasted most of the meeting. But with Phule’s prodding, things moved forward. It began to look as if the rides could actually be built. Quite possibly they would even be ready on schedule. That was assuming that it could be done without either Maestro Zipiti or Buster killing the other before the project got off the ground.

*    *    *

The first priority for New Atlantis Park was to build a roller coaster more impressive than the behemoth in Landoor Park—which Phule’s troops took to calling “The Thing.” This was a daunting challenge for a group that had never set up so much as a simple “spin-and-puke” ride, let alone an attraction that could impress the citizens of a planet that considered roller coasters its highest art form. But Maestro Zipiti rolled out a design for the coaster of his dreams, which was immediately given the code name “Zipper.” This design offered an initial plunge five meters higher than the government ride. It also had an unusual number of rapid side-to-side shifts on its final straightaway, and what Zipiti touted as the tallest loop of any roller coaster in the galaxy. On paper, it dwarfed The Thing, and it was quickly adopted as the centerpiece of the park.

Phule was ready to build not only the Zipper, but several of Maestro Zipiti’s other designs. But here he met opposition from his other local consultant, Okidata. “You don’t want to do that yet, Captain. The Zipper’s gonna be a triff ride, no question. But as soon as the government sees you building this ride, they’re gonna try to top it. And you’re gonna have to top them in turn, or look like a second-rater. Better keep a few plans held back, ’cause you’re gonna need ’em.”

Maestro Zipiti nearly exploded. “Zese provincial bunglers cannot match ze least of my designs! Ve vill build zem all!”

“Maybe you should jes’ set tight, Maestro,” said Buster. “The kid’s got the right of it, says I—and I been goin’ to ride parks longer than he’s been born, so I oughta know.”

“We’ll wait and see,” decided Phule. “With all our workers concentrating on one ride, we should have the Zipper up quickly enough, and then we’ll know which direction we need to go in.”

“Zis is schtupid!” muttered Zipiti, but he was outvoted. And, as it turned out, he was wrong.


Chapter Sixteen

Journal #426

One who had never embarked on the construction of an amusement park would undoubtedly consider it a simple proposition. One needs to erect a few rides, set up areas where customers may purchase food and souvenirs, and then open the gates and watch the money roll in. Even I, who tend to see shoals of difficulties where others see only smooth sailing, had no idea how complex the undertaking would become. Fortunately, neither did my employer, or he might never have embarked on the project.

As always, he made it a point to obtain expert advice from all over the galaxy. His connections, augmented by those of his family, gave him access to a range of talent few others could call on. It was therefore no surprise to anyone who had seen him in action that within days of signing the agreement with the rebels, several leading lights in the world of entertainment and of amusement park design in particular had joined our camp. Of course, Maestro Zipiti was on hand to supply his expertise in thrill rides. Lex came in from Lorelei to oversee the plans for a series of indoor and outdoor stages for live entertainment.

From within the ranks of Omega Company, Phule detailed Escrima to draw up plans for the food service areas, with an eye to providing gourmet treats in mass quantities. And the rebel camp had its own array of talent—Buster turned out to be a top-class engineer, with an uncanny ability to turn almost any blue-sky idea into functioning hardware. And Okidata had a surprising fund of useful knowledge.

And, of course, the government insisted on sticking its own oar in, whether or not anyone wanted it.…

It was somewhere near midafternoon on the second day of construction work on the Zipper that the Landooran government appeared on the scene. A small fleet of black hovercars delivered Boris Eastman, Deputy Minister of Development, to the park entrance. Eastman had a team of inspectors in tow. Phule was there to meet him at the gate. “What a pleasure to see you, Deputy,” said Phule, grinning as if he meant every syllable of it. “We aren’t set up to entertain visitors yet, but of course you’re always welcome.”

“This is no social visit, Captain,” said Eastman, turning a stony glare on the beehive of activity going on all around him. “It has come to my attention that you have begun this project without obtaining the necessary permits.”

“Oh, quite to the contrary, Deputy,” said Phule, holding up a hand. “I made sure we had all the relevant permits before we turned the first shovelful of earth—the military has given me plenty of experience dealing with regulations, and so I make it a point to fulfill all the requirements before I find out I can’t do something I want. If you’ll step over to my office, I’ll be happy to let you inspect them.”

“I would be very interested to inspect these permits,” said Eastman, his eyes narrowing. “As of this morning, my department had no record of them being issued.”

“Undoubtedly the normal bureaucratic backlog,” said Phule. He made a gesture as if to usher the deputy toward the temporary building housing his office. “If you’ll follow me …”

“Very well,” said Eastman, sniffing. “We shall soon see what is in proper order and what is not.” He and his flunkies fell in line behind Phule.

Chocolate Harry, who had paused from setting up the ground-clearing machines to watch the conversation between Phule and the ministers, broke into a grin at the sight. “Check it out, man—this is the first time I ever seen the chickens line up to follow the fox into his own hole.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” said Buster, scratching his bearded chin. “Them government fellers got the look of career criminals to ’em. If that deputy don’t at least triple his salary in bribes, I’d be disappointed in him.”

“Don’t you be worried,” said Chocolate Harry. “By the time the Cap’n’s done with these dudes, they’ll swear he’s got every permit they ever thought of, and a few spare, blank ones. He’s even figured out how to bribe somebody so they stay bribed, and I thought that was against the laws of economics.”

“Economics, hell—that’s against the laws of physics,” said Buster, picking up the wrench he’d set down when the inspectors arrived. “But if he’s as good as you say, I guess we might as well go right on ahead with the job.”

“Might as well,” said Harry, and they went back to their task. After a while, Eastman and his inspectors emerged from the office building. They marched straight back to their hovercars and departed for the city. If there had been any deficiency in the permits, it certainly was not serious enough to cause any delay in the project—at least for the moment.

*    *    *

“Zere design—eet ees garbage,” said Maestro Zipiti. He put a strong accent on the second syllable of the last word, as if it rhymed with garage. “Here”—he pointed to the diagram showing the first, long climb—“zey make ze quick drop, go to ze left instead of straight, zo as to zeem more the dangerous. But Pah! Eet ees a trick even a child could zee t’rough. Garbage!”

“Sure, Maestro,” said Buster, very patiently. It was the fourth or fifth time he had heard Maestro Z criticize the shortcomings of the rival park’s showpiece roller coaster. “We don’t want no garbage in our park. That’s why we brought you in to design this here ride for us.” He shifted another blueprint to the top of the stack and pointed. “Now, remin’ me again, what’s the load on these-here cross-braces?”

“Zat ees all written out!” said the Maestro, flinging his long locks of hair back over one shoulder. “’Ave you no read ze plan?”

“Over an’ over,” said Buster. “By now, I may understand it better than the feller what drew it up. What I want to know …”

“Merde! Un’erstan’ eet better zan Maestro Zipiti! Per’aps you ’ave ze eye of ze mechanic, but zat is nozzing, nozzing! Ze soul of a genius …”

Buster’s voice didn’t change. “Yeah, I know you’s a genius ’cause you done told us so. Now, maybe you can tell me what’s gonna be holdin’ up this here stretch of track when a car full o’ people’s settin’ on top of it. It looks real pretty the way you draw it, but I gotta build the damn thing. Figure we got twenty-four people in a car, average weight of a hundred ten kilos apiece …”

Zipiti was outraged. “Zat is too high! I design eet for ninety-five!”

“An’ what happens if you get a fat people’s convention?” drawled Buster. “We gonna shut down all the rides? I figure we gotta have at least … What the hell?”

The latter exclamation was prompted by a loud explosion, followed by frantic shouts. A cloud of smoke was rising from near the park gates. “’Scuse me, Maestro,” said Buster. “I reckon I gotta go see what’s up.” He turned and sprinted off toward the growing commotion.

Maestro Zipiti peered off into the distance, his face turning red. “Cretins!” he shouted. “Salauds! You sabotage my beautiful rides, I keel you! I keel you all!” The smoke kept rising, and somewhere in the distance a klaxon began to sound. It was the start of another typical day.

*    *    *

The holovision picture showed men and women in hard hats in the background, running heavy machinery. A framework of girders, bent into intriguing curves and dips, loomed against the skyline. Up front stood Jennie Higgins, interviewing Le Duc Taep.

“New Atlantis Park will be the vindication of our free way of life,” Taep was saying. “It will embody the traditional Atlantean values of self-determination, free enterprise, and hard work. And it will be a wonderful vacation experience for the whole family.”

“How would you compare it to the new park the government is building, Landoor Park?” said Jennie.

“The government has a false vision of what the people want,” said Taep, puffing himself up as if the additional air would add conviction to his words. “They follow the old formula of bread and circuses, empty entertainment. But they care nothing for the soul of the Atlantean people. We will present the heritage of our nation, something to inspire the people and to show the galaxy our rich indigenous culture.”

“We understand that your two parks are engaged in quite a competition to build the most exciting thrill ride,” said Jennie. “What can you tell us about that?”

“Thrill rides are the finest expression of the art of New Atlantis,” said Taep. “Our rides will draw on the knowledge and skills of our native craftsmen as well as the vision of experts from all over the galaxy.”

Phule’s communicator buzzed. He turned down the sound on the holoset and said, “What is it, Mother?”

“Sorry to bother you, sweetie, but that Deputy Eastman and Colonel Mays are here again. Want to see them?”

“I suppose there’s no point in postponing it,” said Phule, sighing. “Send ’em on in.”

Moments later the door to Phule’s office opened and the two government officials barged through. “There,” said Eastman, pointing to the image of Jennie, still visible in the holo-viewing area. “What do you say about that?”

“I say it’s great publicity for the park,” said Phule. “It’s been running every half hour, in every major market in this sector. If it brings visitors from off-planet, your park will benefit, as well.”

“I expected some such impertinence,” said Eastman. He pointed his finger at Phule. “What do you have to say about publishing state secrets? That’s espionage, no matter how you slice it.”

Phule raised his brows. “State secrets? I can’t imagine what you mean.”

Mays leaned forward over Phule’s desk. “Do you deny tipping your journalist friend about Landoor Park?”

“Of course I deny it,” said Phule, leaning back in his desk chair. “Jennie is a good reporter—she can find things by herself, and I suspect that’s all she did here. I won’t deny telling her about New Atlantis Park. Publicity is a big part of the game plan, Colonel. If Taep’s going to repay my loans, his park’s got to get off-planet customers. We’ve got to let the people on other planets know it’s here. What better way than talking to a reporter?”

“And in the process, you force our hand,” said Mays. “If we copy your tactics, we undergo a radical increase in expenses. If we ignore them, you gain the edge in publicity.”

“It doesn’t cost anything to talk to Jennie,” said Phule. “If you hadn’t turned down her interview requests …”

“We are bound by government regulations,” said Eastman. “I would risk a jail sentence for disclosing state secrets. At the very least, I could lose my position.”

“If I were you, I’d get the regulations changed,” said Phule. “The planet’s future depends on it.”

“It is you who have put us in this dilemma,” said Eastman. His face was red, and his voice had risen in pitch. “You will force us to take extreme measures, if you are not careful.”

“Do what you have to,” said Phule. “I’ll do what I believe is best for the entire planet, not just one faction. Now, gentlemen, is there anything else?”

“Not for the moment,” said Colonel Mays, taking Eastman by the elbow and steering him toward the door. “But I can promise you there will be.”

*    *    *

There are any number of phrases no executive wants to hear, but most of them boil down to “Boss, we got trouble.” Which is what Okidata said as he burst into the Landoor Plaza’s dining room. Phule was halfway through a delicious plate of oysters Landoor—a dish Escrima had happily adopted from the local cooks. Bluepoint oysters had been one of Earth’s most popular exports to developing worlds. They had done especially well on Landoor.

Phule wiped the spicy sauce from his lips and said, “We’ve had surprise inspections and smoke bombs and wildcat picket lines and power outages, and we’ve survived them all. So, unless this new problem is incoming missiles, I suspect it can wait while I finish these oysters. Sit down and have a drink. What kind of trouble are we talking about?”

“The government’s starting a new ride,” said Okidata, sliding into the seat opposite Phule. “And from the look of it, they’re aiming to top the Zipper.”

“Well, you predicted as much,” said Phule, sighing. “We’ll have to see what else the Maestro has in his portfolio.”

“He’d better have something pretty triff,” said Okidata. He was interrupted by the waiter’s arrival. After ordering an iced coffee, he turned back to Phule. “We can’t tell much about the design yet, but the main drop is five meters higher than the Zipper, and they’ve got what might be a double loop, the second one an inverse—that’s gonna be a serious ride.”

“We’ll have to do better,” said Phule. “Learn as much about the new ride as you can. We’ll call in Buster and the Maestro and see what we can come up with. We’re not going to let them have the last word.”

“Yes, sir!” said Okidata, his enthusiasm returning. “This is going to be fun!”

“I suppose it is,” said Phule. “I can tell it’s also going to be very expensive.”

“Why, sure,” said Okidata, beaming. “Isn’t that what fun’s all about?”

Phule shrugged. Whatever it cost, his Dilithium Express card would cover it.

*    *    *

The new government ride was dubbed the “Beast.” After studying spy-camera holos of its emerging superstructure (partly concealed behind a security screen), Phule’s advisory team began to design a ride to eclipse it: code name “Topper,” developed from one of Maestro Zipiti’s designs. The ride featured an initial drop ten meters higher than the new government ride—insuring an even higher speed and a longer duration than the Beast. With Okidata suggesting enhancements and Buster troubleshooting potential problems, construction began even before the final touches were put on the Zipper. And in accordance with Phule’s conviction that publicity was imperative, press releases went out even before the ground was broken.

Shortly after the framework was begun, a government delegation arrived at the park gate, headed by none other than Boris Eastman, with a team of safety inspectors in tow. “Now, Deputy Eastman, we’ve already obtained permits from the Department of Parks,” said Phule, greeting them at the gate. “There’s really nothing to be discussed.”

“I’m afraid there is, Captain,” said Eastman, smirking. “It has come to our attention that you are building a ride that violates safety regulations.”

“Safety regulations?” Buster was livid. “I’m compliant with every damn safety regulation you can think up, and then some. Tarnation, we doubled the load-bearing specs on every single stress point of this bugger. You show me in the books where I’m violatin’ your regulations.”

“You may not have kept up with current legislation while you were out in the jungle, playing revolutionary,” said Eastman, smirking even more nastily. He handed Buster a thick sheaf of printout. “But now that you are back in civilization, you will have to conform to our laws. The relevant passage is on page fourteen, I believe.”

Buster quickly flipped to the page in question and read it. He looked up and passed the sheets to Phule. “You bastards! You’ve set the maximum legal height for a ride right at the height of your new coaster. And you did this just last week!”

Phule quickly scanned the printout, which verified Buster’s statement. “This is obviously aimed at preventing us from competing with you,” he said, frowning at Eastman. “This is nothing short of restraint of free competition.”

“Call it what you will,” said Eastman, looking down his nose at Phule. “The law is the law. If your ride’s in violation, we intend to shut down your whole park. Now, are you going to comply with the regulations, or shall I send my inspectors to start measuring?”

“I reckon we could beat this in court,” muttered Buster, balling his fists. “Problem is, it’ll take months, and the ride’ll sit there unfinished while we fight the case.”

“We’ll beat it without breaking the regulations,” said Phule. “Deputy Eastman, I thank you for your advisory. But if you think we’re going to let this stop us, you’re dead wrong.”

“Perhaps so, Captain,” said Eastman, grinning. “But remember, we’ll be watching you. Build one centimeter over the legal height, and we’ll padlock the place. Good day, sir!”

“A bad day to you,” growled Buster, but Eastman had already turned on his heel and left.

Phule slapped Buster on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, we knew what we were up against when we started this game. We can still top them—and they’ll find out that all they’ve done is make it harder for themselves to come back and top us!”

“I sure hope you’re right,” said Buster. But when Phule explained what he had in mind, a grin spread across his face. “Yeah, that ought to do the trick,” he said at last.

“Good,” said Phule. “Now, all we have to do is turn it into hardware. Come on, we’ve got work to do!”

*    *    *

Two weeks later, Colonel Mays was at the gate. He brandished a copy of Phule’s latest publicity release. “We’ve got you now, Captain! This park’s being shut down today!”

“Colonel, I suggest you have your inspectors measure the height of the new ride,” said Phule. “You will find that it’s entirely within legal specification.”

“Then you’re guilty of false advertising,” said Mays, He dropped his cheroot on the ground and crushed it under his heel. “Your brochure says the drop on this ride is fifteen meters higher than the law allows! If you can’t deliver on that, we’ll expose you for the fraud you are—and believe me, Landoorans take these things very seriously. The entire management of Dunes Park had to resign several years ago when one of their rides turned out to be ten seconds shorter than advertised.”

“I’ve heard that story,” said Phule. “But take a look—you’ll see that we’ve cut the top ten meters off the framework, to comply with the new laws. But that’s not all.” He beckoned the colonel, and led him over to the work area.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to put on a helmet to come any closer,” he said, pointing to a rack of hard hats hanging outside the plywood curtain wall surrounding the lower stretches of the Topper’s superstructure. He plopped a helmet on his own head, and waited while the colonel found one that fit. Then he led Mays through a door in the curtain, nodding to the uniformed legionnaire standing guard outside.

Inside, the colonel blinked for a moment as his eyes got used to the dimmer illumination. Then his jaw fell. “This is a travesty! You can’t get around the law this easily!”

“On the contrary, Colonel, we studied the law very carefully before adopting this design,” said Phule. He pointed to the enormous pit into which the tracks descended, adding at least twenty meters to the initial plunge. “The law explicitly limits the height above ground level, but it says nothing about the total height of the drop. This ride is legal, Colonel.”

“You scoundrel. We’ll find some way to stop you,” sputtered the colonel, but Phule continued to smile.

“We want to thank you for making this necessary,” said Phule. “We’ll have a plunge into pitch darkness at the very end of the ride—so they can’t see how far they’re going to fall. We’d never have thought of that without your regulations. Maestro Zipiti considers it his greatest inspiration, all thanks to your government.”

“You’ve won this round, damn you, Captain,” said Mays, snatching off his helmet. “But you haven’t seen the end of us. Good day!” He stomped out of the enclosure, slamming the door behind him.

“Well, wasn’t that special?” said Buster, who’d been watching the tour from a distance. “We’ll see what new wrinkles they come up with now. I reckon we’ve got even more fun in store for us.”

“Buster, you may not believe this,” said Phule, “But there is such a thing as too much fun.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” said Buster, and he went back to work. Phule sighed, but he knew he’d pay the bills when they came.

*    *    *

A new ride was rising inside security screens at Landoor Park, and the spy cameras had soon reported on its salient features. It copied the Topper’s underground plunge, increasing the initial drop by another three meters. At that point, the excavation hit bedrock—locally, an extremely tough basalt. Phule’s engineers had already determined that going deeper would be prohibitively expensive. The new ride was given the code name, “Monster.” And unless the government decided to rescind its new regulations, it seemed to establish an untoppable record (at least in this district) for the height of the initial plunge.

Maestro Zipiti was livid. “Zey are creeminals, nozzing bot creeminals!” he roared. “Zey zink zey can fix ze law zo zey have ze field to zeirselfs! Pah! Zipiti showing zem!”

“Well, Maestro, you better pull somethin’ pretty triff out’n yer pockets,” said Buster. “They got us beat up and down, and now all we gots to work with is sideways. Got’ny hot ideas?”

“Just you vait!” howled the Maestro. “Ve vill show zem!” But he didn’t offer any triff ideas, and it began to appear that he was not about to.

Okidata cleared his throat. “Well, there is one idea we haven’t used yet,” he said. “I suppose a real ride purist would call it cheating, though, so maybe we shouldn’t …”

“I’m no purist,” said Phule. “Right about now, the only thing I care about is beating those bureaucratic rule-mongers. If we can get a better ride than they’re offering, I say we do it whatever it takes. What do you think, Maestro?”

“Vot ess zis idea?” Zipiti said, scowling.

“Antigrav,” said Okidata.

“Oh, zat has been done,” said Zipiti, with a flip of his hand. “Eet vas ze grand sensation, until everybody go on ze ride and discover ees boring. Ze riders, zey vant to feel as if zey are falling, not floating.”

“Right,” said Okidata. “We had a ride here that tried it, back when I was a kid. Flopperoonie. Nobody went on it twice. But they did it like you said—floating instead of falling. There’s another way to use it.”

“Eempossible!” said the Maestro, but nobody was listening to him.

“Go ahead, kid,” said Buster, propping his feet up on the empty chair opposite him. “We gotta top the gov’ment’s ride, and they done rigged the game agin’ us. You got a better idea, I’m itchin’ to hear it.”

“OK, here’s the deal,” said Okidata. “The old way was to use antigrav at the top of a hill, to make the riders feel as if the car was flying off the track. Except it didn’t really work—it was too smooth. The way I think we can use it is subtler. We put it on as the car’s going uphill, just enough so the car doesn’t lose all its speed. That way, we can make the later hills just as high as the first, and we get a lot more really steep drops. And we can keep the ride going longer, ’cause it doesn’t slow down as much. You’re using the antigrav not as an effect, but as an enhancement.”

“It oughta work,” said Buster. “’Course, the proof of the puddin’ is in the tastin’ …”

“That’s what our ride-testers are for,” said Phule. “Draw up the design and let’s see it. We’ve got nothing to lose, so let’s give it our best shot.” Privately, he was beginning to wish that the rides could be opened, to help defray the growing cost of construction. But until all the park’s facilities were finished, the gates would have to remain closed—and the bills would continue to mount.

*    *    *

As with any work of art, a ride was nothing without an audience. Until it had rattled down the track (and it had better rattle—too quiet was no good) with riders aboard, it was still an unproven entity. The ride-testers were there to prove that pudding.

The team included Omega Mob’s two hardcore thrill ride addicts, Do-Wop and Mahatma, as well as Tusk-anini, who had an uncanny ability to spot minor imperfections in the trackwork just by riding over it. The Gambolts, especially Rube, also proved to be good testers; if Rube made it to the end without howling, the ride was far too tame. And to lead the group, Phule chose Brandy, who kept the group focused on analyzing the ride, rather than simply enjoying it.

It was shortly after ride-testing the Topper that Mahatma raised his hand and said, “Sarge, may I ask a question?”

“I doubt I’ll get any peace until I let you,” said Brandy. “What is it this time, Mahatma?”

“The reason we’re testing out rides is to find out whether they’re better than the government’s rides, isn’t it?”

“Got it in one,” said Brandy.

“But Sarge, how can you compare two things when you only know one?”

“Say what?” Brandy’s face took on a particular puzzled expression that Mahatma’s questions often seemed to elicit.

“Listen, Sarge,” said Mahatma. “If you want to compare apples and oranges, you have to taste an apple, and then an orange, not so?”

“Nobody can compare apples and oranges,” said Brandy, furrowing her brow. “You can’t do it …”

Mahatma interrupted her. “Then why does everyone say to me always, You’re comparing apples and oranges, if I don’t do it? If I do it, you can’t say nobody does it.”

“Brandy, Mahatma making sense this time,” said Tusk-anini.

“I’m supposed to take your word for that?” scoffed Brandy. Tusk-anini’s intellect was highly respected by the Omega Mob, but his approach to logic didn’t always match the human model.

“Listen, Brandy,” said Tusk-anini. “We only test our rides. How we know if they better than other rides unless we go on other rides?”

“Oh, I get it,” said Brandy. “Well, I guess the question does make sense, after all. Except we can’t go on the government’s rides until they open the park. Which is a shame, come to think of it …”

“Yo, Sarge, I got a great idea,” said Do-Wop.

“Now we’re really in trouble,” said Brandy, covering her eyes in mock horror. “There’s probably no way I can stop you from telling me this brilliant idea, so maybe you better tell me now. But don’t expect me to do anything about it, OK?”

“Ahhh, Sarge, you ain’t gonna hafta do anything about it,” said Do-Wop, grinning. “Leave it to me and the guys …”

“Right,” said Brandy. “I’m not leaving anything up to you until I know the whole story. Spill it, Do-Wop. I expect I’m gonna regret this …”

The idea was exactly what she would have expected. The only problem was, the more Do-Wop explained it, the better it sounded. Almost against her will, she found herself nodding in agreement.…

*    *    *

The fencing around New Atlantis Park was designed to let the public follow the progress of construction, while maintaining a reasonable degree of security. The idea was to whet the public’s appetite, without giving the competition anything useful. This went against local custom, which treated every detail of a new ride, from its overall height to the color of the seats, as a trade secret. So, when Okidata and Do-Wop pulled their hovercar up to a side entrance for Landoor Park, they were met by a pair of government security guards. The park’s fence was ten feet high, topped with razor wire to prevent anyone stealing a peek inside. Harsh floodlights illuminated the area in front.

“Let me do the talking,” Okidata whispered as the guard approached. “I know most of these guys, and I have the right accent.”

Do-Wop seemed dubious. “OK, man, but if it gets rough, let me take over. I can talk my way out of anything.”

“Yeah, and where’s that gonna leave me?” said Okidata. He elbowed the legionnaire playfully and turned to meet the guards. “Hey, it’s Footsy and Annie! Long time no see.”

“Long time is right, Okie,” said the woman, a tough-looking brunette in a dark green uniform. “Sorry we can’t talk, but this is a restricted zone. You gotta move along.”

“That’s too bad, Annie, because I need to talk to you guys,” said Okidata in a conspiratorial voice. “I got a proposition for you.”

“Okie, you better move along,” said the other guard, presumably Footsy, but he said it with a deep chuckle. “Last time you came to me with a proposition, it nearly got us both thrown out of school.”

“Yeah, but it was fun while it lasted,” said Okidata, and Do-Wop could hear the grin in his voice. “Here’s the deal, guys—how’d you like a free preview of the triffest ride on the planet?”

“We’ve got the triffest ride on the planet right inside,” said Annie, her eyes narrowing.

“Sure you do,” said Okidata. “But you know what’s goin’ on down the street, don’t you?”

“Rebel park,” said Footsy. “You workin’ for them?”

“Yeah, their money’s as good as the government’s,” said Okidata. “And their rides might be even better than the government’s, but of course, I only know one side of the story. Same as you, I guess.”

“Let me guess,” said Annie, leaning on the hovercar’s window frame. “You can sneak us onto the rebel rides. Same as you used to sneak us onto the Weasel when you worked at Dunes Park.”

“I can,” said Okidata. “It won’t even get me in trouble with the boss, this time. He wants people to know how good his rides are, and the best way is to give out a few free samples, just to get talk started.”

“And how do we earn this so-called free ride?” said Annie, her eyes narrowing even more.

Okidata belatedly remembered the repayment he’d gotten from her for the free ride on the Weasel, but it was too late to back out. “Well, maybe me and my friend could watch the gate here while you were getting your free rides …”

“Su-u-ure,” said Annie. “And you’re gonna pay our salary after we get bounced, too, huh? No deal, Okie. Jobs are still scarce.”

“We could sweeten it a little bit,” said Do-Wop, leaning across to smile at Annie.

“Who’s this?” she asked, drawing back.

“That’s my friend Do-Wop,” said Okidata, inwardly cringing.

“That’s right, and baby, have we got a deal for you,” said Do-Wop. “For you and any of your friends who’d like a look at New Atlantis Park before it opens.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I’d love to check out them rides,” said Footsy. “But this is the government we’re workin’ for. And it ain’t only us involved—there’s other guards, and supervisors, and all kinds of electronics …”

“No prob, we can take care of everybody,” said Do-Wop.

Footsy was dubious. “We’d get a look at a jail cell if we mess up, and I sure ain’t interested in that.”

“Not to sweat,” said Do-Wop. “We got all the angles covered. But we oughta park this hover so it don’t attract attention, and then talk somewhere out of sight. Any ideas?”

“You go ahead two blocks, turn right, and park there,” said Annie with a decisive tone. “Come back to the guard shack—and make sure nobody follows you.”

“Don’t worry, nobody’s gonna follow us. We’ll be right back,” said Okidata. He put the hovercar in gear, and pulled away, smiling. Like any good fisherman, he knew when he’d got his quarry hooked.

*    *    *

“What this ride called?” asked Tusk-anini, looking up at the towering framework. Here inside the government park’s security screens, they could see that it was a stand-up ride, with padded shoulder harnesses that came down automatically to hold the riders securely in place.

“This is the one we code-named the Beast,” said Okidata. “I don’t know what they’re calling it. Suppose it doesn’t matter.”

“We will ride them all,” said Mahatma, jotting something on a notepad. “But we need to distinguish one from another for the debriefing. It is too bad you don’t know their name for it.”

“That’s the one thing I couldn’t get my friends to tell me,” said Okidata. Everything else had gone well so far. Annie and Footsy had let the crew through the gates, and given them “borrowed” plans showing the various controls they’d need to run the rides. And, unless the schedule had been changed, the inside guards weren’t due to visit this area until the legionnaires were gone. They hoped the security screens would keep the light and noise from being noticed at any distance.

“Well, let’s crank her up, then,” said Do-Wop. “Are you sure you know how the controls work on this thingie?”

“I’ve been running rides since I was a snot-nosed kid,” said Okidata, who was possibly twenty Standard years old. “They all work the same way. Don’t worry—not even the government could build something I can’t run.”

“Think you could run the welfare department?” said Do-Wop, but Okidata had turned away and gone into the nearby cabin housing the controls. Do-Wop shrugged and followed his fellow ride-testers into the lead car.

After a minute or so, Okidata’s voice came over the speaker mounted near the load-on area, “Everybody in position?”

Do-Wop looked back at the other testers: Tusk-anini, Mahatma, the Gambolts Duke and Garbo, and half a dozen others standing there. “All on board,” he said, with a thumbs-up gesture.

There was a soft mechanical noise, and the shoulder harnesses descended to secure the passengers. “Everybody comfortable?” asked Do-Wop. It wasn’t just a courtesy; if the harnesses didn’t fit right, a rider could be thrown loose on a curve or inversion. Everyone answered affirmatively. This was expected; even on a mostly human world, the rides had to be able to accommodate a wide range of sizes and shapes. If a Volton and two Gambolts didn’t fit properly, there would be other customers who wouldn’t be able to ride, as well. That would mean lost fares, something that horrified park operators even more than accidents. They made sure the restraints fit.

“OK, here we go,” said Okidata. He threw the start switch. The cars began their long climb up the first steep slope. When they rose above the security screens the riders got a glimpse of the still-unfinished park below them. Off to one side were two other roller coasters, one of which the legionnaires planned to test tonight. The other was still under construction, but if all went smoothly, they’d ride that one, too, before the park opened. In the distance were the buildings that would house restaurants, shops, and other attractions, built to resemble a mining camp from Landoor’s early days.

The cars reached the top of the climb, and paused a moment to heighten the tension. Then they dropped into a nearly vertical dive, and the ride was on. With the part of his consciousness that wasn’t wrapped up in a sheer adrenaline rush, Do-Wop heard Mahatma inhale sharply. One of the Gambolts let out a shriek. Yeah, this ride was gonna be a good one.…

The drop seemed to last far longer than the laws of physics allowed. Abruptly the car leveled off, and the change of vector hit the passengers with crushing g-force. A series of quick S-turns rattled them, and the next thing they knew they were into the first loop. Standing upright while travelling upside down was strangely exhilarating. As they came out of the loop. Do-Wop could see a second loop straight ahead.

He also saw, out of the corner of his eye, that two security guards were standing by the let-off area. They had pulled Okidata out of the cabin and were holding him by the arms. Suddenly the end of the ride looked a lot different than it had when they’d gotten on. Were we double-crossed, or just unlucky? he wondered.

Then the car swept into the second loop, and Do-Wop forgot all about the guards for another couple of minutes.

The guards were standing by the track as the car slowly came to a smooth stop, and the padded restraints automatically lifted off the passengers’ shoulders. One of the guards, a big man with biceps the size of Do-Wop’s waist, strode forward and said, “All right, you guys have had your fun. Now you’re gonna come with us, and this part ain’t gonna be fun at all.” His frown made his brow look even lower than it was.

“But this is not the plan,” said Mahatma, brightly. “We still need to go on the other rides.”

“I’ll give you a ride,” snarled the big guard, stepping forward.

Tusk-anini put out a hand. “You talk nice to Mahatma,” he said, glowering down at the guard. The two Gambolts sidled up to flank him. The sight of an angry-looking seven-foot warthog and two six-foot felines was sufficient to stop the guard in his tracks. That gave Do-Wop time to maneuver around to the front of the group.

“Yo, man, let’s not jump to conclusions,” he said, trying his best not to look as if he’d been doing anything the guards might object to. “We can explain everything, OK?”

“You’re trespassin’ on gov’ment property, which you better start explainin’,” said the guard. His swagger had returned, now that he was confronting somebody he thought he could intimidate by sheer size.

“Well, we weren’t exactly trespassing …” Do-Wop began.

“Don’t give me no mouth,” said the guard. He raised a ham-like hand and stepped forward to slap Do-Wop.

The slap never landed. There was a brief electronic sound, and the huge man slumped to the ground. Anyone paying attention might have noticed Mahatma pointing a small device toward the guard, but nobody except the legionnaires would have recognized the device as a model SR-1 Zenobian stun ray.

Do-Wop looked down at the guard and shrugged. “I was gonna tell him, but he didn’t wait,” he said. He turned to the other guard, who stood staring at his fallen comrade. “He’ll be OK in a little while, but we gotta talk fast. You guys can still get in on the deal. Here it is …”

A short while later, the legionnaires were stepping onto the Monster, ready for another roller-coaster ride. This time nobody interrupted them.

Journal #435

As my employer discovered, the construction of thrill rides was only one aspect of helping the rebels build their park. A variety of other amusements needed to be provided: strolling musicians, pageants, parades, concerts, various credit-operated games—all at least nominally related to the park’s broader theme, a fantastic re-creation of the rebels’ jungle encampment. Computer simulations of native wildlife had to be created, artificial bayous dug and flooded for boat trips to “trading posts” offering a variety of merchandise, from camouflage garments to red bandannas to toy guns.

Food service and sanitary facilities were also necessary, as was quick transportation from one part of the park to another for those customers disinclined to walk. And of course, personnel to sell and take tickets, oversee the shops and restaurants, operate and maintain all these various facilities, and clean up after the park had closed. In the end, the park’s payroll numbered into the thousands. And while by now there were several affluent local backers providing capital, the bulk of it came out of my employer’s pockets.

“I think it would have been easier to invade the planet and overthrow the government,” said Phule, looking up from his computer screen, currently displaying a spreadsheet detailing his Dilithium Express card balance. “It certainly would have been cheaper.”

“No doubt you should have considered that some time ago, sir,” said Beeker, who was standing looking over Phule’s shoulder. “Besides, you already had a hand in bringing down one government on this planet. Or have you forgotten the strafing incident again?”

“How could I?” said Phule. “Le Duc Taep drops it into his conversation every now and then, just to remind me that I owe him, I think. I’m hocked up to my eyeballs, Beeker. If this amusement park doesn’t make money, I’m going to spend the rest of my life paying it off.”

“Well, sir, there are a few positive signs,” said Beeker. “The local hotels are booked solid for the opening dates, mostly by off-planet visitors. Your reporter friend, Miss Jennie’s publicity stories seem to have been effective.”

“Don’t ever tell Jennie she’s been giving us publicity,” said Phule. “Those are hard news stories, as far as she’s concerned. But you’re right—they’ve been invaluable. Let’s hope it translates into customers.”

“Any influx of money would be a very good thing, sir,” said Beeker. “If the rebels had the wherewithal to repay your loans themselves, they wouldn’t have needed the loans to begin with.”

“I’m all too aware of that,” said Phule, staring at the numbers on the screen. He punched a series of commands into the computer, then said, “At a rough calculation, the park needs to average four thousand visitors a day—roughly one and a half million visitors annually—just to pay the basic running expenses.”

“The entire population would have to visit the park at least once a year,” said Beeker, nodding. “Actually, sir, given the local popularity of such attractions, that would seem to be within reach.”

“I suppose so,” said Phule. “But I’m not going to see any money unless they do better than that—at least double it, I’d think. Otherwise, my cash flow is going to do a fair imitation of a waterfall.”

“I’d expect Dilithium Express will stand by you, sir,” said Beeker. “After all, you have an excellent record …”

Phule’s communicator buzzed. “Yes, Mother, what is it now?”

“It’s Le Duc Taep now, sweetie,” said Mother. “He’s got a sheaf of blueprints and that gleam in his eye that says you’d better get ready to spend some more money. Makes me think I should’ve started building my own park instead of joining the Legion. Or maybe you’d like to give me the money directly?”

Phule groaned. “I guess you’d better send him in,” he said. The totals on the spreadsheet were about to change again. He wondered if they’d ever get back in the black.


Chapter Seventeen

Journal #442

Despite all setbacks, the day finally came when there was nothing more to do but open New Atlantis Park and see how many people came inside. As Le Duc Taep had planned, both the rebel park and the government park were to open their gates on the same day. It became increasingly evident that the dual opening day would be a landmark event in the recent history of Landoor. Schools and government offices were given a holiday to help swell the attendance at Landoor Park, and many businesses followed suit. Naturally, this was expected to give New Atlantis Park a significant boost in attendance, as well.

Off-planet tourists began arriving in a steady stream during the week before opening day. These tourists gave an immediate boost to local business, filling the hotels, restaurants, and shops as well as the beaches and existing parks. It began to appear as if my employer’s heavy publicity campaign had paid off handsomely, at least as far as initial interest in the two amusement parks.

What he hadn’t expected was the arrival of an entirely different kind of visitor …

“Uh-oh,” said Rembrandt.

“Now, that’s an encouraging statement,” said Armstrong, looking up from a printout of political commentary culled from the net. The two officers were catching up on their news reading over breakfast, and neither had said a word until now.

Rembrandt threw her printout on top of his pages. “Take a look at the story on the lower left, and see whether it encourages you,” she said.

“Diplomats arrive for park openings,” read Armstrong. Hey, that can’t be all bad. Bigwigs coming means more publicity for the park.”

“Keep reading.”

“Ambassador Gottesman and the peacekeeping verification team made Landoor orbit on the Pride of Durdane … A spokesperson said their visit had been planned several months ago, but they were pleased to learn that their arrival coincided with a planetwide celebration …” Armstrong looked up. “So?”

“Keep reading.”

“Also on board was a military delegation headed up by …” Armstrong blanched. “Holy mackerel!”

“You see what I mean,” said Rembrandt. “The captain needs to see this right away.” She stood up from the table and grabbed the printout from Armstrong’s hands.

“Hang on, I’ve got one piece of bacon left,” said Armstrong, reaching for his plate.

“Eat it on the run, this is a red alert,” said Rembrandt. She turned and headed for the captain’s office without looking back.

Several legionnaires turned to look as the lieutenants—Rembrandt in the lead, with Armstrong gaining rapidly—hurried through the dining room out toward the company offices. Just as the rear door closed behind them, Moustache, who was sitting near the front door, leapt up and shouted, “Ten-hut! General Blitzkrieg, sir!”

The assembled legionnaires straggled to their feet, their mouths gaping open. The sight of any high-ranking officer was a rarity at Omega Company, and the troops’ demeanor showed it. Moustache and Mahatma managed to snap off salutes that might have satisfied a moderately lenient drill sergeant. If any of the others had ever known how, they had long since forgotten it.

It hardly mattered. Looking neither to the left nor to the right, General Blitzkrieg stormed through the dining room toward the company offices. Even those who didn’t know of Phule’s previous run-ins with Legion brass had no difficulty figuring out that their CO was about to get his head chewed off.

*    *    *

“Jester, you’ve overstepped every trace of your authority,” roared General Blitzkrieg. “You’ve allied yourself with the damned rebels, and put your troops to work to overthrow the very government you were sent to protect. Hmpfff! This won’t just get you drummed out of the Legion—you’ll be in the stockade, if I have my way.”

“Sir, I can explain everything,” said Phule, standing at rigid attention behind his desk. He was maintaining his aplomb remarkably well, considering that he’d had perhaps two minutes’ notice of the general’s arrival.

“I’m sure you can,” snarled the general. “You’re good at making your schemes look harmless, but I can see through them. This time, you’re going to pay the price. And it will give me great pleasure to watch it!”

Seizing the pause in the general’s rant, Phule broke in, “Sir, I have done nothing that isn’t within my orders.”

“Within your orders? Hah! We’ll see about that,” said Blitzkrieg. He walked around the large marble-topped desk and wagged a finger under his subordinate’s nose. “But I’m not going to waste time arguing with you. I’m relieving you of your command, effective instantly. You will go directly to your quarters and consider yourself under house arrest. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir,” said Phule, standing his ground. “Do I have the general’s permission to have visitors? I will need to see my butler. I also request permission to speak to my officers, with a view to preparing a defense.”

Blitzkrieg waved a hand, knocking an empty plastic coffee cup off the desk. He didn’t seem to notice. “Permission granted,” he said. “It’ll do you no good, but never let it be said that I denied you the right to counsel. I warn you, though—don’t try to enlist your officers in any conspiracy against me, or you’ll all be charged with mutiny. Dismissed!”

“Sir!” Phule saluted and turned to make his way to his quarters. He’d get out of this, he knew. He’d been in plenty of trouble with the brass before, and he’d always gotten out of it. It might be a little tougher this time, with both his commanding general and the government of the planet he was supposed to be protecting lined up against him. But he’d figure it out. At least, he hoped he would.

Journal #445

Those who, like my employer, are accustomed to taking matters in their own hands are prone to forget that some matters don’t want to be taken in hand. Alternately, these active souls prefer to put recalcitrant matters out of mind and concentrate on problems they can deal with directly. As a result, they are often surprised when something they have deliberately neglected jumps up and bites them.

Phule was about to turn down the corridor to his hotel room when he was stopped by two people in civilian outfits so identical that they might as well have been uniforms. “Mister Phule?” said the taller of the two.

“Yes,” he said. “I am Phule. I’m afraid I can’t really stop to talk, though.”

“Captain, it is your decision whether or not to talk to us,” said the man who’d spoken. Phule could now see that the other was a woman. “However, we are here on important government business, and it would be very wise of you to make the time.” He opened a wallet and displayed an ID card: Special Agent Roger Peele of the Interstellar Revenue System.

Phule struck himself on the forehead and said, “I knew there was something I’d been forgetting! You were looking for me back on Lorelei, weren’t you?”

“Yes,” said Peele. “And after what we’ve found there, we’re even more anxious to talk to you.”

“I guess we might as well do it now as later,” said Phule with a sigh. “At this point, there’s nothing you can do to make my day any worse.”

“Perhaps not, Mr. Phule,” said the other, female, IRS agent. “However, I must warn you—it’s our job to try.” Her thin smile made it clear that she was not joking at all.

“Well, come with me, then,” said Phule, and they followed him to his quarters.

*    *    *

“Well, sir, which shall we tackle first—saving you from the stockade, or from bankruptcy?” Beeker sat calmly at the keyboard of his Port-a-Brain computer, watching Phule pace nervously across the room and back again.

“Getting this house arrest lifted would be a good start,” said Phule. “The park opens tomorrow morning, and I want to be there. I can work on the rest of my problems from a jail cell, if need be, but I think I’ve earned the right to be at the opening.”

“Your priorities astonish me, sir,” said Beeker. “However, I am certain we can find a way to persuade the general to give you your freedom for the day—possibly you’ll have to put up with a guard, but that should be a minor inconvenience.”

“Good, I trust you to explore all avenues on that one,” said Phule. “As far as the rest—well, I told the IRS you had the figures to prove I’m in compliance with the tax laws, but they didn’t want to hear it. I think they’re so used to dealing with criminals that they can’t imagine anyone actually obeying the law.”

“More likely, the laws make it impossible to file a tax return without some sort of violation,” said Beeker, dryly. “How much do they claim you owe?”

“Including penalties and interest, it’s something like twenty million,” said Phule. “That’s absurd, of course—I can’t possibly owe them penalties or interest if I’m not guilty of any violations to begin with.”

“Your faith in common sense is quite inspiring, sir. I regret to inform you that the IRS operates on some entirely different system, as appalling in its way as anything the military can conjure up.”

“Well, if you can’t find me a way out, I doubt anybody can. You’ve got all the records here, don’t you?”

“Yes, sir,” said Beeker, nodding in the direction of his Port-a-Brain. “I’ll set up a meeting to show them the relevant figures—that will take a good while, though. And we may still have to drag it through a couple of levels of appeal before we satisfy them. It might be easier to agree to some token payment, say a couple of million, to get rid of them.”

“Blackmail!” said Phule. “I won’t do it!”

“As you wish, sir. Unfortunately, they can tie up your assets rather thoroughly pending appeal. Not even Dilithium Express can entirely shield your money from the IRS, although I suspect you’ll be able to pay your personal bills.”

“I’ll need more than that, if I’m going to keep running the company,” said Phule.

“General Blitzkrieg seems bent on preventing that, sir,” Beeker pointed out. “It might be prudent for you to give some thought to counteracting the general’s plans, while I’m saving you from the IRS.”

“Believe me, Beeker, I’m trying.” Phule paused, then said, “Well, to be honest, keeping me from going bankrupt is of some urgency, as well. But I’m going to leave that in your hands, Beeker.”

“I appreciate your confidence, sir,” said Beeker.

Phule smiled. “It’s been well-earned, Beeker. This won’t be the first time you’ve saved my assets.”

Journal #448

Obtaining my employer’s release from house arrest turned out to be easier than anticipated. All that was really necessary was Le Duc Taep petitioning Ambassador Gottesman to allow Phule to attend the opening of the park he had done so much to bring to fruition. The ambassador, recognizing the former rebel leader as a significant player in the Landooran political arena, conveyed to General Blitzkrieg that keeping my employer confined would have undesirable political consequences. Surprisingly, even the Landooran government agreed that preventing him from attending the opening would be excessively cruel punishment for someone not yet proven guilty of anything. That was enough to get my employer his freedom—at least, for the day.

Le Duc Taep stood looking out a tower window at the customers standing in line outside the park. It was quarter to eight in the morning, and some people had been standing in line since before sunup. A few had even camped out overnight so as to be among the first to enter. They would have camped out longer, except the Legion security guards had made it clear they wouldn’t allow them to.

He looked back at Phule and said, “My compliments, Captain. There have been times I despaired of this park ever opening. Now, we have come to the crowning moment—and look: The people have turned out for us in overwhelming numbers. The triumph of our cause is imminent.”

“Don’t get too enthusiastic,” said Phule. “We’d have gotten a big crowd for opening day no matter what, with the half-price tickets. Our publicity campaign can’t have hurt the crowds—we’ve beaten the government’s pants off in that department. The real test will be how many people we have in line after the novelty wears off.” Despite his cautious words, Phule smiled. It was hard not to smile, looking at the lines snaking through the turnstiles, and stretching as far back as the eye could see.

“I wonder how the lines are for Landoor Park,” said Rembrandt.

“They’ve got huge lines, too,” said Phule. “We think we’ve done a little better, but it’s anybody’s guess until we have real numbers. And the day’s barely begun.”

“We’re still working to build attendance,” said Rembrandt. “Our people will be handing out flyers at their exits, offering anyone with a ticket stub from their opening day a half-price ticket for our park, valid for one full year.”

“That’s a brilliant idea,” said Taep. “Once the park has shown them the superiority of our principles, not many will endorse the government’s sleazy operation.”

“I’d hope they keep coming to both parks,” said Phule. He put his hand on Taep’s shoulder. “It’s important for your park to succeed, but it’s even more important for all your world’s people to do well. And that’s going to depend on drawing off-planet visitors. Your people will support the parks, but they can’t revive the economy all by themselves. It would be like two men passing a dollar back and forth every few seconds and claiming they were each taking in ten dollars a minute.”

“We’re not reduced to that,” said Okidata, chuckling at the image. “We’ll see how well the off-planet attendance holds up in the long run, but we’ve got a great start.”

“Well, if Jenny’s opening day report gets broadcast widely enough, that’ll be a big plus,” said Phule, pointing to the reporter and her cameraman, working the crowds. There were other reporters there, too—the press had sensed a good human-interest story. “The only thing better than publicity is free publicity,” he said. “I think I’ll go down and mingle with the crowd some—I haven’t even tried any rides yet.”

“That’s the spirit,” said Le Duc Taep. “We’ll make a proper New Atlantean of you yet!”

“I’ll come with you,” said Rembrandt. “I’ve got to check on our attendance monitors.”

The stairs led down to the park’s main street, where groups of tourists were surging forward toward the newly opened rides. Others were more leisurely looking into the souvenir shops along the way.

Rembrandt stopped outside the door and said, “All right, Captain, I can tell something’s eating you. What is it?”

Phule turned to her and said, “The IRS has decided I owe them some enormous amount in back taxes. I mean to fight it, of course, but that’ll take time away from running the company. You may be in charge a lot more—assuming I’m not replaced entirely.”

“Replaced?” Rembrandt stopped in her tracks. “That’s going to happen over our dead bodies, Captain!”

Phule responded with a thin smile. “I appreciate the support, Remmie, but General Blitzkrieg is trying to get rid of me. Knowing him, he’d probably enjoy wiping out the entire company in the process—he considers its very existence a blot on his record.”

“And making it a success is probably a deadly insult,” said Rembrandt. The two of them began walking, sharing the street with the ebullient crowds. “The brass hats couldn’t make this company effective, but you came in and did it in a couple of years—mainly by scrapping their system. And in the process, showing them up as incompetents who couldn’t recognize good legionnaires if they fell over them.”

“Don’t say that where the general can hear you,” said Phule, smiling. “Actually, as much as I appreciate the compliment, you know as well as I do that everybody in the company deserves the credit. It’s a shame it’s all going down the drain, now that we’ve finally accomplished something worthwhile.”

“Sir, I’m going to do my best to make sure it doesn’t go down the drain,” said Rembrandt. She stopped at the corner of a little cross-street leading off to more shops and attractions. “Why don’t you enjoy the fruit of your labors? If this park doesn’t cheer you up, we’ve done something very wrong. I’d stay with you, but I’ve got work to do.”

“Thanks, Lieutenant,” said Phule. “I suggest you take your own advice and enjoy the park, too.”

But Rembrandt was already striding purposefully away.

*    *    *

Phule strolled around the park soaking up energy from the crowds for most of the morning. He returned to the central offices to have a working lunch with Taep, who had attendance figures for the morning. Both parks had been thronged with patrons, but the best estimates indicated that New Atlantis Park had drawn a larger crowd—so far. The difference seemed to be in the off-planet visitors, a testimony to the effectiveness of Phule’s publicity campaign. And the lines outside to buy tickets were still impressive. Phule and Taep drank a champagne toast to the clear-cut success. Phule privately hoped that it could continue on the same scale. It had to.

He strolled around the park some more after lunch, watching hordes of local children patiently waiting to board rides (“Stop shoving, Abdul! We’ll all get on when it’s our turn.”), and happy riders emerging from the exits of one ride to go immediately to join a line for the next. He ate an ice-cream cone and took his own turn on the Skipper—a ride that gave the illusion of piloting a small boat through rapids, out in the jungle by the rebel camp. It was thoroughly unauthentic, but great fun.

Finally, despite his worries, he realized he was actually enjoying himself. With a smile, Phule headed back to get the latest attendance figures from Le Duc Taep. But as he entered the little cul-de-sac leading to the park offices a familiar voice addressed him, “About time you got back, Jester.”

It was General Blitzkrieg, rising from a bench outside the park offices, where he’d evidently been waiting for some time. He shook his finger under Phule’s nose and bellowed, “You’ve outdone yourself, Jester. If this is your notion of following orders, I don’t want to see your idea of mutiny.”

Blitzkrieg was literally trembling with anger. Phule had never seen his superior so disturbed. It almost made him hold his tongue. But he knew he had to make one more attempt to make the general see reason.

“General, I don’t think you understand my position,” said Phule. He looked around nervously, but this area had nothing to attract the fun-seekers. At least there were no witnesses to the chewing-out he was undoubtedly about to receive.

“There’s not much to understand,” said Blitzkrieg, backing him toward a corner. Somewhere in the distance, incongruously, Phule heard a brass band playing. “What’s your excuse for aiding and abetting the enemies of the government you were sent to protect?”

Phule did his best to keep his voice calm. “Sir, I have done no such thing. In fact, I’ve insured a lasting peace by persuading the rebel forces to adopt a peaceful program instead of trying to overthrow the government. Stamping out the rebels would have pleased the current government—someone tried to push me in that direction by shooting at me when I arrived on-planet. They probably figured I’d blame it on the rebels and send out a punitive expedition. But that would have started a new war—and my orders were to protect the peace.”

The general loomed over him. “You can’t make an omelette without breaking a few eggs, Jester. Not recognizing that is your single greatest failing as an officer.”

“I disagree, sir,” said Phule. “I can’t see how the Legion is hurt by a solution that minimizes the expense of life and property.”

“Minimizes expenses? You gave the rebels millions of credits!” shouted Blitzkrieg. “Now every bandit in the galaxy will be trying to hold us up for business loans!” The general strode forward, backing Phule up against the wall.

“Sir, I gave them nothing until they had declared an end to the rebellion. Once they agreed to work within the system, it was consistent with my orders for me to offer them a private business loan. After all, a successful businessman is the last person who wants to overthrow the government.”

“That’s an excellent point, Captain,” said an unfamiliar voice. Phule and General Blitzkrieg turned to face the person who had come out of the park offices; he was an impeccably dressed man with a cleft chin and an ample mane of gray hair, parted in the middle.

“Ambassador Gottesman!” said the general. He stepped back a pace, so that Phule was no longer cornered. “I didn’t know …”

“That I was listening? Please pardon the eavesdropping,” said the ambassador, bowing his head. Then he turned to Phule and smiled. “I came to speak to Le Duc Taep, but I was hoping to find Captain Ph … er, Jester, too. A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Captain. We at State have followed your progress on this assignment with great interest.”

“The pleasure is mine, Ambassador,” said Phule, shaking the diplomat’s hand. “I hope our progress has been satisfactory as well as, uh, interesting.”

“Amply satisfactory,” said Ambassador Gottesman. “No offense to you gentlemen, but we diplomats tend to feel that when we have to send a peacekeeping team in someplace, we’re as good as admitting that we’ve already made a botch of things. The military is rarely our implement of choice. So, we’re always pleased when the military can find a way to pull the situation back over the event horizon without shooting.”

“Well, sometimes you do have to shoot a few people,” the general growled, with a significant glance toward Phule.

“Oh, no argument with that,” said the ambassador, affably. “But it’s a lot harder to restore the status quo ante, once you start doing that. We like to exhaust the other options first. Which is why we’re impressed with the captain’s performance here. Even the government is now admitting that the competition has made their park better. But that’s all by the bye—there’s other business afoot. If you two gentlemen will join me in a drink, I’ve got a proposition I think will be of benefit to you both.”

“Yes, sir,” said Phule, puzzled. He would have agreed to almost anything that offered a momentary truce with the general. He would have to continue his argument eventually, but now was clearly not the time. He certainly had nothing to lose by listening to the ambassador’s proposition.

The general grumbled his assent as well, although he was obviously skeptical that anything that benefited Phule could be of interest to him. They followed the ambassador down the theme park’s main street to a little bar. The sign over the door read Joes Jungle Juice, and the building was decorated to look like a grass hut from a jungle-movie set. Children ran by squealing with excitement, heading for the next attraction on their list.

*    *    *

Inside, the bartender was dressed in camouflage, and the menu was full of fruity concoctions served in glasses shaped like voonga-nut shells. The piped-in music was heavy on percussion. A few other customers, off-planet tourists in newly purchased straw hats, sat at other tables, chattering brightly. Neither Phule nor the general was in the mood for small talk, but the ambassador kept up a well-practiced line of easy banter until the drinks came. Then, after a ritual sip of his Planter’s Punch, he folded his hands and leaned forward. “Now, gentlemen, the real reason I’m here has to do with the Zenobians.”

“The Zenobians?” General Blitzkrieg’s puzzlement was obvious.

“Do you mean Flight Leftenant Qual?” said Phule, and he was suddenly even more apprehensive than he’d been when the general was chewing him out.

“Right-o,” said Ambassador Gottesman. “As you know, Qual has been observing your unit as part of his government’s decision-making process whether or not to ally with the Federation. Naturally, he’s been sending back regular reports all along.”

“He has?” said Phule. “Oh, of course he has—it only makes sense, but he’s been such a part of the company that I didn’t think of trying to intercept them.”

“I’m not surprised,” sneered Blitzkrieg. “This is typical of your slapdash methods.”

“He wouldn’t have had much luck at it anyway, old fellow,” said the ambassador. “Qual was using some ultrasecret comm equipment their military has developed. I don’t understand how it works—of course, that’s not my bailiwick—but our tech boys have been on top of it since the beginning. Anyway, we’ve been able to monitor his messages all along.”

“Oh, that’s good,” said Phule, looking from the general to the Ambassador, and back again, “At least, I hope it’s good …”

“Well, as you know, Qual came here to make a detailed study of our tactics and ethics. Apparently, he’s learned a great deal about both by watching your company.”

“I knew it!” said Blitzkrieg, slapping his hand on the table-top. “You’ve delivered us into the hands of the enemy, Captain! The lizards have stolen all our secrets. I knew you were the kind who’d do anything for a few dollars, but selling out your own species … There’ll be a court-martial on this, I guarantee you, and this time you won’t get off with a slap on the wrist.”

“General, you’re off-target,” said the Ambassador, tiredly. “Qual confessed that he found the company’s tactics utterly baffling—he said several times that it would be suicide to fight a race so unpredictable.”

“Really?” said the general, sniffing. “Well, perhaps Jester’s security breach may not cost us as much as it might have. But I can’t exonerate him on that count. These things have a way of changing, once the enemy’s had a chance to absorb their stolen knowledge.”

“I know the historical precedents, General,” said Ambassador Gottesman, swirling the artificial voonga-nut shell holding his drink. “But you haven’t heard the whole story yet. Flight Leftenant Qual’s comments on our ethics were even more telling. He told his people that our race is utterly unprincipled, except for loyalty to our friends. He evidently considers this the best possible reason to forge an alliance with us. In fact, we received a formal proposal to that effect just before I was dispatched here. So, I think we have the captain to thank for making the alliance possible.”

“To thank?” The general’s jaw dropped like a lead weight. “Are you telling me …”

“I’m pointing out that the captain has done a good deal to forward our concerns at State—both here on Landoor and in the Zenobian alliance. Some important allies might take it the wrong way if the captain’s broad interpretation of his orders were taken as grounds for punishing him, especially in view of how things have turned out. State doesn’t like to meddle in the Legion’s business, but a word to the wise …”

“Ambassador, I’m old enough to know better than to spit into the wind,” said Blitzkrieg. He picked up his gin and tonic and drained it in a gulp. Then he stood and said, “Since State intends to stick an oar in, we’ll let the violations of orders slide—this time. But it would be in the captain’s best interests to learn to do things the Legion way. Ambassador, thank you for the drink.”

“You’re welcome, General,” said Ambassador Gottesman genially. “The Legion will profit by this in the long run.”

Phule watched the general go out the door—a beaded curtain that concealed a low-level force field that kept the cool air inside from escaping—then turned to the ambassador. “Sir, I don’t know how to thank you. If there’s anything I can do …”

The ambassador smiled. “Captain, State will take its quid pro quo sooner than you think. In fact …”

“Excuse me, gentlemen,” said an unfamiliar voice.

Phule and the ambassador looked up to see two humans dressed in identical bad suits: the IRS agents, Peele and Hull. “Why, what a surprise to see you here,” Phule said, not meaning a syllable of it. “Somehow, I didn’t expect to see you here in New Atlantis Park. I hope you’re enjoying yourselves …”

“Not in the least, Mr. Phule,” said Agent Peele, with no trace of humor. “We had been at the park office on business—looking for you, as a matter of fact—and were on our way out when we ran into your superior, General Blitzkrieg. We inquired as to your whereabouts, and he directed us here.”

“A stroke of luck,” said the ambassador. “Will you have a seat and join us in a drink?”

“You know, I think for once I will,” said Special Agent Hull, pulling back a chair and plopping herself into it. Peele’s mouth fell open; then, shrugging, he pulled back another chair and joined his partner. The ambassador signaled the waiter, and after they’d ordered drinks—unsweetened iced tea for Peele, and a tequila and tonic for Hull—Phule sat back and waited to hear what the IRS agents had to say.

Peele looked at the ambassador, then shrugged and said, “It’s not customary to talk business in front of a third party, but I suppose this time there’s no reason not to. Mr. Phule, I’m disappointed in what we’ve learned, and there’s no two ways about it. You’ve set up your affairs at the Fat Chance Casino so as to minimize your personal profits, and we can’t find any irregular practices at all. This is anomalous.”

“Not at all,” said Phule. “It’s simply good business. My butler set up the programs himself.”

“Yes, there’s a sharp character,” said Hull, staring into her drink. “We had no luck at all dealing with him. You’d think he’d written the regulations himself, with your personal benefit in view. Every time we thought we’d spotted a few million, he’d find a way to make it vanish. I wish we had somebody like that on our team, to tell you the truth.”

“To tell you the truth, I’m glad you don’t,” said Phule. “So does this mean I don’t owe you anything, after all?”

“Worse than that,” said Peele, gloomily. “That rascal of a butler found a loophole giving double deductions for investment in undeveloped worlds, for which of course you are eligible.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” said Phule, suddenly sitting up straighter.

“To you, perhaps,” said Peele. “But it goes on. As you may know, Mr. Phule, when you travelled here, by a peculiarity of hyperspace, you arrived on Landoor before you left Lorelei. Your butler discovered a precedent that allows you to apply the deductions to last quarter’s income despite the fact that you didn’t loan out the money until after you arrived here.”

Peele slumped in his chair, glaring across the table for a moment. At last he said, “Mr. Phule, unless we can find an error in your butler’s figures, I am afraid that we owe you a damned refund.”


Chapter Eighteen

After the IRS agents left Joe’s Jungle Juice, Ambassador Gottesman took Phule back to the park offices, where a rollicking party had broken out to celebrate the opening. Le Duc Taep was playing bartender, pouring chilled Aldebaran champagne for all.

There was a cheer when Phule came through the door, and Le Duc Taep handed him a water glass full of champagne—they had run out of proper flutes early in the festivities. “Speech, speech!” shouted Rev, and the legionnaires took up the chant until Phule mounted a chair and raised his hand for silence.

“I’m going to make this short, because there isn’t very much to say, and I’m sure you’d all rather be drinking than listening to speeches,” he said. This brought another cheer.

“Ambassador Gottesman tells me that both New Atlantis Park and Landoor Park have been doing spectacular business all day long,” he continued. “As far as I’m concerned, this means we’ve accomplished even more than we hoped to. By making this the best park we could, we forced the government to keep making its park better, and now, thanks to all of you, this world has the two best theme parks in the galaxy!

“I’ve also found out that the casino back on Lorelei has been even more profitable than expected, which means that each of you will be earning approximately twice what we projected. I hope all you legionnaires have taken advantage of the tax shelters we’ve set up for you—I just got an excellent lesson in how important good tax advice can be.

“And finally, I want to thank Flight Leftenant Qual, who’s been with us as an observer—and a good friend—for the last several months. The ambassador tells me that Qual’s mission is complete and he’s been recalled to his home world—but he’ll always find a welcome if he visits Omega Company.” Another cheer went up, amid cries of “Qual! Qual!” The little Zenobian stood in the corner grinning, holding a tall glass of water—his race didn’t use alcohol, but he was clearly as happy as anyone in the room.

“One last thing, and then I’ll let you get back to the party. Ambassador Gottesman tells me that in part because of our good treatment of Leftenant Qual, the Federation has signed a peace treaty with the Zenobian Empire. That’s one more feather in the Omega Mob’s cap! So, let me offer a toast: To the Omega Mob, the best outfit in the Legion—and I’ll fight anybody, right up to the commanding general, who tries to tell me anything else!”

“Hear, hear,” cried Moustache, and the assembled legionnaires broke into cheers. Out in the park, a band was playing a syncopated dance tune, and from somewhere a little farther away, there came the rumble of a roller coaster and the involuntary squeals of passengers as the lead car dove into the steep plunge that began the ride. Phule raised his water glass and took a deep draught of ice-cold champagne, then threw back his head and laughed. It had been a very good day after all.
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Prologue

“All right, all right,” said Reverend Jordan Ayres, rubbing his hands together. He stepped out from behind the podium in the rented ballroom and made a beckoning gesture. “Who’s ready to make himself over in the image of the King? Step right up!”

Rev had been particularly successful in winning converts to the Church of the King, his own denomination, from among the rookie legionnaires. This might have been because the older legionnaires were more jaded, or perhaps the new crop saw him as one of their own in the way the veterans didn’t. Or it may simply have been the luck of the draw. In any case, the meeting room in the Landoor Plaza Hotel was nearly half full with those who’d come to pay their homage to the King, many local civilians in addition to the legionnaires.

“Uh, Rev—this isn’t gonna hurt, is it?” The quavering voice belonged to Roadkill, one of the new recruits who’d joined Phule’s Company at the same time as Rev’s assignment as the company chaplain.

“Hurt?” Rev scoffed. “Are you gonna worry about whether it hurts? This is one of the deepest mysteries of the faith. If you don’t love the King enough to put up with a little bit of hurtin’, I’m not a-gonna push you, son. You’re not doin’ this for me, you’re doin’ it for yourself—and for him.”

“The King sang about hurtin’,” said another of the recruits, Freefall. “He wasn’t afraid to walk down Lonely Street …” Her voice carried just enough of a hint of disapproval to suggest that Roadkill was being shortsighted and selfish—that Roadkill’s faith might even be open to question.

“He asked us not to be cruel,” riposted Roadkill. “Besides, I didn’t say I wasn’t going to do it. I just want to know ahead of time if it hurts, and you don’t know any more about that than I do. The only one here who’s gone through with it is Rev, and from what he said, I guess it does hurt.”

“It don’t hurt all that much, though,” said Rev, stepping forward and smiling. Then he cleared his throat and quickly changed the subject. “Besides, there’s another choice you all need to make before you go any further—a choice you might not even realize you have.”

“Another choice?” Freefall raised her eyebrows. “Isn’t it enough for us to give up our own appearance to take on His? A face none of us was born with?”

“That’s right, there’s still another choice,” said Rev. “’Cause even the King had more than one way he looked. Why don’t y’all set down and let me show you some holos? There are a few li’l constraints on account of bone structure and all, but even with all that, you’ve got a bunch of different models to pick from.” He motioned toward the seats, and with only a little confusion, the disciples obediently took their places.

“All right,” said Rev. “I’m a-gonna show you what y’all’s choices are, and then we’ll start. It’s pretty quick once we do. And by tomorrow morning, you’ll all be livin’ testimonials to the power of the King!”

A hush fell over the crowd as Rev picked up the remote control for the holojector.

“Now, here he is when he first started out,” said Rev. “This is a good one if you’re young and slim. Notice how the sideburns are narrower than mine …”

The audience stared at the holo, rapt. Rev droned on.


Chapter One

Journal #474

My employer’s company had achieved a very pleasant modus vivendi on Landoor, its most recent station. The company’s original responsibility as a peacekeeping team was quickly modified, as my employer decided to turn his efforts to helping the planet realize its potential as a tourist mecca. After considerable investment of time and money—and no little personal effort—he had achieved success.

The planet’s climate was gentle, its people easygoing by nature. And the legionnaires of Omega Company were never too busy to sample the entertainments of two Galaxy-class amusement parks. The officers were also pleased to be free of the corrupting influences to which the troops had been exposed on their previous assignment—not that many of them could have become much more corrupt than they already were. Without much question, Landoor was the healthiest place the company had been.

Relatively speaking, of course.

*    *    *

Sushi stared at his computer, which currently displayed a long list of names—a list that very few eyes other than his had seen. If some of those on the list had known just who was looking at it and why, there would have been interplanetary repercussions. One of those repercussions would undoubtedly have been a serious attempt to liquidate Sushi. Sushi knew this, of course. It didn’t bother him. It was just the downside of the gamble he was taking.

Taking over the Yakuza. It had seemed a ridiculous idea when he’d first come up with it, an inspired improvisation to save his hide when the Japanese mob had sent an assassin to punish him for impersonating one of its members. If he’d thought it all the way through when he first came up with it, he might have decided on something less audacious. After all, he already had what was supposed to be a full-time job—although being a legionnaire in Omega Company, even under Captain Jester, was a good bit less demanding than belonging to most military units. But running this conspiracy was more than a full-time job.

The basic idea was simple. He’d invented a phony superfamily that would unite the families on different worlds, allowing them to mediate territorial disputes and to trade useful information. It was an idea whose time had come a good while back; only the inherent conservatism of the criminal mentality had kept it from coming into being. But he’d done it, essentially with no help from anyone except a few of his own family members who had certain useful knowledge and contacts and had used them to slip him information. And it had worked.

The only problem so far was that the entire superfamily consisted of Sushi and his trusty computer, a Legion milspec model, but with lots of custom features installed by Sushi himself. Eventually, he was going to make a mistake, and he just had to hope it wouldn’t be a fatal one—especially not to himself. It was probably a shortcoming in a would-be criminal mastermind, but he really didn’t want anybody to get hurt if he could avoid it. He didn’t even really want to pocket more than a tiny fraction of the Yakuza’s income. The whole idea originally had been to keep himself alive, and he’d be perfectly happy if he could continue to achieve that goal over the long term—say, seven or eight decades.

Behind him a door opened, and almost by instinct he blanked the screen. Then a familiar voice said, “Yo, Soosh, Okie tells me Dunes Park has a new coaster. Wanna go give it the test?”

Sushi looked over his shoulder to see Do-Wop standing hipshot in the doorway of their shared room in the Landoor Plaza Hotel. “Maybe tomorrow,” said Sushi wearily. “Right now, I’m up to my ears in this project.”

“Ahh, c’mon,” said Do-Wop. “You’ve been busting your hump on that stuff all week. Time for a break, man.”

“Believe me, I’d love to take one,” said Sushi. “But this business of taking over the Yakuza is a lot more work than I expected. It wasn’t really that hard to get control, but keeping it is turning out to be real work.”

“And your ass is grass if it gets away from you,” said Do-Wop, nodding in sympathy.

“Right. I’ve got the families in the sector around old Earth playing along with me,” said Sushi, leaning back in his chair and stretching. “They recognize the need for a larger organization, and they aren’t picky about who’s running it, as long as it doesn’t cut their profits. That’s the good part.” He paused, then added, “At least there is a good part.”

“Can’t be all that good if it don’t leave you time to goof off,” said Do-Wop, sulking. “You’re startin’ to act like a freakin’ officer.”

“Who, me? Watch your mouth,” said Sushi with an indignant expression. “If I’d wanted to be an officer, I’d have had my father buy me a commission and gone to the academy.”

Do-Wop slouched against the doorway and crossed his arms. “All I know is what I see,” he said. “You’d think now that we’re in the theme park business, we’d get a chance to go on a ride or two. But no. This whole Yazooka thing has you tied up hand and foot.”

“Yakuza,” corrected Sushi. “Look, I’m sorry. I really have to finish this report, OK? Why don’t you get somebody else to go along on the new rides with you this time?”

“Like who?” asked Do-Wop. “Tusk-anini would go along for the ride, but what we gonna talk about while we’re waiting on line? He’d just pull out a book and start reading.”

“You could take Mahatma or the Gambolts,” said Sushi, looking up distractedly.

“Sure, except they’d have to cut out of training, which they wouldn’t do. I tell ya, Soosh, this new generation of legionnaires is going straight down the tubes. Ain’t a single one of ’em that really appreciates the fine points of goofing off.”

Sushi chuckled. “I suppose not,” he said with a broad grin. “Remember back on Haskin’s Planet, how we rigged the drinks dispenser in the Plaza Hotel to double as a slot machine? You had to push the button for Diet Prunola to get it to take your bet.”

“Yeah,” said Do-Wop. “Worked like a charm until Chocolate Harry found the machine and complained to the management when he couldn’t get a can of the stuff.”

“We should’ve figured there’d be somebody who’d drink that god-awful junk,” said Sushi, finally looking up from the computer and laughing. “But you’re right; none of these rookies would ever think up a trick like that. And none of them would set up a holo of themselves when they had to stand guard duty, so it’d look like they were walking their rounds when Lieutenant Armstrong came checking up on them.”

“I don’t think Armstrong would ever have found out about that one if I hadn’t forgot and left the projector running after I was supposed to come off duty,” said Do-Wop. “Yeah, those were the days, all right.”

Sushi chuckled. “They sure were,” he agreed. “We must have been the champion goof-offs of Omega Company—and if that’s not world-class, I don’t know what is.”

Do-Wop laughed and said, “Yeah, we had it down to a science back in the old days.” Then a troubling thought came to him, and he frowned. “So what’s wrong with us, Soosh? Why aren’t we out raising hell like we used to?”

Sushi’s expression was dead serious as he answered. “Maybe we’re just growing up, Do-Wop.”

“Growing up?” Do-Wop scoffed. “No freakin’ way.” He paused for a moment, then added, “I couldn’t look myself in the mirror if I thought I was growing up.”

“That’s OK,” said Sushi, grinning again. “Nobody else can stand to look at you, so there’s no reason you should have to, either.”

Do-Wop punched him on the biceps and said, “See? You just proved my point. So don’t you think we oughta go check out that new coaster?”

Sushi sighed and turned off the computer. “I guess I’m not going to get any more work done until I agree, am I? OK, then, let’s go.”

Journal #475

The Omega Company’s move to Landoor was not without its complications, primary among them the necessity of vacating the Fat Chance Casino on Lorelei, where the company had become majority stockholders. Leaving such a casino unattended would have been the equivalent of sending engraved invitations to every rustler in the galaxy. Even when the company had been on duty, organized criminal elements had tried to take over the casino. And while their attempts had failed, any sign of weakness would inevitably attract more predators.

My employer’s solution was to give the impression that the casino was guarded as closely as ever, with a squad of actors impersonating Legion personnel (and a cadre of trained security personnel for the infrequent cases where real muscle was needed). And that was just the tip of the iceberg.

* * *

The tourist shuttle came to a stop in front of the Fat Chance Casino, disembarking a small crowd of sophonts of assorted shapes, sizes, and colors, with luggage to match. One thing they had in common: all were comparatively affluent. Otherwise, they could not have afforded the spaceship fare to the orbiting pleasure colony of Lorelei, the gambling center of the galaxy. Lorelei was in the business of separating tourists from their money, and it frowned on tourists who had no money to be separated from. This batch, being fresh off the ship and therefore presumably flush, was greeted at the door with the broadest of smiles.

A casino manager, dressed in an outfit that somehow gave the impression of style and sophistication while still remaining unmistakably a uniform, addressed the group. “Welcome to the Fat Chance, gentlebeings!” she said warmly. “You’ve chosen the friendliest destination on Lorelei, and we want all our guests to enjoy every minute of their stay with us. So relax, put aside any worries you might have, and get ready for a great time. If you’d like to get to your rooms right away, please step into the hotel lobby to your left, where our clerks will register you and make you feel at home.”

She stepped back and gestured toward the elegant doors behind her, modeled after those of a famous resort on old Earth, and continued. “For those who’d prefer to get started having fun, you can step into the casino lobby to your right or go directly ahead to one of our Galaxy-class restaurants. Our staff will take care of your luggage, and if you’d like to have it checked into your rooms, simply give me a copy of your registration letter, and we’ll have it done for you while you enjoy yourself. We’ll bring your room key to you. Does anyone have any questions?”

A pink-faced human in a shirt that looked as if it glowed in the dark raised his hand and said gloomily, “I don’t know about anybody else, but I’m not letting my luggage out of my sight. My brother went to New Baltimore on a vacation last year, and they stole his suitcase right out of the taxi—while it was moving!”

“Oh, Henry!” said the thin woman standing next to him. “This is the Fat Chance. Nobody would dare try something like that here. After all, the guards are from the Space Legion!” She pointed to the casino entrance, flanked by two black-uniformed figures. Both looked trim, fit, and alert.

“That’s right, ma’am,” said the casino manager brightly. “And not just any Space Legion company—we have Phule’s Company standing guard here. And as you may have heard, the legionnaires are all casino stockholders. It’s not just a job to them. It’s to their personal benefit to see that all of our guests have a safe, enjoyable experience—and come to visit us again.”

“And lose plenty of our money,” grumbled Henry. “Well, it won’t work this time. I’ve got a way to beat the house, and the Fat Chance is going to be the proving ground for my system!”

“That’s the spirit,” said a new voice. The crowd of tourists turned and saw an enthusiastic young man dressed in a Legion officer’s uniform. He was slim and energetic, with a smile that radiated sincerity. “If there’s one casino on Lorelei to test a system at, this is the one! For starters, we won’t throw you out if you start winning with it, the way some other houses will.”

“Captain Jester!” said the casino employee.

“I was just on my way back to the office from a lunch date,” said the smiling figure. “Heard this guest’s comment and thought I’d made sure he knew our policy. Carry on, Miss Shadwell; I’m sure you’re doing a fine job.” He turned to the guests and said, “Welcome to the Fat Chance. If there’s any trouble, my office door is always open.” He smiled, sketched a bow, and hurried off.

“That’s Willard Phule,” said one guest to a neighbor, a discreet hand muffling his words. “The munitions heir—richer than the mint and cleaning up at the casino business, too, I hear.”

“What’s with the uniform?” said the other.

“Oh, he’s gone and joined the Space Legion,” said the first man with a chuckle. “I hear tell the Legion will never be the same.”

“That’s the truth,” said Miss Shadwell, smiling. “Nor will the Fat Chance Casino—as you’ll see when you get to the tables. Now, if there’s anyone who’d like to take advantage of our express registration, I’ll take your information here.” She pulled out a pocket computer and smiled. The tourists obediently got in line, smiling back at her.

But two figures watched the captain’s exit with narrowed eyes, then looked at each other and nodded.

* * *

First Sergeant Brandy looked at the line of legionnaires with some satisfaction. The new recruits had begun to shape up much more effectively than she’d have been willing to bet a few short months ago. She certainly hadn’t had much to work with in the way of raw material—always excepting the Gambolts, those catlike aliens who were reputed to be, as a species, the finest hand-to-hand fighters in the known Galaxy. Her three Gambolts—Dukes, Rube, and Garbo—had lived up to that image without much doubt. Their natural ability had been evident from the day they’d arrived. Even if they’d made no progress at all in their training, they’d have been among the finest troops she’d ever seen.

The rest of the new troops hadn’t done too badly either, and she took that as a personal accomplishment. They’d begun as the usual mix of rebels and rejects that enlisted in the Space Legion. Headquarters had culled out any who showed signs of competence and sent the rest to Omega Company. Brandy didn’t mind that; years with the Omega Mob had conditioned her to expect nothing better. But somehow this group had managed to rise above expectations. Now she was beginning to think they had the makings of a pretty good unit.

“OK, listen up,” she said. “Today we’re going to be working on a river assault simulation. How many people here have any experience with small boats?” This exercise was in response to a near fiasco late last summer, when a native guide ran a boat intentionally aground, spilling the legionnaires aboard it into the water, then easily capturing them. The captain hadn’t been happy to learn of that debacle. Thus today’s exercise …

As Brandy had expected, several legionnaires raised their hands. “Good,” said Brandy, looking around the group. “OK, that’s Slayer, Mahatma, Roadkill …”

“Sarge, I didn’t raise my hand,” came Roadkill’s voice, a nasal whine with a Parson’s Planet accent. The voice came from the opposite end of the line from where Brandy had been looking.

“What?” said Brandy, doing a double take. “Step forward, you two. Let me look at you.” The two complied, and sure enough, the two faces were nearly identical. In fact, they both looked a good bit like Rev, the Omega Mob’s chaplain, who (Brandy now remembered) belonged to a cult that encouraged converts to undergo cosmetic surgery to make themselves resemble their prophet. “The King,” his followers called him, although his real name was Elvish Priestley, if she remembered right.

“I’m not sure I like this,” said Brandy, thinking out loud. “How the hell am I going to tell one of you from the other?”

“I don’t see where it matters, Sarge,” said Roadkill or … she looked at the legionnaire’s name badge … no, it was Freefall. “We’re aren’t breaking any regulations, are we?”

“Well, I don’t know,” said Brandy, scowling. “I don’t have anything against Rev or his King, but this is going to cause a lot of confusion.”

“Legionnaire’s Bill of Rights, Article IV, Section 3-A, forbids any interference with religious expression, Sergeant,” said a voice from within the group. Brandy groaned. She recognized that voice. It was Mahatma, the bright-eyed and bushy-tailed perennial thorn in her side.

“Mahatma, nobody’s said anything about interfering with anything,” said Brandy wearily. “I’m just thinking that, in a combat situation, not knowing who you’re dealing with could be a real pain in the ass.” She knew she wasn’t going to convince Mahatma of anything with such a straightforward and reasonable argument, but she had to try. In the old days, she could’ve let her authority as sergeant settle the matter. Nowadays … well, on the whole, things were better nowadays, Brandy reminded herself. Nostalgia lost a lot of its attraction when there were so few things about the old days that any sane person could consider good.

Mahatma stepped forward. As usual, he had a broad smile on his round, bespectacled face. “If that’s so important, why do we have to wear uniforms?” he asked. “It’d be even easier to tell us apart if we all dressed differently.”

“Mahatma, there’s a time and a place for questions like that,” said Brandy. “Right in the middle of a training session isn’t it.”

“It’s not in the middle, Sarge; we just got started,” said another recruit. Brandy wasn’t sure who had spoken. Mahatma’s attitude was unfortunately contagious. Equally unfortunately, none of the others who’d picked up his habit of asking awkward questions and taking the answers literally were half as good as Mahatma was when he put his mind to actually doing his job.

“Quiet!” roared Brandy at ear-splitting volume. The silence that followed was the most gratifying thing she’d heard all day. She glared at the recruits for a moment, then said, “Now, as I was about to say, we’re going to be working with boats today. The three of you who said you have experience are going to be the squad leaders. The rest of you, count off by threes.”

“One.”

“Two.”

“Three.”

The legionnaires began counting.

After a few moments, Brandy held up her hands and shouted, “Hold on! Freefall, you aren’t supposed to count.”

Freefall pouted. “But Sarge, I wanna count. I like counting.”

Brandy growled, “It doesn’t matter; you’re a squad leader. You don’t have to count.”

“I don’t see why Freefall can’t count,” said another voice from the back of the group. “Counting is fun.”

“If Freefall counts, it throws the count off,” said Brandy, glaring at the recruit who’d interrupted. “Now, everybody count off by threes—except for Freefall.”

Freefall sulked but remained silent while the others began to count again.

“One.”

“Two.”

“Three.”

“One.”

“Two …”

Brandy held up her hands again. “Wait a minute! Mahatma, you’re a squad leader, too! You don’t count, either.”

“You said everybody except for Freefall, Sergeant,” said Mahatma, with his usual beatific smile. Brandy was convinced he practiced it in front of a mirror. “I was merely following orders.”

“OK, you don’t count, either,” snapped Brandy. “Everybody except the three squad leaders, count off by threes. And get it right this time!”

“One.”

“Two.”

“Three …”

The count continued. This time, it came out right. Brandy sighed. It was days like this that made her think about the nice little nest egg she’d been building up since the arrival of Captain Jester (as Phule insisted on being called by his troops). On the other hand, here she was on a Galaxy-class resort planet, housed in a luxury hotel, eating three meals a day in a cordon bleu restaurant, and actually getting paid for the privilege. Crazy as it was to stay in this outfit, she’d be even crazier retiring. It had even crossed her mind that, when the time came around, she just might reenlist … and that was crazy.

Journal #480

As attractive as staying on Landoor would have been, my employer was subject to the whims of the Legion’s commanders, who had their own priorities. These differed in several crucial details from his. The concept that having achieved success in some endeavor entitled a person to enjoy the fruits of that success seemed foreign to them. This should surprise no one who has had to deal with governments.

At least my employer had managed by now to enlist a few allies among the ruling elements of society. Not that he had any fewer enemies.

* * *

“Wake up, lover boy, there’s somebody here to see you,” came the saucy voice in Phule’s ear. It was Mother, the voice of Omega Company’s Comm Central, of course.

Phule looked up from the screen of his Port-a-Brain computer, where he was running a financial spreadsheet showing the company’s investments, and said, “Who is it, Mother?” The omnidirectional pickup on his wrist communicator picked up his voice at normal volume.

“That cute Ambassador Gottesman,” came Mother’s voice. “Maybe you could take your time getting here.”

Phule laughed. “Tell him I’ll be right there, Mother. Sorry to break up your rendezvous.” Actually, he was doing Mother—whose original name was Rose—a favor. For all her brassy personality over the comm system, Mother was impossibly shy when dealing with someone face-to-face. Getting the ambassador out of her presence and into Phule’s office would let her relax again—no matter how cute she thought he was.

A few steps down a short corridor took Phule into the Comm Center. The handsome, impeccably groomed ambassador had taken a seat and was making himself as unobtrusive as possible behind a news printout so as not to set off Rose’s defensive reaction. He was, after all, a diplomat, and he had met Rose before. Gottesman rose to his feet when the captain entered.

“Hello, Ambassador, come right on in,” said Phule, shaking the older man’s hand.

“It’s good to see you again, Captain,” said the ambassador with a warm smile. “I hope you’re getting a chance to enjoy yourself after all your work getting the park running.”

“Thanks,” said Phule. “I am, a little bit—in between the usual unrelenting work.” He showed the ambassador to a seat, fixed drinks, then settled back behind his desk.

After a few minutes of conversation on general topics, Ambassador Gottesman set down his drink and said, “You’ve been doing a great job here, certainly from State’s point of view.”

“Thank you,” said Phule. “It’s been an interesting experience. I hope some of the other branches share your appreciation for our work.”

“Meaning Legion Headquarters in particular, I take it?” Phule gave just the tiniest nod of acknowledgment, and the ambassador shook his head. “I suspect you’re no better off there than before,” he said. “They have their own way of seeing things, and it doesn’t necessarily mesh with what those of us outside the service see. Of course, I suspect the rest of the government would say pretty much the same about State. But being on our good side is definitely an asset, I can promise you. If nothing else, it’ll get you on the short list for some very interesting assignments. In fact, that’s why I’m here.”

“I suspected something like that,” said Phule. “Now that we’ve got the planetary economy on a fairly steady upward course, there’s not a whole lot of work for a peacekeeping force here. I’d been wondering how long it’d be before somebody else came to that conclusion.”

“Well, that may have occurred to somebody, but it’s not why I’m here,” said the ambassador. “To get down to it, we’ve got a pending request from a friendly government for military advisors, and they indicated a strong preference for your company. Before I took definite action on the request, though, I wanted to find out how the assignment looked to you. We don’t want to throw you into a situation you don’t think your company is prepared to handle.”

“I’ll be honest with you, Ambassador Gottesman,” said Phule, putting his hands behind his head and leaning back in his chair. “I don’t think there’s anything my people can’t handle, if I have sufficient opportunity to prepare them for it. So I appreciate the chance to see what we might be getting into, ahead of time.” He paused and leaned forward, his right hand on his chin. “This friendly government you’re talking about—is it by any chance the Zenobian Empire?”

“You got it in one, Captain,” said the ambassador with a chuckle. “Flight Leftenant Qual’s report on his stay with your company must have made a strong impression on his government. If I were you, I’d see this as a chance to make a similar impression on the powers that be in the Alliance. This would be a very good career move.”

“I can see that,” said Phule, rubbing his chin. He thought for a moment, then said, “But I have to wonder. A government doesn’t ask for military advisors when everything is going smoothly, does it? There’s some sort of trouble brewing for the Zenobians, or they’d never have put in the request. I’d prefer to have some idea what kind of trouble it is before I put my people in the middle of it. Or is that an undiplomatic attitude for me to take?”

“It’s a damned sensible attitude to take, Captain,” said the ambassador. “I wish I could answer you, but we’re as much in the dark as you are. Our mission to Zenobia is still being organized, so we don’t have any useful intelligence presence there. Right now, the timetable has the military mission landing on Zenobia before we diplomats are even in place. I don’t like it, but I didn’t get a vote. Anyway, I’m afraid I’m offering you the chance to bid on a pig in a poke. Are you interested, on those terms?”

This time Phule didn’t hesitate. “Yes, I’m interested. We’d be crazy to pass it up. If we can’t handle it by now, I don’t think there’s an outfit in the Legion that can.”

“Great. That’s what I was hoping to hear,” said Ambassador Gottesman. He raised his glass. “Here’s to opportunities and to those who make the most of them!”

“I’ll take that as a personal compliment, if you don’t mind,” said Phule, smiling as he clinked his glass against the ambassador’s.

“And why shouldn’t you?” said the ambassador. “That’s certainly how it was intended.” They both drank.

“I’m glad to hear it,” said Phule. “But do me a favor. If you find out anything about why the Zenobians really want us, let me know, will you? If there’s real trouble there, we could use a little advance warning.”

“Don’t worry, Captain; the minute I know anything, you’ll be the next to hear it,” said the ambassador. He sipped his drink again, then added with a wry grin, “But let me tell you this, based on my own experience: you probably won’t know you need to duck until the first ray gun beam flashes past your head. So prepare your people for anything and everything—and then expect a few surprises.”

Phule grinned. “Ambassador, I think my people can deal out a few surprises of their own. In fact, they do it to me almost every day.”

“This is why we at State have such confidence in you, Captain,” said the ambassador, swirling his drink. His smile could have meant anything.


Chapter Two

Journal #489

Without intending it, my employer had become a symbol. And in the nature of all such things, that meant that he represented different things to different people.

To one faction in the Space Legion, he was the bright hope for the future; the (literally) fair-haired young captain who would restore the Legion to its former prestige. This image was shared by a number of supporters in the Alliance government, particularly those who had long chafed at seeing progress stalled by Legion Brass. And to his own men and women (and alien members of his company as well) he was a hero, the first CO who’d ever really given them a chance to be something.

But to another faction, a very powerfully entrenched one, he was a threat to everything the Legion had become. He was a boat rocker of the worst sort. Chief among these enemies was General Blitzkrieg.

*    *    *

“Military advisors? Over my dead body!” roared General Blitzkrieg. He put enough vehemence into the roar that his listeners, veterans of the rough-and-tumble of General Staff infighting, fell back from his wrath for a moment.

But only for a moment. “This is a signal honor to the Legion,” growled General Havoc, the Legion’s representative to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. His voice was quiet, but there was no mistaking that he meant every syllable. “The Legion doesn’t get a whole lot of honors, Blitzkrieg—in case you hadn’t noticed. I’ll be damned if we’re going to turn this one down just because it puts one officer’s nose out of joint.”

“I’m afraid you don’t get it, General,” said Blitzkrieg, his brow wrinkled. He’d realized belatedly that he couldn’t bully Havoc, but it took him a moment to decide on alternate tactics. He wasn’t accustomed to dealing with people he couldn’t bully. “It’s nothing to do with getting my nose out of joint. Captain Jester is a troublemaker and an incompetent, and his troops are the dregs of the Legion. We can’t risk sending him someplace where he could damage relations with an important ally.”

“Colonel Battleax tells me he’s had a number of remarkable successes,” said General Havoc, looking at the officer in question.

“That’s correct, General,” said Battleax. She hefted a thick portfolio meaningfully. “Not only has his company handled its assignments with complete success, he’s gotten the Legion the most positive publicity we’ve seen in years. It’s only fair to send his company on this assignment. They’ve earned it.”

Blitzkrieg pulled himself up to his full height. “Earned it? Earned it?” He pointed to the service stripes on his uniform and put all the scorn he could muster into the question. “Their captain has been in the Legion what, three years? And you’re telling me that Jester somehow deserves more than an officer who’s served the Legion through good times and bad for the better part of four decades?”

“Quite frankly, General, I don’t see how this new assignment for Jester in any way diminishes your status,” said General Havoc. “It’s a feather in the Legion’s cap, and that goes to all our credit. As Jester’s commanding officer, you have the right to oppose this assignment. But I would very strongly advise against it. Not only does it deprive the Legion of the chance to score points with State—they haven’t been our strongest allies in the past—but if you veto State’s request for Jester’s company, they’ll give the assignment to a Regular Army unit—probably the Red Eagles. We can’t allow that to happen.”

Blitzkrieg walked over to his office window, a scowl on his face. He stood staring at the view—the jagged skyline of the old city, with the snowcapped North Rahnsom Mountains as backdrop—for a long moment before answering. “All right, damn it,” he said. “Send them on this assignment. But let the record show that I opposed it. When Jester gets himself into the kind of trouble he can’t buy his way out of and gets half his company wiped out by hostiles or causes some diplomatic catastrophe, it’s his doing, not mine. I want it on record that I opposed the operation from the word go. Is that clear?”

“Perfectly clear,” said General Havoc, peering intently at Blitzkrieg. After a pause, he added, “You realize, of course, that if we put that on record, you’ll be in no position to claim credit for a successful mission.”

“There is no way in hell Jester’s luck will hold out that long,” snarled Blitzkrieg. “That weasel has gotten out of one fix after another by the skin of his teeth. Sooner or later, class will tell—and Omega Company is the Legion’s worst outfit. Oh, they’ve managed to pull off a couple of coups, but the day of reckoning will come. Send them into a real fight, and there’s going to be nothing left but crumbs.”

“That’s bullshit, General,” said Colonel Battleax with a grim smile. “You’ve been dead wrong about Captain Jester all along, and he’s going to prove it again on Zenobia.”

“I’ll bet you a thousand dollars he falls flat on his face,” said Blitzkrieg.

“Done!” said Battleax gleefully. “General Havoc, you’re our witness.”

“Ridiculous,” said General Havoc, pursing his lips. “The bet is much too vague. How do you decide who’s won?”

“Phule’s orders will include a list of objectives for the mission,” said Battleax. “I’ll pay up if his company leaves the planet without fulfilling ninety percent of those objectives.”

“Hah!” said Blitzkrieg. “Jester will be lucky to get anything done. General Havoc, I trust you to make an unbiased decision. Will you be our arbiter?”

“Oh, very well,” said Havoc. “But that’s a lot of money to ride on one man’s decision. I suggest you find at least one more arbiter, preferably someone outside the Legion.”

“He’s right,” said Colonel Battleax. “Why don’t we choose a panel of three, two of whom will have to agree on whether Captain Jester has met his objectives? Since the general is your choice, I should choose the second; then let them choose a third, who won’t be beholden to either of us.”

“Who’s your second?” asked Blitzkrieg, frowning.

“As General Havoc suggests, it should be someone from outside the Legion,” said Colonel Battleax. “I was thinking of Ambassador Gottesman.”

“There’s a fine choice,” scoffed Blitzkrieg. “State’s completely hoodwinked by Jester. Gottesman’s likely to give him the win without even bothering to look at the list.”

“The ambassador isn’t quite as gullible as you paint him,” said General Havoc. “I saw him make some very hardheaded decisions when we negotiated the Landoor peace treaty. But even if he does go easy on Jester, there’ll be a third judge to convince, and I can promise you it’ll be somebody impartial.”

“Who did you have in mind?” said Colonel Battleax.

General Havoc shook his head. “The ambassador and I need to decide on that, and when we do, I don’t think we ought to tell you. If you know who it is, you may try to influence him. If you’ll accept those terms—and if the ambassador agrees to judge—then I’m your man. If not, then find yourself another boy.” He smiled at his joke.

“I can live with those terms,” said Colonel Battleax.

“I suppose I can as well,” said Blitzkrieg. “Very well, then, do we have any other business to attend to today?”

The three officers busied themselves with other details for another half hour, and then Battleax and Havoc took their leave. The general saw them to the door and then closed it behind them with an evil smile upon his lips.

“What’s the secret, General?” asked Major Sparrowhawk, his adjutant, who’d been present taking notes during the entire meeting. “I’ve known you long enough to know you wouldn’t offer a bet for that kind of money unless you were sure of winning. How can you be sure the judges will agree?”

“Easy, Major,” said Blitzkrieg, rubbing his hands. “Battleax seems to have forgotten that I’m the one who makes up the list of mission objectives for any Legion unit under my command. And I’m going to make damned sure that nobody in the galaxy can complete the list—not even their precious Captain Jester.”

* * *

Sushi and Do-Wop had called together the original ride-testing squad from the days when Landoor Park was being built with the help and protection of the Omega Mob. With Mahatma, Tusk-anini, and Rube in tow, they’d taken a hoverjeep over to the gates of Dunes Park, where they were met by Okidata, the local friend who’d tipped them off about the new ride.

“Glad you all could make it,” said Okidata, shaking Sushi’s hand. “This looks like a really triff ride—not as hot as any of ours, but one you’ll want to ride a couple of times.”

“What’s it called?” asked Do-Wop, who was perhaps the most avid connoisseur of thrill rides in the company.

“The Snapper,” said Okidata with a shrug. “Dumb name, but you can’t judge by that. Dunes Park always has dumb names.”

Dunes Park was one of the older and smaller amusement parks on Landoor, a child’s playpen in comparison to the gigantic parks that had grown up in more recent years, especially the ones built by the government and by the ex-rebels working with Phule. But the older parks were still popular with many of the locals, and they had made an effort to keep their audience with a string of new rides, of which the Snapper was the latest.

Do-Wop laughed. “Yeah, almost as dumb as some people’s Legion names. Who makes ’em up, anyway?”

“Hieronimus Ekanem, the owner,” said Okidata, rolling his eyes. “Guess the guy’s got no imagination.”

“So why doesn’t he hire somebody?” asked Sushi. He pointed toward the park entrance. “Hey, we’re wasting time. We can talk about this while we’re waiting in line, if it’s so fascinating.”

“Sushi right,” said Tusk-anini. “Can talk anywhere. But longer we talk here, longer line keeps getting and we aren’t in it. Let’s going.”

The group headed through the gates, drawing stares from the other customers. The two aliens, Tusk-anini and Rube, were unusual enough to turn heads anywhere, but on Landoor, a world settled almost entirely by humans, a giant warthog and a human-sized cat couldn’t walk the streets without being targeted for rubbernecking and finger-pointing by local youngsters. While the aliens in Phule’s company were used to being singled out for attention, the humans in the group didn’t like seeing their comrades treated as exotic specimens.

“Mommy, Mommy!” cried a small voice to one side. “Look at the monster!”

“Be quiet, Nanci, that’s not a monster,” said a woman in hushed tones. “It’s an alien soldier.”

“Hello,” said Tusk-anini, waving. With his alien dentition, he couldn’t manage anything a human would recognize as a smile, but he made his voice as friendly as he could manage. “Not soldier—we Space Legion. Better than soldiers!”

“Funny mans,” said the child, sticking its finger in a corner of its mouth and smiling shyly. The mother smiled too, and the legionnaires relaxed. The Volton couldn’t change his fearsome looks, but that didn’t mean he thought it necessary to go around frightening babies, either. Tusk-anini had learned that talking to children could let him cross the line from “monster” to “man” and become something to smile at. He waved again, and the group headed on toward the rides.

The line for the new ride was already long. Landoorans considered thrill rides their national art form, and a new one was always an event. It looked as if a fair number of the locals had taken days off from work and pulled the kids out of school as well. There was probably going to be nearly an hour’s wait for the ride. But the park’s management sent a series of strolling entertainers to work the line—jugglers, clowns, antigrav dancers, musicians, thimbleriggers, and snack vendors—so the crowd wouldn’t notice its slow progress. Strategic glimpses of the ride—usually as the cars plunged down a steep incline, bringing excited squeals from the riders—helped build the anticipation.

The legionnaires were nearly to the front of the line when Do-Wop said, “Look, there’s Rev. What’s he doing in the park?”

“Goofing off, same as you,” said Sushi, elbowing his partner.

“Chaplains ain’t supposed to goof off; they’re brass,” said Do-Wop. “I gotta give him a hard time.” He grinned and punched Sushi in the arm, then waved to catch the chaplain’s attention. “Yo, Rev,” he called. “Yo, over here! We caught ya!”

Several passersby turned their heads, but when they saw who was waving, they went about their way. The one who looked like Rev passed within a few paces of them and looked directly at Do-Wop. Becoming aware that he was the one being called, he stopped and spread his hands apart. “Sorry, you must be making a mistake. That’s not my name.” If his words hadn’t been enough, the thick Landooran accent made it perfectly clear this wasn’t Rev.

“Whadda ya mean? Cut the jive, Rev,” demanded Do-Wop as the passerby turned to leave, but Sushi put a hand on his shoulder.

“Easy, Do-Wop,” said his partner. “That’s some local guy who looks like Rev, is all.”

“I guess you’re right,” said Do-Wop. “Damn, he’s a dead ringer, though.”

“Hey, it could be worse,” said Sushi.

“How’s that?” asked Do-Wop, frowning.

“The guy could look like you,” said Sushi, grinning. He ducked as Do-Wop threw a punch in mock indignation. Just then, the line moved up, and the laughing group of legionnaires edged closer to their ride.

Journal #492

My employer had thought he was filling an important void in his people’s spiritual life by requesting that a chaplain be assigned to the company. But the doctrines of Reverend Jordan Ayres had given him second thoughts. Not that the chaplain had in any way attempted to undermine what he was doing, but the influence of his doctrine on the legionnaires did take one confusing direction.

* * *

“Captain, this has got to stop. It’s driving me crazy,” said Brandy. “Don’t get me wrong—I don’t have anything against the chaplain. Rev’s done a pretty good job, building morale. But you can’t expect me to do my job when I can’t tell one of my people from another.”

“I can’t see any big problem, Captain,” said the chaplain. “You know we ask our disciples to emulate the King, on account of he’s such an inspiration. A poor boy, climbed right to the top, without no help from anybody … Why, that makes me feel like I can do the same myself. Ain’t that exactly the kind of spirit that makes a good legionnaire, now?”

“Maybe it makes a good legionnaire, but if enough of your disciples look alike, you’re going to make one crazy sergeant,” said Brandy, crossing her arms. She stared at Rev, who had arrived at the company already made over to resemble his sect’s prophet: a dark pompadour with long sideburns, a classic profile, full lips with a tendency to an ever-so-slight sneer.

Phule fidgeted with a pencil, looking back and forth between his top sergeant and the chaplain. “I see your point, Brandy,” he said. “But the chaplain’s got a point, too. The company’s morale is the best it’s ever been. And there is that clause in the Legionnaire’s Bill of Rights.”

“Why, thank you, Captain,” said the chaplain. “I didn’t want to have to mention that clause myself. A feller shouldn’t haul out the heavy artillery first thing out of the box, y’know. But it certainly fits, if you look into it. We’ve got plenty of precedents on our side.”

“So I’ve got to train and evaluate a batch of recruits that all look exactly alike?” Brandy put her hands on her hips and leaned over Phule’s desk. “Maybe I’m going to have second thoughts about that early retirement option.”

“Now, Brandy, don’t blow this out of proportion,” said Phule, rising to his feet. “How many of our legionnaires have had their appearance altered, anyway? It surely isn’t more than three or four, is it?”

“Eleven,” said Rev proudly.

“Eleven?” Phule asked, suddenly dubious.

“Eleven,” said Brandy. “And two more have applied for it.”

“Eleven.” Phule drummed the pencil on the desktop for a moment; then, with a start, he put it down and clasped his hands together. “Well, that’s a surprise,” he said. “You seem to have been getting your message across very effectively, Rev.”

The chaplain bowed his head. “I can’t take much credit for it, Captain,” he said with humility that seemed genuine enough. “My words have fallen on fertile ground, is all.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” said Brandy, bristling.

“Easy, Sarge,” said Rev. “No criticism implied. Why, all I mean is, the King’s an inspiration for anybody what thinks they can better theirselves. I reckon that could be all of us, if we jes’ look at it right.”

“I don’t want to look at it at all,” said Brandy with a significant glance at the chaplain’s profile. “Besides, you still haven’t told me how I’m supposed to tell one of these eleven legionnaires from another when they all look the same.”

“Oh, it ain’t all that hard, Sarge,” said Rev. “You jes’ have to value each and everybody as an individual in their own right, you know? Once you get past the surface, there’s all kinds of differences between folks. How tall somebody is, or the exact color of their eyes and hair, or the shape of their hands. You learn pretty soon, Sarge, believe me. I’ve got plenty experience at it.”

“Well, that’s good,” said Phule, rubbing his hands. “I’ve been saying all along that we need to take advantage of the individual capabilities of our people, and this is a chance to learn even better what those capabilities are. And there may be advantages to having a group of legionnaires an outsider can’t tell apart. I’m sure we’ll think of a few now that we’ve got the capability, won’t we, Sergeant?”

“I guess so,” said Brandy, looking at Rev out of the corner of her eye. “Well, if that’s how it’s going to be, I guess I can handle it. I’ll have the recruits wear extra-large name tags while I’m learning to spot all these subtle differences between them.”

“Good thinking, Brandy,” said Phule. “I knew we could solve this if we put our minds to it.” His tone and manner made it clear that the matter was solved, as far as he was concerned, and the sergeant and chaplain quickly took the hint and left the office. And that, Phule thought, was the end of it.

Journal #497

The robot my employer had gotten to impersonate him at the Fat Chance Casino on Lorelei was a deluxe model from Andromatic, built to his specifications. Its range of behavior was limited but sufficient to convince people that my employer was still on the job. Generally, it would sit behind a desk and appear to be working. But it also walked around the casino, sat down for drinks with customers, carried on conversations—and broke off the minute the topic strayed beyond generalities. If anybody really needed to talk to Captain Jester, there was always the communicator.

What my employer left out of account was that his company had begun to attract attention in its own right. The success of the Landoor amusement parks—several light-years away from Lorelei—had put his picture on holovid screens all over the galaxy. While a certain amount could be explained by rapid travel, there was always the danger that somebody would realize that there had to be two Phules.

The danger had been pointed out to him, but of course he dismissed it. “Nobody takes the news seriously,” he had argued when demonstrating the robot to the Fat Chance’s board of directors. “Half the time, they just use stock footage of public figures, and nobody notices.” What he left out of account was that his enemies were paying particularly close attention to him.

* * *

Two shadowy figures had been lurking in the corridor leading from the Fat Chance Casino’s gourmet dining room back toward the Legion quarters for nearly an hour. Luckily for them, nobody had passed during the entire time. Or perhaps it was more than just luck; they’d scouted out the territory carefully in advance and knew the odds were in their favor when they decided to lay their ambush there. But it had been longer than they’d expected, and it was a definite relief when they finally heard footsteps approaching.

“Here he comes,” whispered the shorter of the pair, peering out from under the potted plant behind which they were hiding.

“About farkin’ time,” grumbled her companion. “Any longer, and I was gonna hafta water this here fern.”

“Shhh!” warned the other in a barely audible whisper. “We’ll blow the whole plan if he hears us.”

But their quarry showed no sign of having heard them. The footsteps came closer, neither hesitating nor deviating from their course. The two crouched in anticipation, frozen for a moment; then, as the footsteps came near the plant, the woman stepped quickly out into the corridor. “Captain, you have to help me!” she said.

The captain paused. “Excuse me, ma’am. What sort of help do you need?”

“A man’s been following me,” she said, looking behind her. The captain’s glance followed hers, and as he was distracted, her partner emerged from the shadows behind him, holding a large sack in both hands. He raised his arms, preparing to place it over the captain’s head and shoulders, but some slight noise must have given him away. The captain ducked and stepped to the left, and the would-be captor succeeding only in striking him on the shoulder. In an instant, the captain had turned and lashed out with a kick that the captor just barely eluded.

“That’s him!” cried the woman, stepping back. The man with the sack cursed and stepped backward. He dropped the sack and turned to run. The captain took a step in pursuit, but then the woman gave out a little cry and collapsed in a heap on the floor. As the captain turned to help her, the attacker escaped around the corner.

“Are you all right, miss?” said the captain. He threw a brief glance over his shoulder to make sure the attacker had not returned, then turned his gaze on her again. Even in the dim lighting, her thick dark hair and flashing eyes would have made a strong impression on any man not entirely devoid of feeling.

“I think so,” she said weakly. Her lashes fluttered, and she made a valiant attempt to sit up but slumped against his chest as her energy failed. “I think I’ll be safe if you can just take me to my room.”

“Yes, miss,” he said. “I’ll get you there, and I can have security keep tabs on you for the rest of your stay, if you’d like. We don’t want our guests to feel unsafe in the Fat Chance. In fact, I feel I should apologize for what’s happened so far.”

“No apology necessary, Captain,” she said. “If you could just help me up …”

Helping her get up and walking her to her room was a somewhat complicated process. The young woman was evidently weakened by her ordeal, since she continued to lean much of her weight on the captain as he led her down the corridor. At the door to her room, he waited while she found her key card and watched while she opened the door. “Do you need any more help, miss?” he asked.

“No, I should be all right,” she said, smiling.

“Good,” he said and took a step backward.

The young woman smiled bravely and began to close the door behind her, then suddenly said, “Oh!” and began to slump toward the floor again.

The captain stepped forward and caught her before the door closed. “Are you sure you’re all right, miss?” he asked. “I can call the hotel doctor.”

“I don’t think I need a doctor,” she said, leaning her weight on his chest. “But maybe you could help me get to my bed.”

“Certainly, miss, and then I think I should call the doctor—just in case.” He picked her up in his arms and carried her through the door to the side of the bed.

“Oh, you’re so strong,” she murmured, her lips close to his ear. Her arms twined around his neck.

The captain put her onto the bed and, gently disengaging himself from her grasp, stepped back and said, “Now I’m going to call the doctor.”

She began to protest, but he held a finger to his lips and said, “No—don’t say anything. I suspect you need to rest.”

He picked up the phone, touched a button, and spoke briefly to the person on the other end. After a few sentences, he nodded and hung up the receiver. “Dr. Gulkova’s on duty tonight. She’ll be right up. I’ll wait until she comes, and then I’ll make sure you’re not disturbed. If there’s anything else I can do for you, please get in touch with me. Any hotel operator can connect you directly to my office.”

She lay back on the bed, listening. As he continued to speak, her face changed expression to a sultry pout. “You know what else you can do for me, Captain—don’t pretend you don’t. I’m beginning to think you don’t like me.”

The captain smiled. “Now, now, miss, don’t worry yourself. I know you’ve been through a lot tonight. We’ll make sure nobody annoys you for the rest of your stay with us.”

The woman sat up in the bed and barked, “If you don’t want anyone to annoy me, I suggest you get out of my room! I’ve had just about all of your goody-goody act I can stand.”

“Of course, miss,” said the captain, smiling. “I’ll wait outside the door, and when the doctor comes, I’ll leave.” He turned and started to leave.

With an inarticulate shout, the woman reached down and grabbed one of her shoes off her foot and threw it with all her might at his retreating back. But by then, he had the door almost closed behind him, and the missile bounced harmlessly off onto the floor. She slammed both fists onto the bed in frustration. “You bastard!” she cried. “You’ll pay for this when we finally do catch you! You’ll pay!”

But the captain was already gone, the door closed behind him. If he had heard her outburst, he gave no sign at all.

* * *

The two local policemen standing in front of Phule’s desk were obviously doing their best to stay calm and professional. The complainant, standing unsteadily on crutches between the policeman, wasn’t.

Phule massaged the bridge of his nose. It had been a long day, filled with problems that required instant-minute attention, and the burden of command was weighing particularly heavily on his shoulders this afternoon. Especially since, on top of everything else, he’d skipped lunch—not at all his usual routine. And now he had to deal with a civilian who insisted on having one of his men arrested. “Are you absolutely certain that the man who robbed you and damaged your restaurant was one of my legionnaires?” he asked.

“I seen him with these here eyes,” said the restaurateur, a small man with a heavy Landooran accent that seemed incongruous in conjunction with his Japanese features and immaculate dress. “He was Legion, all right—wore the same black uniform as yours. And he done more than damage the place. It’ll be a miracle if I can open up again any time this week.”

“Well, that’s serious enough to require some action, if it’s the truth,” said Phule. “But I can’t discipline the whole company for one man’s actions. We’ll have to see if you can identify the one who did this.”

“I’d know him anywhere,” said the restaurateur. “That long, greasy haircut and that smirk on his face. Ain’t a whole lot of people who’d look that way if they had any choice in it. My security holovid caught the whole thing, and there ain’t much mistake.”

A warning bell went off in the back of Phule’s mind, but he maintained a calm expression. “If that’s the case, I think we can take care of this business quickly. There are holo ID pictures of the entire company on file. Why don’t you and the officers look through them and see if you can identify the robber? Then we’ll call him in and see what he has to say for himself.”

“Oh, that’ll be just triff,” said the restaurant owner sarcastically. “He’ll lie and you’ll take his word for it, and I’ll end up springin’ for the doctor bills.”

Phule stood up abruptly and said coldly, “You don’t know who you’re talking to, do you, Mr. Takamine?”

“Sure I do,” sneered the restaurateur, drawing himself up to his full height—perhaps four inches shorter than Phule—and standing face-to-face with him. “You’re the captain of this here Legion company. And when it comes to a quarrel between Legion and us poor locals, Legion sticks up for its own. Nothin’ we can do but eat whatever shit you pile on our plate.”

Phule put his finger in the middle of the man’s chest. “You won’t gain anything by using that kind of language, Mr. Takamine. I’ve offered to give you a chance to identify and confront the person you claim is responsible for the robbery and damage and for the injuries to yourself. Do you want to go ahead with this, or are you just here to make a disturbance?”

“I’ll look,” said the man. “But I ain’t expecting much, I tell you for a fact.”

Beeker led the policemen and Takamine to an outer office, where they could browse through the ID files. But Phule had a sinking feeling. The description of the legionnaire responsible sounded far too familiar. He’d thought the man had finally outgrown his penchant for getting into trouble with the law—at least, this kind of trouble. Well, if he had to teach the legionnaire a lesson, he’d do it, that was all.

Phule was pacing nervously in front of his desk when the door opened and Beeker returned. “I’ve set the gentlemen up with the viewer and the appropriate files, sir,” he said. “I think we’ll have an answer soon.”

“Good,” said Phule. “I assume you disabled all features except the image viewer? We don’t want these people looking into the confidential portions of the personnel files.”

“I have done so, sir,” said Beeker solemnly. “But I’m afraid I know what the restaurateur will find.”

“I’m afraid you’re right,” said Phule, shaking his head. “I’m disappointed, to tell you the truth. I thought Do-Wop had changed his ways. But the man they describe has to be him.”

“Perhaps he only got better at concealing his misdeeds,” said Beeker implacably. “The young man’s code of ethics seems primarily to consist of Thou shalt not get caught.”

Phule paced a few more steps, then turned and said, “Well, when they spot him, we’ll have to decide what to do with him.”

“I should think that would be the local authorities’ problem, sir,” said Beeker.

“No,” said Phule. “I can’t just turn a legionnaire over to civilian authorities. We take care of our own, and that means we discipline our own, too. But if these people don’t have a military tradition, they may not understand that. Why, we—” He was interrupted by the intercom.

“Yes, Mother?” he answered.

“Those two cops and the hash slinger are back, sweetie,” came the sultry, mocking voice. “They don’t look happy. Shall I send ’em in so you can cheer ’em up?”

“I’m going to have to talk to them eventually,” said Phule. “Yes, send them in.”

The trio of Landoorans marched in, all three with frowns on their faces. Takamine opened his mouth to speak, but one of the policemen signaled to him to keep quiet and turned to speak to Phule. “Captain, that’s the damnedest trick I’ve ever seen. I thought a holo ID was supposed to be impossible to jigger, but it looks as if your boy’s figured it out, just to stall us. But it’s not gonna help him. If he sticks his nose outside this hotel, we’re hauling him in and asking questions later. I’ve got the security vids, and I’ll make sure everybody on the force knows that face. Now that I think of it, I’ve seen him around a few times myself.”

“What are you talking about?” said Phule. “Nobody’s jiggered those files.” He was convinced that he was right until a tickle in the back of his mind that reminded him that Sushi, Do-Wop’s partner, was the company’s leading expert at electronic chicanery. If anybody on Landoor could alter a holo ID picture, it would be Sushi—or somebody he’d given lessons.

He closed his eyes and massaged the bridge of his nose again. “Let’s go see these jiggered pictures you’re talking about,” he said. He already had a very good idea what he was going to find when he got there.

But he was wrong.


Chapter Three

“I told you these files had been jiggered with,” said the policeman disgustedly. “No such thing as identical eleventuplets, not when they’re from eight or nine different planets. That’s the face of the guy that robbed this citizen’s place and beat him up. I’ve seen the vids, and they’re pretty clear. Somebody’s put the same face on all those files. So which one of ’em’s the original?” He pointed at the holofiles, showing the faces of the company’s converts to the Church of the King.

“It’s not that easy,” said Phule. “I think the original owner of that face has been dead for several centuries.”

Mr. Takamine leapt up and threw his hands in the air. “What, you’re tellin’ me a dead man robbed me? That’s the biggest load of—”

“I said no such thing,” said Phule, making shushing motions in hopes of calming the man down. “What I said was—”

“It was just a trick to make me give up,” the man shouted. “You’re gonna tell me that just because I can’t pick the guy out from the picture, I can’t get no satisfaction.”

“Sir, my employer has no intention of cheating you of your satisfaction,” said Beeker. “The fact is, these legionnaires are all members of some bizarre sect—”

“Well, I wouldn’t exac’ly call it bizarre, sonny,” said a new voice at the door.

“That’s the man!” shouted Takamine, turning to point to Reverend Jordan Ayres. “He’s the thug that robbed me! Arrest him!”

The policemen moved menacingly toward the chaplain, who raised his hands and said, “Hey, easy there, gen’lemen. I ain’t done a thing to this little fellow, and I reckon I can prove it. Just when and where is all this supposed to have happened?”

“Four days ago, in my restaurant over on Hastings Street,” the man said, still pointing at Rev. He stopped and frowned, then said, “You put on a hell of a lot of weight since then.”

“Ain’t put on a gram,” said Rev, striking a pose. “I’ve been workin’ out with the fellows, gettin’ in shape with a little bit of karate, jes’ like the King—”

“King?” said the complainant. “To hell with your king. We don’t have no kings here on Landoor and ain’t about to start—”

“Son, you’re makin’ a mistake,” said Rev, warming to his favorite subject. “The King’s comin’ to Landoor, no doubt about it. Why, he’s already here, if you look around you. Every true follower—”

“I’ll warn you, that sounds a lot like sedition to me,” said one cop. “Landoor’s got its own government, and we aren’t about to change.”

“That’s right, sedition!” said Takamine, his face lighting up. “I knew this man was a troublemaker when I first laid eyes on him. That greasy hair, that sneer—”

“But it weren’t me, I tell you,” said Rev.

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you, too,” said Phule. “There are at least eleven legionnaires who resemble this man, plus quite a few of your own citizens—”

“Dozens,” said Rev confidently. “Before long, hundreds of thousands will want to follow the King.”

“I’ve heard just about enough of that,” said the cop who’d accused Rev of sedition. “Mister, I don’t know whether you robbed this man or not, but I’m gonna take you down to the station for questioning.”

“One moment, officer,” said Phule, whose checkered history in relation to Legion brass had made him a pretty good barracks-room lawyer. He stepped forward between Rev and the policemen. “The Legion will always cooperate with civilian authorities, but I can’t stand by and see my company’s chaplain hauled away on an unfounded charge. If you file a formal complaint, a Legion board of justice will determine whether or not there’s been a breach of local law—”

“What did I tell ya?” screamed Takamine. “The minute you pin one of these occupying goons down for some offense, the rest of them close ranks to protect him. I’m gonna write the governor and have ’em thrown off the planet. My cousin’s a big contributor to the Native Landooran Party. A big contributor.”

“Well, ain’t that somethin’?” said the cop, raising an eyebrow. “Look here, Mr. Takamine, the captain here thinks we’re trying to railroad his man, and even you seem to have some doubt it’s the right guy. What we gotta do—”

The policeman was interrupted by a legionnaire who came into the records room and said, “Rev, Mother told me you were here—oh, hi, Captain. Can I talk to Rev a moment, or is this a bad time?” The legionnaire was one of Rev’s converts, and the facial resemblance was uncanny. His large name tag read Roadkill.

“Howdy, son,” said Rev, and the thought crossed Phule’s mind, He can’t tell the converts apart either. Rev walked over to the legionnaire and put his arm around his shoulder. “As a matter of fact, you’ve come at the perfect time. Officer, I’d like you to meet my first line of defense.”

The two policemen and the civilian complainant stood openmouthed, staring at Rev and Roadkill, their eyes shifting back and forth between the two. This is going to be more trouble than I expected, thought Phule. This time, he was right—but not quite in the way he anticipated.

Journal #500

The attempt to capture the robotic duplicate of my employer should have alerted the Fat Chance Casino’s security teams to the danger of a repeat attempt. Considering the value of the robot and the information that close examination of it would give to any of the underworld groups that still lusted to take over the casino, the failure of anyone to realize that such an attempt had taken place was inexcusable.

Looking backward, the main reason for the failure was simple: The attempt had been such an abject failure that the robot itself had no inkling that anyone had even attempted to capture it.

As for the would-be abductors, they were apparently just as clueless as the robot itself.

* * *

“He didn’t react at all,” said the dark-haired young woman with a noticeable pout. “I tried every trick in the book, Ernie. It was as if he was a damned robot or something.” 

“Well, Lola, maybe you ain’t as hot as you think,” said her partner with a sneer. He ducked under the roundhouse punch she threw at him and backed up a half pace, holding up his hands in mock-serious defense. It was an old game; the two of them had been trading insults and half-playful punches ever since they’d become partners. “What if he is a robot?” he asked after a moment’s reflection.

“Well, of course he could be one,” she said, nodding. “That’s not impossible. But think about it. If Phule’s got somebody—or something—impersonating him, is the real Phule going to be running around on some half-jungle planet, getting shot at by the natives, or here in a first-class hotel, keeping tabs on his money? The robot’s gonna be the one out in the boonies. Do you know how much money he’s got sunk into this casino?”

“I know how much I’ve sunk into it,” said Ernie, scowling. “I’ve lost enough to feed him and half his soldiers for a couple of days.”

“He gets that from you and the same from a couple of thousand other suckers every day of the year,” said Lola, pacing the hotel room floor. “So the real Phule’s got to be right here, keeping an eye on his money. But I never thought he’d have the discipline to resist me when I put the moves on him. I guess that’s what it takes to run a casino and not gamble away the profits.”

“His butler’s on that other planet, you know,” Ernie pointed out. He lowered himself into an armchair facing the holovision and picked up the remote control from a nearby table. “The reports claim he’s the brains behind Phule. So why’s he there instead of here?”

“Because Phule wants everybody to think he’s really there,” said Lola, sitting on the bed and watching the holo picture shimmer into visibility. As usual, the default setting when the set warmed up was an advertisement for the Fat Chance’s various attractions, beginning with a close-up of Dee Dee Watkins impersonating a damsel in distress in a costume that managed to be revealing and vulnerable at the same time. Ernie let out a low whistle of appreciation, and Lola glowered at him. “Too bad you’re not the one I’m trying to kidnap; your hormones outvote the brain every time. I wish it was as easy to get Phule interested in a few square inches of skin.”

“Hey, you can’t change human nature,” said Ernie, grinning. “Some guys are cold fish, like him. Other guys are natural lovers, like me. Which one would you rather have, babe?”

“Believe me, you really don’t want to know the answer to that,” said Lola, staring at Dee Dee’s performance on the screen. The diminutive starlet was singing, “Where is my knight in shining armor?” Her dance routine had her pursued by several performers dressed as dragons, ogres, and trolls. The music changed, and onto the stage danced a heroic figure in holochrome armor to rout the evil creatures and carry Dee Dee off in triumph, still singing and smiling brightly at the cameras. “Say, there’s an idea,” she said. “It just might work, too.”

“What might work?” said Ernie.

She sat up and turned her gaze on Ernie. “Captain Phule’s a sucker for a damsel in distress. If he thinks I’m in danger, we can lure him off somewhere and nab him. So we have to make it look as if I’m in trouble and set it up so he’s the one who has to rescue me. And guess who gets to be the bad guy?”

Ernie frowned. “I ain’t so sure I like this,” he said.

“Like it?” Lola stretched like a cat waking up from a nap. “I don’t know whether you’ll like it, but I can guarantee you, you won’t like what happens if we don’t come up with some way to catch him before long. The guys that hired us don’t like spending the kind of money it takes to house us in the Fat Chance without getting some pretty convincing results for their payout. So if you’ve got any better strategy for catching our little prince, now’s the time to tell me.”

Ernie frowned but said nothing. After a long moment, Lola nodded and said, “OK, then, here’s my plan …”

After a few minutes of listening, even Ernie had to admit that it looked as if it might actually work.

Journal #502

General Blitzkrieg’s animosity toward my employer had become his driving passion. There were rumors that he had passed up several opportunities to take early retirement in hopes of finding a way to “pay off Jester once and for all,” as he had been heard to say. But when diplomatic circles began to bandy about the Zenobians’ request for Omega Company as military advisors, the general had to acquiesce in what the other Legion commanders saw as the first significant improvement in the Legion’s image in decades.

That did not prevent him from trying to find ways to sabotage the mission. As quickly became apparent, he had more than one ace up his sleeve.

* * *

The intercom buzzed. Warily, Major Sparrowhawk answered, “Yes, General Blitzkrieg?” The general already had his coffee, his news printouts, and the other routine items he wanted first thing every morning. That meant he’d come up with a brainstorm, and General Blitzkrieg’s brainstorms meant trouble for Major Sparrowhawk. She might have to spend the next few hours carefully convincing him to change his mind.

“Major, I want a search of Legion personnel files,” said the general. “I need a captain or a newly promoted major, somebody from an old-Legion, old-money background. Wouldn’t hurt if his family were hereditary nobility somewhere. And he’s got to be a stickler for regulations. Give me a dozen candidates, with full dossiers, hard copy, pronto.”

“Yes, sir,” said Sparrowhawk. She thought a beat, then said, “Male candidates only?”

Blitzkrieg grumbled, then said, “I’ll consider a couple of females if they fit the other criteria, but I think this is a job for a man. Oh, yes, and the younger and richer, the better.”

“Yes, sir,” said Sparrowhawk. She waited a beat, and when the general cut the connection, she began entering the search parameters. Idly she wondered what the general was working up this time. The search parameters were just odd enough that he had to have something particular in mind. Well, she’d find out soon enough.

It was too bad she didn’t fit the criteria. Despite the general’s lip service to considering a female candidate, it was perfectly obvious that he wanted a male. So much for any dreams she might have had of engineering a transfer and getting out from under Blitzkrieg’s thumb.

But she knew better by now than to hope for any such escape. Even in the unlikely case that Blitzkrieg approved the transfer, the other ranking Legion commanders would overrule it, knowing they’d have to ruin some other officer’s career to replace her. Nobody wanted the “opportunity” to be Blitzkrieg’s adjutant. Her chance to move on would have to await Blitzkrieg’s retirement—and she knew all too well that she wasn’t the only person in the Legion wishing for that particular event to come sooner rather than later.

She entered the final search parameters and checked to make sure she hadn’t made any obvious errors. There was next to no chance that the general would notice any problems on his own unless the whole project blew up in his face, at which point, she’d get the entire blame. That was an implicit function of her position, minimizing the extent to which the general could foul things up by sheer laziness and inattention to detail. The general would still foul up plenty of things on his own, of course, but where it could be prevented, she was expected to do so. In five years on the job, she’d managed to prevent more than one disaster. Of course, it would only take one that slipped past her to ruin her career. But thinking about that was likely to give her ulcers, and so she did her best not to.

At last, satisfied that she’d set up the program properly, she launched the search, then called up another window to take a look at her stock portfolio. Eventually, she’d be able to retire, and even if the general went down in flames and took her with him, she intended to have a safety net waiting when she did get out. She had a couple of stocks that had been sluggish of late; maybe it was time to sell them off and reinvest in something that moved faster. Her broker had mentioned a company marketing a mini antigrav unit that might be a good short-term investment. She studied the figures until the computer signaled that the general’s search was done, then printed out the results (Blitzkrieg always wanted hard copy) and took them into the inner office.

* * *

Typically, once he had the information in front of him, General Blitzkrieg made his decision almost immediately. Sparrowhawk wondered if he thought that having the computer pick a list of candidates exempted him from having to put any real thought into making a selection among them. In any case, he flipped through the printouts, reading a few sentences here and there, and then pulled one candidate’s dossier off the pile with an air of triumph. The entire process took perhaps five minutes.

“Major Botchup,” purred the general. He handed the dossier to his adjutant and grinned wickedly. “Yes, this is precisely the man for the job.”

“What position did you have in mind for him?” asked Major Sparrowhawk, fingering the personnel dossier. She was somewhat surprised at the general’s enthusiasm. The officer in question fit all the search criteria, no question about that. But reading between the lines of his performance ratings—of course she’d already read the candidates’ dossiers—he seemed consistently to rub his superiors the wrong way. While performing strictly in conformance with regulations and Legion tradition (in its way, more important than any regulation), he’d managed to establish himself as a pain in the arse. Not that that made him different from most male Legion officers … She looked back at the general.

“He’s going to Zenobia,” said Blitzkrieg, smirking. “A mission of that importance can’t have a mere captain in command of it, let alone a humbler like Jester. Botchup is due for an important command of his own. And if anybody can whip Omega company into shape, he’s the man for the job. A genuine respect for Legion traditions—you don’t see that very often these days, Sparrowhawk.”

“No, sir,” said Sparrowhawk. Herself, she was just as glad the old Legion ways were starting to die out. But that wasn’t something to admit to Blitzkrieg, who fancied himself the last bastion of Legion tradition—and the legacy of ineptitude that went with it. She was pretty sure that was the main reason he’d taken such a hatred of Phule, far beyond any provocation the captain of Omega Company had given his superiors. “Shall I cut orders for Major Botchup to join the company on Landoor, then?”

The general rubbed his chin, musing. “No, I think that’d give Jester too much time to get ready for him. We’ll have him join his new command at their destination on Zenobia. And we’ll keep it under our hats for now. No point in having somebody try to undercut the plan before it’s had a chance to work.”

“Yes, sir,” said Sparrowhawk. She knew the reasoning behind that one: easier to ask forgiveness than to get permission. It was no surprise to find out that Blitzkrieg operated on that principle. It was probably the oldest of all Legion traditions.

* * *

“Thank you very much, sir,” said Phule. He shook Ambassador Gottesman’s hand. “I didn’t really want to get my hopes up for this assignment. Quite frankly, some of the top Legion commanders can be counted on to oppose anything that looks like a reward for this unit. But I must say, you came through rather quickly.”

“I made use of a few connections,” said the ambassador with a wink. “And I did point out that, if this assignment is in the nature of a reward, it’s by no means a sinecure. There’s some probability your people will face combat, Captain.”

Phule grinned and said as nonchalantly as possible, “Well, in the Legion we don’t necessarily see that as a liability, sir. But perhaps you can brief me on the situation we’ll be going into. All I really know is that it’s on the Zenobians’ home world—”

“Yes, and they say they’re trying to repel an alien invasion,” said the ambassador, spreading his hands.

“I see,” said Phule, leaning his elbow on his desk. “Who are the invaders, sir?”

“I wish I had a good answer to that, and I’m afraid I don’t,” said Gottesman. “The Zenobians are being close-mouthed about it.” He paused and took a sip of his tea, then looked Phule straight in the eye. “I have the distinct impression they’re … well, embarrassed might be the best description of how they’re acting.”

“Embarrassed?” Phule leaned his other elbow on the desk. Now he was frowning. “Can you be more precise? Are they embarrassed because they can’t repel the invaders or because they need help or what?”

The ambassador shrugged. “I don’t really know. In fact, it’s just my interpretation of how they act. And you must know how hard it can be to read a nonhuman sophont’s emotions.” He set down the teacup with a wry smile and spread his hands. “I have enough trouble with my teenage daughters, half the time.”

“I can imagine,” said Phule, thinking that even parenting teenage girls might be easier than commanding the motley outfit he’d been put in charge of. “But this puts my people at a serious disadvantage, going into a possible combat situation without reliable intelligence. If we don’t know what we’re up against—”

“I understand, Captain,” said the ambassador. He stood up and put his hand on Phule’s shoulder. “We at State have our intelligence branch working overtime on it, believe me. We don’t want to send anybody into a booby trap. The minute we get something useful, you’ll get it from us. You have my word on that. Until then, just try to be ready for anything—anything at all.”

Phule nodded. “I guess we’ll have to be ready, then,” he said. He stood up and shook Gottesman’s hand. Then he added, “That’s what we’re supposed to do anyhow, isn’t it?”

“I have complete confidence in you and your people, Captain,” said the ambassador. Then he added darkly, “I wish I had the same confidence in your superiors.” He allowed himself a thin smile and left the office.

Beeker, who had sat silently listening to the entire interview, watched the ambassador leave, then said, “Are you quite certain you want to stick your head into this particular noose, sir?”

Phule turned to look at his butler. “Is that how you read it, Beeker?” He placed high value on Beeker’s opinions and advice—not that he always allowed them to influence his decisions. If he had, he’d never have joined the Space Legion. But when the butler smelled trouble, it was worth listening to him.

Beeker steepled his fingers. “Consider the evidence, sir. The Zenobians have asked for help against some sort of external threat that they cannot defeat with their own resources. Yet the Zenobians are remarkably competent warriors, both in their basic physical abilities and in their technological accomplishments. What kind of help is a single Legion company going to be able to provide?”

“Well, as much as we can, of course,” said Phule. “I suspect most of our role will be in training and in tactical and strategic consultation. After all, we’re being brought in as advisors, not to engage the enemy directly.”

Beeker’s face grew solemn. “Sir, I hope you have not entered into negotiations to purchase any bridges from the Zenobians.”

Phule laughed. “I leave that to State, Beeker,” he said. “With Ambassador Gottesman on our side, I’m not really worried about any surprises.”

“You should be,” scolded Beeker. “Ambassador Gottesman has done a great deal for us when it was to his advantage to do so. Now it is to his advantage to send us to Zenobia, but I have no idea whether it is to our advantage to go there. The Black Hills undoubtedly looked like a plum assignment to George Armstrong Custer.”

“Good old Beeker, always seeing the bright side,” said Phule, grinning. “Don’t worry, I can take care of myself. And if I can’t, I’ve got a whole Legion company to do it for me.”

“Sir, that’s exactly what worries me the most,” said Beeker.
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It did not take long for word of the company’s impending move to filter down to the rank and file. Indeed, within a few short hours of Phule’s conversation with the ambassador, the tables at the Landoor Plaza’s Poolside Bar were buzzing with speculation. As a rule, the better a position a person was in to know what was really likely to happen, the less they were willing to say about it.

However, this rule could definitely be modified in the case of Chocolate Harry.

* * *

Chocolate Harry stared at Do-Wop and shook his head sadly. “Man, if you knew half as much as you think you know, you’d be a mortal danger.”

“He’s a mortal danger already,” said Super-Gnat, deadpan. “Just ask any woman who’s gone on a date with him.”

“Ahh, I got girls lined up ten deep waitin’ for the chance to go out with me,” said Do-Wop, swelling up his chest and making a perfunctory grab at Gnat, who ducked away and stuck out her tongue at him. Frustrated in his effort to demonstrate his appeal, he turned back to the supply sergeant. “But I can’t let you get away with that, C.H. I got inside info as good as anybody in the company. You don’t know who I been talkin’ to.”

“Don’t matter who you talk to, you wouldn’t understand it if they told you two and two is four,” said Chocolate Harry. “You’d figure it was six, and by the time you got done tellin’ the rest of us, it’d be fifteen or twenty.”

“And worth absolutely nothin’,” added Slammer, one of the new recruits who’d been assigned to the supply depot under Harry’s supervision. He’d quickly picked up the supply sergeant’s conversational style: half humorous insults, half bragging, and half plain lies. That’s three halves, but those who knew Harry were willing to make allowances for a good bit of surplus.

Carefully choosing his target—the whole company knew better than to try to beat C.H. at his own game—Do-Wop looked at Slammer and said, “Hey, Slammer, I been meaning to ask you—did you get that name because that’s where you belong, or because people slam doors in your face?”

“It’s because if anybody messes with me, that’s what I do to ’em,” said Slammer, not taking particular offense.

“That’s no problem; nobody wants to mess with you,” said Super-Gnat with a grin that suggested she intended more than one meaning. “Besides, I want to hear where Harry thinks we’re going and why. What’s the word, Sarge?”

“I don’t think, Gnat, I know,” said Chocolate Harry. “We goin’ to Barriere to take on the renegade robots there. They got a big problem with those bots. And the reason they pick us is because they know ol’ C.H. has got the know-how when it comes to fixin’ robots. Hell, a man that can customize a hawg the way I have ain’t gonna have any problem with a bot.”

“This is the first I heard about any renegade robots,” said Sushi, leaning his elbows on the table. “How long’s that been going on?”

“Man, you ain’t got my inside sources, that’s all,” said Harry with a self-congratulatory grin. He took a deep swig of his beer and sighed in satisfaction. “Thing a lot of folks don’t realize, the supply lines are what the Legion runs on. Supply don’t do its job, you gonna have a bunch of people sittin’ on some bare asteroid, SOL.”

“What means SOL?” asked Tusk-anini, squinting behind his dark glasses.

“Somebody’s Obviously Loony,” said Super-Gnat with a sly grin. Her partner’s command of human slang was tenuous at best, and she enjoyed ribbing him about it. From her, at least, he usually took it in good nature. He wasn’t without a sense of humor, although it sometimes seemed very strange to his human companions.

“Nah, it means Salad Oil Liberation,” said Do-Wop, horning in on the game.

Tusk-anini’s squint narrowed into a frown. “I don’t think Do-Wop tells me right,” he said. “Salad oil is no part of it. Am I right, Gnat?”

“Hey, do you want to hear what’s goin’ on or not?” said Chocolate Harry, sensing his audience slipping away.

“We don’t wanna hear no crap about renegade robots,” said Do-Wop. “Everybody knows robots just follow orders. They got Asimov circuits that make ’em do what people say.”

“Yeah, that’s what everybody thinks,” said Harry, taking the cue and launching into a new spiel. “That’s what the robot factories want you to think, on account of who’s gonna buy a machine that, you wake up one morning and it’s killed you and taken over your house?”

“I wouldn’t buy nothin’ like that,” said Slammer, obviously impressed by his sergeant’s logic.

“You got it,” said Harry. He slapped his palm on the table, sending splashes out of several drinks. “Thing is, nobody wants their robots to have a mind of their own, ’cause if the bots figure out that us humans have everything and they got nothin’, what’s to stop ’em from taking over?”

“I no human,” said Tusk-anini, irrefutably. “I no scared of robots, either.”

“That’s ’cause you ain’t run across these here renegades,” said the supply sergeant. “They’ll just naturally wipe out any kind of sophont. You think it matters to them how many legs or eyes you got on you? It’s the last thing they care about.”

“You sure this is the straight story from the brass?” asked Do-Wop. Almost automatically, not even watching, he slowly peeled the label off his beer bottle with his thumbnail.

“Pure gospel, man,” said Harry, holding up a palm as if taking an oath. “Rev himself ain’t ever said a word as true as this stuff I’m lettin’ you in on.”

Some of the listeners—mostly new members of the company unfamiliar with the supply sergeant’s ways—nodded and murmured words of approval. They’d been in the Legion a while, but they still had a tendency to believe everything they heard from a veteran, especially from a fast talker like Chocolate Harry. This made them welcome additions to the supply sergeant’s poker games and easy marks for his long string of scams.

But Sushi was a veteran and a first-class scammer in his own right. “It’s a triff story,” he said, grinning. “What I still haven’t figured out is how Harry thinks he’s going to make a buck out of it. I’ll admit he could be telling lies for free, just to keep in practice, maybe. But somewhere down the road, if we buy this line of stuff, it’s going to cost us. What’s the deal, Harry? Are you selling robot repellent or something?”

“You oughta know me better than that, Soosh,” said Harry, managing a hurt expression. “I’d never try to sell something like that. Why, a robot’s mechanical. You can’t run it off like you would some kinda bug.”

“That’s true,” said Do-Wop. “The robots I’ve seen, they just don’t let anything bother them. Sorta like Mahatma when he gets wrapped up in something. There’s no stopping him.”

“That’s right,” said Harry. “That’s why something like a repellent won’t work. But there is one thing—”

“Here it comes!” said Sushi, and everyone chuckled. Even Tusk-anini leaned forward in anticipation of Chocolate Harry’s spiel.

Harry continued as if he hadn’t heard Sushi’s stage whisper. “The thing is, robots can only see in certain frequencies. So if you’re wearing certain colors—stuff in the purple end of the spectrum, for example—they just naturally can’t see you, and you can sneak right up on ’em. And it just so happens I’ve got in a supply of robot-proof camouflage …” He waved toward a large crate, marked Phule-Proof Camo.

“Which you’ll make available, at a price, to anyone who wants a little insurance,” prompted Super-Gnat.

“Why, sure,” said Harry, his face devoid of all guile. “I’d purely hate to see anybody get hurt if we ended up in a bad robot situation and they weren’t prepared, y’know? So who wants some?”

“I think I’ll pass,” said Do-Wop. “But somehow, I don’t think you’ll have any shortage of takers, Sarge.”

“Sushi, I sure hope you’re right,” said the supply sergeant. “In my job, you’ve got to think ahead, and I’m just glad I thought of this particular possibility before it turned into a real problem.”

“Harry, you’re a pure genius,” said Sushi, shaking his head with admiration. “I bet we’ll see half the squad wearing purple before we leave Landoor.”

“I hope it’s more than that,” said Chocolate Harry. “Why, I’ll hardly rest until I know we’re all safe from the robots.”

“Harry, somehow I know we will be,” said Sushi. He nodded in the direction of Slammer, who was already wearing a purple field vest over his fatigues. Slammer, noticing the attention, lifted his chin and favored his comrades with a satisfied smirk. “Yes indeed, Harry,” said Sushi, “somehow, I know you’ll be able to rest very comfortably.”

Harry’s broad grin left no doubt of that.


Chapter Four
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Having been ordered to keep confidential the details of the company’s impending reassignment, my employer was at some disadvantage in preventing rumors from spreading. While he could put a stop to specific misconceptions and errors of fact, only announcing specific details of the mission could have prevented some of the speculations and outright fabrications that began to spread among the legionnaires of Omega Company.

And, of course, certain questions were bound to pop up, no matter how much accurate information the troops had been given.

* * *

“Sergeant Brandy, may I ask a question?”

Brandy looked wearily up from her clipboard. When Omega Company had gotten its first batch of new recruits back on Lorelei, she had been assigned to run them through basic training. Despite her initial misgivings, they’d turned into a pretty good group—good enough that she’d decided to keep working with them even after they’d reached the point where they could take regular duty assignments. It gave her a sense of day-to-day accomplishment, despite the unique frustrations that were sometimes part and parcel of working with this group.

This particular pattern of events had become almost a ritual. Sometime during the morning formation, Mahatma would ask a question, usually some innocent query that, upon closer examination, opened up a devastating reappraisal of the Legion way of life, exactly the kind of thing basic training was supposed to make recruits forget about. But there was no stopping Mahatma, and Phule had made it clear that simply stomping the impertinent questioner into the ground (as Brandy sometimes felt like doing) was incompatible with his philosophy of command. Brandy sighed. “What do you want now, Mahatma?” she asked wearily.

“I want to ask a question, Sergeant,” Mahatma said earnestly—or was there a hint of humor behind that surface? She’d never been able to prove it, but she had a strong suspicion that Mahatma enjoyed pulling her leg, although it was always so subtle that she never detected it until it was too late to call him on it. She also wondered if she’d ever get used to Mahatma’s ability to take each and every statement absolutely literally and find meanings in it nobody else had ever suspected of being there. She wondered if he did it all the time or just to sergeants.

“Yeah, you told me you had a question,” said Brandy. After an uncomfortably long silence, which anybody else would have taken as an opportunity to ask the question, she sighed inwardly and said, “Go ahead and ask it, Mahatma.”

“Thank you, Sergeant,” said the smiling legionnaire. “What I wanted to know was, why are we being transferred out? Does it mean we’ve done a bad job here?”

“No, it means we’ve done a good job,” said Brandy. “Landoor is prosperous and looks like it’s going to remain peaceful, so they don’t need us anymore.”

Mahatma smiled and nodded. That meant Big Trouble, in Brandy’s experience. Sure enough, the little legionnaire followed up by asking, “Then shouldn’t they reward us by keeping us here so we can enjoy the peace and prosperity?”

“That’s not how the Legion works, Mahatma,” said Brandy. “We’re in the business of taking care of trouble, so we go where there’s trouble brewing. That’s our job, and we’re pretty damn good at it.” She hoped this answer would give the rest of the squad a feeling of pride in their job, deflecting the subversive implications she suspected—no, knew—Mahatma would somehow make out of whatever she said.

Mahatma looked up at her over his round glasses. “What happens if we do our job poorly, Sergeant Brandy?” he said beatifically.

She answered him solemnly—there was no other way to answer this kind of question—“We could get in a lot of trouble, Mahatma.”

“So if we do our job well, we are sent to a place where there is trouble, and if we do it poorly, trouble comes to us,” said Mahatma sweetly. “Please, Sarge, how does this system encourage virtuous conduct and constructive effort?”

As usual after Mahatma had asked one of his follow-up questions, Brandy could hear the other trainees muttering among themselves as they tried to puzzle out what their comrade was getting at. “Quiet!” she barked. She didn’t particularly mind their talking, but the order would distract the squad from thinking about Mahatma’s question while she came up with an answer.

She was sure she’d be able to come up with one …

* * *

“I don’t want to leave Landoor with this scandal hanging over us, but I don’t know how to refute it, either,” said Phule, pacing from one side of his office to the other. Beeker, Rev, and Rembrandt sat along the couch, their heads swiveling like spectators at a tennis match.

Beeker raised a hand and said, “Sir, if I may make a suggestion: Why don’t you simply repay the complainant the amount he was robbed plus the damages to his restaurant? If you added on a bit more to demonstrate goodwill, I have no doubt that he’d drop the complaint.”

“That would make him go away,” said Phule. “And I do mean to see that he doesn’t suffer financially, whatever else happens in this case. But giving him money to go away wouldn’t clear my people’s reputation. People on Landoor would always be able to say that we just bought our way out of trouble. If one of my people has robbed Mr. Takamine, I want him to own up to it and pay an appropriate penalty.”

This response was greeted with shocked silence. At one time, buying his way out would have been Phule’s natural response to trouble. Now that didn’t seem to be enough. Rev finally spoke. “I reckon it’s pretty clear that the culprit in this case is a follower of the King, though I doubt anybody who’d do that is still a true believer. And I don’t think he’s one of my own flock, Captain. Like I said, there are lots of members of the Church of the King on Landoor. Coulda been any one of ’em. A black jumpsuit don’t necessarily mean Legion. It ain’t that uncommon a garment among the faithful.”

“That’s true,” said Phule, standing still for a moment to look the chaplain in the eye. “But we can’t hide behind that, because Mr. Takamine believes it’s one of us. We’ve got to prove he’s wrong about that, and we’ve got to do that before we leave the planet. I’m open to ideas. Anybody have one?”

Rev spoke again. “I can get a record of the King’s followers on this planet who’ve had their faces remade. That’ll be a start, I reckon.”

“Yes, that’s a start,” said Phule, pacing again. “But how do we sort out which one it was? If we can eliminate our people, fine—but it has to be beyond question. I don’t want anybody claiming that I cooked the evidence. Better yet, we have to identify the actual culprit, whoever it is.”

“I’ve checked our duty rosters for the time involved,” said Rembrandt. “If all our people were where they were supposed to be—which isn’t necessarily so, knowing this outfit—we can eliminate six of our people right away. We’re checking to verify that they were actually on duty.”

“That’s over half,” said Phule. “That’s good, but it leaves five unaccounted for. Any way to establish their whereabouts at the time?”

“We’re working on it,” said Rembrandt. “The problem is, not everybody who saw one of the suspects can say for sure which one it was. When they all have the same face, it complicates things. Which brings us back to where we started.”

“Out of curiosity, am I in the clear or not?” asked Rev, with the slight smirk that seemed to be an unavoidable result of the face-remodeling process.

“For robbing the citizen, yes,” said Rembrandt, turning a cool stare toward the chaplain. “You aren’t the type who’d do that. Besides, the restaurant owner said you were too fat to be the one who did it. For getting us into this fix to begin with …”

“Now, it’s a little late for that, Rembrandt,” said Phule wearily. “We can’t very well make Rev change the tenets of his faith, even if they’re inconvenient for the rest of us.”

“Let me point out one more thing, Lieutenant,” said Rev. “Just because somebody’s thrown in with the King, it don’t make ’em perfect. If one of the band goes off-key, it’s as much my duty as anybody else’s to find ’em and bring ’em back in tune. If I find the culprit, I’m gonna turn him in—and I think I’ve got an inside track on findin’ him, too.”

“What would that be?” said Beeker. “If you have some way to identify individual members of your faith that the rest of us don’t know, perhaps it would be useful to share it in circumstances like these.”

“Oh, I don’t have nothin’ like that,” said Rev. “Just access to records, which I promise to share with y’all. And I hope some of ’em will be more willin’ to talk to one of their own, if we can narrow the suspects down to two or three.”

“Anything of that kind you can do will be a help,” said Phule. His nervous energy at last expended, he sat on the edge of his desk and said, “I guess that’ll have to do for now. Rembrandt, Rev, if either of you learn anything, report it to me right away. And if the local police tell me something that might help, I’ll pass it along. I want to get this solved before we lift off for our next assignment—and we don’t have much time. So make it a priority, all right?”

“Yes, Captain,” said Rembrandt. Rev added his assent, and the meeting broke up.

But Beeker said, “Well, sir, I suspect you’re going to end up repaying the citizen for what he was robbed after all.”

“I think I’m going to do that anyway,” said Phule. “Even if we do find the guilty party, he’s not likely to be able to make restitution. So why shouldn’t I? But we’ve got the company’s good name to uphold, too. That’s why I want to prove that none of our people did it—or if they did, to show that we don’t just sweep our bad eggs under the rug.”

“I agree with your sentiments, if not your metaphor, sir,” said Beeker. “I just hope you’re able to live up to them.”

“So do I, Beeker,” said Phule. “So do I.” He sat musing for a moment, then looked up and said, “You know, I think we’re overlooking a resource that might help us. What do you think about this …?”

Beeker listened, skeptical at first, but after hearing Phule’s idea, he nodded. “It’s not an entirely bad idea, sir. I’ll see to it at once.”

* * *

“He’s coming.” Ernie’s voice in Lola’s earpiece was quiet, but she sensed its urgency nonetheless. They’d already blown one attempt at snatching Phule and somehow managed to remain free to try again. They couldn’t assume that they could get away with a second failure. No matter how oblivious the captain was, he was eventually going to notice that somebody was trying to kidnap him and take steps to prevent further attempts. If the current trap didn’t catch him, they might not get another chance.

Lola took a deep breath and tried to center herself. She had to play her part to perfection, or the scheme had no chance of succeeding. She was confident that she could do what she had to. What worried her was, she could hit all her marks one-two-three, just like that, and Ernie could still fumble the game away. Or Phule could get lucky, and none of their careful preparation would make any difference. Phule seemed to get lucky a lot—more than his share, if she was any judge.

She held her breath until she heard the steady rhythm of footsteps approaching down the corridor, then let it out slowly. As the footsteps reached a position just opposite her hiding place, she burst out with a wild shriek. “Help! Oh, please—help me!” Sobbing, she fell to the ground right in front of the passerby, her eyes closed and her limbs as limp as she could make them.

“What’s the matter, miss?” said an unfamiliar voice.

Her eyes popped open. Standing over her, a look of concern on his face and a large tray balanced on his right hand, was a room service waiter.

“Nothing’s wrong,” she snapped, and began to rise to her feet, gathering her carefully ripped dress close around her.

“But, miss, you asked for help,” the waiter said, a confused look on his face.

“Oh, shut up,” she said, and flounced away. The waiter stared after her for a moment, then shrugged and went about his business.

A few minutes later, Captain Jester strolled past without incident. But a short distance away, beyond the range of his hearing, Lola was explaining to Ernie, in very graphic and detailed terms, exactly how important precise timing was to this plan and just how badly he’d missed his cue. A spectator would have had no doubt, at this point, which of the pair was most in need of rescue. Perhaps, fortunately for Ernie, there were no spectators.
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By taking on the task of convincing the Yakuza’s leadership that he represented a superfamily, Sushi had in effect elected himself an officer. By this, I mean that he had taken on a level of decision-making responsibility well above that of an ordinary legionnaire. Like the officers, he could no longer afford to “goof off” when there was no immediate task in front of him. There was always something that needed doing, something that couldn’t wait. And there was always somebody asking him to do one more thing he hadn’t planned on.

* * *

Sushi leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. He’d been staring at the computer screen ever since he’d come off duty, and it felt as if the images on the screen were beginning to burn themselves into his retinas. The tension in the back of his shoulders was another sure sign that he’d been working too hard—or, more precisely, worrying too hard. He wasn’t used to this. The fact that he’d brought it on himself didn’t make it any better.

It had been at least an hour—no, nearly two hours, he realized when he checked the time display—since Do-Wop had tried to get him to go down to the bar for a round or two with the guys. He’d told his buddy he’d be right along, “As soon as I get this one detail cleaned up.” He was still nowhere near finished. It was tempting just to let things slide and go down for a drink. The only thing that kept him from doing exactly that was the realization that he was playing a life-and-death game, and that it was his own life on the line if he screwed up. That was enough to keep anybody’s nose to the grindstone. He hadn’t bargained for this. But there wasn’t any going back, either.

A rap on the door jolted him into the present. He walked over and said, “Who’s there?” There’d been a time when he would just have opened it. Now he thought twice about that kind of thing.

“It is I, Beeker,” came the familiar voice from the other side. Sushi opened the door, and Phule’s butler entered.

“Have a seat,” said Sushi, indicating the hotel suite’s couch and matching easy chairs. “What’s the occasion?”

“The captain is concerned about a situation involving a member of Reverend Ayres’s sect,” said the butler. “The difficulty is that many members have had their faces altered so as to resemble their master. This entails obvious difficulties in telling one from another.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” said Sushi, lowering himself into a chair opposite the butler. “A couple of guys I know had the operation done, and now I can’t recognize ’em until they start talking. What do you want me to do about it?”

“The police have surveillance camera coverage of an incident in which they believe one of our people is the guilty party,” said Beeker, steepling his fingers. “The camera clearly shows a member of the Church of the King robbing and damaging a local restaurant and beating the owner. The Rev. Ayres points out that a large number of civilians also belong to his sect and suggests that one of them could be the responsible party.”

“Makes sense to me,” said Sushi. “But what do you think I can do about it?”

“The captain has asked to review the surveillance footage,” said Beeker. “It occurs to us that minute computer analysis of the voice and movements of the criminal could provide as good an identification as the face.”

“Sure, if you had similar footage of all the possible suspects to compare it to,” said Sushi. “You already mentioned the main objection: there are a lot of those King’s men out there. Unless we have all of them on tape, there’s no way we can pinpoint which one is the robber.”

“We can do one thing fairly quickly,” said Beeker. “You’re our most accomplished computer user. The captain wishes you to compare the surveillance footage to archival footage of our company. There are several holovid disks available, including the entire company at some point or another. Eliminating the possibility that it is one of ours would be of use.”

“What if the opposite happens?” asked Sushi, frowning. “What if the robber is one of our guys?”

“That leaves us no choice,” said the butler with a long face. “You must turn him in, and the captain will see to it that he pays the appropriate penalty for his crime. There is no other course of action compatible with the honor of the Legion, as he puts the question. However, I doubt it will come to that event. More likely, the culprit’s identity will be revealed in the operation’s second phase.”

“Second phase?” Sushi leaned forward in his chair, his chin on the fingers of his right hand. “OK, I’ll bite. What’s the second phase?”

Beeker said, “You are, for all practical purposes, the head of a large quasi-criminal organization. This position gives you access to a large body of information, should you ask for it.”

“Yeah, I guess I am the head of the Yakuza,” said Sushi. “And sure, they have plenty of information. But what makes you think they have the information the captain needs? There are a lot of petty crooks on this planet, and most of them aren’t Japanese.”

“No, but the owner of the restaurant is,” said Beeker. “He is undoubtedly paying your organization for protection. In return, they should be making an effort to find the man who robbed him.”

“Japanese? What’s the name of the place?” asked Sushi.

“The restaurant is the New Osaka Grill on Hastings Street. A Mr. Takamine is the owner.”

“Yeah, I’ve eaten in there. Good food, even if it is a bit expensive,” said Sushi. “But how does this involve me? If the Yakuza can’t find the guy that robbed the place without me …”

“You are the head of that organization,” said Beeker. “It necessarily involves you, if someone under their protection is robbed without justice being done. Surveillance information from other businesses under their protection is likely to show the culprit: If he ate in one Japanese restaurant, he probably ate in more than one. You are in a position to obtain and analyze the information, and this will undoubtedly reveal the culprit.”

“It’ll take a lot of work,” said Sushi. “Just getting in all those vids, let alone setting up a program to analyze them …”

“I suggest you make it a priority,” said Beeker. “It works to your benefit on two fronts. First, to show that the superfamily you have invented can, in fact, deliver benefits to a local family. And second, you convince the captain that the time you spend on this project does, after all, benefit his company.”

“OK, I see what you mean,” said Sushi. “I guess I’d better get on it.” He sighed. So much for his hopes of joining the gang in the bar tonight—or anytime soon.

“You will, in time, see the rewards for this hard work,” said Beeker, standing up.

“I guess I will,” said Sushi. “But a nice cold beer was looking good, too.”

Beeker raised an eyebrow. “I can assure you, young man, that the beer in the bar will be just as cold when you have finished this task as it is now, and the satisfaction of a job well done will greatly enhance its flavor.”

“Oh, I know that,” said Sushi. “I just wish I didn’t have to be so damned mature all of a sudden.”

Beeker gave just the hint of a smile. “Maturity may not be the most attractive way of life, but speaking only for myself, I am just as happy to be able to take part in it. Perhaps, upon reflection, you will feel the same. Good day, young man.”

* * *

This time it was going to work. This time it had better work, Lola told herself. All things considered, she and Ernie had been lucky to get away with two failed attempts to kidnap the captain. Their luck couldn’t hold out much longer. If it didn’t work this time, she was going to call it off and deal with the consequences. As long as her bosses didn’t decide to lock her and Ernie in the same room, she figured she could deal with anything less annoying.

“He’s coming,” said the voice in her ear.

“Are you sure?” she hissed.

“Yeah, I’m sure, babe. Ball’s in your court.” Ernie sounded calm, assured. That didn’t fool her. Ernie had been just as sure of himself the last time, when she’d prostrated herself in front of the wrong target, a room service waiter. She hoped the befuddled waiter hadn’t reported the incident—or, if he had, that it had been written off as a drunken prank by a customer. If the captain was alerted to the possibility of trouble, the odds of success dramatically dropped. And they were already low enough, as far as Lola was concerned.

After the previous debacle, she had decided that the best way to prevent any warning from reaching the captain was to set the ambush for first thing in the morning, as the captain was on his way to his office. With any luck, he would still be groggy from sleep—or so Lola hoped. There had to be some advantage to getting up at the crack of dawn.

She peered between the fronds of the potted plant as she heard the footsteps nearing. Yes, here came the captain. Lola leapt out into the corridor to sprawl in front of the (hopefully) unsuspecting Legion officer. “Captain! Help me!” she whimpered. She was starting to get good at this act, she realized. Maybe if this caper didn’t come off, she could get a job in the Casino’s entertainment division, in the chorus behind Dee Dee Watkins.

“What’s the matter, miss?” asked Captain Jester, bending over, a concerned look on his face.

Yes! thought Lola, doing her best to keep from smiling. At last, things were working on schedule. “That horrible man’s been following me again,” she said, doing her best to appear pathetic and intense at the same time.

“He has?” The captain peered around in all directions. “Where is he?”

“He ran back that way,” she said, pointing down the cross corridor. It lay on the way to the casino’s health club, a facility rarely visited by customers, although the legionnaires made good use of it. This early in the morning, the corridor would be deserted—a perfect spot for their ambush.

“Show me,” said the captain, and again she had to bite her lip to keep from breaking out into a grin.

“Yes, but please stay close to me,” she said, allowing him to help her to her feet. “I don’t want him finding me alone.”

“Don’t worry,” said the captain. “You’ll be all right. He’s probably run away by now, but we’ll catch him if he hasn’t.” He began walking quietly—almost supernaturally quietly, and very confidently—down the corridor. It occurred to Lola that he was most likely highly trained at one or more martial arts. It was a good thing their plan didn’t require them to engage the captain in unarmed combat. She allowed herself to shudder at the notion—it would add a touch of verisimilitude to her “maiden in distress” act.

The captain stopped and looked down at her. “Don’t be afraid now, ma’am,” he said, misinterpreting the shudder exactly as she’d hoped he would. “The Legion’s in charge here, and we’re not going to let anything happen to you.”

“Oh, thank you,” she said, doing her best to make it sound sincere. “I’ll just stay right behind you, if you don’t mind.”

“That’s probably best,” he said, and he turned to peer down the corridor again. Lola tensed; somewhere not far away, Ernie should be waiting, ready to play his part in their little charade. The captain edged forward, quietly; he was being careful. Would Ernie be able to bring it off?

The captain stopped and peered down a side corridor leading to an emergency exit. He nodded, took a step forward, and then …

Lola let out a piercing shriek. “Over there!” she cried, and as the captain turned to look, Ernie struck.

They’d chosen their weapon to incapacitate their victim as quickly as possible without undue risk of injury, particularly to themselves. The Zenobian stun ray wasn’t in the civilian arsenal yet, but the goo gun was a good second best. Firing a huge gob of incredibly sticky material, it enveloped its victim in a viscous mass of goo and trapped him as surely as a fly on flypaper. Police departments throughout the settled worlds used it for riot control. It wasn’t foolproof; inexperienced users sometimes got themselves stuck in the goo when they tried to secure their victim or got a sound thrashing from an incompletely immobilized victim.

But Ernie had practiced. As soon as the goo had enveloped Phule, he flipped a lever on the gun and fired a burst of a clear liquid, setting the goo so that someone attempting to grasp the victim could do so without getting caught.

“Hey, what are you doing?” said the captain—but too late. A moment later, Lola whipped out a gag and threw it over the captain’s mouth, while Ernie darted down the hall a few paces and grabbed a laundry cart just outside the gym. They tipped their victim into it, threw a layer of dirty towels over him, and quickly wheeled him into a service elevator and away.


Chapter Five
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Even the most punctual worker is sometimes late. Some are more punctual than others, but even they can sometimes be thrown off schedule by the vagaries of weather, transportation, and sheer chance. Bosses and coworkers will fidget, sigh, look out the window, and (depending on factors too various to enumerate) go about their business without the tardy person or await his arrival with some mixture of anxiety and annoyance. If the worker does not appear by some reasonable time, attempts will be made to get in touch, with greater or lesser degree of urgency.

But when a robot is late, that is in itself an occasion for urgency. When the robot is a custom-built facsimile of one’s employer, bought at an exorbitant price and put on duty for reasons of utmost security, panic is likely to ensue. It is to the credit of the staff of the Fat Chance Casino that the panic was kept to a minimum on this occasion.

* * *

“Disappeared?” Gunther Rafael Jr.’s jaw couldn’t have dropped farther if there’d been a 100-G gravity field underneath it. “Why, that’s impossible.”

“I keep hearing about things being impossible, usually right after they happen,” said Doc, who had become the Fat Chance Casino’s security chief after the departure of Phule’s Company. His black Space Legion staff sergeant’s uniform was a perfect fit. Only someone with an insider’s familiarity with the Legion’s insignia and badges would have been able to tell that it was a complete fraud, as were the “Legion” guards Doc commanded. “If it’s impossible for the android to disappear, maybe you can tell me what it’s done instead of disappearing?”

“OK, Doc, you’ve made your point,” said Rex, who headed up the Casino’s entertainment division. “If you’re done with the sarcasm, maybe I can interest you in our current problem, which is that the Andromatic Phule has disappeared. The most likely explanation is, the thing’s been abducted—or maybe that should be stolen.”

“Who could’ve done it?” wailed Rafael. “How? Why?” He began to pace nervously around the table.

“Those are all good questions,” said Doc. “A better one is, what are we going to do about it?”

“You’re the damned security chief,” said Rafael, pointing an accusing finger. “Why don’t you know what to do about it?”

Doc bristled. “You know the answer to that as well as I do, Gunther: I’m about as much a security chief as you are a casino manager. I’m just an actor who got put in charge of the guard detail because everybody figured the bad boys would be so scared of us they wouldn’t start trouble. Now, with our mechanical boss missing, they’re bound to figure out we’ve been bluffing all along.”

“And when they do, they’ll swoop down on us like wolves,” said Rafael, wringing his hands.

“Wolves don’t swoop,” barked Tully Bascomb. He headed up the gambling operations, and his years of casino experience had been invaluable to Phule when he agreed to run the Fat Chance. “Pull yourselves together, both of you. We’ve got to come up with an answer to the missing captain before the bad boys do figure out how vulnerable we are. And that means everything’s got to look as if nothing’s changed. Doc, is there anybody on board you’d trust to play the role of Phule until we can get the bot back?”

“Maybe,” said Doc, rubbing his chin. “I’ve got a couple of kids who’re about the right physical type and who are quick studies. With a little makeup …”

“Makeup’s no problem,” said Rex. “With what we’ve got here, I could make Dee Dee look like the captain. What I’m worried about is whether your kids can carry off the stunt when they have to talk to customers—and whether they can be trusted keep the secret.”

“Well, there’s no reason they have to know the whole story,” said Doc. “Outside the board of directors, nobody knows that Phule’s been replaced by an android. The actor replacing the android doesn’t need to know, either. We just tell him the captain’s been called off-station on urgent business.”

“Or maybe he’s sick,” said Tully. “That’ll do for the short run, sure.”

“And as far as the lines, I bet they can do better than the android,” said Doc. “They can have a much wider range of permitted responses without getting in over their heads. And they can handle a lot more random situations than the android could.”

“I don’t know about that,” said Raphael. “I was once in a group the android came up to, and somebody started a discussion of the gravball playoffs. I swear, that droid could talk about the sports and weather better than I could! I doubt anybody could have figured out they weren’t interacting with a real person.”

“Only danger would be if somebody in the group knew the real Phule and spotted the android—or the actor—talking about something Phule didn’t know or care about,” said Doc. “But with the right direction, even that wouldn’t be a problem. Just order the actor to break off the conversation before there’s any chance of getting in over his head. We can handle it, believe me.”

“OK,” said Tully decisively. “We let Doc pick a couple of doubles, coach them to play Phule, and turn them loose as soon as they’re ready. We’re trusting you on this one, Doc.”

“I won’t let you down,” said Doc. “But this only solves half the problem, y’know.”

“Do I ever,” said Tully. “Somebody out there’s got the android, and it’s not going to be very long before they figure out what they’ve got and what it means. And then we’re going to be a target again.”

“I hope not. People could get hurt,” said Rex. “We need to notify the captain as soon as possible. I’m not anxious to put my actors in the way of that kind of danger. Besides, he’s the majority stockholder. We can’t deal with a situation of this importance without his input.”

“Second the motion and call the question,” said Doc. “I don’t think we can afford to delay even a moment.”

“No argument here,” said Tully. “Give me a moment to place the call, and we’ll see what advice Captain Phule has to offer.” The others sat in silence as he reached for the comm unit and entered a code. The tension was as thick as a high-stakes poker showdown. None of them were sure just who they were playing against, but everyone knew that the stakes were the entire casino.
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Preparations for the company’s move to its new assignment had begun almost as soon as the ambassador had left my employer’s office. While the ambassador had instructed the captain not to reveal the company’s exact destination, it soon became clear to all who paid attention to such matters that it was not to be another planet with a first-rate hotel designed for human occupancy. To the officers’ surprise, this discovery did not set off a round of griping about having to abandon the luxurious conditions to which the company had become accustomed. Indeed, the legionnaires seemed to look forward to the change as a sort of adventure.

The major exception was, predictably, the mess sergeant.

* * *

“Captain, you got to let me know where we’re going,” said Sergeant Escrima, leaning forward over Phule’s desk. His clenched fists rested on the desktop, and his eyes gleamed. “I got to know what kind of supplies we can get there.”

“Sergeant, I sympathize entirely with your viewpoint,” said Phule, doing his best to calm down the mess sergeant. “In fact, I’m trying to find out the same thing, not just for food stocks but for the whole company. What I can tell you is, we’re going to a planet without any previous human settlement. A lot of things we’ve taken for granted won’t be available. You’ll have to make do—at least at first—with what we can bring in ourselves. Of course, there are bound to be a fair number of local items you can use …”

“Water and what else?” demanded Escrima. “Can we eat the local meat? I can’t do anything without fresh meat, or fresh vegetables, either. What about power? I can’t even cook without power.”

“Power’s not going to be a problem,” said Phule.

“Hallelujah. I can boil water,” Escrima sneered. “Lots of nice hot tea and reconstituted soups, hah?” He pantomimed spitting out something foul tasting. “You got to do better than that, Captain.”

Phule stood up. “Escrima, I know for a fact that the natives of this world can eat some of our food, so I’m sure we can eat some of theirs, too. I think you should look on it as a stimulating challenge to find out which of their things our people can use, and ways to prepare them—”

“A challenge?” Escrima’s eyes widened. “You don’t want to challenge me, Captain. No, not unless—”

“Maybe challenge is the wrong word,” Phule cut in quickly. “A chance to prove how good you really are. We’ve all tasted what you can do when you’ve got a cordon bleu–quality kitchen to work with. I’ll guarantee you, there’s not a chef on the planet who could top you.” This was true; Phule occasionally had reason to eat a meal off-base, and he knew that Landoor’s best restaurants served as good a meal as he’d find anywhere in the Galaxy. But the food Escrima put out daily for the legionnaires of Omega Company was even better.

Escrima wasn’t in a mood to be flattered. “I make the finest food in the Legion, and now you tell me I got to rough it, cook over a campfire for all I know. How long you think it’ll be before everybody starts cracking wise about the food? Captain, you gonna drive me crazy!”

“No, no,” said Phule, raising both hands in protest. “We’ll have an up-to-date kitchen for you, don’t worry about that. As long as I’m in charge of this outfit, you’ll never have to settle for anything less than the newest, finest equipment. You have my word on that, Sergeant.”

Escrima raised his eyebrows, and for the first time since he’d entered the office, he lowered his voice to something like a civil tone. “I got to give you credit for that, Captain,” he said after a moment’s thought. “You said you were going to do just that and did it, no fooling around. OK, then, I’ll take your word on the equipment. But that’s not the whole game. You give me rotten eggs to cook, and I don’t care what kind of stove I got.”

“No rotten eggs, Escrima. I promise,” said Phule, smiling. “Not even powdered eggs, which as far as I’m concerned are even worse.”

“At least a rotten egg used to be an egg,” agreed Escrima, wrinkling his nose. “That powdered stuff, maybe it came out of a vat in some chemical plant. About all it’s good for is you can use it to kill bugs, if you got bugs.”

“Kill bugs?” Phule’s brow wrinkled. “How do you kill bugs with powdered eggs? I didn’t think even bugs would eat the stuff.”

“No,” said Escrima, a sly grin now on his face. “The way you kill bugs, you take a whole big box of the crap and drop it right on top of the bug. Kills him real good, you bet.”

Phule laughed. “I promise, Escrima, you’ll get the best ingredients,” he said. “If you ever get anything that isn’t good enough for you to feed the troops, feed it to me first.”

“What?” said Escrima, mortally offended. “You want me to feed you trash?”

Phule nodded. “Yes, absolutely,” he said. “That way I know when we’re being cheated, and I’ll get mad enough to do something about it. You know I’m behind you all the way, Escrima. Look here: On this new assignment, if you want something, let me know, and I’ll figure out a way to get it. If I have to put a fleet of private transports on the job, I’ll get it. But believe me, we should be able to use the local stuff, too. Just wait and see.”

Escrima nodded. “If you tell me that, I believe you. All right then, Captain. We got a deal.”

“Good,” said Phule. “Now, I told you I’d get you the best equipment available. I’ve got a new field kitchen ordered—a prototype, designed to allow you to prepare anything you could do in a five-star restaurant under field conditions. We’re going to give it a test here on Landoor before we get out somewhere where we can’t get it replaced. It arrives day after tomorrow, if everything goes right. I want you to give it a full test and let me know anything it needs to meet your specifications. OK?”

“Yes, sir!” said Escrima. Like half the men in the legion, he loved the chance to play with new toys. Now he was going to get his hands on a brand-new one. It would keep him busy for a while, Phule knew, figuring out ways to get the most out of it. The results would be well worth the effort.

* * *

“All right, so I was wrong,” said Lola, not sounding in the least contrite. She turned off the hotel room’s built-in computer screen, which had been displaying Do-It-Yourself Turing Test by Minsky & Hofstadter Enterprises. “We’ve gone and stolen the damned robot dupe instead of kidnapping Willard Phule. Now what?”

They’d realized something wasn’t right almost as soon as they’d dissolved the goo gun bonds they’d used to capture their prey. The captive’s response to the situation had been thoroughly inappropriate, unless one assumed that a total idiot had been running a Legion company and a major Casino Hotel—not only running them, but running them successfully. Their suspicions aroused, they’d called up the Turing test, and the robot had failed it miserably.

Ernie shook his head miserably. “We’ve blown it for sure,” he said. “The bosses send us here to snatch a guy and all we get is a stupid bot. They’re gonna wale on our butts for this.”

Lola paced back and forth in short steps, thinking furiously. “I think it’s time we stopped thinking about the bosses and started looking after ourselves,” she said. “We can still make something out of this if we don’t panic.”

“Panic?” said Ernie, his voice squeaking. “You ever seen what the bosses do to guys who stiff ’em?”

“That’s the ones they catch,” said Lola. She stopped and pointed at Ernie, and continued, “If we play our cards right, who says they’re going to catch us? Especially if we can get Phule to pay to get his robot back. These things can’t be cheap. It ought to be worth enough to him to give us enough of a nest egg to run off and hide someplace safe.”

“Yeah, I guess the bot’s gotta be worth somethin’ to him,” Ernie said, scratching his head. “I wonder what he’ll pay to get it back.”

“We need to know the going price for an Andromatic dupe, for starters,” said Lola. She flopped onto the bed and stared at the ceiling a moment before continuing, “I guess he’ll pay that much just to avoid waiting for the factory to turn out a new one for him. This thing’s gotta be a custom model—nobody else would want one that looked like him.”

“Yeah, I guess we can get replacement value, whatever that is,” said Ernie. He looked once more at the replica of Phule sitting, with an expression of seeming unconcern, cross-legged in a chair by the window. It might have been waiting for a dinner date.

Or, more likely, looking for a chance to escape. But the two kidnappers weren’t betting that their captive would remain docile. The robot’s left leg was shackled to the heavy chair, and even with its superhuman strength, it wouldn’t make much progress dragging such an awkward impediment. Still, if it managed to escape the building, it was a good bet that it would find its way back to the Fat Chance, and that shortly thereafter, the two botnappers would be in the hands of unsympathetic security guards, learning firsthand about the penal system of Lorelei Station.

“One thing hasn’t changed,” said Lola. “We have to get off-station with this thing as quick as we can. The heat’s going to be turned way up. We’ve still got a chance to turn a profit. The bot’s worth something. Let’s get someplace where we can cash it in.”

Ernie looked her in the eye for a long moment, then shrugged. “OK, you’re running the game,” he said. “But first things first. What do we do to keep the Fat Chance security from beating down our door?”

She stood and moved quickly to the computer terminal she’d signed off from only a few minutes before. “Like I said, we have to get off-station—and take the bot with us—pronto. Tell you what; you go to the public ’puters in the lobby and do some research on the going price of these robots. Meanwhile, I’ll see if I can get us a berth on something headed out—and right now, I’m not particular about destinations. Don’t take too long, OK? ’Cause I’m grabbing the first thing I can find, even if we have to leave without our luggage to make it. Got it?”

“Got it,” said Ernie. He walked over and patted the robot on the head. “You just rest, ol’ boy; you’re gonna be our ticket to Rich Man’s Row before it’s all over.” The robot, still gagged, said nothing.

“Be careful, it might grab you,” said Lola, wrinkling her brow.

“Nah, the Asimov circuits won’t let it,” said Ernie. “Be back in a bit.”

“Make it half a bit,” said Lola, but Ernie was already out the door. She turned to the terminal and began searching for a ship headed out—out to anywhere.

* * *

“Andromatic stands behind its product without reservation, Captain Jester,” said the customer service representative with an audible sniff. A name badge, which read Stanton, was visible on his chest. “However, if you will examine your purchase agreement, you will see that customer negligence is excluded. It appears that the android’s automatic theft alarms have been turned off by you or your agents.”

“The factory default settings on the theft alarms prevented us from using the android as intended,” said Phule. “With my initial order, I specified that the robot had to be able to mingle freely with customers in the casino. It was your factory-recommended installation consultant that suggested disabling the alarms in that environment so they wouldn’t go off every time some unfamiliar person got too close.”

“I am afraid that your consultant—who, I should point out, is an independent contractor and not one of our employees—has given you bad advice,” said Stanton. “That is not an authorized modification. If you had read the documentation—”

Phule cut him off. “I did read the documentation,” he said. “So did a couple of pretty talented engineers. We all agreed that it was nearly useless. Just for starters, the index is completely inaccurate, and the illustrations look as if they were drawn by somebody who’d never laid eyes on the product.”

“Of course,” said the customer service rep with an insulted expression, “you can’t expect the standard manual to cover all the custom features you ordered. Why, we’d have to write a new manual for every order we filled.”

“For what I paid, that doesn’t seem an outlandish service to expect,” said Phule.

“For what you paid, I’d think you could have detailed one of your soldiers to stay with it and guard it,” sneered Stanton.

“My men are legionnaires, not soldiers,” Phule corrected the Andromatic representative somewhat testily. “More to the point, my whole reason for acquiring an android double was to convince various people that I was still on Lorelei instead of several parsecs away. I’ve never found it necessary to walk around with a bodyguard, and if I suddenly appeared to change my routine, it would attract attention. That’s exactly what I didn’t want.”

Stanton shook his head slowly. “Nonetheless, I think we have a clear-cut case of customer negligence here. You must understand, Andromatic cannot take responsibility for unintended uses of our products.” He made hand-washing gestures.

“I think I need to speak to the manager of customer service,” said Phule.

“I am pleased to be able to accommodate you,” said Stanton, with a mock bow. “As it happens, I am the manager of customer service.”

Phule glared at the vidscreen. “I see,” he said. “Let me see if I understand this, then. None of your stock units would do what I wanted a robot double for, so I had to custom-order one that would. But the custom modifications I paid extra for aren’t covered in the manual, and the warranty doesn’t extend to the uses for which I specifically requested the modifications. My failure to follow instructions I didn’t receive constitutes negligence or misuse of the product. Is that about right?”

“That covers most of it, yes,” said Stanton with a smirk. “Is there anything else that I can help you with today?”

“Evidently not,” said Phule. He’d fallen into very precise diction, which anyone who knew him would have recognized as a very dangerous sign. “However, you might save yourself considerable trouble if you started clearing out your desk as soon as this call is over. I’m going to make sure that Andromatic cleans house, and the first department to get swept out will be customer disservice.” He cut the connection abruptly and slumped into his chair.

“Shall I begin acquiring Andromatic shares, sir?” said Beeker, who had watched the entire conversation.

“Check the profitability first,” said Phule. “If they’re running as sloppy an operation as it looks from here, the shares might be overpriced. I suspect the company can turn a decent profit if it’s managed right, but I don’t see any reason to pay more than we need to for the privilege of turning it around.”

“Perhaps it would be advisable to start rumors to get the price down to a reasonable level,” noted Beeker.

“If we have to, sure,” said Phule. “But don’t put a lot of effort into it. We’ve got bigger fish to fry—among them, figuring out just who’s got the robot and how to get it back.”

“I should expect they’ll give us the courtesy of a ransom call before long, sir,” said Beeker. He opened the cover of his Port-a-Brain computer and began calling up his mail program.

“Possibly,” said Phule. “That depends on their reasons for the robbery in the first place. If they’re looking to make the most possible mischief for me, they can do a lot better by holding onto the thing than by selling it back to me.”

“I fear you’re right, sir,” said Beeker. He looked at the screen, then continued, “At any rate, there’s no word on the android at present. We shall have to pursue other channels.”

“Well, pursue away,” said Phule. “I’m going to go see how Sushi’s coming along with his search for the man who robbed that Japanese restaurant. Give me a buzz if there’s any useful news.”

“Immediately, sir,” said Beeker. He turned back to the Port-a-Brain and began his search.
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Crises never choose a convenient time to manifest themselves. Of course not; otherwise, they would hardly qualify as crises. So it did not in the least surprise me that the theft of the robot coincided with an impending move by the company. In comparison, the contretemps with the local citizen convinced that he had been robbed by a legionnaire was a trivial matter.

In this, at least, my employer was fortunate enough to have an eminently qualified subordinate to whom he could delegate the job of identifying the robber. Sushi’s computer skills were as good as any in the company. But it was his newly acquired status as a Yakuza overlord that gave him access to the information on which to proceed.

The perhaps not entirely inadvertent result of taking on this responsibility was the transformation of Sushi into a rather good facsimile of a valuable member of the company. While my employer saw this as a desirable alteration, that opinion was not necessarily universally shared.

* * *

“Yo, Soosh, you still workin’?” Do-Wop stood in the doorway of the hotel suite, obviously with several beers on board. Behind him were Super-Gnat and Tusk-anini. “You know what time it is, man?”

“I thought the one staying home was supposed to ask that question,” said Sushi, looking up from the computer screen. “It’s two in the morning, just in case your chronometer’s broken. And yeah, I’m still working. Did you guys shut down the bar again?”

“Hey, somebody’s gotta do it,” said Do-Wop. He sauntered into the room, fairly steady on his feet, and slouched into an easy chair. Tusk-anini and Super-Gnat followed him, taking seats on the couch. “Everybody’s worried about you, man,” he added. “You workin’ that hard, you gonna give yourself headaches or somethin’.”

“I already have headaches, Do-Wop,” said Sushi, turning his chair around to face his partner. “But this is a different kind—the kind I can get rid of by finishing up this job. And the best part is, when the job’s done, I can go back to hanging out with the guys.”

“You been saying that for weeks now,” accused Do-Wop. “After a while, it sounds like nothin’ more than an excuse.” He sat up in the seat and pointed a finger at Sushi. “I told you this before, and I’ll tell you again. You’re startin’ to act like an officer, man.”

“Hey, cut the squabbling,” said Super-Gnat. “We didn’t come by to watch you guys fight.” She reached down into her bag and pulled out a bottle of Atlantis Amber, beads of condensation on its surface. “Here, Sushi, we thought you’d like a cool one to wet your throat after working all night.”

“She mean wet inside of throat,” explained Tusk-anini helpfully.

“I’d never have guessed,” said Sushi, smiling. He took the beer and opened it. “Thanks, Gnat,” he said, raising the bottle in a salute and taking a sip.

“No prob, Sushi,” she said with a smile. “We did miss you, y’know. We got talking about where we’re going next, and there were some pretty weird ideas going around—stuff that makes Chocolate Harry’s shtick about the renegade robots look fairly logical.”

“Well, some people are buying that line,” said Sushi with a wry grin. “Either that, or there’s an incredible bargain on purple camouflage somewhere in town.”

“I not believing renegade robots,” said Tusk-anini. “Chocolate Harry must make a mistake.”

“If it’s a mistake, it’s a damn lucky one for the sarge’s bank balance,” said Do-Wop. “Wonder where he found all that purple stuff anyhow?”

“Some surplus catalog is my bet,” said Super-Gnat. “But here’s my question, Sushi. You’ve been doing this job for the captain. Do-Wop says he was here talking to you this afternoon. So, naturally, we sort of wondered—any chance he dropped any hints where we’re going?”

Sushi thought for a moment, tapping his fingers on the cool glass. “I’m not sure,” he said. “But Chocolate Harry let something slip in between his pitches for robot-proof camouflage. The captain’s bought a special modular base camp—MBC—that he’s going to have us practice setting up. What I think that means is, there aren’t any hotels where we’re going. That makes me think we’re going to a world without a large human population. Maybe even none at all.”

“No hotels?” exclaimed Do-Wop. “Does that mean no bars? That sucks, man!”

Tusk-anini sat up straight, which made him nearly as tall as Sushi would have been standing. “Maybe we go to my home world,” he said. “That would be good. Not such bright sun, good food …”

“Don’t let Escrima hear you say that,” said Super-Gnat with a chuckle. Then she added, “It’d be interesting to see your world, though. Anybody who wants to stay in hotels his whole life doesn’t have any business joining the Legion.” She shot a sharp glance in Do-Wop’s direction.

“Look who’s talking,” said Do-Wop. “You ask me, ain’t nobody here had a whole lotta business joinin’ the Legion.”

“I join Legion for business,” said Tusk-anini. “I join to learn about humans, so I can teach other Voltons about you people.”

“Have you learned anything?” asked Sushi. “I sometimes wonder whether that Leftenant Qual wasn’t right in his report on us, that we’re the most dangerous race in the Galaxy because we’re so unpredictable …” He stopped and put his hand to his chin. “Say … you don’t think we might be going to the Zenobians’ home world, do you?”

“Zenobia?” Super-Gnat whistled. “That’d be something, wouldn’t it? As far as I know, we’d be the first humans to see their world. I wonder what it’s like.”

“Hot, I guess,” said Sushi. “And swampy. They think our worlds are cold and dry.”

“Dry’s the word,” said Do-Wop glumly. “Qual never took a drink of liquor the whole time he was with the company. I knew it, a place without bars. I’m gonna purely hate this.”

“Hey, we don’t even know if it’s true yet,” said Super-Gnat. “It’s just a guess so far.”

“Besides, Chocolate Harry’ll make sure there’s something to drink,” said Sushi. “He’s not gonna miss the chance to sell the whole company its daily hooch. Say, maybe we should lay in a supply, see if we can make a little profit on our own.”

“All the other times we’ve moved, we’ve had pretty tight limits on personal supplies,” said Super-Gnat. “It’d be hard to take along enough to compete with Harry. He can bring in anything he wants, as long as he can claim it’s for the company.”

“It ain’t fair,” said Do-Wop. “The damn sergeants and officers get all the edge.”

“Now you know why I’ve been acting like an officer,” said Sushi. “Get the captain owing you a couple of favors, and you just might be able to turn them to your advantage.” He knocked back his beer and stood up to take the bottle to the recycler. Then he stopped and grinned. “If I play my cards right, it might even be worth missing a night or two in the bar.”

Do-Wop’s mouth fell wide open. He made a couple of tentative efforts to say something, but then, stunned with the enormity of Sushi’s statement, he simply shook his head in incomprehension. In his universe, there was no conceivable favor a captain could dispense that would make up for a lost night in the bar.

Sushi didn’t stop grinning. But privately, despite all his instincts and training, he found himself wondering whether, on this particular topic, Do-Wop might not be right after all.


Chapter Six
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“Set a thief to catch a thief” is, in the abstract, excellent advice. After all, who knows the tricks of the trade better than an experienced practitioner? Thus it is that the galaxy’s most successful police forces recruit their members from the very class of society that produces the criminals they combat. But when an entire society, as on the space station Lorelei, is oriented toward quasi-criminal activity, this formula does not necessarily ensure success. In fact, it may mean only that the laziest and least intelligent members of the criminal classes end up as police.

* * *

It wasn’t the most elegant space liner, and it certainly wasn’t the fastest, but the Star*Runner was leaving Lorelei now, and that was what mattered. Lola and Ernie stood in the boarding line, doing their best not to look over their shoulders or otherwise attract the attention of anyone who might have the authority to ask what was in the large trunk Ernie had on the luggage cart beside him. If it came to that, the two kidnappers had agreed to abandon the trunk and do their best to elude capture by the station’s security forces. Lola hoped they could call in enough favors from their underworld contacts to get them smuggled off the station somehow. If not, well, they’d deal with that when they had to.

A lot depended on whether or not the Fat Chance had put out a bulletin on the missing robot. Lola was betting that the casino’s instincts would be to keep the theft secret. After all, if the local criminals knew the casino’s owner had left a robot to look after his property, there’d be nothing to deter a serious takeover attempt. As long as they’d believed the most charismatic officer in the Space Legion was there to guard the place, they’d kept their distance. But if it became general knowledge that the Fat Chance was a paper tiger …

Lola hadn’t immediately grasped the implications of that particular piece of information. Now she was beginning to see that it might, in and of itself, be worth more than the robot. The question was, how was she going to take advantage of her knowledge without sticking her own head into a noose? The obvious approach was to let the Fat Chance know that she knew, and milk it for as much as it was worth. Not just for returning the robot—although that’d be worth a fair amount—but for her silence about the robot and what it represented. And, of course, there were potential customers for the information that the Fat Chance was a hollow shell—although the window of opportunity to make capital on that was narrow.

The boarding line edged forward, and she snapped back to reality. None of those plans would much matter if they were intercepted before the liner kicked into FTL and they were out of the local authorities’ reach. Then she’d have the luxury of long-range planning. For now, she had to be ready to cut her losses and run for her life at a moment’s notice.

“Destination?”

Lola started, realizing that in spite of her determination to be alert, she’d been lost in her thoughts. The woman asking the question was short, with shoulder-length brown hair and a neat Lorelei Station Administration uniform with a name tag reading Gillman. She had her hand held out, presumably for the ticket.

“Kerr’s Trio,” said Lola, handing over the coded plastic card that served as her ticket, passport, and luggage check all in one. The Kerr Trio was a system of three Earthlike planets in close orbits around a midsized G star, well developed and populous. A high proportion of Lorelei Station’s customers hailed from there, since the journey was comparatively short and inexpensive, as such things go. Lola had chosen the destination for no other reason than its being the first stopover on the first ship headed out. There, she hoped, they could cover their tracks and choose a final destination more to their liking.

The woman behind the counter slid the card into a reader and glanced at the readout. “Anything to declare?” she asked in a bored voice.

“No,” said Lola. “A few gifts for my family.” The question, she knew, was routine and perfunctory. A few planets monitored the departure of indigenous artifacts, but on a station like Lorelei, where the entire economic base was gambling and tourism, the only things likely to be leaving were souvenirs. The occasional visitor might get lucky and leave with more money than he’d come with, but it didn’t happen often enough to be any threat to the station’s solvency.

“OK, you’re in stateroom twenty-three A, on deck three,” said the woman, gesturing vaguely with her left hand. “Turn right at the head of the stairs, and there’ll be a steward there to show you the way. Need any help with the luggage?”

“We’ve got one big case we could use a hand with,” said Lola, pointing to the trunk Ernie had been wheeling along.

“Wait over there, and a spacecap will be along to help,” said the woman. “Have a nice voyage. Next?”

“What the hell are you doing?” whispered Ernie as he took a position next to her. “This guy gets a notion we’re up to anything funny, and we’ll be up to our ass in trouble.”

“Relax,” she said. “This is the right way to do it, believe me.” She was right, she knew. Now the luggage handlers would remember them as one more pair of passengers with a heavy bag, one more tip, not as some pinchpennies who insisted on wrestling their own bag through tight passageways. A few more minutes, and she could almost relax.

* * *

Brandy watched the legionnaires of Omega Company put the final pieces of the modular base camp back into its trailer. The exercise had gone remarkably well, she thought. At least, in a prepared space, with no worries about possible hostile action and no weather to complicate things, the legionnaires had been able to erect the MBC in the planned-on time. Nobody had gotten hurt, nothing was damaged, and the equipment appeared to be as advertised. She was sure there was something important they’d overlooked, but at the moment she couldn’t put her finger on it.

“Piece of cake, hey, Top?” said a deep voice to her right. She looked to see Chocolate Harry standing there, wearing a purple camouflage cap and vest over his regulation black uniform. Still promoting his “robot-proof” line of supplementary equipment.

“You bet,” she said, nodding. “If it goes anywhere near this well when we have to do it for real, I’ll be thrilled. I ought to find some wood to knock on so I don’t jinx us.”

“One thing about the cap’n, he gets the best stuff you can buy,” said the supply sergeant appreciatively.

“Yeah, I remember when we used to have to sleep in tents when we were out in the field,” said Brandy. “Leaky, cold tents, cold ground under you, too. Had to do that again, I’d hand the captain my retirement papers.”

“You wouldn’t,” said Harry. “Neither would I—not as long as the cap’n’s running the company. If he put us in tents, we’d know it was because tents was the only way to go, and they’d be the best damn tents anybody could buy. I swear, that man’s likely to make me re-up, and I’d have told you you was crazy if you’d told me that a year ago.”

“Ah, you’d re-up just so you could cheat the troops some more,” said Brandy. “How much are you making from that purple junk you’re selling, anyway? Where’d you get the idea we’re going to fight robots?”

“It just so happens I got a deal on the robot camo,” said Harry indignantly. “I’m passin’ along the savin’s to the troops. They’d never get the stuff as cheap anywhere else.”

“Sure, and your mother’s a virgin,” said Brandy, punching him in the shoulder. “We’re about as likely to see combat against robots as we are to invade a candy factory. Nah—we’re more likely to invade a candy factory.”

“Hey, it could happen,” said Harry, looking sheepish. “The Legion way is, you gotta have the troops ready for anything.”

“Sure, but some things are a lot more likely than others,” said Brandy. “You’re trying to make the troops think you’ve got inside information, and you don’t know any more than they do. Well, since you knew this equipment was coming, you must have figured out we’re going someplace where the captain can’t just move us into a hotel. But it’s a long way from that to these renegade robots you’re kicking up such a scare about.”

“Safety first, that’s my motto,” said Harry. “Nobody’s gotta buy the stuff if they don’t want to. But believe you me, when we get to where the robots are shooting at us, you’ll be mighty sorry if you ain’t got something purple to put on.”

“Right,” said Brandy, scoffing. Then her expression turned serious, and she said, “And if we end up anywhere else, everybody wearing that stuff will stick out like a cactus in a snowbank. I don’t mind you grabbing an extra buck where you can, Harry. And the captain sure doesn’t mind it. But if any of my people get hurt because you sold them something that put them in danger they wouldn’t have been in without it, you’re gonna answer to me. You got that?”

“Sure, Brandy, sure, I got it,” said Chocolate Harry. “Don’t you worry, won’t nobody get hurt. And if we do have to fight those robots, everybody will be a lot safer.”

“Fine,” said Brandy. “Just remember. If this camouflage is bullshit, you won’t be the first one that gets hurt. But I can guarantee you’ll be the second.”

Chocolate Harry put his index finger in the middle of his chest. “Brandy,” he said, “a man that rode with the Outlaws ain’t scared of much the Legion can throw at him.”

Brandy stepped forward and grabbed the collar of his uniform and lifted. Big as he was, Harry found his heels coming off the ground. “Maybe you should be scared of what I can throw at you. Or of what I can throw you at,” she growled. She let go of his collar, and Harry fell back onto his heels, staggering a step.

“Uh, check, Brandy,” he said. But she had already turned around and was stalking away from him. Harry reached into his hip pocket, pulled out a handkerchief to wipe the sweat off his brow. He swiped it across his face, then took a look at it. It was camouflage purple. “Awww, shit!” he said, and stuffed it back in his pocket. 

*    *    *

Phule was working up a good sweat on the rowing machine, getting into a rhythm that was comfortable without being too easy, putting his back into the effort. He’d been neglecting his workouts for too long, and it felt good to get into the routine again. When his communicator buzzed, he muttered a single annoyed monosyllable, then put down the oars and lifted his left wrist to mouth level. “What’s up, Mother?”

“Good news, sweetie,” came the saucy voice. “Sushi says he’s identified the man who robbed that restaurant.”

“Great news, for sure,” said Phule. Then, after a pause, “Uh, it’s not one of us, is it?”

“Well, it’s not me, and I’m pretty sure it’s not you,” said Mother. “Who else did you have in mind, lover boy?”

“What I’d really love is for it to be a civilian,” said Phule. “But it looks as if I’m going to have to talk to Sushi to get a straight answer. Put me through to him, will you?”

“Why, I can’t believe you’d insult me that way,” said Mother, doing a passable imitation of wounded innocence. “I give you straight answers all the time, when you ask the right questions. It’s not my fault when you ask a wrong one. But have it your way, sugar pie.” Her voice cut off and Phule heard an electronic signal: Sushi’s communicator signal ringing.

“Hey, Captain, I’ve spotted our man,” said Sushi, after a moment.

“Good news,” said Phule. “I was beginning to worry we’d have to hand the case over to the local cops and leave the planet without solving it. Is it a civilian you’ve identified?” After Mother’s semiserious reprimand, he’d unconsciously phrased his question in a more precise form.

“Yeah,” said Sushi. “Definitely not Legion.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” said Phule. “Have you told the police yet?”

“Nope. I didn’t know whether you’d rather let them make the pinch or do it ourselves. Your call, Captain. If you just want to tell the cops, I can handle it and let you get back to work.”

Phule shook his head. Then, remembering that Sushi couldn’t see him, he said, “I told the Landoor police they couldn’t arrest one of our men without my permission. I’ll extend their civilians the same courtesy. We’ll offer any assistance they’d like and let them decide. Why don’t you zip me the data, and I’ll pass it on to Landoor authorities.”

“You got it, Captain,” said Sushi, and he broke off the connection. Phule looked down at the oars he’d let drop and thought for a moment about picking them back up and rowing some more. But he’d broken his rhythm, and he might as well finish this business. He stood up, stretched his arms, and headed for the showers.
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The Landooran police were at first reluctant to accept at face value my employer’s information that the robber had been identified. Despite his general display of cooperativeness, they retained a degree of suspicion about the motives of the commander of an occupying force. Having intended to reveal the suspect’s identity and then gracefully bow out of the police investigation, my employer found himself instead working to show the police how to interpret the evidence and then lending them assistance for the actual arrest. While he could little afford to spare the time or personnel at this critical juncture, the alternative seemed worse to him.

Now the question became how to assist without seeming to take control of the entire operation. It began to become apparent to my employer, as perhaps it should have some time earlier, that the civil authorities on Landoor were not necessarily the most efficient in the Galaxy at their assigned roles.

* * *

“Tell me again how you know this guy’s the one,” said Patrolman Dunstable. He was a big, beefy veteran cop, and he looked at Phule and Sushi with the weary air of having heard every possible story at least twice and not having believed a word. At the moment, they were sitting in a police hovervan disguised as an antigrav installer’s truck outside the suspect’s apartment building, waiting for him to come home from his job. Another team waited inside the building’s lobby.

“Well, you gave us copies of the surveillance vids of the restaurant robbery,” said Sushi.

“Right,” said the cop patronizingly. “And if you looked at ’em, you know they’re worth just about nothin’. Those things are so out of focus and jerky that you wouldn’t recognize your own wife half the time.”

“Right,” said Phule. “But in the Legion, we’ve got some pretty good equipment for enhancing that kind of raw material. And Sushi’s our best computer man—”

“Sure, and you think that’s gonna nail the perp,” said Dunstable, shaking his head as if Phule had told him he thought the robbery had been committed by little green elves. “I’ll tell you, the better computer enhancement gets, the less I trust it. The operator can make it look like anything he wants by the time he’s done, and ain’t nobody in the world can tell you how he got from where he started to where he ended up.”

“Give me a little more credit than that,” said Sushi. “We aren’t just clearing up the picture; all that does is show us the person’s appearance, which a good disguise or plastic surgery is going to change anyway. With this equipment, I can pick out subtle patterns of movement and posture that are unique to the person, things even a trained actor can’t disguise.”

“There’s another point, too,” said Phule. “Sushi has certain contacts that—well, maybe I’d better not say too much about them. But they gave us a much wider sample of suspects than you’d come up with. As our chaplain told you, there are plenty of Landoorans that fit the description of the robber. But the man we’re after today doesn’t just fit the description, he has the right walk and everything else.”

“He’d better have the right fingerprints and DNA profile, too,” said the cop. “Arrestin’ a citizen for something we can’t prove can get us in a lot of trouble.”

“Gee, you didn’t seem to worry about that when you thought the robber was a legionnaire,” said Sushi.

The cop glared at Sushi, but before he could say anything, Phule hissed, “Here he comes!”

They turned to look out the windshield along the street. Sure enough, here came a black-garbed figure, whose dark pompadour and long sideburns were visible even at a distance, rounding the corner just behind a young woman pushing a baby carriage. Dunstable pressed a communicator button to alert the indoor team, then turned to Phule and said, “That looks like the perp, all right. But like you said, there’s dozens of guys look like that. How do we know this is the one who robbed Takamine’s joint?”

“This has got to be him,” said Sushi. “He’s the only member of the Church of the King who lives in this part of town. It’d be way too much of a coincidence for another one to show up here right when he’s due home from work.”

“You been a cop as long as I have, you seen lots of coincidences,” said Dunstable.

“Yeah, and I bet you arrest ’em anyway,” said Sushi. Then he said in a lower voice, as the suspect came closer, “Are you sure he can’t see us?”

“Not unless he’s got X-ray eyes,” said the cop. “OK, he turns up the walk, we get out and cut off his escape, just in case he spots the inside team and spooks.”

The suspect came closer, strolling unconcernedly behind the baby carriage, and his features became clearer. Phule found himself thinking that, now that he had a reason to distinguish between dozens of King look-alikes, how easy it was to spot differences. This one, for example, was obviously of Asian ancestry, a fact the alteration of his features could not conceal. Phule was beginning to understand how computer image analysis could single out this one man from a crowd of faces that, to the casual eye, looked exactly the same.

Of course, once they caught him, they’d still have to convince a local jury that the evidence was as damning as Sushi claimed it was. If the suspect’s lawyer got his trial delayed until the company was off Landoor and Sushi’s expert testimony unavailable, he might win an acquittal. Even if Sushi did take the stand, he might get an acquittal. Phule wasn’t sure he himself understood all the wrinkles in the case, and it had been his idea.

The suspect cut ahead of the stroller and turned toward the building, and Dunstable grinned wickedly. “OK, let’s get this creep,” he said and threw open the hovervan’s door, ready to close the trap behind their quarry.

Unfortunately, exactly at that moment, the young woman with the baby carriage gave out a monumental sneeze. The suspect turned around just in time to see Dunstable leap out onto the sidewalk with Phule and Sushi behind him. A glance toward the building showed him several uniformed policemen emerging from the doors. At that, the suspect dropped his lunchbox and began to sprint across the flower beds. That was enough to convince Phule. “Stun him, Sushi,” he shouted, and dropped to one knee to allow a clear shot.

But Officer Dunstable didn’t know about the stun ray, and neither did the woman with the baby carriage. Or perhaps the fleeing suspect deliberately used them as shields. In any case, both were in the direct line of fire. Sushi raised his stun gun, then shook his head. With others in the line of fire, he wasn’t going to risk it.

Meanwhile, the woman and her carriage were directly in Dunstable’s path. He came to a halt just short of running them over. The woman let out a shriek and stopped. But when Dunstable made as if to go around them to the left, the woman took a step back and pulled the carriage toward her, blocking him again. This time, he stopped so abruptly his feet tangled under him, and down he went in a heap, just managing to miss the carriage. He stumbled to his feet, but by then the suspect had disappeared around the corner.

The other cops saw the suspect running too. A group of them cut across the garden to intercept him. But before they got more than a few steps, they found themselves at a thick hedge. A young policeman with a square jaw and muscles like an athlete’s tried to force his way through. He immediately got stuck on the inch-long thorns that had kept the others from trying. This left him squealing and leaving behind small bits of his uniform and person as his partners tried to haul him out, joining him in occasional indecorous exclamations as the thorns caught them, too. Meanwhile, the suspect could have walked away.

“The robber’s escaped,” said Phule, smacking his hand into his fist. “Now we’ll never be able to clear our people of suspicion.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Dunstable, returning. “I think you’ve got a good case now. The guy took off the moment he saw us, and that’s proof he’s guilty of something.”

“Yes, but maybe it’s no more than unpaid parking fines,” said Phule dejectedly. “I want my company cleared of all suspicion, and as long as this fellow’s running free, someone can still say we left the planet under a shadow.”

“Hold on, Captain, my backup plan might still work,” said Sushi, looking in the direction in which the fugitive had disappeared.

“Backup plan?” Phule turned and looked accusingly at Sushi. “You didn’t mention a backup plan!”

Sushi answered with a sheepish expression, “That’s because if we didn’t need it, nobody needed to know about it. Especially not the cops.”

Phule stiffened. “It’s not your place to decide what I need to know, Sushi. I’m your superior officer.”

“And I’m the head of an interplanetary, uh, organization,” said Sushi. “Which on behalf of our restaurant owner, Mr. Takamine, I decided to call in a favor from. We’ll see if it works.”

“The Ya—” Phule began.

“Ya, ya,” Sushi cut him off with a finger to the lips. “No need to mention names here,” he said, looking at Officer Dunstable.

“What the heck you talkin’ about?” said the policeman, but then a shout came from the cops extricating their brother officer from the thorn hedge, and he turned to look. “I’ll be damned, he’s coming back!”

Sure enough, the suspect was walking slowly back toward them, a resigned look on his face. His body language radiated utter defeat. A short distance behind him—almost as if by accident—a stout, middle-aged Japanese man walked with a small, nervous dog on a leash.

“See? I told you that business venture of mine would come in handy one of these days,” said Sushi. He turned to Dunstable. “I don’t think you’ll have any more trouble with him,” he said. Sure enough, even as he spoke, one cop took the suspect in hand, and he surrendered without the least sign of resistance. The middle-aged man walked on, speaking softly to his little dog, and nodded politely to the policemen as he passed.

Only someone who was looking for them might have noticed the elaborate tattoos that identified the man as a member of the Yakuza.
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With the capture of the robber, the company’s last business on Landoor was effectively over. My employer now concentrated his efforts on the transfer to our new base. And the troops’ curiosity was to some degree assuaged when their captain finally received permission from State to reveal the Company’s destination.

Of course, that just started speculation in a new direction.

* * *

Tusk-anini squinted in the bright sunlight reflecting off the Landoor spaceport’s tarmac, then reached into his uniform pocket and put on his dark sunglasses. Over his warthoglike snout, the effect was comical, but the Omega Mob had gotten used to it, just as they’d gotten used to the fact that the swinish-looking Volton was one of their most intelligent comrades. “Gnat, why Zenobians ask for military advisors?” the Volton asked. “They look like good fighters to me.”

Super-Gnat shifted her duffel bag off her left shoulder onto the ground and looked up at her partner. “I’ve been wondering about that myself,” she said. “If Flight Leftenant Qual is a fair sample of what they’ve got, I’d hate to see the kind of trouble that makes them ask for outside help.”

“Hate it or love it, we getting to see it soon,” said Tusk-anini glumly. “Why else they want us go there?”

“To show them we are the best,” said Spartacus, one of the Synthian legionnaires. His duffel bag was riding behind him on his glide-board. “To show them how all races can work in harmony to defeat the enemies of the people.”

“Yeah, but who are the enemies of the people?” said Super-Gnat. “It’s gotta be somebody pretty fierce to make the Zenobians call for help.”

Tusk-anini grunted. “And whoever, why they our enemies? They no hurt Tusk-anini. Why we need to go fight them?”

“Nobody’s said we’re going to fight anybody,” said Brandy, dropping her own duffel bag with the others in the staging area. “We’re advisors, remember? We aren’t going to get in any fighting unless somebody attacks us. Besides, nobody’s said that the Zenobians are being attacked, either.”

“Whatever you say, Brandy,” said Super-Gnat, but her expression was skeptical.

“That’s right, whatever the sarge says,” agreed Rev with his usual crooked smile. “We’re all just soldiers here, followin’ orders and waitin’ for our big chance.”

“We’re legionnaires, not soldiers,” said Brandy, frowning.

“Sure, Sarge,” said Rev with a little grin that made it clear that he didn’t think the difference was important. A couple of legionnaires—ones who’d had their face reshaped in the image of the King—chuckled.

Brandy frowned again but didn’t push the issue. She still didn’t entirely appreciate the chaplain’s influence on her troops, especially not when he said things that cast him as the troops’ friend and her as something else. There were times when a top sergeant needed to motivate her troops by intimidation and other times she needed to be a confessor and big sister to them. Rev was doing his best to co-opt the latter function. It occurred to Brandy that part of the chaplain’s job might be to make things harder for sergeants. That didn’t mean sergeants had to like it.

“I hear the lizards are trying to overthrow their emperor, and the government wants us to help ’em beat the rebels,” said Double-X, who’d been hovering around the fringes of the group. “So it’s lizard against lizard, which is why they’re having so much trouble.”

“That’d make sense,” said Spartacus. “But we should be joining on the side of the people, not of the tyrants.”

“The Alliance wouldn’t send us to take sides in a civil war,” said Super-Gnat. “That’s asking for trouble.”

“Hey, this planet right here was in the middle of a civil war when we came in, right?” said Double-X. “If the captain hadn’t got both sides interested in something other than fighting—”

“Not the same thing,” said Brandy. “The war was over when we got here, and Landoor was already part of the Alliance. The lizards just signed on. I can’t see how the government would let us be used that way.”

“I know what it is,” said Tusk-anini. “Legion headquarters don’t like Captain Jester. They try get him in trouble all the time. Maybe they trying to send us someplace where there more trouble than we can handle.”

“That’s enough of that,” said Brandy sternly. “We’re Legion. The brass aren’t going to put us in any situation we can’t handle. Don’t go asking for trouble, Tusk.”

“I never ask trouble, Sarge,” said Tusk-anini. “I get plenty without asking.” But he didn’t say anything else.

Brandy was just as glad. They’d have enough to worry about just going onto a brand-new planet—new to the Legion, anyway. It didn’t help to have the troops thinking the brass were trying to walk them out on a limb and saw it off. Even if, as Brandy suspected privately, Tusk-anini was damn likely right.

Then, somewhere in the distance, a band struck up a lively march. Its sound came closer, and the waiting legionnaires saw flags and the glint of sunlight on polished brass and chrome. “All right, guys, let’s see you form up nice and pretty for the departure ceremony,” said Brandy. “You aren’t gonna get this too many times, so we might as well enjoy it.”

Besides, she thought to herself, they’re always glad to see the troops leave. It’s a whole different story when we show up someplace for the first time. Not even Captain Jester had managed to change that eternal verity of Legion life.


Chapter Seven
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For reasons familiar to those who have worked in any sort of bureaucracy, my employer’s success in achieving his goals was not matched by an equal rise in his esteem with his superiors. Or, to put it directly, General Blitzkrieg’s enmity was a constant.

But the company’s new assignment had been initiated by State, and the foreign power in question had specifically requested Omega Company to serve as advisors in their current crisis. So the general had little choice but to acquiesce in the decisions made by those in positions of greater power.

But while someone who has no choice about a matter is often well advised to make the best of things as they are, General Blitzkrieg was of a different school. Given lemons, he was not only reluctant to make lemonade; he made the most concerted effort I have ever seen to convert the lemons into rotten apples.

* * *

Major Sparrowhawk cast a speculative eye on the young officer standing in front of her desk. Major Botchup, his name tag said. Young was the definitive word for him; despite his having achieved the same rank she had reached after eleven hard years of Legion service, he couldn’t have been much over twenty years old, Standard. Rich parents bought him a commission, she thought sourly. It was the normal way such things happened in the money-starved Space Legion.

“General Blitzkrieg will see you in just a moment,” she said, doing her best to cover up her almost instant dislike for this pipsqueak. There was something in his face and in his bearing that would have made him annoying even if he’d been an enlisted legionnaire or a civilian.

And above all in his voice, she was reminded as he answered her, “Thank you, Major.” He managed somehow, in three superficially harmless words, to convey the strong impression that, despite their equality in rank and her status as aide-de-camp to a Legion general, he considered her his inferior. Well, as long as he could do the job the general had for him, it wasn’t her job to find fault with him. Still, she felt like letting him sit in the outer office for an hour or so, cooling his heels, instead of showing him in when the general emerged from the restroom.

She made no effort to strike up a conversation with Botchup. What would they talk about, his hair stylist? Instead, she turned back to her computer and the speech the general had given her “to proofread,” which meant rewriting it nearly from scratch to keep him from appearing even more of an ass than he was. Given the necessity of keeping most of his opinions intact (although she did what she could to disguise the most fatuous ones), this was no mean feat. For a moment, she wondered whether talking with Major Botchup might not, after all, be preferable to salvaging the speech, but then the general stuck his head out the door and said, “Welcome, Major! Come on inside,” and the moment was gone. The major swept into the inner office, the door closed, and she returned to unsplitting the general’s infinitives and unmixing his metaphors, a job comparable to unscrambling eggs.

She was trying to figure out whether Blitzkrieg meant anything in particular by “Every legionnaire must be ready to confront the vissicitous priorities that may have been left on his back burner for the time being but always remembering that the hand of fate has a way of stepping in without preamble or precedent.” She had just about decided to leave it the way it was and hope somebody in the audience asked him to explain it, when he signaled her. “Major, I thought I asked you to give me the personnel files for Omega Company,” he said over the intercom.

In fact, she had given them to him when he’d first asked for them. She suspected they were somewhere in the mess atop his desk, in which he claimed to be able to lay his hands on anything but almost invariably couldn’t. “Oh, I have them right here, sir,” she said innocently and picked up the duplicate set she’d made. “I’ll bring them right in.”

She found the general standing with his hands behind his back, looking out the office window, while Major Botchup sat in a chair in front of the desk, sending a reproachful stare at Sparrowhawk. Little do you know, sonny, she thought. “Here are the files you wanted, sir,” she said, ignoring Botchup and placing the printouts on the general’s desk. The general always wanted printouts; she suspected that was because he hadn’t learned how to open electronic files.

“Ah, at last,” said the general. He walked over and picked up the folders and said, “Now, Major, here’s everything you need to know about this outfit. I don’t mind saying that they need a good man to put the company to rights. The thing is, you’re going into a possible combat situation, and I’ll uphold whatever measures you judge necessary. We can’t have legionnaires exposed to danger because of incompetent officers. When I first sent Jester in, I thought he might be up to the job, but he proved me wrong almost at once. No point dwelling on it, of course.”

“Of course,” said Botchup smugly. “In a case like this, it’s best to clear the screen and start from scratch. Make sure they know what you expect, and then hold them to the letter of the law. I suspect I’ll have to make examples of a few of them before the rest realize the party’s over. But I can promise the results will be worth it.” After a beat, he added a very perfunctory “Sir.”

Blitzkrieg didn’t notice the perceptible pause. “Good man, Major, that’s the spirit I’m looking for. Now, I want you to hold Jester to the same standard as the rest of them. I’ll warn you, the fellow’s spent so much time currying favor with the troops that they may resent you coming in, but that shouldn’t hinder a good officer like you.”

“I have a better regard for my position than to cotton to the dregs of the Legion,” said Botchup with a slightly raised eyebrow. “If you’ll pardon my saying so, of course.”

“No, no, Major, never any harm in telling the truth,” said Blitzkrieg. His grimace was full of malice. Heaven help Phule and his men when this little snot gets hold of them, thought Sparrowhawk. Then, after a moment’s reflection, she amended the sentiment: Heaven help the Legion if this little snot actually succeeds.

* * *

It was after midnight, Galactic Standard Time, and the space liner’s passageways were empty, the lights dimmed to conserve energy. Except for a few scurrying maintenance droids, the ship was quiet; even the crew member nominally on watch had dozed off, relying on the ship’s automatic systems to warn him of anything requiring his attention. He really wasn’t needed. Odds were, any emergency the automatics couldn’t handle would kill the ship no matter what the man on watch did. The starship line didn’t tell its passengers that, but the experienced travelers had long since figured it out. It didn’t stop very many people from traveling.

So there was nobody awake to see the hatchway to Ernie and Lola’s stateroom slide open and the custom-designed Andromatic robot they’d stolen from the Fat Chance Casino step quietly into the passageway. It looked both ways, determining its location within the ship—its memory had diagrams of all standard starship models stored—and headed aft.

The robot’s incredibly realistic external appearance notwithstanding, its programming was, at core, very simple. While its appearance had to deceive not just casual observers but reasonably close acquaintances of the person it was designed to mimic, its internal list of tasks was short and basic. It could carry on a simple conversation long enough to give the impression of independent thought. It could notice who was listening so as not to repeat itself too obviously when mingling with a crowd. It could respond appropriately to a fairly wide range of questions or to situations requiring action.

As long as it made every effort to follow orders and to protect human beings, it could act to protect itself and to preserve its owner’s investment in it, a sum that even a multimillionaire might not consider small change. And so, being stolen had called its self-preservation program into operation. Its Asimov circuits had prevented it from making its escape while the humans who had stolen it were still awake—if they tried to recapture it, it would be forced to choose between saving itself and harming them. Best to avoid that conflict. But now the two humans had fallen into an exhausted sleep. It was a matter of moments to escape the primitive restraints they had attached to it and leave the cabin. Now its primary purpose was to find a way to return to its owner.

The lifeboat bay was a rarely used area of the ship. Regulations required a lifeboat drill within twenty-four hours of departure from any port where passengers had come aboard, but on most ships this was a formality, carried out with the aid of realistic holos. A passenger who was so inclined could follow the drill from the comfort of his cabin or the first-class lounge. But most passengers simply ignored it. As a result, the robot found the lifeboat bay deserted.

A human wanting to commandeer a lifeboat would have had a hard time overcoming the electronic safeguards built into the system. For an Andromatic robot, the process was simplicity itself. Overriding outdated civilian security hardware aboard the ship was child’s play for the milspec programming Phule had ordered installed in his robot double. The first thing the crewman on watch knew of the escape was when an alarm buzzer woke him. By then, the lifeboat was clear of the ship, accelerating away. The crewman stared at the blinking dot on his radar screen and cursed.

Once free, it would automatically seek out the nearest human-habitable planet and make a soft landing there. The lifeboat had only rudimentary controls on board, for dodging debris in the vicinity of a damaged mother ship. There was no way to take control of it remotely. The only way to prevent the escape would have been to send another, faster lifeboat, equipped with grappling gear—something only a military vessel would carry.

The crewman looked at his screen again. The skipper would have his hide for this; lifeboats were expensive, and he might have been able to prevent its loss if he’d been alert. He hadn’t been, and it was probably going to cost him his job. But he was already in all the trouble he could get into, and there was really nothing more he could do about it. Having come to that conclusion, he yawned. The skipper would learn what had happened in the morning, and that would be time enough to face the consequences. He yawned again and settled down to go back to sleep.

On the screen, the blinking light moved slowly away from the ship, seeking a planet to land on.
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To call Zenobia a swamp world is, of course, a gross oversimplification. As with any world large enough to support highly evolved life-forms, it presents a rich variety of habitats, from warm, tropical bays to frozen tundra, from mountain meadows to salt marshes, from rain forest to stony desert. Not to forget, of course, that as a planet that has given birth to an advanced technological civilization, it has by now become, to a great extent, an urban landscape. The capital city boasts as much square footage of glass, concrete, and polished metal as any city of old Earth.

But the Zenobians themselves evolved from swamp and jungle dwellers, and (not surprisingly) they retain the habits and preferences of their remote ancestors. Landscape designers work overtime to create the illusion of deep jungle on the grounds of popular resorts, and some of the most affluent suburbs of the great cities look, from the air, much like primitive swamps. Where a human civil engineer would be looking for ways to drain a swamp to get some buildable land, a Zenobian looks for ways to drown a desert.

So, despite the popular image of the Zenobians as swamp dwellers, it came as no surprise to my employer when the Zenobian government requested that he set up his base in a semiarid highland some distance from the capital city. They were no more likely to ask him to set down in swampland than a Terran government would ask off-world visitors to locate in the middle of a golf course or football stadium. The fact that it was comparatively comfortable to us had nothing to do with it.

What mattered to the locals was that it was, from their point of view, a completely worthless piece of property. And of course my employer had no intention of letting them know that it had any attraction whatsoever to him.

Of such conflicting values are bargains created.

* * *

The black ship settled onto its landing skids, surrounded by a cloud of dust from the dry land underneath. After an interval, the dust settled and the rear hatch swung down. A moment later, a party of armored legionnaires were out onto the ground, taking up strategic positions. Above them, a bubble turret popped up from the lander’s roof, with energy weapons poised to fire on anything that threatened the landing.

When the advance scouts were in position, they began digging in. So far, nothing unexpected had happened. Lieutenant Armstrong, who led the initial party, spoke into his wrist comm unit. “All elements in place,” he said. “No sign of resistance; no hostiles in view. Perimeter secure, in my opinion.”

“Reading loud and clear,” came Mother’s teasing voice. “Electronics report no power equipment except ours in use within five kilometers. And there’s no sign of any large life-forms within the same radius. So it looks as if you’re all safe for now, cutie pie.”

“Good,” said Armstrong crisply. “Get the next wave out, then. The sooner we get some shelter set up, the happier I’ll be. This place is hot.”

“Aww, don’t you fret, now, Armie,” said Mother. “We’ll send somebody out with a nice cool drinkie for you. Just keep your pants on.” She broke the connection.

Almost immediately, the second echelon, led by Chocolate Harry on his “hawg,” began to roll down the shuttle’s ramp. Where the first wave had been equipped to deal with possible enemy action, this group’s mission was to get secure shelter set up in the shortest possible time. For the first time since Phule had taken command, the company wouldn’t be quartered in a first-class hotel; the Zenobians’ buildings were scaled for their own race, far too small for comfortable use by humans.

Chocolate Harry’s team steered a large trailer carefully down the ramp and across the landing area until it was well clear of the shuttle—nobody wanted to spend time setting it up if it was going to be knocked off its moorings by the departing lander. Harry scowled at the site the remote sensors had selected for setting up the structure, pacing its length and width, looking at the ground for any sign that the electronics had been wrong. At last, satisfied that everything was up to spec, he nodded. “OK, let’s get this muvva set up,” he said. “You ready, Double-X?”

“Yeah, Sarge,” said the legionnaire from a perch high atop the MBC. “All systems nominal; ready to assemble on your signal.”

“All right, you heard him,” shouted Harry to his team. “Take your positions and be ready to assemble.”

The legionnaires scurried to their assigned positions while Double-X went down a last-minute checklist, reading his instruments to be sure the MBC was level, the mechanicals powered up, the structure solid after being loaded on a shuttle, flown several dozen light-years, and unloaded on an unfamiliar planet.

“All settings nominal,” Double-X finally shouted, looking up from the instruments. “Ready to deploy shelter.”

“OK, look alive, people,” said Harry. “You’ve all done this before, so it should be a piece of cake. If anybody screws up, your ass is mine.” He paused and looked around at the circle of legionnaires. Satisfied that everyone really was in position and ready to do his job, he shouted, “OK, Double-X, let ’er rip.”

“Aye, aye, Sarge,” said Double-X, and he pulled the starting lever. Harry held his breath. They’d practiced this operation back on Landoor, but back there, if the MBC didn’t work right, they could just go back to the Landoor Plaza Hotel and try it again the next day. Here, if it didn’t work, they’d be living on the shuttle—or out in the open, once the shuttle left—until they got it fixed. They had no experience sleeping in the open on this world, but if the conditions now were any indication, it was likely to be uncomfortable. Chocolate Harry really didn’t want to have to explain to the captain why the shelter wasn’t ready—not when he knew how much the captain had paid for this full-featured deluxe housing module.

But there weren’t any obvious problems yet. The MBC had quietly begun to unfold along previously invisible joints in its surface, doubling, redoubling, and again redoubling the size of its footprint. Somewhere near the center, a pipe was augering its way down into the ground, anchoring the structure firmly. At the same time, it was seeking out the water that instruments had located somewhere below the surface. Combining the water with common elements from the soil and air, the MBC would synthesize many of its major structural elements within the next hour—assuming the water was where the instruments said it was.

With the structure’s main skeleton now laid down, the rest of Harry’s crew leapt into action, moving swiftly along the outflung structural members to throw switches, open valves, and check readouts. The unit sent additional anchors into the soil, and once they’d gotten a grip, began to erect uprights to support the walls and ceilings. Subunits of the main engine began to click online, and electrical outlets, comm connections, ventilation ducts, and plumbing fixtures began to unfold in place. Crew members marked them on their charts; later crews would verify that everything worked properly.

Reaching the center of the structure, Harry stopped and turned in a full circle, admiring the rapid progress of the job. The rest of the company had begun to come out of the shuttle, too, unloading equipment and supplies, setting up additional structures, and in general preparing the area for an extended stay on Zenobia. He smiled, but only for a moment. Then his eyes opened wide, and he shouted, “Yo, what the hell you think you’re doin’? Let go of that thing! You wanna tear down the whole wall? Let go of it!” He began to move his considerable bulk in the direction of the impending disaster, cursing under his breath. Omega Company might have brushed up its image, but deep down, it still had the capability for instant catastrophe.

It made for interesting times, even when things seemed to be going right.

* * *

At last, darkness was falling on Zenobia, and Lieutenant Rembrandt scanned the Legion encampment with a satisfied expression. There had been screwups—with this outfit, there were always screwups—but on the whole, the MBC had gone up without a hitch and with a minimum of damage to the troops erecting it. A few sprains and minor cuts, not to forget a few frayed tempers, was a small price to pay for what they’d accomplished today. The captain’s investment in the new equipment had more than repaid itself, she thought.

By dinnertime, the troops had sat down together in the new mess hall to a hot meal. Of course, Sergeant Escrima had complained vociferously about the primitive facilities he had to work with and the shortage of fresh ingredients—that last would be remedied as soon as they could find local sources of supply—but Rembrandt thought the food was every bit as tasty as what the cooks had turned out in a state-of-the-art hotel kitchen. And if anyone else had noticed a decline in quality, she hadn’t heard them say so. That was probably just as well, given the mess sergeant’s hair-trigger temper and homicidal fury.

The other camp buildings had gone up quickly too, and there was a second well already drilled in the center of the compound. Chocolate Harry had put up a supply depot as soon as the living quarters were done, and all the company’s motorized equipment and electronics were now safely under cover. The company had only a general idea what kind of weather this planet offered, but unless a tornado sprang up out of nowhere, the equipment could probably survive it.

Meanwhile, the troops had established a secure perimeter and systematically begun to extend their control into the countryside beyond it. Electronic surveillance equipment had been put in place, and they were ready to tap into the natives’ military intelligence satellite network as soon as the captain had gotten passwords from the government. Rembrandt hoped those would come through soon; they were secure against anything local, but to do the job they had been sent for, the company needed to know what was brewing beyond their line of sight or on the planet’s other continents.

What worried Rembrandt was the natives’ silence about the exact nature of the threat they were facing. That made no sense. You didn’t take your skimmer to a mechanic and then refuse to tell him what was wrong—not if you wanted the problem solved, you didn’t. But the little lizards hadn’t said word one about who or what they’d called the Omega Mob here to advise them how to fight. If they continued to keep their mouths shut, it could mean big trouble.

With any luck, they’d have the answer before much longer. The captain had landed directly in the Zenobian capital to meet representatives of the local government for a full briefing on their mission here. He wasn’t likely to be satisfied until he’d found out exactly what mysterious mission the Zenobians had requested Omega Company for.

She hoped they wouldn’t find out the hard way, before the captain got back.

* * *

Chief Potentary Korg grinned. It was not a spectacle calculated to put Phule at his ease. The xenosemanticists who’d briefed him back in the Alliance swore up and down that the expression meant exactly the same in the Zenobians as it did in humans. That didn’t make it any more reassuring, given Korg’s full complement of razor-sharp teeth. The oversized sunglasses the Zenobian wore did nothing to improve the image.

“It is great privilege at last to meet you, Captain Clown,” said Korg. “Flight Leftenant Qual has been enthusiastic in detailing your species’ peculiar adaptations for warfare, and it is very much our pleasure to see that you have accepted our invitation to advise us on defending ourselves against the invaders.”

“I am honored to have been invited,” said Phule, who along with Beeker had attended a welcoming ceremony in the Zenobian capital while his company set up their camp out in the boonies. They were sitting in a reviewing stand of sorts, constructed of some local vegetable material that, without quite being wood, had a similar degree of rigidity and ease of assembly into useful structures. Before them was arrayed a large assembly of Zenobian military in the uniforms of various service branches. They were distinguished primarily by their berets: red for the Mudrovers, blue for the Swamplurkers, green for the Paratreetoppers, and so on. And all of them wore sunglasses.

“I can assure you that the Alliance will do everything possible to assist your people in meeting the threat you are facing,” Phule added. “But perhaps we should talk about the exact nature of this threat.”

“But undeniably!” boomed Korg’s translator. “As soon as we have done with the display of our disputatious spirit and thorough preparedness, all shall be revealed to you!”

The display was long and instructive. Having seen Flight Leftenant Qual in action, Phule already knew how agile the Zenobians could be; now he saw that Qual was merely a somewhat above average specimen of his race. Many of the troops in the review were larger, faster, stronger, and far more agile than the flight leftenant. Several of their weapons (such as the stun ray, the design of which Phule had acquired for his father’s munitions company) were more advanced than those of the Alliance races. Korg’s grin seemed to have grown wider with each contingent of troops or display of equipment that passed the reviewing stand. And Phule was quite certain that not everything was being shown to him. After all, the alliance was only a few months old and had barely been tested. Any sensible race would have a few hole cards it wouldn’t be showing a newly acquired ally. He was just as glad he had gotten off on the right foot with them.

Finally, the demonstration concluded with a convincing demonstration of unarmed combat—a somewhat paradoxical concept when applied to a race naturally equipped with a saurian predator’s teeth and claws. Korg turned to Phule and said, “Now, Captain, let us retire for refreshment and some candid conversation.”

“I look forward to both,” said Phule, and he and Beeker followed the Zenobian leader into a nearby building. To one side, a buffet was laid out with a variety of foods.

* * *

In deference to the humans’ dietary prejudices, the spread included several cooked dishes, as well as a selection of vegetables (many no doubt imported for the occasion). And whoever had been involved in the planning had thoughtfully laid in a full Terran bar. After filling their plates and glasses, Phule and Beeker joined Chief Potentary Korg and his adjutant at a table. Korg played host to perfection, making certain that both Phule and Beeker got everything they wanted.

“That was a very impressive display,” said Phule politely. If anything, it was an understatement. The Zenobians would be a formidable opponent for any race that went to war with them. Except that their request for Phule’s company as military advisors seemed to indicate that they’d encountered something they couldn’t handle. Exactly what was it they couldn’t handle? Phule wondered. And what made them think that Omega Company could handle it? It was very puzzling.

“Thank you, Captain,” said Korg, flashing his saurian grin once more. At least he’d removed the sunglasses now that they were indoors. “It would please me, sometime, to see a similar demonstration of the Alliance’s capabilities. But in due time, all in due time. Meanwhile, as you can undoubtedly guess, we have invited your company here for a very good reason.”

Aha, here it comes, thought Phule. “I find it hard to imagine an adversary that your forces wouldn’t be able to deal with on their own,” he said.

“Nevertheless, we have encountered one,” said Korg. “They are here on the planet even as we speak. And yet I tell you in all candidacy, we have been unable to make even the slightest maneuvers against them.”

“That’s very surprising, sir,” said Phule. “What can you tell us about these invaders? The more intelligence you can give me, the better we can determine how to assist you.”

“What we have, you shall have,” said Korg. “All our intercepts of their communications shall be given to you. But to initiate you into the situation, behold! Here, in the shell of an armored land beast, is what we know.” He waved his foreclaw, and an assistant turned on a view screen.

An aerial view of the Zenobian capital appeared, recognizable despite an odd distortion. “This is an intercepted high-frequency signal from an alien surveillance device,” said Korg. “Without going into details, I will tell you that this and several other devices have been systematically monitoring our major population centers and military installations.”

“I see,” said Phule. “Have you eliminated the possibility that these signals are from some internal agency—monitoring the traffic or weather, for example?”

“This occurred to us, but it seemed very unlikely, even at first,” said Korg. “To begin with, the frequency employed is not one used by any of our normal communications equipment. In fact, the signals were first discovered quite by accident. Only when it was discovered that the source was mobile did we know they were artificially generated.”

“A mobile source,” said Phule, nodding. “Some sort of surveillance drone, then. Have you been able to intercept one of the drones?”

“No,” said Korg. He reached one of his foreclaws up to pick a small piece of meat from between two teeth. “To be absolutely veracious, other than by their signals, we have had no success whatever in detecting these drones. It is as if they are invisible.”

“Invisible!” said Beeker, leaning forward. “That would seem to defy the laws of physics, would it not, sir?”

“It would seem so,” said Phule. “Possibly it has something to do with your equipment, though. Our two races use different frequencies, and not all the Alliance races use the same frequencies for their internal communications, either. Once our base is properly set up, we’ll see whether these signals register on our own equipment. Have you been able to trace where the drones come from?”

Korg grinned again. “We have made every effort to do so, and in fact we have identified several locations from which they might originate. Unfortunately, we can identify nothing at those locations which we can recognize as of intelligent design.”

“Very interesting,” said Phule. “You’d think the beings who made these devices would have a base, even if it was camouflaged. Have you sent ground troops in to investigate the areas where they originate?”

“We have done so, and found nothing,” said Korg. “It is a puzzle, I must confess. But of one thing there is no question: We cannot allow them to usurp our territory unchallenged.”

“Why, sir, have they done you any harm?” asked Beeker.

“None directly,” admitted Korg. “Their signals have created undue noise in our communications, and we fear they can receive our messages. This is why we waited to inform you snout-to-snout of what we are facing.”

“And what is your greatest concern, in a nutshell?” asked Phule.

“It is mostly our worry as to their capabilities and intentions,” said Korg. “No wise race allows a strange beast to sit on the edge of its nest unexamined.”

“Well, we’ll see what we can do for you,” said Phule. Then he added with all the confidence he could muster, “We’ve got the most sophisticated equipment in the Alliance, and some people who can make it do tricks even the designers never thought of. We’ll get to the bottom of it, don’t you worry.”

“Flight Leftenant Qual’s reports have given me great faith in you, Captain,” said Korg, grinning again. “I am sure you will come up with a solution.”

Phule wished he was anywhere near as confident as Korg seemed to be.


Chapter Eight
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The curious thing about the Zenobian Empire was that it largely overlapped Alliance territory. The Zenobians had even settled colonies on planets in several systems the Alliance thought of as its own. But the lizardlike aliens preferred an environment that most of the Alliance races found oppressively hot and therefore tended to settle planets closer to the primaries than those settled by other sophonts. Since space travel was normally conducted at light speed, and the two races used entirely different frequencies for communication, there had been no direct contact between the races until one of their ships made an emergency landing on Haskin’s Planet and was discovered by members of my employer’s company.

Now that the Zenobians had declared their intention of working with the predominantly human Alliance, the two species were amazed to learn just how many systems they had inhabited in common without at all interacting, like fish in the depths of a mountain lake and gorgeous flowers on the bank.

One of the biggest surprises was the location of the Zenobians’ home planet.

* * *

The knock on the stateroom door was expected. With a sigh, Lola stood up and went to open it. Out in the corridor stood a dark-haired man in ship’s uniform, carrying an electronic notebook. He showed an ID card and said, “Good day, ma’am. I’m investigating an incident overnight. Would you mind answering a few questions?”

“Why, of course not,” said Lola, looking at the card. “Master-at-arms—that sounds exciting. Was the ship attacked?”

“I could do without that kind of excitement, ma’am,” said the officer with a low chuckle. “Master-at-arms is just an old-fashioned title for a ship’s security officer. On a ship like this, that’s a part-time job. I earn my keep by being purser, and second engineer in a real pinch.”

“Well, I don’t know whether to be disappointed or not,” said Lola with a flippant gesture. “Space travel is so … unromantic. I’ve had more excitement on a hoverbus. What kind of incident are you investigating, Mr. … uh, Mr. Hernandez?”

“One of the lifeboats left the ship, and about the only way that could have happened was if there was a person on board. So we’re checking to see if anyone’s missing. I have this cabin listed as a double. You’re Miss Miller, I presume—sharing with a Mr. Reeves?”

“That’s right,” said Lola. She took a seat on the love seat to one side of the small stateroom and crossed her legs. “Ernie’s gone to the lounge for a drink. I expect he’ll be back to change for dinner, say in an hour or so. Did you need to see him now?”

“Not really, ma’am,” said Hernandez, “Right now, we’re getting a quick count of passengers so we can determine who’s missing. Then we’ll know who took the lifeboat.”

“What will you do when you learn that?” asked Lola, leaning forward and toying with a strand of hair. This officer might be an interesting person to get to know better, she thought. After all, the ship’s purser might have access to a fair amount of money.

“I expect we’ll try to attach the hijacker’s assets,” said the officer. “One of these lifeboats costs as much as a small intra-system space yacht. If you’ve ever priced those, you know it’s no joke. Even if we recover it in one piece, it’ll cost us a fair amount to get it back into service.”

“I can imagine,” she said. “I wonder why anyone would take it. Where would this hijacker be planning to go?”

“His plans don’t matter much, ma’am,” said Hernandez. “Once the boat’s launched, it’s programmed to find the nearest planet that humans could survive on, and land there. There’s no manual override at all. After all, the designers have to assume that it’ll be carrying passengers with no astrogational skills. Trying to land other than by automatics would be sheer suicide.”

“The nearest planet,” mused Lola. “Where would that be, now?”

“When the boat deployed, we were still within the system where Lorelei station’s located, ma’am,” said the officer. “There’s one marginally habitable planet, listed on our charts as HR-63. A hot one, but breathable air and a solid surface. Our fellow will be landing there, probably in two or three weeks’ time, and the boat has sufficient supplies to keep one person alive for a couple of years. I doubt he’ll need them for long, though. We’ve recently learned that the planet is inhabited, and the indigenes have joined the Alliance. We’ll have to go through State, but maybe they can get them to take him into custody until he can be sent back to face charges.”

“Oh, that would be good,” said Lola, trying to sound enthusiastic about it. This was bad news. It meant that she and Ernie would have to take evasive measures after all. She’d been hoping the boat and the robot would simply disappear into empty space, leaving no clues who had stolen it. On the other hand, it might take a while for the indigenes to turn over the robot, which would give her and Ernie plenty of time to disappear on their own. “What’s this new race I haven’t heard about?” she asked, fluttering her eyelids. If she was going to get this purser to pay attention to her, she had to keep him talking.

“A bunch of miniature dinosaurs,” said Hernandez with a quirky grin. “They call themselves Zenobians.”

* * *

“Invisible alien drones, huh? That’s one I ain’t heard before,” said Do-Wop.

“There’s got to be an explanation for it,” said Sushi. “Invisibility doesn’t work, except in specially rigged circumstances. It’s easy to make something hard to find from a certain angle or direction—say, for a magician working on holovision or on a stage. But even when it’s invisible from the audience, somebody watching from backstage or the wings would usually be able to see how it’s done.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” said Phule, who’d called his new base as soon as the conference with Korg was over. “The point is, you two are the champion tricksters in the company, and that means you’re the best I’m likely to get. If there’s any way to make something invisible, you’ll either know it or figure it out. So that’s your job. Figure out how these drones are staying invisible. I’ll bring you the Zenobians’ intercepts of the alien signals. Anything you need in the way of equipment, it’s yours. I want results as soon as you can get ’em.”

“Sure, Captain, you got it,” said Do-Wop. He rubbed his hands together and said, “Me and Soosh can’t figure it out, it can’t be done.”

“We’ll get an equipment list to Chocolate Harry as soon as we’ve checked out the data,” said Sushi. “Any chance of a look at the Zenobians’ equipment? I could tell a lot more if I knew what its capabilities are.”

“I think we can manage that,” said Phule. “Korg says he’s ordered his military people to cooperate with us, although I doubt they’ll show us any really secret stuff. Anything else?”

“Sure, some dancing girls and a keg of beer, while you’re at it,” said Do-Wop. “Can’t expect us to come up with brainstorms without the necessities.”

Phule smiled. “I’ll remind you that we’re a bit off the usual supply routes for dancing girls; they may take a while to deliver. You can requisition beer through the usual channels.”

“Man, that’s just not the Omega Mob way,” griped Do-Wop. “This outfit does everything first class, don’t ya know?”

“I’m glad to hear you say that,” said Phule, laughing. “If you’ll think back a moment, you just might recall that I’m the one who invented the Omega Mob way. Or have you mercifully blanked the swamps of Haskin’s Planet out of your memory?”

Without batting an eye, Do-Wop pointed out the window to the desolate Zenobian landscape: scraggly brush, sunbaked rocks, arid streambeds, low hills in the distance. He turned back to the communicator pickup and said, “You’re telling me this joint is some kind of improvement, Cap?”

“Sure,” said Phule, deadpan. “Think about it. Back on Haskin’s, you were either up to your boot tops in swamp or sitting in a run-down camp waiting to go back to the swamp. Here, you’ve got the latest state-of-the-art field encampment, and the Zenobians probably won’t let you anywhere near the swamps.”

“It’s still way too much like bein’ in the Legion for my blood,” said Do-Wop. “But I guess I don’t have any selection as far as that.”

“Of course not,” said Phule, leaning closer to the pickup on his end. “You two draw up the list of equipment you’ll need, and get it to Harry ASAP. I want you to drop everything else for this project, understand?”

“You got it, Cap’n,” said Do-Wop, suddenly enthusiastic. He nudged Sushi, then (just to be on the safe side) asked Phule, “This means no regular duty of any kind, right?”

“Consider this your regular duty for now, and give it your full attention,” said Phule. “I’ll expect a preliminary report to be on my desk as soon as I return to camp—the day after tomorrow, if things go according to schedule. Anything else? Good, then go to work.” He cut the connection.

The two partners looked at each other. “Well, you heard the captain,” said Sushi. “Let’s get to work on this job before he decides to give it to somebody else and puts us back to doing real work.”

“Man, I was really hoping for the dancing girls,” said Do-Wop, pretending to sulk.

“Keep that up and you’ll have Sergeant Brandy doing the not-so-soft-shoe on your behind,” said Sushi. He punched his partner playfully in the shoulder and said, “Grab your comp-u-note and start listing stuff we can use.”

“OK, then, first thing we gotta have is the beer,” said Do-Wop. “Gimme enough of that, and I can think of almost anything.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” said Sushi with a very convincing shudder. The shudder might even have been real.

* * *

“Sarge, we got a bone to pick with you.”

Chocolate Harry looked up. He’d been sitting at his makeshift desk, reading Biker’s Dream magazine. There stood half a dozen legionnaires with grim expressions on their faces. Only a veteran could have spotted (as Harry did) the edge of worry behind their determined front.

“Sure, dudes, what’s up?” Harry shifted his bulk on the reinforced camp stool he occupied. Without making any particular deal out of it, he picked up a bayonet and began cleaning his fingernails with the finely honed point. Behind him was the prefabricated shed that was the company’s supply depot here on Zenobia.

“Well, it’s like this,” said Street, who seemed to be the leader of this delegation. “You told everybody we were goin’ to be fightin’ them renegade robots, off on some asteroid—”

“Well, bro, that was the scuttlebutt at the time,” said C.H. “You stay around the Legion long enough, you hear all kinds of stuff, and after a while you get a feel for what you can believe and what you can’t.”

Street’s face took on a puzzled expression. “Man, it was you done told us that.”

Chocolate Harry didn’t look up from his fingernail cleaning. “Was it, now? You sure ’bout that, Street?”

Street turned to his companions for support, and when he saw them nodding their heads, he turned back to the supply sergeant and said, “Yeah, it was you, all right. You kep’ tellin’ us ’bout that asteroid full of renegade robots and how we was gonna need this here robot camo to keep ’em from zappin’ us. Ain’t that right?”

“What if it is?” asked Harry casually.

“Well, looks to me like this ain’t no freakin’ asteroid,” said Street, sweeping his arm around the horizon in a grand circle. “So we done been skanked, is what I think.”

Chocolate Harry’s broad face took on an expression of profound sympathy. “Skanked? What makes you think that, Street?” He looked around at the others. “I’m surprised at you. Double-X, what’re you doin’ here? Brick, Slayer, you too? And Spartacus—you and me have always been tight.”

“Sarge, you told us we needed that robot camo, and we paid you a pretty stiff price for it,” said Double-X, trying to regain control of the encounter. Like the other legionnaires in the group, he wore several garments made of the purple-splotched fabric Chocolate Harry had represented as robot-proof. “But they sent us to this here world, not that asteroid.”

“Now, you all must have misunderstood me,” said Harry. “I never said we were gonna get sent to that asteroid, did I? I said that’s where the robots was from, that’s all. Now, here we are on a planet with an unknown enemy. Who’s to say it ain’t the renegade robots, huh? How you know it ain’t, Street?”

“Hmmm …” Street scratched his head. “Well, you got me there, Sarge.” He looked around at his companions again, fishing for support.

Chocolate Harry didn’t give the moment of silence a chance to linger. “Now, the thing about a robot is, it’s a machine,” he said. “You can’t fight a robot like you would a regular organic sophont. These Zenobian stun rays, they ain’t worth a nickel ’gainst a bot, no way.”

“I can see that could be a problem,” said Brick, nodding. She’d experienced the stun ray firsthand and was among the company’s best long-range experts with it. Then she furrowed her brow and said, “But it’s only a problem if the robots show up here. How do we know they’re going to show up, Sarge?”

“Well, that’s where an old legionnaire like me can just feel a few things in his bones,” said Chocolate Harry, leaning back and slipping the bayonet back into its sheath. “These Zenobians, they’ve had the stun ray longer than anybody, right?”

“Yeah, I guess so,” said Brick. The others nodded, too. It seemed a logical conclusion.

Chocolate Harry spread the fingers of his left hand and began to count off his points as he made them. “So, they call us here. That’s gotta mean they found an enemy they can’t handle, right?”

“Yeah, that must be what it mean,” said Street, a frown of concentration on his face.

“So what kinda enemy can’t they handle with the stun ray?” said Harry, looking at the faces of his audience. “Gotta be robots!” He slapped his hand on his thigh with a loud smack.

“Sarge’s makin’ sense,” said Double-X, almost against his will.

“Damn straight I’m makin’ sense,” said Chocolate Harry, seizing his advantage. “They’ve brought us in here because they have a robot invasion. It’s as plain as the nose on Tusk-anini’s face. The stun ray’s worthless, and it’s the Legion that’s gotta pick up the pieces. And you know who that means.”

He stared around at the ring of now-worried faces, hanging on his every word. “If I was you, I’d be makin’ sure I had plenty of robot camo, and I’d be practicin’ my conventional weapons. ’Cause when the hammer comes down, you’re the ones gotta stop it. Got it?”

“Sure do, Harry, sure do,” said Street. “Thanks for the tip-off.” He began backing slowly away, and the others followed suit.

“If you need any more camo, you know where to get it,” said Harry, managing somehow to keep a straight face. Nobody took him up on the offer. But he knew they would. All he had to do was wait for his new story to spread. He picked up the biker magazine and began searching for the article he’d been reading.

Journal #540

At the same time as my employer and I were visiting the Zenobian commanders, they had sent a delegation to our camp. Appropriately, it was headed by the Zenobian most familiar with our race and with Omega Company. It did not escape my observation that this state of affairs deprived my employer of his most likely ally in dealing with the aliens. And while my employer claimed to see nothing suspicious in this circumstance, the phrase “exchange of hostages” inevitably came to mind.

* * *

“Lieutenant Strong-Arm, it is a pleasure for me to welcome you to Zenobia!” The translator-altered voice startled Lieutenant Armstrong, but he recognized it even before he’d finished turning around to face the speaker.

“Flight Leftenant Qual!” Armstrong allowed himself a broad smile. The little Zenobian had been a military observer with Omega Company, both on Lorelei Station and on Landoor, and after an initial period of distrust, he had become a favorite with the company’s officers and enlisted legionnaires. Now, here he was, stepping out of a hovercar of what must be the local design. Two uniformed companions followed him through the doorway. “Welcome to our camp,” said Armstrong.

“This is a very fine station, Lieutenant.” Flight Leftenant Qual made a sweeping gesture, indicating the entire Omega Company encampment, nodding vigorously. “The resourcefulness of you humans impresses. I am here to provide briefing as to your mission at the same time as Captain Clown receives it from my superiors.”

“Very good,” said Armstrong, who had already been informed of Qual’s imminent arrival. “Would you like me to show you the camp, or do you need to get to work?”

“I will instruct my subordinates to set up our shelter,” said Qual, indicating a large bundle the other two Zenobians were unloading from the Zenobian hover vehicle, which had landed just outside Omega Company’s perimeter. He turned and gave instructions to his soldiers, who replied in his own language. After a bit, Qual nodded and turned to Armstrong again. “All is preparing. We locate adjacent to our machine, so that attaching to it, we do not depend on your power supply. Now, the time is to provide briefing.”

“OK, Rembrandt’s in command while the captain’s away, so she’ll need to hear this,” said Armstrong. “She may want to bring in the sergeants, too. Let’s go to headquarters and find out.” He led the way to the MBC, with Qual waving to various legionnaires who recognized their old friend.

At headquarters, Rembrandt, Armstrong, and Brandy were waiting: Phule’s major subordinates. Sushi and Do-Wop, who’d been assigned to investigate the invaders’ invisibility, had also come to the briefing.

After a quick round of greetings, Qual came directly to his point. “What I am here for is to find what you need in the way of intelligence to carry out your mission against the Hidden Ones,” he said.

“Hidden Ones?” Sushi’s eyebrows went up a notch. “Oh, I get it—you’re talking about the invaders. The captain’s told us a little about the problem. We’re working on it, although we haven’t had time to get much beyond the basics. What I’d really like to figure out is how these aliens have avoided detection.”

“Yes, manifest accordance,” said Qual. “There is a great military secret there, I am sure, and one that both our forces would doubtless wish to have access to.”

“That’s right,” said Rembrandt. “Do you have any leads yet, Sushi?”

“It’s a stumper,” admitted Sushi. “But as far as theory goes, I can’t see any easy explanation that fits in with accepted science. You shouldn’t be able to change the molecules of a living body so that light can pass through them unaffected—not and keep the body alive.”

“Maybe the theory’s wrong,” said Armstrong, fiddling with a pencil. He was always impatient with abstractions.

“Could be,” said Sushi, shrugging. “But molecular structure’s just one problem. Invisibility flies in the face of half a dozen principles. With all those impossibilities piled on top of one another, maybe the original premise is wrong somehow.”

“Oho, Sushi, I see how you are intending,” said Qual. He opened and closed his mouth, with a very impressive display of fangs. “Nonetheless, I can tell you, we have left nothing to chance. The coordinates of the Hidden Ones’ transmissions were most carefully plotted, and the arrival of our forces was kept masked until the ultimate moment. The site was investigated with thoroughness, and nothing was learned. I can speak with certainty, for I was among the investigators.”

“Well, I’d trust you to spot anything that was there to be spotted,” said Rembrandt. “I can see what Sushi’s getting at too, but I think we’ve got to assume the Zenobians know what they’re talking about.”

“I’ll take Qual’s word for the observations,” said Sushi. “What I question is the Zenobians’ conclusion. The Alliance uses a lot of camouflage and stealth technology. What’s to say that these invaders don’t have even more advanced stealth technology than our forces?”

“Well, that’s precisely what we’re assuming,” said Rembrandt. “But the Zenobians detected the Hidden Ones’ signals very easily once they found the frequency. That argues that their technology isn’t particularly advanced. Why, any properly stealthed signal is practically indistinguishable from normal background radiation.”

“So it is,” said Qual. “Our inability to locate these Hidden Ones is strong evidence that in one respect, at least, they are more advanced than either of us. It is not a good idea to underestimate them.”

“That’s what I’m worried about, yes,” said Armstrong. “It’s never a good idea to underestimate somebody who might be invading you.”

“Captain Clown can tell you that we are estimating the Hidden Ones as a big difficulty,” said Qual. “It is clear from their transmissions that they are already on our planet, scouting for suitable sites to establish settlements. But they make no attempt to contact us, do not reply to our signals on their own wavelengths. We must by default conclude that their intentions are hostile.”

“Yeah, I’m afraid that’s the obvious conclusion,” said Rembrandt. “The question that raises is, what are we going to do about it?” She looked around the room, but nobody seemed to have an answer.

* * *

“Do you really intend to give that pair of scamps carte blanche to investigate this problem, sir?” Beeker’s disapproval was plain on his face.

“Sure, why not?” Phule looked puzzled. “I’m sure the Zenobians have their experts working on all the conventional ways to solve the problem. We might as well put our money on the unconventional approach. Sushi’s as good on the computer as anybody in the company, and Do-Wop’s got the equivalent of a master’s degree in low cunning. Maybe they’ll crack it—and if they don’t, this’ll keep them out of trouble for a while.”

“You assume that the aliens’ apparent invisibility is the result of some kind of trickery,” said the butler. “What if it is inherent in their very nature?”

“Natural camouflage of some sort?” Phule rubbed his chin. “I suppose it’s possible. There are plenty of species that can blend into the landscape almost undetectably. Although here, we’re talking about electronic surveillance, which is a lot harder to fool than the bare eyeball. Besides, you’d think that a species from another planet would be evolved to match the landscape of its own home world, not one they’ve invaded.”

Beeker steepled his fingertips. “That argument overlooks how similar the environments of life-bearing planets are, sir. The minerals that make up the soil are very much the same here as on the other worlds we’ve been on, although they differ in their proportions. A desert creature from Earth—or from a dozen other worlds—would blend in very well with the dry country we flew over on the way here, I think. I suspect that their swamp creatures will turn out to mimic the color of the local mud.”

“Parallel evolution,” said Phule, nodding. “Sure, the scientists have found plenty of examples of that. But at the same time, there are always unique qualities to a planet’s style of life. Tusk-anini’s face may look like a warthog, but he’s got opposable thumbs and upright posture—”

“Which I must point out, sir, are parallel to features found in other Earth creatures,” said Beeker, unperturbed.

Phule raised his hand, forefinger in the air. “The Synthians—”

“Yes, sir,” said Beeker, cutting him off. “I am certain we could trade examples and counterexamples all day. That would not prove or disprove my point, which is simply that life adapted to one planet is not automatically out of place on another. Look how many worlds we humans have successfully colonized. My original point, sir, is that Sushi and Do-Wop ought to be reminded to look for solutions that do not depend on advanced stealth technology.”

“I’ll trust Do-Wop to check out the low-tech end,” said Phule. “The lower it is, the more likely he is to think of it—”

“Undeniably,” said Beeker. His face remained placid.

After a moment, Phule frowned. “All right, Beek, I know that act,” he said, pointing a finger at his butler. “You think I’m doing something stupid, but you don’t think it’s your place to call me out on it. So you’ll let me fall all over myself doing it, and then pick me up with a smug I-told-you-so expression. Or you’ll pull strings behind my back to make me do what you think I ought to be doing, without knowing it was your idea. Am I right or wrong?”

“I would not put it in quite those terms, sir.”

“I don’t care what terms you want to put it in,” said Phule. “We’re in a different situation; this is a military operation, and more than just saving face could be at issue. If it’s something I need to know, I need to know it before we get into real trouble. So cough it up, Beek.”

Beeker drew himself up straight. “Sir, as I have told you more than once, I have no special expertise—nor special interest, either—in military affairs.”

“I don’t think that’s relevant,” said Phule sharply. “Come on, now. There’s something you’re holding back, and I want to know it.”

Beeker put his hands behind his back and said, “Very well, sir. Is there someplace we can speak in complete privacy?”

“What’s wrong with here?” said Phule, looking around at the apartment the Zenobians had given him for his use during his stay in their capital. Then a light came into his face, and he said, “Aha, I see what you’re getting at. Sure, I think we can find someplace. Let’s take a walk.”

Phule and Beeker walked out the door—ducking their heads, since it had been built for a race just over half normal human height—and headed down the hallway toward the street exit. A Zenobian in uniform—a Mudrover, to judge by its color—was on guard in the hallway. The alien rose to its feet and made a hissing sound; Phule had donned a translator for the purpose, and almost as the Zenobian spoke, he heard a mechanical voice in his ear: “Greetings, Captain! May I be of service?”

“Thank you, no,” said Phule. “My butler and I have decided to get some exercise before our meal. We will walk around on your streets for a while and return here shortly.”

“It may not be safe,” protested the Zenobian. “I must accompany you, to see that you encounter nothing perilous.”

“You are welcome to join us,” said Phule solemnly. He looked at Beeker, raising an eyebrow.

Beeker shrugged. “I suppose this simply confirms what I had suspected. However, there may be a way around the problem.”

“To begin with, I’ll turn off my translator,” said Phule, reaching down to his belt and touching the switch. “Then they’ll have to record and replay our conversation through a translator to get any idea of what we’re talking about.”

“I believe we can expect them to do exactly that,” said Beeker. “However, I think there may be a way to complicate their task.” A little smile came to the corners of his mouth, and he said, “Ow-hay ell-way o-day anslators-tray andle-hay ig-pay atin-lay?”

Journal #542

Conveying my concerns to my employer was a simple matter once we hit upon a proper method for clandestine communication, which, if I properly read the expression on the face of our Zenobian chaperon, the mechanical translator rendered as pure gibberish. The Zenobians would undoubtedly find ways to penetrate the subterfuge, but it would probably take them long enough that my employer and I had a short period, at least, during which we could communicate privately.

And, while my employer did not entirely agree with my assessment of the situation, he did agree that Sushi and Do-Wop needed to take my questions into consideration. For the moment, unless we got strong evidence that something more than we had so far seen was taking place on Zenobia, that would have to suffice.

However, I had the strong premonition that only with our return to Omega Company would we begin to see the full scope of the problem facing Zenobia and of our role in solving it.

As it happened, I was almost right.

* * *

Mahatma had just finished tightening down a few final bolts in the MBC’s windscreen. Stopping to take a breather and glance at the surrounding territory, he noticed a bright object in the sky. From its motion, there was only one thing it could be. He set the wrench he’d been using carefully into its proper niche in the toolbox—Mahatma was very solicitous to treat his tools with proper respect, an attitude he only rarely extended to his military superiors—and hurried off to find someone to tell.

He found Chocolate Harry by the off-ramp of the landing shuttle, taking inventory of supplies. “Sergeant,” said Mahatma, “There is a ship about to land nearby.”

“A ship, huh?” Chocolate Harry looked at Mahatma, then followed the pointing finger to the bright object in the sky, now obviously lower and moving in a way that left its artificial nature unmistakable. “Yeah,” he agreed. “That’s a ship, or I’m full of it.” He pointed to the communicator on Mahatma’s wrist. “How come you didn’t just use that thing, tell Mother to pass the word along?”

“It seemed important to get a corroborative witness,” said Mahatma. “When I approach Sergeant Brandy, she takes on a skeptical expression. While it is good that she is learning to question appearances, it is perhaps better in this case for the company to act in response to the appearance and question its meaning later.”

“Sure,” said Chocolate Harry, although by his expression he was anything but. Nonetheless, he lifted his own wrist and activated the communicator. “Mother, we got a visual sighting of unknown ship approaching from the east, looks like it’s gonna land near the camp. Get word to the officers pronto. ETA, maybe five minutes. Can’t tell whether they’re on our side or not, but I think we better be ready for anything.”

“Got it, oh Large Sarge,” said Mother. There was just a hint of a crackle around the edge of her voice—some kind of local interference, no doubt. “Is there anything out there big enough for you to hide under if they start shooting?”

“You talkin’ to the man with all the guns,” said Harry, but Mother had already cut the connection, presumably to alert the officers. He squinted at the sky again, trying to make out any identifying characteristics of the approaching ship. “Can’t see squat in this light,” he grumbled.

“What should we be doing, Sarge?” said Mahatma.

“What you should be doin’ is the last thing you were told to do, until somebody tells you to do somethin’ else,” said Chocolate Harry.

“That is why I was asking you that question,” said Mahatma, “but you have only answered half of it.”

Chocolate Harry turned and frowned at him. The massive black sergeant’s frown was rumored to have the power to dent heavy armor at short range, but Mahatma stood his ground, a beatific smile in place. After a moment, Harry shrugged. “Hell, I guess the same applies to me as to you. Until somebody tells me to do somethin’ else, I got supplies to inventory. As for you—”

Whatever he was about to say was drowned out by the alarms on both their wrist communicators buzzing at once. “General alert!” came Mother’s voice. “Unidentified intruder approaching base. All personnel report to battle stations. Repeat, all personnel to battle stations. This is not a drill.”

“O-kay, you heard the lady,” said Chocolate Harry. “Let’s get it on!” He dropped his clipboard next to the pallet of battery packs he’d been checking in and headed off at a surprisingly quick pace, considering his bulk.

“That is a curious expression,” said Mahatma, but the supply sergeant was already out of earshot. Deprived of an audience, Mahatma turned and headed toward his assigned position. There would be someone—probably Brandy—there to answer his questions, he knew.

And maybe, at last, he’d find out whether all the training he’d been questioning since his first day in the Legion made some kind of sense after all.

* * *

That was a lot faster than I’d have expected, thought Brandy, impressed in spite of herself. The months of drill seemed to have paid off, even when the company found itself in a completely new situation where the assignments and stations weren’t already second nature, the way they ought to be in a real emergency.

Brandy smiled as she checked the disposition of her troops. Oh, there’d been enough screwups—everybody knew there’d be screwups. There was always going to be somebody in the latrine or the shower or otherwise less than prepared to have the whistle blow right now. Brick and Street were going to have people making wisecracks about their simultaneous arrival at their stations, both more than half out of uniform, for weeks to come. And Super-Gnat had taken a pratfall that might have been grounds for medical evacuation if Tusk-anini hadn’t nudged her just enough for her head to miss a heavy structural beam. But everybody was in place, more or less ready for action, and now all they had to do was wait and see if there was going to be any action. Easier said than done.

The unidentified ship was definitely on course to land at their encampment; nobody doubted that now. Mother had been trying to hail it for several minutes, but the local interference was noticeably stronger. Maybe their signals had gotten through, and maybe not. Transponder signals indicated that the intruder was an Alliance transport of a standard model, although a clever enemy could fake that very easily. The best policy was to be ready for trouble. Brandy just hoped they were ready for the right kind of trouble. As to whether they could handle it—well, that was what they were paying her for, wasn’t it?

The ship swooped lower, losing speed now. Brandy knew there would be weapons trained on it, in case of hostile action on its part; but if the transponder readings were correct, this model wasn’t likely to be armed—or armored, either. That didn’t rule out jury-rigged weaponry or a faked signal. She lifted her wrist and spoke into the communicator. “Any word from that ship, Mother?”

“Nothing, Brandy,” said Comm Central. “Either there’s too much interference, or they’re up to no good.”

Another voice crackled out of the loudspeaker: Lieutenant Rembrandt, acting as CO in Captain Jester’s absence. “Brandy, are your people in position?”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Brandy. “All present and accounted for. Say the word, and we can blow that ship to atoms.”

“I hope I don’t have to say that word,” said Rembrandt. Her voice was calm, but Brandy thought she detected an edge to it. There had to be some emotion at the prospect of facing combat after all their time in the Legion. Every legionnaire expected this moment, trained for it, knew it could come at any time. It was still an unsettling feeling, standing in a defensive perimeter, waiting to see if the hammer was about to fall.

“Ship’s landing,” said somebody in the defensive line ahead of Brandy. Sure enough, it had lost more speed and was descending steadily, under power but committed to a touchdown. Now was the point at which it could most easily be destroyed. Once it was down, almost anything could happen. Brandy wished it would identify itself. Failing that, all she could do was wait for word from Rembrandt—or outright hostile action by the ship. If it came to that, it might be too late to do anything useful. She clenched her jaw. The ship continued its descent.

“Still no response from the ship,” came Rembrandt’s voice from the wrist communicator. “Maybe their equipment’s just on the blink, or maybe it means something. We aren’t going to take any chances, Brandy. Anything that looks like an attack, don’t wait for word from me to defend yourselves. Got it?”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Brandy. She turned and shouted to her squad, “All right, you bleepers. Get a bead on the exits from that ship the second it touches down, and be ready to take out anything you see moving. Nobody fires until I give the word, but everybody better have a target when I do give it.”

“Sergeant?” said Mahatma’s voice, not far away. “I have a question.”

“This isn’t the time for questions,” roared Brandy. “Get in your position and pick a target. And be ready for my signal. Do it now!”

The nervous tension along the line went up perceptibly. Out in the open, less than half a kilometer away, the ship was settling down, kicking up a cloud of dust. Brandy growled. The dust would make it harder to see what was going on. She hoped there wasn’t anybody aboard that ship planning to take advantage of that momentary cover. “Hold steady,” she muttered into her communicator. The ship was definitely on the ground now.

Through the cloud of dust she could make out a hatchway beginning to open. She lifted her stereoculars to her eyes, trying to make out more detail. This hatchway could be a decoy, with the main force unloading on the far side of the ship. Was there movement inside the ship? She fiddled with the resolution, trying to cut through the dust. Something was coming out the hatchway, down the ramp that had deployed beneath it. Something dark, and man-sized. “Brick, Slayer, Mahatma, take a bead on that hatchway,” she ordered—those were the squad’s best marksmen. “The rest of you, keep an eye out for anything coming from behind the ship.”

The figure exiting the ship was now all the way on the ground and moving steadily toward the Legion camp. Another figure, also clad in black, emerged from the hatchway behind it. “Keep a steady bead, but hold your fire,” said Brandy.

Now the dust had settled enough for her to make out the figures more clearly. “What the hell?” she said. “Hold your fire, people; those are Legion uniforms.” What Legion officer—she had no doubt these were officers, to justify a special ship to bring them here—would be coming here? She waited as the two men came closer. Steadily they marched toward the camp, the smaller figure behind carrying a couple of briefcases and a computer bag. Behind them, a robot baggage handling cart was emerging from the open hatchway, piled high with luggage.

Straight ahead came the two Legion officers. At last, perhaps a dozen paces from the perimeter, the lead figure stopped and looked at the startled Omega Company defenders. “Well, it looks like a Legion base,” said a high-pitched, whining voice. After a suspenseful pause, it added, with a definite snarl, “Enough to fool a civilian, maybe,” and started forward again.

Brandy still didn’t know who she was looking at, but she stood up and said, “Halt and identify yourself.”

The lead figure didn’t even slow down. Instead, it said, “Major Botchup, Commanding Officer, Omega Company, Space Legion.” It kept on coming.

“Commanding officer?” Brandy’s jaw fell. “Sir, the CO of Omega Company is Captain Jester.”

“Was Captain Jester,” said Major Botchup. He was now close enough that Brandy could make out his sneering face. He was surprisingly young, she thought. He looked up and down the line and made a sour face. “You clowns have had your little picnic long enough. I’m your new CO, by orders of General Blitzkrieg, and things are by God about to change around here!”


Chapter Nine

Journal #545

Modern communications are a wonderful thing. They allow persons to wait endless hours for the download of information that the possession of a few choice reference books would put at their fingertips. They make it possible for salesmen and bill collectors to harass their customers during the dinner hour or at other inconvenient times without the least risk of a poke in the snoot. They allow the young of both sexes to carry on endless conversations, if the term may be applied to a verbal exchange almost entirely devoid of actual content. All these are good things, especially if one is a stockholder in the communications cartels that provide these dubious services. Others will no doubt consider them in a less positive light.

Curiously, the petty annoyances of a civilized world are often precisely those things one most fervently desires when one is roughing it in the wilds of Zenobia, and they fail to function in the accustomed manner.

* * *

Word of Major Botchup’s arrival spread like wildfire through Omega Company. The new commanding officer had commandeered the office set aside for Phule, then summoned Lieutenants Armstrong and Rembrandt for a closed-door executive conference with him and his adjutant, Second Lieutenant Snipe. This left Brandy with the unpleasant task of trying to inform Captain Jester of Legion headquarters’ latest stratagem to counteract the innovations he’d instituted with Omega Company.

As usual, Comm Central had already heard the news. After all, Mother’s job was to monitor all communications and make sure that information got passed to those who needed it most. So when Brandy came into the equipment-crowded room, Mother had already taken it upon her own initiative to contact the absent captain. Tusk-anini was standing behind the desk, looking over Mother’s shoulder with an unusually deep frown as Brandy swept through the door.

“I can see you two are on the ball,” said Brandy, coming to a halt by the main comm desk. “Have you talked to the captain? How’s he taking the news?”

“wblftgrwmmmtfts,” whispered Mother, shrinking down behind her equipment as she was suddenly confronted with an actual person instead of a disembodied comm signal.

“Oh, damn, I forgot,” said Brandy. “Sorry, Mother, but this is priority one. Tusk, can you fill me in? What’s the story?”

“Is no story,” said the Volton. “Noise and more noise is all we receive. Some bad storm in desert, we think. Mother sends messages, but no way to tell if captain getting them.” As if to confirm his words, a rattle of static emerged from the speakers.

“Oh, great,” said Brandy. After a moment’s thought, she asked. “How about calling on the Zenobian military frequencies? They ought to be reliable, if anything on this planet is. Maybe you can get in touch with them and ask if they’ll relay a message.”

“Is good idea. Mother already trying it, too,” said Tusk-anini. “Having nothing for luck, is what happens.”

“Well, if that’s the deal, that’s the deal,” said Brandy. She stalked over to a nearby chair and took a seat. “I can probably hang out here until the major decides he wants me for something, which if I’m lucky won’t be until sometime tomorrow. Keep trying, OK, Mother? And let me know if you get even a momentary connection. The captain may not be able to do anything about this bird coming in over his head, but he at least deserves a chance to walk in with some advance notice.”

“brglyfrtz,” agreed Mother, and she went back to work adjusting dials and speaking the occasional test phrase into her microphone. The static fluctuated constantly, but there was never more than the bare hint of a coherent signal. The legionnaires’ faces got longer and longer, but they kept trying.

Finally, after several hours, Major Botchup called Brandy to order an inspection of all troops first thing next morning. She acknowledged the order, then turned to Mother and Tusk-anini and said, “Well, that’s that. I need to get some sleep, or I won’t be worth a bucket of sand in the morning. Keep trying, and call me to patch me in if you hear anything at all from the captain, OK?”

“tbwfplt,” said Mother.

Tusk-anini added, “You don’t worry, Brandy, we tell you right away. Go rest, now.”

Much to her surprise, Brandy fell asleep the minute her head hit the pillow, to be awakened at last by her morning alarm. She leapt out of bed, ready to greet the day—until she remembered what she had to look forward to, and kicked the leg of her bed so hard that it slid half a meter across the floor. If Omega Company had ever had a habit of turning out for inspection at six in the morning, it long since had broken that habit. Phule’s interest in that particular military custom had never been strong, and most of his subordinate officers and NCOs had followed his lead. Lieutenant Armstrong, Moustache, and a few others maintained a spit-and-polish personal appearance and a strong concern for military discipline and Legion tradition. But they were the minority and knew better than to try to impose their preferences on the rest of the company.

Major Botchup, on the other hand, had made it quite clear that this was one area in which he fully intended to change the Omega Mob’s image, and without delay. The major was personally rooting out every loose button, unkempt head, and slouching shoulder in the company, with the expression of a backyard gardener discovering vermin. And he was handing out reprimands at a record pace, spiked with blistering sarcasm. Next to him stood his adjutant, Second Lieutenant Snipe, smirking as he jotted down every demerit.

The newest recruits seemed to be particular targets of the major’s wrath. He stood in front of Roadkill for a good twenty minutes. “That’s not a military haircut,” he began. “You’ll report to the company barber immediately following inspection, and to my office as soon as he’s done, so I can determine whether you’re still in breach of regulations!”

“Uh, Major—” Roadkill began.

“No back talk, legionnaire!” the major barked. “Perhaps that’s an unwarranted compliment—I don’t see anything that looks like a legionnaire here—you or anyone else in this formation. What’s that hanging from your ear?”

“It’s my club ring, Major,” said Roadkill. “Back on Argus—”

“A club ring is no part of your uniform,” said Botchup. He reached up as if to snatch it off the ear. Lieutenant Snipe snickered.

Roadkill got his hand to the earring first and managed to remove it quickly without damage. “I’ll leave it off,” he said with a grin he meant to be conciliatory.

“You’ll leave it off, what?” roared Botchup.

“Off my ear,” said Roadkill. “That’s where it was, wasn’t it?”

“Off my ear, sir. And wipe that smirk off your face!” Botchup shouted. “Hasn’t anyone taught you how to address a superior officer?”

“Sure, but they didn’t bust balls about it,” said Roadkill. He looked at Botchup as if deciding whether he could take him in a fight. “At least not until you—”

“You better forget anything you learned before I got here,” said Botchup. “I’m the commanding officer, and you’re going to do things my way—starting now. Is that clear?”

“Yeah, I hear what you’re asking for, Major,” said Roadkill with a most unmilitary shrug. “They’ve been asking for ice cream in Hell for some time now, too. Doesn’t mean they’re getting any—”

“Sergeant, this man is confined to base for ten days,” said the major, turning to Brandy.

“Yes, sir,” said Brandy. She refrained from pointing out that there was no place outside the company perimeter worth visiting.

After nearly an hour of nonstop nitpicking and brow-beating, Major Botchup finally stomped away from the troops and mounted a reviewing stand he’d ordered built the evening before. Chocolate Harry’s supply squad had worked into the wee hours getting it ready.

He stood and glared at the troops for a minute. Finally, he barked, “There’s an enemy out there, and we’re going to go hunting for him.” For the moment, the legionnaires, standing in formation, made no response. Botchup didn’t expect any. He’d made it amply clear by now that the only response he wanted from them was unthinking obedience. Perhaps he might have gotten that from most other Legion companies, but this was Omega Mob. Its members might not do much thinking, but they were not in the habit of obedience.

Lieutenants Rembrandt and Armstrong, standing beside the major, looked out at the formation. It would have been impossible to tell, by looking at Armstrong’s face, what he thought of his new commanding officer. Then again, his face did not reveal a great deal of emotion in any circumstance. Rembrandt’s expression, in contrast, was one of ill-concealed dismay. Botchup’s failure to notice this might have been no more than youthful arrogance; in any case, it was ample proof that General Blitzkrieg had chosen the perfect anti-Phule to undo his predecessor’s work.

“For a change, this company is going to do things the Legion way,” Botchup continued. “You people have been coddled and pampered, living like a bunch of playboys. Well, there’s no room for that in the Legion.”

“Where is there room for it?” came a voice from the back of the formation. “We wanna go there!”

“Who said that?” snapped Botchup. There was no answer.

“Who said that?” Botchup leaned forward on the podium, a snarl on his lips. When nobody responded, he continued, “First Sergeant, I want the legionnaire who said that brought forward to be disciplined.” Lieutenant Snipe pulled out his notebook again and stood poised to enter the offender’s name.

“Begging the major’s pardon, but I haven’t the faintest idea who said it,” said Brandy.

Botchup was incredulous. “You don’t know the voices of your own troops, Sergeant?”

“Not all of them, sir,” said Brandy. “We have new recruits in the company.”

“A good while since, if I recall,” said Botchup, frowning. He shook a finger at the sergeant. “You should know them by now.”

“Yes, sir,” said Brandy, spitting out the words as if they were burning her tongue. Her face was as expressionless as Armstrong’s, but even a new recruit would have spotted her blazing eyes, and—if he valued his hide—proceeded to make himself scarce. Very scarce.

An experienced officer ought to have spotted the eyes, too. But if Major Botchup was aware of Brandy’s eyes—or of what they might suggest—he gave no sign of it. Instead, he said, “If you can’t find the individual who spoke out, I’m going to order the entire company punished. A breach of discipline reflects on everyone, after all.”

“Yes, sir,” said Brandy, clenching her jaw. “What punishment does the major wish to impose?”

“Extra guard duty,” said Botchup. Snipe duly noted it in his little book. “Make it nighttime guard duty—and they’d better all stay awake, Sergeant. I’ve been known to make surprise inspections to make sure the troops are on their toes. If I catch someone asleep—well, this is a war zone, Sergeant. You know what that means.”

“Yes, sir,” said Brandy, coming to rigid attention and snapping off a brittle salute. “Understood entirely, sir.”

“Now, if the individual responsible wants to confess, he can save his comrades the punishment …” said Botchup, with an unpleasant smile.

“I did it, sir!” A voice came from the ranks—perhaps the same voice, perhaps not. Brandy and the major turned to see Mahatma stepping forward.

“Ah, so, you’re at least loyal to your comrades, if a bit stupid,” said Botchup. “You’re going to the stockade, boy—for ten days.”

“Yes, Major,” said Mahatma with his usual smile. “I didn’t know we had a stockade yet. Am I going to have one built for me?”

“That kind of impertinence will get you an extra ten days, legionnaire!” Botchup barked. Behind him, Snipe scowled.

“He’s full of crap, Major,” said another voice. “I’m the one you’re after.”

“Who said that?” Botchup whirled to look at the other legionnaires standing in formation.

Six legionnaires stepped forward. “We did, sir,” they chorused.

“No, it was me,” came a synthesized voice, and a Synthian slid forward on a glide-board. “Put me in the stockade, Major!”

Botchup turned to Brandy. “How do you explain this rank insubordination, Sergeant?”

Brandy favored him with a cool stare. “I don’t, Major. Never had any problem with it before. They usually look for ways to stay out of the stockade.”

“I believe that, at least,” said Botchup, frowning at the legionnaires who had stepped forward. Then, as if he was worried that the entire formation would step forward if he keep watching, he turned his back and pointed a finger at Brandy.

“I’m going to leave you to sort this mess out, Sergeant,” he said. “I don’t care how you do it, as long as the legionnaire responsible is properly disciplined. I’ll expect a report. And the entire company is confined to the post until further notice!”

“Yes, sir!” said Brandy stiffly, but the major had already whirled around and stalked off, with Lieutenant Snipe close behind.

Somehow, all the legionnaires managed to keep serious expressions on their faces. Except for Brandy. She didn’t have to try. 

* * *

Chief Potentary Korg looked carefully at the list Phule had given him. Prepared in both Zenobian and Standard English, it represented an agreement for the Zenobians to supply the Legion company with certain essentials during its stay on the planet, as well as specifying the details of delivery. “Yes, this is all in order,” said Korg. The wattles at his throat shook as his head nodded—a gesture the Zenobians and humans had in common. “I will see to it that the first deliveries arrive at your camp within two cycles of the primary.”

“Excellent,” said Phule. “This will give us greatly improved logistics. Being dependent on material brought in from off-world is never ideal. We’re lucky that our two industrial bases are similar enough for us to exchange products.”

“Yes, except for discrepancies of measurement,” said Korg. “Your units have mystified our engineers. Why in Gazma’s name do meters and kilograms multiply by tens, and seconds by sixties?”

“Ancient Earth history,” said Phule with a shrug. “I’m a soldier, not an engineer. I just have to use the stuff, not make sense of it.”

“I foresee difficulties when trade between our worlds extends beyond raw materials,” said Korg, ambling over to stare out a window at the busy Zenobian capital city. “I assure you, our factories will not be happy if they must retool to match Alliance standards.”

“That won’t be as big a problem as you think,” said Phule. “We’re already dealing with four advanced races, each with its own standards—and nobody wanted to change, believe me. Most of the worlds still use their own standards for internal markets. But when you become a major player in inter-world trade, you’ll find that the profits are significant enough to make retooling worthwhile. My father’s done it plenty of times in his munitions business. Just for one example, you’ll find that his copy of your stun ray is part-for-part interchangeable with your original.”

Korg turned and looked at Phule with what appeared to be a puzzled expression. “Why would he do that? Would it not be easier to capture the market for himself if he made the copy to his own standard?”

“Maybe, but this way, your forces can become customers. He’s willing to bet he can match your quality—or top it. And having more than one source of standard replacement parts is a selling point. His customers are less likely to get hit with shortages. To take the obvious case, it’s a lot easier and cheaper for Omega Company to buy spare parts from you than to bring them in from off-planet. And if you send forces off-planet, odds are they’ll do business with Phule-Proof.”

“Very interesting,” said Korg, clapping his hands together. “This opens up possibilities I had not foreseen. Our economists will want to scrutinize this theory. Perhaps I will call you back to address a group of them, when you have settled your company in place.”

“I’m not an economic theorist, but I’d be glad to share a few ideas with your people,” said Phule. “But your mentioning my company reminds me. I do have work to do at the camp, and it’s past time I got down to it. Thank you for your hospitality, and I hope we can help you solve the problems you called us in about. I’ve got a couple of my best people working on possible answers, and we’ll let you know as soon as we have anything to report.”

“Very good,” said Korg. “Your vehicle has been fueled, and you should find all in readiness. I look forward to working with you and your people, Captain Clown.”

“The pleasure will be mutual, I’m sure,” said Phule. He snapped off a salute and gathered up his papers for the trip to camp. He was especially anxious to see how the new equipment was working in his absence—as well as how the company had handled its responsibilities under Rembrandt and Armstrong. He’d been delegating more and more responsibility to them, and they’d responded by growing into the expanded roles he’d given them. If this kept up, the company would be able to survive the worst assaults of its enemies, who, he increasingly suspected, were thicker in Legion Headquarters than here on Zenobia or anywhere else.

* * *

Major Botchup had ordered Lieutenant Armstrong to show his adjutant, Lieutenant Snipe, the camp, an assignment that Snipe took as license to treat Armstrong as his personal lackey. Armstrong was already silently fuming even before the pair arrived at Comm Central. He ushered Snipe through the door and said in a low voice, “This is the base’s real nerve center. With our wrist communicators, every legionnaire in the company can reach anyone else on a moment’s notice.”

“That sounds like a security risk,” said Snipe. “What if the enlisted men listen in on the officers’ communications?”

“Not a problem,” said Armstrong. “We have private circuits for the officers when we need to talk among ourselves.”

“As long as nobody’s eavesdropping,” said Snipe, tapping his finger on the top of a counter. “The major will want to take a good, close look at that system. We aren’t in friendly territory here. The enemy could know every move you’re planning before your own men do.”

“Oh, I doubt that,” said Armstrong. “The captain’s brought in all the best new equipment. It’s got security features well above milspec.”

“Security features that anybody else with enough money can buy. Or buy the equipment to bug everything you say,” sniffed Snipe, clearly unimpressed.

While they’d been talking, Mother had been sinking lower and lower behind her equipment console. Finally, when Snipe turned and pointed at her and snapped, “Who’s that?” she gave a little cry and sank entirely out of sight.

Snipe turned to Armstrong and said, “Who is that person? Doesn’t she know the proper way to act when an officer enters the room?”

“Pgfkr,” said Mother, almost inaudibly, from behind the desk.

“Speak up!” said Snipe. “If you’re going to address an officer, do so in a proper military manner! What is your name and serial number, legionnaire?”

“Gmafngbrkshl,” said Mother, even more inaudibly. Suddenly she leapt up and bolted from the room.

“What the hell was that?” said Snipe, staring at the departing legionnaire.

“Uh, Mr. Snipe, the comm engineer is rather sensitive,” said Armstrong, leaping to Mother’s defense. “She really isn’t at her best in a face-to-face situation with superior officers—”

“Well, it’s time she got over that quirk. If she won’t talk to her officers, she should be replaced with somebody competent,” barked Snipe. “Whose idea was it to put her in such a critical position?”

“Captain Jester’s, of course,” said Armstrong, uncomfortably aware that Snipe was likely to take it as evidence in the case the new regime was obviously building against the captain. “You see, she’s really completely different on the air—”

“No reason to coddle her neurosis,” said Snipe, looking around. His eye focused on a doorway at the end of the counter where they were standing. “Ah, there’s someplace I want to see. I hope this is more in keeping with the Legion tradition than the rest of the base.”

“That’s the officers’ lounge,” said Armstrong.

“Yes, of course,” said Snipe. “That’s why I wanted to see it. Or did you forget that I am also an officer?”

“Lieutenant, you hardly give me a chance to forget it,” said Armstrong, attempting a rare ironic sally.

Snipe ignored him and made a beeline for the lounge. But he stopped at the door with an astonished expression on his face. There on the couch sat Tusk-anini, seven feet tall with the face of a giant warthog and a thick book in his hands, taking up half the room. “What on earth are you doing here?” said Snipe after gaining his composure.

“Am reading Seven Types of Ambiguity,” said Tusk-anini, peering truculently at Snipe. “Your planet people never read twentieth-century Earth books?”

“Is this … sophont an officer?” Snipe turned to Armstrong and asked, quite unnecessarily.

“No,” said Armstrong. “We let Tusk-anini come in here to read when he’s not helping Mother. He’s the only one who uses the place much, late at night.”

“A very bad precedent,” said Snipe, peering at the Volton.

Tusk-anini peered back at him. “What you got against new critics?” he growled. “You deconstructionist?”

“I am an officer,” sputtered Snipe. “And you are not.”

“Noticing that already,” said Tusk-anini, closing the book but keeping his place with a large foredigit. He stood up, looming over the two lieutenants. “You making a point, or you just like a lot talking?”

“This is insubordination!” said Snipe, turning to Armstrong. “And he’s threatening an officer as well! I want this legionnaire arrested!”

Armstrong blinked. “Tusk-anini? Threatening you? That’s preposterous, Mr. Snipe. Why, he wouldn’t harm a fly—”

“Would too,” said Tusk-anini pedantically. “But only if fly biting me.”

“I want this legionnaire confined to quarters!” howled Snipe.

“Lieutenant, you’re overreacting,” said Armstrong. “I’m as much a rulebook man as anybody, but you have to make allowances. Tusk-anini’s been an asset to the company, and his reading doesn’t lower our effectiveness in any way.”

“I see, Lieutenant,” said Second Lieutenant Snipe. “Well, if that’s the way the wind blows, I’ll just take the matter up with Major Botchup. And if he sees things my way, I suspect you’ll have something to answer for as well.”

“Mr. Snipe, I’ll take my chances,” said Armstrong. “Would you like to finish inspecting the base before you report to the major?”

“Very well,” snapped the other lieutenant. He stomped out the door, and a keen nose would have detected smoke coming from his ears.

Armstrong turned to Tusk-anini and shrugged. “Things are going to be tricky until the captain gets back,” he said quietly. “Until then, I suggest you lay low.”

The Volton nodded but said nothing, and Armstrong hurried to catch up with Lieutenant Snipe. He managed to avoid any overt confrontations for the rest of the inspection tour, but he knew very well that Snipe would concoct some pretext to find fault.

* * *

Chocolate Harry flipped through the pages of his latest issue of Biker’s Dream. Somewhere, he’d seen an ad for a new modification package that sounded like just what he needed to get that extra millimeter of performance out of his hawg. Thanks to the traffic in anti-robot camouflage, he’d accumulated a nice bit of spare change for just such a purpose. The ad had been somewhere in the back of the mag …

He was still searching when a voice broke through his concentration. “Yo, Sarge, I gotta have a couple of reels of sixteen-gauge copper wire!”

With a sigh, Chocolate Harry set down the magazine. “Couple of reels? What for you need all that copper, Do-Wop?” He didn’t bother shifting his feet from off the desktop.

“Captain’s orders, C.H.,” said Do-Wop, leaning over the supply sergeant’s desk. “Me and Soosh gotta find the Hidden Ones, special assignment, top priority. Just ask the captain, you don’t believe me—”

Chocolate Harry held up a hand for silence. “I know all about the special assignment, dude; that ain’t what I asked you. What for you need that much copper? That’s damn near a year’s supply for the whole company, and we aren’t exactly where I can resupply all that easy. If there’s somethin’ else you can substitute, I—”

“Nah, Soosh says it’s gotta be copper, Sarge,” said Do-Wop, a distinct whine in his voice. “You don’t wanna mess up this special assignment Captain Jester gave us, do ya? He’ll be really mad if it don’t get finished because you wouldn’t give us the stuff we needed.”

“Ain’t nobody said I wouldn’t give it to you,” said C.H. He swung his feet off the desk and sat up straight in the chair. “But you do have to give me all the right paperwork, cap’n’s orders or not. Now, for starters, where’s your Form SL-951-C-4? Can’t give out strategic supplies without that one, in triplicate.”

“Man, nobody told us we needed no forms,” said Do-Wop, a look of dismay on his face. “Can you give me the wire and the forms, and I’ll bring ’em back later?”

Chocolate Harry shook his head gravely. “Not unless I want to get in a heap of trouble myself. This new major’s a stickler for routine. Forms first, then your copper. That’s definitely strategic supplies. Unless maybe you’re gonna use it for some nondesignated strategic purpose, in which case maybe I can dispense with the SL-951-C-4. But I gotta know up front.”

“Uh, yeah, non-designated strategic purpose, that’s the ticket,” said Do-Wop, grinning. “Got yer strategic purpose right here. Soosh tells me, he’s gonna set up a biomass detector to search for the Hidden Ones the lizards have been trying so hard to catch, which they ain’t seen hide nor hair of ’em except their comm signals.”

“Biomass detector?” The supply sergeant frowned. “With two whole reels of copper wire, you oughta be able to track a stray geefle bug halfway across the galaxy. What do you clowns think you’re looking for?”

“All we know is it’s too hard to find by bare eyeball,” said Do-Wop. “That’s why Soosh decided to rig something special. He dug out the designs from some old program, and he’s doin’ some custom mods …”

Chocolate Harry rubbed his bearded chin, speculating. “Man, I know you’re just followin’ the captain’s orders, but maybe you should look around a minute before you get in over your head. Have you dudes ever thought that maybe the reason the Zenobians can’t find no enemy is that the enemy ain’t alive?”

Do-Wop frowned. “Ain’t alive? You mean we’re looking for spooks?”

“Nah, nothin’ like that,” said Chocolate Harry. “I’m thinkin’ robots.”

Do-Wop laughed. “Robots! You trying to run that crazy scam on me? Half the company must be wearin’ that purple junk you’re sellin’.”

Chocolate Harry’s face turned solemn. “Do-Wop, it pains me to have you question my good intentions. This here robot camo is guaranteed effective. Ain’t a robot in the Alliance can spot you, if you’re wearin’ it. If one of those renegade robots gets you in its sights, and you ain’t camouflaged—”

“Aww, save the scare stories for the rookies, Sarge,” said Do-Wop with a wave of his hand. “Now, are you gonna make me fill out twenty pages of papers, or can I get that copper Soosh wants? Or do we have to call the captain and tell him you won’t let us have it?”

“All right, all right,” said Chocolate Harry. He thought a moment about making Do-Wop go to the major to get the papers signed, but on second thought decided there was no percentage in calling the new CO’s attention to Supply just yet. That round of trouble could wait indefinitely, as far as he was concerned. He shrugged and said, “I’m just tryin’ to make sure my buddies’ behinds are covered, is all. Go on around back and tell Double-X what you need. If he gives you any hassle, tell him it’s cool with me, OK?”

“OK, Harry. I knew you’d see it my way,” said Do-Wop, grinning. “I’ll tell Soosh about that robot theory, and maybe we’ll add metal and plastic detectors to what we’re setting up. Thanks!”

“Think nothin’ of it,” said Chocolate Harry. He picked up his copy of Biker’s Dream and began looking for the ad again. Maybe this time he could find it without being interrupted for company business.

* * *

Phule had booted up his Port-a-Brain and settled back to look over his investments—there were a couple of items in his portfolio that hadn’t been performing well, and he thought it might be time to divest them—when the hoverjeep’s engine alarm began to beep. “What does that mean, Beeker?” he said, looking up from the screen. They’d put the vehicle on automatic for the trip back to base, expecting no traffic or weather problems. Now, halfway home, something was going wrong.

“We seem to be approaching a magnetic anomaly, sir,” said Beeker, who was sitting in the front seat near the instrument panel. He peered at the readout and said, “Power seems to be dropping abruptly.”

“That’s not good,” said Phule. “Let’s find someplace to set down before power runs out entirely. If worse comes to worst, we’ll call base and have somebody take a run out and pick us up.”

“Yes, sir,” said Beeker. “There’s a clear area just ahead. I’ll put us down there.” He slid into the driver’s seat and flipped the control switch over to manual. After a moment, he said, “The controls aren’t responding, sir. Shall I activate the emergency signal?”

Phule nodded and took up an extra notch in his safety belt. “Yes, and I’ll try to raise the base on the comm.” He touched the On button on his wrist communicator and lifted it closer to his mouth. “Mother, come in. This is Jester with a priority call. Mother, come in.” The communicator emitted a loud burst of white noise but nothing resembling a coherent signal. “Mayday. Mayday. Mother, can you hear me?”

Beeker turned around to look at him. “Sir, if I may make a suggestion, perhaps you should continue to transmit, on the chance that she can hear you but cannot reply. Tell them our position, and perhaps they can send someone to aid us. I will attempt to regain control of the vehicle.”

“Good plan,” said Phule. “If you can just get the thing stopped, at least we won’t have to worry about hitting anything.”

“That is what I have been attempting, sir,” said Beeker. He returned his attention to the controls. After a few moments, he said, “We are veering off course, sir. The vehicle appears to be under external control. Should we abandon it?”

Phule looked at the boulder-strewn ground passing beneath the jeep and shook his head. “We’re still moving too fast,” he said. “I think we’re better off riding it out—unless something happens to make staying aboard worse than jumping. If we do get stranded out here, we’ll probably need the jeep’s emergency kit.”

“Yes, sir,” said Beeker, reaching up to hold his hat. “The power readout’s still dropping, sir. I don’t think we’ve slowed down, though.”

If anything, it felt as if they’d picked up speed. The jeep was headed almost at right angles to its original course now, and none of Beeker’s efforts made any apparent difference. In the usual course of things, if power failed, the grav units would’ve lowered the hoverjeep gently to the ground—but at this speed, there would have been nothing gentle about it. The only thing to do was hold on and hope the crash protection was up to its job if they hit anything too solid.

As the jeep sped onward, Phule kept sending his Mayday message while Beeker kept a lookout for any sign of imminent collision or other danger. But neither the jeep’s built-in comm unit nor Phule’s wrist communicator showed any sign that it was in contact with the base. Phule was still trying to give Mother (who might or might not have been able to hear him) his best guess of where they were and what was happening, when the jeep suddenly lost speed and came slowly to the ground.


Chapter Ten

Journal #550

Second Lieutenant Snipe was almost instantly dubbed “Lieutenant Sneak” by the Omega Mob. He was, if possible, more cordially hated by most of the enlisted legionnaires than even his superior, Major Botchup. And while the two other lieutenants were more or less forced to tolerate him, they were unable to find even the smallest ground for camaraderie with him.

This no doubt derived in large part from their having seen the transformation of Omega Company, under my employer’s guidance, from the least desirable billet in the Legion into a place where one might build a career. Botchup and Snipe had not been part of that transformation; instead, they were seen (quite accurately) as being sent to tear down everything that Captain Jester had built.

Neither the callow major nor his smirking subaltern—and certainly none of the brass who had sent them on their mission—quite understood that before they could persuade the newly liberated genie to return to its bottle, they would have to reconstruct the original bottle, which had long since been broken into a million fragments.

* * *

“Well, Snipe, what do you think of this outfit?” said Major Botchup. He was firmly established in Phule’s office, which was specially set up as a command center in the event of military action. A thick stack of Omega Company personnel dossiers was on his desk, and the screen of the major’s computer was already filled with his notes.

Snipe twisted his mouth. “A very poor excuse for a combat unit, sir,” he said. “It’s even worse than I expected. There’s no sign of proper discipline, not even among the officers. Half the personnel is totally unsuited for the jobs they’re doing. Believe it or not, the woman running communications can barely speak a coherent sentence. I suspect we’ll want a psychological evaluation there, sir. The supply sergeant is grossly out of shape and sits around reading hovercycle magazines. The enlisted personnel have no respect at all; there’s a Volton who insulted me directly and tried to browbeat me when I called him on it.”

“We can’t allow that,” said Botchup. “Give me a written report with the details, and I’ll take care of it. Just looking at these files, I can see that Jester has let them run amok.” He shook his head. “They’re lucky they’ve never had to deal with any real threats.”

“Yes, sir,” said Snipe. “It’s a good thing General Blitzkrieg assigned you to set them right, sir. Captain Jester has let the company go completely to seed.”

“I’ve been going over Jester’s file in particular,” said Botchup. He pointed toward a shipping box sitting on a chair by the door. The box was marked Captain Jester: Personal. It had been brought from Phule’s office in the company’s Landoor headquarters. Now that the CO’s office belonged to Botchup, these personal effects would normally be removed to Phule’s quarters, but the sealing tape was cut and the top lay open. “No warm laser crystals yet, but with all you’ve told me, it’s just a matter of time before I find something big enough to have him booted out of the Legion entirely.”

“None too soon, sir, to judge from what I’ve seen,” said Snipe, nodding vigorously. “I suspect their combat readiness is as pathetic as everything else Jester’s had a hand in. It’s appalling that Omega Company was given a mission as crucial as this one.”

“Chalk that up to Jester’s being in bed with the politicos,” said Botchup. “He pulled the wool over some ambassador’s eyes and talked him into backing this company for Zenobia. I’m surprised he wanted it. Really—you’d think he’d have been happier with a soft billet like Landoor.”

“Sir, perhaps Jester’s angling for a political career after he leaves the Legion,” said Snipe. “There’s nothing quite like leading a unit in battle to convince the voters you’re leadership material. They never ask how many casualties your unit took.”

“That’s the way of it,” said Botchup. “The dilettantes get all the credit, while the real legionnaires do the dirty work. Well, this time, the real legionnaires are going to take back command of the company before the dilettantes know what hit ’em. And if I have to put half the company in the stockade to turn it around, that’s what I’ll do.”

“Starting with the captain, sir?” Snipe grinned maliciously.

“Starting with the captain,” agreed Botchup. “As soon as he gets back from his little junket to the native capital, he’s going to have a lot of explaining to do.”

“Very good, sir,” said Snipe. After a moment’s thought, he asked, “Should we order him back to base, sir? I’d think the sooner you can make him an example, the sooner this company will toe the line.”

“No, I want time to build my case against him,” said Botchup. “Besides, there’s nothing he can do from a distance, and by the time he gets back, I’ll have gone a long way toward establishing my own authority.”

Snipe leaned forward and spoke in a quiet voice. “Should we take any steps to prevent the other officers from warning him, sir?”

“No,” said Botchup with a nasty smile. “Let them yell their heads off, Snipe. If Jester realizes just what’s in store for him, he may just cut and run. That’s the usual way with his kind, and it’d suit me fine. Then I could get down to the business of turning this company around without any interference from him—or his cronies.”

“Very good, sir,” said Snipe. “I can see you’re not going to be satisfied with half measures.”

“Not at all,” said Botchup. “Now, why don’t you get started on your report. I want to know every single rotten spot in this particular apple, Snipe. You name the names, and I’ll kick the asses.”

“Yes, sir!” said Snipe with a salute that could have been molded in plastic and used as a model in the Legion Academy. He turned and strode out of the command center, grinning like a madman. It didn’t matter at all to Snipe that he was planning to take the best company in the Legion and return it to the mediocrity from which it had arisen. His orders said to do it, and the last thing Snipe would ever do was question an order … unless, of course, it was to his personal advantage to do so.

* * *

The Zenobian desert baked under its glowing primary, a hot, yellow G star. Until recently, humans had looked at the system and seen only worthless real estate: all the planets were in orbits either too close to or too far away from the primary for the system to be of interest. Except for one very useful space station, there was no Alliance presence here. Only when a Zenobian scout ship had made an emergency landing on Haskin’s Planet, halfway across the galaxy, did the Alliance learn the real story of this unappealing world—unappealing to human beings, but not to the lizardlike race that called it home.

The Zenobians were swamp dwellers, evolved from quasi-saurian stock. In the manner of all intelligent races, they had transformed much of their world into the sort of environment they favored. But much still remained in a state of nature, inhabited only by untamed indigenous life-forms. A good third of its land surface was, in fact, arid, similar to this patch perhaps a hundred kilometers from the Alliance camp.

Neither the Zenobian astronomers nor human lookouts observed the fireball cross the sky. After all, there were dozens of such events on any given day, far too many to be of interest unless the objects causing them were large enough to damage a populated area. But this object was no threat, and so nobody even noticed when it rotated and fired braking rockets, or when, in the lower atmosphere, it popped a hatch and deployed a drogue parachute.

And when the escape capsule settled to the ground in a shallow depression that in the rainy season would briefly become a lake, only a few dull-witted desert creatures were there to see the main hatch spring open and a lone figure emerge.

This was just as well, since the figure that emerged looked ill-prepared for the environment it had arrived in. Dressed in a white dinner jacket and starched shirt, it looked as if it had come directly from a formal dance at some exclusive country club. Its highly polished shoes were obviously designed for a polished parquet floor or, at worst, a well-manicured lawn—hardly for a trek across untracked wilderness. Any man with a lick of sense would have been sobered by his first glimpse of the forbidding desert that stretched away from the escape capsule in all directions.

Of course, this was not a man but a custom-made Andromatic robot, designed and programmed to impersonate its owner, Willard Phule, in his role as owner/manager of the Fat Chance Casino on Lorelei. The Zenobian desert held no more fears for it than the hotel corridors from which it had been kidnapped. In fact, it had very few fears at all. In this detail, it was more like its human model than perhaps its builders realized.

After scanning the horizon in all directions, the robot Phule’s delicate sensors detected a signal of human origin from a not-unreasonable distance. Without a glance at the considerable stock of survival gear with which its escape capsule had been supplied, the robot turned in the direction of the signal and began walking. There was an incongruous grin on its face.

The unimaginative desert creatures, having decided that the robot was neither a threat nor a potential meal, turned back to their business.

* * *

Double-X crossed his arms and stared at Brandy. “OK, Sarge, what’s the story?” the legionnaire demanded. “Who’s getting punished and how?”

Brandy stared back at him from behind the desk. In a lot of circumstances, she’d have bitten his head off for the impertinence. But this wasn’t a lot of circumstances; the major’s heavy-handed discipline had made her as angry as any of her troops. “The story is, the major’s sticking to his guns. Which means punishment for the whole company.”

Double-X’s face turned red, and he angrily blurted out, “Yo, Sarge, you saw what the major did to Roadkill. I’m here to tell you, everybody in the company says that stinks.”

“Tell me about it,” she said wearily. “While we’re telling each other about things, the major’s pissed about discipline—like you guys talking back when I say something. He hears you interrupting me or griping about his orders, he’s likely to bust humps a good bit more. Not that I can’t handle it—or even worse—but a word to the wise, Double-X, a word to the wise.”

Double-X looked around as if to check for eavesdroppers before answering. Then he put his hands on the desktop, leaned forward, and lowered his voice. “Man, that stinks even worse,” he said.

“A brilliant deduction,” said Brandy, slapping her hand on her desktop. “Just what do you suggest doing about the problem?”

Double-X fidgeted, his face screwed up in a frown. “I dunno, Sarge,” he admitted at last. “If the cap’n was here, I bet he’d have some way to get us out from under this mess.”

“I wish he was here, myself,” said Brandy. “I don’t think he’d be any happier than the rest of us with what’s going down, but I know he’d have some ideas for fixing it.” She paused and lowered her voice. “But don’t get your hopes too high, Double-X. Botchup is the latest dirty trick from Headquarters, and he’s got the full authority of the top brass backing him. I’m afraid not even the captain’s going to be able to flick him aside all that easily.”

Double-X shrugged. “All I know is, the captain’s took ’em on and won before. If anybody can do it again, he’s the man.”

“Well, then you better hope he gets back soon,” said Brandy. She paused a moment, then said, “You got anything else to gripe about, or are you going to hang out here until the major notices and puts you down for extra punishment?”

“Man, I don’t need no part of that,” said Double-X. “Catch you later, Sarge.”

“Yeah, see you on punishment duty,” said Brandy. She didn’t laugh, and neither did Double-X. 

* * *

“Where are we?” asked Phule. He had opened the jeep’s canopy and was standing up, scanning the horizon for signs of … He realized he wasn’t sure what he was scanning for, but at the moment there was nothing noteworthy in sight, unless the boulders and scrubby vegetation concealed secrets beyond his guessing.

Beeker looked up from the map he had taken out. “Very approximately, sir, we are midway between the Zenobians’ capital and our own base. We have strayed some distance off our original course, however, and I cannot locate us exactly. Our instruments are not providing meaningful information at the moment.”

“Yeah, I got that impression,” said Phule. He sat down in the seat and looked over Beeker’s shoulder. “Does the map show any landmarks in this general area?”

“Nothing, really,” said the butler. “But this is an ordnance survey map provided by our hosts. They could conceivably have omitted items they preferred not to let us know about.”

“That’d be a lot of trouble to confuse an ally,” said Phule, although even as he said it, he remembered being ordered to provide similarly doctored information to Leftenant Qual when the Zenobian had been an observer with Omega Company. He shrugged. “Anyway, there’s nothing obviously military in eyeball range. Unless they’ve got it pretty well camouflaged, that is.” He paused. “Hmmm … we are trying to locate an invader that appears to have unusually effective camouflage …”

“You don’t think the Hidden Ones brought us down here, do you?” Beeker laughed. “What reason could they have for that? Although I don’t pretend to comprehend the psychology of an alien species; quite frankly, the human race gives me enough trouble.” He accompanied this remark with a meaningful nod in Phule’s direction.

Phule ignored the nod—or perhaps he simply missed it. “There’s not much research on the psychology of interstellar warfare,” he said seriously. “There haven’t been a whole lot of examples to study, partly because it’s usually not cost-effective. But any race that gets cheap FTL has at least the capability to wage interstellar war. That’s why there’s a Legion—so that if some rogue species tries to attack another race’s world, we can stop it.”

“In theory,” said Beeker, peering nervously at the landscape beyond the hoverjeep. “Still, someone appears to have invaded this world. Unless the Zenobians are deceiving us for some reason.”

“I’ve considered that,” said Phule. “Even the ambassador had some suspicions on that score. Don’t worry, old man, I’m keeping an open mind about it. On balance, I think they’re telling the truth about the invasion. There are still some questions I haven’t gotten good answers to …”

“Sir …” said Beeker, tentatively.

Phule ignored him. “The ambassador was worried they might be trying to get a fully equipped Alliance military unit on-planet so they could knock us out quickly and gain access to our equipment. But that assumes that our equipment is superior enough to theirs that they’d risk an interplanetary incident to get some, then expect to be able to replicate it before the Alliance could respond. I can’t see that.”

“Sir!” said Beeker, touching his employer’s elbow.

“Not that it wouldn’t be a good idea to develop some defense to the stun ray,” Phule continued. “I’ll bet you they have one, even though they haven’t mentioned it to us. You don’t deploy a weapon that powerful without … What is it, Beeker?” The butler was now tugging on Phule’s sleeve.

The butler pointed abruptly to the left. “Sir, that boulder over there just moved.” Phule turned abruptly. 

“What boulder?” he said, reaching for his sidearm. But it was too late.

* * *

“Don’t like Major Botchup,” said Tusk-anini with characteristic bluntness.

“Well, that puts you with the majority,” said Super-Gnat, sitting at the far end of the mess hall table. “He’s about as popular as the itch.”

“Itch not popular,” said Tusk-anini, squinting at his partner.

“Sure it is,” said Do-Wop, scratching his left armpit. “Everybody’s got it, ain’t they? If it was a vid show, it’d be numero one-o.”

“Having it doesn’t mean you like it,” said Super-Gnat. She took a spoonful of soup and continued, “Besides, Do-Wop, you shouldn’t confuse Tusk. It just makes him ask more questions.”

“There’s nothing wrong with asking questions,” said Mahatma, setting down his tray at a vacant spot at the table. “It’s the best way for people to learn things. I have to keep telling Sergeant Brandy that.”

“The NCOs aren’t sure your main reason for asking questions is to learn something,” said Super-Gnat with a frown. “Then again, maybe you’ve got a better reason.”

Mahatma shrugged. “I didn’t say that the one asking the question was the only one to learn things, did I?”

“Well, I wish you’d go ask Major Botchup some questions, then,” said Do-Wop. “That sucker’s got a lot to learn, and I hope he learns it fast.”

“I hope he learns it without getting anybody hurt,” said Super-Gnat. “That kind of ignorance is dangerous—and not just to the ignoramus, if you know what I mean.”

“Who you callin’ ignoramus?” said a booming voice. They jumped and looked up to see Chocolate Harry, balancing a mess tray and grinning at them. After they relaxed, he said, “Mind if a sergeant sets his tray down?”

“What we gonna say if we do mind?” said Do-Wop. “Hey!” he added as Super-Gnat elbowed him in the ribs.

“Sure, C.H., join the party,” said Gnat, acting as if nothing particular had happened. Do-Wop glared at her for a moment, but he knew better than to say any more.

Chocolate Harry slid his tray onto the table and settled into a chair. He took a sip of his coffee and smacked his lips. “Man, Escrima is a genius,” he said. “Dude can cook as good a meal in the middle of no place as in the best hotel you ever saw.” He paused and thought a moment, then added, “Course, on this planet, maybe we’re in the best hotel there is.”

“Well, I’m not griping about the food,” said Super-Gnat.

“Right,” said Chocolate Harry. “So what are you gripin’ about?”

There was an uncomfortable silence as the group around the table glanced at one another. Even Mahatma, who was usually eager to make his opinion known, seemed reticent. At last, Tusk-anini broke the silence. “New major making everything worse,” he said with characteristic directness.

“Everything?” said the supply sergeant, raising an eyebrow. “Hell, the food ain’t any worse. What else?”

When Do-Wop muttered something foul sounding, Harry turned to him and said, “Yo, Do-Wop, either tell me what you wanna say or keep it buttoned. I can’t fix somethin’ I can’t hear about.”

“Maybe you can’t fix this, neither, so why tell you?” said Do-Wop. Harry just stared at him. After an uncomfortable couple of moments, Do-Wop shrugged. “OK, man, it’s just all the chicken shit. You’re outta uniform, you gotta shave, you gotta salute your officers, you gotta get up at O-five-hundred hours, you gotta say ‘sir’ when you talk to me, yada yada yada, blah blah blah. We were doin’ fine without that crap, so what’s the major gotta bring it in for?”

“He does not respond to questions,” added Mahatma.

“He says he going to break up partners,” said Tusk-anini, glowering as only he could. His huge hand rested on Super-Gnat’s shoulder.

“That’s his rights, you know,” said Chocolate Harry reasonably. “Most other Legion units, they ain’t got partners.”

“We Omega Mob, not other Legion,” said Tusk-anini. “Omega Mob better than other Legion. Don’t care about other units. Major take good company, make it bad again. Don’t like that.”

Chocolate Harry looked at Tusk-anini, then at the other faces all turned toward him, awaiting his answer. “Yeah,” he said at last, “I hear ya. Now, bein’ a sergeant, there ain’t much I can say against the major. But maybe there’s a few things people could do. You didn’t hear it from me, but think about this …”

The supply sergeant spoke briefly and quietly. By the time he was done, his little circle of listeners was nodding in approval. “Yeah,” said Super-Gnat. “I think you’ve got an idea or two there, Sarge. I’ll pass word along to a couple of people, and we’ll see what happens.”

“You’re on your own. You know that,” cautioned Chocolate Harry. “Remember, you never heard anything from me.”

Super-Gnat grinned. “Heard from you? I haven’t heard anything from you except that spiel about renegade robots, and we all know better than to believe that stuff.”

* * *

Perimeter guard duty was assigned on a rotating basis. Tonight, Garbo and Brick had drawn the first nighttime watch. They’d come on board at the same time, new recruits assigned to the Omega Mob at Lorelei. Noticing that both of them were standoffish in the company of their own kind, Phule decided to try the two of them as a team. Surprisingly, after a brief period of awkwardness, the two loners—one Gambolt, one human—had forged some sort of bond and were now almost inseparable, off duty as well as on.

Lieutenant Armstrong met them at their post and checked their equipment. “Most of this is standard Legion issue,” he said. “Brandy should’ve shown you how it works. Have you had a chance to check out the new night goggles, though?”

“Yeah, they’re super triff,” said Brick, who’d picked up a fair share of Landooran slang during their stay on that planet. “I don’t think Garbo likes ’em, though.”

“Really?” said Armstrong. “Why not?”

“They hurt my eyes. All the colors are wrong,” said the Gambolt, speaking through the translator. “Besides, they don’t show me anything I can’t already see.”

“Ah, that’s right,” said Armstrong, snapping his fingers. “Our Terran cats can see in the dark. Stands to reason that you Gambolts can, too.”

“She sees as much without ’em as I can with ’em,” said Brick, her voice showing pride at her partner’s abilities. “And she’s right about the colors—they are weird, but I can see so much more, I don’t mind.”

“Well, you’re not likely to see much tonight,” said Armstrong. “We’ve swept the area for a kilometer in all directions, and there’s nothing bigger than a floon out there—and none of it is dangerous to something human-sized. So stay alert, but don’t get trigger-happy.”

“Yes, sir,” said Brick. “What if something unexpected shows up?”

“As long as it doesn’t attack, let it be,” said the lieutenant. “We’ve got a perimeter fence set to give a little warning zap to any local vermin that try to cross it. Anything that keeps coming in spite of the zap, don’t be heroes. Hit it with the stunners, then call Mother, and she’ll get you backup pronto. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” said Garbo. “Stun and call in. Will do, sir.”

“Carry on, then,” said Armstrong, and he strode back to the MBC.

After the lieutenant was out of earshot, Brick peered out into the brush and said, “This place gives me the freddies, Garbo. I’ve never been anyplace where it gets so dark at night.”

“You grow up in the city, no?” the Gambolt asked.

“Yeah, sure did,” said Brick. “Plenty of light, plenty of people. This place is just too … empty for me.”

“City’s scarier, if you ask me,” said Garbo. The two sentries began walking slowly along the perimeter, keeping their gaze turned out into the dark around the camp. “You get too many beings in one place, some of them are going to be bad ones. Out here, just a few animals to worry about, and mostly they mind their own business.”

“Just a few animals?” Brick stared out into the darkness. “Maybe. But if there’s just animals, why’s the major got us out on guard duty? There’s got to be something else out there—maybe those Hidden Ones the Zenobians are talking about.”

“If you ask me, I think the Hidden Ones will stay hidden,” said Garbo, scoffing. “They have no reason to bother us—”

There was a loud crack from somewhere in the dark outside the perimeter. “Ssst! What’s that?” Brick hissed suddenly. She turned and pointed into the darkness, crouching to present a smaller target.

“Something moving,” said Garbo, ducking down beside her partner. “Something big. Wind’s the wrong way to pick up scent.”

“There’s not supposed to be anything big out there,” said Brick, her voice a whisper. “What do we do?”

“Remember orders,” murmured Garbo. “First wait and see. It might not come any closer. If it does, we use stunners and call for backup.”

“Stunners, right,” said Brick nervously. She clicked off the safety on her stunner and peered over its sights toward where the sounds had come from. Not for the first time, she wished she had the Gambolt’s hypersensitive ears and nose. Even with the night vision goggles, it was hard to make out anything beyond the edge of the camp. The landscape appeared in false colors, according to temperature; in Earth-like ecologies, that meant that large life-forms generally stood out in bright contrast to the cooler background. But here, with only a few warm-blooded native life-forms, the colors were uniformly muted. And despite the noise they’d heard, nothing seemed to be moving.

Then, slowly, from a small arroyo a short distance away, a large form loomed up and began advancing toward them. In the night goggles, it stood out as a bright, throbbing presence, big as a man, moving directly toward the waiting sentries. “Gemini!” said Brick, and without waiting, she raised her weapon toward it.

“Hold it; that’s a person,” said Garbo, but she was too late: Brick had already depressed the firing stud.

In the night goggles, the stun ray appeared as a narrow cone of blue green light expanding toward the target. The cone enveloped the approaching figure, which was suddenly surrounded by a haze of reflection, and Brick lowered the muzzle of her weapon, waiting for the target to fall.

Except this time, nothing happened.

The figure continued to advance on them. “Stop or I’ll shoot,” shouted Brick, now thoroughly befuddled by her stunner’s failure. “Put your hands up!” She aimed the stunner toward its head even while she wondered what she was supposed to do now that the weapon wasn’t working. It must be broken; she’d seen it hit the target, no question at all. But if it wasn’t working, what was she going to do if the intruder attacked? Then it came to a stop, facing them, and raised its hands.

“Identify yourself!” she shouted. Behind her, Garbo was calling Mother, asking for backup.

“No reason to shoot,” came an eerily familiar voice. “I’m not armed. Can I come closer?”

“The captain!” Brick said, standing up to look more closely. It was impossible to make out facial features at this distance, especially with the odd color substitutions she saw in the night goggles; but the voice was undeniably Captain Jester’s.

Garbo turned to look. “It can’t be,” the Gambolt said; then, after a long stare into the darkness, she whispered, “Let’s play it safe. Keep him covered till the backup gets here. We’ll let somebody else decide.” She raised her voice. “Stay right there; we’ve got you covered. Don’t move, and we won’t hurt you.”

“I won’t move,” came Phule’s voice, sounding far more cheerful and reasonable than someone stopped at gunpoint by his own troops ought to sound. “I hope your backup comes before too long, though. It’s no fun waiting in the dark.”

“It’ll be here,” said Brick, trying to sound tougher than she felt. “You just stay put till then.”

The captain’s voice chuckled. “I’m not going anywhere,” it said. “Not yet.”

Brick barely had time to start wondering about that before the backup arrived, and she and Garbo were off the hook.


Chapter Eleven

Journal #560

The Andromatic robot duplicate of my employer was programmed to impersonate him in his role as casino owner. It had seemed sufficient to give it only a perfunctory knowledge of military protocol. After all, the “troops” at the Fat Chance Casino were in fact actors, most of them without actual military experience. On the off chance that the casino might play host to a current or former Legion officer, the robot was programmed to sidestep any talk of military matters in favor of more general topics. To date, nobody had noticed the impersonation.

It was only when the robot walked into a Legion camp, where its real-life counterpart was a key figure, that these omissions became critical. And, of course, the one person who could have set things straight was a considerable distance away.

* * *

Phule came awake to find himself in a tentlike structure, except that the walls and roof seemed to be made of something other than cloth. There was a dull ache at the base of his skull, as if he’d been drinking at the kind of place the enlisted Legion frequented. “Where am I?” he asked, aware even as he said the words that he was acting out the oldest cliché in the books.

“Sir, we seem to have been taken prisoner by the Hidden Ones,” said Beeker’s voice, close to his right ear. “They apparently used something much like the Zenobian stun ray to subdue us.”

“Have you seen them?” Phule sat up and reached out to touch the walls of their current lodging. The material was soft and smooth but had very little give to it. There was no sign of any opening to the outside, although the air seemed reasonably fresh.

“Not a glimpse of them,” said Beeker. “But I haven’t been conscious much longer than you, sir. Perhaps they’ll make their appearance now that we’re both awake.”

“I hope they’re going to make an appearance,” said Phule, experimentally poking another portion of the walls. “I can’t see any way out of here.”

“One would assume we’ve been kept alive deliberately, sir,” said Beeker. “Had our captors intended our demise, I doubt we would have awakened at all.”

Phule grimaced. “That assumes a lot. If we’ve been captured by aliens of an unknown race, we can’t take anything for granted. Remember, the Zenobians like their meat freshly killed …”

“I should certainly hope we aren’t being saved for that purpose, sir,” said Beeker, his face as unperturbed as ever, although Phule thought he noticed an unusual degree of stress in the butler’s voice.

“I’ll settle for not being starved to death,” said Phule. “Whoever’s captured us doesn’t necessarily know what we like to eat—or how often. We could be in a real pickle.”

“Sir, I should consider our present situation to be a ‘real pickle,’ as far as I understand the term,” said Beeker. “It is not too early to begin thinking of escape.”

“Yeah, we’ve got to look into that,” said Phule. “But we’re not going to rush into it. We’ve got a golden opportunity to find out who these Hidden Ones are—or whatever they call themselves. It’s a good thing we have a couple of translators in the jeep; at least, when they do show up, we’ll be able to communicate with them.”

“A very debatable assumption, sir,” said Beeker. “Why, I find some of your legionnaires all but incomprehensible, despite our nominal possession of a common tongue. But above and beyond that question, we cannot take it for granted that our captors will allow us to retrieve our equipment from the hovercar.”

“Hmmm … that would complicate things,” said Phule. “How are you at sign language?”

“Quite competent within a very narrow range, sir,” said Beeker. “I am certain that I can communicate hostility and frustration with no risk of misunderstanding. More complex matters might exceed my abilities.”

Phule nodded. “Well, I might not be able to do much better. But between the two of us, we’ll have to figure out how to convince them to let us get hold of those translators. Once I can actually talk to them—”

“Sir!” said Beeker, in an urgent whisper. “Something’s happening.”

“Where?” said Phule. Beeker’s pointing finger gave him the answer. One end of the enclosure was turning darker and becoming porous, as if it were made of some fibrous substance. Together, they backed off and stood watching. Whatever was going to happen to them, it was evidently happening now. 

* * *

“What were you doing in the desert out there?” said Lieutenant Armstrong. He and Phule were huddled together in the comm center, just out of sight of Mother. Cool drinks had been brought out, and both were slaking their thirst—though the captain was taking only small sips. Satisfied that the captain was displaying no evidence of physical distress, Armstrong began a rapid-fire series of questions. “Did something happen to your hovercar? Are you hurt? And where’s Beeker?”

“Slow down, Lieutenant, slow down,” said the captain with an easy smile. “That’s a lot of questions to throw at a fellow all at once. But no, I’m not hurt, just a little dusted up is all. I’ll be fine after a shower and a change of outfit—and a cool drink. As for Beeker, the old rascal’s off-station, taking care of some business for me. He’ll be back as soon as he’s got it all wrapped up.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re not hurt, Captain,” said Armstrong, somewhat reassured. “How did the negotiations with the Zenobians go? We’re starting to wonder if—”

“Don’t worry, old fellow. Everything’s under control,” said Phule, still smiling. “Now’s when you should be relaxing, letting yourself enjoy things. There’ll never be a better chance.”

“Do you really think so, sir?” said Armstrong, surprised. “I know you think I’m a bit inflexible sometimes, but with a new CO on board, this hardly seems the time to slack off—”

“No time better, Lieutenant,” said Phule. “Here we are jawing at each other, when you could be out winning yourself a fortune. And I need to get that shower.”

“A fortune?” Armstrong frowned. “Well, perhaps I haven’t paid as much attention to my investments … not that this seems quite the proper time for that … besides, we need to get you ready to meet the new CO as soon as possible.”

But even as he spoke, Phule clapped him on the back and winked at him. Then the captain turned and headed back toward the center of the camp, leaving Armstrong to puzzle over what he’d meant. Since Armstrong had been trying, without notable success, to figure out his captain ever since Phule had first arrived at Omega Company, Phule’s words set off no alarm bells in his head.

The fact that they didn’t goes a long way to explain why, after three years in the Legion, Armstrong had risen to no higher rank than Lieutenant.

* * *

“We’ve got some kind of signal,” said Sushi. His gaze was fixed on the primitive instrument sitting atop the makeshift desk in the room he shared with Do-Wop.

“Y’know, that’s about the tenth time you’ve said that,” said Do-Wop, looking up from the handheld action game he was playing. “Last about nine times, what you got when it was all over was nothin’. Flat-out, I mean, nothin’. And that’s just with this gizmo—what is it, the third different one you’ve built?”

“I really appreciate the support,” said Sushi, his gaze still on the readouts. His hand moved a potentiometer a tiny notch higher, and one of the readouts registered an increase in the signal. “It’s times like this, when a man starts to think he’s completely on the wrong track, that positive input from coworkers is so important.”

“Huh?” said Do-Wop.

Now Sushi looked up at his partner. “What I’m saying is, you’re part of this project too. And this isn’t just some wild banth chase; we’re here to help the Zenobians find those invisible aliens. The captain gave us this job, and until he tells us to quit, we’re going to keep working on it. Even if there are a few false starts.”

Do-Wop scratched his head. “What about the new major? He’s pretty much thrown the captain’s ideas out the window.”

“What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” said Sushi. “He hasn’t told us to quit, and until he does, we don’t worry about what he thinks. In fact, since what we’re doing is a direct part of our mission, maybe the major will let us keep doing it even though he didn’t think it up himself. I hope so, anyhow, because I think there’s more to be found out there than just those aliens.”

“Yeah? Such as?”

“Beeker,” said Sushi. “The captain’s back, but he hasn’t said much about Beeker, and that’s suspicious, in my book. Maybe he’s putting on an act, trying to make the major underestimate him. Maybe when he’s ready, he’s going to spring a surprise. He’ll solve the Zenobian mystery all by himself and make the major look like a nineteenth wheel. That’ll show the brass that we didn’t need a new CO after all, and they’ll give the company back to him.”

“The Legion don’t work like that,” said Do-Wop dubiously.

“No, but the captain does,” said Sushi. “And if you ask me to bet on whether the captain can outsmart the Legion, I’d put my money on him every single time.”

“I still don’t get it,” said Do-Wop. “If the captain’s playing some kinda game, what’s Beeker gonna do out there in the brush?”

“I think the captain and Beeker found the aliens,” said Sushi. “And at just about the same time, they found out the brass had sent the major to take over the company. I bet the captain got the news and decided to come back on his own. He left Beeker behind to negotiate with the aliens—in fact, I bet the signal we’re picking up has something to do with that—it’s sure not anything on our usual frequencies.”

“Yeah, well, maybe you’re right,” admitted Do-Wop. He bent over and looked over Sushi’s shoulder at the readout, then said, “But what if this signal’s as bogus as the others? You can’t get anywhere if all you’ve got is phony signals that disappear right after you discover ’em.”

“I spent last night putting in a refinement to the system,” said Sushi. “Last night, when you were sleeping like a log. Now, with any luck, I can get a fix on these signals before they fade out. In fact …” He reached out and pushed a button on the console. A light started blinking.

“What’s that?” said Do-Wop.

“You should’ve paid more attention when we were setting this thing up,” said Sushi. “It’s a recording disc, and with the information we’ll have saved on it, we can pinpoint the origin of this signal, even if it fades out.”

“Oh yeah? Where’s it from?”

Sushi looked at his readouts. “I have to do the math to be sure, but at a guess, I’d say just about halfway between here and the Zenobian capital city. Right on the captain’s course.”

* * *

The opening in the wall had revealed only two dishes containing food and two cups of water. The food was warm, if a bit bland. One dish could have been passed off as mashed potatoes with a dash of cinnamon, and another was a sort of meat that tasted remarkably like … baked chicken. The water was cool and fresh. At least their captors did not intend to starve them.

The question remained: What kinds of creatures had taken them prisoner, and why? The evidence remained scanty; even the dishes were of unexceptional design, made of a ceramic material that could have been produced on any of a hundred worlds. And they had still seen nothing of the creatures who made them.

“It’s amazing that the Hidden Ones have managed to avoid detection by the Zenobians,” said Phule. “Why, they must have been right under their noses—”

“Not necessarily, sir,” said Beeker. “If you remember, the Zenobians avoid the dryer areas of the planet. They’re no more familiar with them than humans are with the polar regions of our own worlds. We’ve sent out a few exploring parties, but we can hardly claim to know them intimately. An alien race adapted to arctic conditions that landed near the South Pole of Landoor or Haskin’s Planet could escape notice for many years. In fact, on many worlds, there are reports from sparsely inhabited areas of large animals that have not yet been seen by scientists.”

“Large animals are one thing,” said Phule. “An invasion by a space-going race is something else entirely.”

“In theory, sir, I agree,” said Beeker. “But if the aliens were not aggressive, there might be a considerable interval before they interacted. Especially if the invaders find the swampy areas of this world as unattractive as the natives do the deserts, there is no reason they would have come into contact before now.”

Phule grimaced. “They’re welcome to the swamps and deserts both,” he said, fanning himself with his hat. “Anyhow, we know for a fact they’re here, just not what they look like. Now, if we can get them to return us to the hoverjeep, we can use the translator instead of trying to communicate by gestures and guesses. Any ideas how we can do that?”

Beeker leaned his chin on the back of his right hand. “We appear to need the translator to communicate, yet we cannot communicate to our captors that we require it. This is the sort of circular logic puzzle that one might find diverting if one were to read about it in a story.”

“Maybe you like that kind of puzzle, but it’s driving me crazy,” said Phule. “If you find it so diverting, you’re welcome to solve it yourself.”

“Alas, sir, I have already devoted considerable thought to it,” said Beeker imperturbably. “As yet, I have not obtained a satisfactory result. I continue to ponder the question.”

“Ponder faster, Beek,” said Phule. “Getting out of this cell may depend on it. Not to mention getting something better to eat …” He pointed at the remains of their meal.

Beeker shrugged. “I find it as bland as you do, sir. But for all we know, from our captors’ point of view, this may be the equivalent of five-star cuisine.”

“Nobody gives prisoners five-star cuisine,” said Phule. “Not even the condemned man’s last meal.” He stopped and looked at his butler with sudden apprehension. “I wish I hadn’t thought of that.”

“One would not expect an alien race to be cognizant of that tradition,” said Beeker. “We need not fear on that account, sir. Nor, I think, do we need to fear that they are fattening us for the slaughter.”

“Beeker, you can’t imagine what a relief it is to hear that,” said Phule. “My whole outlook on life just brightened, you know? Why, I can almost reconcile myself to spending the rest of my days locked up in this … whatever it is.”

“You really shouldn’t attempt sarcasm unless you have a proper sense of how to deploy it, sir,” said Beeker. “Sarcasm ought to come from a position of assured superiority. It undermines the entire effect to end a sentence with a phrase that so openly admits one’s ignorance as ‘whatever it is.’”

Phule stared at the butler a moment, then sat down in a corner of the enclosure. “The ironic thing is, I’ve just figured out what this place is, five seconds too late to get any use out of it.”

“Really, sir?” Beeker’s eyebrow went up a notch. “What, pray tell, would you call this place, then?”

“A torture chamber. What else would you call a place you have to share with somebody who corrects every remark you make?”

“Perhaps you are right, sir,” said Beeker. “I hadn’t seen it in quite that light. And after all, it does work both ways.”

Phule looked up. “Both ways? What do you mean?”

“What else would you call a place where your only companion is constantly making remarks that cry out for correction?”

* * *

“Where is Captain Jester?” demanded Major Botchup. His tone suggested that anyone who couldn’t answer was in trouble. “Mr. Snipe tells me the fellow’s come sneaking back. Why hasn’t he reported to me?”

“Yes, sir, the captain has returned,” said Armstrong. “His hoverjeep malfunctioned out in the desert, and he walked into camp—”

The new officer grunted. “Malfunctioned, hey? Sounds as if somebody’s slacking off in your motor pool, Lieutenant.” It was clear he considered it Armstrong’s fault.

“Oh, no, sir,” said Armstrong, beginning to sweat. “Our motor pool is up to Legion standards—”

“We’ll see about that,” said the major. “When the CO’s personal jeep breaks down in the boonies, what kind of attention are the other vehicles getting, I wonder? Omega Company’s not drawing soft barracks duty anymore, Lieutenant. This planet’s at war, you know.”

“Not exactly a war, is it, sir?” said Armstrong meekly. “We were asked in to help the locals find out—”

“Not a war?” the major stopped and turned on his heel to face Armstrong. “That’s naive of you, Lieutenant, wouldn’t you say? These lizards bent over backward to get into the Alliance, and the ink was barely dry on the treaty when they asked for this outfit—which they seem to think is some sort of elite company, God help ’em—to come in as military advisers. What other than a war could be so urgent, hey?”

“Preventing one might be, Major,” said a new voice, calm and genial. “That’d be at the top of my list of priorities, anyway.”

Major Botchup whirled. “Captain Jester!” he said. He drew himself up to military posture and said, “I’m surprised it’s taken you so long to report, Captain. As you must have heard, I have been assigned by Legion Headquarters to take over command of this company. Frankly, I don’t like what I’ve seen so far.”

His glower made it obvious that he included Phule in this assessment. The captain was wearing a white dinner jacket with a plaid bow tie and matching cummerbund—appropriate attire for greeting customers at the Fat Chance Casino, but a bit out of place in the field. And he was carrying a martini glass in his left hand. The major’s eyes settled on it in an instant and radiated disapproval.

Surprisingly, Phule showed no reaction to the criticism implicit in the major’s voice. He reached out his right to shake hands with the officer. “Armstrong, see if the major wants something to drink,” he said, then grinned and added, “it’s on the house.”

The major stiffened. He looked down his nose at Phule and said, “Captain, I had heard appalling stories about this command, but I thought they had to be exaggerated. I’ll grant you, Legion tradition allows a certain degree of liberty. But our officers are supposed to be gentlemen, and that implies a degree of discretion. Here you are, in a combat zone, out of uniform and—not to put too fine a point on it—soused before noon! I can see the general was right to relieve you of command. You will return to your quarters at once and make yourself presentable. Then report to me to be assigned your new duties. I’m sure we can find something you can do without screwing it up. If not, I may have to send you back to headquarters as unfit for duty!”

Phule grinned inanely. “Now, Major, let down your hair and relax a while. This is a place to forget your troubles.”

The major turned to Armstrong and barked, “Lieutenant, put this man under house arrest! And make sure he doesn’t drink any more until he’s in shape to understand the trouble he’s in!”

“Yes, sir!” said Armstrong, saluting. His expression was troubled, but he took Phule’s elbow and said as gently as possible, “Captain, it’s time for you to get some rest. Let me help you to your quarters.”

“The cashier will give you quarters,” said Phule, grinning like an idiot. “But I’ll give you a tip—the dollar slots give better odds. Why not go for the gold?”

“Get him out of my sight!” bellowed the major. Visibly disturbed, Armstrong somehow managed to lead Phule away, and the major turned and stomped off toward the command center. It was time to determine just what was needed to get this company into shape and to bring it unequivocally under his own control. Grim-faced, he marched through the entrance to the MBC. There was work to do.

* * *

It was the second day since Phule had returned to the company and had been relieved of command by Major Botchup. A group of legionnaires stood outside the MBC; breakfast was over, and there was a little time still to shoot the breeze before they had to report to morning duty. Being Omega Mob, they were not about to let a chance to do nothing in particular escape them.

As they milled about, forming into groups for talk and banter, the entrance to the MBC opened and Captain Jester emerged, carrying an attaché case. He went over to a table in the shade of a canvas awning and sat down.

It had become obvious even to the major that a certain amount of routine administrative work that needed to be done could most easily be performed by the captain, who after all knew the company’s personnel and history. So the confinement to quarters was modified to allow him to do routine paperwork. With the major having taken over the commanding officer’s office, the captain was allowed to work wherever he could find space. And, as it happened, there was plenty of space in the open air. He opened the case and began to leaf through its contents, not paying any attention to the group of legionnaires a few meters away.

After a minute or so, Brick noticed him sitting there. She nudged one of her companions and said, “Be back in a minute. I’m going to go ask the captain about those renegade robots Chocolate Harry says we might have to fight. He’ll give us the straight story.”

“Sure, let me know what you find out,” said the other legionnaire. Phule had always been open to questions and suggestions from the troops.

“Captain? I’m sorry to interrupt …” Brick hovered near the camp stool where Phule sat, a stack of printouts on the table in front of him.

Phule looked up with a quizzical expression. “Yes, who is it?” he said.

“Oh, I’m Brick, Captain,” she said. “I’m new with the company, so I guess you don’t know me yet …”

“Oh yes, of course,” said Phule, flashing a fixed smile even as his head swiveled from side to side, as if trying to locate the source of Brick’s voice. “What’s the problem, uh, Brick? You don’t have to hide—come on out where I can see you!”

“Excuse me, sir?” said Brick, puzzled. She was right in front of the captain, so he must be playing some kind of joke. Either that, or his ordeal in the desert had taken far more out of him than anyone had at first thought. Come to think of it, his behavior had reportedly been a bit strange ever since he had arrived back at the Legion camp. After a moment, she decided she was better off just asking her question. “It’s like this, sir. There’s a rumor we might be facing renegade robots here. As you can imagine, all of us want to know the straight dope on that, as far as you can give it. We understand the need for security—”

“Renegade robots?” Phule scoffed, even while his eyes kept flicking this way and that. “Now, I can tell you with pretty solid authority there’s no such thing. Robots are fine machines, Brick, made to exacting specifications, incapable of error. Except human error—you’ll get that every now and then, of course. You can trust robots, Brick. Anybody who tells you otherwise is dead wrong—dead wrong, I tell you. Take my word for it. I ought to know!”

“Yes, sir,” said Brick, somewhat surprised at Phule’s sudden vehemence on the subject. “Then you don’t think we’re likely to see any combat against them?”

“Combat? Don’t be ridiculous,” said Phule. “That’s off the charts, Brick, completely off the charts.” He paused a moment, then said, “What’s going on, anyway? Are you hiding from me?”

“Hiding?” Brick took off her purple robot camouflage cap and said, “No, sir, I’m not hiding. Maybe you need a cool drink of water, sir. The desert heat may be affecting you—”

“Oh, there you are!” said the captain, suddenly looking her straight in the face. “Well, the heat isn’t really that bad, but it’s a good idea to take sensible precautions, isn’t it? Well, if you don’t have any other questions, I have these reports to go through …”

“Yes, sir!” said Brick, replacing her cap and saluting. She turned and went back to her comrades, shaking her head.

“So, what’s the word?” asked Roadkill. “We gonna fight the robots or not?”

“Captain says no,” said Brick. “Problem is, I’m not sure just how far to trust his word, Roadie. I think the desert heat has cooked his brain. He was acting as if he couldn’t even see me.” 

“Wow, that’s a shame,” said Roadkill, turning a sympathetic glance toward the captain, who was riffling through papers. “Let’s hope he gets back to his old self. We sure need him to set things right. Maybe he could even figure out how to get the major off our backs.”

Before Brick could reply, Brandy strode up to the group and barked, “Okay, okay, don’t you birds have jobs to do? This is the Space Legion, in case you’ve forgotten it.”

“Lord help me, Sarge, how could I forget it?” groaned Roadkill. He and the other legionnaires scattered to their morning assignments, and Brandy nodded. As long as the troops looked busy, the major had one less excuse to bust chops. She’d thought the days were long over when her main concern was keeping officers off her back.

Well, maybe the problem would be short-lived. She glanced over at Phule, who sat there grinning as he shuffled papers. Roadkill had been right about that; he was their best hope to figure out a way to reduce the major’s influence. And until that happened, Omega Company was going to be a lot less fun than it had been, even for top sergeants.

* * *

A knock came at the door. Lieutenant Rembrandt looked up and smiled. “Chocolate Harry! Come in and sit down,” she said. She put down the report she’d been reading. Before Major Botchup had arrived, she’d had the occasional report to read, usually something of importance to the company. Now she was drowned in reports, most of them irrelevant and unreadable. Any break from this routine was welcome. Any kind of break at all.

The supply sergeant nodded and took a seat opposite her. “Got a problem, Remmie,” he said without prelude.

“I figured as much from the way you look,” said Rembrandt. “What’s up, C.H.? Don’t tell me those bikers are after you again. We must be a dozen parsecs away from them.”

“Nah, nothin’ that simple,” said Chocolate Harry. He pulled his chair closer to the desk and leaned forward. “I’m worried about the cap’n,” he said in a lowered voice. 

“We all are,” said Rembrandt, also quietly. “He’s let this new CO’s being appointed over his head throw him for a loop. It can’t be easy having your command taken away from you.”

“Yeah,” growled Harry. “That really stinks—not that it surprises me, knowin’ the Legion like I do. This new major is pure chicken shit, the kind they only make at Legion Headquarters. He hasn’t started messin’ with my end of things so far, except for asking for a bunch of fool reports. If he never gets around to me, that’ll be damn soon enough. But that ain’t what I was worried about.”

“You said it was the captain …” Lieutenant Rembrandt paused and looked inquisitively at Chocolate Harry.

“That’s right. He’s actin’ kinda flaky, Remmie.”

“Flaky? How?”

Chocolate Harry rubbed his beard, considering his words. After a moment he said, “I dunno. He’s acting like he’s back at the Fat Chance. I mean, he’s walking around wearin’ that monkey suit, like he was gonna have dinner with the ambassador, and there’s no ambassadors here that I can see. Looks mighty like a desert out there, in fact.”

“Yes, that is unusual,” Rembrandt admitted. “He’s always told us to be proud of our uniform, and he’s set an example by wearing it.”

“Right, and he talks like we’re at the casino too,” said Harry. He paused again and said, “I think somethin’s touched his brain, Remmie.”

“The heat out in the desert could have done that,” said Rembrandt. “The sentries who met him when he came in said he was already acting strangely, and Armstrong confirmed it. They fired the Zenobian stun ray at him before they knew who he was. Maybe that could’ve had an effect …”

“It could be the heat,” said Chocolate Harry. “But I’ll tell you what I think.” He leaned closer and whispered, “It was right after he got back from that conference with the Zenobians, Remmie. And Beeker ain’t come back yet. What do you want to bet they’ve got some game goin’?”

“What do you mean?” asked Rembrandt, surprised. She hadn’t even considered that the planet’s natives might have had something to do with the captain’s strange behavior.

“I think they slipped somethin’ into his food or maybe a drink, that’s what I think,” said the supply sergeant. “We’re sittin’ here with a camp full of state-of-the-art Alliance military equipment, and if they can get their claws on it, they’ll have a real edge on us. That business about invisible aliens—that sure sounds like jive to me. I bet the lizards figured they’d dope up the captain and he’d just hand it over to ’em.”

“That’s a serious accusation,” said Rembrandt. “We’d need something more to back it up before we took any action on it.”

“That’s why I’m talkin’ to you, Remmie,” said C.H. “Major Botchup, I don’t know how he’d act. Except he’d try to do everything by the book, and that ain’t gonna work. We gotta figure out what’s really goin’ on before we tell the major.”

Rembrandt didn’t answer right away; withholding something potentially so explosive from her commanding officer was asking for a court-martial. And like him or not, Botchup was her commanding officer now. On the other hand, he’d already decided there was something wrong with Captain Jester and taken the steps he considered appropriate. So there was no need to tell him that. All she’d be doing was refining the diagnosis. Until she knew for a fact that there was some external threat to Omega Company’s security, she didn’t need to get Botchup involved. But unless she was going to dismiss Chocolate Harry’s suspicions out of hand, she needed to find out what was really going on, and she couldn’t wait much longer.

“All right,” she said. “Where do we start?”

“Damn good question,” said Chocolate Harry, but he didn’t volunteer an answer.


Chapter Twelve

Journal #569

Being in command of Omega Company had greatly broadened my employer’s horizons. For one thing, he had become familiar with members of several other intelligent races, from the sluglike Synthians to the feline Gambolts. He had even been so fortunate as to make the human race’s first contact with the Zenobians, whom he subsequently helped bring into the Alliance. And he had been given ample opportunity to observe their differences from humanity, a species that was not by any means uniform in its culture or psychology.

But nothing had quite prepared him for the job of trying to understand a race that neither he nor anyone else had ever seen.

* * *

“Still no sign of them,” said Phule. He had been pacing the small confines of their prison for the last hour. “When are they going to show themselves?”

“Perhaps they have, sir. Perhaps we’re incapable of seeing or hearing them,” suggested Beeker. The butler had scrunched into a corner and drawn up his legs to stay out from under the nervous captain’s pacing.

“I still don’t see how that could be,” said Phule, stopping and turning to look at him. “The problem of invisibility has been pretty thoroughly investigated. Believe me, if there were some workable technique for it, every military unit in the galaxy would be using it. It only works in special circumstances, like on a magician’s stage set.”

“That is not an inapt comparison, sir,” said Beeker. “Our captors may have set up almost any imaginable kind of equipment beyond these walls. Nor can we guess what substances they may have put into our air, our food, or our drinking water. One wonders what benefit they derive from the deception. It must cost them a fair amount of time and effort, if not actual money—assuming they use any such thing.”

Phule paced around the cell a moment, then said, “You know, Beek, maybe that doesn’t bother them. The biggest thing I learned from the Landoor mission was to stop worrying about money. That was the first time I’ve ever let the projected cost of something bother me, instead of just trusting my instincts to keep me in the black. And I didn’t need to worry at all. With the people I had on the job, you among the most important, I ended up with more than I started out with.”

Beeker frowned. “Yes, sir, but it was a very close thing …”

“And we came out the other side just fine,” said Phule, waving the objection away. “The worrying didn’t make a nickel’s worth of difference in the long run. All it did was make me unhappy when I should’ve trusted my people to get the job done. Well, I can draw a conclusion as well as anybody else. I’ve got Sushi and Do-Wop on the job of investigating the Hidden Ones, and that means they’ll eventually figure out what’s happened to us. And once they know that, they’ll find a way to get us loose. So why worry about it?”

Beeker clasped his hands together. “I am glad that you have stopped worrying about money, sir.” He smiled. “If that is the case, and considering that you evidently value my suggestions, I think it is high time for us to discuss an increase in my salary.”

“We can talk about that if we ever get out of this place,” said Phule. “Not much you can do with money in here, is there?”

Beeker’s face was stoical. “The accumulated interest from the date of the raise could be significant, sir.”

“You do have a point there,” admitted Phule. Then his eyes grew wide. “Wait a minute … it’s opening again.”

They turned to see a portion of the wall again darkening and becoming porous, as it had when their captors had fed them. Were they going to see their captors at last? Or were they simply going to be fed again? The Hidden Ones did not necessarily have any notion of how frequently humans needed to eat, although the food they had provided before indicated familiarity with their nutritional requirements.

Phule stooped, trying to see if he could detect anything from a lower angle. But, as before, the opening stayed opaque, although apparently perfectly transparent to material substances. Through it, a round object about the size of a person’s head came bouncing, making a jingling noise as it rolled across the enclosure and came to a stop at Beeker’s feet. The butler bent to pick it up. “What in the world is this, sir?” he asked, holding it balanced on his palm.

Phule looked at the object, then said, “If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was a gravball. Except they’ve put a bell inside it for some reason.”

* * *

Rembrandt had taken advantage of an hour off duty to sketch the rugged terrain just beyond the Legion camp’s perimeter. As always, she found that the challenge of turning blank paper into a recognizable picture of a specific landscape helped clear her mind of other matters—of which there were far too many at present—for a short time. But, as too often happened, other matters had come looking for her, and now she was going to have to deal with them.

“OK, Sushi, tell me what you’ve found,” she said, wearily setting aside her sketchpad and pencil. “I won’t even ask where you and Do-Wop have been hiding.”

“I wouldn’t tell you,” said Sushi. “Major Botchup hasn’t found out about us yet, but somehow, I don’t think he’d authorize us to continue the search. And we have every intention of keeping it going. As Do-Wop says, ‘If the major don’t like it, he can shove it.’”

“Sounds just like what he’d say,” said Rembrandt. “But maybe you should ask yourself, what if I don’t like it?”

“Well, we’d have to take that pretty seriously,” said Sushi. “But as far as I’m concerned, the person with the final say is Captain Jester. If he tells me to give it up, that’s final. Anybody else, I reserve the right to disagree.”

“And what has the captain said?”

Sushi paused, then admitted, “I haven’t talked to him. But from what I hear, he’s acting very strange. Maybe being lost in the desert threw him into a loop—I don’t know. Anyhow, I think my best move is just to keep on with the job he gave me.”

Rembrandt sighed. “Sushi, even in Omega Company you can’t just ignore a superior officer’s orders. I wish the major had never been sent to us, but that doesn’t change the rules. He’s still our commanding officer, no matter how you feel about it.”

Sushi winked at her. “I’m not ignoring his orders, Lieutenant. He hasn’t given me any yet.”

“Because Do-Wop and you have been AWOL ever since the major stepped out of his lander,” said Rembrandt. “In fact, I’m technically violating the Legion Code of Conduct myself for failing to report you two.”

“We won’t report you if you don’t report us,” said Sushi. “Now, why don’t I tell you what I came here for, and get away before somebody else sees us and has to agonize over whether to report us both?”

“You know I wasn’t going to report you,” said Rembrandt. “But yes, if you’ve come out of hiding to tell me something, I’d better hear what it is. And then you’d better take off before somebody does see us together.”

“Ah, you anticipate my plan,” said Sushi, in a mock-villainous accent. He leaned forward and said, “Our new apparatus has picked up a signal from out in the desert; I’m pretty sure it’s the aliens the Zenobians have been looking for.”

Rembrandt sat up straighter. “A signal. I’ll take it for granted you’ve eliminated other local sources. So, if you’re right about what you’ve got, you and Do-Wop have just accomplished one of our main mission objectives all by yourselves.” She stopped and looked him in the eye before continuing. “Why are you telling me, anyway, instead of taking it to the CO? He’s the one who needs to know it. Hey, he might even give you a citation.”

“Whoopee,” said Sushi, twirling a finger in the air. “Seriously, Remmie, I don’t think so. The major got sent here for just one reason: to undermine Captain Jester. And the captain’s got Do-Wop and me working on just the kind of wildcat scheme the brass hats hate. The major would rather fail doing things the Legion way than succeed any other way, especially if it comes from the captain. The best that could happen if I told him what I’ve got is that he’d ignore me. No, the best that could happen would be that he’d go ahead and let me finish up and do his damnedest to steal credit for it. Then, at least, something would get done.”

“What needs doing?” asked Rembrandt.

“What needs doing is tracing that signal and seeing where it comes from,” said Sushi. “I think that when we do that, we’ll find the captain’s hovercar and Beeker, and maybe we’ll learn what happened to the captain and how to fix it.”

“That’s worth doing,” said Rembrandt, nodding. “Chocolate Harry already asked for a team to go find the hovercar, but the request is backed up in the paperwork on the major’s desk. Meanwhile, everybody in the company knows the captain’s not acting like himself, but he won’t let the autodoc check him out, and the major’s not interested in helping him. And most of the troops think the captain’s getting away with something they wish they could do themselves, and they root for him when they think the major’s not paying attention. Probably the only person with any chance to get him to take care of himself is Beeker.”

“Right,” said Sushi. “That’s why we need to find Beeker and bring him back—if we can.”

“I see,” said Rembrandt. “So what do you want me to do?”

Sushi smiled and said, “Here’s my plan …”

* * *

Lieutenant Snipe squinted into the blazing sun. His brow was already covered with sweat, and he could tell that his uniform was going to be soaked if he spent more than a few minutes outside his air-conditioned office.

The Legion might have picked a somewhat more comfortable place to send him, he thought with some annoyance. If the brass had its mind so set on replacing Jester, why hadn’t they come up with the plan while Omega Company was still at the luxury resort that had been its barracks before this assignment? The MBC was more comfortable than any standard barracks, but still …

Well, if he’d missed one opportunity, it was all the more reason to seize the one that had come along. Major Botchup was Snipe’s first-class ticket to favor with Legion Headquarters, and he’d be an idiot if he didn’t make the most of it, scorching climate be damned. And the first step on the ladder he meant to climb was making himself as useful as possible to the major. That meant discovering as many ways as possible for the major to discredit—and, ultimately, to destroy—his predecessor in command. Luckily, that part of the job was turning out to be quite easy.

Snipe spotted a group of legionnaires busy at some task or another and strode over to inspect what they were up to. It was almost a given that there’d be something to find fault with, and he could add another item to the list of failures being chalked up against Captain Jester’s record. He smirked. Chewing out these sorry specimens would almost make up for the despicable heat.

The legionnaires noticed the lieutenant’s approach, for he heard a low voice mutter, “Yo, here come Sneak.” Snipe frowned; his hearing was good enough to make out the words, but he couldn’t be certain which legionnaire had said it. Well, no officer worth his salt would let his inability to spot the offender keep him from imposing proper discipline. It would be even more satisfying to make them all pay. For the moment, he’d pretend to ignore the insult.

“What are you men doing?” he snapped, balling his fists and putting them on his hips. The posture, intended to establish his authority, instead made him look faintly ridiculous. Even so, the group of legionnaires stopped whatever they’d been doing and turned to face him.

“We workin’, Lieutenant,” said one man. He was a lanky fellow whose name tag read Street, and his accent was so thick that Snipe had to think a moment before he realized what the man had said.

“Working?” Snipe stared at the group. “You’d better be working. This isn’t a leisure club, you know.”

“Man’s a genius,” muttered somebody just out of Snape’s direct line of sight.

Snipe decided to ignore the sally, which after all might be interpreted as a compliment of sorts. “Exactly what sort of work are you doing?” he asked.

A young, round-faced legionnaire with old-fashioned eyeglasses answered him. “That is an excellent question, Lieutenant. Perhaps if we all inquire carefully, we will learn the answer.”

“What do you mean by that,”—Snipe peered at the legionnaire’s name tag—“Mahatma?” Snipe took a closer look. The name and face seemed familiar now. Wasn’t this the legionnaire who’d been impertinent at inspection? “Are you saying that you people don’t know what you’re doing?”

“Does any of us really know what we are doing?” asked Mahatma, a faint smile on his face. “The simplest action has consequences no one can foresee.”

“Deep, Mahatma, deep,” murmured Street, nodding appreciatively and rubbing his hands together.

“This is the Legion,” said Snipe, directing what he hoped was a steely gaze toward Mahatma. “It’s your officers’ job to think about consequences. Your job is to follow orders, and if you do, everything will be fine.” He left it to the legionnaires’ imagination to conjure up what would happen if they didn’t.

Snipe had not reckoned on Mahatma’s imagination, which was more than equal to the task. “Lieutenant Snipe, may I ask a question, sir?” Mahatma was holding up his hand like an eager schoolboy. It was almost impossible to ignore him.

“What is it, Mahatma?” asked Snipe. He frowned, vaguely aware that the confrontation was leading away from his original purpose. Well, he’d get it back on course quickly enough, once he’d dealt with this digression.

Mahatma asked, with a very serious expression, “Lieutenant Snipe, should we not know who is giving us an order so we can determine whether it is correct to follow it?”

Snipe favored Mahatma with a glare and said, “I don’t see how that applies—”

“Oh, but it does very much apply, sir,” said Mahatma, so polite it was impossible to find fault with him. “It is not always easy to tell one person from another, and what if one of those persons is an officer and another is not? If a person we do not know comes and says he is an officer, should we obey him, or should we learn what his authority is before following his orders?”

“Oh, no, you won’t catch me on that one,” said Snipe with a ferocious grimace. “The major was given command of this unit by Legion Headquarters. He showed his orders to Captain Jester.”

“But Captain Jester was not here when the major came,” Mahatma pointed out. “He did not show the captain his orders, and yet he assumed command immediately. How do we know his orders were legal?”

“Yeah, Mahatma’s makin’ sense,” murmured the other legionnaires. “Deep, man, deep.”

Snipe felt a slight tingling at the back of his neck. Were these men trying to work up a justification for mutiny? Should he try to talk them back into line or go inform the major and let him take whatever measures were necessary?

“Your other officers have accepted the major’s authority,” said Snipe, temporizing.

“I know they did, and that is why we have continued to obey orders,” said Mahatma calmly. “But that was before the captain returned. Now, what if the captain tells us to do something? He is still an officer, is he not?”

“Captain Jester has been relieved of command,” said Snipe, aware of a trickle of sweat on his forehead. “What is more, the major has placed him under arrest, pending investigation of his conduct in command. His authority is temporarily suspended.”

“That is what we had heard,” said Mahatma. “Does this mean we should not follow his orders?”

“You—” Snipe had opened his mouth to answer when he sensed another trap in Mahatma’s question, and he bit off the answer. “That depends,” he said, retrenching. “If his orders are legal, of course you should follow them. But if his orders go against the major’s, you should not.”

“Very good, sir; that is clear,” said Mahatma, his smile even more beatific. “But one more question, please, Lieutenant Snipe. How do we know whether the captain’s orders are legal until we know the major has approved them?”

“That’s a good question,” said Snipe. “I think, under the circumstances, that you should ignore Captain Jester’s orders until you know that they have received the major’s approval.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” said Mahatma. “I think I understand everything now.”

“Good. As you were, then,” said Snipe, and took advantage of the opportunity to make his getaway.

Later, he was to regret not having stayed around to see the consequences of his advice. But of course, having little experience with either the Omega Mob or Mahatma, he couldn’t have been expected to foresee what they would make of it.

* * *

The Reverend Jordan Ayres blinked as he entered the lighted room and saw who was waiting for him. Armstrong and Rembrandt sat together on the couch, and Brandy was perched on its arm. “Have a seat, Rev,” said Chocolate Harry, who’d called him to this clandestine meeting.

“Thanks, don’t mind if I do,” said the chaplain, pulling a straight-backed chair up to face the couch; Chocolate Harry perched his bulk precariously on the opposite arm of the couch from Brandy, making the two oversized sergeants bookends to the pair of lieutenants. Rev looked at the four faces staring back at him and said, “Must be somethin’ important to bring all you together at once. Y’all gonna tell me what it is, or do I have to guess?”

“I think you already know what our main problem is,” said Rembrandt, taking the lead as the senior officer present.

“The major,” said Rev, and the four heads nodded in unison. Rev nodded, but after a pause, he shrugged and said, “Well, I can sure sympathize with that, but I don’t know what anybody here can do about it. The Legion done sent him, and I reckon we gotta put up with him.”

“Ordinarily, I’d agree with you, Rev,” said Armstrong. “He’s our properly appointed superior officer, and if he has different ideas from what we’re used to, we can either shape up or ship out. Especially since his ideas are strictly by the books.”

“That’s jes’ the way I see it, Lieutenant,” said Rev solemnly. “When the King got called into the Army, he done what he was told like any other boy that went to be a soldier. No special favors for him. He even got his hair cut, and that wasn’t no small sacrifice. If he could take it, I guess we can.”

Rembrandt nodded. “That’s a reasonable attitude to take,” she said. “Our life would be easier if more legionnaires saw things that way. But, to tell you the truth, I don’t know if it’s what we need right now.”

“Well, ma’am, I don’t know whether I can accommodate you, then,” said Rev. He stood up from his chair. “The King might have seemed like a rebel to some folks, but deep down inside, he was a great respecter of authority. Why, he even went to pay his respects to a man that—”

Brandy cut him off. “Sit back down, Rev. Let’s get one thing straight. We don’t need you to stir up the troops against the major. He’s doing a pretty decent job of that all by himself. If they had any encouragement at all, they’d be doing everything they could to make him want to get transferred out. But the only man who could make them take that risk isn’t saying anything, and until he does, they’re afraid they’ll hurt him more than they will themselves.”

“You mean the captain,” said Rev. He was still on his feet, but his hand rested on the back of the chair.

“That’s right,” said Brandy, fixing Rev with her gaze. “This whole company—officers, noncoms, right down to the newest rookies—would jump into a black hole for the captain. But as long as they’re worried that they’d be hurting him, they won’t take the first step. And the captain’s acting pretty strange, in case you haven’t noticed.”

“Why, I reckon I have noticed, Brandy,” said the chaplain. “He’s been mighty distracted ever since he came back from the desert. Word has it the heat must have touched his mind. Have y’all found his butler yet?”

“No, Beeker’s still missing,” said Armstrong grimly. “We’re working on something that might tell us what’s happened to him, but I can’t give you details. I’m afraid it’s a long shot, though.”

“A shame. He was a good feller, mighty good feller,” said Rev, shaking his head. Then he sat down and looked at the four legionnaires. “But what do y’all want me to do, then?”

“We need you to go talk to the captain,” said Rembrandt. “He’s the one who asked for you to be sent to the company. We think maybe you have a chance to get through to him, even though he seems to have shut out the rest of us.”

“Do you really think so?” the chaplain’s expression took on a hint of soulful intensity.

“We do, Rev,” said Rembrandt. “This is one area where you’re the expert. We need you to help the captain. Once he’s back in command of himself, then he can decide whether to try to recover command of his company. Until that happens, our hands are really tied. But we don’t think that can happen without you.”

“Without me?” Rev sat up straight, and his chest expanded. “Well, if it’s a question of helpin’ the man get back to his right sense of himself, you can count on me. I’ll get right to it.”

“Good, Rev, we appreciate it,” said Rembrandt. “We knew you’d step up for us.” She shook the chaplain’s hand, and all the others shook his hand in turn. Then Rev turned and left the room, a man with a mission.

When he had left, Rembrandt turned to the other three and said, “All right, we’ve got Rev working on getting the captain back in shape. Now, what do we want him to do when we’ve got him back?”

There was a silence as they stared at one another, uncomfortable with the question Rembrandt had put on the table. Then, as if someone had thrown a switch, they all began talking at once.

It took them several sentences before they figured out they all wanted exactly the same thing.

* * *

The Reverend Jordan Ayres was not, on the whole, a man who placed great value on subtlety. He had found his answers to the problems of life, and they were big answers, flamboyant, in-your-face answers. And, in the manner of all true believers, he tried to make those answers work for everyone around him. For the most part, they did work, if only because the way people usually solved their problems was to do something, almost anything, besides sitting and brooding on them.

However, it seemed to the chaplain that whatever was ailing Captain Jester was going to require a more subtle approach than with the usual legionnaires who had come to him for counseling. Here was a man who was used to being in control, a man rich in power and possessions. A man whose clothes always fit perfectly, whose expression rarely showed doubt or frustration. A man, it occurred to him, much like the King. What worked to console a homesick Legion recruit might not be appropriate for the captain. An amazing percentage of life’s little problems will shrivel up and blow away when one can wave a Dilithium Express card at them.

“Good mornin’, Captain,” said Rev, walking up to the bench where Phule sat riffling through a stack of Legion personnel forms.

“Why, good morning to you,” said the captain, looking up with a bright smile. “It’s great to see you again. Why don’t you sit down for a minute and talk?”

“Don’t mind if I do,” said Rev, sliding onto the bench next to him. “Been a while since we had a good jaw session. Course, you’ve been away for a while, too. Must have been a mighty … uh … interesting journey you had there.” Perhaps, thought Rev, talking about the journey would open the way for the captain to speak of his troubles.

“I suppose you could say so,” said Phule with a shrug. “There’s not much of a story to tell, though. I’m just as glad to be here at the end of it, if you want to know the truth.”

“Yes, I suspect you are,” said Rev. This wasn’t going quite the way he’d planned; he shifted his tack, hoping to bring the captain out. “The terrible depredations you went through out in the desert might have took more out of you than you realized at first—”

“Oh, I wouldn’t make a big thing of it,” said Phule. “Now, I bet you’ve got some interesting stories of your own.” He gestured toward Rev, as if inviting him to tell some of those stories.

Rev sighed. Maybe he was better falling back on his tried-and-true approach, despite the captain’s difference from his usual converts. “The best story I know ain’t about me, it’s about a poor boy on old Earth,” he began. “Didn’t nobody pay him much mind when he was a little tad, ’cause his folks weren’t rich or important. They was jes’ plain folks, down on their luck—”

Phule held up a hand to break in. “Everybody has a streak of bad luck now and then. Best thing to do, if you ask me, is just keep plugging away and wait for it to change. Of course, you have to know the odds, and you can’t take foolish risks. We want you to play with your head, not over it.” He grinned as if he’d said something profound.

Rev frowned. “Why sure, Captain, jes’ like you say,” he said. He tried to steer the subject back to the point he was trying to make. “But this here boy I’m talkin’ about, he had a fire burnin’ inside him, sure ’nuff.”

“That’s good, really good,” said Phule, nodding. “If you think he’d fit in with our operation here, that’s the kind of person we’re looking for. He could get in touch with personnel. Tell him to mention your name, and of course I’ll make sure his application gets taken seriously—”

“Well, that’s not really what I’m gettin’ after, Captain,” said Rev, scratching his head. Captain Jester didn’t seem to really be listening to him, and that was unusual, in his experience. Every boss he’d ever worked for claimed that listening to his people was a main priority, and almost none of them really did it. The captain had always been one of those who listened, and better yet remembered what he’d heard, and—best of all—followed up. But now …

“I’m glad you were able to stop by for a while,” the captain was saying. “I’ve gotten so busy I don’t have much time to talk to my old friends these days. But of course, for you, the door is always open.”

“Sure, Captain, but like I was saying—” Rev tried to get one last word in.

The captain cut him off. “I’m afraid I’ve neglected this pile of work as long as I can justify. So, as much as I’ve enjoyed it, I guess I’ll have to drag myself away for now.” He stood and extended a hand. “Be sure to drop in again, next time you’re in the station.”

“Uh, yes sir,” said Rev, taking the hand and pumping it almost by reflex. “Uh, one more thing—”

The captain wasn’t going to be swayed. “Why don’t you just head on out and enjoy yourself while you’re here? A chance to let your hair down and just be yourself is good for anybody. And one tip: Our dollar slots give the best odds on the station.” He winked and then sat down to his papers with an air that made it clear the interview was over.

Rev walked away in a daze. Things were even worse than he’d feared. He made his way to Rembrandt, saying not a word. The lieutenant looked up from her desktop, an anxious expression on her face. “Well, Rev, how’d it go?”

Rev shook his head. “I hate to say it, ma’am, but it ain’t good at all. Not one bit.” He paused and turned his eyes to the ground, then looked back at her. “If you’re expectin’ help from the captain, I’m afraid you got a long wait ’fore it gets here.”

* * *

Rev’s report convinced Rembrandt that it was imperative to follow up on Sushi’s plan to find out what had happened to Phule’s hoverjeep—and to Beeker. With the plan jumped up to top priority, she began recruiting a search party.

Almost the entire company would have gone if she’d asked them. In the end, she chose six, with a particular eye to scouting skills and wilderness survival experience. Several legionnaires that her criteria kept off the team besieged her with complaints that their other skills more than compensated for these lacks. Remembering what had happened when she’d deferred to the troops in making up a similar “rescue party” on Landoor, Rembrandt stuck to her guns.

Flight Leftenant Qual was an obvious choice for the team. His local knowledge was orders of magnitude beyond anyone else’s, of course, even when you remembered that he’d grown up in a swampy region rather than these semidesert conditions. Even then, she harbored some doubt whether the Zenobians were entirely trustworthy. After all, in one of his last messages, the captain had hinted that the local military was eavesdropping on him in between negotiating sessions. Also, considering how few members of his race were in camp, Qual’s absence would be more easily noticed than that of any other possible participant. In the end, she decided that his local knowledge trumped all the objections.

Tempted as she was to include all three Gambolts, she reluctantly decided that she couldn’t in good conscience leave the camp without any of the catlike aliens and their uncanny scouting abilities. So Dukes and Rube stayed behind, while Garbo—who, of the three, seemed best adjusted to working with humans—went with the team. So did Garbo’s partner, Brick. Not just because the two were inseparable companions; as it turned out, Brick came from a backcountry region of her home world, an arid region known as Nueva Arrakis. She had the kind of instinctive knowledge of desert scouting that only comes to someone who’d spent their growing-up years in dry country.

Mahatma and Double-X had the skills she needed, while neither would be missed if they were away from base for a week or more. Except for the latter factor, Brandy and Escrima would have been her first choices for the assignment, but neither could just walk off without being missed. Well, she had the best team she could put together, and she’d have to trust it to do the job that had to be done.

She’d had the most difficulty deciding who was going to command the team. All three of the company’s sergeants had wanted to do it, but none of them could just disappear from the base without being missed fairly quickly. Finally, Rembrandt took the bit in her teeth. “The major isn’t any part of this mission, and the captain’s not himself right now,” she told them. “I’m next in rank, so it’s my job to make the decisions.”

That was before Sushi had stormed into her office, demanding to be put on the team. Her original instinct had been to leave him off the team, despite the fact that it was his idea to send the expedition out to begin with.

“Look, I can’t bring you along,” she told him. “You’re a city boy. You’d slow us down way too much in the kind of country we’ll be traveling in. Besides, we need you to monitor the alien signals so you can tell us about any changes in them. That means you have to stay behind and stay in touch via communicator.”

Sushi wasn’t budging. “Have you forgotten that the communicator’s on the fritz?” he pointed out. “We can’t pick up signals from more than a couple of miles beyond the perimeter, let alone where we’re going to be. Now that I’ve figured out what frequency the aliens are using, I can monitor it with a handheld unit, which is what I’ve been working on the last couple of days. I’ve got it down to three kilos in weight, and it’s no bigger than a shoe box.”

After he showed her the new unit, Rembrandt was convinced, and she added him to the team. But this meant she’d have to cut somebody else to keep the team to a manageable size. That was going to be tricky; all the members had useful skills, although only Qual seemed really indispensable. Cutting either Garbo or Brick probably meant she’d have to drop the other, and she couldn’t afford to lose both. So that left Mahatma and Double-X as the possible choices.

She agonized over it for a whole afternoon before a peremptory communicator message ordered the officers to the command center. Rushing to the meeting, she rounded a corner and nearly collided with Louie, who was speeding silently down the cross-corridor on his glide-board. The Synthian swerved just in time to avoid hitting Rembrandt; but in her abrupt stop, she wrenched her lower back. By the time she got to Botchup’s office, it was starting to stiffen up. By the time the meeting was over, she couldn’t stand. The autodoc scanned her, displayed a diagnosis of muscle spasm, and dispensed a bottle of pills that stopped the pain well enough for her to sit at a desk and work, but it was obvious she was in no shape to head a team into rough country.

That made Flight Leftenant Qual the de facto team leader. Now Rembrandt was glad she’d given in to Sushi’s demands to be included; of all the remaining team members, he had the most leadership potential and the clearest sense of their mission. And, perhaps most importantly, he seemed to have the best idea what Qual was talking about; the translator’s mangled renditions of the Zenobian language were sometimes more impenetrable than the Alliance tax code.

She hobbled out to see the team meet at the perimeter for their departure. They slipped out of camp after midnight, with only the light of the gibbous Zenobian moon to guide them. (According to the books, the local moon—Vono, the Zenobians called it—was a bit smaller than old Earth’s famous Luna, but it was bright and impressive enough to these legionnaires, most of whom came from small-mooned or even moonless worlds).

Actually, the team could probably have made its move in broad daylight, since everybody in Omega Company except for Botchup and Snipe knew what was about to happen. Of course, if the major caught them and tried to make a big deal of it, they might have to break a few more regulations than they’d planned on breaking. Even the success of their decidedly non-regulation mission wouldn’t necessarily excuse the violations if the major decided to get vindictive, which struck everybody as exactly how he’d play it. Just to avoid unnecessary complications, they’d decided to go at night.

After a final check of equipment and supplies, Qual led them off into the dark. With luck, they’d reach their destination without being detected by the aliens or missed by the major. Standing there watching them fade into the darkness, Rembrandt had a twinge of regret at not being able to join them. But another twinge from her back told her in no uncertain terms that she’d made the right decision. She turned and walked slowly back to her bunk, hoping all her other decisions had been right. She’d know the answer soon enough.


Chapter Thirteen

The Zenobian desert, like those on most other planets, was a far more diverse and fertile environment than most city-dwellers would have realized. Especially to the Zenobians, who were most at home in a swamplike setting, any large dry area seemed much like any other. But as the team set out to search for the source of the alien signals quickly saw, this was no simple unbroken expanse of dry sand. There was life aplenty here, some of it very lively and very dangerous to the unwary.

Flight Leftenant Qual knew some of it; city-bred though he was, he’d seen desert wildlife both during his military training and in zoos back home. By default, he was their native guide. But even he admitted that much of it was new to him. “If you espy anything you don’t comprehend, make your path distant from it,” he said cheerfully. The others nodded soberly and did as he said.

This policy was not easy to follow since (following the practice of desert experts everywhere) they planned to travel at night when the heat was least oppressive and when they were least likely to be picked out by anyone watching. Because the indigenous animals were themselves nocturnal in their habits, chance encounters were more frequent than the legionnaires would have liked. Every now and then something close by would make an unexpected noise, and one of the off-worlders was likely to jump. Sometimes Qual told them the names of the creatures: There was a loud-voiced, squatty thing he called a grambler, a little burrowing creature called a western flurn, and a furtive thing with eyes that shone brightly in their Legion-issue night vision goggles, which Qual’s translator solemnly informed them was a spotted sloon.

Most of these were no trouble, but there was a lizardlike thing with half-inch-long teeth that could leap high off the ground to attack whatever had disturbed it. That little pest had them flinching at the least sign of motion in their pathway, with vigorous cursing in three languages and several dialects. The hopper-biter blended invisibly into the low brush. Even with the night vision goggles, it was hard to spot it in time to avoid a nasty bite. After a couple of near misses, the team took to detouring around any patch of vegetation—a tactic which, the farther they got into the desert, cost them more and more time.

Finally, confronted with a nearly unbroken patch of ankle-high brush to cross, Qual called a halt and turned to face the others in the party. “We are making too slow advancement,” he said quietly. “Here is a technique that may expedite our forward gains.” He loosened the sling on his stun ray and took the weapon in both hands.

“Oh, wow, I get it,” said Brick. “We hose the area we want to walk through, and that knocks out the varmints so we can get past. Why didn’t I think of that?”

“It is not a technique to employ constantly,” said Qual. “With many stunners firing, there is danger of hitting one’s teammates. If one is essaying a stealthy approach, it may alert the adversary if small animals in the path of approach begin to fall from their perches or drop from the air. And it is predestinated that a few of the stunned animals will be killed by falling or will be gobbled by others that recover more swiftly. And last, constant use dissipates the energy of the weapon, and it takes a certain time to recharge—a poor situation if one expects to encounter hostility.”

“Which might or might not happen to us,” said Sushi. He looked uncomfortable in his desert gear, but he’d kept up with the group fairly well. City-bred or not, he was in excellent physical condition from his hours of martial arts training.

“In that case, we need to be ready for all possibilities,” said Mahatma, smiling. “That’s what the sergeants keep telling us. It’s impossible, of course.”

“Sure, and so’s FTL. Just ask any classical physicist,” said Sushi. “Of course, you’d need time travel to go find one—they’re all dead—and that’s impossible too.”

“Impossible is not a word I have heard Captain Clown use,” said Flight Leftenant Qual. “Therefore you will not let it rule your speculations. ‘The gryff sees only gryffish things, and therefore knows not the mountain,’ or so my egg-mother always proclaimed. Of course, gryffs are very stupid.”

“What’s a gryff?” asked Double-X.

“A large, clumsy omnivore,” said Qual. “They do not inhabit the desert, so we need not worry about them.” He pointed his stun ray forward and depressed the firing button. “Come. I will clear the way for a while, and you will follow. When my weapon has used half its charge, another of you will take over.”

He stepped to the front of the group and began sweeping his ray across the path. After a moment, he moved forward, and the team fell in behind him. They had no further trouble with hopper-biters.

* * *

There was nothing Major Botchup enjoyed quite as much as springing a surprise inspection. It gave him an exhilarating sense of power to see grown men and women cringing when he came unexpectedly into sight. They’d pretend they didn’t see him, hoping he would go away. Sometimes he would just go about his business. But other times—just often enough to be unpredictable—he would pounce.

He didn’t disguise the thrill he got from their panic as they realized they had no chance to conceal the things they’d let slide. And there were always things they’d let slide, things they wanted to conceal. That provided another thrill: finding all the evidence of their slacking off and wrongdoing and rubbing their noses in it, with ample punishment for every defect he found. Stern, unrelenting discipline was the best possible way to guarantee that the troops would live in fear of him, which was the only emotion the major wanted to inspire in his troops.

So there was a feral grin on his face as he emerged from the command entrance to the MBC first thing in the morning. This early, they wouldn’t be expecting him. If he was lucky, they’d still be groggy from sleep. His eyes swung from side to side, his nose wrinkling as if he could sniff out his prey. He hadn’t made up his mind just where he would strike today, but he knew he would eventually find a target. And then his aim would be unerring, and those who had earned his righteous wrath would tremble at the memory for years to come.

There, in the shade of a tool shed across the central parade ground of the camp, he spotted a likely target. It was one of the sorry pack of aliens that had been exiled to this pariah company because they couldn’t cut the mustard in the real Legion. A Volton, reading a book. There shouldn’t be any time for reading. He could give the creature a good chewing out just on general principles.

But it wouldn’t do to charge across the parade ground directly at his victim. If the Volton had something to hide, he might slink off when he saw Botchup coming, and that would make the major exert himself for no purpose. Better to take a roundabout approach and lure the loafing sophont into complacency. There was a small knot of legionnaires to his left, so he chose that direction.

As Major Botchup’s eyes focused on the group he was approaching, they began to grow wider—and wider still. The group ahead of him was even worse than anything his previous experience of Omega Company had led him to expect. They were lounging idly, clearly doing nothing in particular. Worse, they were out of uniform! Instead, they wore a hodgepodge of civilian clothes, mixed with bizarre purple garments of various sorts. Most were unkempt and unshaven; in his entire career in the Space Legion, Major Botchup had never seen anything to approach it.

He swooped on the group like a tactical hoverjet discovering an unprotected ammo dump. “What the devil do you people think you’re doing?” he snapped. “This is an outrage! Where are your uniforms?”

“We done took ’em off, Major,” said one human in an accent that straddled the boundary between Standard and incomprehensible jargon. “Lieutenant Snipe’s orders.”

“What?” Botchup’s face turned the same color as the antirobot camouflage the troops were wearing. “If Snipe said any such thing, I’ll see him cashiered out of the service! Exactly when did he issue this order?”

“Well, it was just yesterday, Major,” said a young woman whose face seemed vaguely familiar. “A bunch of us asked him about which orders we had to obey, and he said—”

“Which orders to obey? Preposterous!” By now, the major had gone well past the boiling point. “A legionnaire obeys all orders, or I’ll know the reason why! Where are your sergeants?”

“I dunno, Major,” said the first legionnaire—Street, according to his name tag. “They don’t usually bother us long as we doin’ the job—”

“They’ll answer to me, then!” the major fumed. “What makes you think you can dress this way?”

The legionnaires all began talking at once. “Well, Major, Sarge said we was likely to see action against robots …”

“It was the captain told us to wear the uniforms he got us, so we figured we shouldn’t keep wearin’ ’em, ’cause he’s not the CO anymore …”

“The captain said not to worry about the robots, but we aren’t supposed to obey him …”

“I didn’t have any of my old uniforms …”

“I didn’t have anything but civvies, ’cause of when I joined up …”

“Quiet!” Major Botchup shouted. The entire group—indeed, the entire camp—fell into complete silence, broken only by the faint hum of machinery and the steady gurgling of the company water pump, not far from where they stood. The major put his hands on his hips and said in a voice that could have air-cooled the entire camp, “I don’t know what Lieutenant Snipe told you, but I’m not going to let that get in the way of proper Legion discipline. Every man jack of you is going to report yourselves to Lieutenant Snipe for conduct unbecoming a legionnaire, and then you are going to your quarters and get into proper uniform. And you are every one of you going to do extra punishment duty, and it will be damned hard duty, I promise you!”

“But Major—” came a voice from the back of the group.

“Oh, shut up!” said Major Botchup. He looked around the camp, ready to flay another victim. Much to his annoyance, the Volton he’d observed before had gone away. But he’d find somebody else. He was sure of that. 

* * *

The search party had settled down after its first full night of desert travel. Soon the Zenobian sun would be rising, and when it did, they needed to be under shade. They’d set up in a pair of insulated tents on the north side of a small hill, where they’d get a bit more shade. They’d try to sleep through the daylight hours and get a fresh start when the sun had dipped low in the sky again.

Just before they’d halted, Garbo had surprised a small creature near the edge of a water hole, and she and Qual had run it down. Now she and Brick were stewing it, stretched out with Legion-ration dried vegetables, in a pot over a portable heating unit between the tents; it smelled delicious. Meanwhile, Flight Leftenant Qual, whose race preferred its food uncooked, had gone out into the desert to find a breakfast more to his liking.

In his tent, Sushi had set up his portable detector unit and strung out a few meters of antenna between the tent and a spiky plant a little distance away, trying to get a more precise fix on the signal they were homing in on.

“How much farther do we have to go, Soosh?” asked Mahatma, who was sharing the tent with Sushi and Double-X. “This desert travel is nowhere near as oppressive as Major Botchup, but it’ll never be my idea of relaxation.”

“Hard to get a precise reading,” said Sushi, fiddling with the fine tuning. “If I knew how strong the signal is at its source, I’d have a better idea. At a guess, it’s a couple more days of travel; but if the signal’s an order of magnitude stronger than I think, it could be a lot farther.”

“What do we do if it’s halfway around the planet?” said Double-X, who lay on top of his sleeping bag, propped up on one elbow to play a handheld computer game. “I ain’t walkin’ all that far, even if it does get me out from under the major’s nose for a while.”

“That’s for Qual to decide,” said Sushi. “It’s his people that are being invaded, and it’s a fairly big priority for them, so I suspect he’s not going to give up unless it’s obviously hopeless.”

“What if it ain’t obvious to him?” said Double-X. “He can live off the land, but we’re gonna run out of food sooner or later, even if we do catch one of these desert rats every now and then.”

“After seeing Garbo hunt, I would think we’d catch one more often than that,” said Mahatma. “She is very efficient once she spots a prey creature. And unless my nose is playing tricks on me, this one will make very good eating.”

“Yeah, it does smell good,” admitted Double-X. “That don’t mean I wanna eat it every night for the rest of my life—”

Sushi raised a hand to cut him off. “Hold it a moment; I’m getting something,” he said. The receiver had begun emitting a series of high-pitched squeals and beeps.

“Aww, give a guy a break, Soosh. That’s just noise,” said Double-X. “You been out in the sun too long if you expect that to make any sense.”

“Soosh can’t find out if it makes sense if you don’t let him hear it,” said Mahatma, with an expansive gesture. “Why not give him the break?”

Double-X had already opened his mouth to reply when he grasped Mahatma’s point and closed it again, nodding silently. The beeps from the receiver continued, getting louder and softer as Sushi continued to play with the fine tuning. “I’d swear there’s a repeating pattern, but I can’t quite put my finger on it,” he said. “I wish I had the captain’s Port-a-Brain.”

“I wish I had the money to buy one of those mothers and then go spend it on other stuff,” said Double-X, but he kept his voice low.

“It’s fading out,” said Sushi, leaning closer to the receiver. “I’m losing the signal, damn it! No—quiet, it’s getting stronger …” The others held their breath, but a moment later, the signal faded out entirely and was replaced by obviously random noise. Sushi pounded a fist into his thigh and said, “Well, it’s gone again. We might as well eat.”

“If these creatures are affected by the heat, they’re probably getting ready to go to sleep, just as we are,” Mahatma pointed out. “That could explain the signal fading in daytime.”

“It doesn’t fade every day,” grumbled Sushi. “There must be some other explanation.”

“And perhaps we will learn it,” said Mahatma, getting to his feet. “But for now, I am interested mostly in learning how this stew will taste. Gambolt cookery will be a new experience.”

“Hey, I helped cook it too,” said Brick with mock indignation.

“Then we will blame you equally with Garbo if it is inedible,” said Mahatma, deadpan. Before Brick could react, he added, “It does not smell inedible, though. I don’t think there will be any blame to apportion.”

“Continue in that vein, and we will forget to include you when we apportion the stew,” said Garbo. While translators were not at all reliable on the subtler nuances of alien speech, the statement was accompanied by a very good simulation of laughter. Grinning, the legionnaires filled their mess kits with the stew and were soon enjoying a meal that even Escrima might have taken some pride in serving them.

* * *

Mess Sergeant Escrima lifted the lid of the soup pot and took a deep sniff. He wrinkled his nose, trying to decide how it was coming along. Captain Jester had found him a source for several herbs and spices he’d been running short of. The shipment had come in just before they’d departed Landoor, and he’d left them unopened until their arrival at the new base. Now he was beginning to work them into his recipes. So far, everything had been good quality, but Escrima wasn’t a man to jump to conclusions—at least, not when it came to cookery.

This was the first time he’d used the bay leaves, touted as being from the same grower who supplied the Alliance Senate dining hall. Escrima had heard that kind of puffery before and knew better than to put much weight on it. The aroma coming from the pot wasn’t bad, he had to admit … but how was it going to taste? There was only one way to find out.

He’d been scowling at the slowly simmering liquid, trying to decide whether it was time yet to dip in a spoon and taste it, when he became aware of someone entering his kitchen. He turned and glared. Whoever it was might have legitimate business here, but he didn’t want them to start thinking it was a place just anyone could walk into whenever they felt like it. He had a reputation to maintain.

It was the new CO, Major Ketchup, or something like that. He waved a sheaf of printouts and growled, “Sergeant, I see from these purchase orders that you’ve been going outside the Legion commissary network for supplies. That’s a violation of policy, and an unnecessary expense to boot. What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“What the hell you doing in my kitchen?” said Escrima, his eyes glowing like red-hot coals. “You got a problem with my food?” His tone of voice made it clear that any such statement would be taken as grounds for a preemptory strike.

At that point, any person with the slightest sense of self-preservation would have contented himself with a very polite “No” and quickly left the kitchen, apologizing profusely and being especially careful not to expose his back to this obvious madman who had a large supply of knives and cleavers within easy reach.

Major Botchup was evidently lacking a sense of self-preservation. “I’ve had a look at your menus,” he said. “You’re coddling the troops with all this gourmet stuff, and wasting money besides. I’d be surprised if they can tell—”

“Can’t tell?” Escrima’s eyes bulged out. “You want me to tell you something? I tell you get the hell out of my kitchen before I put you in the soup pot. No, I don’t do that; nobody eating the soup then.” He began stalking toward the major, his voice growing louder with each sentence. “Maybe you just fat enough to cook down for lard, though—”

“Are you threatening a superior officer?” sputtered Botchup, but he backed away. “I’ll have you in the stockade—”

“I’ll have you in the stock pot!” shouted Escrima, and he grabbed a cleaver off the counter.

Whether or not the mess sergeant would have used it, Botchup never learned, for he turned tail and ran.

* * *

Lieutenant Snipe was feeling very unfairly put upon. It was bad enough taking the blame for his own foul-ups—that was part of being an officer—but somehow, Major Botchup had taken the position that Snipe was responsible for everything that had been going wrong. And, as Snipe had learned in a very unpleasant meeting with the major, quite a few things had gone wrong so far today. The chewing out he had just gotten was far from the first of his Legion career—working for Botchup, getting raked over the coals was par for the course—but it was by a good distance the most memorable.

Snipe was willing to admit that the major could hold him partly responsible for the troops’ willful misinterpretation of his remark that orders given by the former CO might not be valid. But how could anyone have foreseen that they would take that as license to disobey all orders predating Major Botchup’s arrival? And the mess sergeant’s ferocious territoriality about his kitchen was certainly none of Snipe’s doing; in fact, previous experience with mess sergeants might have in some part prepared the major for it. Admittedly, threatening to throw a superior officer into the soup pot was a bit extreme …

The final straw had been when the major had bolted from the kitchen into the outdoor sunlight, still in fear for his life, to collide with an oversized female legionnaire wearing only a bikini: First Sergeant Brandy. Never mind that the first sergeant was officially off duty, or that the climate conditions at this base amply justified her choice of attire and her decision to “catch a few rays,” as she explained it, or that her considerable padding and quick reflexes in catching the major before he could fall prevented injury to either party. What mattered was that several nearby legionnaires had witnessed the incident—and laughed. Major Botchup could not tolerate laughter—at least, not at his own expense. Lieutenant Snipe had been the first to pay for the major’s humiliation, and he had paid a high price. His only recourse was to take it out on someone lower down the ladder. Luckily for him, there was a whole company of victims available.

Snipe emerged from the MBC with a fierce grimace on his face, looking around for someone to oppress. Any excuse would do. And knowing what he already knew about Omega Company, he would find plenty of excuses without having to search very far. Sure enough, there came a legionnaire; Snipe didn’t know his name yet, but he recognized the face: dark greasy hair, sideburns that just stayed within the limits of regulations, thick lips that hinted at a sneer. He didn’t like the fellow on general principles, but if memory served, he’d talked to this legionnaire yesterday. He’d been one of the group who’d gotten him into this trouble by taking his comments on orders literally. He owed this one a special reaming out. Snipe descended on the unfortunate victim like a ballistic missile on its target.

“You there. Didn’t you get the major’s orders?” the lieutenant barked. “Uniforms to be worn at all times when on duty!”

“Sir, I am wearing my uniform,” said the legionnaire with a bewildered look. Good; he was already on the defensive.

“If it’s not worn in the regulation manner, it’s the same as not wearing it at all,” said Snipe, pointing to the legionnaire’s upper chest. “That top button’s open!”

“Sir, in this heat, I thought—”

Snipe cut him off in midsentence. “I don’t want to hear any of your excuses. You’ll report for extra KP—on the double! And your regular job better get done as well, or you’ll get yourself another round of extra duty! Go on, get out of my sight.”

“Yes, sir!” said the legionnaire, and he quickly turned away in the direction of the kitchen.

Snipe smiled—not a pretty smile, but a sincere one nonetheless. Sending the offending legionnaire for KP was a stroke of genius. If Snipe could find half a dozen more to punish the same way, he’d have the kitchen filled with superfluous personnel, and that’d give the mess sergeant the headache of finding something for them to do that didn’t interfere with his precious kitchen. He began a leisurely stroll around the compound, looking for more offenders to punish.

To his surprise, he’d barely gone a dozen paces before he ran into the same legionnaire! There was no mistaking that face, especially not the annoying sneer. “What do you think you’re doing, legionnaire? Didn’t I tell you to report for KP?”

“Sir, it’s not my day,” said the legionnaire, a puzzled look on his face. “I’m not on until tomorrow.”

Snipe thought the fellow’s voice sounded somehow different, but that didn’t matter. It was obviously the same man. “Are you crazy or just stupid?” he barked. “I ordered you to extra duty less than two minutes ago. Now get down to the kitchen before I throw you in the stockade instead!”

The legionnaire spread his hands. “That wasn’t me, sir; it must have been—”

“Get out of my sight!” shouted Snipe, his face turning red. The legionnaire, evidently deciding not to press his luck, saluted and went off quickly toward the kitchen.

Snipe was starting to get into his stride now. He found another legionnaire with a loose button, and one who hadn’t polished his boots sufficiently for Snipe’s taste, and he sent them both to KP. But his jaw nearly fell when he rounded a corner of the MBC and found the same legionnaire there again, sitting in a chair and reading!

“You!” he sputtered, walking over to the sideburned malefactor. “You …”

The legionnaire looked up at him and said with a smile, “Howdy, can I he’p you with anything, son?”

“That’s sir to you,” screamed the lieutenant. “And you’ll stand at attention when you speak to an officer. You’re in deep trouble now, if you don’t know it …”

The legionnaire closed his book and stood up, more or less at attention. For some reason, he looked taller than before—and a bit older. “Why, sir, I didn’t think we was standin’ on protocol quite so much in this outfit. Captain Jester never did get around to decidin’ jes’ what my rank oughta be. But seein’ as how you’re new, I’m happy to oblige. Now, jes’ what can I do for you today, Lieutenant?”

Snipe’s jaw fell to his chest. The fellow was acting as if nothing at all had passed between them earlier, and yet it was no more than fifteen minutes since he’d last reprimanded him. The fellow must be mentally unsound; it wouldn’t surprise him, having seen the kind of material this company was made up of. Perhaps he was even a multiple personality. How else to explain the complete change in his expression, even his voice and accent? In any other outfit, the fellow would doubtless have been discharged as unfit for military service.

Snipe was still trying to figure out what to say when another legionnaire strode up to them and said, “Excuse me, Rev, do you have a minute to talk?”

The man he’d caught reading turned to the newcomer and said, “Not right this second, son; the lieutenant has something he wants to talk about. But if you’ll come back in maybe fifteen minutes, I’m sure I can spare the time.”

The newcomer nodded, snapped off a very decent salute to Lieutenant Snipe, and turned to leave. The man who had been reading turned back to Snipe with an expectant smile. “Now, sir, what was it you wanted?”

But the lieutenant was speechless now. He rubbed his eyes and looked again at the man in front of him. The tag on his uniform said Reverend Jordan Ayres, and on his collar was some kind of badge Snipe did not recognize—an antique musical instrument, it appeared. But what gave Snipe pause was the fact that the man who’d just come up and saluted in perfect military form, said a few polite words, and turned to walk away wore the exact same face as the man now in front of him.

Snipe muttered something and walked away, shaking his head. Everybody in the company was starting to look the same to him. It must be the desert sun. Yes, that was it—the sun. He’d go back to his quarters, get a cool drink of water, and just lie down and rest a bit.

He managed to keep his composure reasonably well until he entered the MBC and found himself face-to-face with still another legionnaire, this one obviously female, with that same sneering face. That was when he lost it entirely. 

* * *

Lieutenant Rembrandt was walking stiffly and a bit gingerly as she came into Comm Central. Her back injury was healing nicely, thanks to the pills she’d gotten from the autodoc, but even cutting-edge military medicine wasn’t going to do much to speed up the process.

There was a vacant straight-backed chair behind the counter where Mother worked, and Rembrandt lowered herself into it with a sigh. Mother looked over at her with a raised eyebrow. In her quiet voice, she said, “Still hurting, Remmie?” She could sometimes speak to another woman without the incapacitating shyness of her face-to-face interactions with male humans.

“Yeah,” admitted Rembrandt. “Best prognosis is that I’ll be close to a hundred percent by the middle of next week. Right about now, it feels as if I’m somewhere under fifteen percent.”

“A bad back’s tough,” said Mother, nodding. “My dad hurt his when I was a little girl, and he was never the same after that. Hope you don’t have that to look forward to.”

“Thanks, so do I,” said Rembrandt. “I might have been better off just to let Louie run me down on that glide-board. He couldn’t have done much more damage than I did trying to dodge him.”

“Yeah, that’s how it is sometimes,” said Mother. Her eyes kept shifting back and forth from Rembrandt to the readouts on her comm equipment. “But if he’d hit you, you both might be hurt.”

“That’s what I tell myself,” said Rembrandt. “Anyhow, I’m getting along, and I guess I’m getting better.” She paused a moment and asked, “Any luck with that message I asked you to send?”

“Answer came through just before you got here,” said Mother. “I didn’t print it out because you said it was confidential. Printouts can get read by the wrong people. Not much to report anyhow. They acknowledged receipt and said they’d see if anybody was available. No promises.”

“You’d think they’d show more interest,” said Rembrandt. “This company’s been one of the hottest stories in the Alliance ever since the captain came on board.”

“Sure, and that with a buck fifty will get you a one-minute local public comm call anywhere in the galaxy,” said Mother. “Those people have attention spans in the nanosecond range, unless it’s something they can use against you.”

“Still, you’d think they’d be interested in what’s happening to the company,” said Rembrandt, her brows crinkling. “They wouldn’t have to make any particular effort to get somebody here. Why, we’re only a couple of days’ sublight travel from Lorelei—”

“Couple of days probably seems like forever to them,” said Mother, shrugging. “Don’t get your hopes too high, Remmie. I know you’re looking for some way to fight back against the brass hats, and I’m all for it. The captain would be fighting them, if he were himself. I keep hoping he’ll snap out of it—”

“So do I, Mother,” said Rembrandt. “Until then, we’ve got to try to guess what he’d be doing, and do the same ourselves. I just wish we were getting better results.”

“You want results?” Mother scoffed. “Girl, those pills the autodoc gave you must be making you giddy. This is the Legion. They don’t believe in results; they just say they do.” She chuckled, but her face was serious.

“Except for Captain Jester,” said Rembrandt, lifting her chin. “He not only believes in results, he gets them.”

“I know what you mean,” said Mother. “I just worry whether his luck’s run out at last. I hope not, but I’m afraid to hope for too much.”

“The captain wouldn’t want us to give up,” said Rembrandt. “He’d want us to start figuring out a way around the system, and that’s what I’m doing.”

“I know,” said Mother. “More power to you, because I don’t want to think about what happens if the brass hats win this one.”

“Neither do I,” said Rembrandt. “I’m doing what I can to keep the bastards from winning.”

“And if it’s not enough?”

Rembrandt stood up, wincing. She looked down at Mother and said in a resigned voice, “I don’t know. I don’t have much else to throw into the fight.”

Mother sighed. “Well, let’s just hope it’s enough, then.” Rembrandt just nodded and made her way slowly out of Comm Central. Mother watched her leave, then shook her head sadly and turned back to her comm screen.


Chapter Fourteen

Journal #573

One curious feature of life with a Legion company was that one was always being stationed in places where the normal amenities of civilization were rather thin on the ground. Of course, my employer had done what he could to alleviate this by moving his legionnaires into the best available accommodations on those worlds where he was assigned. For our stay on Zenobia, a planet with no human presence before ours, he had gotten a custom-made encampment module that supplied many of the essentials of the good life: running water, electricity, air-conditioning, comfortable beds, a thoroughly modern kitchen.

But some things could not be done simply by throwing money at them, and this turned out to be particularly true of the military aspect of our assignments. Like it or not, a decent system for the distant detection and identification of incoming spacecraft—something most real planets take for granted—was sadly lacking on Zenobia. And, to my employer’s chagrin, neither the Legion commanders nor the Zenobian military seemed to think a single Legion company really needed one.

This was to have consequences.

* * *

“The major wants me?” Lieutenant Snipe looked up from the bed where he’d been hiding for several hours, covers over his head, until Major Botchup had sent a legionnaire to find out where his aide-de-camp had disappeared to. It was probably mere chance that the major hadn’t sent one of the legionnaires who’d remade their faces “in the image of the King,” as his followers called it. But it was definitely the right choice. If Snipe had looked up and seen that face again …

“Yes, sir,” said the legionnaire, Koko, one of the crop of recruits who’d joined the company on Lorelei, a gawky but very polite farm boy from an agrarian community on the planet Roosha. “He says it’s very important.”

“Everything the major wants is important to him,” said Snipe. The lieutenant’s attitude toward his commanding officer was somewhat less adulatory than it had been at the beginning of the day. “Let me just wash up and straighten my uniform, and I’ll be right there.”

Despite his sour mood, Snipe took less than five minutes to freshen up, and shortly thereafter he followed Koko into Major Botchup’s office and saluted. “Lieutenant Snipe reporting, sir!”

Botchup glanced up at his aide-de-camp and nodded. “Good, Snipe, about time you got here. Tell me what you make of these printouts.” He handed a sheaf of flimsies to the lieutenant and waited.

Snipe scanned the printouts and then looked up at the major. “When were these recorded, sir?”

“Within the hour,” said Botchup. Then he glowered at Snipe and said, “But I asked you what you make of ’em.”

“A ship in orbit around this planet, sir,” said Snipe. “I assume it isn’t one of ours.”

“It’s not Starfleet, anyway; it may belong to the natives,” said the major. “I’ve had that woman in Comm Central trying to raise the native capital, but there’s nothing but bloody interference. You’d think a race that has its own space fleet could get up a few comsats, make it easier to talk. Stupid lizards.”

“Yes, sir,” said Snipe, thinking. “What’s our status?”

“It’s not responding to attempts to hail it, so we’re treating it as hostile,” said Botchup. “The natives brought us in here because of aliens they’d found spying on them. Apparently, they briefed Jester about it, not that I can get much sense out of him. Any data they passed on to him probably went down with his hoverjeep. If things ever settle down, we ought to send a team out to look for it—try to recover the vehicle at least, if not the data. In the meantime, we don’t know any more about these damned aliens than we did before we landed.”

“Yes, sir,” said Snipe again, nodding. “Your orders, sir?”

“I’ve put the base on full alert,” said Major Botchup. “I want you to go out there and make sure these people are vigilant and totally prepared—no slacking off. I think this is the real thing, Snipe. Promotions could be at stake.”

Snipe nodded, a grim expression on his face. If there was one thing about the Legion he understood, it was promotions. “There’ll be no slacking off while I’m out there, sir!”

“Good man,” said Botchup. “I’ll be monitoring the situation from in here. Send me a report at once of anything you notice. Our remote systems are good, but a CO needs a trustworthy pair of eyes and ears, too. You’ll give me that—and more. Jester’s people are soft. They’ve never done anything more dangerous than riding roller coasters. Put them in a real firefight—and this might just be one, Snipe, it just might be one—and they’re a good bet to crumple. I need you to put some steel in their spines. If you have to make examples of a few slackers, don’t be afraid to do it.”

“Yes, sir!” Lieutenant Snipe saluted sharply and left the command center. He was ready to put some steel in the Omega Mob’s spines whether they needed it or not. He looked forward to making some examples. After the day he’d been through, he wouldn’t mind making examples of the whole company.

* * *

“We’re getting closer,” said Sushi, looking at the dial of his detector.

“This is fine to hear, Sushi,” said Flight Leftenant Qual. “Do you have a concept of how close the Hidden Ones may be?”

“Nothing precise,” said Sushi. “But the signal’s started to cover a wider angle, and that means we’re getting closer. How close depends on just how big an area the signal sources are coming from. If it’s a couple hundred feet across, we’re real close; if it’s a couple hundred miles, we’re still a long way away.”

Qual nodded, then asked, “And there is nothing to distinguish between those cases?”

Sushi looked up from his machine and said, “Nothing objective; the signal’s growing stronger, which could mean a closer distance. But I assume that people only a few feet away from one another have some way more effective than radio signals to communicate.”

“That is not an infallible assumption,” said Qual. “One could postulate a race that sees radio frequencies the way we do visible light, and uses them to communicate. After all, Garbo and I see deeper into the infrared than you do.”

“Yeah, and we humans can hear lower pitches than either of you,” said Sushi. “I know it’s possible, Qual, I’m just trying to keep the number of variables down to a bare minimum until something proves I need to look in other directions. Otherwise, we’ll be spending so much time on woo-woo ideas that the serious probabilities will get lost.”

“How could they get lost?” asked Qual. “They will still be there, even if we are looking at the boo-hoo ideas.”

Sushi grinned in spite of himself. “You know, Qual, sometimes I think you speak our language better than you let on.”

Qual returned the grin, showing a mouthful of predatory teeth. “I do not speak your language at all, Sushi; it is all done by the translator. Though I understand that the machine can learn from experience, so perhaps that is what you are hearing.”

“Guess that could make sense,” said Sushi. Then his brow wrinkled. “Say, that just gave me an idea. In fact, I feel like an idiot for not thinking of it earlier. If these signals we’re getting are some sort of messages, the translator ought to be able to make sense out of them. Maybe when we stop, I can borrow yours, and we can hook it up to the receiver …”

“That is a very interesting plan, Sushi,” said Qual. “Of course you can borrow it. Although it will leave me temporarily powerless to communicate, I think the risk of learning something useful is paramount here. Or, now that I think of it, Garbo has a translator as well. Perhaps it would be better to use hers, so I can stay advised of what occurs.”

“Sure, that ought to work just as well,” said Sushi. “We’ll give it a try when we stop again. It shouldn’t take long to set up.”

The search party set out again in the direction Sushi’s detector indicated the signal was coming from. But it was only a short time when Sushi stopped and said, “Hold on, guys. This thing’s going crazy.”

“Crazy? How?” asked Brick. “Has it stopped picking up the signal?”

“No, the directional indicator’s gone haywire,” said Sushi. “It says the signal’s coming from all directions. Wait a minute … That could only mean one thing. Except it doesn’t make any sense.”

“I see what you mean,” said Qual. “If the signal comes from all directions, it means we are in the place where the signal comes from. Yet there is nothing but the desert here.” He had taken a handheld spotlight off his belt and was shining its beam in all directions.

“Be damn,” said Double-X. “Maybe them Hidden Ones really are invisible.”

“I still don’t believe that,” said Sushi. “More likely, they’re hiding underground.”

“Then the signal would come from below us, would it not?” said Mahatma. “Does the detector indicate that?”

“No, it’s from all directions including straight up,” said Sushi. “Maybe it’s time to hook up a translator to the detector—”

“Hey, what’s that?” said Brick, pointing off into the desert.

Qual swung his spotlight beam back in the direction she was pointing, and the legionnaires saw the reflection of the beam from something metallic.

“We’d better go check it out,” said Sushi. “What are your orders, Flight Leftenant?”

“Wait, I can see it well,” said Garbo, the Gambolt. “It is a Legion hoverjeep!”

“It’s gotta be the captain’s jeep,” said Double-X. “What’s it doin’ this far out? That’s a hell of a hike for a guy without any supplies or protection.”

“That’s a good question,” said Sushi. “I expect we’re going to learn the answer to that, and to a lot of other questions, very soon now.”

“Yes, I think we are,” said Qual. “Here is the plan. Sushi and I will advance carefully and examine the jeep; the rest of you must take up positions whence you can observe and keep us covered in case of surprise; having the best night eyes, Garbo will command the covering party. Be certain to shout a warning if you see any movement other than ourselves. Is it understood?”

“Understood, Leftenant Qual,” murmured Garbo. She directed her group to fan out to positions with clear sight lines toward the hoverjeep, while Qual and Sushi carefully made their way forward. Stunners on the ready, they waited breathlessly to see what would happen next. Around them, the sounds of the desert filled the air.

* * *

The camp was full of activity as Lieutenant Snipe emerged from the CO’s office into the open area inside the perimeter—as active as he’d ever seen it. Brandy had the troops in their defensive emplacements, and everyone in sight was wearing a helmet and body armor. It made the lieutenant’s blood sing to see it.

A short distance away, Snipe spotted Lieutenant Armstrong scanning the sky with a pair of high-powered stereoculars. Snipe hurried over and stood next to Armstrong. “What can you see?” he said.

“The ship’s still below the horizon,” said Armstrong with a casual air that Snipe wished he could emulate. “So far, no sign of missiles or landing craft.”

“Keep a sharp eye out,” said Snipe, not bothering to keep an edge out of his voice. “I’ll need to know instantly if you spot any sign of activity.”

Lieutenant Armstrong took the ’ocs away from his eyes and fixed Snipe with a look that would have made an oyster flinch. “Sure, Lieutenant Snipe, just as soon as I see anything worth reporting. I hope you don’t mind if I use my judgment. It’ll be a few minutes before the ship clears the horizon, so if you need to do anything urgent—”

“Good, good, keep your eyes peeled,” said Snipe, oblivious to the chill in Armstrong’s voice. He turned and headed toward the perimeter to check out the defenses.

To Snipe’s surprise, there were only two legionnaires visible, sitting with their feet in the perimeter trench and quietly eating sandwiches, with their backs facing outward. One of them was looking at the centerfold of a men’s magazine, while the other was nodding his head in time to the music in the earphones he wore. “What are you doing?” Snipe shrieked, his voice going up an octave in pitch. “There’s an unidentified ship—probably an enemy—approaching the camp, and you’ve got nothing better to do than sit here reading a skin mag?”

“Chill, Lieutenant,” said the one wearing earphones—Snipe recognized him as the one named Street. “We on lunch break, is all.”

“Lunch break!” Snipe’s jaw dropped. “I never heard such bullshit! This is a war zone, legionnaire, and we’re under attack. Who told you to take a break?”

“Sergeant Brandy said it was OK,” said the other legionnaire. Snipe saw that his name tag read Gears.

“’Sides, ain’t no attack I can see,” said Street. “Somebody starts attackin’, we be there.”

“And meanwhile you think you can go off and do as you please,” snarled Snipe. “The major will hear of this, you know. Consider yourselves both on report!”

“You can go get yourself some vacuum,” said Street. “I take my orders from Brandy.” He reached down, turned up the volume control on his headset, and proceeded to act as if Snipe did not exist.

Furious, the lieutenant turned around and began to search for the first sergeant. To his surprise, she was nowhere near the two errant soldiers. Finally spotting her unmistakable figure across the camp, he marched over to her, stiff as an overwound toy soldier.

Brandy was standing on the parapet of the trench on this side, looking out over the desert. “Sergeant!” Snipe strode right up to her and put his hands on his hips. “Sergeant, I need to talk to you.”

Brandy turned slowly and looked at him. “We’re in the middle of a situation right now, Lieutenant Snipe. Is this important, or can you wait until we get it sorted out?”

“A situation! I should say so,” said Snipe. “You’ve left the entire western perimeter undefended, except for a couple of men who say you told them to take a break!”

“That ship’s coming from the east, Lieutenant,” said Brandy. “If it’s going to land west of us, we’ll get plenty of notice. We don’t even know if it’s landing at all. If it does, I’ve got time to get those men back.”

“That’s not the point, Sergeant,” said Snipe. “Discipline must be maintained—”

“Sure, sure,” said Brandy, waving the lieutenant off with a huge hand. “You Headquarters types always think discipline’s the whole game. But this is Omega Company—”

“Yes, and your headline-hogging Captain Jester thinks he can throw away centuries of Legion tradition,” said Snipe. “Well, your little journey into unreality is over, Sergeant. We’re going to do things the Legion way from here on out. And you’re going to—”

“Here comes the ship,” a voice behind him called suddenly. It added, dryly, “Looks like she’s about to land.”

“Oh my God!” said Snipe, turning white as a sheet. He turned to Brandy, but she was already moving along the line, giving terse orders to her people. The whole line tensed, looking at the dot of light that was now visible to everybody in the camp. Lower it came, and lower still. Snipe watched in helpless fascination. It seemed to descend agonizingly slowly, but at last it touched down.

* * *

After a careful approach, Qual and Sushi reached the hoverjeep only to discover that it was unoccupied. That was a disappointment, though hardly a surprise. Inside the vehicle’s cab, the legionnaires found equipment belonging to both Phule and Beeker: notably, the captain’s Port-a-Brain computer, an item that could put a serious dent in the budgets of most planetary governments.

“That’s not something the captain would leave behind unless he was out of choices,” said Sushi. “And if Beeker were in any position to protest, he’d have made him take it along anyway. I wonder why he didn’t bring it back to camp with him.”

“If I am not mistaken, it is still turned on,” said Flight Leftenant Qual, pointing at the light glowing on the Port-a-Brain. “Captain Clown must have been in a great rush to leave the vehicle without closing down his brain.”

“You’re right,” said Sushi, suddenly excited. He leaned in and peered more closely at the device. He blew a film of dust off the front panel and looked more closely at the readouts. “Look at that. The modem’s operating. I wonder what it’s connected to.”

“No doubt to whatever the captain was accessing when he left it,” said Qual.

“Let me see that computer,” said Sushi suddenly. “It wouldn’t stay connected to the web that long; the connection will automatically time-out unless there’s activity on the user side. So either the captain left only a short while ago … But that’s impossible; he’s been in camp since before we left. So it’s still tuned in to whatever it was picking up when he left here. And my guess is that the something else is—”

“The signal you have been following to here!” Qual finished the sentence. His mouth fell open in a broad grin. “Great Gazma! The Hidden Ones attempt to communicate with the computer!”

Sushi grinned back at him. “It’s probably a pretty one-sided conversation, but yeah, I think that’s exactly what’s going on. I bet they’re sending different test signals, trying to get it to respond to them.”

Qual’s translator emitted a sound the legionnaires had learned to recognize as laughter. “Can they not tell the difference between a sophont and a machine?”

Sushi’s expression turned serious. “Funny you should ask. There’s a famous experiment some old Earth computer scientist invented. And if the Port-a-Brain has the Hidden Ones fooled into thinking it’s a sophont, it’s passed the Turing test. Which I guess it ought to, considering the price tag.”

“Your machines are designed differently from ours,” said Qual. “We know directly whether we are confronting a machine or an intelligent being. Confusion is not wanted.”

“I guess machine intelligence is so useful, we humans are willing to put up with a bit of confusion,” said Sushi. “Who needs stupid machines when we have so many stupid people? Besides, this Port-a-Brain may be smarter than all of us put together, but it doesn’t look like any living creature I’ve ever seen. The Hidden Ones must be very strange if they can’t tell it’s a machine they’re trying to talk to … Hey, wait a minute.”

“I suppose I can,” said Qual with a reptilian shrug. “But I think it would better utilize our time searching for the captain’s butler.”

Sushi laughed. “No, I mean I’ve got an idea what could have happened. Those strange signals we’ve been receiving—they’re all around us here, but we don’t see any sign of civilization, except for the hoverjeep and the things in it.”

“That is manifestly true,” said Qual. “It is a jigsaw.”

Sushi frowned, then shrugged and said, “I think maybe the Hidden Ones haven’t hidden on purpose. They’re just too small for us to notice. And that may prevent them from noticing us—or at least, from recognizing what we are—as much as it prevents us from seeing them.”

“Too small?” Qual turned and looked in all directions. “Even very small creatures would need machines and buildings, and we do not see those, either.”

“No,” admitted Sushi. “But I suddenly feel very confident in this idea. I think it’s time to try that experiment I’ve been talking about. Didn’t the captain and Beeker take along translators on their visit to your capital?”

“I think they did,” said Qual. “No doubt they would be in the baggage compartments.”

The baggage compartment was locked, but that deterred Sushi only a few moments. Sure enough, there were a pair of translators there, neatly packed in their neoplastic carrying cases. By the time Sushi got them out, Qual had signaled the rest of the squad to join them, and (at the Zenobian officer’s direction) they began looking around the area for signs of the jeep’s occupants.

“With two translators to play with, I’ve got another idea,” said Sushi. “If the Hidden Ones are trying to communicate with this Port-a-Brain, I want to see if there’s some way we can hook a translator into it.”

Brick, who’d helped Sushi unload the baggage compartment, said, “Sounds like your kind of fun. But why don’t you hook it up to your own gizmo first? I mean, the captain’s fancy computer’s got more brainpower than the Alliance Senate. If it hasn’t cracked the language on its own by now—how long’s it been working at it, a week?—maybe us sophonts deserve a shot at it.”

Sushi laughed. “Maybe you’re right,” he said. “I’ll give that a try first. If nothing else, I’ve been thinking about it long enough, so I have some idea where to start.” He set down the translators and headed back to retrieve his receiver and his tool kit.

* * *

Perhaps an hour later, Flight Leftenant Qual wandered over to the hoverjeep, where Sushi had set up a makeshift workbench on the tailgate. He took off his dark sunglasses and peered at the electronic tangle. “How functions it, young one?” asked the Zenobian.

Sushi leaned back and sighed. “These things were never meant to fit together,” he said. “If I had a parts shop handy, I could probably find something off the shelf to make the job easier. Out here in the field, I’ve got to kludge it up pretty much from scratch.”

“So this signifies it will not perform?” said Qual.

“Oh, I think I can make it work,” admitted Sushi. “I’ve probably voided the captain’s warranty on his computer, and it’ll never win any beauty contests. But I think he’d approve the project, just on general principles.”

“Since you’re doing it to save his butler, I guess he would,” said Brick. “He can buy another computer, but Beeker’s not going to be easy to replace.”

“I just hope Beeker’s still in condition to save,” said Sushi quietly. “He’s been out in the desert for a long time, and all the emergency rations are still in the jeep. Unless he’s got some other source of food and water …”

“If the Hidden Ones have seized him, they ought to nourish him,” said Qual.

“I hope so,” said Sushi. “Problem is, until we can communicate with them, we don’t know whether they even know where Beeker is. For all we know, he tried to get back to base with the captain and didn’t make it. He’s not a young man—”

“I do not think something has happened to Beeker,” said Qual. “Captain Clown would surely have talked about it.”

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” said Sushi. “But something must have happened to him on that trek back to the base. He’s not acting anything like himself. Brick, you said he acted like he couldn’t even see you when you talked to him.”

“Yeah, it was weird,” she said solemnly. “He heard my voice and answered my questions, but he kept looking around for me, like I was hiding from him or something. And now that I think about it, some of his answers didn’t, like, totally add up.”

“Yes, they did not totally total,” said Qual. “I spoke to him, and it was as if we were of different species.”

“Weird,” said Sushi without looking up from his work. He twisted two wires together, then said, “Let’s see if I’ve got it right.”

He turned on the translator’s power switch, leaned close to hear if the speaker was on, then booted up the Port-a-Brain. Nothing happened.

“Aaah, bad luck,” said Brick. “Back to the blank screen, huh?”

Sushi was unperturbed. “Nah, I turned it off when I made the modifications. Now I’ve got to go back to the program that was up when we found it. I saved the settings. Let’s see …” The display changed rapidly as he entered a series of commands. “OK, let’s see what we get here,” said Sushi, and hit a key.

The translator’s speaker emitted a low warming-up buzz, then broke into articulate sounds. “Intersystem Sklern—two thousand at nineteen. Please instruct concerning exercise of pets. Research P/E on Pickup Pizza Ltd. Common. Do you receive signals? Trantor Entertainment Preferred—hold until forty-five, then sell five hundred. We will take five hundred. Mark Pickup Pizza Ltd. Common to buy below ten …”

The legionnaires listened for a moment, then Sushi turned to his companions and grinned. “Hey, guess I know what I’m doing after all.”

“Acclamations, Sushi,” said Qual, showing all his teeth. “At long last, the Hidden Ones speak to us!”

“Triff,” said Brick. “But what the hell are they talking about?”

“The captain had the computer automatically checking and trading his stocks on the net,” said Sushi. “It’s sending out commands, and the Hidden Ones obviously thought it was trying to communicate to them. I’d guess they’ve been trying to get it to respond to them, and it’s been carrying on the original program, of course. Now that we’ve got the communication channel open, we can try to start them talking to us instead of to the Port-a-Brain.” He turned to Qual. “Leftenant, you’re the officer in charge. What do we want to say to them?”

“Why, that is obvious,” said Qual. “Where is the human known as Beeker?”

“OK, you’ve got it,” said Sushi, and he began entering commands as the rest of them looked on expectantly.

* * *

The unidentified ship was dropping rapidly, and the legionnaires in their defensive positions kept a wary eye out for possible hostile action on its part. “If it was gonna launch missiles, it woulda done it ’fore it cleared the horizon,” said one private.

“Yeah, but laser beams are line-of-sight,” Brandy reminded him. “Stay low, and be ready to move when I tell you.”

“Can you make out what model it is?” Lieutenant Snipe asked Armstrong, who was still tracking it with his stereoculars. From the corner of his eye, Snipe saw one of the Synthians whiz down the defensive line on a glide-board, wearing a bizarre helmet and carrying some kind of huge weapon.

“Not yet; still too much atmospheric distortion,” said Armstrong. “She’s midsized is all I can really tell.” He looked at Snipe and said, “If you went over to Comm Central, Mother may have been able to raise them. Maybe they called for authorization to land or something sensible like that.”

Snipe nodded, trying to decide what to do. He skipped aside as Chocolate Harry roared by on his hovercycle, leaning over the handlebars with an expression that meant business. Major Botchup had been monitoring the electronic traffic, so he should have picked up any such communication—and the major had not changed his orders. Snipe shook his head and said, “The CO will tell us if there’s any word on that front. For now, stay ready for anything.”

“In case you hadn’t noticed, Lieutenant, that’s what we were doing,” said Armstrong. He picked up the stereoculars and looked at the approaching ship again, pointedly turning his back to Snipe.

After a few moments, while the noise of the approaching ship got progressively louder, Snipe turned to Brandy. “Sergeant, what plan do you have if the ship opens hostilities?”

Brandy snorted. “Depends a whole lot on what they throw at us, Lieutenant. Landing this close, I don’t think they’re going to be using any nukes, do you?”

“Nukes?” Snipe gulped. He hadn’t even considered that possibility.

“Course, this could be some kind of fanatical suicide mission,” Brandy continued. “Maybe they’ll try a quick push with conventional force, and then blow the ship’s core if we’re too tough a nut to crack. Been done before. Not much we can do if that’s what we’re looking at, is there?”

“Uh, I suppose not,” said Snipe. His face was growing pale.

Brandy continued in a voice that carried over the sound of space drives throttling down. “More likely what we get is some softening up with whatever heavy armament the ship’s carrying. Something that size could have Class 4 UV lasers, I’d say. Shouldn’t hurt as long as you’re behind about six inches of lead shielding, or maybe ten feet of packed earth.”

“Ten feet?” Snipe looked around, trying to determine where in the trenches he’d have that much cover.

“Yeah, ten feet oughta do,” said Brandy. “Once they’ve got us keeping our heads down, they turn loose whatever they’ve got in the way of infantry—and then it gets nasty.”

“Nasty?” Snipe gulped.

“Yeah, nothing worse than close-quarters combat,” said Brandy at top volume. “But you’ve probably seen it all before, being a second lieutenant and all that.”

Snipe had his mouth open, gulping air, when Armstrong called out, “Ship’s touching down. Look alive there.”

“Look alive!” repeated Brandy at the top of her voice, turning to look at the dust cloud rising around the ship. “Once that dust settles, they can cut loose with any rays they have, so be ready to get down.”

The infernal racket of the ship’s engines abruptly ceased, and there was a long moment of expectant silence. The dust began to thin out, and Snipe cringed at the notion that death rays might even now be warming up to fry him. He looked around for something to crouch behind and finally settled for a nearby hoverjeep. It wasn’t perfect cover, but perhaps it was thick enough to protect against the Class 4 UV that Brandy had warned of. From somewhere out of sight, he heard Armstrong say, “Hatches opening.”

Snipe stuck his head around a corner, only to fall almost instantly backward as something large came roaring directly at him. From a position flat on his butt he watched Chocolate Harry rush past on his “hawg,” and heard the shouted warning, “Yo, man, heads up!” as the supply sergeant whipped on past at incredible speed.

Another more cautious peek around the corner showed him shadowy figures in the dust cloud by the mysterious ship. Several of them were busy catching and stacking unidentifiable equipment being tossed to them from an open cargo bay. Now some kind of vehicle emerged from the ship, followed by several more figures (were they humans?) on foot.

Deciding that it was, for the moment, safe to expose himself to possible fire, Snipe ran quickly to join Armstrong, who stood behind a waist-high pile of crates, surveying the action through the stereoculars. “What’s going on?” Snipe asked, panting a bit from the exertion. He crouched behind the crates, admiring Armstrong’s coolness in the face of the enemy.

“They’re unloading their equipment,” said Armstrong helpfully. He looked down at the cowering Snipe and added, “Here they come.”

Snipe risked a peek over the crates. Here came the vehicle, slowly advancing toward the Legion position. It had the look of a hoverjeep, and several of the figures seated in it were carrying what might be beam projectors—or almost anything else, Snipe realized. A small group of invaders trudged along behind it. In the defensive line, Snipe could hear Brandy talking to her troops: “Steady now, steady.”

Seeing that the invaders had so far done nothing that could be taken as a hostile move, Snipe decided it was safe to stand up. The dust had settled enough for him to make out that the hoverjeep was painted a bright yellow. That’s not a military color, he realized. There appeared to be some sort of writing on the side, although from this angle Snipe couldn’t make it out. A figure in the front of the jeep was standing up, exposed to the Legion defenders. “This doesn’t look like an invasion force,” he muttered.

“No, it doesn’t, does it?” said Armstrong. “But if they’re who I suspect they are, you and the major may wish they had been.”

“What?” said Snipe. He peered at the approaching jeep. Now it was close enough for him to discern the figure standing up: a woman, smiling and waving to the Legion camp. “I’ve seen that face somewhere,” he said, frowning.

“I bet you have,” said Armstrong, lowering the stereoculars and waving back. The troops in the front line were also standing and waving. What was going on?

Then the jeep turned to avoid a spot of rough terrain, and at last Snipe could clearly see what was painted on its side: Interstellar News Service. The woman standing in the jeep was none other than Jennie Higgins, the reporter who had made Captain Jester a media darling.

They’d been invaded, all right—by the intergalactic press corps.

* * *

Being confined in a dimly lit enclosure, even with companionship, was boring. There was no other term for it. It was quite some time since Phule and Beeker had run out of useful observations to make on their current condition, and no other topic of conversation got very far. It was incredibly boring.

At one point, Phule had gotten so bored he’d tried bouncing the gravball their captors had given them against the opposite wall of their cell, but the bell inside jingled every time the ball moved. That got on his nerves—and on Beeker’s, as well—after about three bounces, and he went back to slouching against the wall, trying to think of a way to escape—or to communicate with their captors. So far, Beeker had relentlessly shot holes in all his good ideas.

Even so, every once in a while, when he was starting to get really bored, he’d cast an eye over at the ball again. Maybe there was some way to get the bell out … but trying it would undoubtedly make more noise, and then he’d have to put up with more of Beeker’s baleful looks and sarcastic comments. Compared to that … well, he thought he could put up with the boredom a little while longer, anyhow.

Maybe it was starting to get to him, though. He hadn’t touched the ball, and yet he could swear he’d heard the bell jingling again very softly. The ball wasn’t visibly moving. His nerves must be starting to fray. They said that solitary confinement could drive a person mad. They didn’t say anything about confinement with one’s butler, but Phule was beginning to think it must be at least as bad.

“Sir, would you please stop that?” snapped Beeker, as if to reinforce Phule’s thoughts.

“Stop what?” said Phule. “Can’t a fellow sit and think without you complaining?”

“You’re doing something to the ball, sir,” said Beeker, glaring at him. “I hear the bell ringing.”

Phule sat up straight. “Do you hear it too? I thought it was my imagination.”

“No—look, sir, it’s moving,” said Beeker, pointing. Sure enough, the ball was wobbling slightly, as if the floor below it were shaking.

They both stood, instinctively moving away from the vibrating gravball; whatever was happening, it was something new. The previous changes in their cell, when their captors had delivered food or the ball, had been accompanied by almost no noise or vibration. As they looked, the wall at the far end of the cell began to change color—or rather, its color seemed to become more diffuse, almost like paint being diluted by a colorless liquid.

After the phenomenon continued for a few moments, shapes could be seen through the wall. Phule clapped his hands and said, “I think they’re going to let us out, Beek.”

“You may be right, sir,” said Beeker. “Equally possible is that they intend to come in here and interrogate us.”

“There’s not enough room in here,” said Phule. “Well, maybe if they’re the size of Synthians …”

“Yes,” said Beeker. “They’ve done very little so far to indicate what race they are—if, in fact, they are any race we know.”

Phule put a hand on Beeker’s arm. “I think we’re about to find out,” he said. The opening was almost transparent now, and the shapes outside seemed to be moving closer.

To their surprise, one of the figures bent over to look through the opening and said, “Hey, Beeker! Is that you in there?”

“I know that voice!” said Phule, leaning forward. “Sushi, what are you doing here?”

“Captain!” said Sushi, now plainly visible through the opening. “What are you doing here? Or maybe I should ask, if you’re here, who’s that back at the camp?”

“I haven’t the vaguest idea what you’re talking about,” said Phule. He and Beeker scrambled quickly out of their prison. They found themselves in the shade of a small hill, just outside a sort of cave dug into the sandy soil. In front of them were Sushi, Flight Leftenant Qual, and a group of other legionnaires. But as glad as they were to see their comrades, Phule and Beeker’s gaze inevitably turned to the other figure standing there.

Phule’s first impression was that he was seeing a mechanical man born of an illicit union between a hoverjeep and a portable computer … with a very bad hangover thrown on top of it.

On second impression, the thing looked even more like the offspring of an illicit union between a hoverjeep and a portable computer—although it had a curious shimmer about it, as if it were a badly focused holo. But he had a strong suspicion he’d have plenty of other things to worry about, and for the moment he was enjoying just being out of his cell.

Harsh reality would undoubtedly assert itself before he got too comfortable.


Chapter Fifteen

Journal #580

Unpleasant as our confinement had been, my employer and I had never entirely lost confidence in our eventual rescue. Still, when we learned the amount of time that had actually passed, we were surprised at how short it had been. Time inside a closed space, without clues to events in the external world, goes much more slowly than outside. This might account for the unusual trepidation with which even hardened criminals regard solitary confinement. In fact, even with each other as companions, my employer and I were quite relieved to learn that our captivity was at an end.

As attentive readers will have anticipated, once we were released into the light of day, we were thoroughly astonished to learn the nature of our captors.

* * *

“I don’t understand it,” said Phule, pointing to the robot-like being standing next to Sushi. “If this creature is what captured us, why didn’t we ever see it?”

Sushi shrugged. “I wasn’t here, Captain, but I don’t think it existed in this form before we started talking to it.”

“It didn’t exist?” said Beeker. “How, then, Mr. Sushi, did it manage to take us captive?”

“I said, ‘in this form,’ Beeker,” said Sushi. “The creatures that captured you are nanotech intelligences: tiny machines that can combine into various larger units to accomplish specific tasks. Until we started talking to them, they didn’t have any reason to make themselves visible to us.”

“This explains much,” said Flight Leftenant Qual. “Not only why our instruments could not detect them but why they thought that your machines were the intelligent creatures, and you some sort of captive animal companions.”

Phule’s jaw dropped so far it looked for a moment as if it had been dislocated. “What?” he blurted out. “They think that Beeker and I are … pets?”

Sushi managed to keep from grinning. “Yeah, that’s about as close as I can describe what seems to be their basic assumption. As far as I can tell, when they saw you two leaving the hoverjeep, they thought you were running away, and so they captured you and took care of you until they could find out what your master—the jeep or the computer—wanted done with you. Apparently, Sir, they have a hard time imagining intelligent animal life …”

“Machines?” Beeker interrupted. “I beg your pardon, young Sir, but I cannot accept the notion of a machine intelligence evolving independently of some original organic creator.”

“I’m with you on that, believe me,” said Sushi. Then he shrugged. “Maybe they evolved from mechanical junk left behind by some off-world visitors. But that’s just a guess. Bottom line is, we’re dealing with a civilization of nanomachines. Individually, they’re general-purpose units with fairly low intelligence, but when they combine, the larger unit—the macro, I’d call it—can have a total intelligence as high as ours.”

“Theoretically higher, if your premise is correct,” said Beeker grudgingly. “But I’ve never heard of such a thing evolving independently.”

“Neither have I,” said Sushi. “First time for everything, isn’t there?”

“Sushi’s right,” said Phule. “We’ve got to accept the situation as we find it. And I think he was about to tell us just what that situation is.” He turned to Sushi with an expectant smile.

“OK, like Qual was saying, they thought the hoverjeep and the Port-a-Brain were the intelligent beings, and they’ve been spending their time trying to communicate with them. If you’d been wearing your translators, you might have been able to make sense of the noise on the jeep’s communicator. But once you were out of the jeep, not even that would’ve helped.”

“And so they took us prisoner and tried to negotiate with the jeep,” said Phule. “I imagine they didn’t get very far with that.”

“Well, they kept getting back a signal from the Port-a-Brain’ s modem trying to download your stock quotes,” said Sushi. “They could tell it was intelligent, but they couldn’t get any useful response from it. And of course they had no way to know that you guys were really in charge of the machines. They apparently had you in some sort of holding pen, being kept alive and healthy but not really getting much of their attention.”

“That’s not very flattering, I must say,” grumbled Beeker.

“It could’ve been worse,” said Phule. “Remember, for a while we were worried that they might decide to have us for lunch.”

“I don’t think they’re interested in organics anyway,” said Sushi. “They were more likely just to turn you loose in the desert to go fend for yourselves.”

Beeker scoffed. “Not interested in organics? What do they use for fuel? For lubricants?”

Sushi shrugged, but there was a smile on his face. “We don’t know, but it’s worth finding out, isn’t it? Maybe they could use another supplier …”

Phule sat up straight and clapped his hands. “Now, there’s the kind of thinking the Legion can use! There’s always an opportunity to make a few dollars, if you just ask the right questions. Sushi, I thank you for starting the ball rolling. We’ll definitely want to explore that issue further.”

“Think nothing of it, Captain,” said Sushi, buffing his fingernails. “In fact, they seem to have played the stock market very successfully. They’ve got a lot of money to spend, once we can figure out what they’re likely customers for. I wonder if a finder’s fee might not be in order …”

“You’ll be in on the ground floor,” said Phule.

“Thanks, Captain. I knew you’d do the right thing,” said Sushi. “But for now, let’s concentrate on getting this situation untangled. I’ve set the modem to a kiddie Internet channel, and we’re running a Roger Robot marathon, but the nanomachines will probably get tired of trying to talk back to it before long. Still, it’ll give us some time to figure out how to get you out of here and back to camp—and what to do once you’re there.”

Phule laughed. “What to do? That doesn’t seem too difficult to figure out. A nice, long shower, a change of clothes, a cool drink, and then I’ll settle down to solving whatever problems have come up since I left. Although now that we’ve found the Hidden Ones, we’ve got to get them and the Zenobians talking—figure out what their interests are, what common ground there might be. That’s obviously our main priority. I can’t imagine anything more important that’d have come up—”

“Captain, you don’t know the half of it,” said Sushi, shaking his head. “You don’t know the half of it.”

* * *

Major Botchup was not happy about dealing with the press. It wasn’t that he saw publicity as a bad thing; indeed, he had a small file of clippings of his own, carefully gathered and organized to show the highlights (such as they were) of his career to date. Nor was he at all averse to standing in front of cameras and answering reporters’ questions at length, often at greater length than the reporters were interested in devoting to him. He well understood the power of positive press.

No, what annoyed Botchup was that the reporters were here not because of him but because of his deposed predecessor. That stuck in his craw. These media vultures ought to be focusing on the winners, not defeated second-raters like that mountebank, Captain Jester. He was the commanding officer of Omega Company. It shouldn’t matter that he hadn’t done anything so far …

“Major, you don’t seem to realize what the story is,” said Jennie Higgins. “Captain Jester was responsible for putting this company into the public consciousness, and now he’s suddenly been replaced in command. People want to know why this has happened, and they want to hear what he has to say about it.”

“Miss Higgins, I’ll remind you that this is a war zone,” said Botchup, sweating despite the excellent climate control system Phule had installed in what had become his successor’s office. Jennie’s cameraman was lurking right behind her, and he had to measure his words carefully to avoid looking a fool on holoscreens half the galaxy away. His career could be ruined by a careless slip in front of billions of primetime viewers. “As much as we in the Space Legion understand the public’s interest in what we’re doing here, at the same time, we have to be on constant guard against our enemies learning something that could compromise our mission here—”

“Of course we understand that, Major,” said Jennie with a dazzling smile. “And I know none of our viewers want these brave legionnaires to be put in harm’s way by a careless word or holo image.” The smile broadened, and she leaned forward over the major’s desk. “That’s why I’ve come to you before talking to your people. We’ve found that the closer we work with the officers in charge of a given operation, the better we can walk that fine line between security and the public’s need to know. So what I want from you now is background—off the record, if you’d prefer—and once I know that, we can work out ground rules for the rest of my stay here. Is that OK?”

Botchup found the room getting even warmer; he’d have to check the air-conditioning. But the pretty young reporter—she certainly was pretty—seemed to be making sense, after all. It might be his best chance to get his own name attached to the company’s growing reputation, supplanting Jester in public esteem as well as in fact. Jester had played the media the way a trained musician plays a fine synth-organ; now it would be his turn.

Botchup looked into Jennie’s eyes and murmured, “Why, Miss Higgins, I think we can work together after all. Now, just what did you need to know?”

“Tell us about yourself, Major,” she said, almost cooing. “What brought you to a military career? How did you end up as commanding officer of this company?”

Major Botchup took a deep breath, and a self-satisfied smile came onto his lips. Now he would tell the story his way. And, for the first time, people all over the Galaxy would understand what made Elmer Botchup the man he was. A man of some importance, a man worthy of respect. He looked straight at the holocam. “It all began when I was a small boy,” he said. “That was when I first realized I had the gift of command …”

The holocam purred quietly, recording every word.

* * *

“A new CO,” said Phule, shaking his head after Sushi had brought him up to date on the situation back at their base. “That’s going to be trouble, all right. And you say there’s somebody who’s impersonating me as well?”

“That’s right, Captain,” said Sushi. “He walked in from the desert one night; Garbo and Brick were on guard, then. They can tell you the story. But the main thing is, he was acting very strange, as if he didn’t quite know where he was. They all just thought you’d gotten heat stroke in the desert. Now that I think back on it, though, there were plenty of clues that it wasn’t you after all. Who do you think it could be? Do you think Headquarters sent somebody to replace you and play crazy so you could be discredited?”

“I doubt most of us would notice a difference, to tell the truth,” said Beeker.

“I don’t think Headquarters would try that,” said Phule, ignoring the butler’s jab. “They might be that devious, but they aren’t that smart. I’ve got a pretty good idea what’s happened back at base, though, and if I’m right, I won’t have much trouble establishing who’s who. I’m more worried about this Major Botchup, if he’s as bad as you describe.”

“Oh, man, he sure is,” said Sushi. “Worse—he’s like all the Legion horror stories about bad COs rolled up in one. Even the sergeants are acting worried. I’ve never seen that before.”

“That’s a bad sign,” agreed Phule. “I didn’t think there was anything in the galaxy that could faze a sergeant—well, not until the Renegades came after Chocolate Harry, anyhow. And I’ll be really worried if the major’s got Brandy off her usual track.”

“You can judge for yourself when you get back,” said Sushi. “And if you’re lucky, you can convince the major not to have you cashiered for being AWOL along with the rest of us in the search party. Or maybe he’ll throw you in irons for impersonating yourself. He’s that kind of hardnose.”

“I can get the search party off the hook,” said Phule. “You’ll claim I ordered you to look for the Hidden Ones before he got on base. Since I wasn’t there, I couldn’t tell him or the other officers about your mission. He can try to call me on that, but he won’t get anywhere if we all stick to the story. I was the legal commander at the time I gave the order.”

“Well, I appreciate your taking the heat on it,” said Sushi. “He’s still likely to try to come after us, but with you on our side, we ought to be all right. Thanks, Captain.”

“No problem, Sushi,” said Phule. “Remember, that was our main mission when we came here—to help Qual’s people find the Hidden Ones, and now that you’ve found them, it’d look pretty bad not to give you credit for it.”

“We’re going to have to come up with some name other than Hidden Ones,” said Sushi. “They aren’t hiding, they’re just very small—”

“Nanoids,” suggested Mahatma. “From nanotech—” 

“Well, that’s catchy enough,” said Sushi. “Nanoids—” 

“A barbarism,” sniffed Beeker. But the name stuck.

* * *

Jennie Higgins smiled. Her return to Omega Company—once she’d gotten past the new CO—had been like a reunion with old friends. When she stepped into the mess hall, Sergeant Escrima had made a point of filling her tray himself, proudly pointing out his new gourmet creations. Grinning broadly, Chocolate Harry had given her a purple camouflage T-shirt and fatigue cap with Omega Company insignia to wear—an instant icebreaker when she sat down to chat with the legionnaires. Brandy had thrown her arm around her like a kid sister and taken her on a personal tour of the modular base camp that was the company’s field headquarters on Zenobia.

In fact, except for Major Botchup’s snotty adjutant, Lieutenant Snipe, everyone in the company had been eager to make her welcome. And—except for one subject—they’d been more than willing to talk to her. But the minute she mentioned the captain, their expressions turned serious. “You gotta talk to him yourself,” said Chocolate Harry, and everyone else had given her some version or another on the same line, without responding to her attempts to pump them for more information. Jennie was very good at pumping interview subjects, and to hit such a pronounced dry spell was in itself unusual.

The problem was, she’d been unable to find Captain Jester—or Willard Phule, to give him the name he’d gone by before he’d joined the Legion. Immediately after her arrival, she’d spotted him sitting under a sort of awning with a pile of paperwork on a table in front of him while everyone else in the company acted as if an invasion was imminent. But Lieutenant Snipe had whisked her off to the command center before her old friend noticed her. When she returned, he’d disappeared, and nobody seemed able to tell her where he was. In fact, when she asked where his actual quarters were, nobody could tell her. They weren’t trying to hide it from her—she was too good a reporter to miss the signs of that. They just didn’t know.

The other area she’d been unable to learn anything useful about was their mission here on Zenobia. Oh, everybody agreed that the Zenobians had called the company in to advise them how to deal with some mysterious problem. But, while everybody had an opinion, nobody seemed to know for sure just what the problem was. Even the Zenobians themselves had apparently never seen the mysterious invaders who were causing all the fuss. And the only one on the base who might have some more detailed information on the subject was none other than Captain Jester—the one man she couldn’t find to talk to.

It had begun to gnaw at her. She’d racked her brain for reasons. Perhaps Phule was ill (she’d already heard the story of how he’d walked in from the desert from far enough away that his hoverjeep hadn’t been found yet). Perhaps the new major’s arrival had been such a blow to his normally very healthy ego that he couldn’t bear to talk to her. Perhaps it was some kind of conspiracy by top Legion brass to keep him from talking to the press. Perhaps it was something she had unwittingly done.

So it was almost a shock to come out of her tent—Major Botchup had allowed the press corps to set up its own little enclave within the legion perimeter—and see the captain sitting under the awning on a camp stool, riffling through a pile of papers. His expression was good-natured as always, but his body language said “Man Working—Do Not Disturb” as plainly as if he’d hung out a sign.

Jennie hadn’t gotten to where she was in her profession without being willing to ignore that kind of message, even from people she didn’t know. Willard Phule had taken her out wining and dining and dancing in first-class restaurants on two planets and one luxury space resort. More to the point, he’d given her blanket permission to interview any and every member of his company, with holocams running. He had been her best contact for one of the biggest stories of her career. She sensed that whatever was going on right now might be the single most fascinating twist in the entire story to date. And she certainly wasn’t going to let the fact that he was busy get in her way of talking to him.

“Hey, there you are at last! How are you doing?” she called, waving heartily and striding purposefully over to where he sat. She straightened her new purple camouflage hat and smiled her best smile.

Phule raised his head at the sound of her voice and looked right through her. Jennie stopped dead in her tracks. She was used to being looked at—with appreciation by the male lookers, often with envy by the females. On any given day, several billion pairs of eyes might be scanning her face on holo sets all across the Galaxy. And when she walked into a place, it was a given that she’d be the center of attention.

To be looked at with a complete lack of interest—to be looked at as if she didn’t even exist—and by someone with whom she’d shared good times and helped in bad times, that was beyond the pale. Jennie couldn’t even begin to understand it. She tried to meet Phule’s eyes for a moment, but she might as well have been trying to stare down a statue. After a moment, she averted her gaze. This wasn’t the man she knew, and whatever had happened to him, she wanted nothing to do with it. She turned away and stumbled off in utter defeat for the first time in her long career.

Under the awning, the captain looked around in puzzlement, and muttered, “I could have sworn somebody was calling me.” Then he shrugged and turned back to the pile of papers.

Journal #593

Our return journey to the Legion camp was slower than originally planned, since not all the legionnaires were able to ride in the hoverjeep. Since my employer thought it useful for the party to arrive all at once, he devised a shuttle system, whereby a part of the party would ride to a point within walking distance of camp and wait while the jeep returned for the balance of the party. Eventually, after three trips, all the personnel and equipment were within striking distance of the destination.

Now, though, my employer paused to consider how to go about entering the camp. With a new commanding officer in place, it was not going to be the triumphant homecoming he had envisioned. In fact, it might bear uncomfortable resemblances to attending a hanging—as guest of honor.

* * *

“Very well, Captain Clown, we are here,” said Flight Leftenant Qual. The party had paused in a thick pack of scrub trees, just within sight of the Legion camp. “Now our difficulty is to bring you into the camp lacking any incident.”

“I fear a bigger problem is going to be smuggling out that robot without the new commanding officer learning of it,” said Beeker. He turned to Phule and said, “I told you it was a risky idea to depend on it, sir.”

“Oh, I’m not worried about the robot,” said Phule. “We’ll have Sushi bring it out of camp. It’s attuned to my vocal patterns, so I can reprogram it verbally. Beeker, you’ll put the robot in the hoverjeep and transport it back to the Nanoids’ base. When you get there, you’ll take the translator off the Port-a-Brain and connect it to the robot so it can communicate with the Nanoids. Then you come back with the jeep, and don’t forget the Port-a-Brain! I’ll put out the story that I left you behind on some private mission. If everything goes right, they’ll never even suspect there was more than one of me here.”

“Seems a shame to waste the potential for creative chaos,” said Sushi. “We could play some interesting games with the major’s head if we had both you and the robot here.”

“Don’t even think about it,” said Phule. “It’s much more important for the robot to serve as a liaison to the Nanoids. We need to set up a permanent communications link with them. If what we’ve seen of their capabilities is any evidence, they’d be an incredibly valuable addition to the Alliance as a whole. But I guess the diplomats will have to settle that question. I wonder if the Nanoids have diplomats.”

“If they don’t, I suspect they soon will. Their adaptability is their most impressive trait,” said Beeker. He paused a moment, then added, “With proper instruction, I believe they could learn to be quite adequate butlers.”

For a moment, Phule was speechless. Then he shook his head and said, “Let’s just hope they don’t try it. Civilization in this Galaxy has withstood everything from supernovas to clouds of dark matter, but a race of Beekers would be the final straw.”

“To the contrary, sir,” said Beeker, pulling himself up to his full height. “It would be the first opportunity for a real civilization to exist.”

“You two could probably go on about this all night long,” said Sushi with a crooked grin. “But I think we’d better get everything else taken care of before you get started on it—if you know what I mean, Captain.”

“You’re right,” said Phule, chuckling. “All right, Beeker, you wait here with the hoverjeep until we bring the robot back. If anybody from the camp comes out looking for you, do what you have to do to lose them. Call me on our private frequency, and we’ll figure out an alternate rendezvous point if we need to.”

Beeker settled into the hoverjeep’s cockpit, and the rest of the party began a careful approach to the perimeter. Not knowing what security measures Major Botchup had put in place since their departure, they couldn’t assume they’d be able to walk in unchallenged. For all they knew, the major had ordered the camp guards to shoot any intruders on sight. And while odds were fairly good that the shooting would be done with Zenobian stun rays, being immobilized and brought in for questioning would put a serious crimp in their plans. All of them were technically AWOL, and even before that, all the legionnaires had been ordered confined to the base. The major would most likely throw the book at them without bothering to listen to explanations.

Closer they crept, making use of what little cover remained in the area around the camp. Unfortunately, Phule had chosen the campsite with some awareness of security, which meant that cover was sparse along the approaches to the camp, and thus the returnees were exposed to the eyes of any reasonably vigilant sentries within. Fortunately, this was Omega Company, so there was a fair chance that the sentries were somewhat less vigilant than their new CO might hope.

Suddenly, a voice rang out. “Yo, who that out there? You got half a second ’fore I fry your ass.”

“I know that voice,” said Sushi. Before Phule could say anything, he stood up and waved his arms. “Hey, Street, it’s me,” he called. “Keep it down before somebody hears you.”

“Stay right there,” said Street, somewhat more quietly. He and another figure were silhouetted against the dim lights of the camp, and the group of returnees heard a few lines of muttered conversation between the two before Street called out. “How I know you who you say?”

“Keep it down, OK?” said Sushi. “I’ll come right in where you can see me—”

“No way, you stay there ’less you wan’ get shot,” said Street. “What the password?”

“Password?” Sushi said softly. “There wasn’t any password before, was there?”

“Yeah, the major made us start using them,” whispered Brick, who was closest to him in the group. “You must not have been on guard duty before you left.”

“Who’s the other one with him?” said Sushi. “Maybe they’ll listen to me.”

“Can’t tell,” said Brick. “They haven’t said anything yet. Get ’em to talk, and maybe I can figure it out.”

“No need for that,” said Garbo’s translated voice. “The wind comes from behind them, so I can identify his scent from here. That is the one called Gears.”

“Good, he’s not one of the major’s brown-nosers,” said Sushi. “If nobody else has been alerted, we may be in luck. I just have to convince ’em who we are. He lifted his voice again. Yo, Street, is that Gears with you?”

“You gots to have the password, Soosh,” said Street. “Major’s busting chops somethin’ fierce.”

“Take it easy. The major doesn’t need to know about this,” said Sushi. “Just be cool.” He turned to Phule and said, “If the major’s got Street asking for passwords, he’s really got people scared. What do we do now, Captain?”

“Time to take the bull by the horns,” said Phule. “Brick, you go to the left, and Garbo to the right, and move in on the perimeter. We’ll keep Street and Gears busy until you’re closer.” The two legionnaires leaned closer as he outlined his plan, their heads nodding as he told them their roles.

“We can do it, Captain!” said Brick with quiet confidence. She and the Gambolt began creeping carefully away from Phule’s position.

Meanwhile, Sushi was keeping up a stream of talk. “Look here, Street, you know I’ve been off base for a while—on a secret mission, you know. The major must have forgotten I was away, because he didn’t tell me what the password was gonna be. But now I’m back, and I have to report. How do I get back in without you shooting me?”

“Man, I dunno,” said Street, obviously confused. “We gotta send somebody to ask the major.”

“No, no, no,” said Sushi quickly. “We don’t want to wake him up. You know how cheesed off he gets. Just let me come in so I can clean up and get a little rest before I have to report to him. I don’t want him giving me the eyeball about my uniform when I’m giving him bad news.”

“Bad news?” It was Gears’s voice this time, sounding concerned. “What kind of bad news?”

His answer was the soft buzz of Zenobian stun rays, wielded by Garbo and Brick. “Bad news for you,” said Sushi softly. The returning group waited a moment, then began to move quietly forward. They were inside the perimeter well before the stunned sentries awoke.

* * *

At this time of night, Comm Central was the only place in Omega Company’s camp with much activity, and for the most part, it was pretty much a dead zone. Not even the officer of the day usually bothered to spend the late-night hours at the cluttered desk provided in one corner of the comm area. Thanks to Phule’s introduction of the wrist communicators, it was normally a matter of moments for Mother to contact the OD—or the CO himself—if something required an officer’s attention.

But Lieutenant Snipe had not trained with Omega Company. In his eyes, the company’s officers were unpardonably slack in their duties; he’d been sent here to put things right again. So when the rotation came around to him, he spent his OD duty exactly as the Legion academy had taught him: at the desk, alert and prepared for any emergency. After all, as the major kept pointing out (not that anybody seemed to pay attention), this planet was technically a war zone. Anything could happen, and somebody had better be ready to deal with it. According to the books, tonight that somebody was Snipe.

The only other human in Comm Central was Mother, hunched behind her console, keeping tabs on the minimal late-night comm traffic: mostly routine messages from off-planet mixed with perfunctory “all’s well” reports from the unlucky legionnaires who’d drawn late-night sentry duty. She steadfastly refused to acknowledge Snipe’s presence. At the other desk sat Tusk-anini. So far, Lieutenant Snipe’s disapproving glances had drawn no response whatsoever from the Volton, who was steaming along at high speed through the second volume of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. The night was starting to look like another of those deadly dull intervals that had been the primary feature of Snipe’s military career to date.

Having finally abandoned his futile attempts to intimidate Tusk-anini, Snipe found a challenge more worthy of his efforts: keeping himself from dozing off. He was well on his way to losing that battle, as well, when something in the faint buzz of comm traffic brought him to full alertness.

“What was that?” he said, staring in Mother’s direction. “I could have sworn I heard something about intruders.”

“imperthnthnthn,” explained Mother, sinking lower behind her console.

“I hear it, too,” said Tusk-anini. He marked his place and set the book down on the desk, then stood up and walked over behind Mother, looking over her shoulder at the readouts on her console. His piggish countenance took on even more of a frown than it usually wore.

Lieutenant Snipe stood and made as if to join him, but the Volton raised a huge paw and shook his head with unmistakable meaning. Snipe managed to resist the impulse to point out that, as an officer, he should be giving the orders. Instead, he asked in a somewhat timorous voice, “What’s going on?”

“Don’t know yet,” said Tusk-anini. “Snipe be quiet; Mother listening.”

Snipe opened his mouth to protest, but before he could say a word, all hell broke loose.


Chapter Sixteen

Journal #600

My employer had thought that getting inside the Legion camp would put him in position to untangle all his remaining problems. He would find the robot and reprogram it verbally to act as liaison to the Nanoids, then take its place—his own proper place—as a Legion officer. From there, he could present his solution to the Zenobians’ problems and possibly use the prestige of that accomplishment to regain command of his company. It would take some politicking and an end run around the Legion brass, but with patience—and the liberal use of a Dilithium Express card—it ought to be possible.

Little did he realize just how fast events were already moving.

* * *

“Where you want to go now, Captain Clown?” Flight Leftenant Qual asked in a reptilian whisper. Once inside the Legion camp’s perimeter, the group had taken cover behind Chocolate Harry’s supply depot, a Legion-issue prefabricated metal shed across the compound from the MBC, where most of the company were undoubtedly sleeping.

“I’m not sure,” said Phule. Then, after a pause, he said, “I should probably try to find the robot so I can reprogram it and take its place. Does anybody have any idea where it’s quartered?”

“Officer’s quarters, I’d think,” said Sushi, peering around a corner of the shed. “You don’t want to go there. You’re likely to run into the major.”

“That’s no problem,” said Phule. “He’ll just think I’m the robot. No, he doesn’t know about the robot, does he?”

“None of us knew about the robot until you told us,” said Sushi. He chuckled. “I know a few people who’re going to feel pretty weird when they find out it wasn’t really you they were talking to. I heard a couple of funny stories before I left—”

“Shhh! Something’s happening,” said Brick, who’d been keeping lookout for the party.

“What?” said Phule, instantly alert. But the answer came not from Brick but from the MBC, where a Klaxon began to blow. The legionnaires looked at one another. That signal had been drummed into their nerves by drill after drill. It was the battle stations alarm. Either it was an extremely ill-timed drill, or someone thought the camp was under attack!

“What do we do, Captain?” asked Sushi. Already, armed legionnaires were beginning to emerge from the MBC, headed for their assigned places.

Phule didn’t miss a beat. “You know what you’re supposed to do, all of you. You’ve all got your equipment. Now get to your battle stations and be ready for action.”

“But … we just snuck into the camp,” said Brick. “They must have us all listed as AWOL.”

“They aren’t going to argue with you as long as you’re where you’re supposed to be,” said Phule. “Go ahead, it’s the one place nobody’ll pay any attention to you.”

“He’s right,” said Sushi, giving Brick a shove. “If we stay here, we’ll stick out like half a dozen sore thumbs. Come on, everybody head for your stations. Captain, you know where to find us when you need us.”

“Right,” said Phule. “Now, hurry up before somebody notices we didn’t all come from the same place as everybody else.”

The legionnaires didn’t argue. The group split up as they each headed toward their assigned place. But Flight Leftenant Qual had no assigned place. He watched the others for a moment, then turned and said to Phule, “This is very good, but where does Captain Clown go?”

“First thing I have to do is let Beeker know what’s up so he can get under cover,” said Phule. “If the camp’s on alert, somebody’s likely to pick up the hoverjeep on the sensors and assume he’s a hostile. I’m sure Beek can talk his way out of almost any kind of trouble, but I have a hunch he’d be willing to forgo the added excitement of people shooting at him while he’s doing it.”

“Yes, that would be congruent,” said Qual. “What might I do to assist you?”

“Maybe you can find out where my robot duplicate is,” said Phule. “I ought to reprogram it before anybody figures out there are two of me. And if you can keep the new CO off my back, that’ll be even better.”

“I do not think he will get on your back,” said Qual with his reptilian grin. “But in case he attempts it, I will repel him.”

“Good man,” said Phule absently, and he began trotting toward the MBC. He hadn’t decided exactly what course of action to take, but he knew things would begin falling into place before long. They always did. For now, he just headed for the one place where, unless he was very unlucky, nobody should bother him until he was ready. 

* * *

Jennie Higgins had not slept well. It wasn’t like her. She’d slept in rougher accommodations on a dozen worlds, out on assignment. It wasn’t even that uncomfortable; hot as the desert air was in full sunlight, it quickly cooled to something quite pleasant at night. There was even a bit of a breeze stirring. And while the desert creatures of this world made sounds unlike the soft night music the flenders and oloxi sang on her home planet, they were hardly the kind of thing to keep her awake. Her cot and sleeping bag were the best money could buy.

No, she knew very well what was keeping her awake. She was worried about Willard Phule—or, to give him his Legion name, Captain Jester. She hadn’t realized she cared quite so much. Tough, spunky Jennie Higgins didn’t let things bother her, did she? In the news business, you learned not to get too close to a story. Maybe it was time for her to back off from this one.

Except that backing off was turning out to be a lot easier to say than to do.

She liked Phule. Liked the men and women in Omega Company, too. And she was angry that they’d evidently become pawns in the political games of Legion brass. But she’d never thought Phule would just knuckle under and submit to having a new CO sent in over his head. The Captain Jester she’d known would have found some way to fight back, and his legionnaires would have gleefully joined in the fight.

The man she’d seen sorting papers this morning hadn’t shown even a hint of fighting spirit. He hadn’t even had enough spirit to look her in the eye.

She knew what she ought to do. She ought to put together a story that showed the Legion brass in their true colors, a story that would have generals quaking in their boots when she came on their holoscreens. But she couldn’t muster the energy to do it all, not without Phule’s help. And from what she’d seen of him, he had nothing left to bring to the fight.

Maybe coming to Zenobia had been a mistake after all. She hated to think of herself letting down the Omega Mob—men and women she’d come to think of as her friends—but a reporter had to choose her fights. And this one didn’t look like one she could win. Not unless—

The sound of a Klaxon made her sit bolt upright on her cot. Something was happening out there in the camp. Already she could hear voices raised, the sound of men and women in a hurry.

She leapt from the cot and quickly threw on a set of Legion-issue fatigues, a gift from Omega Company in the old days. Maybe this was her chance to salvage some kind of story from this miserable trip.

She ran her fingers quickly through her hair, not even bothering to turn on a light to check her appearance. She was confident enough to take her chances with a camera. If the story was good enough, the viewers would forgive her for coming on-camera without fixing her face. She ducked through the tent flap and went to roust her cameraman out of his sleeping bag while there was still a chance to get some action shots. In the distance, the Klaxon kept up its urgent call.

* * *

The Andromatic robot aroused itself from the semidormant state it assumed to recharge its batteries and repair any minor wear and tear its mechanical components had sustained during its last active period. Its delicate sensors had detected the sound of people moving about, and that meant it had a job to do.

Its internal monitors ran through a quick system check; everything was in perfect working order. After checking the chronometer to determine local time, it adjusted its external appearance from the “Legion uniform” configuration that seemed to be most common hereabouts to the “Evening formal” that it had been programmed to wear at night, as the hours between 2100 and 0600 were officially designated. It had not observed any of the humans in this area adopting that appearance, but it had its orders. It was very good at following orders … at least, as long as the orders came from an authorized source.

It waited until the sounds in the corridor immediately outside its hiding place died down. That didn’t take long. But no unauthorized humans could be allowed to learn its location when it was in a dormant state, and if it were observed leaving its hiding place, it would have to find a new one … not to forget the effect of alerting someone that it might not be what its external appearance said it was. It did not know exactly what a Legion officer was, but it knew that Legion officers did not spend their nights in broom closets.

Satisfied that it could emerge unobserved, the robot quickly moved into the corridor and began walking toward the nearest exit. The humans were apparently all gathering outside. Time for it to go to work.

* * *

“What is this shit, man?” Chocolate Harry came stumbling out into the night, a Legion fatigue cap on his head and a purple camo vest thrown hastily on over his size-XXXXL pajamas. He was clearly unhappy at being rousted out of bed.

“I bet it’s another drill,” said another legionnaire, blocked by Harry’s considerable bulk in the doorway he was trying to get out of. “The CO’s real big on farkin’ drills.” Then, after a pause, “Yo, Sarge, you wanna let me past? Brandy’s gonna chew my ass off if I’m the last one on the crew to get there.”

“Yeah, sure,” grumbled Chocolate Harry, scowling as he stepped aside. He was starting to get tired of drills in the wee hours, but the major hadn’t consulted him on whether or not it was a good idea. He consoled himself with the thought that he didn’t have to run out to the perimeter and act as if he were repelling an invasion of heavily armed nasties. He began ambling toward the supply depot, where he’d be on call if any of the frontline troops turned out to have a dead battery in their laser rifles. It was a dirty job, but somebody had to do it.

He was halfway to his destination when a familiar figure came toward him, jogging. “Hey, Cap’n!” he called out. “They got you up and scramblin’ too, huh?”

The captain stopped and gave him a friendly punch to the biceps. “Good to see you, Harry. Any idea what’s happening?”

Harry scoffed. “Man, if they ain’t tellin’ the cap’ns, what makes you think they be tellin’ the sergeants?” Then he stopped and squinted. “’Scuse me askin’, Cap’n, but maybe I oughta ask you—and if it ain’t my business, just say so—but is there somethin’ goin’ on I oughta know about? I didn’t know you was into hangin’ out behind the supply depot late at night.”

Phule leaned closer and lowered his voice. “There’s a new top-secret operation starting up,” he said. He put his hand on the supply sergeant’s elbow. “In fact, it’s a good thing I ran into you here. We need a man with a good head on his shoulders, and I think you’re right for it. Can you keep this completely to yourself?”

“Top-secret?” echoed Chocolate Harry. He looked over his shoulder, then nodded. “You know I can keep things quiet, Cap’n,” he rasped. “What’s the poop?”

Phule looked around with an exaggerated air of conspiracy. “You know that Beeker and I were away from the base, talking to the Zenobian leaders,” he said. “Well, the Zenobians have got a lot of advanced military gear the Alliance hadn’t known about before, and we were trying to get an agreement to try it out—just like the stun rays, you know.”

“Cool,” said Harry, nodding eagerly. The Zenobian stun rays had made a big impression on him. And, as supply sergeant, he’d be the first to get his hands on any new goodies coming to the company. “What kind of stuff are we getting?”

“That’s the secret part,” said Phule, still whispering. “I left Beeker behind to make arrangements for the delivery, and now he’s finished with that part. But we can’t let anybody see him returning to camp, or the enemy is likely to guess that something big is about to happen. You know what I mean …” He let his voice trail off.

“I get it,” said the supply sergeant eagerly. “We got to smuggle him in so nobody spots him. Ain’t no need to ask twice. If that’s your business, Chocolate Harry’s your man! What you want me to do, Cap’n?”

“Here’s the plan,” said Phule, and he whispered into Chocolate Harry’s ear.

After a few moments, the supply sergeant began to nod enthusiastically. By the time Phule was finished, he was grinning from ear to ear. “You got it, Cap’n,” he said. “You got every bit of it.”

“Good,” said Phule. “Now, let’s go do it!”

* * *

Major Botchup’s first reaction upon being wakened from a sound sleep by the Klaxon was annoyance. I didn’t schedule another drill, he thought to himself. Snipe’s going to pay for this. Then he heard another noise under the racket of the horn: the beep of his wrist communicator’s alarm, a few feet away on his nightstand. Something was going on.

He sat up and grabbed the communicator. “Botchup here,” he growled. “What’s going on?”

“Trouble, sir,” came Lieutenant Snipe’s whining voice.

“I know that, you twit!” roared Botchup. “What kind of trouble?”

“We’ve got an alarm in Sector Blue, sir,” said Snipe, whining even more annoyingly. “The guards on that part of the perimeter aren’t responding to signals. Considering that we’re in hostile territory, I’ve called a full alert, just to be on the safe side. What are your orders, sir?”

Botchup nodded; he’d been expecting something like this. “Stay on top of it, Snipe,” he barked. “Keep me informed of anything that happens—anything at all. I’m on my way to the command center.” He cut the connection before Snipe could answer.

The MBC’s command center was, logically enough, immediately adjacent to the CO’s sleeping quarters, a setup that Botchup would have been surprised to learn had been designed by Phule himself. But it showed in the details: the soundproofing between the work area and the sleeping area and the quick and easy access to every part of the encampment. Unlikely as it was that the CO’s personal presence was required at a given point on the perimeter, he could get there in under five minutes if he was seriously determined to do so.

Botchup pulled on his uniform, ran a comb through his hair, and quickly ducked through the metal sliding door into the command area. A legionnaire was already on duty, a young human with long sideburns and a hint of a smart-assed expression. There was something about him that Botchup instinctively didn’t like, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Was there a hint of insolence, perhaps, in that little half smile?

“You,” said Botchup. “What’s the situation?”

“Uh, we have a possible intruder, sir,” said the legionnaire. From the voice it might have been a woman, thought the Major, though he could have sworn this legionnaire was male. Those sideburns certainly gave that impression.

The answer would just have to wait, he decided; there were more important problems right now. “Where’s the encroachment, and what’s being done about it?” he snapped, leaning over to peer at the readout the legionnaire had been consulting.

“Uh, it was over behind Chocolate Harry’s, sir,” said the legionnaire, gesturing vaguely.

“Was?” said Botchup. “Was? Are you telling me that it’s already over?”

“Uh, no, sir,” said the legionnaire. “It’s just that—”

He was interrupted by a cheerful new voice. “Good evening, how’s everybody doing? Is everybody feeling lucky tonight?” It was Captain Jester, wearing a freshly ironed tuxedo. A broad smile was on his face as he sauntered into the command center, and he swirled a martini glass in his left hand.

“Jester! Are you out of your mind?” barked the major. “The base is under attack—”

“Security will take care of it,” said Jester, dismissing it with a wave of his hand. “Why don’t we let them handle it? It’s nothing you need to worry about, is it? You’re here to forget your worries. And you’ve come to the right place, let me tell you.” He lifted the martini glass in a salute, then lifted it to his lips.

“Damn you!” shouted Botchup, and took a swipe at the glass, trying to dash it from Jester’s hand. “You’re drunk! And out of uniform! I’ll have you cashiered from the Legion—”

“The cashiers are on the first floor, right by the casino entrance,” said Jester, nimbly protecting the glass from Botchup’s clumsy swing. “Remember, you’re here to forget your troubles. Have a drink, play a few games, and you’ll find yourself looking at the world with a new attitude. Remember, though, play with your head, not over it. Well, got to move along. The place is really jumping tonight!” He spun around and was out the door without waiting for an answer.

Botchup was still trying to make sense of what Captain Jester had just said, and coming up short, when the legionnaire on duty said, “Uh, Major, you’ve got a call from Lieutenant Snipe.”

The major snatched the comm set from the legionnaire’s hand. “Snipe! What the hell is going on in this crazy place?”

“Excuse me, sir?” said Snipe. “As I reported before, we’ve had an alarm in Blue Sector—”

“I know that, you nincompoop,” said Botchup. “Have you sent anybody out to see what’s actually going on there?”

To Snipe’s credit, he only stammered for a moment before answering, “Uh, sir, I’ll take care of it at once, sir.”

“If it takes any longer, the damned base is going to be overrun,” barked the major. “I needed that report five minutes ago, you understand? Now do it!”

“Yes, s—” Botchup cut the connection before Snipe could finish and turned to the command center’s sensors to try to make sense of them. As he quickly discovered, that was a lot easier to try than to accomplish.

* * *

The camp was full of black-uniformed legionnaires running headlong toward positions on the defensive perimeter. Jennie Higgins stopped to try to get her bearings; without the night vision goggles the legionnaires would be wearing, it was hard to make out details. She ought to ask the captain for a pair. No, she wouldn’t. She’d accepted her last favor from him.

“Where do you want me to set up, Jen?” asked a familiar voice nearby. It was her cameraman, Sydney, ready for action despite being rousted out of bed on a moment’s notice; there was a dark mass perched on his right shoulder that had to be his holo equipment.

Jennie looked around. “I’m not sure yet, Sydney,” she said. “Can you get anything in this light?”

“Light? There’s light out here?”

“OK, that answers the question,” said Jennie resignedly. “I don’t think the Legion would appreciate your turning on a floodlight just to get a few action shots. In fact, if there’s really an attack under way, I might not appreciate it.”

“I wasn’t about to offer, if you want to know the truth,” said Sydney. “Maybe we should just wait and see if there’s any action. Maybe there’ll be a few explosions. That’d make good footage, I think.”

“I like good footage as much as anybody, but if there are any explosions, I hope they’re way out in the desert,” said Jennie. “I’ve got a lot of friends here in the camp.”

“Hey, I didn’t say I wanted close-ups of explosions,” protested Sydney. “Out in the desert’s fine with me.”

Jennie said, “Good. Let’s see what we can find out, then. This whole scramble might be just a drill, in which case I want to go back and get some sleep. Maybe one of the officers will let us in on the scoop.”

“OK, just don’t hold your breath expecting the time of day from Major Botchup,” said Sydney. “He’s about as helpful as snot on a doorknob.”

“If that,” agreed Jennie. “Let’s see if they’ll let us into Comm Central. Somebody there’ll know what’s happening. And if something is going on, there’ll be enough light there for you to get some footage.” She turned and headed toward the MBC with Sydney close behind.

* * *

“Yo, Mother!” Chocolate Harry burst into Comm Central, sweeping past the startled Lieutenant Snipe as if he were invisible. “Cap’n needs a message sent.”

“Sergeant, aren’t you forgetting something?” said Snipe, frowning. He drew himself up to his full height, still nearly a foot shorter than the supply sergeant and not even in the same arm of the bell curve in terms of sheer bulk.

“No, man, it’s cool. I got it all,” said Chocolate Harry, paying about as much deference to the lieutenant as a battle cruiser would to a garbage scow. “Now listen, Mother, here’s the deal—”

“Sergeant, this base is in a state of emergency,” Snipe said, in a nagging tone of voice. “The equipment has to be reserved for essential military communications, and as officer on duty, that is my decision to make.”

“Look here, the cap’n told me to send this,” said Harry, turning for the first time to face Snipe. “You got a problem, go talk to him, OK? Better yet, go—”

Before Harry could complete the sentence, the door burst open again, and in came Jennie Higgins and her holocam operator. “Hi!” said Jennie, with her best professional smile. “Can anybody tell me whether this is a drill or not? If it’s the real thing, I’ve got to put together a story.”

“Honey, this is some serious shit goin’ down,” said Chocolate Harry with a wink. “I can’t tell you nothin’ now, but you come talk to me when it’s over, and I’ll tell you stuff make your hair curl.”

“Her hair already curling,” said Tusk-anini, looking up from his book.

Lieutenant Snipe raised his voice. “I want this area cleared at once,” he shouted. “The major has put the base on full alert status—”

“He didn’t do that,” interrupted Tusk-anini. “You do that, just a few minutes ago.”

“Can I get your statement?” said Jennie, stepping up to the lieutenant and turning on her microphone. Sydney hovered behind her, his holocam humming almost inaudibly. “I’m speaking to Lieutenant Erwin Snipe of Omega Company. Can you tell my viewers whether the base is under attack?”

“Yo, Jennie, don’t go botherin’ Snipe with questions,” said Chocolate Harry, waving his hand. “You’ll just get him worse confused. Nobody tells baby lieutenants what’s happenin’.”

“That’s not true!” said Snipe, his voice going up an octave. “I have reports from the front line—”

He was interrupted again as the door swung open and a new voice boomed out, “Hi, it looks as if I’ve finally found the party!” It was Phule, wearing a perfectly tailored tuxedo and holding a martini glass in one hand.

“Cap’n!” said Chocolate Harry. “I thought you was goin’—”

“Change of plans,” said Phule with a wink. “You know, there’s very little in life that’s so important that a fellow can’t afford to stop and smell the roses, is there?”

“Captain, I have reason to believe that this base is under attack!” said Lieutenant Snipe. “If I could get the comm center clear of unauthorized personnel …”

Jennie stepped forward. “Captain, can you confirm the lieutenant’s rumor of an attack?”

Snipe tried again, a little bit louder. “All unauthorized personnel will leave the comm room at once, or I will have security clear it!”

“Oh, man, will you get off that jive?”

“Tgfrblt …”

“I don’t know about you, but I’m going to go attack the free lunch buffet over by the dollar slots. It’s the best deal in the casino!”

“Captain, can you confirm or deny the rumor?”

“Tgfrblt!”

“I’m calling security right now, do you hear me?”

“Who you calling security?”

“Come on, let’s go see the action at the roulette tables!”

“Will everybody please shut up for one freaking minute?” The voice booming through the loudspeaker behind the comm console made everyone in the room jump and turn to look. There was Mother, standing at the console with a mic in her hand, glaring at the room. Suddenly realizing that six pairs of eyes and one Galaxy-wide network holocam were pointing at her, she gave a little shriek and ducked back behind the console almost as if someone had grabbed the collar of her jumpsuit and yanked her down.

In the silence came Phule’s voice: “Well, time to go see about that free lunch,” and before anyone could respond, he was out the door. Not that anyone was paying particular attention to anything except Mother’s uncharacteristic outburst.

“Uh, did you wanna say somethin’, Mother?” said Chocolate Harry very sheepishly.

“She say it already, but people weren’t listening,” said Tusk-anini, shrugging. “Now it too late.”

“Too late for what?” said Lieutenant Snipe, making one more try to control the rapidly deteriorating situation.

“Yes, too late for what?” said Phule, slipping quietly into the room. He was wearing a legion jumpsuit that, for the first time in anyone’s memory, seemed not to have been cleaned and pressed within the last twenty-four hours.

“Cap’n!” said Chocolate Harry. He stared for a moment, then shook his head. “That’s two of the fastest clothes changes I’ve ever seen, dude. You gonna have to tell me how you did that.”

“Oh, good, you back,” said Tusk-anini. “Mother have message for you from Beeker, but she thought you gone already.”

“From Beeker!” said Phule, surprise on his face. He lifted up his communicator and pressed a button. “If Beeker’s breaking comm silence, it’s got to be a serious emergency. Patch him through on a secure channel, Mother. I’m ready to receive him.” He lifted the communicator close to his ear.

Silence reigned in Comm Central as everyone present strained to hear what Beeker was saying, but with Phule holding his wrist communicator inches from his ear, only an undifferentiated buzz was audible.

Phule’s replies were singularly unhelpful: “Yes?” “Really!” “I’ll get someone on that at once,” and “Good man, Beeker!”

When he lowered the communicator, every pair of eyes in the room was staring at him. He looked back at them and grinned. “Well, I guess we’ve all got jobs to do, don’t we?” he said, and turned and went out the door again.

It was Chocolate Harry who broke the silence. “Man, he flies lower than any dude I ever seen.” Then he shook his head and turned to Mother. “That reminds me. Orders from the Cap’n—he didn’t say nothin’ to change ’em, so get this out to all personnel ASAP.”

“Excuse me, Sergeant,” said Lieutenant Snipe. “We are in an emergency situation, and I am the OD. I am responsible for all communications until further notice.”

Chocolate Harry stared at him for a long moment. “Dude, you just got further notice. Mother, send this out, and if any jive-ass Lieutenant wants to put his mark on it, he’s gonna have to do it on the fly.”

“Chocolate Harry right,” said Tusk-anini, and he folded his arms, adding his stare to Chocolate Harry’s. After a moment, Snipe blinked. He stood up hastily and made a rapid exit from Comm Central. Nobody watching had any doubt where he was going, but nobody bothered to stop him. The only question was whether he and the major had any way to stop them.

* * *

“Hey, Brandy, is this a drill or not?” said one of the legionnaires in the trenches looking out into the night. “I got a nice, soft bunk back in the air-conditioning if we ain’t doin’ anything in particular out here.”

“You think I’m out here trying to get a date?” said Brandy. “All I know is, if this ain’t a drill, some nasty BEM’s likely to hear you jawin’ and put a laser hole through your butt. And if the BEM don’t do it, you got a top sergeant right here that’ll kick it halfway back to Lorelei. Either way, you lose. So maybe you ought to act like it’s the real thing and keep your mouth shut.”

“Aw, gimme a break, Brandy,” said the legionnaire, but he kept his voice low and his eyes toward the desert beyond the perimeter. If anything was happening out there, it was too subtle to be visible, even with the help of night vision goggles. But Brandy wasn’t in the habit of issuing idle threats, and if she wanted the troops to treat the situation as a genuine emergency, that was what she’d get. After an indeterminate length of time, Brandy’s wrist communicator buzzed. She sighed and reached out to touch the miniature control that would let her hear the incoming message, undoubtedly the recall signal, ending tonight’s drill. Another pointless exercise. That seemed to be Major Botchup’s stock in trade. At least Captain Jester’s exercises usually had some objective she could understand. It wasn’t until she realized that she had also heard the buzz from all the other communicators within earshot that she began to wonder whether this might be something other than an ordinary drill after all.


Chapter Seventeen

Journal #605

The one thing that consistently allowed my employer to triumph over his adversaries was their utter inability to escape their preconceived notions. In business, this ability to “think out of the box” was at least given lip service, although a true innovator often met more obstacles than rewards. But in the Space Legion, especially among the officer corps, any notion that hadn’t been held by generations upon generations of legionnaires was suspect. So the reaction of a typical Legion officer to one of my employer’s schemes was completely predictable.

I am informed that within military circles this inflexibility is considered an asset. Perhaps it is just as well that I was never tempted to follow that career myself. It was all I could stomach to watch the operation of the military mind at a safe and comfortable distance … preferably several kilometers away.

* * *

“Major, we have a mutiny on our hands,” said Lieutenant Snipe, bursting into the command center.

“Mutiny?” Botchup snarled. “These damned incompetents couldn’t organize a barroom brawl, let alone a mutiny.” Then he frowned. “What are you doing away from your post?”

“The supply sergeant sent out a message, and he wouldn’t let me look at it first!”

“Huh. I just got that damned message,” said the major. He handed Snipe a printout. “What the hell do you make of this?”

Snipe squinted at the printout for a moment, then said, “I don’t understand. This says that all full members of the Church of the New Revelation are to report to the supply shed at once, orders of Captain Jester. What in the world does he want with them in the middle of an attack?”

“Uh, that’ll be me,” said the legionnaire behind the console.

“You’ll stay right where you are,” Major Botchup grunted. He turned to Snipe and said, “I want to know what he’s doing sending the supply sergeant to transmit the message when he ought to be bringing it here in person. Maybe you’re right. We just might be looking at a conspiracy, Snipe.”

Snipe rubbed his jaw, thinking fiercely. “That makes sense, Major; he might be trying to open a door to the very invaders we’re digging in to repel. What other motive could he have for pulling essential personnel out of our defensive lines?”

“Exactly,” said Botchup. “It looks as if our friend Jester is about to sell us out to the very enemy he was sent here to suppress. I’m not surprised that he’s doing it, but it is a bit of a shock that he’d be fool enough to put it on record. This’ll be all the grounds we need to expel him from the Legion—and clap him into prison for a good long term as well.”

“It’ll serve him right!” agreed Snipe. “In fact, I wish they’d … What’s that?”

“It’s the distant motion detector alarm, sir,” said the legionnaire at the command console. “Something really big seems to be approaching the perimeter.”

“Seems to be?” said Botchup. “Seems to be? Is it approaching, or isn’t it?”

“I dunno, sir,” said the legionnaire, pouting. “Whyn’t you take a look if you think you can tell any more than I can?”

“I’ll do just that,” snarled Botchup, and he elbowed the legionnaire out of the seat and slid in. The legionnaire said nothing but began sidling toward the exit.

Botchup fiddled with a control, muttered something foul-sounding under his breath, switched to a different control, hit a couple of buttons, cursed under his breath, fiddled some more, and then fell silent. Gradually, his mouth began to fall open, and his hands began trembling. After a long silence, he gave a low whistle and said, “Great Ghu, how can anything that big not show up on visual?”

“I don’t know,” said Snipe. “But it sure is moving fast—”

“Told you so,” said the legionnaire, smirking, just before he dodged out the door. But Major Botchup sat staring at the console, not even noticing the young man’s departure. That was when Snipe really began to worry.

* * *

“What’s the story, C.H.?” Rev looked at the supply sergeant, then at the group of legionnaires, all with variations on the same face—the sideburned, full-lipped face with the Grecian nose that he himself wore. By his quick calculation, every member of the Church of the New Revelation—the Church of the King, as it was also known—was here by the supply shed in response to the cryptic message calling them all together at this tense moment.

“I’m just the dude carryin’ the message, Rev,” said Chocolate Harry. “The cap’n’s the only one knows the whole story, and he said he’d be here to fill y’all in as soon as he got one other bit of work taken care of. So be cool, and I reckon he’ll be along when whatever’s happenin’ is ready to happen.”

“I can wait, sure ’nuff,” said Rev. “Only thing that worries me is, I don’t see where the major’s signed off on whatever we’re doing. That could get mighty touchy if the major decides we’re away from our posts in the middle of an emergency—”

“Let me worry about that,” said a familiar voice.

“Cap’n!” said Chocolate Harry. “Glad you’re here. Looks like we got everybody you asked for—”

“That’s right,” said Rev. “Every single one of my flock is here, waitin’ t’ hear what you’ve got in mind.”

“Good work, both of you,” said Phule. “Now, here’s what I want all of you to do …”

* * *

“What are we going to do, sir?” Snipe peered over Major Botchup’s shoulder at the command center’s combat situation screen. “What are we going to do?” The screen showed a large, amorphous blip sitting in the desert immediately outside the camp. But reports from the lookouts on that section of the perimeter reported nothing unusual.

“I still can’t believe that none of those idiots can see anything out there,” muttered Botchup. “Instruments don’t lie, damn it.” The major sat, staring at the screen and rubbing his chin a moment, then turned and looked at his adjutant. “Snipe,” he said.

“Yes, sir?” said the adjutant. Then he saw Botchup’s expression and said, “No, sir! You can’t be thinking—”

“Don’t you let me down, too, Snipe,” said Botchup, a growl in his voice. “There’s something fishy going on here, and I don’t dare take any chances. Either these moronic Omega Company clowns are even more grossly incompetent than they’ve been up to now, or Jester’s talked them into deliberately refusing to report a hostile incursion. I need somebody out there, Snipe, and you’re the only one I’ve got.”

“Sir,” said Snipe resignedly. “What do you want me to do?”

Botchup put a hand on Snipe’s shoulder. “Get out to the perimeter in Blue Sector,” he rumbled. “That’s where the trouble seems to be—and tell me what’s going on. And be ready for anything, Snipe, anything. When in doubt, assume the worst. Do you hear me?”

“Yes, sir,” said Snipe, his face a mask of discontent. He patted his hip, where a sidearm rested in its holster. “I’ll be ready, sir.” He came to attention and saluted smartly, then turned and headed for the door. It would have been a very smart exit had he not misjudged his step and tripped over a heavy power cable on the floor. He landed flat on his face and lay there a second, then pulled himself up, saluted again, and headed for the door.

He almost made it this time, except for colliding with a legionnaire coming in as he went out. The legionnaire managed to get an arm around Snipe and prevent him from falling again. “Sorry, Lieutenant,” she said. “Ah’ll be mo’ careful next time.”

Snipe stared at her—an oval face with thick dark hair in a high pompadour, with locks combed into sideburns. Her thick lips had an expression somewhere between a sneer and a pout. “Didn’t you just leave?” he said. He stared at her name tag, which read “Tupelo.”

“No, suh, ah’m just at the start of mah shift,” said Tupelo. “That must’ve been Private Sandbag.”

“Oh, yes, I guess you’re right,” said Snipe. “Well, sir, I’m off.” He turned abruptly and made a dash for the door, and this time he managed to find the way out.

* * *

It took Lieutenant Snipe a moment to get his bearings in the dark; too late, he remembered that he had a pair of night vision goggles back in the Comm Center. But the major was in a hurry for answers; no time to get the goggles now. His eyes would just have to adjust.

Now, which way was Blue Sector? Snipe remembered that the incursion had reportedly begun somewhere near the supply depot, which was to the … to the left of the exit he’d taken from the MBC? Yes, that must be right. He’d looked at the screen before leaving the command center but wasn’t sure just how it was oriented in relation to his present position. Well, the encampment wasn’t that large. He’d find it soon enough.

He jumped as a voice behind him said, “Excuse me, sir, can I help you?”

He turned to see a legionnaire with a dark pompadour, sideburns, and night vision goggles hanging around the neck. “Aren’t you supposed to be on duty in the command center?” he asked.

The legionnaire grinned. “No, I wish I was. Working there’s got to be a lot more fun than running around in these stupid drills.”

From the voice, Snipe realized that this one was a male. Obviously not the same as the one he’d just seen … except the face was uncannily close. Snipe shivered, then said, “I need to inspect the perimeter in Blue Sector. And don’t assume it’s a drill, either. This is a war zone, you know.”

“Uh—yeah,” said the legionnaire, whose nameplate Snipe couldn’t make out in the dark. “Blue is over that way, sir”—he gestured to the left—“just past the supply depot, if you know where that is. I’d take you there, but I’ve got to get to my post.”

“That’s good enough,” said Snipe, and he set off in the direction indicated. His eyes were beginning to adjust to the dark. Above him, the desert sky was full of brilliant stars in unfamiliar constellations—not quite enough light to see by, but perhaps enough to help him avoid crashing into objects the size of a hoverjeep. He made his way gingerly, wondering just what he was supposed to be looking for.

After a short distance, he made out a vague shape ahead of him: the supply depot, he assumed. He moved purposefully toward it, but barely had he covered half the distance when a hulking figure loomed in front of him and said softly, “Who goes there?”

Snipe drew back a pace, noting even in the dark that his challenger was aiming a large weapon toward him. “Point that thing the other way,” he said. “It’s Lieutenant Snipe, on orders from the major.”

“Oh, sorry, sir,” said the legionnaire. A small red light appeared in his hand, briefly illuminating Snipe’s face—and his own. Snipe got a momentary glimpse of a dark pompadour, long sideburns …

“I thought you had to go the other way,” said Snipe, beginning to wonder if this legionnaire was following him for some reason.

“No, sir, this is my post,” said the legionnaire, just loud enough to be heard. Then he drew closer and whispered, “Say, if you don’t mind telling me, sir, are we going to see action tonight? Seems awful long for a drill.”

“I’m damned if I know what’s going on anymore,” said Snipe. “That’s why I’m out here. Have you seen any sign of action?”

“No, sir,” said the legionnaire. “Quiet as a mouse, right here. You’re the first person I’ve seen.”

“I see,” said Snipe. “Wait a minute. I hear something over there!” He pointed toward the dark shadow he assumed was the supply depot.

Before they could react, a group of dark figures dashed up to them. Snipe felt what had to be the muzzle of a weapon pressed against his midsection. “What are you doing here?” growled a low voice.

“L-l-lieutenant Snipe,” he managed to stammer. “M-major’s orders.”

“Snipe? Not bloody likely,” said one of the newcomers. “He’s probably sitting in his soft bunk while the real legionnaires run the show. Give me a light here.”

Again a soft red light gleamed, and in its brief flare Snipe saw the legionnaires around him. After the first instant of shocked recognition, he gave a terrified shriek and fainted dead away.

* * *

Major Botchup paced, stopping occasionally to look at the Command Center console over the shoulder of the legionnaire on duty. What was taking Snipe so long? The approaching … entity that showed, now larger than the Legion camp itself, on the Command Center’s screens, surely must be visible from the defensive perimeter. Even Snipe must be able to see it.

He’d tried paging the lieutenant on the communicator, but the interference that had plagued communications ever since he’d arrived on this planet had suddenly increased again. He suspected sabotage. It had to be sabotage. Not even Omega Company could rise to this level of incompetence. The camp was in a state of siege, the enemy was gathering its strength for a final assault, and now the enemies were boring from within.

“Try him again,” he snapped.

Obediently, the legionnaire at the console went through the routine of trying to hail Botchup’s adjutant, but the speakers kept up an unrelenting rumble and rattle of white noise. Or was it noise? Botchup could swear there were patterns in it, but the cryptological analysis devices in the company’s arsenal could detect no meaning in them. Either the code was subtler than anyone expected, or … He didn’t want to think about what the alternatives might be.

Suddenly the door to the outside burst open. He turned to glare at the intruder. But his heart sank when he saw Captain Jester come through the door along with Lieutenant Armstrong. Supported between them was the limp, pale form of Lieutenant Snipe.

“What the hell?” said Botchup, as Jester and Armstrong maneuvered the unconscious Snipe to a seat.

“Stand back, sir; let him have some air,” said Armstrong. He stepped over to the water cooler and filled a disposable cup and brought it back to Snipe. “We think he’ll be all right, but he’s got to get a few moments to breathe.”

“Yes, yes, but what the hell happened?”

“He appears to have passed out,” said Phule. At least now he was in proper uniform, Botchup noted absently. “He was found on the ground out in Blue Sector. It could have been the heat, or it could have been sheer terror …”

“Terror?” Botchup asked, his brows going upward at least an inch. “Terror? The man’s a Legion officer. What in the world could have frightened him?”

“There’s something uncanny going on out there,” said Phule. “Something’s lurking just beyond the perimeter. Look at your readouts! It’s there, all right, but nobody can see it. It’s the reason the Zenobians called us here.”

“I don’t believe one word of it,” said Botchup, jaw firmly clenched. “Invisible menaces are the stuff of bad holodramas—something to scare babies with. Whatever’s out there—”

“He’s waking up,” said Armstrong, hovering near Lieutenant Snipe. “Here, try to drink some of this water,” he urged, holding out the cup he’d filled.

“Good, maybe now we can get some sense out of him,” said Botchup. He walked over to Snipe and barked, “Wake up, man! What did you see out there?”

“Dark,” muttered Snipe, his eyelids half-open. “Dark. That face … looking at me …”

“Face?” said Botchup. “What’s he talking about?”

“I haven’t the foggiest idea,” said Phule. “Or perhaps … No, that can’t be. It’s just a native superstition.”

“What native superstition?” growled Botchup. “Out with it, man! There may be lives at stake.”

“Captain Clown!” The door burst open again, and a diminutive lizardlike creature came scrambling in, dressed in what was obviously a uniform. It stopped when it noticed the major and made a complex gesture—a salute, apparently. “Major Snafu! It is my onerous duty to report to you!”

“Who the hell is this?” said Botchup.

“It’s our native liaison, Flight Leftenant Qual of the Zenobian military,” said Phule. “He’ll know what’s going on, if anyone does. What’s happening, Qual? Our instruments show something out there, but nobody can see anything.”

“Ah-hhh,” the Zenobian hissed. “It is as I feared, Captain Clown. The Hidden Ones come, and we shall be powerless against them.”

“Powerless?” Major Botchup smirked. “You underestimate us, Flight Leftenant. A Space Legion company is nothing to sneeze at, and even considering the sorry shape they were in when I came on board, I fancy I’ve got these fellows in pretty decent fighting trim by now.”

“With all respectability, it is not so effortless, Major Snafu,” said Qual. “The Hidden Ones appear to be where one can strike at them, but when one strikes, the effect is as of nothing. I have seen it. We Zenobians have concentrated the fire of an entire Swamplurkers battalion on them, without consequence except the expenditure of munitions. And when they become agitated, they begin to play tricks on the mind.”

“Tricks on the mind?” Botchup scoffed. “Now you’re really telling fairy tales. Invisible bogeymen that you can’t shoot and that play tricks on the mind when you annoy ’em—go tell it to the Regular Army!”

“It is quite true,” insisted Qual. “They cause the victim to become unable to distinguish between persons. It is as if everyone in the world were hatched from the same egg.”

Botchup laughed, a harsh braying laugh that conveyed no warmth. “Pardon my Vegan, Flight Leftenant, but that’s bullshit, plain and simple. If I had a plot of tomatoes to fertilize I might buy some, but until then, I’ll pass.”

“Hey, it looks as if I’ve found the party,” came a jaunty voice from the doorway. It was Phule, dressed for a night on the town, with a half-full martini glass in one hand.

Major Botchup turned and stared. “You!” he snarled. Then his eyes flicked back to Phule, standing there in Legion uniform, cool and correct as a recruiting poster, and a sudden doubt crossed his face. “Two of you?”

“Excuse me, Major?” said the Phule in uniform, with a carefully neutral expression.

“We could use a few babes to liven things up,” said the Phule in the tuxedo. “I know the answer to that. It’s ladies’ night in the hotel disco. How about we go down there and check out the action?” He whirled and was out the door before anyone could stop him.

Oblivious to the entire episode, Armstrong had been helping Lieutenant Snipe get down a glass of water. Now, at last, Snipe managed to sit up straight and to look around. “How did I get back inside?” he said. “Thank goodness for the light—and for a friendly face. I was beginning to think—”

“Easy, now,” said Armstrong. “Why don’t you tell the major what happened?”

“Excuse me, Major, we’ve got somethin’ new on the screen,” said the legionnaire sitting at the console. He swung around to look over his shoulder.

In that instant Snipe saw his face. “Oh my God!” he screamed. “He’s everywhere! He’s everywhere!” His eyes rolled up into his head, and he fell back unconscious yet again. 

* * *

There were four officers in the command center now. Major Botchup, Phule, Lieutenant Armstrong, and Flight Leftenant Qual. Snipe was back in his own quarters, under sedation, with a large, sympathetic legionnaire outside the door to make certain nobody disturbed him. Externally, Botchup remained calm, but he kept casting a suspicious eye toward the other three officers, as if expecting them to metamorphose into identical triplets.

“The Hidden Ones are upon us,” said Qual mournfully. “It remains to be seen whether we can escape utter madness.”

“I know what you mean. Damn it, my adjutant’s already close to the edge,” said Botchup. “For a while there, I was beginning to think I was seeing things myself.”

“Well, sir, it’s a good thing that didn’t happen,” said Armstrong. “We need a sound mind at the helm, if you’ll pardon a naval metaphor, sir.”

“Yes, I suppose so,” said Botchup glumly. He turned to Qual and asked, “The thing is, if these, uh, Hidden Ones keep up the pressure, how long can we, uh, hold out against them?”

“That alters according to the specific, Major Snafu,” said Qual. “They do tend to focus their attention on the leaders. But a strong-headed sophont such as you … There is no reason to believe you could not withstand it for hundreds of hours.” He flashed a toothy grimace and waved a foreclaw toward the console, which still showed the mysterious presence beyond the camp’s perimeter. “In any case, they are present, and we shall undoubtedly learn the answer.”

“Yes, I suppose we will,” said Botchup glumly.

“Yes, sir,” said Armstrong. “Omega Company is lucky to have a commander who’s willing to take these risks for his people.”

“Not as if I have much choice,” said Botchup. “The only way I have to get off-world is the landing shuttle. That’d get me up to orbit with some power to spare, but there’s no way to get me to an inhabited world. I’d starve waiting for another ship to come.”

“Oh, it is not so difficult as that,” said Qual. “You may not be aware—in this same system your Alliance has a large space station, easily reached in one of your landers. Lorelei, I believe your name is for it. But of course that does not signify, since you intend to stay and fight the Hidden Ones.”

Botchup raised his brows. “Lorelei? The resort station? You mean Zenobia is in the same system as Lorelei?”

“Yes, we were very surprised to learn that,” said Phule. “Of course, nobody had any notion this world was inhabited. It’s not one we’d have settled for ourselves. It wasn’t until after the Alliance signed a treaty with the Zenobians that we found out where their home world was located.”

“A sensible precaution, with the other party’s intentions unknown to us,” said Qual. “Of course, now we are allies together, and we trust you to know these things.”

“Lorelei,” mused Botchup. “You know, poor Snipe might need to be evacuated—”

“That’s a very humanitarian thought,” said Armstrong. “Of course, he couldn’t pilot the lander himself. Somebody would have to go with him. “I’d be glad to—”

“Let me think about it,” said Botchup. “This isn’t the kind of decision that should be made on the spur of the moment. If Snipe recovers, it wouldn’t be necessary. On the other hand—”

The door opened and in came Phule, dressed in a tuxedo. “Just a reminder,” he said. “Free breakfast on the casino floor!” He waved his martini glass and ducked back out.

Botchup turned several shades paler. “You know, I think I have the most experience piloting that particular shuttle model. We really need to get Snipe to safety.”

“Sir, that’s a dangerous voyage,” said Armstrong. “Shouldn’t you let one of your subordinates take the risk?”

“Major, I think you should send the most expendable officer,” said Phule. “That’s obviously me …”

“Oh, no, you don’t!” said Botchup. “I happen to know that you own the biggest casino on Lorelei! You’ll run off and check into a luxury hotel suite and live the life of leisure. We’re wise to your tricks, Jester. You’re not taking that shuttle, not on your life.”

“Very well, Major. I’m sorry you trust me so little,” said Phule. “But if we’re going to evacuate poor Lieutenant Snipe, who’s to take him?”

The door opened to admit Chaplain Jordan Ayres, better known to Omega Company as Rev. “’Scuse me, gen’lemen, I reckon we got to talk about the morale problem here …”

Major Botchup’s jaw dropped. He stared at Rev for fifteen seconds, then abruptly said, “Get Snipe ready to travel! And send a man to my quarters to pack up my personal belongings! I’m taking him to Lorelei myself!”

Armstrong said, “Sir, I admire your courage, but you need to designate someone to command in your absence—”

“Jester can do it,” snarled Botchup on his way out the door. “He’s half-crazy already. Let the Hidden Ones have their way with him! I’m going to get off this crazy planet while I still have a few brain cells left!” He stormed out and left the other four staring at the doorway.

It was Flight Leftenant Qual who finally broke the silence. “It is a pity he was not more adamant. We did not even get to deploy our most interesting effects.”

“That’s all right,” said Armstrong. “We can save ’em in case General Blitzkrieg ever visits.”

But Rev stood there with a puzzled expression. “I guess y’all are gonna have to let me in on the secret sometime,” he said. “I could swear that feller took one look at me and jes’ flat out lost his cool. I didn’t think there was anything that disturbin’ about my face.”

Phule grinned. “Rev, I’m not going to explain it until later, but I will say that I’ve never been gladder to see your face than right now.” Armstrong and Qual joined in the laughter.


Chapter Eighteen

Journal #611

Having regained de facto command of Omega Company, my employer moved quickly to solidify his gains. First of all, he made certain that Major Botchup and Lieutenant Snipe were able to leave the planet without undue difficulty or delay. He had no personal animus toward them, although many of his legionnaires seemed to. Besides, getting them to their destination with all due speed and safety would work more in his favor than otherwise.

His next priority was to reprogram the Andromatic robot; it had finally remained in his vicinity long enough for him to give it the verbal command that deactivated it. He had been tempted to return it to Lorelei in the same shuttle as the major, but that would have been unnecessarily cruel; there was little enough room in the ship. He had more useful tasks planned for the robot in any case.

His most important task was to pass along to the Zenobians the full details of his encounter with the Nanoids and his suggestion for a codification of the relationship of the two races: both, as he had reason to believe, were authentic natives of this world. Flight Leftenant Qual was useful as a go-between in this matter, and we soon had a broad-based approval of the general terms of the agreement from the Zenobian side. Now all that remained was to bring the two races together and consolidate this diplomatic victory.

Oddly enough, while there were a hundred details to check and loose ends to tie together, everything moved extraordinarily swiftly once things were set in motion. After waiting outside the camp during most of the action, I drove the hoverjeep in at dawn and found I barely had time for a proper bath and change of uniform before I was up to my ears in work. But by late afternoon, everything was in readiness.

* * *

The command cadre of Omega Company stood facing Phule near the perimeter of the camp. While many of them were smiling, there were also several dazed expressions; the pace of events over the last twenty-four hours had been too much for almost anyone to keep track of without a script. Phule himself was not quite sure he understood everything that had happened, and he was sure that most of the things that had happened were best kept from the Legion’s high command.

Next to him stood the Andromatic robot that had been his stand-in at the Fat Chance Casino on Lorelei and, after its kidnapping and escape, his unofficial double here in camp. Even now, several of the legionnaires kept looking back and forth between him and the robot, as if they weren’t entirely sure which was which.

Lieutenant Armstrong spoke for all of them. “It’s really uncanny,” he said. “Even when it stands there, entirely motionless, it’s hard to tell you apart.”

“It would be even more difficult if he hadn’t engaged the robot’s override protocols,” said Beeker.

“What’s that?” asked Chocolate Harry.

“They prevent it from doing anything other than what I give it a specific order to do,” said Phule. “But when I have it set to impersonate me, it’ll follow a general program of doing things I might be doing, and it’ll respond appropriately to events around it, subject to the robotic laws.”

“Respond appropriately is an understatement,” said Rembrandt with a nervous laugh. “If you hadn’t come back, I guess we would have figured out it wasn’t really you, but it would have taken a good while longer. And somebody like the major, who didn’t know you from before—I don’t think he ever had a chance.”

Phule grimaced. “I suppose I ought to be glad I got my money’s worth from the manufacturer,” he said wryly. “But I can’t help feeling a bit miffed that none of my officers noticed any difference between me and the robot.”

“Yo, if folks paid attention, they’d a spotted it pretty quick,” said Chocolate Harry. “Every time somebody came up to it wearing my purple camo, it couldn’t see ’em. If somebody had tipped me to that, I’d have spotted that sucker for a bot in no time flat.”

“At least, I’m glad it wasn’t you ignoring me like that,” said Jennie Higgins. Then she stopped and peered at Phule more closely. “It wasn’t you, now, was it?”

“On my word as a gentleman and an officer,” said Phule, holding up his hand as if taking a pledge.

Jennie feigned a pout. “Coming from you, I’m not sure how much that’s worth.”

“Oh, coming from me, it’s worth a great deal,” said Phule.

“And he’s got the Dilithium Express card to prove it,” said Rembrandt, winking.

Before anyone could reply to that, Brandy pointed out into the desert and said, “Something’s coming, Captain.”

“Ah, that may be what we’re waiting for,” said Phule. “The Nanoids coming to finalize their agreement.”

“Movin’ mighty fast,” said Chocolate Harry. “They on a bike or somethin’?”

“Conceivably, yes,” said Beeker. “They evidently have the ability to form themselves into aggregations for special purposes, so perhaps they’ve adopted a form not dissimilar to one of your hovercycles.”

“Whatever you say, man,” said Chocolate Harry, shading his eyes with a huge hand. “Still comin’ in fast. Are y’sure this is all cool, Cap’n? We can still get a couple antitank lasers zeroed in on it ’fore it gets too close.”

“I doubt they’d hurt it any,” said Sushi. “It’d do about as much damage as shooting a rifle at a swarm of ripners.”

“I just hope it has good brakes,” said Armstrong. “Shouldn’t we stand out of its direct line of approach?”

“That’s actually not a bad idea,” said Phule, stepping off a half dozen paces to one side. The group of legionnaires followed him and watched as the cloud of dust came closer, eerily quiet for something so fast-moving. At last, just as it seemed it would inevitably crash into the camp, the oncoming entity came to a pinpoint stop a few meters away from the group of officers who, observing Phule’s cool unconcern, stood quietly waiting for it. Only when the dust began to settle did anyone react to what had arrived in their midst.

“Sheeee-it! It’s the renegade robots!” cried Chocolate Harry, and he fell flat to the ground, reaching for a weapon.

“Looks like it, doesn’t it?” said Sushi. “We’ve been showing them kids’ adventure holos, and they must have decided they want to look like Roger Robot. You can get up, Harry. Meet the Nanoids.”

“Nanoids? What the hell is that?” said Harry, slowly getting to his feet. He eyed the new arrival suspiciously.

“They’re the whole reason we came to this planet,” said Phule. “They share Zenobia with the Zenobians, and now we’ve got to arrange it so the two species can coexist in peace. And as it happens, I’ve got the perfect ambassador in mind.”

“Ambassador? Who’s that?” said Armstrong.

“Yours truly, of course,” said an uncannily familiar voice. The voice came from the Andromatic robot, which they now saw was dressed in a tuxedo, carrying an impressive-looking portfolio under one arm.

“The robot?” said Jennie Higgins.

“That’s right,” said Phule. “The Zenobians will accept it because it looks like me, and they already think of me as a human of unusual integrity and leadership—”

“I can’t imagine where they got that notion,” said Beeker dryly.

Phule ignored him. “And the Nanoids will respond to its robotic logic in a way they couldn’t to any organic ambassador. So both sides will trust it, and meanwhile, it’ll remain completely loyal to the Alliance because it can’t conceive of any other course of action.”

“Man, are you sure about that?” asked Chocolate Harry, squinting carefully at the Andromatic robot.

“Absolutely, Sergeant,” said the robot. It gave a very passable imitation of a wink. “And, by the way, it’s a pleasure finally to see you without all that silly purple. Awkward for me to pretend I didn’t see you.”

“Say what?” said Harry. “You mean you could see me all along, even with the camo? I be damn—”

“That is exactly right, Sergeant,” said the robot.

“Why did you pretend you couldn’t see us, then?” said Jennie, her eyes beginning to smolder.

“Very simple, Miss Higgins,” said the robot. “That purple antirobot camouflage is distributed by Phule-Proof Industries. For me to reveal that it was ineffective would be to damage my owner’s interests, which, of course, I am programmed to protect. So until he reprogrammed me, I had to pretend that it did, in fact, work as advertised.”

Chocolate Harry let out a long, low whistle. “Man, that’s way too fast for my speed. I got to tell you, Cap’n, I’m glad this sucker is on our side.”

“So am I, Harry,” said Phule, chuckling. “So am I.”

Journal #612

General Blitzkrieg was not at all happy when he received the news from Zenobia. To begin with, he was forced to pay off his thousand-dollar bet with Colonel Battleax when the arbiters—General Havoc, Ambassador Gottesman, and the third judge chosen by them, Chief Potentary Korg of Zenobia—declared that Omega Company had successfully achieved the mission’s stated objectives. And that was only the beginning.

Next, the Alliance Senate had called him in to testify on the treaty that my employer had concluded between the Zenobians and the Nanoids, who had turned out to have great potential as trading partners for the Alliance, once communications channels had been opened up. Having gone on record as opposing Omega Company’s being given the Zenobia assignment, he was caught completely off guard by this development. It was particularly aggravating that he was forced to depend almost entirely on Captain Jester’s reports to prepare himself for the Senate hearings.

Most annoying of all, the man he’d hand-picked as CO of Omega Company had evidently turned tail and run away just as the new race was arriving to make its overtures to the Legion company. There was very little the general could do to make his choice of Major Botchup look like anything but a blunder.

He didn’t understand how so many things could have gone wrong at once. Still, if there was a way to make himself into the hero of the day, he intended to find it.

* * *

General Blitzkrieg gripped the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. There was the beginning of a headache lurking just behind his sinuses. He wanted nothing more than to go lie down, but he had to appear before the Alliance Senate in half an hour, and he didn’t dare go in there without some kind of coherent story—not unless he wanted to be even more a laughingstock than he already was.

“All right, tell me again how we’re going to explain this,” he said. “Not only did Major Botchup and his aide desert from Omega Company in the face of what they thought was an enemy incursion; they ran away to Lorelei. Lorelei! Why the hell did they have to pick the plushest resort station in the sector to escape to?”

Major Sparrowhawk looked at her superior, tight-lipped. She’d hitched her career to Blitzkrieg’s, and she’d always been careful to tell him what he wanted to hear. But it was beginning to look as if her best bet for survival was to start telling him what he needed to hear. And there was no better time to start than right now. She drew a star on her notepad and said, “Sir, Lorelei was the closest Alliance outpost. You need to keep emphasizing that fact, General.”

“I just hope the senators buy this bill of goods,” said Blitzkrieg. He opened his eyes and glared. “It looks bad, damn it, very bad.”

“It doesn’t help a bit that it was your picked commanding officer who ran off,” snarled Colonel Battleax, pausing in her pacing back and forth around the anteroom to which the Legion delegation had been sent to wait until the Senate was ready for them. “The Legion’s lucky Jester was there to pick up the pieces. If you were smart, you’d make the most of that point. He’s the Legion’s golden boy, as far as the civilians are concerned, and that includes the Senate. Our best chance to profit from this episode is to give him full credit for it.”

“It galls the hell out of me,” said the general. “That son of a bitch is leading a charmed life, Colonel. If it weren’t for the good of the Legion—”

“The next time you give a damn about the good of the Legion will be the first time,” said Battleax. “You didn’t have the sense to leave Jester alone to take care of a situation he was perfectly suited to handle, and you’ve ended up saddling Botchup with a failure he may never get off his record. Not that anybody expected much of him to begin with.”

“We don’t want the senators to focus on any of that, ma’am,” said Major Sparrowhawk quietly. “General, you are going to tell them we had an important mission that required Botchup’s presence on Lorelei. And to make the most capital out of Jester’s diplomatic coup—”

“Diplomatic farking coup!” moaned Blitzkrieg. “How the hell does a complete idiot keep coming up with diplomatic coups?”

“Idiot or not, he keeps doing it,” growled Battleax. “His company did everything they were asked to do, and more. By my count, this is the third time he’s saved our bacon.” Her expression made it very clear who she thought was the idiot.

“Don’t rub it in, Colonel,” growled Blitzkrieg. “You’ve won your damned bet, thanks to Jester and his rabble—and those half-blind judges. I don’t need your gloating—”

Sparrowhawk cleared her throat. This wasn’t going to be easy to say, but somebody had to say it. “As I was suggesting, General, Colonel, the Legion will look a lot better if you claim that Captain Jester was acting in furtherance of your orders instead of letting everybody know he did it in spite of you. And the best way to make capital out of his accomplishments would be to return him to official command of Omega Company and promote him to—”

General Blitzkrieg sat bolt upright. “Promote him! I’d sooner promote the devil!”

“Have it your own way, sir,” said Sparrowhawk with a shrug. “I suspect the senators will have their own ideas of what Captain Jester deserves, though.”

As it turned out, she was right again.
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Prologue

General Blitzkrieg was just lining up a tricky four-meter putt when a buzzer sounded on his desk. He flinched at the noise, and the ball jerked to the right, missing the target by a good half meter. “Damn it all to hell, what is it now?” he snarled, stomping over to the desk and pressing a button.

“Colonel Battleax to see you, sir,” came the voice of Major Sparrowhawk, his adjutant. “Shall I send her in?”

Blitzkrieg stifled another curse, and nodded. Then, realizing that Sparrowhawk couldn’t hear him, he said, “Sure, sure, send her in.” He quickly stashed his custom-made ultracarbon putter behind the desk and turned to stare out the window behind him. The view of the North Rahnsome Mountains behind the old city wasn’t anything to get ecstatic over, but he was pleased at the thought of having his back turned to Battleax when she entered the office—a subtle slight, but nothing she could take overt offense at. If he’d been able to contrive a way to make her cool her heels in the outer office for fifteen or twenty minutes, he’d have enjoyed it even more—but that would have required some advance planning. Might as well just get the unpleasant confrontation over with. He didn’t know what the colonel was here for, but it was bound to be unpleasant.

He heard the door slide open, but he resisted the impulse to turn; let the old harpy wait until he was good and ready. He let a thin smile cross his face as he heard the colonel come into the office. “I think you’ve forgotten something, General,” came a voice from behind him.

Blitzkrieg turned, just in time to see Colonel Battleax toss him the golf ball he’d left sitting in the middle of his office floor. Caught off guard, he snatched at it clumsily, and stifled another curse as it bounced off his chest, then ricocheted off his toe to roll under the desk. He determinedly ignored it. “What brings you here today, Colonel?” he asked, doing his best not to show his annoyance at her.

“I’ve got the latest intelligence reports on the Zenobian situation,” she said. “You’ll be glad to know …”

“I won’t be glad unless you’re going to tell me those blasted overgrown lizards have eaten Captain Jester,” said the general, losing his composure after all. “That’s the planet he’s on, and the less I hear about it, the less I’ll have to ruin my appetite.”

“I doubt there’s much that could do that,” said Battleax, eyeing his ample midsection. “Anyhow, you need to know this, whether you like it or not. The second race that Jester found on Zenobia—the Nanoids—claim to be indigenous to the planet.”

“Very interesting, I’m sure,” said Blitzkrieg. He poked his toe under the desk, experimentally, hoping he could kick out the golf ball without bending over to look for it. No such luck.

“More interesting than you may realize, General,” said Battleax, smugly, “We have two technologically advanced races inhabiting one planet—and both are apparently legitimately native to that world. Now, as you may recall, Captain Jester’s company was called there because the Zenobians had detected the Nanoids conducting surveillance of their major cities. This suggests that the Nanoids may be looking to expand their territory—and you can surely guess what that would lead to.”

“Civil war,” said Blitzkrieg, waving a hand dismissively. “Not our problem, as long as the conflict doesn’t break out into Alliance space. We keep a strict hands-off policy, and provide sophontitarian aid where appropriate. They covered that in second year MilSci at the academy—or did you miss that lecture?”

“No, General,” said Battleax, smiling. “Did you miss the fact that the Zenobians signed a mutual defense treaty with the Alliance just over a year ago, and that we’re now making diplomatic overtures to the Nanoids, to get a treaty with them? That planet already is Alliance space, and if we’re not careful, we’re going to be deeply entangled with both sides in the conflict. And the only combat-ready Alliance military unit in the entire system is one Legion company.”

Blitzkrieg’s eyes lit up. “Yessss!” he hissed.

“No,” said Battleax, shaking her head. “We can’t just leave them in the line of fire.”

“Of course we can. It’s the Legion way,” said Blitzkrieg, a feral grin on his face.

“Maybe I did miss a lecture at the academy, after all,” said Battleax, coldly. “Or is that one of the lessons reserved for the old boy network?”

“Nothing more than learning to look at the big picture,” said Blitzkrieg. A superior smirk came to his face. “If you’re ever going to get stars on your shoulders, that’s the kind of choice you have to be ready to make, Colonel. They don’t play this game in short pants, you know.”

“I’ll take your word for that,” said Battleax. She leaned forward and picked up the golf ball, which had rolled out of the far side of the desk and come to rest at her feet. She handed it to the general, and said, “But if Phule’s company is going to be in the middle of a civil war, I’m going to make sure they know in advance just what kind of game they’re in—and what kind of pants their superior officers are wearing. In your case …” She paused and looked Blitzkrieg up and down. “No, it’s too easy. I won’t say it.” She saluted, then turned and walked out of the office with a mischievous grin.

Blitzkrieg spent the rest of the day trying to figure out just what she’d meant by it.


Chapter One

Journal #633

After his success in the Zenobian affair, my employer had naturally assumed that his Legion career was back on track. He had scored not only a diplomatic, but a scientific, coup in discovering a new alien race, the Nanoids. He had managed to discredit the new commander sent by headquarters to take over his unit. And he had successfully cemented trade relations with our hosts, the Zenobians.

Little did he realize that there were machinations under way in several distant worlds, all of which were destined to intrude on his peace of mind.

*    *    *

The yellowing poster in the dirty store window hung crookedly between two nondescript advertising signs, and its once-bright colors had long since faded into shades of off-white. But Zigger found it beautiful, nonetheless. He had been admiring its picture of a heroic figure in a black jumpsuit ever since his father had brought him down this street and he had seen the store. To a small Lepoid from a second-rate factory town on the planet Teloon, it was the stuff of his dreams. He hadn’t been able to read the words the first time he saw it, but he’d gotten his father to read them to him: “Join the Space Legion and See the Galaxy!”

Zigger hadn’t known what a galaxy was back then. But he knew magic when he saw it. It made his nose twitch and his ears snap to attention, and as far as he was concerned, whatever the poster was selling had to be the real thing. And every time he came down that street—even when he was running errands for his mom, or late for school—he’d stop for a brief moment in front of the store and gaze upon the poster with loving eyes.

It was something of a letdown when Zigger realized what kind of merchandise the store sold. The store (its name was Spotty’s) sold nothing at all heroic or magical—just stupid ordinary things like fur restorer, groot repellant, stupid entertainment capsules, and a selection of print-zines. The Space Legion recruiter had come by one day and put the poster in the window, one of many crowded into the space. Several years later, it was still there. But not even that could detract from the allure. Zigger had already made up his mind that he was going to join the Space Legion—and everything else was second to that.

His parents didn’t necessarily approve, but they were smart enough to use it to motivate him to do well in school. “You’ll never get into the Space Legion if you don’t do your math problems,” his father would say, and that was all Zigger needed to dig in for another round of attrition and subduction. Or, if he didn’t like something his mother had made for supper, she would say, “Eat up, little one—you have to be a big, strong, healthy Lepoid to join the Space Legion!” And Zigger would gobble down the last few pieces of brittleroot on his plate. It worked every time, and even after Zigger figured out what his mom was doing, he didn’t stop listening. After all, it stood to reason that she was probably right. And so young Zigger grew up strong and smart, and all his teachers said he could be anything he wanted to when he grew up.

That pleased Zigger. But all he really cared about in life was joining the Space Legion when he grew up. So when he hopped onto the stage to receive his school diploma (with honors in three subjects, though not the highest honors—those went to Snickly, who was a grind and a suck-up anyway), and citations as an All-Teloon athlete in three different sports, and a plaque for Good Citizenship, everyone expected great things of him. The commencement speaker had told the young Lepoids that the universe was their tuber, and even though the graduates knew it was a cliché, most of them were willing to believe it for a moment, at least.

So it came as a considerable shock to Zigger when his parents put their feet firmly down in opposition to his announcement that he was going to join the Space Legion instead of going on to Harevard University, where his grades (not to mention his prowess at running and jumping) were certain to earn him a scholarship. “You can’t just throw away an opportunity like this,” said his father, glowering at him from the head of the breakfast table. “With a Harevard education, you can do anything you want to.”

“But I can do what I want to without it,” said Zigger, with a forkful of synveggies halfway to his mouth. “Besides, if I’m good enough to get in now, I’ll still be good enough after I’ve served a term in the Legion. And they let you save up your pay to cover college expenses. It’s a really smelliferous deal, Dad!”

“It smells pretty bad to me,” muttered Zigger’s dad.

“Now, Oswald, you know that’s just the slang these youngsters use nowadays,” said Zigger’s mother, in a conciliatory tone. “When he says smelliferous, he just means it’s very shuropteous.”

“Well, why doesn’t he say so, then?” said Oswald. “Have to get a dictionary to figure out what kids mean these days.”

“What I mean is that I’m not going to Harevard,” said Zigger. “Not until I find out if I can make it in the Legion. It’s the only thing I’ve always wanted. You know that, Dad.”

Oswald shook his head, started to say something, then took a deep breath. “You know what? I think I’m going to let you do it …”

“Yaay!” cheered Zigger, hopping out of his seat and prancing around the table.

“… With a couple of conditions,” his father continued. “First, if you get accepted to Harevard—and if they agree to hold a place for you while you complete one tour of duty in the Legion. If you still want to stay in the Legion after that, I guess there’s not much I can do for you.”

“I’ll accept those conditions, Dad,” said Zigger, pausing in his celebratory dance. “They don’t matter, anyhow. All I’ve ever wanted is to join the Legion.”

“There’s an old saying,” said Zigger’s mother. “‘Be careful what you wish for—you just might get it.’ I hope the Legion is everything you want it to be. And if not, there’s always Harevard.”

But Zigger wasn’t listening anymore.

*    *    *

“Sergeant Brandy, may I ask a question?”

It took all of Brandy’s self-control not to permit herself a deep sigh. “What is it, Mahatma?” she asked. She knew even before she heard the question that it was going to take all her resources to come up with an answer. Mahatma could twist almost anything she said into a refutation of all the discipline and authority the Legion depended on. But that was just part of a day’s work for the Top Sergeant of Omega Company.

“We have been on Zenobia nearly six months,” said the young legionnaire, smiling beatifically—it was his invariable expression. If she hadn’t known better, Brandy would have assumed Mahatma was on some kind of meds, legal or otherwise. (In this outfit, it was most likely otherwise.)

Brandy waited for Mahatma; he hadn’t asked any question yet, so she knew he wasn’t done. The silence lingered. Finally, as the rest of the training squad fidgeted, she said, as calmly as she could manage, “That’s right, Mahatma. We’ve been here six months.” Sometimes she thought half that time had been spent with her answering Mahatma’s questions, but she carried on with only a hint of impatience. “Now, what was your question?”

Mahatma’s smile never wavered. “When we had finished our job on Landoor, we were sent to this planet. You told us it was because we had done a good job there.” He paused again.

“That’s right,” said Brandy, not letting the pause stretch out this time. “What did you …”

“Have we not done a good job here?” Mahatma broke in. “Or have we not finished the job we came to do?”

“Neither one,” said Brandy. “We came as military advisers to the Zenobians, and we’ve been able to solve their problems without any fighting at all. That’s doing a damned good job, if you want my opinion.”

“But we have not been sent to another posting,” argued Mahatma. “That must mean the brass don’t think we’ve finished the job.”

“Dude’s makin’ sense,” came a voice from the back of the squad, before Brandy could answer. She was pretty sure she knew who it was, but she thought she’d be better off dealing directly with Mahatma instead of being drawn off into side issues. At least, unless she needed to divert everyone’s attention from whatever point Mahatma was leading up to. The little legionnaire always had a point—usually one that undermined some basic tenet of military doctrine. She still hadn’t figured out what he was doing in the military. Luckily for Brandy, most of his points were too subtle for anyone but her and Mahatma to understand. And she wasn’t sure she always understood them …

“The job isn’t over,” Brandy conceded. “But that doesn’t mean we haven’t done well. In fact, if we’d messed up the job, we’d damn well know it by now.”

“Uh, Sarge …” Another of the training squad had a hand up.

Brandy frowned. She’d hoped the answer she’d given would end the digression and let her get back to the training session. “Yeah, Slayer, what is it?”

“Uh, if we were doin’ so well, why did headquarters send that Major Botchup to take over the company?”

“Headquarters usually doesn’t know squat about conditions in the field,” said Brandy. “You all saw how out of touch the major was when he finally got here. Things didn’t get straightened out until the captain came back from his trip to the Zenobian capital. And you notice they haven’t tried replacing the major. In fact, rumor has it, the captain’s in for a promotion. If that doesn’t mean we’re doing things right, I don’t know what does.”

“Hey, yeah, that makes sense,” said Slayer. The rest of the squad murmured its agreement, and Brandy relaxed. Now she had a chance to regain control of the exercise. If only Mahatma didn’t start up again …

“All right, people,” she said. “Today we’re going to talk about desert survival techniques. What’s the first thing you need if you get stranded away from the camp?”

“Weapons,” said one voice.

“Nah, you need shelter,” said another.

“A map,” said a third.

“That’s all good stuff to have,” said Brandy. “But none of it’s going to do you much good without a supply of safe drinking water. I’m going to show you some ways to find water out in the desert …”

From that point, the exercise went ahead as planned. By the end of the morning session, Brandy was actually pleased with the legionnaires’ progress. Even Mahatma managed to keep from asking any more irrelevant questions. Not that she expected that to last long …

*    *    *

If there is any port in the Alliance where private space yachts might dock without undue flurry, it is undoubtedly Lorelei, a space station that spends its every waking hour as a playground for the wealthy. So while the unannounced appearance of a Logan 350—one of the sleekest and most distinguished vessels available to a private citizen—caused the traffic control officers on duty at Lorelei to give their undivided attention to getting docked smoothly and without delay, it caused no comment. Its electronic signature, revealing a high level of quasi-military hardware on board, might have raised a few eyebrows on other worlds and stations, but Lorelei took it in without a blink.

Nor were many eyebrows raised when the yacht unloaded a vintage hoverlimo. Rich people often brought their own transport vehicles to Lorelei. Those paying attention might have recognized this one as an exception—a top-of-the-line Fleutz-Royale, which to the trained eye revealed subtle security modifications worthy of a planetary chief executive’s state limo. Despite its arrogantly plain exterior, this was a vehicle many billionaires might consider a bit pricey. Its performance and safety more than justified the price, but even so, few of them would have been willing to pay it.

As soon as the hoverlimo was unloaded, a compactly built woman and a well-muscled man emerged from the Logan, escorting a lean, energetic, middle-aged man into the passenger seat. Racing fans might have recognized the woman as Maria Delia Fanatico, a Formula-Ultra race driver who had mysteriously retired about fifteen years ago, after an impressive string of victories. The man was Eddie Grossman, whose face was familiar to veterans of the elite Red Eagles army unit if not to the general public. As the unit’s small-arms instructor, he had built an almost uncanny reputation for never missing a shot he had called.

There weren’t any immediate alarm bells at the Fat Chance Casino’s communications center a few moments later, when the passenger appeared on their screens, calling from the comm unit in his vehicle. He asked (in a tone that made it clear he was issuing an order, not making a request) to be connected with Willard Phule.

“One moment, sir, I’ll have him paged,” said the junior clerk who took the call. It says a certain amount for the clerk’s training that he not only recognized Captain Jester’s civilian name, but knew that anyone asking for the casino’s majority stockholder under that name ought to be put through without delay. “Whom should I say is calling, sir?”

“Victor Phule,” said the caller. And that, at last, set off the alarms.

“Y-yes, s-ss-sir,” said the junior clerk, and it was something of a miracle that he managed to put the caller on hold without disconnecting him. This was not one of the contingencies that the clerk’s training had anticipated.

The clerk’s face disappeared, to be replaced by an ad for the Fat Chance Casino’s supper club and floor show, featuring several shots of Dee Dee Watkins in revealing costumes. A few moments later, a different young man’s face appeared on Victor Phule’s view screen. He peered at the view screen mounted below the on-line camera, and said, enthusiastically, “Captain Jester here. What can I do for you?”

Victor Phule peered suspiciously at the view screen for perhaps three whole seconds. “I asked for Willard, not for his screening service,” he growled. “Get him on. If he’s in a meeting, get him out of it. And if I have to wait much longer, there’ll be a bunch of people looking for new jobs. Now, let me talk to my son, you miserable impostor, or you’ll be the first one on the list!”

The young actor somehow managed to keep his composure. “Please hold, sir,” he said. Before Victor Phule could get in another word, the screen returned to shots of Dee Dee’s dance routine interspersed with happy diners enjoying the four-star cuisine. (Not visible to the unsuspecting eye were various subliminals touting the casino’s primary business.)

By this time, Phule’s hoverlimo had floated to within eyeball range of the Fat Chance. Impatiently, the weapons magnate reached out and broke the connection. “Incompetent idiots,” he muttered. “Willard will have some explaining to do when I get him in my sights. I thought the boy had better sense.” In the front seat, the driver and bodyguard said nothing.

In a few moments more, the limo had pulled in front of the casino’s marquee front. Eddie Grossman hopped out almost before the vehicle had stopped moving. He scanned the various gawking onlookers and uniformed hotel flunkies with professional thoroughness before opening the door to allow Victor Phule to storm out, making a beeline for the hotel entrance. Not missing a beat, Grossman followed a half pace behind him.

At the wheel of the hoverlimo, Maria Delia Fanatico watched them go, with a sigh. Phule rarely got this angry. She was almost sorry not to get a chance to see the inevitable explosion. She wasn’t at all sorry that she was not the one her boss was mad at. She’d risked her life plenty of times on the race track, but there were some things far more dangerous than that. Getting one of the richest men in the galaxy mad at you was one of them.

*    *    *

The Reverend Jordan Ayres (“Rev” to his friends and followers) wore a pensive look, somewhere between a sulk and a pout. A casual observer might have taken this to mean that something was bothering the chaplain of Omega Company. But no—the pout was merely his normal expression when he was calm or thoughtful. It was a direct and intentional result of the extensive facial remodeling that all devout members of the Church of the King underwent in order to more perfectly resemble their prophet. In any case, to someone meeting Rev for the first time, the pout was probably less off-putting than the sneer that his face assumed when he was actually in a cheerful frame of mind.

Rev’s initial success in converting the members of Omega Company to the Church of the New Revelation—or, as it was often known, the Church of the King—had been nothing short of phenomenal. But, as even he had to admit, recently the stream of converts had slowed to a trickle. For various doctrinal reasons, particularly the strong pressure for church members to have their face remodeled in the image of their prophet, Rev’s denomination was somewhat lacking in appeal to the nonhuman sophonts among his larger flock. And even among the humans, a fair number were attached to some other denomination, while others were frankly uninterested in any religion per se.

While the company had been stationed on Lorelei, or on Landoor, this had not been of particular concern to Rev. In both localities, he had found plenty of potential converts in the indigenous human populations. But here on Zenobia, populated by a race of sentient saurians, the King’s message appeared to be falling on barren ground.

Rev had turned to some of his favorite texts for inspiration. Elder Aaron’s personal memoir, Anyplace Is Paradise, had reinforced Rev’s belief that the King was present everywhere, and Bishop Scott E. Moore’s Gonna Be Cool affirmed that true believers would survive even the heat death of the universe. But, as always, the deepest meanings came from the King’s own words—above all, the soulful admonition, “Don’t be cruel.” Rev’s heart went flippity-flop every time he heard the King pronounce that sentiment. The words had lost absolutely none of their power as they’d come down the centuries. And yet, to his puzzlement, the Zenobians seemed deaf to all that. In fact, they seemed completely uninterested in anything the King had said or done.

He drummed his fingers, staring out the window of the small office he occupied in the administrative wing of Omega Company’s Zenobia headquarters module. Out on the parade ground, Flight Leftenant Qual and two of his fellow Zenobians were making adjustments to some piece of equipment they’d brought along when they’d come to the Legion camp. The lizardlike sophonts who had invited the Legion to this planet were every bit as intelligent as humans, or any of the other races that had become part of the Alliance. They showed as much imagination, as much curiosity about the universe they inhabited, as other species. Why, then, weren’t they interested in the King’s message?

There was only one way to find out, Rev realized. He rose to his feet, with a sigh at the stiffness in his legs. Not for the first time, he reminded himself that he’d been neglecting his exercise program. There wasn’t any excuse for that—not with a fully equipped gym right around the corner from his office, and the best instructors available, completely paid for by the Space Legion—or, more precisely, by Captain Jester. The King wouldn’t have wanted one of his followers to let himself go … not when it was so easy to stay in shape.

But at the moment, Rev was on a mission. He strode down the corridor to a convenient exit and came out onto the parade ground a short distance from where the Zenobians were working. He walked over to them, humming a favorite melodic pattern. Dum, dumba dumba dum, dumba dumba dum … 

Qual looked up at the chaplain’s approach. “Greetings, Crank!” said the Zenobian officer, flashing his array of sharp reptilian teeth.

“Crank?” said Rev, momentarily confused. Then he realized it must be another of the apparently random mistranslations the Zenobian’s autotranslator spit out from time to time. Try as they might, the Legion’s techs had never been able to adjust Qual’s translator to render the name of Omega Company’s commanding officer as anything but “Captain Clown.” A few members of the company privately suspected that Qual’s mangling of human language was not entirely an artifact of his equipment … but they had never been able to prove anything, and since the little Zenobian was popular with the troops, nobody saw much point in making an issue of it.

Remembering his purpose, Rev said, “Good afternoon, Flight Leftenant Qual. Do you have a moment to talk?”

“It is a long time since we converse,” said Qual. “It would be my gratification.”

Rev relaxed—he’d been worried that the Zenobian officer might be too involved in his work to answer his questions. “You know, I have a kinda special job here,” he began. “Sort of a mission, you might say.”

“Yes, I have seen that,” said Qual. His two coworkers stood listening—evidently their officer’s translator gave them the gist of what Rev was saying. (Rev worried that what they heard might be a very distorted version of his actual words, but again, there was very little he could do about it.) “You are an officer, but one who gives advice, not orders,” added the Zenobian.

“Yeah, that’s the idea,” said Rev. “Now, you must’ve heard me talk about the King …”

“Many times, Crank,” said Qual, still smiling. “You hardly speak of anything else.”

“That’s right,” said Rev. “Now, what I want to know is, what do you all think about that? I mean, you people don’t seem really interested in Him.”

“Oh, this King of yours is very interesting,” said Qual, and the other two Zenobians nodded eagerly.

Rev smiled. “Well, I didn’t expect you to say that …”

“But of course you cannot expect us to take him seriously,” Qual added. “Humans ought to create their own myths instead of borrowing from more ancient species.”

Rev scratched his head, puzzled. “Borrowing? I don’t understand.”

The two Zenobian crew members opened their mouths in the posture Rev had come to recognize as laughter, but Qual kept a serious expression. “Possibly you tell the truth, friend Crank,” the Zenobian officer said. “I have noticed that you do not much understand the humor. But I have perhaps already said more than I should. We Zenobians do not lightly speak of our deepest racial beliefs, and I do not wish to expose our doctrines to you. I will tell you only that you need to convince one of our High Shamans to tell you the tale of ’L’Viz. It will be highly instructive, I can assure you. Now, if you will pardon me, I and my crew must complete our calibration of the sklern. Good diurnal period, Crank.”

Rev stood there with his mouth open as Qual and his crew resumed their work. But after a moment, he retreated, shaking his head. He hadn’t learned everything he’d hoped he might, but what he had learned left him plenty of food for thought. ’L’Viz—he’d remember that name, and when occasion arose, he’d follow up Qual’s suggestion. There was a mystery here, and he meant to get to the bottom of it.

Evening rush hour in Bu-Tse, the capital city of Kerr’s Trio, was as hectic as rush hour in any other major city in human space. Try as they might, city planners had never figured out a way to eliminate the mass exodus of office workers into the transit system at the beginning and end of the business day. At some point or another, urban planners had tried any number of strategies to decentralize the business district, to stagger work hours, to facilitate telecommuting—none to any lasting effect. Centuries of complaints to the contrary, neither the employers nor the work force really wanted to change what had apparently become as fixed a pattern as the alternation of day and night.

But while the dark-haired woman getting off the Bu-Tse slideway with two huge grocery bags at the Dedisco loop was almost certainly unaware of the history behind her crowded ride home, she was by no means reconciled to it. She stalked up to the nondescript apartment building at the corner, elbowed her way into the gravshaft, and glared at her fellow denizens of the Dedisco Towers as they rose through the shaft together. There was an audible sigh of relief as she swung off on the fifth level and stomped down the hallway to her apartment door.

She palmed the lock, bustled through the door, and headed for the kitchen. From the living room came the sound of a tri-vee set turned to a gravball game. She ignored it and noisily dumped the bags on the kitchen table. From the other room came a male voice: “Lola?” She ignored that, too, muttering angrily as she began to unload the bags.

“Lola, you better come in here,” said the voice, louder this time.

“Wait a minute,” she barked. Schmuck can’t even come out and talk to me, let alone help, she thought darkly. I ought to make him get his own meals …

“Lola, we got trouble,” said the voice again.

“You’re the one that’s got trouble,” she snapped, turning to face the entrance to the living room. That’s when she saw the stranger with a beamer pointed at her. “Uh—who are you?” she finished, lamely. Unfortunately, she already had a very good idea what the answer had to be.

“I’m askin’ the questions, sister,” said the man, gesturing with the weapon. “You get in there with yer buddy and don’t try nothin’ fancy.”

The way he handled the beamer was all the proof she needed that he knew what to do with it in the event something fancy did occur. She went into the living room. There sat Ernie, in a straight-backed chair facing the tri-vee set. His arms were bound to his sides, and a wide band of elasteel around his torso bound him to the chair. On the couch next to him sat a small man in an expensive suit.

“Good, everybody’s here,” said the small man. “Why don’t you have a seat, Lola? We have business to discuss.”

“Who are you?” said Lola. “We haven’t done anything.”

“That’s exactly the problem,” said the little man. “Sit down, please—it makes me uncomfortable to see you standing up.” He gestured toward the other chair in the room.

Lola was not by nature docile. But something in the man’s manner told her this would be a very bad time to make herself disagreeable. She sat.

“Good, that’s very good,” said the small man. “It makes things so unpleasant when people aren’t in a cooperative mood. I really hate it when we have to persuade people to go along with us.”

“What do you want?” said Lola. “Who are you, anyway?”

The little man inspected his fingernails, then said, “My name doesn’t matter, but if you wish, you can call me Mr. V. My partner and I represent certain parties from whom you accepted an employment contract some time back. Perhaps you’re familiar with the agreement I’m referring to?”

Lola did her best to appear calm. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with Lorelei Station, would it?” she asked.

“Very good,” said Mr. V, nodding enthusiastically. “It’s always good to start from a position of mutual understanding. I was afraid that little matter might have slipped your mind. May I inquire when we can expect you to fulfill your contractual obligations?”

“In fact, we made every effort to do exactly that,” said Lola, twisting her neck to peer up at him. “There was an unexpected development …”

“An unexpected development,” the little man repeated her words, sympathetically. “That’s the way things sometimes go in our business, isn’t it? They never quite go the way you plan.” Lola nodded, smiling.

Then Mr. V clapped his hands together loudly. “But a professional doesn’t let those little setbacks get in the way of completing the job. A professional knows how to overcome obstacles. You and your colleague are professionals, aren’t you?”

“Of course we are,” said Lola. “But …”

“But me no buts, young lady,” said the little man, leaning forward to look her in the eyes. “You were engaged to deliver a certain package to a certain location. Now, it’s been quite a long time, and the delivery has not taken place.”

“I can explain that,” said Lola. Her mouth was suddenly dry.

“I’m sure you can,” said Mr. V. “But I’m going to save you the trouble, young lady. My principals aren’t really interested in explanations, and neither am I. If we want explanations, there are any number of professional explainers whose services we can engage. At the moment, we would much rather see results. Do you grasp my meaning, young lady?”

“I think so,” said Lola, in a very quiet voice.

“Very good again,” said the little man, turning away from her and pacing. He stopped and turned, and said, “Now, to the point. Your contract calls for the delivery of certain goods. We are going to insist that you fulfill that contract. And we are furthermore going to insist that it be done without any further unnecessary delay. Do you understand me?”

Lola nodded. “There may be additional expenses involved in retrieving the goods …” she began.

Mr. V held up a finger, like a scolding schoolteacher. “Young lady, I wouldn’t be eager to ask for more money when I hadn’t finished the job I’d contracted to do,” he said. “Not if I were in your shoes. Certain people might get very impatient with you.”

“I was merely pointing out the possibility,” said Lola, with a gulp. “It might not be a problem, in any case. We can discuss that when everything’s wrapped up.”

“Good,” said Mr. V, smiling again. “And I notice that you say when everything’s wrapped up—can I take that as meaning you intend to go ahead with your operation?”

“Yes, of course,” said Lola. She smiled. “We never intended anything else.”

“Good, it’s a pleasure doing business,” said Mr. V, rubbing his hands together. “I’ll tell my principals that everything is in order, then. And when can they expect delivery?”

Lola began calculating in her head. The big variable would be travel time; hyperspace had unpredictable twists and wrinkles, and a ship might well arrive some time before it had set out—or months later. Still, the expected travel time back to Lorelei ought to be something like three weeks. “You want the package delivered to the same place as before?” she asked.

“Precisely,” said the little man, with a nod.

“Sixty days from now,” said Lola. “That’s cutting it close, but I think we can do that.”

“We’ll hold you to it,” said Mr. V. “And just in case you’re tempted to think about slipping out of your obligations again, I think we’ll give you something else to think about.” He snapped his fingers, and the man with the beamer stepped into the room. Ernie’s eyes grew wide …


Chapter Two

Journal #649

The excesses of youth, as amusing as they may seem to those of riper experience, are nonetheless productive of worthwhile results. Youthful exuberance, wedded to the seemingly inexhaustible energies of the young, can achieve things that sober maturity would never attempt. It is undoubtedly for this reason that armies are made up of the young.

The negative corollary of this verity is that, despite almost comically elaborate efforts to arrive at correct intelligence, armies are more easily duped than almost any other institution of similar size and complexity. And the same can be said of their individual members—only more so … 

*    *    *

“Here’s a package for you from Legion Headquarters, Captain,” said Lieutenant Rembrandt, bustling into her commander’s office.

“Oh, good—maybe it’s the promotion Ambassador Gottesman said I’m supposed to be getting,” said Phule. He took the package from her hands and eagerly began to tear it open. “I never thought I’d make it to major,” he said. “I mean, I suppose I always hoped I’d do well in the Legion—maybe even make it to general. It’s every officer’s dream, I guess. But realistically, if you keep butting heads with the top brass—and I’ve pretty much made a full-time career of that …” He stopped suddenly, his face a snapshot of disappointment.

“What is it, sir?” said Rembrandt.

“This isn’t my promotion,” said Phule. “It’s a set of environmental impact forms from the Alliance Ecological Interplanetary Observation Union. The AEIOU.”

“That’s interesting,” said Rembrandt. “Have we had any previous dealings with the AEIOU?”

“Sometimes. Why?” Phule asked his lieutenant.

“I just wondered what they wanted,” said Rembrandt.

Phule looked at the cover letter. “They want us to document our compliance with ecological preservation directives for undeveloped planets, and to submit our updated environmental preservation plan. There’s a list of regulations…

“Undeveloped?” Rembrandt frowned. “Where do they get that? This is an inhabited world, last I looked. The desert out here may be fairly empty, but that Zenobian capital city you were in is about as developed as it gets.”

“That was pretty much my impression,” said Phule, scratching his head. “Somebody’s gotten the wrong information.”

“That could be a first-class pain,” said Rembrandt. “You know these bureaucrats. Once they get the wrong idea, it’s as good as gospel. I remember when the newstapers mixed up my uncle Daryll with another guy who was killed in a skimmer accident. It took him nearly sixteen years to convince the Planetary Employment Bureau he was still alive—and poor Uncle Daryll worked for them …”

“Well, this is obviously irrelevant to a Legion mission,” said Phule. “We’ve never had to file environmental impact forms before…”

“Don’t bet anything on it,” said Tusk-anini, who’d been sitting in one corner of the office, reading. “Environment all around us, so we having impact every day. Bureaucats right to worry. I think is smart to fill out forms.”

“How about you do it, then,” said Phule, handing the pile of papers to the huge Volton legionnaire. “You fill out the paperwork, I’ll sign it, and we’ll send it back to the AEIOU. That’ll get ’em off our back.”

“I do it,” said Tusk-anini. “When you want back?”

“I don’t know—a week or so ought to be enough time,” said Phule. “It’s your baby, now—you can use the spare desk in the comm center to work on it. Let me know if you run into any problems.”

“Will take good care of baby,” said Tusk-anini. He tucked the papers under his arm and headed for the comm center.

Rembrandt watched him go, a trace of worry on her face. “Are you sure it’s a good idea to give that job to him, Captain?” she said. “He’s likely to come up with very strange answers to some of those questions—you know how his mind works. Sometimes I think he’s too smart for his own good.”

“Oh, I’m not worried about the AEIOU,” said Phule. “You know what happens to paperwork—it just sits on some secretary’s desk until they file it and forget it. Odds are nobody will even glance at those forms, except to make sure we’ve filled them out and that I’ve signed them.”

“I hope you’re right,” said Rembrandt. “There are enough people looking for ways to make trouble for you—and for this company—that I’d hate to see somebody else have an excuse to get on your case. It worries me that this came from Legion Headquarters instead of directly from the AEIOU.”

“You don’t need to worry,” said Phule, waving his hand. “Remember, I’m the guy who handles problems from upstairs. And as long as Colonel Battleax and Ambassador Gottesman are on our side, we’ve got two people who can keep the trouble from ever getting as far as me. And I’ve got a pretty good idea how to keep them happy.”

“I sure hope so, Captain,” said Rembrandt. She let her frown relax. Phule was probably right. Ever since he’d been on board, life with Omega Company had been steadily improving. Who was to say it wouldn’t keep getting better and better?

*    *    *

Three men met Victor Phule as he entered the casino offices. Two were dressed in well-tailored civilian garb, the third in a black Space Legion officer’s uniform. Only someone familiar with the minutiae of Legion uniforms would have noticed that the various patches and insignia he wore were completely bogus.

“All right, where’s my son?” barked Victor Phule, ignoring the proffered handshake. “I’ve been trying to catch up with him for weeks, and every time I call I either get some actor or a bunch of excuses. I want to see Willard—or talk directly to him, if he’s not on the station.”

The elder of the two men in business suits answered him, in a quiet but urgent voice. “Mr. Phule, I’m Tullie Bascomb, head of gambling operations at the Fat Chance. I understand your concern. But I think this is a discussion that ought to take place in private,” he said.

Phule glared at him, but after seeing the man’s expression, he nodded. “All right, then,” he said. “This had better be good.” The man who’d spoken to him indicated a doorway to one side, through which a comfortably appointed small conference room was visible.

At a nod from his boss, Phule’s bodyguard stepped inside, quickly scanned the room, then nodded. “Nothing obvious,” he said.

“It’s clean,” said one of the men who’d greeted Phule. “Your son made sure of that. Come on in, Mr. Phule. Would you like coffee, tea, something else?”

“I’d like to talk to Willard,” said Victor Phule. “And I’ve had about enough of your stalling. Where is he?”

“Off-station,” said Bascomb. “And at last word, he was doing just fine. Come sit down, Mr. Phule. I’ll give you the full story. And, if you insist, we can connect you to him—he’s close enough so we can use regular intrasystem comm.”

Phule grumbled, but took a seat. Bascomb introduced the others in the room: Gunther Rafael Jr., former owner of the casino, and Doc—a veteran character actor Phule had hired to impersonate a legionnaire in order to keep the crooked operators who ran Lorelei Station from learning that Omega Company had been transferred to another post, leaving the casino unguarded.

“This isn’t for general publication, you understand,” said Bascomb. “The captain is off-station because he’s decided that his military command takes priority over his other businesses. For the interim, he’s left the place in our hands. And I don’t mind telling you, Mr. Phule, if the captain walked in here unannounced five minutes from now, I don’t think he’d find one thing that isn’t being done exactly the way he’d do it himself.”

“I’ll be the judge of that, thank you,” said Victor Phule, displaying no emotion. “From what I’ve seen so far, the boy hasn’t entirely lost his head for business. But the devil is in the details, as you gentlemen know. And I’m going to withhold judgment until I’ve had a look at your books and your operations.”

“Can he do that?” asked Gunther Rafael, turning to Bascomb. He had a perpetually nervous look, as if he expected to be called on the carpet.

“Technically, probably not,” said Bascomb. He held up a hand to forestall Phule’s protest. “But I’d be a damned fool if I didn’t let him satisfy himself that the place is on a sound footing. Unless the captain explicitly forbids it, that is. Mr. Phule carries a lot of weight around here, but as far as I’m concerned, the captain carries more. No offense, Mr. Phule—but he’s the man who put me in this job.”

“I appreciate your loyalty to my son,” said Victor Phule. “But loyalty only goes so far, Bascomb. I’ve done business with the military long enough to know how much it values loyalty. That’s all well and good—but where I disagree with it is when it elevates loyalty over competence. If a man can’t do the job, I want another man in that job—before the first one costs me more money than his loyalty is worth. Do you understand me?”

“I understand you, Mr. Phule,” said Bascomb, with a shrug. “Maybe I wouldn’t be so quick to put a price on loyalty, but I agree with you on competence—I don’t think I’m flattering myself to say that your son hired me because I’ve shown a fair bit of competence in the casino business. Now, would it be convenient for you to look over those books after lunch? While you’re eating—on the house, of course—we can set up one of the executive offices for you to use.”

“Bring me the books now,” said Phule, brusquely. “I want to see both sets—the real ones, and the phony ones you use for the tax auditors. And I’ll work at the desk my son uses when he’s here. I don’t expect there’s anybody else who needs that particular space.”

“I’ll need you to excuse me a minute for that,” said Bascomb, standing up. “I’ll send in a waiter to take your drink order.”

“Forget the waiter,” snapped Phule. “Just bring me the books. And it better not be too long.”

“It’ll take as long as it takes,” growled Bascomb. He turned on his heel and marched out of the room.

Twenty minutes later Bascomb returned, with a determined expression on his face. Without saying a word, he unlocked a file drawer, removed a pair of memory modules, and handed them to Victor Phule. “These have both sets of books on them,” he said. “I guess you’ll want to use your own computer, but we can give you one to use if you’d like.”

“I’ll let you know,” said the elder Phule, brusquely. “Now, have that impostor clear off the desk and get out of my way. I want to get to work.”

*    *    *

“Aw right, smarty, so what’s the plan now?” Ernie grumbled. Their unwanted visitors had left, but he’d had to wait until Lola managed to find a tool strong enough to cut the plasteel tape Mr. V’s muscle man had used to confine him before he could get out of the chair they’d put him in. He still had sticky patches on his arms from where the tape had held them. Touching them made him shudder. He didn’t even want to think about what might have happened …

She shrugged. “We go back to Lorelei, of course,” she said. “That’s our only choice.”

“And when we get there?”

She shrugged again. “I’ll figure something out.”

“You’ll figure something out?” Ernie’s voice rose an octave. “You bet you will! You’re the one who got us in this whole farkin’ mess to begin with!”

“I seem to remember you agreeing to taking the job way back when it was first offered,” said Lola. “In fact, you were pretty gung ho about it.”

Ernie scoffed. “Yeah, that’s before we tried snatching that damn robot, which had us both fooled into thinking it was Phule. Then, when we try to smuggle it off-planet, it manages to steal a lifeboat off a space liner and bail out right in the middle of hyperspace. I don’t think I’ll ever figure that one out. We might as well forget about snatching that punk.”

“Great idea,” said Lola. “Except that Mr. V and his clients aren’t going to let us forget it. At least, not until we show them enough of an effort to convince them we’re playing the game their way. If there’s some way for us to bail out when things get sticky, I’ll find it. Don’t you worry.”

Ernie’s eyes bulged out. “Don’t me worry?” he growled. “Next time, see how you like sitting there with ten yards of plasteel tape holding you to the chair, and an ugly guy with a beamer aimed up your nostrils. I’ve been there, and I don’t like it worth an unplugged virt.”

“Oh, come on,” said Lola, grinning mischievously. “You look really cute when you’re helpless, you know?”

“Gee, thanks,” said Ernie. He thought a moment, frowning, before he continued. “Does this mean …”

“Forget about it,” said Lola, in a tone that left no room for doubt. “Right now, my main priority is keeping my skin intact. Which means getting a ticket on the next space liner headed back to Lorelei.”

“That’s going to cost us an arm and a leg,” grumbled Ernie.

Lola fixed him with an exasperated stare. “And what do you think it’ll cost us not to go back?”

“I know, I know,” said Ernie. “We’ve gotta look as if we’re gonna try to finish the job. But what if we can’t, anyway? We’ll be out all that money, and running for our lives, to boot. If we’re gonna spend the rest of our lives running, what’s the point of blowing all our money right from the git-go? Worse, what’s the point of spending it to get someplace where the guys who’re trying to do us in are running the show?”

“If they were really running the show on Lorelei, they wouldn’t have to bring us in to snatch Phule,” said Lola. “Hey, they might even have figured out that Phule’s got a robot there to impersonate him. That little fact could be worth a nice bundle, all by itself.”

Ernie frowned again. “Why didn’t you think of that when those bastards were getting ready to work me over?”

“It wasn’t the right time to play that card,” said Lola, calmly. “Those guys didn’t come here looking for information, so why should we give it to them? We have to hang on to it until we can trade it for something we want.”

“Yeah, huh?” said Ernie. “Next time the big guys have you tied up with plasteel, ready to slice and dice and barbecue, I can guarantee you—you’ll have a damn good idea what you want.”

“Ernie, Ernie,” said Lola, shaking her head. “I got us out of that little fix, didn’t I? If we keep obsessing about every little setback, we’ll never make any progress toward our long-range goals. You understand that, don’t you?”

“My longest-range goal is to keep on breathing,” said Ernie. “It ain’t such a bad idea to avoid unnecessary pain, either. Come to think of it, there’s no such thing as necessary pain, in my book.”

“Well, we’ll do what we can to avoid pain,” said Lola. “But the best way to ensure that, right about now, is to get ourselves on a starship headed for Lorelei. So give me your credit chip, and I’ll get busy on that—and once we’re on the way, we’ll have plenty of time to work out the next steps.”

“All right,” said Ernie, reaching for his wallet. “But this better be good.”

“Don’t worry,” said Lola, brightly. “I expect everything to work out perfectly this time.” Her smile as she took his credit chip was almost sincere enough to convince him.

*    *    *

Sergeant Mayhem’s eyes bulged out in disbelief. He’d been assigned as the Space Legion recruiting officer on Teloon for close to fifteen years—ever since he’d managed to pyramid a minor injury sustained during the Stoddard’s World police action into a cushy desk job far from any chance of action. Little had he realized just how far he was going to be from the action. In his entire time on Teloon, he’d averaged less than one recruit a year—on a planet with a population pushing the three billion mark!

He still didn’t understand how the Legion could afford to keep him here. Probably some clerk had figured out that letting him retire, paying his pension (a hefty sum, considering his years in service), giving him passage to a world of his choice, and shipping a replacement out to Teloon would cost the Legion more than keeping him on the rolls. Assuming they were ever going to replace him—given his results over the years, it hardly seemed worth the Legion’s while.

But sure enough, here sat one of the planet’s natives on the other side of his desk, practically begging to enlist! It took all his will power to keep from drooling at the prospect. “Well, sonny, do you think you have what it takes to be a legionnaire?” he asked. The question blithely skimmed over the fact that all it really took to be a legionnaire was the ability to walk, stumble, or crawl into a recruiting station and do something—almost anything—that could reasonably be interpreted as an effort to enlist. The Legion was far from picky.

“I honestly don’t know, sir,” said the native. “All I can say is that I’ve been doing everything I possibly can to prepare myself. I’ve got excellent grades in school …”

“Good, very good,” said Sergeant Mayhem, nodding enthusiastically. He himself had left school as early as the law on his home planet allowed—at roughly age fourteen, if he remembered correctly. It had been a good while back. His lack of education hadn’t hampered his Legion career, as far as he could tell. How smart did a guy have to be to carry a gun and dig ditches?

“And I think I’m in excellent physical condition,” the native continued. “I’ve played three varsity sports, and I’ve got belts in two different martial arts …”

“Great,” said Mayhem. That made it slightly more likely that the recruit would complete basic Legion training—which he needed to do if the recruiting officer was going to get his bonus for bringing in a live one. Mayhem had lost the bonus on about a third of his recruits. He always hated it when that happened. But this one sounded as if he might actually make it through the not-too-rigorous Legion boot camp … as long as he didn’t mind being treated like dirt.

“You have any idea what you’re getting yourself in for?” he asked, somewhat reluctantly. He certainly didn’t want to scare the kid off, but the regulations required him to make it more or less clear that this wasn’t going to be any kind of picnic. “The Legion’s not for softies, you know,” he continued. “If the Alliance winds up in a war, it’s the Legion that’s going to get sent to fight it. You understand what that means, don’t you?”

“I understand, sir, and I’m ready,” said the native. “What do I have to do to join?”

“Read this paper and sign it,” said Mayhem. “You’ll take a copy home, and think about it for twenty-four hours. If you haven’t changed your mind by tomorrow, you’re in.”

“Yes, sir!” said the native. He practically bounced over the desk to grab the stylus out of Mayhem’s hands and quickly put his signature on the enlistment form, then handed the top copy back to the sergeant.

“Zigger,” said Mayhem, looking at the form. “Well, you’ll want to choose a Legion name before you report for training. You might start thinking about what name you want.”

“Oh, I’ve thought about it a long time,” said Zigger. “I’ve already made up my mind …”

“Don’t tell me,” said Mayhem. “Once you join, nobody should know your civilian name. The pay computer will keep your records so everything is in order, but I can tell you for a fact that nobody in the Legion will look into it during your actual term of service. That way, you’ll be judged by what you do in the Legion uniform: not what you’ve done before or who your parents were.”

The latter was a polite fiction. In fact, a lot of Legion officers were where they were because of who their parents were—and how much they’d been willing to spend to put them in an officer’s uniform. But there was no point in telling this kid the hard facts of life. He’d figure them out soon enough, probably at the hand of a snotty junior officer who’d spent most of his life ordering servants around and considered enlisted legionnaires one more variety of servant.

Mayhem didn’t particularly care, as long as he’d cashed the recruitment bonus well before the kid learned what a rotten deal he’d signed up for. Whatever happened to the kid after that was the kid’s own lookout. Mayhem grinned, just thinking about the bonus, and the kid grinned back. Sucker, thought Mayhem. I wish I had a million more like you. But you’ll do. You’ll do just fine, for now.

*    *    *

“Hello, sweetie,” came Mother’s insinuating voice over the intercom in Phule’s office. “That cute Ambassador Gottesman is on the line, asking for you.”

“Great, put him through,” said Phule. He wondered what the Alliance’s ambassador was calling about this time. By now, Phule and his Legion company had established themselves as firm favorites with the diplomatic branch. Their successful peacekeeping mission on Landoor, then their performance in the delicate position of establishing the first Alliance presence on Zenobia, had given State two comparatively easy victories in situations where a good deal had been at stake. But it was too soon for the authorities to be considering a new mission for the Omega Mob. And it was as sure a bet as anything in the galaxy that Gottesman was not spending State’s money on an interstellar voice call just to chat up his old friend. Something interesting was undoubtedly on deck.

The light on Phule’s desk came on, then the ambassador’s voice came through. “Hello, Captain Jester—I hope all’s well out your way,” said the ambassador.

“Coming along very smoothly, sir,” said Phule. “The Zenobians have pretty much accepted us as the logical go-betweens in their attempts to establish relations with the Nanoids. And our talks with the Nanoids have progressed to the point where we can begin to address substantive issues.”

“Good, good,” said the ambassador. “State’s hoping to get a xenological team there to handle these negotiations on a more professional basis, but until one of the two native parties makes a formal request we can’t very well stick our nose in. Have you seen any sign that either side is likely to make such a request?”

“Nothing so far, sir,” said Phule. “But the Zenobians are still not convinced that the Nanoids aren’t off-planet intruders, and to be honest with you we can’t prove that, either. We’re moving along as best we can, but I can’t say there’s any sign of a major breakthrough yet.”

“Well, if you’re doing your best, that’s likely to be as good a job as anyone can do,” said Gottesman. “We’ll just have to bide our time. Ghu knows, we’re used to that in the diplomatic branch. But here’s something you can do for us in the meantime, Captain. I understand Zenobia is pretty much an untamed world, out beyond the natives’ urban centers.”

“I suppose so,” said Phule. “Out where we are is certainly wild enough. What do you have in mind, sir?”

The ambassador cleared his throat, and said, “Well, as it happens, we’ve got a number of civilians who’ve done the government a few favors over the years, if you know what I mean. And it so happens that some of them have gotten the idea that there might be some fairly large game running loose on Zenobia—something on the order of the larger dinosaurs. Am I right about that, Captain?”

“Well, there are some fairly large specimens here, if what I saw in the zoo back in the capital city is any indication,” said Phule. “I can’t say I’ve seen any such in the wild, though—we’re out here in the desert, you know, and most of the animals I’ve seen out here are fairly small—although a few of them are pretty nasty. But most of the larger creatures on this world seem to be swamp-dwellers. Anyway, the natives don’t really seem to want us trampling through their swamps—I get the idea those are prime recreation areas, from their point of view.”

“I see,” said the ambassador. “Well, I may ask you to talk to some of their people to see if we can get some exceptions made. There are a couple of VIPs who’ve taken a fancy to do some serious big-game hunting, and they’ve gotten the notion that some of the beasties there on Zenobia are about as big as they come. Have you heard anything about an animal the natives call a gryff?”

“Not much more than the name,” admitted Phule. “From what the natives say, I’d guess it’s a big, slow-moving, and rather stupid herbivore. Not very exciting to hunt, I’d imagine.”

“Nothing’s very exciting to hunt, as far as I’m concerned,” said the ambassador. “Much more civilized to play TetraGo in a comfortable chair with a cold drink close to hand. But there’s no accounting for tastes. I get the impression that if it’s big enough, that’s all the justification some of these fellows need. How much trouble do you think it’d be to get the Zenobians’ permission for a party of off-worlders to come in and bag a few trophies?”

“All I can promise is to give it a try,” said Phule, dubiously. “Give me a couple of days, and I’ll get back to you if I can convince them …”

“Great, I knew I could count on you,” said Ambassador Gottesman. “And remember, you can always call on me if you need anything that State can help with. Gotta run …” And he closed the connection.

“Well, the Zenobians aren’t going to like this one bit,” said Phule, looking across the office at Beeker, who’d sat there silently during the call. “I can imagine Chief Potentary Korg’s face when I run this idea past him.”

“Something like this was inevitable, sir,” said the butler. “The State Department didn’t support you for this assignment out of altruism, you know. It was just a matter of time before the quid pro quo became obvious.”

“Well, Gottesman has taken our side against the general more than once,” said Phule. “I can’t refuse him something in return. It’s only fair.”

Beeker sniffed. “There’s nothing fair about it,” he said. “In fact, it has a distinct odor …”

“So we’ll hold our noses and do what we can,” said Phule, with a resigned tone. “If the Zenobians say no, that’ll be an end to it.”

“I doubt it, sir,” said Beeker, but Phule wasn’t listening.


Chapter Three

Journal #653

The job description of a junior Legion officer—and make no mistake about it, my employer was extremely junior—does not in the normal course of affairs include diplomatic negotiations with the supreme rulers of alien planets. For the most part, a Legion captain is expected to avoid attracting the notice of anyone other than his immediate superiors. As far as any actual decision-making, that is best left to those qualified, which in practice usually means the sergeants nominally under his command.

In this matter as in many others, my employer had made himself the exception, as much by sheer luck as by any great personal initiative. Having been the first human to make contact with the Zenobians, he found himself invited to lead the first military expedition to the home world of that unusual race. And, more or less by default, once on Zenobia, he became the senior representative of the Alliance government. As a result, he was responsible for the negotiation of all kinds of business between off-worlders and the natives.

As the astute reader will already have grasped, this had both its advantages—notably the possibility of putting himself in the position of prime beneficiary of any unusually lucrative business—and its disadvantages. After a number of months on the planet, my employer had just begun to realize just what some of the latter might be.

*    *    *

“That is impossible, Captain,” said Chief Potentary Korg. Phule couldn’t read the Zenobian leader’s face, but there wasn’t much doubt about what his words meant. The translator’s confidence-level readout was sitting on 93% +/-5%. Between the languages of two races of sophonts that had evolved on separate planets with no interspecies contact until the last couple of years, electronic translation didn’t get any more confident than that. At least, the machine seemed to think so …

“The Legion doesn’t like to use that word,” said Phule, with a smile he hoped the Zenobian would read the same way a human would. A display of teeth wasn’t necessarily a friendly gesture, especially when dealing with a race of carnivorous dinosaur-like aliens, but so far he hadn’t had any adverse reactions to the expression.

“The Legion’s lexical preferences are not my affair,” said Korg. He showed his own teeth—which Phule knew was probably equivalent to a human smile. At least, when Flight Leftenant Qual showed his teeth, it was a smile. So at least the Zenobian didn’t seem to be personally offended by the request. It looked more as if his refusal was a policy matter that Phule could turn around by offering a few incentives.

Phule had dealt with that kind of problem before. “Of course, we wouldn’t expect to bring a party of off-world hunters onto your planet without some compensation …” he began.

“Compensation?” Korg blinked. “It is not a matter that can be orthagonalized by compensation, Captain. This is the sacred ancestral swampland of the Zenobian race that you propose I allow your off-world hunters to invade.”

Phule held up his hands. “Chief Korg, I hope you don’t think I’d come to you with such an unseemly proposal. In fact, we off-worlders are only here at your invitation. It would be very bad form for us to try to tell you to open up any particular areas of your beautiful planet for off-world visitors. But you were willing to open an area that your people weren’t using for our Legion camp. Why not another area for off-world people to hunt in—for appropriate compensation, of course?”

Korg stood up and went to the window, staring out at the huge asparagus-like trees that lined the street outside. After a moment he turned to face the video pickup, and said, “I will take this under consideration. There may be areas we can allow your hunters to visit—as long as they remain within the bounds specified, and destroy only those species we permit. And at the same time I shall determine what compensation ought to be appropriate—if your hunters are prosperous enough to come visit Zenobia simply to hunt, I would expect that they can sustain a significant disbursement for the privilege.”

“That sounds like something we can agree on,” said Phule. “Could you have some of your people give me a list of areas that might become available for hunting? And, if possible, some indication of what kind of game would be available in those areas? Once I have that in hand, we can begin to find out how much our bigwigs might be willing to pay for the privilege of coming here to hunt.”

“So let it be encoded,” said Chief Potentary Korg. “So let it be done.” He closed the videophone connection.

Phule turned to Beeker, who had sat just out of the video pickup’s field of view, monitoring the exchange. “Well, Beeks, I think we’ve got what we’re after—assuming the old lizard doesn’t set too high a price for shooting his dinos.”

“Since State will be footing the bill, I suspect the price will be no object, sir,” said Beeker. “They can simply have the IRS pass the cost along to the taxpayers—business as usual, in other words.”

“IRS?” said Phule. “Ugh—don’t remind me. If you hadn’t found me a galaxy-sized loophole, those bloodsuckers would have drained me dry. I’m amazed they gave up so easily.”

“Don’t be so sure that they have, sir,” said Beeker. “Or alternatively, that they haven’t persuaded their friends in other government agencies to single you out for their attentions. It may be no coincidence that the Alliance Ecological Interplanetary Observation Union has chosen to request an environmental impact statement from you, not exactly the thing one would expect them to require of a military unit, if you follow me.”

“Oh, I doubt that’s anything to worry about,” said Phule. He leaned back in his chair and propped his feet up on the desk. “Odds are, it’s just some bureaucrat looking for a way to pressure us into tossing him a bribe. I don’t mind that—as long as the rascal stays properly bribed, once I’ve paid him.”

“There’s never any real guarantee of that, sir,” said Beeker. “The best one can hope for is that not too many other bureaucrats learn where the pot of gold is located. But sooner or later, they’re certain to sniff it out.”

“We’ll worry about that if it happens,” said Phule. “And unless I get old and fat before my time, I’ll have moved on to something else by the time they realize they might be able to get a few credits out of me. It’s hard to pick a man’s pockets when he won’t stand still and wait for you.”

“I hope you’re right, sir,” said Beeker. “One never ought to underestimate one’s enemies—especially when they wield the power to tax and to imprison.”

“Oh, I won’t underestimate them, old bean,” said Phule. “But I’m not about to let them scare me, either.”

“Very well, sir,” said Beeker, but his expression made it clear that he had ample reservations.

*    *    *

“Well, if you’re trying to hide anything from me, you’re doing a damned good job of it,” said Victor Phule, grudgingly.

“The captain brought in some pretty slick accountants,” said Tullie Bascomb, with a shrug. “In this business, your bookkeeper can make you almost as much money as your bookmaker.”

“Understood,” said Victor Phule. “That’s precisely why I asked to examine both sets of books—more to the point, it’s why I’m still not entirely convinced they’re accurate. Are you certain you don’t have a third set you’re hiding from me?”

“If there’s a third set, the captain hasn’t told me anything about it,” said Bascomb. The casino manager stood comfortably at the foot of the desk where Phule was working, showing no signs of anxiety. “Not that it’s any of my business, you understand,” he continued. “I make sure the floor’s running smoothly, and leave the rest up to the people the captain’s put in charge. He wants my opinion, all he has to do is ask. But I’m not going to stick my nose into their business.”

Victor Phule shuffled the hard copy pages, thinking. He knew better than to comment on Bascomb’s unstated corollary: that a certain nose was being stuck into the captain’s business and that it didn’t belong there. Still, he made a mental note of the crack. Bascomb was, as far as he could tell, a thoroughly competent manager, but it was worth remembering that his loyalty lay with the younger Phule. That was all right with Victor Phule, as long as Bascomb was willing to do as good a job for the father as he’d done for the son—assuming, of course, that Bascomb had been doing a good job for the son. As long as he was sticking his nose into his son’s business, Victor Phule intended to find that out as well. If he was going to stir up resentment, he might as well do a thorough job of it.

He stood up from the desk and said to Bascomb, “I can see already that the gambling operations are driving the entire business—it looks as if everything else you’re doing is designed to attract customers to the casino floor to bet. So I want you to show me through the casino, give me a satellite view of all that’s involved in that end of the business.”

“OK,” said Bascomb, without any great show of enthusiasm. “You want the tour right now?”

“Right now,” said Victor Phule, his voice absolutely level. It was time to show Bascomb who was boss. Phule hadn’t built a galaxy-wide munitions business by being soft on his people. That appeared to be a lesson his son had failed to learn. Well, if the boy couldn’t do a man’s job, there was a man here ready to do it. He smiled coldly. “Lead the way,” he said, and fell in behind Bascomb as the casino boss led him out of the office. Behind Phule came his bodyguard, quiet and unobtrusive.

Their first stop was a large room filled with video screens showing the casino from the viewpoint of the myriad cameras mounted above the floors. For every two or three screens, there was a casino employee intently peering at the scenes on display. “This is the nerve center of the whole operation,” said Bascomb. “Everything that goes on is recorded, so any funny business that goes on can be nipped in the bud. There’s always somebody who thinks he can beat us at our own game. We don’t mind the system players—in the long run no system can change the fact that the odds are rigged in the house’s favor. If a few people win in the short run, that just encourages more people to try to beat us. And the bigger the handle, the bigger our profit.”

“So what are you looking for?” asked Victor Phule. “You’ve got a lot of expensive equipment here, and a lot of people sitting here watching it. What are they doing to earn their pay?”

“We’re looking for two things,” said Bascomb. “Professional cheaters can cost us, at least if they can get in and out before we catch them. We’ve got a database of known cheaters that we share with the other major betting houses, and we can spot most of the grifters before they even get to the betting tables—sometimes even before they set foot in the casinos. Watch this.”

He touched a remote control and a nearby monitor changed its display. Now it showed an elderly Asian woman pumping chips into a bank of quantum slots, with the zombielike effect of so many bored retired people. “Can you see what made us pick her out?” asked Bascomb.

Victor Phule squinted at the display. “No,” he said, then, “Wait a minute. She’s not using the same tokens as everybody else, is she? They’re counterfeits!”

“Pretty good,” said Bascomb, grudgingly. “Maybe we could get you a job as a spotter. But here’s the real catch—she’s not just putting in counterfeit tokens, they’re specially improved. Every one of them has a chip designed to increase her odds of winning one of the big jackpots. We might not have spotted it except she got caught five years ago doing the same thing at the Horny Toad Casino. She changed her disguise, but we still got her once the computer matched up her appearance with her MO. And a good thing—if we’d let her play a couple of hours, she was likely to walk out with ten or twenty thousand. Now look at this one.”

The grandmotherly type disappeared and was replaced by a middle-aged businessman in ostentatiously casual garb at the craps table. At the end of a play, the man scooped a pile of chips off the table and walked casually toward the cashier’s booth. “Do you see the hustle?” asked Bascomb.

Victor Phule scratched his head. “Run it again,” he said, annoyed that he hadn’t noticed anything out of the ordinary.

“OK, keep your eyes open,” said Bascomb, with a smirk. Again the scene played out—perhaps ten seconds long.

“I’ve got it!” said Phule. “Right where he turns, and his hand goes in his pocket—I don’t know what he’s doing, but that’s got to be when he does it.”

Bascomb laughed. “Nah, he’s just putting his hand in his pocket, maybe to check his hotel key. As far as we can tell, he wasn’t doing anything this time.”

Victor Phule glowered. “So what’s the point, then?”

Bascomb toggled the remote, and the display changed to show the businessman and the Asian woman side by side. “The point is, this is the same hustler you saw before. Different day, different disguise.”

“That’s hard to believe,” said Phule, peering intently at the two faces. “They’re so different …”

“Right, and so are these,” said Bascomb, toggling the remote to show a series of other faces: a flashily dressed young male, a weary-looking little fellow who might have been a file clerk, a statuesque black woman …” And the damnedest part is, the hustler isn’t even human,” he added. “You see what we have to deal with?”

“I guess I do,” said Victor Phule, shaking his head. “What do you do when you catch … it?”

“Put them on the first ship leaving the station and send the pic to the guards at the port of entry,” said Bascomb, with a smile. Now he’d shown the elder Phule that he was in charge, and that he belonged in charge. “With any luck, you’ll catch the hustlers before they even get to the casinos. That’s one of the advantages of operating on a self-governing space station—you have a chance keep the troublemakers out altogether, instead of having to catch them in the act.”

“A good policy,” said Phule, nodding. “The same idea works in the weapons business. You might be able to dodge missiles once they’re launched, but it’s a lot more effective to keep the other side from launching them to begin with.”

“Makes sense to me,” said Bascomb. “The same idea is behind our employee screening program. We do an intensive background check on anybody applying for a job where they’ll handle money. That prevents most of the potential problems. These monitors here are our best shot at catching the ones we can’t interdict at the hiring stage. Every employee comes through this room as part of the orientation process, so they know their every move is being watched. That keeps most of ’em honest.”

“And the rest?”

“The rest we catch in the act,” said Bascomb. “And when we do, it’s a one-way ticket off Lorelei—forever.”

“When?” Victor Phule’s voice had a skeptical edge to it. “I think you mean if. You don’t mean to say you catch all of them, do you?”

“You better believe we catch all of them,” said Bascomb, stubbornly. “Nobody gets away with ripping off the Fat Chance.”

“Overconfidence is your worst enemy,” said Victor Phule. “If you think you’re catching everything, you’re bound to be overlooking something. Come on, admit it—you can’t stop it all.”

“We can, and we do,” said Bascomb, his jaw set even harder.

“You can’t,” said Victor Phule. “And I’m going to prove it!”

“That I want to see,” growled Bascomb. “Exactly how are you going to prove it?”

“If I tell you, you’ll be looking for it,” said Phule. “Now, excuse me—I think I’ll go take a look at things from ground level. I have an idea exactly where you’re going wrong, and I’m going to rub your nose in it. And when I do, I think my son will want to know just what kind of man he’s put in charge of this casino.” He turned and stalked away, his bodyguard a pace behind him.

“He already knows what kind of man I am, Mr. Phule,” muttered Bascomb. “Too bad you don’t know him well enough to trust his judgment.” He smiled, then turned to the casino employees watching the monitors. “Did you see that man who just left? I want you to watch him like a hawk every second he’s on camera. Here’s what I think he’s going to try …”

*    *    *

The Reverend Jordan Ayres was frustrated. For the first time in his career as a minister of the Church of the New Revelation, popularly known as the Church of the King, Rev had run into a problem he couldn’t solve by consulting the sacred texts and commentaries. Not even applying his good common sense—a commodity he believed himself to possess in ample measure—had he been able to get to the bottom of it. He tapped his fingers on his desk, staring at the useless computer readout, trying to decide what avenue to follow next.

The problem was, there just wasn’t enough known about the Zenobians. It had been only a few short years since the human race had encountered the reptilian sophonts, who in their appearance and habits resembled nothing so much as miniature allosaurs. That had been back on Haskin’s Planet, where Captain Jester’s troops had intercepted one of their spaceships—an exploring party commanded by none other than Flight Leftenant Qual. And to the best of Rev’s knowledge, other than the members of Omega Company, no human being had set foot on the Zenobians’ home world. Of course, the Alliance had done a fair amount of crash research into this new race when the Zenobians had requested formal membership—but much of that research remained unpublished, or at least inaccessible to someone with Rev’s resources, which were far more comprehensive than those available to most civilians.

In particular, nothing of the Zenobians’ religious beliefs had been recorded by the diplomatic, military, and commercial interview teams that did the groundwork for the Alliance treaty. It wasn’t even known for certain that they had any such beliefs. Except for the intriguing morsel that Flight Leftenant Qual had offered in response to Rev’s questions about the King …

’L’Viz. Qual had claimed that Zenobian myth spoke of a figure with that name, a name that resonated curiously with that by which the King had gone in his Earthly days. Even more intriguingly, Qual had remarked that, when Zenobians had first learned of the King, they had taken Him as a human borrowing from their own mythology. Could the King have manifested Himself on Zenobia, bringing his message to the reptilian sophonts of a world far distant from his own home? Rev knew he had to penetrate to the bottom of this mystery, one of the deepest he had found in all his years of reading the sacred texts. Its implications for the Church were staggering—and its solution could catapult him to the first rank of its spokesmen.

But where to begin? Qual had implied that Zenobians were not comfortable speaking of such things to outsiders. That meant that Rev would need to take some sort of indirect approach. Did the little reptiles have sacred texts he might access somehow? Their libraries must have the information he wanted—but so far they had not linked their data to the Alliance’s interplanetary UniNet. Doubtless there were technicians who could make the connection unilaterally and find what Rev wanted. But where was he going to get a tech wizard with that level of expertise, and how was he going to pay him?

Rev stood up from his desk. He paced over to his office window and stared out onto the Legion camp’s parade ground, thinking. The King had always said that no problem was too difficult to tackle—if the highest mountain stood between him and his goal, he would just climb it. All Rev needed to do was put his mind to it. There had to be a way. There had to be a way …

*    *    *

Zigger had never been aboard a space liner before. In fact, as far as he knew, nobody in his whole family had ever left their home world—not before he had decided to realize his ambition to join the Space Legion. The experience was considerably less dramatic than he had expected.

For one thing, the spaceport had apparently been designed with the idea of giving travelers as forgettable an experience as possible. The furniture, the decor, the sights and sounds and smells—everything might as well have been designed to linger just below the threshold of annoyance, without ever breaking out into anything that evoked a specific response.

And the ship itself—it might as well have been a crosstown hoverbus, for all the passengers’ awareness of being in deep space. Zigger found himself in one of a row of identical seats in the main cabin, unless he preferred to stay in his spartan bunk in the dormitory-like sleeping area. The Space Legion, for all its attempt to woo its new recruits, had made it perfectly clear that it was not going to pay for anything more than the basic intersystem fare from the Lepoid’s home world to the nearest Legion training camp. That meant a steerage-class ticket, with a very strict weight allowance for personal belongings. “Don’t you worry about extra clothes,” the recruiting sergeant had told him when he handed him the ticket. “You’ll be wearing Legion black before long.”

Zigger would have liked to have at least a view screen in the cabin so he could watch the stars outside, even though he knew that hyperspace travel wildly distorted the appearance of everything outside the ship. Supposedly there was a view screen in the first-class lounge. Zigger was tempted to sneak up and take a look for himself, but he couldn’t figure out how to get past the heavy plasteel doors firmly protecting the People Who Mattered from curious Legion recruits and other such rabble. The population in steerage did seem to have a particularly high proportion of nonhuman sophonts, Zigger thought. Well, where he was going, that would be different.

Meanwhile, there was nothing else to do but sit in the main cabin and view his Poot-Poot Brothers tri-vees. They were almost the only reminders of his youth that he hadn’t been prepared to leave behind as he embarked on his new life. His broad-jump medals, his talking ukulele, the lucky eighter he’d found on the street the day he’d won the math contest—even the favorite winter hat he’d worn until his mother had to mend the earholes three times: All were left behind. Even if he’d been sentimental about those artifacts, the exorbitant charges for overweight luggage would have changed his mind quickly enough.

But the spaceline provided cheap tri-vee viewers for its passengers, and a reasonable library of current hits and all-time favorites, knowing full well that it offered little enough else to keep them from going slowly nuts in the long stretches between stars. And tri-vees took up almost no weight or space. So Zigger’s old friends, the Poot-Poot brothers, came along—and so did Oncle Poot-Poot and Mam’selle Toni and all the other series regulars.

Zigger was scrolling through one of the early episodes, “Oncle Poot-Poot Meets Barky,” when he became aware of someone looking over his shoulder. He turned around to see a human—a young one, he thought, although he wasn’t familiar enough with the species to be entirely sure of his judgment. “Hey, I hope I’m not bothering you,” said the human. “It’s just been a long while since I saw a Poot-Poot tri-vee—that stuff’s really sly. I loved it when I was a kid. Especially that one with Barky, the Environmental Dog.”

“I still like it,” said Zigger. “Are you from Teloon?”

“No, I got on back at Fiano,” said the human. “I’m on my way to Mussina’s World to join the Space Legion.”

“No goofing!” said Zigger. “That’s where I’m bound, as well. I guess we’re going to be comrades in arms. What’s your name?”

“Well, they say that legionnaires don’t tell anybody their real names,” said the human. “They only go by their Legion names. The only problem is, I haven’t decided on mine yet. Have you got one picked out?”

“Sure,” said Zigger. He’d been thinking about his Legion name ever since his first decision to enlist. He’d looked into several books about Old Earth, hunting for something with just the right feeling. The answer, when he’d found it, seemed just right. “You can call me ‘Thumper,’” he said.

“Thumper. That’s pretty sly,” said the human. He wrinkled his brow, then confided. “I’ve been thinking about calling myself ‘Sharky’—you think that fits?”

Zigger looked the human up and down, then nodded. “It’s you,” he said, not quite sure what made him say so.

But it was obviously the right thing to say. “All right!” said Sharky. “Thumper, you and me gotta stick together. They say the Legion drill sergeants eat recruits for breakfast. Between the two of us, I bet we can keep each other one step ahead of the game. Is it a deal?”

“Sure,” said Zigger—no, his name was Thumper now. Thumper grinned, and said, “I’ve got a whole bunch of Poot-Poot tri-vees. Come sit next to me and we can watch ’em while we figure out what we want to do now that we’re Legion buddies.”

“All right,” said Sharky again. “Look out, sergeants—here we come!”

*    *    *

“Yo, Soosh, c’mere,” said Do-Wop, grinning evilly. “I got a swindle that can’t lose.”

“Right,” said Sushi, raising an eyebrow. He’d been listening to Do-Wop’s harebrained schemes ever since Captain Jester had made the two of them partners. Almost without exception, he’d ended up having to talk Do-Wop out of his grandiose plans—most of which had some loophole big enough to drive a space liner through. “What’s the plan this time?”

“This one’s as solid as neutronium,” confided Do-Wop. “You know how Chocolate Harry runs a big-ass poker game every time he wants some spare cash, which is like every couple-three days?”

“Sure,” said Sushi, leaning back on the fender of a cargo carrier. He folded his arms over his chest and looked Do-Wop in the eye. “Don’t tell me you’re going to try to cheat the sarge at his own game. It’ll never work.”

“Nah, this is even sleener,” said Do-Wop. “I’m gonna get up my own game and swindle everybody else.”

“Not very likely,” said Sushi. “I know you. You lose every time you play poker with C. H., and every other time I’ve ever seen you play. What makes you think it’ll be any different just because you’re the one running the game?”

“Because I’ve been watching the sarge, and I finally figured out how he cheats,” said Do-Wop. “It’s so evil, I don’t know why I didn’t think of it myself.”

“Really?” Sushi was impressed in spite of himself. If Do-Wop had actually caught the Supply sergeant cheating, he’d done something that had defied the best efforts of the entire company for as long as anyone remembered. “How does he do it?”

“Scope this out,” said Do-Wop. He glanced around to make sure there were no eavesdroppers, and lowered his voice. In a dramatic whisper, he said, “The fat old snarkler drops out of a hand when he ain’t got good cards.”

“What?” Sushi’s voice rose nearly an octave, and his mouth fell open in surprise.

“Shh, you want everybody to hear what it is?” said Do-Wop, peering around worriedly. “I tell ya, it’s a pure stroke of genius. Why, a dude could get rich overnight doin’ that.

“Do-Wop, that’s not cheating,” said Sushi. “It’s the way you’re supposed to play poker.”

“Oh, su-u-ure,” said Do-Wop, scornfully. “Go try that one out on Tusk-anini—it ain’t gonna fly with me. If what you said was true, why don’t everybody play that way?”

“Now there’s a question well worth asking,” said Sushi, grinning. “In fact, I think I’m going listen to myself and ask it. Why don’t you play that way?”

Do-Wop’s jaw dropped. “What, and miss the chance of winning a really big one? Believe me, Soosh—there ain’t no bigger rush than when everybody looks at your hand and thinks it’s total crunk, and tries to boost the betting so’s to clean you out, and then your last hole card gives you that sure winner.”

“Right,” said Sushi, with a sigh. “So how often does that happen?”

“All the time, man,” said Do-Wop, excitedly. “I had a hand like that just a couple weeks ago. Had to draw a six to make my straight on the last card. I hung in there and got the sucker, on the last card. Woulda cleaned house, too—but all the dudes except Double-X had folded before then, and I only won seven-eight bucks on it.”

“Uh-huh,” said Sushi, unimpressed. “And how many times do you play for that kind of hand and wind up with crunk anyhow?”

“Sometimes it happens,” Do-Wop admitted. “But hey, like C. H. says—you never go for it, you never get it!”

“Yeah, he would say that,” said Sushi. “You know, I’d be tempted to give you a lesson about poker odds, except I seem to remember that you got one of those from Tullie Bascomb back on Lorelei, and it obviously didn’t take. Maybe he was right—it’s a waste of time to wise up a sucker.”

“Hey, who you callin’ sucker?” said Do-Wop. “If you wasn’t my buddy …”

Whatever he was about to say, it was cut off by a fresh voice. “Good mornin’, boys. Would y’all be interested in a little special project I just cooked up?”

The two legionnaires turned to see Rev standing just behind them, with the half sneer that was the closest he came to a smile. “Yo, Rev, what’s up?” said Do-Wop.

“A li’l ol’ electronic reconnaissance project, I think would be the best thing to call it,” said Rev. “When I ran into this here problem, I couldn’t help but think of you boys, rememberin’ how you were the ones that cracked the Nanoids’ transmissions. How’d you like to do somethin’ along that line for me?”

Sushi shrugged. “Depends on what you’ve got in mind,” he said. “Why don’t you start talking, and we’ll let you know whether it interests us.”

“Sure, sure,” said Rev, glancing around the parade ground. “But I’ll tell you what—why don’t y’all come into my office, where maybe it’s a little more private? Then I can tell you the whole thing.”

“Lead the way,” said Sushi. “Come on, Do-Wop, this might be fun.”

“What the hell, it’s a slow day,” said Do-Wop. The two legionnaires fell into line behind Rev and followed him to his office. At first, Sushi didn’t know whether or not to make anything of the fact that Rev led them on a roundabout route instead of using the entrance nearest to his office, where Flight Leftenant Qual and two of his fellow Zenobians were working on some of their electronic equipment.

But when Rev began to describe his plan, Sushi understood.

*    *    *

“All right, tell me about these games,” said Victor Phule, standing in the middle of the Fat Chance Casino’s main gambling floor. “How do they work, and what does the house get from them?”

“Yes, sir,” chirped the young resort PR person Tullie Bascomb had assigned to show him around. Marti Mallard was blond and perky, dressed in a short, tight skirt—the very image of a cheery bubblehead. Phule knew better than to take her at face value. He’d already had a look at the casino’s personnel files, and noticed that Ms. Mallard had graduated magna cum laude in Interspecies Studies from Libra Arts University, followed by a business degree from Taurus Tech. Underneath that perky exterior was a steel trap of a mind, and her presence on the Fat Chance Casino’s staff showed that his son’s personnel department hadn’t been completely asleep when it put her on the job.

“The most popular attraction in almost all casinos is the slot machines,” said Marti, leading Victor Phule into a large bay filled with customers happily pumping tokens into an array of quantum slots. “One of the leading points of our ad campaign has been Captain Jester’s decision to make the Fat Chance Casino’s slot machine payouts the highest on Landoor …”

“I wish you wouldn’t call my son by that stupid Legion name,” growled Victor Phule. “What exactly is the payout percentage on these machines, and why did my idiot son have to go raise it? That sounds like it’d cut into profits.”

Marti moved closer to Victor Phule, and said in a low voice, “You probably don’t want to talk about that in front of all these players, Mr. Phule. The fact is, even after your son shaved off one percent of the casino’s percentage on the slots, it’s still by far the most profitable of all the games we offer. No matter how big the jackpots are, on the whole, we’re taking in a steady twenty percent of every dollar played.”

Just then a bell began ringing, accompanied by bright flashing lights and a honking Klaxon. “Yes-s-s-s!” shouted an enthusiastic voice, and along the ranks of avid quantum slots players, many (but far from all) heads turned to see what had set off the noise, which now included an electronically amplified victory march. “There’s one now,” said Marti. “The bells and lights mean it’s at least a thousand dollars. We want to make sure everybody knows when there’s a big winner.”

Victor Phule was incredulous. “You’re giving away a thousand dollars?”

“Of course,” said Marti. She managed somehow to whisper out of the corner of her mouth without losing her bright smile. “The players have to believe that they have a chance to win—and win big—if they’re going to come here instead of one of the other casinos. On any given play, a player has a chance to win a jackpot of a hundred, a thousand, even ten thousand dollars—and when one of them does hit a jackpot, we give them the bells and lights so nobody can forget they have that chance.”

Victor Phule’s expression was skeptical. “To tell you the truth, I’ve never understood why anybody would bet on anything but a sure winner,” he said. “And when you’re giving somebody a chance to take away a thousand dollars—or more, if what you say is right—then the casino is betting on a losing proposition. On top of that, we give them free drinks and free food—and entertainment at a bargain price, as well. Why aren’t we charging a competitive price for that, when we’re giving away money hand over fist in the casinos?”

Marti’s voice dropped even lower. “Because for every big jackpot, there are hundreds of losing bets, and that’s the foundation of the business. Every single day of the year, as inevitably as taxes, the casino takes in many times what even the luckiest player can expect to win. Over the long run, the casino comes out solidly in the black.”

“Solidly in the black is all right,” said Victor Phule. “But I got my MBA at Rakeitin School of Business, and they taught us that any businessman worth his salt aims to maximize profits. I’ve built my arms business into the biggest in the galaxy by following that principle, and I can’t see why it doesn’t apply to this so-called business, as well.”

“You saw the books, Mr. Phule,” said Marti, shrugging. Even now, the smile never left her face. “If you don’t want to believe what you saw, there’s not much I can do to change your mind. The odds are stacked in the house’s favor, and always will be.”

Phule frowned. “There’s a loophole somewhere,” he said. “If the odds are so heavily stacked, none of these people would keep coming back to play. Yet I’ve already heard several of them say they’re back for a fourth or fifth visit. There are obviously some consistent winners. That’s what worries me. If one person can keep winning, then others can—and if enough learn how, they can put this place out of business.”

Marti shook her head. “It doesn’t work that way, Mr. Phule,” she said patiently. “There’s no way around the odds. In the long run …”

“Long run? Pfui!” said Victor Phule. “Your whole business principle is wrong, and I’m going to prove it. Where do I get tokens to play these machines?”

“Right over there, Mr. Phule,” said Marti, pointing. She smiled quietly. It wasn’t the first time somebody had refused to believe the simple facts. Nor would it be the last. Every casino in the galaxy made its money because of people who didn’t believe in the odds. It looked as if Victor Phule was about to find that out—the hard way.


Chapter Four

Journal #664

Excessive displays of zeal, should always be grounds for suspicion. The religious bigot, the superpatriot, and the zealous company man have in common an emotion—loyalty to something larger than their individual interest. Loyalty to the greater cause is an emotion that everyone shares to some degree, and that in due proportion ought to be considered a good thing. But the zealots carry it to such an extreme that any reasonable person would feel a degree of embarrassment. Even more than the fanatical fixity of their loyalties, it is the lack of a sense of proportion that makes them suspect. Anyone with a balanced view of the world around him inevitably becomes to some degree a cynic.

I consider myself to have an exceptionally well-balanced view of the world around me. In consequence, I am frequently annoyed by the impositions of those less-balanced persons I find myself surrounded by … 

*    *    *

The shuttle settled down roughly a kilometer south of the Legion camp. Phule and Beeker watched the landing from within the camp perimeter, then—as the cloud of dust began to settle—Phule gave a signal to his driver, Gears. The hoverjeep moved forward toward the landing site.

Ahead of them, the shuttle door was already open, and two men—presumably the hunters—were standing idly by, watching the crew piling luggage and equipment on a crawler. They’d evidently brought enough to last them twice as long as their little expedition was scheduled for—either that, or they’d assumed there wouldn’t be laundry facilities at a Legion camp. Actually, thought Phule, fastidious visitors might have been advised not to trust their clothing to the mercies of a Legion field laundry—as much to avoid the likelihood of rough handling as on account of pilferage. With its own state-of-the-art automatic laundry facility built into the encampment module, Omega Company was miles ahead of the normal Legion standard. But the visitors could be excused for not having known that in advance.

Gears brought the hoverjeep to a halt next to the equipment crawler, and Phule leapt lightly to the ground. “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” he said, holding out his hand. “I’m your host, Captain Jester. Welcome to Zenobia.”

The men had been staring at Jester during the hoverjeep’s approach. Now one of them took the captain’s offered hand and shook it. “Our host, eh?” he said. “Not quite the way most people describe a visit from us. But I’m glad you’re taking it in good spirits, Captain. It’ll make our work here a lot easier.”

Phule chuckled. “Work isn’t exactly how I’d describe your visit, either,” he said, heartily. “We’ve convinced the Zenobians to open up an area where no off-worlder has ever been—I’d call it virgin territory, gentlemen. It won’t be exactly a weekend in the Waldorf, but I think you’ll find it worth the effort. They tell me there are some spectacular beasts in there.”

“Opened up virgin territory?” It was a woman’s voice that replied, and Phule turned automatically to face the speaker. She was tall, with sharp features under a bowl haircut, and was dressed in the same dull-colored jumpsuit as the men (Phule now realized). The name tag on her breast read C. I. Snieff. “I certainly hope that’s an exaggeration, Captain,” she added, pursing her lips. “We want to keep this planet’s indigenous territory unspoiled, wherever possible. Your company’s presence is enough of a problem.”

Phule wrinkled his brow, slowly beginning to realize that there was something going on he didn’t quite follow. “Excuse me,” he began. Before he could finish the thought, a new creature emerged from the shuttle hatchway and made a beeline for the Legion hoverjeep, uttering a steady stream of angry barks.

“What the hell?” said Gears, jumping back into the jeep to escape the agitated animal.

“Hey there, big fellow,” said Phule, going down on one knee and stretching out a hand to the dog. “What’s your name, huh?” The dog, ignoring him, circled the hoverjeep, staring balefully at Gears and snarling.

“Surely you recognize Barky, the famous Environmental Dog,” said Snieff, “He’s been on tri-vee all over the galaxy. Every schoolchild loves to watch him sniff out pollution and other dangers to the natural balance. Your hoverjeep’s emissions must not be properly controlled.”

“I beg your pardon, ma’am,” said Gears, who had climbed up on the seat to avoid the attentions of Barky. “I set this vehicle up myself, and if it ain’t totally up to spec, I’ll eat it one piece at a time, without no ketchup, neither. Hey, can you call your dog off?” he added, with a note of concern.

“Barky is never wrong about pollution,” said Snieff. She turned to one of her companions, and said, “Inspector Slurry, please impound that vehicle until we can have it properly tested.”

“Woof!” said Barky, the Environmental Dog, his front paws up on the running board of the hoverjeep. It was not a friendly “woof.” Gears cringed.

“Wait a minute,” said Phule, interposing himself between Snieff’s two assistants and the hoverjeep. “That’s a Legion vehicle. You can’t impound that …”

“We certainly can,” said Snieff, haughtily. “Inspector Gardner, show him the subpoena.”

The third member of the team, a tall thin man with long reddish blond hair and a goatee, grinned and handed Phule a folded envelope. On one side it was marked, “Recycled Paper.” Phule turned it over to read the other side: “Alliance Ecological Interplanetary Observation Union: Inspection Order and Subpoena.”

“Subpoena?” asked Phule, blinking. “Inspection?”

“Sir, I believe I understand the situation,” said Beeker. “This is obviously not the party of, ah, visitors we were expecting. This is an Environmental Inspection team from the Alliance Ecological Interplanetary Observation Union. And I’m afraid, sir, that they are perfectly within their rights to impound any vehicle suspected of improper emissions. The laws are quite explicit on that subject, sir.”

“Alliance Ecological Interplanetary Observation Union?” Phule stared at the three inspectors, a puzzled look on his face. “But we shouldn’t be under their jurisdiction. This planet has its own sovereign government …”

“That may be so, Captain,” said Snieff. “But we certainly aren’t about to take your word for it. All the preliminary reports indicate that we might just be in time to prevent an environmental disaster. And nothing I’ve seen so far suggests anything to the contrary. Beginning with your driving a vehicle out to our landing site. Are you Legionnaires so lazy you can’t use your own feet? Have you forgotten how to march?”

“Wh-what?” sputtered Phule. “I don’t understand …”

“Sir, I think we’d best get out of the inspectors’ way and let them do their work,” said Beeker. “And next time you receive an environmental impact questionnaire, I suggest you give it to someone other than Tusk-anini to fill out.”

Phule nodded, understanding at last. “In that case, I think we’d best head back to camp. Inspector Snieff …”

“Chief Inspector Snieff, thank you,” said the woman.

“Yes, of course, Chief Inspector,” said Phule. “If there’s anything you need from my people, please let me know. We’ll be happy to cooperate.”

“I certainly hope so,” said Chief Inspector Snieff. “The law provides very hefty penalties for obstruction of an environmental inspection.”

“We don’t have anything to hide,” said Phule. “You’ll see when you arrive at our guest quarters …”

“Oh, no,” said Snieff. “Regulations prohibit us from accepting accommodations with a suspected violator. We’ll be setting up our own camp, Captain. I think you’ll find it an instructive example of a minimal-impact inhabitation. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we have to finish unloading.”

“Of course,” said Phule.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” came Gears’s voice. “If you’ll just call off your dog …” Snieff ignored him as she plastered a bright orange sticker to the door of the hoverjeep. It said in block letters, “IMPOUNDED FOR POLLUTION.”

“Woof!” said Barky, the Environmental Dog. “Woof woof, woof woof woof!”

*    *    *

Legion boot camp was like nothing Thumper (as Zigger now called himself) had ever seen before. For one thing, the population was predominantly made up of humans—although there were enough members of other species to keep him from feeling completely outnumbered. He was the only Lepoid on the base, though—at least, the only one he’d seen in his bewilderingly rapid trip through the initial processing area.

That had been an experience he’d just as soon forget. Luckily, it had gone quickly enough that it seemed to be over almost before it started. But not before he’d been poked and prodded by doctors, and the autodoc had jabbed his arm with at least a dozen inoculations for diseases the Legion thought his race might be susceptible to on distant planets. (The doctors had spent a good half hour looking him up on the base’s medical expert system before deciding which inoculations he was likely to need and which were likely to be more danger than help. He’d still been woozy most of the next day—maybe a reaction to the shots, maybe something else.)

All the humans were given ultrashort regulation haircuts. Being of a short-furred species, Thumper was spared that indignity, at least. But he was issued a black Legion jumpsuit at least three sizes too large, and combat boots that no imaginable breaking-in would ever make comfortable for his elongated feet. He was all ready to protest this treatment, but he realized that none of the other new recruits’ uniforms were the right size, either. Half an hour of searching and trading found him a jumpsuit that fit him better, and his was the almost right size for another recruit—a lanky, bespectacled human who had adopted the Legion name “Spider.” Nobody in the outfit had a pair of boots that fit Thumper. Since appearing without boots was defined as being out of uniform, a serious offense against Legion discipline, that was going to be a problem.

But Thumper had plenty of other problems to distract him from the boots. Prime among these was his drill instructor, Sergeant Pitbull, who seemed to be of primarily human origin, although there were whispers that he was at least part something else. Exactly what that something else might be, none of the recruits was willing to say—at least not where the sergeant might hear it, which was apparently everywhere in the barracks. At least, the sergeant had an uncanny ability to storm into a room immediately after one of the recruits had said something mildly critical of Legion discipline and to chew out the offender in terms none of them had dreamed of before they had joined the Legion.

It was on their third night of training that Thumper and his new comrades simultaneously realized that the Legion recruiters had actually told them the truth about one thing: Legion boot camp wasn’t going to be easy. “By St. Elrod and all powers, I never knew there were so many places I could hurt,” said Sharky, lying flat on his bunk, just after lights out.

“That ain’t nothing,” said Spider. “I never knew there were so many different wrong ways to wear a uniform. Seems like I jes’ can’t do it right, nohow.”

Thumper nodded. Even having found a uniform that fit properly, he was still having trouble getting it to look right—or so the sergeants seemed to think. “I guess they want us to pay attention to all the details,” he said; “When you’re in a hostile environment, one little detail could make the difference …”

“Oh, bull,” said Spider. “Tell me what difference it gonna make how I fasten my sleeve button!”

“That’s not what I mean,” said Thumper. “The point is, they want to train us so we don’t overlook anything. Then, when you’re in a combat situation, you’re less likely to overlook something that could kill you …”

“Ain’t nobody ever been killed by a sleeve button that I heard of,” insisted Spider.

Thumper was about to try his explanation again when somebody hissed “Pitbull!” and the entire bunkroom fell silent in fear of the sergeant’s wrath. For once the sergeant didn’t materialize; but by the time the recruits realized it was a false alarm, half of them were asleep, and nobody else seemed inclined to take up the thread.

The one part of Legion life that Thumper found congenial was the healthy dose of physical activity: drill, exercise, hard labor, and more drill. Perhaps this was because he had come to the Legion not as a last chance to escape from an intolerable existence back home, but as an actual lifelong goal. Running, marching, and doing endless calisthenics shouldn’t bother someone who had kept himself in good physical condition, he kept telling his buddies. Most of the time, they were too exhausted to answer him. But the looks they shot in his direction were eloquent, had he only been able to read them.

At last, even his friend Sharky, whom he’d met on the space liner that brought them to Legion boot camp, warned him that he was getting “too gung ho.” They’d ended up in the same recruit platoon by the simple expedient of showing up at the processing center at the same time.

“What’s wrong with being gung ho?” asked Thumper.

“You’re making the other guys look bad,” said Sharky. “We’re all in this together, you know. It ain’t good if you show up your buddies.”

“I’m not trying to show anybody up,” Thumper protested. “I’ve always wanted to be a legionnaire. Now that I am one, why shouldn’t I try to be a good one?”

“’Cause you make things harder for the rest of us,” Sharky explained. “If most of us want to punk out after a hundred push-ups and you keep on going, the sarge is going to get on our asses to keep up with you.”

“Gee, I never thought of that,” said Thumper. “But don’t you want to be all that you can be? If you do more pushups, you’ll get stronger. That could be important when the crunch comes …”

“Crunch? What crunch?” Sharky scoffed. “The Alliance hasn’t been in a real war since my grandpa was a kid.”

“No, but that doesn’t mean it won’t happen …”

“Against who?” Sharky demanded. “Every time we meet a new race, they want to join up with us on account of the trade advantages. Like those lizards out on Zenobia.”

Thumper shook his head. “There was a civil war on Landoor …”

“Sure, and that wasn’t much more than a food fight, from what I hear tell,” said Sharky. “Nobody except the locals got hurt. All the Legion did was go in to mop up, and they spent more time lying on the beach than anything else. So why make things any tougher than you have to?”

“You can’t assume just because things have been easy lately that it’s always going to be like that,” insisted Thumper.

“Hey, I’m just trying to give you a clue,” said Sharky. “If you play along with the other guys, everybody’s happy. Make too many waves, nobody’s gonna be happy—and they’re gonna know whose fault it is.”

“All right, I understand you,” said Thumper, with a nod and a smile. He didn’t say what he was thinking. He didn’t have to. His actions would do the talking for him, when the time came.

*    *    *

“The slots, huh?” Tullie Bascomb shook his head in disbelief at what the security monitors were showing. “Most of the guys who think they can beat the house by playing some kind of homemade system go for blackjack,” he said. “Or poker, if they think they can win steady enough to cover the house percentage.”

Doc grinned. “That’s for sure. Only suckers play the quantum slots—they’re the worst bet in the joint. You showed us that, back when the captain first brought us to Lorelei.”

“Yeah,” said Bascomb. “I guess the captain didn’t tell his old man that, though. Look at him pumping the tokens into those machines!”

“Yeah, I saw him pretty near knock down two white-haired little old ladies who tried to horn in on a machine he’d been priming,” said Doc. “He’s got the fever, all right.”

“Well, he’s a grown man,” said Bascomb. “And I guess he can afford to lose a few bucks. Hell, I doubt we could put a serious dent in his bankroll if we set up a row of thousand-dollar-a-pull machines. That doesn’t mean I’m not tempted, though …”

“Nah, what’s the point? At that price, nobody but Victor Phule could ever afford to play ’em,” said Doc. “And what would the payouts have to be …?”

“High enough to make a billionaire’s palms sweaty,” said Bascomb. “Right now, I think he’s just playing on principle—he thinks the payouts are too generous, and he’s trying to prove the point. To really get him hooked, we’d need to offer something big—even a million bucks is probably small potatoes, when you’re talking about someone who’s used to supplying armaments to entire planets.”

Doc rubbed his chin and leaned forward to point at Victor Phule’s image on the security monitor. “What if we did set up a bank of machines for nobody but Pop Phule to play? Offer him a jackpot that’ll make even his mouth water—title to the whole darn casino, for example—but at impossibly long odds. Once he’s thrown enough tokens down the slot, then he’ll have to admit that we aren’t giving away money.”

“You’ve got an evil mind,” said Bascomb, chuckling. “Only one problem I can see with it. We don’t own the casino—Omega Company does, and we can’t offer a prize we aren’t able to deliver if somebody does win it. Not even on Lorelei, where the house rules and the laws of the land are pretty damn close to one and the same.”

“So we make the odds so impossible that he can’t possibly win, is all,” Doc insisted. “Let’s say he’s got to get five simultaneous jackpots on five different machines … or some other combination that only comes up once in a trillion times.”

Bascomb shook his head. “It’s tempting, you know, Doc? But we can’t do anything as screwy as that without getting the captain to sign off on it. I don’t care if we would be setting those crooked slots to teach his father a lesson—bad business is bad business, even when you keep it in the family.”

“I guess you’re right,” said Doc. “In fact, has anybody gotten in touch with Captain Jester? He’d want us to tell him that his father’s here, I’m pretty sure of that.”

“I got his OK before showing the old man the books,” said Bascomb, snapping his fingers. “But this is a new wrinkle, and I’m not sure whether he’d go along with it. Guess the only thing to do is get him on the horn and ask.”

“Right,” said Doc. He pressed one of the studs on his wrist chronometer and nodded. “It’s midafternoon at Zenobia Base, so he’s likely to be in reach of a vidphone. Do you want to call him, or shall I? Or shall we just send a priority message and let him get back to us?”

“Seeing that it’s during his business hours, I think we better tell him this in person,” said Bascomb. “And since I’m in charge of the gambling end of the business, I guess I ought to be the one to make the call. You want to talk to him, too? He might have a few questions you can answer as well as I can.”

“Sure, why not?” said Doc. He waved a hand in the direction of the monitor. “One good thing—our main problem’s not going anywhere. Except maybe to the cashier’s window for another batch of tokens.”

“Let’s hope he makes that particular trip a lot of times,” said Bascomb, with a thin smile. He gestured toward a door, and the two men went to the office to place a call to Captain Jester.

*    *    *

“YOU FARKING SLUGS DISGUST ME!” roared a voice that seemed far too loud for an ordinary human’s vocal apparatus. Thumper jerked his eyes open, awaking from the utterly exhausted sleep he’d been in a fraction of a second before. He automatically checked the time: Five in the morning. The drill instructor, Sergeant Pitbull, was right on time, fully dressed and ready to eat raw recruits for breakfast. Thumper had last seen him only six hours before, when he’d put the squad of new legionnaires to bed with threats and curses.

Thumper still hadn’t figured out how the drill instructor managed to stay alert and fit on what must be even less rest than the recruits were getting, but he’d come to take it for granted. Every task he demanded of the recruits—including some that at first had seemed impossible—Sergeant Pitbull could perform better than any of them, despite being at least ten years older. Even Thumper, who had already learned that he was in better physical condition than almost all his fellow recruits, couldn’t beat the sergeant in any direct competition—especially in hand-to-hand combat, where the sergeant seemed to have a bottomless repertory of dirty tricks. Even in an outright sprint, where Thumper was sure he had the advantage, Sergeant Pitbull had somehow managed to make him trip and fall before he got three steps from the start.

Worst of all, it seemed as if the sergeant was always angry. One night, after lights out, the whispered conversation in the bunkhouse got to the subject of whether anyone could remember hearing a friendly remark pass Pitbull’s lips. The closest anyone could come was, “THAT’S RIGHT, WAY TO STOMP HIS WORTHLESS CIVVY ASS!” when a hulking recruit named Crunch put Spider in the infirmary with a dislocated shoulder during judo practice. And while Crunch was probably right that the sergeant meant it as a compliment on his judo technique, most of the other recruits agreed with Spider’s heated protestation that congratulating one of the recruits for injuring another wasn’t his idea of a “friendly word.”

Then Sergeant Pitbull slammed the door open and bellowed, “SHUT UP, YOU STINKING BUGS!” (He seemed never to have learned to speak softly.) In the utter silence that followed this remark, he continued, “WHEN I TURN THE LIGHTS OUT, YOU’RE SUPPOSED TO FARKING SLEEP, NOT YAMMER LIKE A BUNCH OF SCHOOLGIRLS! THERE’LL BE PUNISHMENT DETAIL FOR THE WHOLE FARKING SQUAD!” After that, even Crunch conceded the point. Pitbull had been as good as his word—next morning, there were a hundred extra push-ups for everyone.

But this was another morning, which meant another chance for Pitbull to deal out arbitrary punishment. Thumper and all his buddies scrambled out of their bunks and came to attention. There was just a glimmer of a chance that today they might manage to avoid extra pushups or some other equally unpleasant task. Not much of a chance, but Thumper had gotten in the habit of grasping at even minuscule chances. Along the way, he’d gotten much better at push-ups than he’d ever imagined being. It wasn’t what he’d seen himself doing when he’d dreamed of joining the Legion, but if his experience so far was any indication, push-ups were a significant component of Legion life.

“LISTEN UP, YOU FILTHY SKIME-EATERS,” roared Sergeant Pitbull. Thumper wasn’t sure what a skime was, but after hearing the sergeant, he knew he didn’t want to eat one. Or maybe it was a filthy one he didn’t want to eat … He had only a brief moment to meditate on that question, as the sergeant continued with his high-volume harangue. “TODAY WE’RE GOING OUT TO THE OBSTACLE COURSE,” the sergeant boomed. “THAT’S WHERE WE SEPARATE THE REAL LEGIONNAIRES FROM THE FARKING WEAK-SIBLING CIVVIES. DO YOU BUGS WANT TO BE REAL LEGIONNAIRES?”

“YES, SERGEANT PITBULL!” the squad shouted in chorus. They’d long since learned that any less enthusiastic response would be greeted with scorn. Privately, Thumper wondered whether Sergeant Pitbull might have stood too close to an explosion at some point in his earlier career, damaging his ears in the process. If he were partly deaf, that would explain a lot … but no, the autodocs could fix that … 

“FOLLOW ME, YOU BUGS!” said the sergeant, and he set off at a flat-out run—the only speed at which a Legion recruit was allowed to move. Luckily for Thumper, he could outrun everyone in the squad without particularly trying. It was one of the minor advantages of being a Lepoid. He hadn’t found very many of them here in the Legion, so he had acquired a finer appreciation for the ones he’d found. Running easily, he stayed just behind the sergeant until the squad arrived—many of them huffing and puffing despite several weeks of rigorous exercise—at the obstacle course.

In front of him, Thumper saw a tract of land that would probably feel flattered to be described as “ruined.” Or even “devastated.” It was a mud-filled morass with craters and chunks of broken stone wall or the jagged stumps of trees at seemingly random intervals. The few open stretches were strewn with skeins of ugly-looking barbed wire laid parallel to the ground. Here and there were wide water-filled ditches and eight-foot wooden walls. At the far side Thumper could make out sandbagged bunkers, from which the muzzles of machine guns protruded.

“LISTEN UP, YOU BUGS,” explained Sergeant Pitbull. “THIS HERE IS WHAT WE CALL A STIMULATED BATTLEFIELD, WHICH IF YOU’RE EVER IN A FARKING SHOOTING WAR YOU’RE GONNA SEE A SHIT-LOAD OF ’EM. THE DRILL IS, WHEN I BLOW MY WHISTLE, YOU GET TO THE OTHER SIDE AS FAST AS YOU FARKIN’ CAN. BUT CHECK THIS OUT—THEM SKIME-EATERS WITH THE MACHINE GUNS GONNA SHOOT LIVE FARKIN’ AMMO OVER YOUR HEADS, SO YOU BETTER KEEP ’EM THE HELL DOWN. WE LOSE A COUPLE-THREE STUPID-ASS RECRUITS EVERY MONTH ON ACCOUNT OF THEY JUMPED UP AND TRIED TO RUN AWAY”

Thumper nodded as the sergeant explained the drill. Looking at the course, he could see that the machine guns were limited to a narrow field of fire. Outside that area, the main problem was dodging around the craters and rubble, but if one didn’t mind a bit of mud, there was no reason to go at less than full speed. After all, the sergeant had said that the point of the exercise was to get to the other side as quickly as possible.

So when the sergeant blew his whistle, Thumper was off and running …

*    *    *

Phule stared blankly at the sheaf of papers that had just landed on his desk. “What’s all this?” he asked in an annoyed voice. It was obviously not the promotion papers he’d been expecting from Legion Headquarters.

“Environmental impact forms from those AEIOU guys,” said Roadkill, one of the two legionnaires who’d carried in the mountain of paperwork. “That Chief Inspector Snieff brought it over in some kind of wheelbarrow. Street and I just happened to be the first legionnaires she saw, and she took that as a license to order us around.”

“Order you around?” Lieutenant Armstrong looked up from the adjacent desk, where he was filling out work assignment forms. “I think I’m going to have to talk to her myself. I’ve been trying to get some of you rascals to follow orders ever since I became an officer in this outfit, with little or no sign that I’m getting anywhere.”

“Jeez, some thanks we get for being good legionnaires,” grumbled Street. “I’d have given her a piece of my mind, if she hadn’t had that stupid dog with her. That ugly mutt looked at me as if it was gonna take a bite out of my tail end.”

“Barky, the Environmental Dog?” asked Phule. “He seemed pretty harmless to me.”

“I think he thought Street was a polluter,” said Roadkill, deadpan. “Or maybe a litterer—it’s hard to tell what that dog thinks when all he’ll say is ‘woof!’”

“Stupid mutt can’t prove nothing on me,” said Street, scowling.

“Are you saying that because you haven’t done anything, or because you think you’ve covered up your tracks?” said Armstrong, raising one eyebrow just a fraction. He pointed at the two legionnaires, and added, “Don’t be too sure Barky can’t sniff you out, if you’ve been polluting.”

“I already told ya, I ain’t done nothin’,” said Street. He stared at the floor, squirming as if one of his schoolteachers had called on him to recite a lesson he hadn’t studied.

“It’s all right, Street, nobody suspects you of anything,” said Phule. Then, remembering to whom he was speaking, he hastily added, “Not this time, anyway.”

“Yeah, I was just joking,” said Roadkill, punching his buddy on the biceps. “But we’d better get back to that job we were doing, before somebody notices we’re gone—then we might really get in trouble.”

“Just tell them you were bringing me something,” said Phule. “And thanks—I think.” He looked at the pile of papers, and his expression was anything but thankful. But Roadkill and Street were already out the door.

Phule picked up the top sheet of one of the piles of papers and began to read it, but before he’d gotten more than a couple of lines, his wrist communicator buzzed. “Yes, what is it, Mother?” he said, holding the device closer to his mouth and ear.

“Priority call from Lorelei, you silly thing,” said Mother’s teasing voice. “You must be an even bigger man than you look.”

“Lorelei? Put them right through,” said Phule. He wondered what was urgent enough for the team he’d left to run the place to call him about. Among them, there weren’t many things he didn’t think they could handle. He wouldn’t have left the place in their hands if he’d believed otherwise.

“Tullie Bascomb here, Captain,” came the familiar voice. “We’ve got—well, not really a problem, but a situation Doc and I think you need to know about.”

“Go ahead, Tullie,” said Phule. “Is it my father again?”

“Yeah, he’s still being a pain in the butt,” said Bascomb. “It was bad enough that he wanted to go over the casino’s books …”

“You showed them to him, didn’t you?” asked Phule.

“Sure, after you told me it was all right,” said Bascomb. “For a while I was worried he might really find something to raise a stink about, but I guess he didn’t. But then he decided to stick his nose into the gambling operation.”

“That’s hardly in character,” said Phule, rubbing his chin speculatively. “I never knew him to have any interest in gambling. Where is he now?”

“Playing quantum slots,” said Bascomb. “Somehow, he got the idea our jackpots were too big. We tried to tell him about the odds, but he didn’t want to listen. So now he’s trying to win a big one to prove we’re wrong.”

Phule chuckled. “Tullie, if my father’s determined to throw away his ill-gotten fortune one token at a time, I’m not about to do anything to stop him. It’s just that much more for the Company’s retirement fund.”

“Well, I’m glad you feel that way about it, Captain,” said Tullie. There was a definite note of relief in his voice. “In that case, would you have any problem if we cooked up a way to get even more of his money out of his pockets?”

“Not in principle, I guess,” said Phule. “What exactly did you have in mind?”

“Doc came up with the idea of adjusting some of the slots to take really big bets—up to a thousand bucks a pull,” said Bascomb. “We’d advertise a monster jackpot, but set the odds so long nobody’d have the ghost of a chance to collect on it. What do you think?”

“I don’t see why not,” said Phule. He chuckled, then continued, “At a thousand dollars a pull, I doubt anyone but Papa will ever be able to afford to play. And I have no compunction whatsoever about taking his money for my troops. Go ahead, and let me know how much he loses before he gives up.”

“You got it, Captain,” said Bascomb, and closed the connection.

Phule stared for a moment at the wall across from his desk. His father’s antics shouldn’t really have surprised him, he supposed—it was typical of the old fellow to show up unannounced and try to take charge. But, as usual, he seemed to have come up with a new twist. He shook his head. There weren’t many people in the galaxy who seemed more out of place in a casino than the old man—not that his father would ever let something like that stop him. Well, it was about time somebody taught Victor Phule a lesson. And he couldn’t think of anyone who could better afford to pay the tuition. He sighed, then picked up the top sheet on the pile the two legionnaires had brought in, and began reading.


Chapter Five

Journal #669

When a system is set up to deal with misfits and incompetents, the addition to the mix of someone actually capable may cause a greater disturbance than the addition of a weak cog to a functioning organization. This is certainly the case in most formations of the Space Legion, where incompetence and malfeasance have become a way of life.

Thus, the arrival at the Legion’s central training base on Mussina’s World of a new recruit who actually had a few qualifications for a military career was almost inevitably a recipe for disaster,

*    *    *

“I don’t understand what I did wrong,” said Thumper, sullenly. He sat on the edge of his bunk, illuminated by a single handlight in Sharky’s hand. The light was shining directly in his face, which made it hard to see the others standing all around him. It wasn’t hard to guess who was there, though—everybody else in Recruit Squad Gamma.

“You’re acting like an eager beaver, is what you did wrong,” said Sharky, exasperated. “It’s what you keep doing wrong. Why you got to set a record for the fastest run of the obstacle course?” The other squad members stood in a circle around Thumper, adding their sullen voices to his argument.

“What’s wrong with doing the best you can?” Thumper asked. “That’s all I did. I like running and climbing over things. Why can’t I do that when I have the chance?”

Sharky groaned. “Because now the sergeants are tryin’ to make everybody else run the course faster,” he explained. “IF THAT LITTLE TWERP CAN DO IT WHAT THE FARM’S WRONG WITH YOUR LAZY STINKIN’ ASS?” he said, pretending to shout without raising his voice to a level that might be heard outside the bunkhouse. There were a couple of chuckles in appreciation of the accuracy of Sharky’s imitation of Sergeant Pitbull’s habitual bellow, but nobody sounded in particularly good humor.

“Well, it seems to me the question is, can you guys run the course better than you’ve been doing it, or not?” asked Thumper. He turned his head from side to side, not so much looking at his audience as trying to get away from the persistent glare of the handlight.

“Wrong damn question,” rumbled a deep voice. Thumper recognized the speaker as Pingpong, the biggest and slowest recruit in the platoon. “What you oughta ask is, should we stomp the shit out of this so-called sophont for making everybody else look bad to the sarge?”

“Hey, easy there, Pingpong,” said Sharky, patting the big recruit on the shoulder. “It ain’t come to stompin’, yet. We’re just havin’ a friendly talk with good ol’ Thumper here, lettin’ him know how all his buddies in the squad feel about stuff.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Pingpong, scratching the thick fur atop his head. “Well, let me know when it’s time for stompin, OK?”

“Sure,” said Sharky, with a nod.

“I can’t believe you guys are threatening me,” said Thumper, indignation all over his face. “Just because I want to do my best …”

“Yeah, yeah, doin’ your best is triff,” said Sharky. “But do you hafta do it when it makes all your buddies look bad? If you’d just save it for when there’s a real enemy …”

“We got a real enemy,” said another recruit—Spider, this time. “It’s all the farkin’ sergeants …”

“Damn straight!” said several of the recruits in chorus.

“No, no, no,” said Thumper, holding up his forepaws. “Sure, the sergeants are tough on us, but that’s because we have to be tough when the death rays start flashing. Really, guys, it’s all for our own good …”

“Ain’t no damn death rays flashin’,” said Pingpong. “There ain’t been a farkin’ war since my granddaddy was in the Regular farkin’ Army, forty years ago. Who we gonna fight, anyhow?”

“There was a civil war someplace out in the New Baltimore sector, wasn’t there?” said Spider. “The Legion was sent in to settle that one …”

“That was on Landoor,” said Sharky, dripping scorn. “And that wasn’t any real war—just a bunch of backward colonials gettin’ excited. Only real action was when some Legion officer shot up the peace conference. Hope he got him a couple sergeants …”

“Shhh—Pitbull!” came a hoarse whisper, but it was too late.

“YOU GOT YOU A SERGEANT NOW, YOU STUPID FARKIN’ CLOWNS!” roared the drill sergeant, throwing open the door to the recruits’ bunkroom. The overhead light came on abruptly, catching the circle of recruits standing around Thumper’s bunk like greeblers around a sweetbush. They all snapped to attention as the sergeant stomped over to the group. “WHAT THE FARK’S GOIN’ ON HERE, AS IF I DIDN’T KNOW?” he bellowed.

“We was just telling old Legion stories, is all, sarge,” said Sharky, stepping to the front of the group. “Tryin’ to build up the squad’s morale, y’know?”

“YEAH, HUH? LIKE YOUR MOTHER BUILDS UP THE ARMY’S MORALE,” said Sergeant Pitbull. “YOU BARKERS SHOULDA GOT YOURSELF SOME SLEEP BEFORE NOW, BECAUSE I WAS GONNA COME GIVE YOU A FRIENDLY WARNING, LIKE. JUST A LITTLE BIT OF ADVANCE NOTICE OF THE SURPRISE INSPECTION BY THE BIG BRASS.”

“Surprise inspection?” said several of the recruits in near unison.

“THAT’S RIGHT, YOU GOT WAX IN YOUR EARS?” explained Pitbull. “GENERAL BLITZKRIEG SET DOWN ON BASE JUST AFTER DARK, AND HE’S GONNA COME INSPECT BARRACKS AT OH-EIGHT-HUNDRED HOURS TOMORROW FARKIN’ MORNING. MAKE THAT THIS MORNING.”

“Oh-eight-hundred?” groaned the recruits. The clock on the wall showed just a bit shy of oh-four-hundred.

“YOU GOT IT RIGHT THE FIRST TIME,” said Pitbull. “NOW, YOU’RE JUST LUCKY YOU GOT A SERGEANT THAT REALLY CARES FOR YOUR SORRY ASSES, SO I GIVE YOU SOME ADVANCE WARNING SO YOU DON’T ALL GET REAMED OUT BY THE GENERAL. YOU THINK I’M A HARD-ASS, YOU AIN’T SEEN NOTHIN’. BLITZKRIEG EATS RECRUITS FOR TAPAS WITH HIS AFTERNOON SHERRY. YOU GOT FOUR HOURS TO MAKE THIS FARKIN’ PIGHOLE LOOK LIKE A LEGION BASE. BLITZKRIEG GIVES ANY ONE OF YOU PSEUDOSOPHONTS EVEN ONE DEMERIT, YOU’LL GET IT FROM ME TEN TIMES—EXCEPT I DON’T GIVE DEMERITS, I GIVE PUNISHMENT. YOU GOT THAT, YOU CLOWNS?”

“Got it, Sarge,” said the recruits.

“THEN GET YOUR ASSES BUSY,” Pitbull shouted. “AND BE QUIET ABOUT IT. I’M GONNA GET SOME FARKIN’ SLEEP!”

*    *    *

“I dunno, man, this is some weird-ass job Rev wants us to do,” said Do-Wop. As usual, he was leaning on the back of Sushi’s chair, looking over his partner’s shoulder at the computer screen. “How does he expect us to find out about this Zenobian guy, Leavis?”

“’L’Viz.” Sushi corrected him. “And how we find out about it is our business—we’re the recon experts, and he isn’t. It’s an interesting challenge, don’t you think? Find some way to access the Zenobians’ archives and see if we can pull out info on this ancient legend of theirs.”

“Sure, and how we gonna know it when we do find it?” said Do-Wop. “Even with a translator, that Flight Leftenant Qual don’t make sense half the time. I dunno how you think we’re gonna find one particular story out of all the stuff they must have written down. It’s like findin’ one special bush in the whole forest.”

“Yeah, I know it looks that way,” said Sushi. “But we do have a few clues that’ll make it easier. Like the name of the main character, for example. And if the story’s that well-known, we may find it in more than one place. It’d be like searching human archives for Odysseus …”

“O’Dizzy-us? Never heard of him.”

Sushi sighed. “Sometimes I wonder about you,” he said, looking up at his partner. “Should I send you out to find a bottle of quarks, so I can get some work done?”

“Better you should send me for a couple quarts of beer,” said Do-Wop. “I know where to find that, anyhow.”

“Believe me, I’m tempted,” said Sushi. “But I’ve got some tricky work to do before I can kick back, and every now and then I’ll need a fresh pair of eyes to look over my shoulder so I can tell whether I’m making any real progress. So you can’t have any beer, either. What you can do is run over to Chocolate Harry’s and see if you can get us a translator. We’ll need it once I find the Zenobians’ archives—and we might as well have it before we need it. If he hassles you any, go get Rev to write out a requisition for it.”

Do-Wop smirked. “If he hassles me any, I’ll just figure out some way to skank it. Harry thinks he’s bad, but his security really stinks. I could slide into his supply depot and walk off with everything in sight, and he’d never look up from his biker magazines.”

“Maybe so, but don’t try it just yet,” said Sushi. “That’s the kind of thing we have to save for when we really need it. In fact, go to Rev first—he’ll write an order for a translator and sign it over to us, and that’s that. We don’t have to explain where it came from if somebody sees us using it, and people aren’t shooting us the evil eyeball when we really need to do something without being noticed.”

“Ah, you take the fun out of everything, Soosh,” said Do-Wop. “You wanna sneak into the Zenobians’ archives because it’s a challenge, and that’s supposed to be triff. But when I want to skank a translator from Supply, that ain’t triff, on account of I might get caught. I don’t see no difference.”

“You don’t?” Sushi turned around in his chair and looked his partner straight in the eye. “The difference is, there’s no problem getting a translator the legit way, and no awkward consequences if somebody sees us using it. But getting into the Zenobian archives is something Rev’s asked us to do—and he’s a Legion officer, so he’s the one who takes the heat if we get caught. We’re just doing a job for a superior officer, get it?”

“Maybe,” said Do-Wop. “But remember back when that Major Botchup was CO when the captain was gone? There was a whole big mess about whether or not we should follow illegal orders, and who was authorized to give legal orders, and what happened if you weren’t sure. I never did find out just what was OK and what wasn’t, except I figured I don’t follow orders enough to get in trouble, anyway.”

“Well, that’s one way to look at it,” said Sushi. “But I think I know what you’re getting at. We don’t know for sure that Rev has any business spying on the Zenobians—after all, they are supposed to be our allies. But how much do you want to bet that Alliance headquarters isn’t already spying on them, on a much wider level than we’re planning to do?”

Do-Wop’s eyebrows rose the better part of an inch. “Whoa, man, that’s right! I never thought about that—but it makes sense. Maybe there’s even somebody in our outfit doin’ it, if we knew everything that was goin’ on!”

Now it was Sushi’s turn to raise his eyebrows. “You know, Do-wop, if I ever act as if I think you’re stupid, remind me of this. Of course there’s somebody in our company gathering intelligence on the Zenobians—there’s got to be! We’re the only Alliance military outfit on Zenobia. I mean, why would the government pass up a chance like this? The question is, who is it? It must be somebody who’s been with us a while—we haven’t had anybody new join the company since before we got the Zenobia assignment.”

Do-Wop shrugged. “Well, it ain’t us—unless this job for Rev is part of it. Hey, you don’t think …”

“Nothing would surprise me,” said Sushi. “But we’re not going to figure it out just standing around jawing. Why don’t you go over and get Rev to sign a chit for that translator—and see if you spot anything to make you think he’s the spy. I suppose it’s none of our business, but I must admit you’ve piqued my curiosity.”

“I’ll keep my eyes open,” said Do-Wop, showing what for him was an unusual degree of enthusiasm. He winked, and slipped out the door, and Sushi returned to his attempts to penetrate the Zenobians’ computer network. Maybe that weird oscillation in the 1000 kHz range was a carrier wave of some kind …

*    *    *

“Hey, we just got here,” protested Ernie, sprawling full length on the bed. There was no other place in the room to sit, unless he wanted to perch on a windowsill—which was currently occupied by Lola. “What’s the point of turning around and going right back out again?”

Lola shrugged. “Phule’s most likely to be at the Fat Chance, so that’s where we go.”

“Oh, sure,” groaned Ernie. “That’s halfway around the wheel. On a stinkin’ bus, no less.”

“If you have a problem with a bus, think about what happens if we don’t get the job done this time,” said Lola. “Or did you enjoy our last meeting with Mr. V?”

“Screw Mr. V,” said Ernie, but he looked nervously over his shoulder as he said it. Here on Lorelei, the mob was as likely as not to have ears even in the shabby rented room where he and Lola had landed after their unenthusiastic return to the space station where their previous attempt to kidnap Willard Phule had gone spectacularly awry.

Despite taking the cheapest liner they could find passage on, the two freelance kidnappers had arrived at Lorelei low on funds—low enough to make finding someplace to stay a real chore. After several hours of working the spaceport’s bank of pay phones, Lola had managed to find them a room in a small apartment building that normally catered not to off-station tourists but to the lowest-paid casino workers—a major comedown from the suite they’d occupied in the Fat Chance on their previous trip. The only workers who lived this far from the casinos were the least skilled and most easily replaced. The powers that ran Lorelei Station saw no reason to waste much effort making their living quarters attractive or convenient.

“There’s a bus stop about half a kilometer away,” said Lola, looking over the battered Public Transit handout their landlord had condescended to lend them. “Come on, get your tourist duds on. Now’s as good a time as any to scope the place out and make some plans. Besides, if we look and act like players, there’s free food in the casinos. Unless you’ve been holding out on me, we sure can’t afford to eat in any of the restaurants here.”

“Holding out?” Ernie protested. “After the way you searched my baggage on the ship, you think I’m holding out on you? What, do you think I keep my fortune in antique microchips built into my back teeth?”

“I wouldn’t put it past you to try,” said Lola. “Only reason you wouldn’t do it is you’re too impatient to keep your money where you couldn’t get right at it if you got the itch for something expensive. And too lazy to go to the dentist, come to think of it. Which is why I want to get started now. Come on, Ernie, let’s go see if we can finish this job before the big guys get upset at us again.”

Muttering darkly, Ernie pulled himself upright. At Lola’s insistence, he changed into a sportier-looking shirt and ran a comb through his thinning locks. A pair of out-sized sunglasses completed the costume. Then, with Lola similarly disguised as a tourist, together they made their way to the nearby bus stop, hopped the Clockwise Local, and soon found themselves at the entrance of the Fat Chance Hotel and Casino.

“All right, put on a big smile,” whispered Lola, as they got off the bus. “And remember, we only have fifty bucks apiece to gamble with. Better try to win—it’s the only way we’re going to eat anything better than the free lunch.”

“I always win,” said Ernie.

“Sure,” said Lola, straightening her hat. “So tell me again—why are you taking contract jobs from the likes of Mr. V?” Fixed smiles in place, they strolled arm in arm through the main entrance of the Fat Chance. The black-uniformed guards, actually actors impersonating legionnaires, didn’t give them even a first glance.

Inside, they swept through the entrance lobby, ignoring the hotel registration desk, and headed straight for the gambling floors. During the working day, Phule was most likely to be within easy view of the floor, watching his investment growing before his eyes. Assuming, of course, that Phule was in the casino at all. Lola and Ernie had found out on their previous trip just how risky that supposition was …

“Do you see him anywhere?” asked Lola, as they sauntered through the bar area.

Ernie peered around the glaringly lit bar area. “Not a sign of the guy … Hey! Check it out! I always wondered where she’d gone—didn’t know she was into gambling!”

“Who?” said Lola, looking at the woman Ernie had indicated, a small woman leafing through a racing magazine and sipping on some tall clear drink. “I see who you mean, but I don’t recognize the face. Is she a vid star or something?”

“Nah,” said Ernie, scoffing. “That’s Maria Delia Fanatico—hottest race driver on the Formula-Ultra circuit, in her time. Broke all the course records for the Tour di Zappi when she first came up. Shocked the hell out of everybody when she retired all of a sudden, maybe fifteen years ago. People figured she got a rich boyfriend who didn’t want her to keep racing, or something like that. I thought she was the hottest thing in the world, when I was a kid. Never expected to see her someplace like here, though.”

“Well, if she’s got a rich boyfriend, that explains how she can afford Lorelei,” said Lola. “Which we can’t unless we hit a jackpot or two. Come on, let’s check out the free lunch in the game rooms. Maybe our boy will be there, and we can finish what we came here to do.”

“Sure, sure,” muttered Ernie. “More likely it’ll be that damn robot again.” He glanced again at Delia Fanatico, then followed Lola into the next room.

*    *    *

“All right, Tusk-anini, it’s time for your break,” said Lieutenant Armstrong, who was OD tonight. “Get up and get out of here—I don’t want to see you for half an hour.”

Tusk-anini put down his book—Black’s Dictionary of Interspecies Law, Twenty-first Edition—and looked at the clock. Oh-three-hundred hours, the middle of the night, and of his shift in the comm center. He stood and placed the book on the seat of the chair he’d been occupying. “I be back,” he said gruffly, and headed out the door, ducking his head on the way through. He didn’t understand why the Legion insisted on having him get up and leave the comm center, when he could relax even more effectively just by continuing to read. But Armstrong, in particular, was a stickler for regulations, and Tusk-anini had learned that arguing with the lieutenant was a waste of time. It was easier to get up, take a little while to enjoy the clear night air of the desert, and come back when it was time to resume his shift.

Being of a nocturnal species had in fact worked to his advantage in the Legion, once he got a commanding officer who didn’t try to make pegs of different shapes fit into identical holes. Humans seemed to think it was a hardship to stay up all night. Sergeants in particular were in awe of any sophont who actually enjoyed being awake during the wee hours of the morning, at least unless there was a party going on. Captain Jester had almost immediately rearranged Tusk-anini’s schedule so that he could work during his preferred hours. And, since most humans were sound asleep during the night, there was little reason for the Volton to waste his duty hours doing anything more strenuous than catching up with his wide-ranging reading of human literature. As long as he was there, and awake, in case something did happen, that was enough for them. It was just one of the curious facts he had gathered about this strange race.

The comm center was a short distance from an exit onto the parade ground. Phule had required that the modular unit he had purchased for Omega Company’s base on Zenobia should have easy access to the outside from every point, in case of an attack or other emergency. That was smart planning, Tusk-anini thought. In a real emergency it could save not only time but lives.

He came out into the base’s central area and looked up at the Zenobian sky. Out here in the desert it was clear at night, with a panoply of unfamiliar constellations visible above the campsite. Tusk-anini’s home star was below the horizon at this time of night, but he knew that it was located in a small constellation the Zenobians called the Gryff’s Tail. Tusk-anini could see no resemblance between the group of stars and any kind of tail, but never having seen a gryff, he was willing to reserve judgment for the time being.

As he stood looking at the stars, a voice nearby whispered, “Tusk-anini! Come here quickly.”

He looked to see Rube, one of the three Gambolts assigned to Omega Company. Catlike aliens with excellent night vision, the Gambolts were also valuable for nocturnal work. Captain Jester liked to have at least one of them on guard duty during the dark hours. Of course, with no hostile forces on this planet, the value of the Gambolts was mostly in helping to train legionnaires of other species to move and work in conditions of low visibility. Still, conditions could change, and the captain liked to be prepared for all possibilities.

“What going on?” said Tusk-anini, keeping his voice low as he moved next to Rube, who crouched along the side of a heavy personnel carrier.

“We don’t know, Tusk,” said another voice—the human legionnaire Slayer. “Weird stuff out in the desert …”

“Why you not reporting it?” asked Tusk-anini. Having just come from Comm Central, he knew that no reports of suspicious activity had come in. Nor had the base’s sophisticated detection systems detected anything suspicious while he had been on duty. He knew that for a fact, because Lieutenant Armstrong was especially meticulous about recording even the faintest blip on his screens.

“We aren’t sure it’s dangerous,” said Rube, whose auto-translator made his speech seem much more idiomatic than the Volton’s. But Tusk-anini had made it a point to learn English directly so as to improve his understanding of humans—which had been his main reason for joining the Legion to begin with.

“Perimeter electronics no detect nothing yet,” said Tusk-anini, peering out in the direction Slayer had gestured in. “What kind of weird stuff you mean? Lights, noises, smells?”

“Faint lights, moving,” said Rube. “Slayer can’t even see them, most of the time.”

“I seen some of ’em,” said Slayer, who was wearing Legion-issue night-vision goggles. “They’re sorta yellow-green, and they move real slow.”

“Any chance Nanoids doing this?” said Tusk-anini, thinking of the microscopic silicon-based beings the captain and Beeker had discovered out in the Zenobian desert.

“It could be,” said Rube. “But don’t the Nanoids show up on the electronics? That’s how they were detected in the first place, I think.”

“Usually they do,” admitted Tusk-anini. “Don’t know much about them, though. Maybe some new form of them. Or maybe some Zenobian life we don’t know yet—flying bugs with taillights, maybe, like the books say on Old Earth.”

“Ah, that’s just a story for kids,” said Slayer. “The guys that write those stupid books must take a lot of drugs to think up all that weird stuff. I bet most of ’em never been anywhere near Old Earth.”

“There’s another one,” said Rube, pointing toward the desert. Sure enough, there was a faint but plainly visible light there—plain to Tusk-anini’s night-adapted eyes, in any case. It moved slowly left to right, staying a more or less constant distance above the desert floor, then suddenly winked out.

“Well, Tusk, now you seen it. You think we ought to go out and look where it was?” asked Slayer, deferring to Tusk-anini as the most experienced legionnaire present.

“I don’t know,” said Tusk-anini. “Looks undangerous, but who knowing? I go back to Comm Central soon and see if sensors pick up anything. Armstrong is OD tonight—is the one who ought to decide whether to look closer or not.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” said Slayer, clearly relieved that he wasn’t going to be sent out in the desert to investigate—at least not yet.

Tusk-anini thought a moment more, then said, “Whatever Armstrong say, tomorrow I ask Qual if any animal on Zenobia acts like that. He going to know, if anybody do.”

“Good idea,” said Rube, nodding. “You want me to come along when you tell Armstrong?”

“Sure, nobody attacking camp,” said Tusk-anini. “I go back on duty—you come now.”

But when the two legionnaires described what they had seen to Lieutenant Armstrong, he emphatically denied that the Comm Center’s instruments had detected any activity in the desert. “I’m glad you spotted this,” the lieutenant said. “I’m not sure what to make of it. I’ll twiddle with the instruments and see if there’s any signal on some energy band I haven’t been monitoring. You keep an eye on those lights, Rube, and if you see anything that looks like a threat to the camp, sound the alarm right away. But for now, my gut instinct is to watch it and wait. If anything changes, let me know right away, and I’ll decide whether or not to wake up the captain. Until then, keep a sharp lookout and be ready to respond.”

“Yes, sir,” said Rube, and he returned to guard duty. But whatever the lights were, they turned out to be undetectable on the base’s electronic sensors—and after an hour or so, even the Gambolt reported that they had gone away.

*    *    *

Several parsecs distant, at the Legion’s Hickman Training Center on Mussina’s World, four dozen raw recruits waited anxiously in their bunkhouse. Just as some of them had begun to gripe that the threatened inspection was another ploy to cheat them out of a night’s sleep, the barracks room door burst open.

“TENN-HUT!” bellowed Sergeant Pitbull. “GENERAL BLITZKRIEG WILL NOW INSPECT THE BARRACKS!” he added, unnecessarily, as General Blitzkrieg blustered into the bunkroom. He was followed by a female human major bearing a clipboard and a bored expression. The recruits, forewarned, were all lined up at the foot of their bunks, wearing their best uniforms and trying (for the most part without success) to conceal their nervousness. Nothing resembling a senior officer had ever deigned to appear on the post during their brief time as legionnaires. Even the colonel who nominally commanded Hickman Training Center might as well have been on another planet entirely—the recruits weren’t even sure whether their post commandant was male, female, or even human.

On the other hand, there was no doubt at all that General Blitzkrieg was human. Thumper had sniffed him out even before he’d entered the barracks. Thumper had grown up on a planet with a high enough human population that he knew the race well, and was even fond of a fair number of the sophonts from Earth. But he also came from a race with a highly developed sense of smell, and he knew the odor of humans well. Especially human males who ate red meat, smoked tobacco, drank distilled alcohol, and sloshed their faces and armpits with aromatic concoctions as part of their morning ablutions. No question at all, General Blitzkrieg was one of those humans. He entered with a scowl that had been known to make strong legionnaires quake in their boots. That, in fact, was its main purpose, and on most of the recruits it worked quite well.

But as much as Thumper thought he knew about humans, he had learned very little about human psychology, and so the little Lepoid had no clue that the general might want to scare him. I’ve done my job right, so he can’t find fault with me, thought Thumper. He stood at perfect attention, his uniform immaculate, his bunk made with exacting care to every detail. In fact, Thumper’s bunk was even more perfectly made than the sample illustration of a correctly made bunk in the Legion Drill Instructor’s Manual His trunk was equally a paragon of exactness. Whatever else the general might find wrong with this recruit company—and Sergeant Pitbull had made it clear that he didn’t expect much to be right—there wasn’t going to be anything for him to criticize about Thumper.

Sergeant Pitbull had his mouth open, ready to issue another order, when someone hissed, “Now!” and all hell broke loose. As Thumper tried to turn his head to see who had spoken, the lights went out, and he heard the sound of several pairs of running feet. There was an incoherent roar from the front of the room, about where General Blitzkrieg stood, then someone rushed up to Thumper and put something into his hand. “Hold this!” they whispered, and before he could say a word, he found himself holding something. Even as he realized it was some kind of bucket, and that the outside of the bucket was dripping something wet on his uniform pants, the lights came back on.

Even then Thumper didn’t quite realize what kind of trouble he was in. Granted, the sight of General Blitzkrieg splattered head to toe with some sort of brownish sludge—foul-smelling brownish sludge, Thumper immediately realized—was the first thing that drew his attention. The next thing was the row of wet footprints and drips leading away from the general—toward where Thumper stood.

Only then did he recognize that the same foul smell that emanated from the general was also coming from the bucket he was holding. And, most curious of all, the sludge-covered footprints stopped right at his feet.

“WHAT THE FARKING HELL IS GOING ON HERE?” roared Sergeant Pitbull, instead of whatever else he had been about to roar when the lights went out. Then he saw the general, and his eyes grew to the size of dinner plates. “Oh, golly,” he said, in a voice the recruits had to strain to hear—the first time in Thumper’s memory that one of Pitbull’s statements hadn’t threatened to shatter his highly sensitive eardrums.

By now, every sophont in the room had managed to grasp that something dreadfully wrong had happened—that fact was probably within the intellectual grasp of the pea-sized AI that regulated the water level in the toilets. Likewise, even the dullest-witted recruit’s eyes had managed to trace the damning chain of evidence that led from the general’s ruined dress uniform to the odoriferous bucket in Thumper’s hands. In fact, it slowly dawned on Thumper that every eye in the barracks was staring directly at him.

“I didn’t do it,” he managed to sputter as Sergeant Pitbull advanced toward him, mayhem in his eyes. But by then it was way too late.


Chapter Six

Journal #675

Who among us does not take pleasure in the discomfort of our enemies? Such is common wisdom, noted by many observers.

It is less frequently observed that, by choosing one’s enemies with a degree of care, one can significantly increase the number of occasions on which to enjoy the pleasure of seeing them discommoded. In fact, it is likely that infelicitous choice of rivals is the cause of more frustration than almost any other miscalculation. This is as true in business as in those more personal areas of human enterprise.

The subtleties of the matter are clearly illustrated by the fact that my employer, despite his lack of any salient qualities that might warn off a calculating opponent, had over and over turned unpromising situations to his own advantage and frustrated the hopes of those arrayed against him. In fact, so improbable were his victories, that the defeated party was often inclined to step right up to make another attempt at besting him. But almost inevitably, the outcome of the first encounter was only repeated in the return engagement.

That didn’t stop his would-be enemies from coming back for more …

*    *    *

It was 5:00 PM Galactic Standard Time on Lorelei. But it might as well have been 5:00 AM—or high noon, for all the difference it made in the casinos that were the economic lifeblood of the resort satellite. The casinos were open twenty-four hours, and there was no time of day or night when the brightly lit gaming tables or banks of quantum slot machines were without a full quorum of bettors. Even the exotic potted plants lining the hallways of the Fat Chance Casino got twenty-four-hour attention from the throng of gardeners and housekeepers who filed unobtrusively but efficiently through every public space of the hotel and casino—watering, trimming, cleaning up.

“What games are you going to play?” Lola stared suspiciously at Ernie. She’d intercepted him on the way to the Fat Chance Casino cashier’s window to purchase gambling chips.

“Poker’s got the best odds, the way I see it,” said Ernie, shrugging. “The house just takes a percentage of every pot, and the winner keeps everything else. I figure I can swindle most of the bozos that end up at the poker table here—and beat ’em at cards, too.”

“Don’t get too creative—if they catch you cheating, you’re on the next shuttle off the station,” Lola reminded him. She took him by the arm and led him along one of the central aisles through one of the casino’s middle-priced gaming rooms. Working their way through the overflowing crowds were cocktail waitresses, dispensing free drinks to the gamblers—a time-honored strategy for increasing the amount wagered. A significant majority of the gamblers were taking the bait, guzzling down the drinks (and free eats) as if they were at a permanent party. Some were undoubtedly shills, encouraging the real customers to act as if the party would never end. And here and there, casino guards in the black uniform of the Space Legion served as silent reminders who owned this casino—and what would happen to anyone caught cheating.

Lola stopped and turned to face Ernie. “Remember, you’re playing it straight today. If casino security comes down on you, it’s your butt that’s on the grill—I don’t know you, and I’m not helping you. Got it? So don’t go screwing up this job just as it’s getting started. Especially considering what’s likely to happen to us if we mess up this time …”

“Don’t worry, kid, I’ll play it close to the vest,” said Ernie, grumpily. He waved vaguely toward the nearby blackjack tables. “We gotta have enough spare bucks to keep ourselves flush …”

“And we have to keep from losing what little we have,” said Lola, stopping and turning to face him. She grasped him by the lapels, and said firmly, “Your budget for today is fifty dollars …”

“Fifty lousy bucks!” Ernie grumbled. “That’s barely enough to get into a decent game!”

“Build it up enough, and you’ll have more tomorrow,” said Lola. “No sucker bets, nothing that’ll get you busted by Casino security. We’ve got to keep ourselves afloat long enough to get the job done—because if we don’t get it done, we’re really sunk. You remember Mr. V, don’t you?”

“All right, I get you,” said Ernie. “Fifty bucks it is. By the time I’m done, it oughta be three-four hundred.”

Lola smiled, and said, “Good, and if it is, you get to keep half your winnings to play with tomorrow. Now, excuse me—I’m going to go snooping.” She gave him a punch on the biceps and turned toward the high-rollers’ section of the casino. Odds were, if their quarry was anywhere on the casino floor, it would be there, where the action was fastest and most furious. Lola’s step quickened—even she could feel the excitement.

There were a pair of guards in Legion uniform flanking the doorway to the elite playing area, but Lola whisked right past them. The casino didn’t discourage gawkers in this section, as long as they didn’t interfere with the play and didn’t linger an unseemly long time. The way Lola was dressed, they weren’t likely to single her out—not that they seemed to be enforcing any dress code at all in this section. It wasn’t unknown for someone dressed like a day laborer to enter one of the Lorelei casinos and plop down a grease-stained paper sack that turned out to be filled with thousand-dollar bills.

There was an even more private area for those upper-class gamblers who insisted on playing their games out of the sight of the common rabble—but she wasn’t interested in them. She was after Willard Phule—and he wasn’t going to hide from the paying customers. As she knew from her previous visit to the casino, he spent as much of his time as possible accessible to the patrons. She’d even seen him with his Port-a-Brain set up on a bar table, working where he’d be visible to the players, rather than anonymously in some back office.

But it didn’t take more than a glance to eliminate the possibility that he was in this area. The only Legion uniforms in sight were the pair of guards at each end of the room, visible but unobtrusive. Everyone else in the room was in the casual garb of rich people on holiday—a range that ran from the garish display of the self-made to the tastefully drab leisurewear affected by Old Money.

Then Lola did a double take. To one side was a lean man pumping tokens into a bank of quantum slot machines. That was completely off the expected pattern. The high rollers had their own preferred games—obsolete games like roulette and baccarat were their style, rather than the faster-moving, high-tech games that predominated in the outer rooms. Never mind that the odds on the elite games were heavily stacked in the house’s favor. The very rich enjoyed the risk, and they were willing to pay to be seen playing the more prestigious games. But slots were utterly déclassé—there was almost no pretense of skill to them, and even less of elegance. So why, suddenly, were there slots here in the high-priced area of the casino?

Then Lola peered more closely at the man playing the slots. There was something familiar about that face … She was ready to move in for a closer look when she noticed the compactly built man always hovering close by the slot player, never so close as to be obvious or obtrusive, but to her experienced eye, unmistakably a bodyguard—and he was looking at Lola. She favored the guard with an embarrassed smile, then glanced away, pretending to misunderstand the reason for his interest. It was a ploy that worked with most men; she hoped this guard wasn’t too professional. But her curiosity was definitely piqued; who was the man he was guarding? She shuffled through her mental database of faces, trying to place him without another glance that might alert the guard to the real reason for her interest.

For the moment, she couldn’t quite place him. But she was sure there was something important going on. Sooner or later she’d figure it out. And then she’d figure out how she could turn it to her profit. In the meantime, she might as well continue her search for Phule at the twenty-four-hour free lunch spread …

*    *    *

“Here are your overnight messages, sir,” said Moustache, bringing a small handful of printouts to Phule’s desk.

“Great,” said Phule, his face lighting up. “Anything from Legion headquarters?’

“I don’t believe there’s anything out of the usual, sir,” said Moustache, crisply. By now he knew—everyone on the base knew—that the captain was expecting a promotion. He also knew that the promotion had yet to materialize, despite several months having elapsed since the first rumors of it had reached Omega Company at its Zenobia Base. He wondered whether it might not be time for someone to tell the captain not to pin his hopes on something that evidently was stalled deep in the bowels of the Legion bureaucracy—most likely on General Blitzkrieg’s desk. Perhaps it was; but Moustache couldn’t find it in his heart to break the news.

Phule’s face fell momentarily, but he quickly regained his composure and returned to business. “Any report from the team investigating last night’s incident?”

“None yet, sir,” said Moustache, standing at attention. He could have been modeling for a Legion recruiting poster, so perfect was the stance. “They’ve got a fair bit of territory to cover, though. Most likely it’ll turn out to be some local wildlife we haven’t seen before.”

Phule tapped his fingers on the desktop. “Likely enough,” he conceded. “Funny we haven’t seen it before, though, if that’s what it is. We have guards out every night, and nobody’s reported moving lights before.”

“That could be readily explained if the phenomenon were seasonal, sir,” Beeker pointed out. “We’ve not been here an entire local year yet, so we’ve hardly had sufficient opportunity to observe all the phases of the indigenous fauna.”

“True enough,” said Phule. “But Flight Leftenant Qual didn’t seem to know of any animal that might be causing it, either.”

“Duly noted, sir,” said Beeker. “However, Mr. Qual is a military person by profession, not a naturalist. Nor is he native to this region of his planet. He may be no more familiar with its denizens than we are.”

“I guess that makes sense,” said Phule. “Still, I’d be happier if we got some kind of definitive result from our search. If we don’t, I may have to station a team out in the desert after dark, to see what they can find out. And I don’t like doing that when I don’t know whether I’m putting them in danger.”

Moustache said, “Sir, if I may comment.” He paused briefly, and at Phule’s nod continued. “If whatever made those lights is dangerous, there is no reason to think it’s any less so in broad daylight. If our search team finds nothing today, I myself would not hesitate to send them out again at night. The camp’s safety is an overriding issue, sir.”

“Thank you, Moustache, the point’s well-taken,” said Phule. He stood up and paced, thinking, then turned, and said, “In fact, I think we ought to plan for that. First …”

He was interrupted by the buzz of his wrist communicator. “Yes, Mother, what is it?”

“Code Red, sweetie,” came the familiar voice, with an edge of urgency Phule hadn’t heard before.

“Code Red?” he asked, feeling stupid. “But that means …”

Mother’s answer removed any doubt. “The desert search team is under attack!”

*    *    *

“ALL RIGHT, YOU SLOBS, COME GET YER ASSIGNMENTS TO YER NEW UNITS,” bellowed Sergeant Pitbull. He waved a thick sheaf of regulation Legion envelopes in his hand, presumably one for each of the recruits in his platoon.

The recruits came to their feet in an excited babble of voices. This was the moment they’d all been waiting for—the next step in their Legion careers. It meant, for one thing, that the recruits would now go on to the specialized training they’d requested when they’d joined the Legion, rather than an endless round of body building exercises and mindless drills under Pitbull’s relentless eye. In fact, for most of them, just getting away from Pitbull was sufficient cause for celebration. Whatever else Legion life held for them, it was likely to be an improvement over basic training.

Thumper rose to his feet without particular enthusiasm. Whatever camaraderie he’d felt for his fellow recruits had vanished when he’d realized what had happened to him during General Blitzkrieg’s inspection visit. Somebody had deliberately set him up to take the blame for the insult to the general—possibly more than one somebody had set him up, in fact. He’d spent a long time trying to plead his innocence, and a longer time in a punishment detail. He suspected that only his perfect record in all the exercises leading up to the incident with the general had kept him from being drummed out of the Legion then and there. But Sergeant Pitbull had made it amply clear that the consequences were far from over. And one of those consequences was almost certainly going to be reflected in his first assignment. Now, it looked as if there was no chance for him to end up in the elite unit he’d requested upon enlistment

Pitbull read each recruit’s name and their assignments as he handed them their letters. “POPPER—FORT KABOOM,” he barked. Popper, a dumpy, shortsighted humanoid from Tau Ceti IV, beamed—ever since he’d arrived in camp, he’d been talking about how much he enjoyed blowing things up. Now, at the Legion’s demolitions training school, he’d get a chance to do it on a grand scale.

“SPIDER—YOU’RE ON TEAM REGULUS,” said Pitbull. That was a good assignment, too, and fit Spider’s personality. Team Regulus was the Legion’s Home Guard unit, sharing ceremonial duties at Alliance Headquarters with elite groups from the Regular Army and Starfleet. The assignment had more to do with spit and polish than with fighting ability, but that made it all the more a plum for many legionnaires.

Several of the recruits were sent to advanced training in various behind-the-lines specialties, but at least half of them went to advanced combat training with frontline units. This was the core of the Legion’s mission, of course, and Thumper had nurtured hopes, even after the disaster with General Blitzkrieg, of getting into an outfit where he could prove his worth again from the ground up—despite the fact that, as far as he knew, there were no ongoing wars anywhere in Alliance territory in which to display his martial prowess.

After most of the names had been read, Thumper began to suspect that Pitbull was saving his name for last—he’d seen him shuffle through the envelopes, obviously picking the order in which he wanted to announce assignments. This was annoying, but there was nothing Thumper could really do about it. Until the recruits were placed on a transport ship to their new units, Pitbull was still their immediate superior and could order them around as he saw fit. Being a drill instructor, he usually saw fit to do so in the most sadistic way possible. This batch of recruits would soon be gone from Mussina’s World and Legion boot camp forever—or so they devoutly hoped. But Pitbull wasn’t about to pass up his final opportunity to torture and humiliate them.

Finally, the last envelope was in the sergeant’s hand. He grinned crookedly and held it up to the light. By now, all the recruits were aware whose envelope it was, and curiosity was even stronger than their excitement over their own assignments. Pitbull waited for silence, then announced with a flourish: “THUMPER—OMEGA COMPANY!”

“Omega Company?” Thumper was stunned. As short a time as they’d been in the Legion, all the recruits had heard rumors about Omega Company. Once the dumping ground for all the misfits and malcontents of the Legion, it had been taken over by a new commander, who reportedly had turned it around. Omega Company was in the news; in this boring interval between real fighting action, it was getting sent to interesting places. It was exactly the sort of assignment Thumper had hoped for. “Excuse me, Sergeant, is that correct?”

“YER *%!!@#-A IT’S CORRECT, RECRUIT!” Pitbull roared. “THE GENERAL INSISTED ON IT, AND THAT’S RIGHT WHERE YOUR SORRY ASS IS GOIN’! THAT CONCLUDES THE ASSIGNMENTS! AS YOU WERE, YOU SLOBS! DON’T LET ME CATCH ANYBODY GOOFING OFF—I CAN STILL HAND OUT PUNISHMENT DETAIL!” And Pitbull turned on his heel and stalked away.

*    *    *

“Under attack?” Suddenly Phule’s adrenaline began to surge, and the focus of his attention narrowed to a pinpoint. “Attack by whom? Can you patch them through to me?”

“I couldn’t hear who the attackers were,” said Mother. “All I got was a message from the team saying that somebody—or something—was attacking them. There was a lot of noise, but I couldn’t tell exactly what was happening. The signal keeps breaking up, and I don’t think they have a whole lot of time to chat with us, anyway. But hold on. I’ll see if I can raise them again and put you through.”

“I’ll be ready,” said Phule. He became aware that he was on his feet, although he had no memory of rising from his desk chair. In the corridor outside his office, he could hear the sound of running feet. “Meanwhile, sound General Quarters,” he ordered. “I want every available member of the company ready to go bail them out.” He turned to Moustache and Beeker, who had both heard the entire conversation. “Sergeant, get a relief party together without delay. I’ll give you your orders as soon as I know what needs to be done. Beeker, grab me those stereoculars—we’re going out to see if we can spot anything.”

“Yes, sir!” said the two men, practically in unison, but Phule was already out the doorway, running at top speed. Turning to a shelf just behind the captain’s desk, Beeker picked the stereoculars in their case and followed him out the door, a step behind Moustache. Somewhere down the corridor an alarm was sounding.

Outside, Beeker could see that word of the attack had already gotten out. A small pack of legionnaires was milling about on the south edge of the base, many of them carrying weapons and wearing helmets, others looking as if they’d been dragged out of the showers by the alert. Spotting them, Moustache nodded and strode off purposefully in their direction. For his part, Phule was sprinting toward a short observation tower at the center of the base. Again, Beeker followed, attempting to make as much speed as he could without abandoning the last vestiges of dignity.

By the time the butler reached the base of the tower, Phule was already at its top, shading his eyes with one hand and staring out into the desert. Resignedly, Beeker put the strap of the stereoculars case over his shoulder and began climbing the ladder. Below, he could hear voices shouting, and a vibration in the ladder indicated that someone else was climbing up behind him. Gritting his teeth, he finished the climb and put the case in Phule’s outstretched hand. Looking to the south, just over a kilometer away, he saw a small cloud of dust—or was it smoke?—along a line of native “trees,” but nothing else he could clearly identify.

“What can you make out, Captain?” said Lieutenant Armstrong, who was the one who’d followed Beeker up the ladder.

“Not much, yet,” said Phule, peering through the stereoculars. “Hard to see through the heat haze and dust …” He was interrupted by his communicator’s buzz. “Jester here, go ahead,” he said, lowering the stereoculars and boosting the volume so the others on the tower could hear clearly.

“I’m getting a signal from the desert search team, Captain,” said Mother’s voice, now more urgent than sultry. “Stand by …”

“Captain, do you read me?” a voice crackled through the speaker. It had the kind of mechanical inflection characteristic of an autotranslator, and Beeker thought he recognized it as Spartacus, one of the two Synthians with the company. Sluglike aliens, they were dependent on mechanical transportation to keep up with their fellow legionnaires of other species. Phule had discovered that glide-boards, a common children’s antigrav toy, gave them maximum mobility at a bargain price.

“Loud and clear, Spartacus,” said Phule. “What’s your situation there? Anybody hurt?”

There was a blare of noise that Phule couldn’t quite identify, then Spartacus’s voice came through again. “…has us treed. Don’t … hostile sophont or …” More noise drowned out whatever Spartacus said.

“There shouldn’t be this much interference over such a short distance,” muttered Armstrong. “If it weren’t for that damned stand of trees, and all the dust, I think we could see them directly from here.”

“Spartacus, I can barely follow you,” said Phule, raising the communicator to his mouth again. “If you can hear this, just hold tight. Don’t fire unless fired upon. I’m sending out a rescue party. Do you read?”

“… Captain …” came the Synthian’s voice, in a cloud of static.

“All right, Mr. Armstrong, I’m going to lead the relief party,” said Phule, thumbing the communicator’s “off” button. “With comm on the fritz, we’ll have to rely on visual signals. If I fire a green flare, everything’s under control. If I fire a white one, send the autodoc. A red one …” He paused.

“Yes, sir?” said Armstrong. “A red one means?”

“I’m hoping I won’t need a red one,” said Phule. “But if you see it, come after us as fast as possible with everything you’ve got.” He tucked the stereoculars under his arm and began climbing down the ladder, two rungs at a stride.

*    *    *

“Victor Phule!” said Lola, staring at the readout of the hotel room’s Netlink. “That’s the fellow playing the high-priced slots!” She’d run a routine ImageBase search on the stealthcam image she’d acquired of the man she’d met in the casino, but she knew better than to expect any clear result. To her surprise, it had given her an 83% positive ID almost at once—Victor Phule, munitions tycoon.

“Stuck-up-looking old bugger,” muttered Ernie, lying back on the hotel bed and peering around Lola’s shoulder at the computer screen.

“More to the point, he’s the father of the man we’re looking to grab,” said Lola, pointing at the text underneath the picture. “Not to overlook the fact that he’s one of the wealthiest men in the galaxy. You can think what you want about him, but he can afford to be stuck-up. And we can’t afford to ignore what it must mean for him to be here.”

“OK, I’ll bite,” said Ernie, managing to look somewhat more interested. “What do you think it means that he’s here on Lorelei? Rich guys like to gamble, too—like I been telling you, Lola. If you’d give me enough money to get into a few of the big-money games …”

“Oh, encapsulate it,” said Lola. “The point is, there can only be a few possible reasons why he’d be at the casino. And the most likely is that young Phule himself is out of commission somehow—in fact, that would explain why the casino had set up that robot to impersonate him.”

“Maybe,” said Ernie, sitting up on the edge of the bed. “But what about all those newstapes we keep seeing, of Captain Jester at the Landoor amusement park, and Captain Jester greeting those mechanical beings on some three-for-a-buck planet way the hell off the main space-lanes? Those can’t all be fakes, can they?”

Lola frowned. “Well, maybe not all of them. But one thing I’ve learned, over the years—when you want to find out what’s really going on in some racket, always look at where the money comes from and who it goes to. We all know the Fat Chance is the place where one enormous pile of money comes from. And if the people it goes to aren’t right here to make sure they get what’s coming to them, they’re too stupid to deserve any of it. That means Willard Phule has got to be here somewhere. All we have to do is figure out where, and then make our snatch.”

“Yeah, like it’s that easy,” said Ernie. “Why don’t we snatch the old man, instead? Hell, he’s got more bucks than the kid—and he ain’t got the whole army guarding him, either.” He began picking at an annoying nose hair, squinting at himself in the bedside mirror.

“Stop that,” said Lola, swatting at his hand. Then, recalling her encounter with Victor Phule, she added, “And don’t be sure the old man’d be so easy to snatch. When I spotted him, he had at least one obvious bodyguard with him—and I don’t know how many more that I didn’t spot. The man can afford the best, and he’s in a business where he probably has plenty of job applicants with relevant experience. And I wouldn’t bet a nickel that the Legion guards don’t have special instructions about keeping an eye on their boss’s father, either.”

“No bet,” conceded Ernie. Then, turning his hands palm up and spreading them apart, he said, “But if the job’s that tough, what the hell are we even doin’ here? We oughta just head for the most back-ass planet on the map, or maybe even off the map, and go to cover. I don’t see no percentage in sticking around here if we can’t do the job—especially with the enforcers looking to wale on us if we can’t deliver.”

“Oh, I’m not giving up on the job,” said Lola, placing a forefinger against her cheek. “In fact, I think it looks better than ever for us, with the father here as well as the son. That gives us two likely targets, instead of just one. And it boosts our chances another way, too—because there are twice as many of them to guard, there’s more chance for their security to slip up. We’ve got to study the situation just a little more, and then I’ll come up with a plan …”

“You’ll come up with a plan?” said Ernie. “It was your brilliant plan that backfired the first time and got us in this mess to begin with. Why don’t I ever get to make the farkin’ plans?”

“Because you’d fark ’em up,” said Lola, bluntly. “I mean, I won’t claim everything’s been a screaming success, or any other kind, so far. But if you’d been in charge, we’d both be behind bars somewhere—assuming Mr. V and his goons didn’t catch with us first.”

Ernie scowled. “That reminds me. I never did figure out why, if Mr. V and whoever he works for—”

“Which, believe me, you don’t want to know,” interjected Lola.

“OK, OK,” said Ernie. “But tell me this: if those wise guys can run us down anyplace we escape to, why the hell do they need us to snatch Willard Phule? Why don’t they just go snatch him themselves?”

Lola shook her head. “You really don’t understand that? Just think about it. What goes wrong if we get caught?”

“If we’re lucky, we get a vacation on some prison colony, making rocks into sand,” said Ernie. “If we’re unlucky, we get made into sand.”

“That’s about right,” said Lola. “But the people who are springing for us to kidnap Phule have got a lot to lose. So they’re deflecting the risk by hiring us, and making sure there’s no paper trail back to them. And that’s why we can’t afford to know who they are—because if we do, we’re too dangerous.”

“Hey, dangerous—that’s me, all right,” said Ernie, puffing up his chest and striking a muscle-man pose.

“Yeah, well just be careful you don’t get yourself in more trouble than you can get out of,” said Lola, exasperated. “These people play rough, or have you forgotten that?”

“All right, you win,” said Ernie. “But this time, if I don’t think the plan’s gonna work, I’m gonna let you know up front. I’m not as stupid as you think.”

“Oh, you couldn’t be,” said Lola, smiling broadly. Before Ernie could figure that out, she added, “But for now, I need you to stay out of sight and relax—I’ve got to run out and do some spying.”

“Spying? Who on?”

“Why, the big bird and the little bird,” said Lola, opening the door and turning back to face Ernie. “And with a little bit of luck, we may even catch them both.” Before Ernie could come up with an answer to that, she was out the door and gone.

*    *    *

Phule was pleased to see that Moustache had the rescue party lined up in good order near the camp perimeter. He was even more pleased to see how many of the company had turned out on such short notice, fully equipped and ready for action. But that posed a problem in its own right. Taking the bulk of his available force into an unknown situation was risking disaster.

“All right, people, listen up,” he said. “We’re going to break into two parties. One will go with me to see what’s happening out there in the desert. The other’s going to guard the camp in case this is some kind of diversion; Lieutenant Armstrong will command that party.”

Phule quickly chose a dozen legionnaires to join him in the rescue party. There were plenty of volunteers to choose from—every single legionnaire present wanted to go to the aid of their comrades. Phule made it a point to include the three Gambolts, whose speed and fighting ability would be a particular asset against an unknown threat. But he was careful to leave a core of proven legionnaires with Armstrong—not only to protect against a surprise attack, but to act as a reserve rescue party in case his group couldn’t finish the job. He didn’t think that was going to be necessary. On the other hand, he didn’t think a red flare was going to be necessary, either—but he had one in his belt.

“All right, people,” he said. “The plan is to get out there as quickly as we can, so we’ll take the personnel carrier. When we’re about a hundred meters short, I want you three Gambolts to get off and scout ahead on foot. We’ll come in at walking speed behind you. If any of you signals, or if there’s any sign of danger, we’ll pick up speed again and do whatever we need to. Since we don’t know what we’re getting into, be alert for my orders. Any questions?”

“I have a question, sir,” said Mahatma, raising his hand. The little recruit’s round face had its usual mellow expression, which, in combination with a raised hand, almost always spelled trouble.

Phule mentally chastised himself—he should have remembered Mahatma’s tendency to question everything a superior said to him. But he’d already opened that door by choosing the little recruit for the rescue team, so he had no choice but to deal with what came through it. “Yes, Mahatma, what is it?” he asked, as patiently as he could manage.

“I notice that we are heading in the direction of the AEIOU inspectors’ camp,” said Mahatma. “Should we not warn them that we are about to mount an operation in their vicinity?”

“Actually, that makes sense,” said Phule, nodding. He lifted his wrist communicator to his mouth, buzzed Mother, and quickly relayed Mahatma’s suggestion to her. “Tell them to keep their heads down,” he added. “If we have to engage in combat, there could be danger to civilians in the neighborhood.”

“Sure, sweetie cakes,” said Mother. “But wouldn’t it be so much better just to order them off-planet while you’ve got a good excuse? I wouldn’t mind seeing the last of that Chief Inspector Snieff.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” said Phule. “I don’t think we’re in quite that much trouble, though. But I’ll keep it in mind in case things get dangerous.”

“All righty, you’re a big boy—but don’t ever say I never gave you a chance to get rid of that pest,” said Mother. She cut the connection, and Phule turned to his crew. In moments, the rescue party was loaded on the personnel carrier. At Phule’s command, Slayer took the controls, lifted it off, and started moving forward at top speed.

Phule stood on the forward bench, looking through his stereoculars in an attempt to see what was going on up ahead. He could hear what sounded like distant shouting, though not in any language he recognized. Had the Synthian lost his translator, or was there some other species there? He realized he didn’t know who else was on the original search team—he’d left it to Brandy to choose its members, and hadn’t thought to ask once the crisis had arisen. In a sense, it didn’t really matter who was out there. They were all valued members of Omega Company. Their comrades in arms would do whatever it took to bring them back safe. Omega Company took care of its own. And anyone who stood in the way … well, too bad for them, Phule thought.

The personnel carrier had quickly covered the ground between the camp and the trees, and was coming up on the position where Phule had decided to drop off the Gambolts. “Slayer, bring the vehicle to a halt,” he ordered. “Dukes, Rube, Garbo—make ready to dismount.”

Slayer expertly cut the vehicle’s speed and dropped it to within a hand’s breadth of the ground. The Gambolts quickly slipped off the tail end—protected from any possibility of hostile fire, although there had so far been no overt hostilities—and began working their way through the underbrush, quickly fading out of clear visibility. Phule waited until they were well clear, then signaled for the personnel carrier to move forward again. There was still no clear indication what sort of enemy had attacked the original search party. Evidently their comm units were still not working correctly—there’d been no further transmissions since the truncated conversation Phule had had with Spartacus.

It was quiet, Phule realized. Too quiet. The faintly purring engine of the personnel carrier was the only sound; even the shouting that Phule had heard previously had now faded into silence, leaving only an uncomfortable anticipation. Somewhere ahead of him, the Gambolts were noiselessly working their way toward the site of the disturbance … 

Suddenly, a loud sound erupted from the underbrush perhaps fifty meters off the left front of the vehicle. As Phule stood up to stare—realizing even as he did so that he was exposing himself to possible enemy fire—a Gambolt jumped seemingly two meters straight up, yowling. It was Dukes, the largest of the three catlike aliens in Omega Company. As soon as the Gambolt landed on his feet, he let out another yowl and began sprinting for the nearest tree.

“What the hell?” said a voice somewhere behind Phule. Dukes reached the tree and, without losing any of his speed, made a right-angle turn and went at least halfway up the trunk before reaching a convenient branch and stopping, with a harassed air about him. The seat of his black Legion jumpsuit was torn, Phule noticed.

At the foot of the tree, now, Phule made out a squat creature, quivering with rage. When it spoke, everything became clear. He didn’t even need the stereoculars to recognize it, or to make out what it said.

“Woof!” said Barky, the Environmental Dog, taking off at top speed to find another Gambolt to chase up a tree. “Woof! Woof!”


Chapter Seven

Journal #681

There are few things more aggravating than a person whose opinions on some important subject are essentially correct, but who insists on subordinating all other matters to that one area of discourse. One might even say that, the more correct the opinion, the more annoying it becomes to see it drive out all other topics of conversation. The only remedy for such people is to avoid their company entirely. Unfortunately, they are often in a position such that avoiding them becomes difficult … 

*    *    *

“I’ve never met such unreasonable people in my life,” said Phule, pacing around his desk. The meeting with Chief Inspector Snieff had not been productive.

“That’s a rather frightening assessment, sir. Especially considering that you’ve spent the last five years in the Space Legion …” Beeker left the thought unfinished.

Phule ignored him. “All I ask them to do is to keep their dog away from my people. You wouldn’t think that would be so hard, would you?”

“The dog cannot be blamed for its response, sir,” Beeker noted. “To put it frankly, sir, even a relatively sophisticated person such as I might find the, uh, characteristic odors of some races of nonhuman sophonts rather peculiar, if not downright unpleasant. You notice that it paid particular attention to poor Spartacus, and to the Gambolts. The poor animal, which has a far more sensitive nose than you or I, simply reacts to them as it has been trained.”

“It must have been raised in a humans-only environment,” said Phule. “But still—my legionnaires aren’t polluting the planet. I took special pains to get the most up-to-date ecological protection features built into the base. We recycle everything, Beeker. Nothing goes to waste in Zenobia Base. Our environmental policies are far greener than the Legion’s regulations for units in the field, and we stick to them, too.”

“I believe you, sir,” said Beeker. “But I should remind you that I am not the one you need to persuade in this instance. The relevant parties are Ms. Snieff—and her dog.”

“I don’t know which is worse,” said Phule, plopping himself down on the edge of his desk. “At least she didn’t try to bite anybody … though maybe that’d be better than having her spout slogans at me all afternoon. If she bit me, all I’d need to do is make sure my shots were up-to-date.”

“It is unfortunate that there are no inoculations against fanaticism,” said Beeker. “The woman’s employer is in my opinion one of the very few governmental organizations actually capable of making the world better than it finds it, and yet she seems to have the gift, so to speak, of alienating everyone around her. I suppose it is another example of the tendency of bureaucracies to promote those who most excel at bureaucratic infighting, rather than at the actual business of the organization.”

Phule had picked up the remote for the office’s video display wall and fiddled with it as he listened to Beeker. Now he looked at it, realized he wasn’t about to use it for anything, and put it back down on his desk. “The bottom line is, we need to be able to work here,” he said. “I can’t just tell my people not to go near their camp, Beeker. They were out in the desert to investigate a possible threat to our security. And we never did find out what all those lights were about.”

“Sir, now may be the time to prevail upon Flight Leftenant Qual to interest his government in the matter,” said Beeker. “Point out to them that your mission is being jeopardized by this AEIOU team’s officious meddling. Perhaps you might even persuade one or two Zenobians to stray out into the desert where they would encounter the dog. That might persuade them quickly.”

“And if Barky went after them, what would stop them from shooting him?” said Phule. “Or maybe eating him for lunch. The Zenobians don’t seem to eat mammals—they don’t seem to have very many, in fact—but they might make an exception in this case. Getting an animal killed by the locals—not just any animal, but a beloved environmental dog with his own weekly tri-vee show, and fan clubs of adoring kids on every human-occupied planet—no, Beeks. No thank you. I’ve already survived more than my share of interplanetary incidents. But I don’t think even Ambassador Gottesman could bail me out of that one.”

“It would have a very unfortunate effect on your public image, I am sure, sir,” agreed Beeker. “However, I fear that something of the sort is inevitable unless you take steps to prevent it. I am more than ever convinced that General Blitzkrieg has engineered this AEIOU visit in hopes of discrediting you.”

“Old Blitzkrieg again, eh?” said Phule. “Well, by now, he’s tried everything short of sending assassins. And the Mob has tried that. I’m still here, in case you haven’t noticed, Beeks. Don’t worry. It may take a little while, but I’ll figure out some way to get rid that AEIOU team—and their little dog, too.”

Beeker shook his head mournfully. “Sir, I really wish you had pursued a classical education,” he said. “It would help you avoid many infelicitous remarks.”

But Phule wasn’t listening. Instead, his gaze had gone to the open window facing out onto the parade ground and beyond that, to the open land south of Zenobia Base. “Look, Beeker,” he said. “There are lights moving out in the desert.”

*    *    *

“YO, RABBITEARS! GET YER MOTHERLESS ASS IN HERE!” bellowed Sergeant Pitbull, glowering out of his office door.

Instinctively, Thumper jumped. “Yes, Sergeant!” he said, scurrying for the office. The half dozen other recruits remaining in the barracks room looked at him with a mixture of mild curiosity and relief that they weren’t the ones Pitbull had decided to harass during their final hours on Mussina’s World. Then they went back to their reading, their card games, or whatever they had chosen to pass their remaining time before leaving Legion boot camp forever.

Even though Thumper had already gotten his assignment for Omega Company, the sound of the drill sergeant’s voice was equivalent to a jolt of high-voltage electricity. Most of the other recruits had already been loaded onto ships headed for their new assignments. But Omega Company was on some isolated planet, a place without regular traffic. As anxious as Thumper was to join his new outfit, he would have to wait for transport to be arranged. And as Pitbull had already made clear, nobody was going to go out of his way to get a single bad-news rookie to a company full of rejects and troublemakers.

“Recruit Thumper reporting, Sergeant!” said Thumper, coming to attention just inside the office door.

“Close the door and sit down, Legionnaire,” said the sergeant. He spoke in a voice Thumper had never heard him use. For one thing, it would barely have been audible beyond the confines of the office. For another, it didn’t carry any of the menacing inflections he was used to hearing from Pitbull—in fact, he’d called him “Legionnaire” instead of some insulting nickname. And to top it all off, Thumper had never been invited to sit in the sergeant’s presence before now. Wondering just what might be wrong, Thumper took the offered seat.

“I wanted to talk to you, so’s you don’t get the wrong idea,” said Sergeant Pitbull. He had a strange expression on his face that Thumper couldn’t quite recognize. “You know, and I know, that somebody set you up to take a big fall when General Blitzkrieg came to inspect the company. And if you think about it, you probably know why it happened.”

“Some of the other recruits were mad at me for running the obstacle course too fast,” said Thumper, nodding. “And for trying my best at other things, when they were happy just getting by.”

“That’s right,” said Pitbull, nodding. “I knew you were smarter than the average sophont. You were showin’ ’em up, so they decided they had to make you look so bad you couldn’t ever recover from it. Except they forgot one thing. Or maybe they never even knew it.”

“Forgot something?” Thumper was confused, now. “What was it you think they forgot?”

“General Blitzkrieg has a ripner up his ass about Omega Company,” said the sergeant. “He thinks they’re total screwups. What’s more, he thinks their CO, Captain Jester, is the biggest screwup of all. So when he thinks he’s got another troublemaker on his hands, where does he send him? Straight to Omega, natch.”

“Yes, Sergeant, I gathered as much,” said Thumper. “I don’t know if there’s anything I can do to wipe this incident off my record …”

“Wipe it off your record?” Pitbull guffawed. “Why’d you want to do that?” He leaned forward and lowered his voice even more. “You want to know the dead-cert truth? General Blitzkrieg has been the biggest dorknose in the Legion since before I was a recruit, and that’s damn near thirty years, now. I damn near hurt myself beyond repair trying to keep from laughing when he got that bucket of slop poured all over him.”

“Excuse me?” said Thumper.

“You heard me right,” said Pitbull. “The funniest thing is, whoever set you up there was doing you the biggest favor he could have done. I know people in Omega, and from all they tell me, it’s the best damn outfit in the Legion for a heads-up guy to be in right now. You play your cards right, and Omega just might be the best thing that ever happened to you.”

“Excuse me?” Thumper said again, still not quite convinced that what he was hearing made sense.

“GREAT GHU, YOU GOT THOSE BIG-ASS EARS AND YOU STILL CAN’T HEAR DIDDLYSHIT WITH ’EM?” roared Pitbull. Thumper almost reflexively flinched at the volume. Pitbull smiled and lowered his voice again. “You know those clowns outside are tryin’ to listen in on us,” he said, with an actual grin. “Gotta give ’em somethin’ to think about.”

“Er—yes, Sergeant,” said Thumper, still confused.

Pitbull leaned forward, and said, in an even lower voice, “The thing I wanted to tell you is, you’re damn near the best recruit I’ve had in ten years. You need to loosen up some, but I figure Omega will do that for you. And you need to pay more attention to getting along with your buddies—no matter how good you are as an individual, it’s how you play with the team that’s gonna make or break you in the Legion. You hear me?”

“Yes, Sergeant,” Thumper said again, wondering if he sounded as dull to the sergeant as he did to himself.

“Good,” said Pitbull, pushing his chair back from the desk. “The other thing you need to know is that we found you transport to Zenobia, which is where Omega Company is based. There’s a bunch of rich civilians taking some kind of damn junket to Zenobia, and somebody convinced ’em to take on a passenger, which turns out to be you. So you’ll be traveling in style, which ain’t so bad after all. Don’t let nobody know it—it’s supposed to be punishment.”

“Yes, Sergeant!” said Thumper, considerably more enthusiastically now. “When do I have to be ready to depart?”

“You have to get on the shuttle to Wayne’s World, oh-six-hundred tomorrow morning.” Pitbull stood up, took a deep breath, and suddenly his voice took on its normal bellow. “YOU MISS IT, I’LL KICK YOUR STINKING ASS FIVE DIFFERENT WAYS, AND THEN I’LL REALLY GO TO WORK. NOW GET THE HELL OUT OF MY SIGHT, RABBITEARS!”

“Yes, Sergeant,” said Thumper, one last time, and he scuttled out the door. It was a real job to keep from grinning as he came into view of his fellow recruits, but somehow he managed it.

*    *    *

“If that goddamn dog wasn’t an interplanetary mascot for a clean green ’vironment, knowed and beloved throughout the galaxy, I’d’ve shot his raggedy ass four, maybe five times, right then and there,” said Double-X. He was sitting in the Desert Lounge, Zenobia Base’s bar for legionnaires, with a group of his buddies, sharing a cold beer and the story of his encounters in the wilds outside the camp that day.

“Su-u-ure, I can just see the story on the tri-vee news, Space Legionnaire Kills Beloved Environmental Mascot,” said Street, scoffing. “With your picture—nah, they wouldn’t put somethin’ that ugly on. They’d put on Barky, the Environmental Dog instead. Even shot full of holes, he be a little bit cute.”

“Cute?” Double-X slapped his hand against his forehead. “He gets his choppers in your leg, you tell me about cute then. That’s the bitin’est dog you ever seen—you or anybody else.”

“Well, I thought I’d seen everything in the Legion,” said Slayer. “But when I drove up and saw Spartacus halfway up a tree, I about busted open laughing. If the captain hadn’t been there, I bet I would have. I didn’t know Sythians could climb trees.”

“More like, he flew up there on his glide-board,” said Street. “You’re right, though—if I’d seen that, I’d have bust open laughing, too.”

“I don’t think is funny,” said Tusk-anini. “Barky try to hurt legionnaires. Captain must stop Barky.”

“You Voltons must not have any pets,” said Super-Gnat, sitting on a bench next to her huge partner. She grinned, then went on, “The thing is, Barky is kind o’ cute. I mean, kids all over the Galaxy have his holo in their rooms, and they send money to save the trees because of Barky. When I was a kid, I used to think it was really blurgin’ how he could sniff out pollutants …”

“When you was a kid?” said Do-Wop. “Man, that’s one long-lived dog … OW!” he yelled, as Super-Gnat punched him.

“Barky’s genetically engineered,” said Sushi, laughing at his partner. “They didn’t want to have to replace him every few years, so while they were giving him the genes to let him sniff out methane and fluorocarbons and so on, they made him long-lived, too. If I remember right, he’d be going on eighty years old even if he’d never started space-traveling.”

“Eighty or eight, don’t give him no right to bite folks,” said Double-X, slapping a fist into his open hand. “I was the captain, I’d be tellin’ those AEIOU suckers to lift their ship before the sun sets on ’em.”

“I bet he would like to do that,” said Sushi, swirling the ice cubes in his rum and Neocoke. “Problem is, the captain can’t just order another government agency off the planet except under martial law, which doesn’t apply here. If he could get the Zenobians to ask them to leave, that’d be another story. But so far, the Zenobians don’t seem interested in them one way or another.”

“Hey, maybe I can get Barky to chase Leftenant Qual up a tree,” suggested Do-Wop, pointing toward the ceiling to illustrate the idea. “That’d get ’em interested, all right.”

“You ever get a good look at Qual’s teeth?” asked Super-Gnat. “He’s got about twice as many as any dog you ever saw, and mostly twice as big—plus, he runs even faster than a Gambolt. If Barky has enough sense to find the meat in a hamburger—and at least, his bio says he does—he’ll steer clear of that fight for all he’s worth.”

“Bio? The farkin’ dog’s got a bio?” said Double-X.

“Hey, watch your mouth,” said Super-Gnat. “Barky, the Environmental Dog, was my favorite icon when I was a kid. I cried for a week when we moved to a new town and my mom forgot to bring along my Barky doll. You talk bad about Barky, I’ll whap you.” She flexed her right arm to show him she meant business.

“All right, all right,” said Double-X, trying to smooth things over. He probably outweighed Super-Gnat by fifty kilos, but everybody in the company knew that what the little legionnaire started, she finished—with Tusk-anini ready to step in if he thought she wasn’t getting a fair shake. He rubbed his chin, and mused, “I guess all those big media stars got bios, so why not Barky?”

“Barky’s bio says he’s the most intelligent dog ever, too,” said Super-Gnat, somewhat placated. “I read the whole thing when I was a kid. And watched his show every week. It was really triff, watching him chase the polluters.”

“Yeah, except now he seems to think that we’re polluters,” said Sushi. “I don’t know how he got that idea—the camp’s about as green as you can get—I think we recycle everything we can, certainly anything likely to be useful if we ever had to fight somebody. Of course, the AEIOU probably doesn’t take that point into consideration.”

“War not healthy for ecologies,” said Tusk-anini. “Best reason to prevent war, I thinking.”

“Maybe that dog do be smarter than he looks,” said Street, nodding. “Course, I knowed he was right smart all along when he went bitin’ on Double-X.”

That set off another round of good-natured insults and arguments that went on until closing time. The legionnaires went to bed without figuring out what to do about Barky, or how to deal with the AEIOU mission to Zenobia, although they talked enough about those problems to solve them half a dozen times.

It probably would not have made them any happier to know that their superior officers were having no better luck.

*    *    *

Victor Phule popped a token into the slot of the machine facing him and pulled the lever. There was something gratifying about the activity; just enough mechanical resistance, a sound of gears engaging and wheels spinning—even though he’d been told that the sounds were actually synthesized effects, and the gears and wheels were simulations that had nothing to do with the choice of which symbols the machine would display. Instead, an elaborately sealed Heisenberg circuit determined the winning (or more often, losing) combination. Whoever had designed the machines had done her job well, Phule grudgingly admitted. It felt as if you could actually use the handle to control which symbols appeared, even when your brain knew the facts to be otherwise.

The “wheels” spun to a halt, and Victor Phule inspected the three symbols in front of him: a bell, a cherry, and a lemon. No payout, this time. Phule picked up his Slate-o-mat and entered the result. On the whole, he was forty-seven thousand dollars in the red at this point. Considering that the bank of machines he was playing took nothing less than five-thousand-dollar tokens, that was a pittance. One decent payout, and he’d be ahead of the game. One significant jackpot, and he’d rake in more for one play than any but the top casino executives made in a year. And if he hit the big one … He chuckled. It was only a matter of time.

He was mildly surprised that nobody else seemed interested in these particular machines. Yes, the price of a play was high, but the payouts were proportionately richer than anything else in the Fat Chance Casino. Even thirty-five to one, the odds for playing a single number at the roulette table, was a paltry reward compared to the million-to-one superjackpot the casino had posted for these machines. Well, if no one else played, no one else had a chance to win, did they? Determinedly, Victor Phule fished in his pocket and took out another token.

He was about to feed it into the machine when someone close behind him said, “Having any luck today?”

He turned to see a woman’s face—youngish, dark-haired, and rather pretty, though not on the vidstar level. Almost inevitably, she knew who he was and how much money he had; Victor Phule was not without ego, but he had no reason to believe he was the type of man who would appeal to many women if his wealth were suddenly to disappear. On the other hand, he had an excellent notion of just how attractive that wealth was to almost everyone else he met. After all, the galaxy has room for only a limited number of multibillionaires—which meant that the vast majority of those around him at any given time had far less money than he, and had at least some interest in altering what they perceived as an unnatural imbalance. From Victor Phule’s point of view, of course, that imbalance was very much the natural state of affairs, and he saw no reason to give anyone a chance to change it to his disadvantage.

So his first response to the question was to verify, out of the corner of his eye, that his bodyguard was nearby, paying due attention to the situation. Sure enough, Eddie Grossman was only a step or two away, pretending to play the slots while looking in his direction. The guard lifted a forefinger to his left ear, signaling that he had already scanned the woman for weapons and found nothing to set off his alarms. Good—that eliminated one source of worry, although there were of course plenty of ways to damage or kill someone without carrying a detectable weapon.

That verified, Victor Phule decided to indulge himself with a few moments’ conversation. “Luck doesn’t enter into it,” he said. “Beating these machines is easy, if you have a good system and stick to it.”

“You must have a lot of faith in your system,” said the woman, eyeing the machine that Phule had just been playing. “Could you teach me how you play?”

Victor Phule looked at her again, sizing her up. “You don’t look as if you have enough money to play on these machines,” he said. “They’re five thousand dollars minimum …”

“Yes, that’s what convinced me you must have a good system,” said the woman. She paused, then said, “My name’s Lola, by the way.”

Phule ignored her attempt to get his name. “You need to get a set of five machines and protect them from anyone else playing them until you’ve won your quota. So if you were thinking about putting a token in one of these, forget about it.”

Lola smiled. “I’m afraid that even if I had your confidence, I don’t have your bankroll. If I like your system enough to try it, it’ll be on the five-dollar machines. But go ahead, Mr. …?”

“Next thing is, you have to set yourself an amount you’re going to win, and once you win it, you stop for the day. Slot machines are calibrated to take a certain percentage of the bets made on them, so you have to resist the belief that you can hit the jackpot twice in a row.”

“I see,” said Lola. “So you’re feeding your own bank of machines until they pay off, then quitting while you’re ahead.”

“Yes, essentially that’s it,” said Victor Phule. “I’m betting that most of the players are too undisciplined to follow a system like mine. So their losses build the jackpot even bigger for me, you see.”

“I guess so,” said Lola, nodding dubiously. “But what happens if …”

But by then Victor Phule had decided that the young woman was interesting, but not enough so to distract him from his mission of breaking the bank at the Fat Chance Casino. He rubbed his palms together, a signal to the bodyguard, and said, “Well, Miss, it’s been a pleasure talking to you. But I really have to get back to work here.” And no sooner were the words out of his mouth than Eddie Grossman was there, gently taking the woman by the elbow and steering her toward the exit, talking quietly to her. Eddie was good at what he did—most likely, the young woman would never be aware that she’d been given the brush-off. If he wanted to renew the conversation, it would be as if nothing had ever broken it off.

He put a token in the slot and pulled the lever …

*    *    *

Lola walked out of the High Rollers’ Lounge in the Fat Chance Casino burning with curiosity. Her first encounter with Victor Phule had been much stranger than she had expected. About the only thing that fit any predictable pattern was the bodyguard’s moving in gently to encourage her to end the conversation with his client. Phule must have flashed him some signal she’d missed. But that was all right—she’d actually gotten to talk to him much longer than she’d hoped to.

Unfortunately, she hadn’t learned very much of use. Victor Phule’s explanations of why he was playing the casino’s quantum slots didn’t make any sense—and that set off all her alarms. She didn’t see any reason to point out that nobody else but the armaments tycoon was playing the five-thousand-dollar machines. Without the undisciplined players he depended on to build up the losses, his supposed “system” was nonsense. Besides, everybody but the most unthinking fish knew that the slots gave the worst odds in the whole casino. Obviously, nobody who could build a financial empire like Phule-Proof Industries could be so cavalier about throwing away his money. So there must be something else going on here.

What was Victor Phule’s real game? Was his conspicuous high rolling nothing more than shilling, meant to encourage others to play recklessly? Was his so-called system just a way to convince players that the slots might not be the bad investment that every sensible gambler claimed they were? Or was something even deeper going on here? Lola did her best to keep her face cheerful, to keep Victor Phule talking. Whatever his game was, she intended to find out—and to be there to scam him out of a share of the proceeds, whenever it did pay off.

It wasn’t going to be an easy job, Lola told herself. But it had a lot better chance of paying off than Victor Phule’s system for playing the slots. And whether or not he realized it, she had a lot more at stake than he did. She smiled again. Always bet on the hungry fighter, said the old gambler’s cliché. One thing for sure: she was a lot hungrier than Victor Phule. And she was going to get her bite out of him, one way or another.

*    *    *

Back at Zenobia Base, Willard Phule’s wrist intercom buzzed, then Mother’s voice came through the speaker.

“Hate to wake you up, cutie pie, but we’ve detected an incoming ship. You might want to tidy up before they get here.”

Phule, who had been wide-awake (it was midafternoon, after all) and working at his desk, grinned. “Thanks, Mother,” he said. “That must be the party of bigwigs we’ve got to entertain for Ambassador Gottesman. Try to hail them, and patch me in when they answer.”

“Will do, sweetums,” purred Mother, and she broke the connection.

“Do you plan to meet these, uh, bigwigs in person?” asked Beeker, looking up from the financial program he’d been running.

“Sure, if it really is them,” said Phule. “I’m not going to go charging out to meet just anybody again. I learned my lesson with those AEIOU inspectors. I all but rolled out the red carpet for them, and they’ve been nothing but trouble ever since.”

“That’s an understatement, sir,” said Beeker, sniffing faintly. “I found them an unpleasant company from the beginning. I am more and more convinced that they were dispatched here by one of your enemies and now need to find sufficient violations to justify the expense of shipping them to this planet.”

“It does seem like the kind of thing General Blitzkrieg would try,” Phule said, musing. “Although it might even be a bit too subtle for him. He’s more the kind to try something direct, like sending Major Botchup to replace me in command. That’s the old Legion way, which is all Blitzkrieg seems to understand.”

“I don’t think I’d use the term understand to describe the general’s mental processes,” said Beeker. “Still, I wouldn’t be so quick to overlook the possibility that he might from time to time come into the possession of competent advice and actually follow it. Even as you do on occasion, sir.”

Phule stared at Beeker, trying to figure out whether or not the butler expected him to take offense at the comment. After a long moment, he shrugged, and said, “Well, I can’t deny the possibility. But now that they’re here, figuring out who sicced them on us is secondary to figuring out how to get them off the company’s back. I think we’re about as environment-friendly …”

“A barbarous locution,” muttered Beeker.

Phule hesitated one beat, then continued, “About as environmental-friendly as we can be and still carry out our mission,” he said. He was used by now to the butler’s correcting his grammar and diction on the fly, although he couldn’t always figure out exactly what Beeker was objecting to. Judging from Beeker’s sour expression, his attempt to correct himself hadn’t made things any better. “Besides, this is the Zenobians’ home world,” he added. “I’d think as long as they’re happy with the company’s performance, a bunch of Alliance bureaucrats don’t have much to say about it.”

“Don’t be so sure of that, sir,” said Beeker. “Have you looked into the precise terms on which Zenobia joined the Alliance? I would be very surprised if the natives of a new world were allowed to come in without major concessions to the powers that be—of which the regulatory bureaucracy is a not insignificant constituent. Having gotten a toehold on this world, the AEIOU is bound to do all it can to increase its power and influence here. No sensible person could expect otherwise.”

“Hmmm …” Phule frowned. “I think I’m going to send Chief Potentary Korg a note about these people, emphasizing that they came without our being informed. From the way he acted when I told him about the hunting party, he’s pretty touchy about what off-worlders try to do on Zenobia …”

Phule was interrupted by the buzz of his communicator. “Captain, we’ve made contact with the incoming ship,” said Mother. “Just as you thought—it’s those fat cats Ambassador Gottesman sent here. You want to talk to them, or shall I send them away?”

“Oh, thanks, Mother,” said Phule. “Of course I’ll talk to them—put them through.” Then a new thought crossed his mind. “Umm … actually, give me a moment to think about where to have them land. I’d rather not have the AEIOU people notice them.”

“It’ll be rather a challenge to keep someone from noticing a nearby shuttle landing, sir,” said Beeker. “At least, I can think of nothing short of having them alight on the opposite side of the planet, which hardly seems compatible with the ambassador’s orders to treat them as honored guests.”

“You’re right,” muttered Phule. “Wait a moment! Why don’t we invite the AEIOU people to tour our base, show them all the latest environment-friendly features built into it …”

“It’s still a barbarous locution,” said Beeker.

“And while they’re indoors, the bigwigs’ shuttle can land without the AEIOU team noticing it,” Phule continued. He was grinning, now. “We just have to keep the two groups from noticing one another! Mother, you call the AEIOU team and extend the invitation—nicely, mind you! I’ll talk to the hunters and stall them while we get the environmentalists out of the way. If we play our cards right, we can keep them from ever knowing of each other’s presence. And maybe we can even persuade the AEIOU that we’re really nice guys, after all.”

“It’s a really stupid idea, but it just might work,” said Mother. “I’ll do my best, sweetie. But if they bring Barky, all bets are off.”

“I doubt we can get them to leave Barky behind,” said Phule. “Well, just warn everybody—particularly the non-humans in the company—that he’s coming, and that they might want to watch their step.”

“In case Barky decides to drop a little pollution on his own?” asked Mother. Before Phule could answer, she said, “I’ll pass the word, sweetie-poo. Hold on, now—I’m patching the hunters through.” There was a light crackling sound from Phule’s wrist communicator, and a red LED glowed.

“Hello!” said Phule. “This is Captain Jester of Omega Company. Welcome to Zenobia! I’ve got my people preparing a landing area for you, so I’m going to ask you to take one more orbit of the planet.”

Beeker rolled his eyes. He knew, as surely as he knew Zenobia’s sun would rise the next morning, that there was going to be more trouble. And he knew perfectly well whose job it was going to be to get Phule out of it. He sighed. He’d taken the job with open eyes, and there was no point getting annoyed about it now. Still, the boy ought to have learned something by now …


Chapter Eight

Journal #688

My employer, for all his dedication to the military life, was at bottom a businessman. In that, he resembled his father. He also resembled that gentleman in a firm conviction that his own view of the world was fundamentally accurate, and that others who did not share it were in need of correction. Unlike his father, he was at least willing to give those others sufficient data to arrive at such a correction. It did not occur to him that others might interpret the same data differently …

It must have been some such motivation that induced him to invite the AEIOU inspection team to tour the Legion base camp. The fact that, to all appearances, they had come to the planet with the express purpose of shutting down that very camp seemed to carry no weight with him.

Surely he can’t have been so foolish as to believe that an afternoon’s VIP tour would be enough to overcome the chief inspector’s evident belief that a military unit was by its very definition incapable of adhering to environmentally correct policies.

*    *    *

“Welcome to Zenobia Base,” said Lieutenant Rembrandt, smiling as she met Chief Inspector Snieff and her AEIOU team in the courtyard. Phule had chosen her and Sushi, who had the closest approximation of all his legionnaires to something resembling diplomatic temperament, to make up the greeting party.

The three AEIOU inspectors, accompanied by Barky, the Environmental Dog, had walked from their camp to the Legion base. Phule had, of course, offered to send a hoverjeep for them, but Snieff had turned him down peremptorily. “Nonessential energy use is a crime against posterity,” she snarled. “The Legion should have a greater sense of its role in preserving precious resources.”

Now Chief Inspector Snieff looked suspiciously at Omega Company’s modular base camp unit. “I see a great many artificial materials being used here,” she said. “That must have had a high energy cost.” She and her two assistants were wearing uniforms of some coarsely woven natural fiber.

“We don’t have very much choice in a semiarid setting,” said Rembrandt. “The Zenobians insisted that we site our base camp here, so as not to use up territory they considered more valuable. As you may know …”

“The Zenobians should consider all their territory untouchable,” said Inspector Slurry. “If the locals can’t recognize its value, it’s our mission to show them. We have already had ample occasion to marvel at the wildlife in this area …”

“That’s funny,” said Sushi, with a broad smile. “I’ve had quite a few encounters with the wildlife out there. As best as I can recall, I was usually too busy trying to keep the little beasties from biting or stinging me to have much time left to marvel at them. Do you have some kind of secret vermin repellent, or do the local critters just respect your proper green attitude?”

“Sushi!” said Rembrandt. Phule had instructed them to avoid antagonizing the visitors.

“That’s all right, Lieutenant,” said Inspector Gardner, with a grin—apparently the only one the AEIOU team had brought with it. He turned to Sushi, and said, “We get our share of bites, too. The main trick to avoiding them is to learn when the various animals are actively feeding and stay out of their territory then. If we absolutely have to work in a certain area when the local bug equivalents are active, we wear protective clothing.”

Snieff nodded. “After all, our blood could be poisonous to them—which means their bites would do them a lot more harm than us. This is their world, after all—we would be remiss if we exposed them to danger.”

“I don’t know,” said Sushi. “I bet the other animals on the planet don’t think twice about squishing a bug that’s trying to bite them. Why, when we were traveling through the desert with Flight Leftenant Qual …”

“Why don’t we take our visitors to meet the captain?” said Rembrandt, cutting Sushi off in midsentence. She’d already heard how Qual had used his stunner to clear annoying vermin from the legionnaires’ path during their desert mission a few months before, and she didn’t expect the AEIOU team would find the story enlightening. She was also under strict orders to get the inspectors inside the base before the hunting party’s shuttle began its landing approach. “I think you’ll be surprised at some of the environmentally friendly features built into the module,” she said, pointing toward the closest entrance. “If you’ll follow me inside …”

“Woof!” said Barky. The Environmental Dog had been sitting politely nearby, generally ignoring the activity in the camp around him. Quickly, Rembrandt turned, hoping there wasn’t going to be trouble. Phule had warned everyone in Omega Company that the dog was coming to visit. That gave the nonhuman legionnaires, or anyone else to whom Barky seemed to have taken a particular dislike, the chance to make themselves scarce. That didn’t mean that Barky might not take a particular dislike to yet another member of the Omega Mob …

There stood Mahatma, smiling his beatific smile at the Environmental Dog. “Hello,” said the little legionnaire. “It is not often that a famous animal star visits Omega Company.”

Rembrandt took a deep breath. So far, at least, Barky didn’t seem to be taking exception to Mahatma’s presence. But she knew Mahatma too well, especially his uncanny ability to find the single most unsettling question to ask in any given situation. That might not make Barky angry, but she couldn’t be sure that Chief Inspector Snieff wouldn’t sic the dog on him if she thought he was getting impertinent. And Mahatma could get very impertinent … 

“Mahatma,” said Lieutenant Rembrandt, “weren’t you supposed to be on perimeter guard duty just now?” Maybe he’d get the hint … 

But Mahatma wasn’t taking any hints. “I wonder why the inspectors risk bringing a genetically engineered animal to this world?”

Rembrandt stepped forward, putting an arm around Mahatma’s shoulders. “Uh, I’m sure the inspectors know exactly what they’re doing …”

“Oh, we can speak for ourselves, Lieutenant,” said Chief Inspector Snieff, with a predatory smile. “Of course Barky is genetically engineered,” she continued. “But since there are no other creatures of his species here, there is no chance of his passing on his genes, and therefore no threat to the Zenobian environment.”

“On worlds with other dogs, we take additional precautions, naturally,” added Inspector Slurry.

“Naturally,” said Mahatma, still smiling broadly.

“Well, shall we go see the captain?” said Rembrandt, attempting to herd the environmental inspectors toward the entrance to the base module. It was only a matter of moments before Mahatma sprung his inevitable follow-up question, which was likely to be even more unsettling than the first one.

She wasn’t fast enough. “Of course, there are other ways for those genes to get into the environment,” said Mahatma.

Slurry looked at him quizzically. “I’m not sure what you mean …”

Mahatma’s smile got even wider. “There are many hungry beasts on this planet,” he said. “What if one of them ate the poor Environmental Dog?”

“Ate Barky?” said Snieff, her jaw falling.

“Be very, very careful,” urged Mahatma. “I am sure the AEIOU would not want to be responsible for destroying an unspoiled ecology because it let its famous mascot roam about unguarded.” He smiled and bowed, and turned away, leaving the three inspectors dumbfounded.

Rembrandt said once more, “Shall we go see the inside of the base?”

“Yes, by all means,” said Snieff, looking around apprehensively. “Come, Barky—stay close to me!”

“Woof!” said Barky, the Environmental Dog, lifting a hind leg to give his ear a vigorous scratch.

*    *    *

“A slots system?” Ernie sat up, an eager expression on his face. “Y’know, if he’s really got one, that’s like money in the bank. People have been looking for a way to cut the house odds in slots for centuries …”

“Ernie, we’re talking about Victor Phule, the arms dealer,” said Lola. “This is a man who already has more money in the bank than most small planetary governments. He’s the last person in the galaxy to need a system for beating slots.”

“Hey, maybe he’s like, diversifying,” said Ernie. He took a sip of his cold beer, and added, “You know, in case the old arms business goes through some hard times. I hear wars are a bit scarce nowadays …”

“Right, and the food business might hit a patch of real hard times, too,” said Lola, scornfully. “Whatever reason Victor Phule has for playing those slots, it’s not because he needs the money—or the exercise, either. If we can figure out his game, there’s a good chance we can get in on it.”

“What if he’s just having fun?” asked Ernie. “You know, even a rich guy must like to let his hair down and stop pinching every last penny. Some guys tool around in space yachts, some play the rocket races—maybe the old boy gets his splats out by throwing five scragoonchies into a slot and pulling the handle. Hey, he can afford it.”

“It’s such a dumb idea, it might even be right,” admitted Lola. She paced back and forth in her stocking feet, thinking out loud. “But we can’t ignore the chance that he’s up to something bigger, Ernie. Besides, he’s the closest person on the station to the guy we’re supposed to be snatching. He could be the whole key to our getting off of Lorelei Station with our hides intact, not to mention coming out ahead of the game. It’s worth our time and effort to scope out whatever it is he’s doing, and look for a way to turn it to our own advantage.”

“I’ll buy into that, I guess,” said Ernie. He spread his hands apart, palms up, and said, “Thing is, how are you gonna find out what he’s doing? You already asked him flat out, and you don’t wanna believe the answer he gave you. So what’ve ya got that’s better?”

“I don’t know—yet.” Lola peered out the window of their modestly priced room. The view was nothing special; another block of workers’ living quarters like theirs. Then again, nobody came to Lorelei expecting to see natural beauty, unless the showgirls in the casinos fit that description (some did). Lola drummed her fingers on the plastiglas, then turned to Ernie, and said, “Victor Phule is the real thing. Even a small fraction of his money could put us on Easy Street. But we can’t afford any mistakes. The one thing I don’t want to do is alert him—or more likely his bodyguards—that somebody’s keeping an eye on him. So I need you to do some of the spy work. You think you’re up to it?”

“Sure, sure,” said Ernie, stretching. “You know me …”

“That’s why I’m worried,” said Lola. She walked over and put her hand on Ernie’s head. “This bodyguard isn’t some third-rate musclehead,” said Lola. “I don’t know where he came from, but he’s very smooth, and very professional. He’s likely to remember my face a good long time. So I’ve got to be really careful where and when I pop up.”

“I get the picture, babes,” said Ernie. “What you want me to do is peek over the old boy’s shoulder, try to figure out his system, but keep the guard from noticing. Nothin’ to it …”

“Wrong!” said Lola, and she smacked her hand on top of his head. “You couldn’t fool this guard if he spotted you six dry martinis and a fake beard. I’m sorry, Ernie, he’s just way out of your class. And nearly out of mine, I think. But I’ve got a plan …”

“Yeah, sure,” said Ernie, rubbing his head where she’d hit him. “Your last brilliant plan blew up in our face, with nothing to show for it until we got sent back here to finish the job right—at our own expense. What kind of dope do you think I am?”

“A smarter one because of what’s already happened,” said Lola. “And so am I. Listen to this.”

Ernie listened, skeptically at first, pointing out objections to Lola’s plan. But gradually he began to nod, then enthusiastically to offer suggestions of his own. Finally, after nearly an hour, he said. “All right, you win. It’s worth a try, especially considering we got nothin’ else to try.”

“Good,” said Lola. “Now, here’s what I want you to do first …”

*    *    *

The shuttle was already on the ground, and the dust of its landing mostly settled, when Gears guided the Legion hoverjeep over a low hill and came into sight of it. There were a couple of men at work unloading large cases of equipment from an open hatchway, and another stood studying a map under the shade of the shuttle. The afternoon sun was beating down fiercely, without a trace of cloud in the sky.

Lieutenant Armstrong stood up in the passenger seat and waved. “Hello the shuttle!” he called. Phule had chosen him to greet the hunting expedition while he and Lieutenant Rembrandt escorted the AEIOU inspectors on a tour of the Legion base.

The landing party turned and stared as Gears brought the hoverjeep down a short distance away from where they stood. As it touched down, Armstrong leapt out and strode over to the newcomers. “I’m Lieutenant Armstrong, Omega Company,” he said, extending a hand. “Welcome to Zenobia!”

One of the hunters, a stocky man with short gray hair in a vaguely military style, stepped forward and took Armstrong’s hand in a crusher grip. “A pleasure to meet you, Lieutenant,” he said. His voice was an incongruous combination of rasp and drawl. “I’m L.P. Asho. We hear tell there’s some mighty good hunting hereabouts. Looking forward to seeing what kind of wild and wooly critters you all have for us to shoot.”

“Wild is no problem, Mr. Asho,” said Armstrong. “But I don’t think you’ll find very much in the way of wooly on Zenobia. The animals here tend to have mostly scales …”

“Har har! Fellow’s got a good sense of humor,” said Asho. “Here, let me introduce you to the other fellers—this is Austen Tay-Shun—he’s a big-ass lawyer, but he ain’t all that bad, y’git to know him. And over there’s good ol’ Euston O’Better. You prob’ly heard of him, on account he’s the richest son of a gun on Tejaz.”

“Uh, pleased to meet you all,” said Armstrong, shaking the men’s hands as they were offered to him.

Asho’s description notwithstanding, Tay-Shun was a small, wiry man with penetrating eyes. He gave Armstrong a steady look, and said, “Interestin’ country here. You don’t suppose there’s any chance we could hire one of the natives for a guide, do you?”

“I suppose it’s possible,” said Armstrong. “To tell the truth, we haven’t really had contact with any of them other than the military. I think they’ve put us out here in part to isolate us from their civilian population.” He tried to remember if he’d even set eyes on a Zenobian other than those in Flight Leftenant Qual’s unit. To the best of his knowledge, he hadn’t. Was that also intentional on the Zenobians’ part? He wasn’t sure.

“Not very friendly of ’em, I’d say,” drawled Asho. “Well, if we can’t get a native, we’ll just do the best we can without. How soon can we light out for the killin’ grounds?”

“Fairly soon, I’d think,” said Armstrong. “Captain Jester wants to schedule a briefing as soon as convenient with you, and then we can get you to the designated hunting areas.”

“Briefing?” Austen Tay-Shun interrupted. “What, does your captain think private citizens are subject to military discipline?”

Armstrong cleared his throat. “Mr. Tay-Shun, Zenobia is an inhabited planet, with its own laws and government. The Zenobian government retains the right to decide which off-world visitors may visit their world and under what conditions. By inviting the Space Legion to operate here, they have effectively given us the right to bring in what personnel we consider necessary to the mission. Now, at the request of your friends in the State Department, Captain Jester has persuaded the Zenobians to permit you to hunt the local animals in designated areas, provided you follow certain rules. I think you’ll agree that knowing what the rules are will make it a lot easier to follow them. So this briefing is simply an opportunity for the captain to tell you what’s expected of you and to answer any questions you may have about Zenobia.”

“Long-winded cuss, ain’t he?” said Euston O’Better, a tall, shambling fellow with a grin that suggested unplumbed depths of ignorance. He emphasized his point with an elbow in Tay-Shun’s ribs. “But what the hell, let’s go meet this captain so we can get it over with. The sooner I can start shootin’ a few critters, the better, sez I. I ain’t even seen no dinos yet.”

“Dinos might not be the right term,” said Armstrong, glad of a chance to change the subject. “The local sophonts do resemble certain species of dinosaurs, but the other fauna we’ve seen are pretty varied. Why—” He broke off suddenly, as a strange being came into his view. “What in Ghu’s name is that?”

The creature that had emerged from the hunters’ shuttle was furry, long-eared, round-faced, and about two-thirds Armstrong’s height. It was evidently some kind of sophont, because it was wearing a large backpack and a loose black garment that had a remarkable resemblance to … a Space Legion uniform? Armstrong watched openmouthed as it approached him. It stopped a short distance away, came to attention, and saluted—rather smartly, Lieutenant Armstrong thought. As he stared openmouthed, the new sophont said, “Legionnaire Recruit Thumper reporting for duty to Omega Company, sir!”

“Legionnaire? Thumper?” said Armstrong.

“Oh, yeah, we forgot to tell ya,” said L.P. Asho. “The gov’ment asked us to give the bunny a ride here, since there wasn’t no other ships coming this way. He wasn’t really much trouble, and I guess he’s yours, now.”

“I’ll be doggoned,” said Gears, who’d stood back and watched the conversation between Armstrong and the hunters without comment. “Every time you think you know what to expect in Omega Company, it just gets weirder. Throw your pack in the jeep, buddy—I guess you’ll be riding back to camp with us.”

“Yes, sir,” said Thumper, who still had the recruit’s automatic (and generally accurate) assumption that everybody and everything wearing a Legion uniform outranked him.

“Save the sir stuff for officers,” said Gears. “I’m Gears, and since the lieutenant still seems to be gaping for air, I guess I’m the one who’s got to welcome you to Zenobia—and to the Omega Mob. And I don’t know what kind of outfit you come here from—but I can guarantee you it’s a whole lot different here.”

*    *    *

The monitor of Sushi’s computer displayed a rapidly changing series of not-quite-random characters, and the speaker emitted a tantalizing series of hisses and grunts, which the autotranslator stubbornly declined to render into anything that the three men in the room could make sense of. Sushi and Lieutenant Rembrandt had delivered the AEIOU inspectors to the captain, at which point Sushi had remembered that Rev was coming by today for a progress report. Fortunately, the officers were willing to dispense with his services for the rest of the afternoon. Unfortunately, what Sushi had to report to Rev was not exactly progress … 

“Looks like nothin’ but garbage to me,” said Do-Wop, “Hey, Soosh—you sure that ain’t just somebody’s unshielded belt sander, or maybe a can opener?”

“Well, it’s the wrong frequency for that,” said Sushi. “I know this is some written document off the Zenobians’ Web, or whatever they call it. But until we can get the translator to recognize the input as some kind of articulate language, it might as well be garbage.”

“Well, we know the translator works on spoken Zenobian,” said Rev. “We can all understand Flight Leftenant Qual, or at least most of the time. So the written language shouldn’t be all that much harder.” He paused and looked at Sushi. “Should it?”

“I’d need to know a lot more about written Zenobian to tell you, Rev,” said Sushi. “I suppose one of us ought to ask Qual just how their writing system works. If it’s straight phonetic, the translator ought to be able to make sense of it sooner or later. If it’s not … well, if it’s not, then we could be way over our heads, guys.”

“I’m over my head just listenin’ to this stuff,” said Do-Wop. “Do you know what he means, Rev?”

“Mostly,” said Rev. “What kinds of things are you worried about, son?”

“We don’t know how many languages the Zenobians speak, or who speaks what,” said Sushi, counting on his fingers. “Maybe the ruling classes speak a different language from the ordinary people. Maybe their older books are in the same language as their modern ones, maybe not. I mean, there were some religions on Old Earth that used a whole different language for their sacred texts than the people spoke in everyday life. Maybe …”

“That’s way too many maybes,” said Do-Wop, a concerned look on his face. “Y’know, you keep runnin’ your mind so hard, you’re gonna get a really rotten headache. What I do, is whenever my brain starts running around in circles, I go get myself a couple-three cold brews and stop thinkin’ for a while. You oughta do that, Soosh. You don’t watch it, you’ll be just like an officer.”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Sushi. “And if I don’t do this job, I’ll have to go back to work on something a lot less interesting. The problem we have right now is to find out how the Zenobians’ written language works, which means doing some fieldwork with the only Zenobians we have handy. Who’s gonna go talk to Qual?”

“He’s bound to get suspicious if I ask him anything about their writing,” said Rev. “And when that happens, he starts messin’ with my head—at least, I think that’s what he’s doin’. Anyways, his answers don’t hardly make sense. One of you boys is gonna have to go ask him for me.”

“Well, I’m out,” said Do-Wop. “I can’t understand half of what you guys are talkin’ about, let alone Qual. I think his translator’s buggy, the way it screws up words.”

“Buggy translator …” mused Sushi. “You know, that gives me an idea. I think I know just the trick to get Qual started talking about spoken and written Zenobian, without him suspecting what Rev’s up to.”

“And what’s that, son?” asked Rev.

Sushi grinned. “I’ll tell you after I’ve found out whether it works. Which I’m going to go find out right now. See you later!” And out the door he went, leaving Rev and Do-Wop staring at each other.

After a moment, Do-Wop shrugged. “Guess this is as good a time as we’re gonna get for some cold ones. Gotta stop them headaches before they start. Catch you later, Rev.” And he went out the door as well, leaving Rev alone.

Rev turned and looked at the shifting characters on Sushi’s computer monitor, squinting as if it might help him discern a pattern in the rapid flow. After a while, he shook his head and blinked. Everything was tantalizingly close to making sense … And yet none of it did. He put his hands in the pockets of his not-quite Legion-issue jumpsuit, turned to the door, and sauntered out. For now, he would have to leave it up to Sushi. If Sushi couldn’t solve the problem, he’d decide what to do then. Until that point, Do-Wop’s advice actually sounded good. He stopped and looked in a mirror, taking a moment to touch up his hairdo. The King had always made it a point to keep up his appearance. Finally satisfied, he turned and headed down the corridor toward the officers’ club, whistling softly to himself.

*    *    *

Thumper’s departure for the Legion base was delayed while Lieutenant Armstrong persuaded the hunters to stay and set up their camp instead of coming immediately to see the captain.

“We’ll take you there this evening,” Armstrong told the hunters, smiling. “Captain Jester just sent me to make sure you had everything you needed, and it looks as if you do. Since that’s straightened out, I’ll head back to the camp, and you’ll be seeing the captain as soon as he’s free.”

“I can’t imagine what your captain’s got to do on this here planet that’s so important he can’t talk to some of his constituents,” said Austen Tay-Shun, who seemed to be the leader of the hunting party. “We’ve contributed …”

“Excuse me, sir,” said the lieutenant, whose smile had abruptly vanished. “The captain isn’t an elected official, so of course he doesn’t have any constituents. And I don’t recall hearing that the Legion ran on political contributions.”

“Well, sonny, we’ve contributed a whole shitload to the folks that give the Legion its orders,” said Tay-Shun. “I reckon they’d be right concerned to find out that the Legion don’t pay no never mind to their constituents’ needs. Why, I’m surprised the captain didn’t come out himself instead of sending his messenger-boy.”

“Mr. Tay-Shun, I will attribute your remarks to ignorance, and overlook them on that account,” said Armstrong, frostily. “I have given you my word as an officer that Captain Jester will receive you as soon as he has completed certain urgent business, and I should think that would suffice. Now, Mr. Tay-Shun, if there is nothing else …?”

The hunters took the hint at last, and the hoverjeep headed back to the Legion base, with Thumper riding on the back seat.

*    *    *

Thumper wasn’t sure just what to expect from Omega Company. Probably because he’d spent much of his time in basic training under the illusion that the Legion actually worked the way the recruiting brochures had told him, his fund of Legion rumor and gossip was possibly even smaller than that of the average recruit. Belatedly, he’d realized he needed to catch up. But by then, he was leaving Legion boot camp, a passenger in a civilian ship that just happened to be headed his way. Somebody had called in a favor, and Thumper was the beneficiary—or so he hoped.

The civilians on board were all humans, like most of those he’d met since leaving his home world. None of them seemed to know very much about Omega Company, or its commanding officer—and in any case, they had very little to say to Thumper. They were much more interested in telling improbable stories about their hunting exploits. This struck Thumper as an incredible waste of time, since none of them seemed to believe any of the others’ stories—or even to listen to them, very much. And since he showed almost no interest in the subject that dominated their conversation, they quickly stopped trying to impress him.

That was all right with Thumper. He needed time to reassess the lessons of basic training, which evidently went well beyond such superficial matters as marching, saluting, and running the obstacle course. All that he’d managed as well as anyone in his squad—in fact, according to Sergeant Pitbull, he’d completed the obstacle course in record time. But by showing how fast he could run the course, he’d made enemies, which made no sense to him—even after his buddies sat him down and tried to explain it to him.

One thing he did understand: making enemies had gotten him in trouble with General Blitzkrieg, which in turn had gotten him sent to Omega Company. That at least made sense, once he learned of the general’s long-standing grudge against Captain Jester and Omega Company. That story was apparently known throughout the Legion, although Thumper hadn’t heard as much as a peep about it until his assignment to Omega came through. Only then had the other recruits taken him aside and told him what they’d heard. And Thumper’s ears had stood on end, and his eyes grew wider and wider.

The only problem was, the stories contradicted each other on almost every point. Some said that Omega was a dumping ground for the dregs of the Legion, and its CO a certified madman who turned every Legion rule on its head. Others said it was the softest duty a legionnaire could get, with routine assignments to fancy resort worlds and officers who let all discipline go by the boards. And others said it was the one unit in the Legion where a legionnaire wasn’t strapped in with archaic rules and mindlessly enforced regulations; where a sophont with some imagination and ambition might find a niche for himself.

Thumper had taken advantage of his copious spare time on the voyage to research Omega Company and Captain Jester on the Web, and what he found there was every bit as contradictory as the rumors he’d heard. A long string of news reports from Jennie Higgins made Captain Jester look like the kind of hero Thumper had always thought of as the essence of the Legion—the active, resourceful leader of an intrepid band. But other reports portrayed the captain as a laughingstock, and his company—to quote the governor of one planet where they’d been stationed—as “the idiot bastard offspring of a travesty and a calamity.” Thumper had to look up a couple of those words in the human dictionary. He still wasn’t sure what to make of it when he found out what they meant—or whether he liked what it meant for him.

But like it or not, here he was, riding the last couple of kilometers to his destination on the back seat of a Legion hoverjeep. Gears chattered the whole way back to the camp, pointing out various features of the desert and asking Thumper how he’d come to be assigned to the company. “You know, you’re the first sophont of your kind I’ve seen,” he said, turning around to look Thumper in the eye. “We got some Gambolts in the company, a couple Synthians, a Volton—and all kinds and shapes of humans, of course. But you’re the first—what did you say your species was?”

“I’m a Lepoid, from Teloon,” said Thumper. “I guess we look like some kind of Old Earth animal called a rabbit. In basic, the sergeant called me things like Bunnyears and Cottontail. Do the sergeants here make fun of people and call them names?”

“Captain don’t like that,” said Gears. “People do it anyway, but if they get too nasty, they can get in trouble. Mostly it’s just funnin’ between friends.”

Lieutenant Armstrong was more aloof than Gears—perhaps his confrontation with the hunting party had something to do with that. Still, the lieutenant’s first reaction to Thumper had been a kind of shocked silence, and he had never really done much in the way of welcoming him to the company. Thumper wondered whether Armstrong was uncomfortable with nonhumans, though Gears’s mentioning that legionnaires of several other races belonged to the company seemed to rule that out. Well, unless Armstrong was his immediate superior, that seemed unlikely to be a problem.

Thumper’s train of thought came to an end as the hoverjeep crossed into the Legion camp and came to a stop. “Well, here we are,” said Gears. He pointed toward a large woman sitting at a portable desk, shaded by an awning. “You’ll need to report to First Sergeant Brandy, I guess—that’s her over there. She’ll tell you where to go and what to do.”

“Thanks!” said Thumper, grabbing his duffel and jumping out of the hoverjeep.

“No problem, buddy,” said the driver. “And good luck!” He started the jeep back up and headed off. Thumper shouldered his duffel and began walking toward Brandy. He still had no idea what Omega Company held in store for him, but he was about to find out. And this time, he was determined not to throw away his opportunities.


Chapter Nine

Journal #695

My employer’s single stroke of genius was his perception that running his Legion company was in principle no different from running any other kind of business. Well, perhaps “genius” overstates the case, but certainly the discovery was something no one else in the military seems to have stumbled upon. This meant, among other things, identifying key personnel and making certain that their loyalty was secured by the most direct means.

I am quite certain that my employer would have been unable to parse the admonition “Thou shalt not muzzle the ox when he treadeth out the corn,” let alone identify its source; but he showed a keen understanding of it in practice. This understanding was particularly evident in his handling of the Supply sergeant, one Chocolate Harry.

*    *    *

Chocolate Harry yawned and looked around his office. Somewhere or another he’d put a catalog of custom hovercycle parts, little things that might add the perfect finishing touch to his beloved Hawg. Where had he put it? He riffled through the top couple of inches of a stack of magazines and catalogues on his desk, then stood and went to one of the file cabinets. But the thought of dealing with the chaos he knew he’d find inside was almost enough to chill his enthusiasm. He kept meaning to set up his database engines to connect him to the major hovercycle supply houses, but it was too much like work …

His hand went halfway to the handle of the most likely drawer, then he drew it back. Before he ordered up any new parts, he really needed to give the Hawg a bit of a ride to see just how it was running. It’d been a few days—as good as Omega Company had been to him, he’d fallen in the habit of actually giving his job priority over his hobbies. The old Chocolate Harry would never have approved. But Captain Jester had made a very persuasive case for the advantages of taking care of Legion business—very tangible benefits, as it happened. And the captain had no qualms about letting the noncoms have all their traditional prerogatives … including the little rakeoffs Harry had become accustomed to.

Still, it had been a few days since he’d revved up the bike. It wasn’t good for it to sit idle. Harry turned his gaze out the window, to the semiarid landscape beyond the Legion camp. It was a clear day, but not too hot, and there were miles of open territory out there, just begging for somebody to cruise through them at full throttle. Harry shrugged. “What the hell,” he said, and touched a button on his wrist communicator. “Yo, Double-X! I’m taking a couple hours off,” he said. “Gotta check out the Hawg, give it a real shakedown. Anything comes up, you can handle it—or make it wait until I’m back. Got it?”

“Sure ’nuff, C. H.,” came the raspy voice of Harry’s Supply assistant. “Got it covered. Have a good ride—see you in a couple.”

Harry nodded. He knew he could trust Double-X not to mess up too seriously if something complicated came up in his absence. He pushed the starter button on the hover unit and listened critically as the antigrav units warmed up. Satisfied at the low purr, he mounted the bike and put on his helmet, then keyed the remote to open the Supply dump’s delivery bay door. It slid noiselessly open. Harry edged the throttle up a notch, put the propulsion module into slow forward setting, and edged the Hawg out the doorway into the late-morning sunlight.

A few legionnaires waved to the Supply sergeant as he came into sight on the hovercycle. Chocolate Harry grinned and waved back, then rolled his left wrist slightly, revving the engine just enough to remind the onlookers of the Hawg’s power. A quick motion of the right hand, and he was in gear, soaring off into the desert in search of whatever adventures awaited him. Well, to tell the truth, there weren’t usually any adventures, but out in the open air, it felt as if the chances were a lot better than at his desk in the Supply depot.

At first Harry took a familiar path—a broad, level swath where he could push the hovercycle close to its top speed without worrying about obstacles. He leaned forward, lowering his profile as the Hawg cut into the dry wind, enjoying the speed for its own sake. Out of the corner of his eye he could spot small desert animals belatedly scurrying out of the way of this noisy intruder. He’d never seen any living thing much bigger than the palm of his hand—there was nothing larger than that in this part of the planet, according to the Zenobians.

He came to a halt on a low rise, where he wheeled the bike around to get a look back toward the camp. The landscape around the Legion base was flat enough that even a slight hillock gave a long view in all directions. Harry normally didn’t spend a great deal of time admiring the view, however. In his opinion, the desert landscape was just so much worthless real estate. Not even the locals had much use for it—as evidenced by the fact that they’d given it to the Legion for a base.

This time, though, there was something new in the picture. In the middle distance, just south of the Legion base, there was a green canopy—a tent of some sort, Harry realized. It only took a moment for him to remember the scuttlebutt he’d heard from the command office. Captain Jester had finally found out that all the support he’d gotten from his buddies in the State Department came with a hefty price tag: namely, giving a party of big-time politicos the run of the planet for hunting. Harry could have told him it was going to cost—in fact, he’d be surprised if this was the only payback in the deal.

Of course, that was only part of the story. Visitors from off-planet wouldn’t have all the stuff they needed to handle local conditions. Chocolate Harry was just sure they’d have to have all sorts of supplemental provisions and supplies. The right color camouflage to match the local landscape, for example. Harry had plenty of it. They’d probably want extra liquor, and ammo, and bait … Harry was sure he could get hold of all that, too. Harry smiled. This could be the best opportunity to come his way since he’d cornered the market on purple antirobot cammy …

He revved his engine and started off toward the distant tent.

*    *    *

Sushi found Flight Leftenant Qual with a crew of his fellow Zenobians, working with the large device that had been the focus of their attention for the last several days. Exactly what its purpose was, Sushi had never learned; he assumed the captain had some general notion what the thing did and why the Zenobians were setting it up in the middle of a Legion camp.

“How’s everything going, Qual?” said Sushi, walking up to the group. “Good to see you today.”

“Ah, Rawfish,” said Qual, flashing the disconcerting smile that reminded everyone of his race’s carnivorous proclivities, “The Sklern is obstinate today, but a tightening of the Zorn Modulator should resolve that issue. Or so one hopes. Mechanical onerosities can be recalcitrant, even with a good crew.”

“I know what you mean,” said Sushi, surprised even as he said it that he did follow the Zenobian’s general drift. “In fact, that’s sort of what I came to see you about.”

“Ah, does your species have its own Sklerns?” The tip of Qual’s tail began twitching. “We were not aware of it.”

“Nope, we’re Sklernless, far as I know,” said Sushi. “It’s one of our own machines I want to check out. Your auto-translator has been giving us some flaky output lately, and I wanted to see if we could recalibrate it.”

“Flaking outpost?” Qual’s eyes opened wider, and he stared at the miniature device hanging from a strap around his shoulder. “I have not seen any signs of it.”

“Well, there you go,” said Sushi, grinning. “That’s just the kind of thing I was talking about. The translator usually adjusts itself automatically, but it’s not necessarily perfect. In your case, you were the first of your species to get one, and there must have been some glitches because we didn’t have any previous samples of your language. Anyway, it’s been doing subtle mistranslations, probably in both directions, for quite a while now. That could be dangerous in an emergency. Best to catch it before anybody’s life depends on it.”

“Oh ho, I comprehend,” said Qual. “To state the facts, I thought some of you humans were saying very strange things, but I attributed it to your extremely bizarre cultural attitudes. But if it is merely a mechanical delusion, correction would be a boon to both species. How do you intend to adjust the device?”

“Well, to do it right, I need some information on your language,” said Sushi.

“Ah, I am but a simple air warrior,” said Flight Leftenant Qual. “The subtleties of semantics are beyond me. Perhaps you need a certified scholar of language.”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” said Sushi, breezily. “You’ve been speaking your native language since you were a kid …”

“Not so,” said Flight Leftenant Qual. “Our people do not acquire language until they are nearly grown, and each finds his own way. And some ways are very strange indeed. But the better a Zenobian speaks, the greater rights and duties that one can achieve. Chief Potentary Korg is the great power that he is because he is the most admired speaker on all the planet.”

Sushi stared at Qual for a long moment, then shook his head. “If I didn’t know you better, I’d think you were giving me the business. In fact, I’m still not sure you’re not trying to pull the insulated fabric over my eyes.”

“It is a verity,” said Qual, and the other Zenobians working with him, who had followed the conversation with apparent interest, flipped their tails from side to side—a gesture that the legionnaires had learned meant the same to the Zenobians as a nod to humans. “Perhaps your translator problems arise from this feature of our language.”

“It sounds like a good recipe for problems,” said Sushi. “Do you mean that everyone speaks completely differently?”

“Oh, not completely so,” said Qual. “Careful guardians will expose the adolescents in their charge to the most admired speakers, hoping to influence their mode of speech. It works, to some degree. I myself was made to listen to the speeches of Korg’s predecessor, Grand Potentary Zarf. I believe that was a large factor in my rising to officer rank so quickly.”

“Amazing,” said Sushi, shaking his head. “So how do messages that have to reach a lot of people get sent? Do you have some kind of common language that everybody understands?”

“Oh, yes,” said Qual. “But it is curious that you ask, Rawfish. That is a language that everyone knows, but no one speaks.”

“What the …?” Sushi frowned. “If nobody speaks it, how can you communicate in it?”

“Very easy,” said Qual, and the other Zenobians again flipped their tails. “It is a language for the eyes only, which we use to record knowledge that everyone must know. However a Zenobian speaks, he will have learned the written language first.”

“Wow,” said Sushi. “That’s exactly the reverse of how humans do it—and, as far as I know, all the other species in the Alliance, too. Let me get this straight—you’re telling me that the written language has no spoken equivalent?”

“Oh, no, that is the beauty of it,” said Qual. “It has as many equivalents as there are different ways of speaking. Every Zenobian knows the meaning of a written message, but the way of rendering it into sound is left to the speaker’s own choice. A matter of taste, I think you humans call it.”

“Uh-huh,” said Sushi. “Excuse me, Qual, but this has just boggled my mind. I’m going to go think about it over a drink or two, and see whether I can make any sense of it. Do you mind if I come back later and ask you some more questions?”

 “Oh, no,” said Qual. “It is invariably an amusement to talk to you, Rawfish.”

“Thanks, I think,” said Sushi, and he wandered off in search of his coworkers on the Zenobian language project. He already had a good idea where to find them …

*    *    *

“All right, how does it look now?” said Ernie. He stepped out into the center of the little hotel room so Lola could inspect him.

She stood with her hands on her hips, inspecting the dress suit he wore. “You still look more like an out-of-shape bouncer than a high-stakes player,” she muttered. “To tell the truth, I don’t think it’s the suit that’s the problem—it’s you.”

“Hey, I am an out-of-shape bouncer,” Ernie said brightly. “It’s been a few years since I worked the door anywhere, but don’t go taking me for granted—I’m in better shape than it looks like, baby. You oughta know that …”

“It’s not what I know that matters, it’s what Victor Phule and his bodyguards think,” said Lola, frowning. “If they knew what I know, they wouldn’t even let you in the casino—forget about striking up a casual conversation with a gazillionaire. We’re stuck with trying to make you look like somebody respectable. Are you sure you can’t shave any closer?”

“Not unless you want my face to look like the insides of a watermelon,” said Ernie. “Hey, why don’t you just put a dress on me and try to pass me off for a cocktail waitress? Maybe he’ll go for that one …”

“Yeah, you’re right. I’m stuck with the raw material I’ve got,” said Lola. “Besides, this is Lorelei. He can’t expect all the people he meets—even the rich ones—to be from his own social class. I wonder if he’d believe you as a construction magnate, self-made from the ground up?”

“Forget it,” said Ernie, impatiently. “You wanted an actor, you should’ve hired somebody off a tri-vee stage. Now, do you have any other improvements on the scam, or are we goin’ to get any real work done today?”

Lola threw up her hands. “Oh, the hell with it,” she said. “You’re right—we’re not going to get anywhere if I spend all my time trying to get your act perfect. You’ll go over to the casino, talk up Victor Phule, and see if you can figure out what he’s up to—if anything at all. Keep an eye out for his son—he’s the one they’re paying us to snatch—and make sure the Legion guards don’t get too suspicious. I may need you to go back there again, and I can’t do that if they throw you out of the place as an unsavory character.”

“Yeah, yeah, and I won’t scratch my ass in front of the marks, neither,” said Ernie, sullenly.

“I’d settle for your using civilized grammar,” said Lola. She shook her head, then relaxed, and said, “All right, then. Try not to lose all your money, you big dumbbell. And call if you’re going to be later than midnight getting back.”

“Ah, the old guy prob’ly ain’t even up that late,” said Ernie. Then he grinned, and said, “I’ll call, though. Wish me luck!”

“You’ll need all you can get, you goofball,” said Lola, and gave him a punch on the biceps. Ernie just grinned more broadly, and ambled out the door toward the bus line that would take him to the Fat Chance Casino. Lola watched the door close, then shrugged and went over to her computer. She couldn’t do much about Ernie’s part of the job besides sit and worry, but she could get to work on other parts of the plan. She sat down and began working. Before long, she’d even forgotten that she ought to be worried about Ernie.

*    *    *

Chocolate Harry’s hovercycle coasted down the slight incline into the camp and came to a halt outside the largest tent. There was nobody in sight.

“Hey, hey!” called the Supply sergeant. “Anybody home? The man you need to see is here to be seen. You want it, I got it—c’mon out and let’s talk turkey.”

A bleary-eyed face appeared between the flaps of the tent. “Who the hell are you?” it said, staring at Harry’s considerable bulk and his black Legion uniform.

“Chocolate Harry—Sergeant Chocolate Harry, of Omega Company. The man in charge of supplies—which on this planet, means the main man you need to know. You the dude that’s buyin’ for this outfit?”

The face came out in front of the tent, accompanied by a beer-bellied body. The man looked around as if to make sure the two were alone, then said in a quiet voice, “Not for the whole outfit, but maybe for myself. I’d be interested in some military-grade guns and ammo—something that can knock over some of the big critters I hear tell they have on this planet.”

“Knock ’em over?” said Chocolate Harry, rubbing his hands together. “No sweat, buddy—I can sell you the same weapon the locals use. Guaranteed to coldcock anything that walks, runs, swims, or flies. How many you gonna want?”

“Just enough for me,” said the fellow, lowering his voice even further. “One, with the ammo—enough for a couple weeks’ hunting. Can you do it?”

“Like I said, no sweat,” said the Supply sergeant. He wondered briefly why a hunting party would come to a distant world without the weapons it needed to do the job. Did they come from one of the worlds where private ownership of arms was banned? “Say, it ain’t any of my business,” he said, “but it’s kinda funny you’d come all this way without any guns.”

“Oh, hell, we got lots of guns,” said the hunter. “I’d jes’ like to get somethin’ a little bit better than store-bought—for myself, anyway. If the other boys want to get their own, that’s their lookout.”

Chocolate Harry wasn’t quite convinced; what if they’d come to a world without a conveniently corrupt Legion Supply sergeant? Would this fellow have settled for the “store-bought”? Or was he trying to obtain the military weapons for some purpose other than hunting? Then he shrugged it off—it really wasn’t his business. If there was money to be had, that was all he cared about. He smiled, and said, “It’ll run you fifteen hundred bucks, though. And you gotta keep quiet about it—this is Legion issue, top secret stuff. Word gets out I sold it to you, both our asses are gonna be in the cooler for a lo-o-ong time.”

“Price isn’t a problem,” said the fellow. “By the way, Sarge, the name’s L.P. Asho. And you don’t have to worry about me passin’ along any secrets. I do lots of big government contracts, so I know how to zip the lip. I’d hope you’ll do the same for me—I get the idea your boss don’t like us playin’ with guns.”

“He’s the last dude I’m gonna tell, believe you me, Asho,” said Chocolate Harry. “Now, guns ain’t the only thing I can put in your hands. You folks need any fancy food or drinks? I got real Galactic Bohemian from New Baltimore, in the bottle or in the keg. Or I got genuine scotch whisky from Aldebaran IV—they even got sheep to pee in the water, give it the Old Earth flavor. Or maybe you boys need some pills …”

“Naah, we brought all that kind of stuff with us,” said L.P. Asho. “Maybe if we run low—good to know there’s a local source for the better things in life. But say—you wouldn’t know where I can find a good poker game, would you? The other boys can’t play worth a damn, and I wouldn’t mind that so much if they didn’t know they can’t play, which means they don’t play—unless it’s for the kind of money I throw the guy who opens a door for me in a fancy restaurant. And that ain’t hardly poker at all, in my DB. A fella likes a little real action, where’s he s’posed to go on this planet?”

Chocolate Harry rubbed his chin. “Gee, I dunno. Most of the guys in Omega Company don’t have those kind of bucks, either,” he said. “We do have a little game every now and then, if you’re looking for some action. Not a lot of money, y’understand—the Legion doesn’t pay all that much, not even to fellows like me who’ve been pulling our weight for a good long while. But if you and your buddies are interested in something a little livelier, maybe we could get a few of the guys to show up for a five-buck ante …”

“That’s the kind of stuff I like,” said Asho. “What do y’all play?”

“Dealer’s choice,” said Harry. “Mostly pretty tame stuff like Anaconda or Hold ’Em. Every now and then something a bit funkier, like Aldebaran, or Texas Chainsaw …”

“So if a fella came in with a different game he didn’t mind explainin’ the rules, you wouldn’t have a problem with that?”

“Oh, no, not at all,” said Chocolate Harry, grinning. “Why don’t I see how many of the boys I can scare up. Would tomorrow night be cool?”

“Very cool,” said L.P. Asho, with a predatory grin. Chocolate Harry grinned right back at him, then revved the hovercycle and roared back toward the Legion base.

After a few moments, Euston O’Better came out of one of the tents. “What the hell was that noise?” he asked.

“Legion sergeant invitin’ us to play poker,” said Asho.

“Poker?” O’Better frowned. “Hey, I came here for the hunting, not cards.”

“Sonny, this is the best kind of hunting there is,” said Asho. “Sucker hunting—and I think I just found me a big one.” He rubbed his hands together and smiled—a very nasty smile.

*    *    *

First Sergeant Brandy hadn’t seen the AEIOU team arrive, nor had she watched the hunters’ shuttle landing, out in the desert. She’d been too busy with her squad of new legionnaires—none of them raw recruits anymore, but most of them still unseasoned, by her lights. This morning’s training exercise had gone all haywire, and now she had to figure out how to make it work tomorrow morning. It had started out simply enough: she’d broken the squad into two groups, then sent one of them into the desert to prepare an ambush and, after a decent interval, sent the other to try to find them without falling into the ambush. The spirit of competition should have spurred them to do their best, and in the process, both groups should have learned a good bit about the terrain around the camp and how to operate in it.

Except the first group had gotten lost right away, in spite of its maps and instruments. That wouldn’t have been all that bad, if they’d just chosen a more or less suitable site, set up some kind of position, and waited to ambush the second team when it came to find them. No such chance. Instead, Roadkill had gotten into a discussion with Brick about which way they were originally supposed to go, and most of the rest of the squad had taken sides with one or the other. Meanwhile, the other squad, which admittedly had the somewhat tougher job of finding the first, got itself lost even more thoroughly than the first. When Brandy had finally gotten annoyed and sent out a search party, she’d found the second team trudging through the desert—in an almost perfect circle around the first party.

In fact, the only thing both squads had done according to orders was to maintain comm silence so as not to alert the “opponents” of their position. And, since nobody had kept an eye on the emergency comm frequency, both groups were utterly unaware that Brandy had been trying to recall them for several hours before she’d given up and sent out the search party. Which, to her utter annoyance, had promptly gotten itself lost. It had taken most of the afternoon to finally get everybody found and back on base—luckily with no injuries worse than sunburn. And all this while the captain was entertaining the AEIOU team, which was snooping around the base looking for reasons to find Omega Company guilty of environmental offenses (with Barky ready to attack suspected polluters), and while trying to keep the AEIOU team from noticing the party of bigwig big-game hunters that had landed just south of camp and apparently insisted on instant VIP treatment. All this was enough to turn Brandy’s mind, yet again, toward the prospect of an early retirement … and maybe, this time, Captain Jester wouldn’t manage to sweet-talk her out of it.

So Brandy wasn’t really paying attention when an unfamiliar sophont in a Legion uniform came up to her, dropped a duffel bag, came to attention, and saluted. “Legionnaire Thumper reporting for duty, Sergeant!” it said.

Brandy looked up from the Training Progress Report she’d been in the process of deciding how to fill out. The new arrival was about a meter and a half tall, dressed in regulation Legion black (although a good bit less stylish than the standard Omega Mob version of the uniform), and had long ears, big eyes, and a ridiculously cute wiggly pink nose. She stared for a moment, then blurted out, “Where the hell did you come from?”

The legionnaire looked puzzled. “Uh, do you mean originally, Sergeant, or just now?” Its voice was high and squeaky, though not unpleasant. And it didn’t use a translator.

Brandy shook her head. “Radicate that,” she said. She thought back a second and retrieved the new legionnaire’s name from memory. “Thumper, what I mean is, what are you doing here? Nobody told us there were any new troops coming.”

“Sergeant, as far as I know I’m the only new member sent to this company,” said Thumper. “I came with the hunting party that just landed. I understand they owed someone important a favor …”

“Huh,” said Brandy. “And that meant giving you a ride. What makes you important enough to get a trip on a civilian space yacht?”

“Uh, I think it’s because I got in trouble with a general,” said Thumper. He went on to tell a complex, but predictable story of showing up his buddies in basic training and being made the scapegoat for a practical joke on General Blitzkrieg. At the end, he said, “But I think maybe somebody thinks I’m all right, after all—my drill instructor said Omega Company is really one of the best in the Legion.”

“The best, Legionnaire,” said Brandy, proudly. She set her paperwork aside and stood up. “You are now a member of the best company in the Space Legion, and you better not forget it. But why don’t you pick up that bag and follow me? I know where there’s a vacant bunk. Then we can start showing you how things work in Omega. We do things a little differently around here …” She stalked off toward an entrance to the modular base, with the new recruit close behind her. Hope sprang eternal. Maybe this one would be able to go out in the desert without getting lost …

*    *    *

Sushi toyed with his drink, then said, “Have you ever seen written Chinese?”

“Can’t say that I have, son,” said Rev. “Thought that was some kind of food, to tell you the truth.”

Sushi managed not to roll his eyes. “The Chinese were an Old Earth people who spoke like seven or eight different languages,” he said. “Mandarin, Cantonese, a bunch of others you don’t need to know the names of …”

“Why not?” said Do-Wop, with an evil grin. “I bet you don’t even know ’em all.”

Sushi shot Do-Wop a withering glance. “Will you give a guy a break when he’s trying to explain something? I think you’ve been hanging out with Mahatma.”

“Hey, you know me, Soosh,” said Do-Wop. “Ever eager for knowledge …”

“Yeah, because you’ve got none of it to spare,” answered Sushi.

“All right, fellas, you’re strayin’ from the point,” said Rev, raising his palm to stop them. “What were you sayin’, Sushi?”

“Anyhow, they spoke all these languages, and speaking one didn’t give you more than a guess at understanding the others. But they were all written the same way. The written symbols represented the meaning of the words, not their sound, so a Mandarin speaker could pretty much read a document written by a Cantonese speaker, even if he couldn’t understand the spoken language. It’s sort of the opposite of the old-time European languages, where a reader could get a rough idea how a message in another language would sound, even if he didn’t know what it means.”

“Weird,” said Do-Wop. “Why’d they do a stupid thing like that, Soosh?”

“Actually, it’s not that stupid if you have a big empire with several different spoken languages,” said Sushi, shrugging. “That gives you two choices—either make everybody learn one common spoken language, the way the Romans did, or have one common written language, the Chinese way.”

“You left one out,” said Do-Wop. “Autotranslators. You don’t even need to have the same kind of ears for them to work …”

“Sure, except the ancient Romans and Chinese didn’t have autotranslators,” said Sushi.

“You’re jivin’ me, Soosh,” said Do-Wop. “The Romans had everything, man. They were like Italians, only with a better army and space force …”

Sushi rolled his eyes. “I hate to tell you this, but the Romans didn’t have a space force, either …”

“What?” Do-Wop’s mouth fell open. “Fangul’, Soosh, you can’t tell me that shit with a straight face …”

Rev raised his hands. “Gen’lemen, gen’lemen,” he said, in a calming tone of voice. “We’re strayin’ off the point again. Sushi, you were tellin’ us about how the Zenobians write, weren’t you? I’d surely like to hear more about that.”

“All right, here’s the deal,” said Sushi. “From what Qual said, it seems as if the Zenobians learn to read before they learn to speak. They’re descended from predators—well, in a sense, they still are predators. So the young ones depend on their vision more than most other sophonts. Well, maybe the Gambolts would be similar … I don’t know much about their language, either, except the translator works for them?”

“All right,” said Rev. “So the Zenobians learn to read first. I reckon that would mean the written language ought to be pretty easy to understand, then.”

“You’d think so,” said Sushi, nodding. He took another pull on his beer. “But that brings me back to Chinese. I’ve heard people say that Chinese is actually very easy to read—that all you have to do is look at the writing as pictures, and when you see what the pictures are, you know what the writing says.”

“Why, that’s perfect,” said Rev. “So we ought to be able to read Zenobian even without a translator.”

“Yeah, sounds great, doesn’t it?” said Sushi. “Except it doesn’t work quite that way. The pictures are too sketchy—four lines sort of in a box might be a house, or a dog …”

“Sounds like they couldn’t draw very good,” said Do-Wop. “Hell, even I can draw a house and a dog so they look different, and I ain’t no Michael Angelo.”

“Michael Angelo? Who’s that?” said Rev.

“Italian artist, best there was,” said Do-Wop. “He laid on his back for twenty-five years, painting fiascos on the ceiling of some big church …”

Whatever else Do-Wop might have had to say about Michelangelo, he was prevented by Sushi spraying a fine mist of beer out of his mouth as he fell out of his seat, laughing uncontrollably.


Chapter Ten

Journal #703

Taking the visiting AEIOU inspectors on a tour of the Legion base was an operation that required a great deal of delicacy. My employer took every effort to ensure that the visitors were shown everything that might show the company in the greenest possible light, and as little as possible that might reflect discredit upon its environmental practices. After letting Lieutenant Rembrandt steer the inspectors through the less sensitive areas of the compound, the captain himself joined them to show off the more highly technological departments. This was where, in his opinion, his influx of his own funds had had the greatest effect in improving the company’s performance. He didn’t necessarily reckon on the inspectors’ believing otherwise.

*    *    *

“And this is our comm center” said Phule, showing the AEIOU inspection team through the doorway. “All official communications, and most unofficial ones, come through here.”

“How much energy does it use?” asked Inspector Slurry, eyeing the large panel of readouts above Mother’s console.

“Less than you’d think,” said Phule. “In a military field base, we have to be prepared to operate in emergency conditions. One of the first things an attacker is going to try to hit is the power supply. So in a pinch, we have to be able to run our entire system on the power we can produce ourselves. That puts the premium on efficiency.”

“Efficiency is a relative term,” said Inspector Gardner. “It tends to vary depending on what the person using the word is trying to sell you. Just how much power do these systems use in a normal day’s activities?”

Phule paused just a second before answering. “Our exact power requirements are classified, but I think it’s safe enough to tell you that we can run the entire base indefinitely on solar energy, which of course there’s plenty of out here in the desert. And there are backup systems in case we get a run of bad weather, natural or otherwise. Again, you’ll have to pardon me for not giving details.”

“Well, solar is acceptably green, for the most part,” said Chief Inspector Snieff. “I do want to find out about these backup systems, though. I’ll have you know that I have made a study of most of the ways one can generate and store power, and the majority of them are very suspect, environmentally. I would hate to think …”

Whatever Snieff would have hated to think, her revelation was interrupted by a loud exclamation from Barky, the Environmental Dog, who had wandered through the comm center, sniffing the equipment and eyeing the personnel, and had finally found his way to the door of the officers’ lounge. There he had halted, staring inside the door and growling, which no one had quite noticed until he let loose with a series of loud barks.

“What in space …?” said Phule. He strode over to the door and looked inside to see what had caused the dog’s reaction. There, to his surprise, stood Tusk-anini, on top of a chair, his head scraping the ceiling. The Volton was scowling down his long snout at the Environmental Dog. “Uh-oh,” said Phule.

“Tell famous doggy would be most healthy for him to stay distant,” said Tusk-anini calmly, but emphatically. “I no want to be hurting little Earth animal. But I tell you now—doggy tries to bite, Tusk-anini doing what he needing to do.”

“Barky!” said Inspector Gardner. “Come on, fella—leave the nice sophont alone. He can’t help it if he smells …”

“Tusk-anini no smell,” said the Volton. “Doggy smell. Tusk-anini stink.”

“Now, let’s not take things too literally,” said Phule, stepping gingerly between Tusk-anini and Barky, now apparently pacified. Inspector Gardner was down on one knee beside the dog, scratching him between the shoulder blades and holding lightly on to his collar. “Would it be fair to say that Barky’s nose is perhaps a little too sensitive, Inspector Snieff?”

The AEIOU inspector sniffed. “Barky is a genetically enhanced ultracanine, highly trained to discern the smells of pollution and other assaults on the environment. If some of the sophonts in your company carry odors like those of common pollutants, it may be no surprise that he reacts to them with hostility. Would it be fair to say that perhaps some of your legionnaires need to bathe more frequently, Captain Jester?”

“Begging your pardon, Chief Inspector, I seriously doubt that is the problem,” said Beeker. “If I may be permitted to say so, I can testify, based on personal observation, that the bathing facilities on this post would be the pride of many private athletic clubs.”

“Maybe,” said Inspector Slurry. “Probably waste water, too.”

“I think I can respond to that,” said Phule, grinning. “This base module is about as water-efficient as you can contrive, Inspector. A military unit in an arid environment can’t afford to take water for granted. We recover, reuse, recycle, and recondition every possible drop of water. In fact, about the only way we could do better would be to capture the perspiration of our legionnaires working outside the base. And if we really needed to do that, I suspect we could find a way to do it …”

“Undoubtedly by throwing even more money at it,” said Snieff. “Have you ever sat down and calculated how many resources your company requires to maintain this exorbitant lifestyle?”

“Oh, yes,” said Phule. “I think you’d find the figures very interesting. If you compare us to units of similar size, on similar missions, you’ll find that Omega Company actually has a significantly less negative impact on the environment than a typical military operation. Granted, I’ve solved a lot of our problems by spending money—but it’s my money I’m spending, not the government’s, and I make very sure I get what I’m paying for.”

“Never minding money,” said Tusk-anini. “Why don’t you taking Barky dog away so Tusk-anini can finish reading book? Am halfway through Old Earth classic and want to know how it comes out.” He pointed to the thick volume on the floor. The spine of the book displayed the curious word, Dhalgren.

“Woof!” said Barky, the Environmental Dog, sniffing the book, but then Inspector Gardner clapped his hands, and a few moments later, the Environmental Dog and all the other visitors left the Officers’ Lounge to Tusk-anini. With a snort of relief, the Volton stepped off the table and picked up his book. He wasn’t quite sure where the story was leading, but on the whole it wasn’t any stranger than most of the other human literature he’d read.

Which, he thought as he settled down, wasn’t saying very much …

*    *    *

The Fat Chance Casino was crowded as Ernie made his way through the gaming rooms. No surprise there; according to the local newstaper, several large space liners had just made their regular stopovers at Lorelei, and the travel-weary passengers were eagerly getting what they’d come for: first-class dining, lavish entertainment, and high-stakes gambling. The sight of all the expensively dressed suckers with fat credit accounts made Ernie’s mouth water. It was every grifter’s dream, and there were plenty of grifters willing to take advantage of it. Except in the Fat Chance Casino, where Captain Jester had ordered his security forces to clamp down on anything that might cut into the players’ enjoyment—or the house’s percentage.

He stopped at the bar and ordered a drink—a tall glass of quinine water with a twist of lime. No alcohol tonight; that had been another of his promises to Lola. Instead, he’d brought along an Aromacap: a tiny capsule filled with an aromatic oil that, rubbed on the skin, conveyed the exact odor of an expensive brand of imported gin. If the marks—or casino security—thought he’d been drinking heavily, they were likely to underestimate him. Better yet, as long as he stuck to Aldebaran Amber Gin, Ernie had a fair chance of convincing Lola that he’d been using the Aromacap instead of knocking back a few G’n’T’s while he was supposed to be working.

But this time, Ernie had promised Lola to stay straight. More importantly, he’d promised not to do anything that might draw the attention of security—either the casino’s or Victor Phule’s very professional bodyguard. That meant resisting the temptation to pocket any loose change that might be lying around, such as waiters’ uncollected tips or customers’ unattended handbags. And it meant not carrying any of a number of devices meant to increase the odds in his favor, devices generally frowned upon both by the casinos and by those players who were naive enough to expect that everyone else in the game was playing by the rules. Especially in the Fat Chance, the ownership took exception to such devices—and its guards seemed to have a better-than-average record at spotting them in use.

In most places, he’d have taken his chances and figured on tipping the security guards to turn a blind eye. But the Fat Chance Casino’s policy was to expel any cheaters it caught not just from the casino, but from Lorelei itself—and its guards were apparently tip-proof. If Ernie and Lola were identified as cheats, their chances of completing the mission that brought them here shrank very close to zero—as did their chances of convincing a certain Mr. V to let them keep breathing. That was good enough to convince Ernie to keep his hands to himself and leave his educated dice at home.

His specific mission tonight was to find either of the Phules, Willard (A.K.A. Captain Jester) or his father Victor. In principle, that was a no-brainer. He knew what both men looked like and had a fair idea where, in the public parts of the casino, they might be found this time of day. In practice, as his previous experience with the younger Phule had taught him, the job was far from easy.

On their previous visit to Lorelei, Ernie and Lola had laid a subtle trap to kidnap the captain of Omega Company, and on the space liner away from Lorelei Station, found themselves in custody of an Andromatic robot whose features were a dead ringer for Captain Jester’s. The situation had fallen entirely apart when the robot had commandeered an escape pod and left the space liner entirely. Luckily, nobody on board ship had managed to connect them to the incident, or else (in addition to their other troubles) they might now be trying to figure out how to come up with the replacement value of a deep-space escape pod.

Ernie had no idea whether the robot had been recovered or replaced; certainly the Phules could afford to do either. But barring information to the contrary, he and Lola agreed that any Phule they encountered had to be considered a possible robot. Since their contract had said nothing about robots—since, in fact, Mr. V had been emphatically uninterested in hearing about their misadventures—the two kidnappers needed to be sure they were getting the real thing. And with a high-priced bodyguard standing nearby, an experimental poke or pinch to determine the subject’s reaction would not be a good idea.

Ernie drifted nonchalantly through the casino, stopping to look at the play at a table here or there, occasionally placing a small bet on a whim. If anyone were watching, they were likely to check him off as a bored dilettante, with no fixed purpose. But he gradually made his way toward the higher-priced rooms, where his quarry was likely to be playing, or watching the action. What would happen when he found one of the Phules remained to be seen. But he’d think of something, he was sure. He could always think of something.

*    *    *

“Well, I believe you’ve seen our whole camp,” Phule said to the AEIOU inspectors. “I can see it’s getting close to dinnertime; could I persuade you to stay for a taste of Omega Company’s cooking? I think Sergeant Escrima is as fine a chef as you’ll find in this arm of the Galaxy …”

“Is the food organic?” asked Slurry, a dubious expression on his face. “We absolutely insist on that.”

“I believe you can take it for granted that Sergeant Escrima’s offerings fulfill that requirement,” said Beeker, his chin inching upward. “In fact, it is all but impossible to obtain nutrition from inorganic substances.”

“The Nanoids seem to do just fine with sand,” said Phule, grinning. “But I think you’re missing the point, Beeks.” He turned back to the AEIOU team. “In fact, Escrima insists on only the freshest and purest ingredients—I ought to know, since I’m the one paying for them. And he prides himself on being able to supply a satisfying meal to anyone who walks into the mess hall. At the moment, he’s responsible for feeding members of at least five different species and I don’t know how many ethnicities. So I’m sure you’ll find a wide selection of dishes that meet your requirements—unless you insist on your food being bland or overcooked, in which case he’ll probably come after you with a red-hot skewer. Would you like to join us?”

Inspector Gardner chuckled. “I’ve been eating camp food for long enough that I’m tempted to take you up on it. Unless your chef’s an even worse terror than you say …”

“You may be certain he’s a terror, sir,” said Beeker. “But I’d advise you to take up the captain’s invitation nonetheless. The food is the best on the planet.”

“Given the alternatives, I’d be very surprised if it weren’t,” said Gardner. “Even so, I’d love to join you. But I can only speak for myself. Chief, do you think we can eat here, or do we need to go back to our own camp?”

“Eating here would help conserve our own food supplies,” added Slurry. “And it would give us a chance to evaluate the Legion’s energy efficiency and waste management procedures.”

“You shouldn’t judge the Legion as a whole by us,” said Lieutenant Rembrandt, earnestly. “To be as clean and green as we are, you have to have a CO who cares about something besides kowtowing to the top brass. Most Legion companies spend so much time trying to avoid getting on the wrong side of headquarters that they can barely achieve their basic mission, let alone worry about the environment.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” said Chief Inspector Snieff. “But I believe I’m going to make my own decision on this company’s environmental practices rather than accept the testimony of an undoubtedly biased party. Granted, I haven’t found any blatant destruction of vital habitats, or flagrant pollution of the environment—so far. The lack of evidence doesn’t mean this company isn’t guilty.”

“What a convenient system,” said Beeker. “Guilty until proven innocent—it must save you ever so much trouble.”

“We nearly destroyed Old Earth by giving the anti-environment forces too many loopholes,” retorted Snieff. “The AEIOU has sworn never to let that happen again.”

“Perhaps you should consult the local inhabitants before you make your decision,” said Rembrandt. “The captain has worked very closely with the Zenobians to minimize the impact of this base on their planet. If they’re satisfied, why is it your concern?”

“Locals can be very shortsighted,” said Slurry. “It’s our business to think of the long term.”

“Well, at the moment, I’m not thinking any farther ahead than dinner,” said Phule, stepping forward to cut off any reply from his officers. “If you all want to join me, now’s your chance—and I cannot only promise you the best food on the planet, but one of the best meals you’ll ever eat.”

Gardner and Slurry both looked at Snieff, but apprehension was clear on their faces as their chief wrinkled her brow, trying to decide. Some of the legionnaires who’d overheard the discussion shook their heads, or grinned ruefully. Escrima’s cooking had spoiled them for the kind of rations the AEIOU contingent had undoubtedly brought with them to Zenobia. The inspectors would be sorry if they missed it—but they’d be even sorrier if they accepted the invitation, and then had to go back to their own cooking.

At last, Chief Inspector Snieff shrugged, and said, “Very well, Captain, we’ll dine with you tonight. It’s late enough that by the time we returned to camp we’d be behind schedule for our meal. I suppose we will simply have to trust this Legion cook to make us something moderately healthy and not too extravagant.”

“I think you can trust Escrima for that,” said Phule, with a knowing smile. “Come with me!” And he turned and led the AEIOU inspectors toward the mess hall.

*    *    *

Mess Sergeant Escrima, undisputed ruler of Omega Company’s kitchens and dining hall, hadn’t been told to expect company for dinner, but that didn’t matter. Every meal that came out of his kitchen was a special occasion, as far as he was concerned. And when he learned that the visitors were humans, he shrugged. For someone who regularly cooked for Synthians, Gambolts, and a Volton, that was no challenge at all.

Sure enough, the captain’s guests had found plenty to put on their plates as they went through the line. One of the AEIOU inspectors, a severe-looking woman, restricted herself to plainly cooked vegetables and rice; Escrima, watching from behind the counters, thought she could use a little fattening up, but kept his opinion to himself. If she didn’t appreciate his sauces and meat dishes, she wasn’t worth talking to, anyway, he thought. As long as she didn’t say anything, he’d leave her alone.

The others took a wider sampling of the cuisine, and seemed excited to find so many tasty choices in what they must have expected to be a typical military mess. That made Escrima feel better; he always enjoyed surprising visitors who thought that institutional food was required by some cosmic law to consist of subpar ingredients, unimaginative recipes, and bad cookery.

Even Barky, the Environmental Dog, was relatively easy to please. An interplanetary tri-vee star could have gotten away with being much more temperamental—even ace reporter Jennie Higgins had been known to get picky about her dinner selection—but the legionnaires of Omega Company (at least the ones who dared get close to his teeth) oohed and ahhed to see such a famous animal in their midst. And so, with a good dose of fan appreciation as appetizer, the ever-environmentally aware Barky settled right down with a medium-rare prime vege-rib and seemed as happy as a clam in unpolluted water. Escrima grinned. Most cooks—even the specialists in vegetarian cuisine—had a tough time making vege-beef taste like anything but recycled cardboard (which it mostly was), and then only by disguising it with enough marinade and sauces to swamp a space liner. Only a genius like Escrima could serve it up plain and make it not just edible but delicious.

He’d been more worried by another variation from the normal routine tonight—the unannounced arrival of a new legionnaire of a species not previously represented in Omega Company. Escrima pulled down his trusty copy of The Practical Chef’s Encyclopedia of Culinary Preferences and Nutritional Requirements of Sophonts Around the Alliance and looked up the entry on the new arrival. It’d be just his luck to be short of some nonsynthesizable nutrient the Lepoids required, with no way to get it but express delivery at exorbitant prices. And since the entire expense would be to feed just one legionnaire, some bean-counter in headquarters was likely to gripe at the expense. That was tough luck, as far as Escrima was concerned. They should have thought about that before they’d sent a Lepoid legionnaire to Zenobia. His job was to feed ’em, and screw anybody who didn’t like the expense.

But after flipping through several cross-references and charts of substitutions, scowling as he matched the names of the exotic ingredients with their common equivalents, Sergeant Escrima sat back and smiled. Feeding the new guy was going to be a piece of cake, after all. Carrot cake, to be exact.

*    *    *

Thumper’s introduction to Omega Company was progressing at whirlwind speed. In the short time he’d been at the company’s Zenobia Base, he’d already met the first sergeant, who’d shown him to a comfortable barracks room and explained how Omega Company did things. He was going to be paired with one of the other legionnaires on base, not just as a roommate, but as a partner. This was one of Captain Jester’s innovations, though Thumper didn’t quite understand the reason for it. But eventually he’d get it, he knew. He was a smart Lepoid, and had the grades in school to prove it. Things hadn’t gone quite so well in basic training, but that had been his first exposure to mass human psychology. Now he had a better idea what was going on. Or so he thought … 

The mess hall was open for the evening meal beginning at 1700 hours, the same as in basic. Here, though, the legionnaires apparently had the option of going to eat at any time between then and 2030, instead of being assigned a set (and usually too short) time slot during which they had to report for their meal. Having had his last meal just before the human hunters’ shuttle landed on Zenobia, Thumper was starved. He finished stowing his gear, washed his paws and combed his whiskers, and stepped out into the corridor, hoping the mess hall was close by—and easy to find.

It was. At the end of the short corridor leading to his barracks room, Thumper turned left and almost immediately saw the double doors of the mess hall in front of him. There was a small group of legionnaires standing around chatting just outside the doors, while a stream of their comrades walked through. Not really knowing anyone yet, Thumper stepped past them and took a tray. He was unavoidably conscious that the conversation in the group behind him had stopped just after he had passed, then resumed in a lower tone.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out what had caused it. New guy, they were undoubtedly saying. New guy. Well, he was a new guy, here at least. Before long, he’d get a chance to show them just what kind of guy he was. And if he’d learned anything from his last talk with Sergeant Pitbull, he thought they’d be glad to have him on board. Meanwhile, his stomach reminded him, he hadn’t eaten in hours.

There was a food service line ahead of him, with absolutely wonderful aromas wafting out to the nostrils of the waiting legionnaires. Thumper stepped into line and took one of the trays—which, he was surprised to see, was not the ugly standard-issue plastic that everyone in Legion basic had used. Instead, these trays came in a variety of pastel shades with geometrical designs that might actually enhance the user’s enjoyment of eating. Even more surprising, they all managed to be attractively clean, rather than unappealingly sterile. Thumper hadn’t been in the Legion very long, but he already knew enough to recognize that this wasn’t typical of mess halls.

He stepped into line behind a tall legionnaire—almost all of them were a lot taller than he was, but he was used to that, too—and peered over the edge of the counter at the food. There was a selection of raw vegetables, the kind the humans called “salad.” He took a large helping of that, and an equal amount of cooked greens—which, for the first time since he’d joined the Legion, weren’t boiled beyond recognition. He wondered how Omega Company got enough fresh vegetables to supply the mess hall; he hadn’t noticed a garden patch on his way into the base. But that didn’t mean there wasn’t one away from the route he’d traveled. It was just a real treat to see fresh veggies once again. It almost felt like home.

Best of all, there was no sergeant standing there to tell him what to take, or how much, either. Omega Company apparently let its legionnaires eat whatever they wanted. That was a really triff idea, thought Thumper. He couldn’t remember a time when there wasn’t somebody telling him what to eat, beginning with his mother. He was ready for a change.

He looked around the room for a place to sit—he’d only met a couple of members of the company so far, so he had nobody in particular to look for. Plenty of tables had empty seats, so he had his choice of dinner companions. Then he caught a whiff of something he hadn’t in his fondest dreams expected to find this far away from home. Carrot cake—his favorite dessert!

Thumper followed the delicious aroma to its source, a serving station piled high with desserts of all kinds. He recognized some of them as distant relations of the offerings in the mess hall back in basic training—obviously far more palatable, even to his nonhuman taste buds. But it was the carrot cake that he craved, that promised his taste buds all the delights of home.

He was so intrigued by the aroma that he didn’t even notice when the trouble started.

*    *    *

“Well, boys, it looks like we’re not makin’ a whole heap o’ progress with this,” said Rev, setting down his glass. “I reckon we ought to call a halt and go get some food in our bellies.”

Do-Wop knocked back his half-full glass of beer and set it down with a wistful look. “If you say so, man,” he said. “Hey, I was just gettin’ started. But a little chow don’t sound so bad, when you come right down to it.”

Sushi, who’d had only one drink, stood up and said, “I’d even settle for a big chow, but I don’t think Escrima cooks that recipe. I suspect some of the guys would vote to put Barky in the stewpot, though.”

“Now, now, son,” said Rev. “The King wouldn’t like to hear you talk that way about a fellow star, ‘specially not a dog. You talk nice about Barky, y’hear? That lil’ ol’ pup’s a surefire hit anytime he’s on a vidscreen.”

“Star or no star, he better stay away from me,” said Do-Wop. “C’mon, if we’re gonna stand around and jabber, I’m gettin’ me another brew.”

“Hey, I’ve been ready,” said Sushi, punching Do-Wop in the shoulder. “Come on, let’s go find out what Escrima’s cooking.”

The three of them entered the dining hall together, took trays, and made their selections. Rev and Sushi went for chicken (there was a choice of Southern fried or curried) with rice, while Do-Wop loaded up his plate with butterfly pasta in a rich alfredo sauce and crisp broccoli tips.

The trio were on their way to the drink station when the trouble started.

Sushi was the first to notice anything out of the ordinary. “Who’s the new guy over there?” he asked, pointing to the dessert line. The others turned their heads to see what he was talking about. There was a small figure in a regulation Legion jumpsuit, considerably less dashing than the special uniform Captain Jester had ordered for Omega Company to wear. Sushi just barely had time to notice that the new company member (he assumed that was what the newcomer had to be) had long floppy ears when a familiar sound came from behind them.

“Woof! Woof!” said Barky, the Environmental Dog, baring his fangs and charging full speed in the direction of the little legionnaire.

Chief Inspector Snieff leapt up and called out, “Barky! Sit! Bad dog! Sit!” But nobody, least of all the Environmental Dog, was paying much attention to her at this point.

The three Legionnaires made an altogether praiseworthy effort to get out of the dog’s way, but (inhibited by full trays of food) they were nowhere near nimble enough. As Barky’s well-fed bulk crashed into his shins, Do-Wop’s tray tilted, then tipped directly over, dumping a plateful of steaming hot pasta with alfredo sauce on his legs, the floor, and onto Barky’s bare back. That set off a chorus of woeful howls—from Do-Wop and Barky both.

Barky spun around to find whoever was attacking him. But the wet floor offered no traction, and so the famous Environmental Dog slid full speed into Sushi’s legs. That, inevitably, sent Sushi tumbling into Rev, and both men went down in a heap. At the same time, their trays hit the floor, scattering chicken and rice in all directions. There were gasps and shouts from those within range of the flying food, and all over the mess hall heads turned to see what the disturbance was about. They hadn’t missed anything to speak of; the chain reaction was just beginning to pick up momentum.

Chocolate Harry, going back to the main serving line for seconds, turned his head to look at what was happening behind him and inevitably put his foot in exactly the wrong place—on a stray chicken leg—and went down with a basso profundo shout of “Goddamn son of a bitch!” in an avalanche of table scraps, dishes, and cutlery. One of his forks bounced twice, flipped over one and a half times, and arrived prongs first in the close vicinity of Barky’s tail, sending the galaxywide star Environmental Dog off yelping in the direction of the dessert stand, where Thumper still stood, surveying the catastrophe unfolding around him with eyes growing steadily wider.

One look at Barky was enough to convince Thumper that he had come to the wrong place at the wrong time. With the finely honed reflexes of a recent graduate of Legion basic training, Thumper dropped his own tray and took off for the nearest cover as if his life depended on it. Unfortunately, Barky’s canine instincts were aroused by the sight of something running, and he redoubled his speed in an attempt to catch the fleeing Lepoid. Meanwhile, an infuriated Chocolate Harry had begun gathering up various articles from the floor around him and throwing them (with an obligato of curses truly worthy of a veteran Legion sergeant) in the general direction of the Environmental Dog.

Unfortunately, Harry’s aim was about what one would expect of a Supply sergeant who had moved the trash basket next to his desk so as to avoid bending over to pick up the paper wads that missed their target. One of his hastily flung chicken bones caught Do-Wop square in the chest. Harry couldn’t have picked a worse target on purpose. Never one to back down from a perceived challenge, Do-Wop scooped up a handful of pasta with alfredo sauce and fired it back at Chocolate Harry.

Do-Wop had no better aim than Harry. His improvised missile went far and wide, hitting Double-X (who had just turned to see what was happening) full in the face. The legionnaire dropped his tray and fell backwards into the main food station, knocking it over and scattering the contents across the floor and hitting (among others) Super-Gnat, who had been right behind Double-X.

That was the final spark to set off an explosion. Super-Gnat snatched up a boiled potato and fired it off. The spud hit Do-Wop directly in the snoot. Temporarily blinded, Do-Wop stepped on another gob of alfredo sauce and fell back on top of Rev, who had almost managed to get up on all fours. The pair went down with an impressive splash in the spilled pasta—but not before Do-Wop managed to fire off an unaimed breast of chicken that landed on a nearby table, knocking a pitcher of orange juice onto the laps of Roadkill, Street, and two of the Gambolts. Almost immediately, food was flying in every direction. Half of Omega Mob enthusiastically joined in, and the other half broke for the exits.

Meanwhile, Thumper and Barky were racing around the mess hall as if their lives depended on it, with the AEIOU inspectors following in a dogged attempt to prevent their intergalactic media star from injuring himself. Some of the legionnaires, whether angered at the inspectors’ perceived interference in their operation or simply aroused by the challenge of moving targets, concentrated their fire on the AEIOU team, adding to the already considerable chaos.

Mess Sergeant Escrima, an irascible sort in the best of times, emerged from the galley red-faced, with an enormous cleaver in one hand. He took in the scene in a glance, and let out a thunderous roar in some language that, perhaps fortunately, none of the other members of the company understood. Before he took another step, Barky, the Environmental Dog, bowled headlong into Escrima, knocking him off his feet. Escrima went down into a pile of stewed tomatoes, sputtering curses, and threats of bodily harm. A split second later, he retrieved his cleaver and jumped up to join the chase.

This, of course, was the very moment at which an unsuspecting Captain Jester, A.K.A. Willard Phule, and his loyal butler Beeker chose to enter the mess hall … 


Chapter Eleven

Journal #711

A sufficiently obstinate conviction is immune to all demonstrations of its falsity—in fact, they are the best means to harden the conviction, no matter how wrongheaded, into an unshakeable credo. And when two or more persons who hold such convictions come into contact, there is no hope of any such thing as communication or mutual enlightenment. The best one can hope for, in my experience, is to keep collateral damage to an acceptable minimum.

*    *    *

Predictably enough, Victor Phule was in the High Rollers’ Lounge, where the games were scaled to the ultrarich, and the security discreetly steered away anyone whose pockets weren’t deep enough—although not until they’d had a glimpse of the upper crust. Every nickel-dime punter who walked in the doors of the Fat Chance had a dream of breaking the bank and going home in a private space yacht. Giving them a brief look at the big-time players in action reinforced the glamour that was an essential part of any casino’s appeal. Let ’em dream, as long as they don’t touch, was Tullie Bascomb’s credo. And almost everything in the Fat Chance reflected the veteran casino manager’s words.

Ernie found it very curious that the richest man in the place—there was no question at all that Victor Phule fit that description—was playing the least glamorous game of all, the quantum slots. Ernie wondered about that, and about the fact that the casino had set up a row of slot machines here in a room where the players were more likely to prefer roulette and baccarat. You didn’t need to know very much about the business to see that something funny was going on.

Ernie’s latest theory was that, by ostentatiously playing high-priced slots, Victor Phule hoped to entice other high rollers to drop an occasional token into the machines—which notoriously offered the worst payoffs (or, from the house’s point of view, the highest profits) in any casino. The casino stood to make a substantial gain if it could find a way to make the slots fashionable for the big spenders. A few thousand here, a few thousand there—that could add up to a nice sum of money quickly enough. If that was all that was going on, there wasn’t likely to be any chance for Ernie to get an edge. But if Victor Phule was doing more than just playing the shill … Well, that was what Ernie had come here to find out.

The major flaw in the picture of Phule as a shill was that he totally lacked charisma. If the managers of the Fat Chance wanted to convince patrons that the slots were an exciting way to gamble, they could hardly have picked a worse role model. Pumping his tokens into the machines, shirt-sleeved Victor Phule had all the glamour of a middle-aged file clerk trying to avoid reinjuring a bad paper cut. Unless you knew who he was, there wasn’t a hint of his money and power. So why was Phule out here working the slots, when he could undoubtedly sit in an easy chair sipping cold drinks and earn more money in half an hour from his businesses and investments than he was likely to win in the biggest payout these machines offered?

Wait a minute, Ernie thought, with the stunning awareness of someone who’s overlooked an iceberg in a swimming pool. Just how big was the payout on these machines? What if the casino was offering enough to give even Victor Phule a rush of adrenaline every time he yanked the handle?

Casinos always make it a point to list the payout on the front of the slot machines, to remind the customer just how much he stands to win in the unlikely event of the symbols actually lining up right. Trying to appear as casual as possible, Ernie strolled up to one of the machines at the other end of the bank that Phule was playing, reaching in his pocket as if he might be interested in trying his luck.

“Sorry, my friend, these machines are in use,” said a calm voice at his side. Ernie turned to see a compact, competent-looking man with eyes that looked as if they could’ve cut a clean hole straight through a planet. The bodyguard, he thought.

“Hey, no problem,” said Ernie, genially. “Just taking a look at the payout, to see if it’s worth my while to play. I can always come back after you’re done.”

“The payout’s fine,” said the bodyguard. “But the price is a bit steep. You might do better over at the roulette table—it’s only a hundred dollars a spin, there.” His manner was as casual as Ernie’s, although it was perfectly clear he was doing his best to discourage anyone else from playing this bank of machines. That was enough to eliminate any idea that Phule was shilling for the house. No shill would stand in the way of a customer anxious to drop a few tokens in the slot. Thousand-dollar tokens, Ernie realized, looking at the machine he was standing next to.

Then he saw what the payout was, and in spite of himself, he let out a low whistle. “Whoa, are these guys kidding?” he asked. “A partner’s share in the casino—that can’t be for real.”

“Oh, it’s completely legitimate,” said Victor Phule, stepping up to the machine next to Ernie. “I made certain of that, you can be sure. I’m not going to throw my money away for nothing.”

“I guess not,” said Ernie, stepping back to give Phule room to pull the lever. He was fully aware of the bodyguard’s steady glare as he said, suddenly putting on his best imitation of an educated accent, “Sorry, I don’t mean to cramp your style.”

“That’s all right,” said Phule. “I’ve about done my six-hour stint for today. If you’ve a mind to play these machines after I’m gone, feel free. I don’t think anyone besides me has been trying them, though. Shame. A few more players would shorten the odds against someone’s winning.”

“Well, I guess I got nothing against being part owner of the casino,” said Ernie, feigning an interest much milder than he really felt. “I’d have to turn it over to somebody else to run, though. I’ve got too many other balls in the air back home to stay around here to watch one more small business.”

“Here, then, have a pull on me,” said Victor Phule. “If you hit the jackpot and don’t want it, you can always sell it back to me.” He reached in his pocket and tossed Ernie a silver-colored metal token. Ernie stared at it in disbelief. It was heavier than it looked from a distance. In the center of each side was a hologram, showing a roulette wheel that spun as the token was tilted to different angles. Around the rim in raised letters it read: “Fat Chance Casino—$1000.” Smaller print added the phrase, “Redeemable in Alliance funds at any window.”

The bodyguard was scowling even more fiercely, but Ernie gave the token a flip, and said, “Oh, all right. Just one spin. If I win anything, I’ll give you half.”

He dropped the token in a slot and pulled the lever. The symbols began to spin in front of him …

*    *    *

“All right,” said Phule, shading his eyes with his left hand. “Explain to me just what happened at dinner.”

Rembrandt stood at the foot of his desk, looking just as unhappy as her superior officer. “Well, Captain,” she began, “we warned all the nonhuman members of the company to avoid the dining hall until Barky and the AEIOU group were gone. It looks as if Barky has some particular grudge against nonhuman sophonts—you’d think they’d have trained that out of him, but there it is. What nobody had picked up on is that we’ve got a new member in the company, Thumper by name. He’s a Lepoid from Teloon …”

“And nobody remembered to warn him about Barky,” Phule finished the sentence for her. “Or me about him, either. I had such a perfect plan, too. We’d give the AEIOU inspectors a nice guided tour of the base, pointing out all the neat environmental things we’re doing. Then we’d feed them a better meal than they get in their own camp, let the troops make friends with Barky, and send the inspectors home with everybody feeling good about each other.”

“Yes, sir,” said Rembrandt, not lifting her gaze to meet his.

Phule shook his head, then continued in a quiet voice. “The worst thing is, it almost worked. Even after Barky had his run-in with Tusk-anini, I thought we’d managed to smooth it all over. Then this Thumper walks into the mess hall, and Barky takes off after him like … like a dog after a rabbit. And now we’ve got another incident on our hands, just as I thought we were about to make some real headway.”

“Escrima didn’t make it any better,” said Rembrandt, quietly.

“No, I guess not,” said Phule. He raised his hand to grip the bridge of his nose, as if his sinuses were paining him. After a bit he looked up, and asked, “The new recruit—Thumper—is he all right?”

“Yes,” said Rembrandt. “He’s pretty fast—maybe faster than Qual, from what I saw last night. Barky never had a chance to catch him.”

“The canine made an astounding effort, though,” Beeker observed quietly. “I’ve rarely seen such a … dogged pursuit.”

Rembrandt groaned. “Well, it was in character,” she conceded. Then her eyes opened wider, and she said, “But that reminds me, Captain—Legionnaire Thumper wants to speak to you personally.”

Phule nodded. “Oh, of course. Is he here? Bring him in, then.”

Rembrandt went to the door and beckoned to the waiting Legionnaire, and a moment later Thumper came into the room. Phule took a moment to size up the new member of his company, whom he’d seen before only in the chaotic action that had taken place in the mess hall earlier that evening.

Thumper stood just under 1.5 meters tall, if you counted his long ears—which in any case were hard to ignore. His eyes were the second most prominent feature of his face: big and brown, nervously checking out the room as he entered. His incisors were prominent, and below his twitchy pink nose were long, catlike whiskers. His feet were long, too—or perhaps it was the obvious adaptation of his entire lower legs for speed that made them appear so. The instant reaction any human child would have had upon seeing him—or any other of his Lepoid race—was “big bunny.” Phule had to consciously restrain himself from allowing a goofy grin to spread across his face. And he couldn’t help wondering whether there was a fluffy white tail under that black Legion jumpsuit.

Phule somehow managed to keep a straight face as the Lepoid came to attention at the foot of his desk and saluted—rather smartly, he thought. “At ease, Thumper,” he said. “What can I do for you?”

The Lepoid appeared to relax fractionally. “I’m not sure, sir,” Thumper said. “I’ve always wanted to be a legionnaire. But now that I’m in the Legion, I keep having problems with superior officers. I got sent here because General Blitzkrieg thought I’d ruined his uniform …”

“The general had you sent here?” Rembrandt asked. “That explains it, then. He’s been trying to make trouble for us ever since he sent the captain here …”

“I hope you don’t mean that the way it sounds, Lieutenant,” said Phule, with a grin. Before Rembrandt could protest her innocence, he turned to Thumper, and continued, “What just happened in the mess hall wasn’t your doing, Legionnaire. We thought we’d warned all our non-human legionnaires to take their meals after Barky had left, so as to avoid something like what happened. But you were new here, and nobody thought to include you in the warnings. I’m sorry about that, and it shouldn’t have happened. But it’s no more your fault than your being a member of a species that the dog wanted to chase. So relax—nobody here holds it against you.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Thumper. “But there’s another thing …” He paused.

“Go ahead, Thumper,” said Phule. He’d already noticed that the Lepoid spoke excellent Standard, without using a translator.

Thumper took a deep breath. “As I said, sir, I’ve wanted to be a legionnaire ever since I was growing up. But what I’ve seen so far in the Legion hasn’t been at all like what I expected.”

“I know what you mean,” said Phule, with a quiet smile. “Day-to-day life in the military actually tends to be pretty boring …” He looked at the expression on Rembrandt’s face, and added, “Well, maybe this company is an exception.”

“I consider that rather an understatement, sir,” said Beeker, his eyebrows raised.

Rembrandt cleared her throat. “Perhaps we ought to let Thumper finish what he’s saying, sir,” she said.

“Ahh, of course you’re right, Lieutenant,” said Phule. “Please, Thumper, tell us what you were about to say. Sorry for the interruption.”

Thumper’s ears twitched, and he looked open-eyed first at Rembrandt, then at Phule. “I was going to ask how I could get out of the Legion and go back home,” he said. “Everything that’s happened to me since basic training had convinced me I’d made a really bad mistake. But I think I just changed my mind. I mean, I never heard an officer admit he was wrong about something, or apologize to an enlisted legionnaire. I’ve gotta think about this. So if you don’t mind, I think I’ll withdraw my request to speak to you, sir.”

“All right, Legionnaire Thumper,” said Phule, carefully. He hadn’t seen much of the little Lepoid in action—just that one incredible burst of speed in the dining hall—but he’d read the report from Sergeant Pitbull, who’d been Thumper’s drill instructor in basic. Pitbull’s report was obviously phrased so as not to set off too many alarms if a certain Someone in Legion Headquarters happened to see it, but reading between the lines, it was full of praise for the diminutive recruit. Maybe Headquarters had done Omega Company a favor without intending to do so. It wouldn’t be the first time that had happened.

He chuckled, then added, “Go look around the company and see if you like what you see. If you still want to get out of here after you’ve had a good look at us, I’ll make sure nobody stops you. But give us a chance. I have the idea you might fit into this company better than you think.”

“I’ll give you a fair chance if you’ll give me the same, sir,” said Thumper, coming to attention and saluting with a crispness that reminded Phule that the recruit was fresh out of basic.

Phule returned the salute, and added a smile. “You’ve got a deal, Thumper.”

*    *    *

“Somebody remind me where we were before the roof fell in,” said Sushi. It was early in the evening after the food fight in the mess hall, and there was a prominent shiner under Sushi’s right eye, where a too-enthusiastically thrown apple had nailed him. He’d gone to the autodoc, which had dispensed a couple of pain pills and a tube of cream that would take down the swelling, but the discoloration would still last a couple of days.

“Tryin’ to learn how these here Zenobians can write before they can talk,” said Rev, who’d fallen to the floor early and managed to avoid being hit by anything solid during the food fight. “And, to get right back to square number one, tryin to find out somethin’ about this here character name of ’L’Viz in their mythology, which is what got me started on this whole fuss and botheration.”

“Yo, Rev, you really think there’s some kinda connection?” asked Do-Wop. He’d somehow managed to avoid any damage other than a thoroughly besmirched uniform, despite being one of the prime instigators and most active participants in the mess hall fracas. “I mean, the dinos and humans never even met until just a couple-three years ago. Don’t make sense that they’d know squat about your guy, the King. What d’you think, Soosh?”

“It seems farfetched to me, too,” Sushi admitted. “But tell me, Rev—why haven’t you just asked Flight Leftenant Qual what it’s about? He’s got to know.”

“Sure he does,” said Rev. “In fact, I tried ’xactly that, and the little leftenant clammed up quicker than a politician on the witness stand. The long and short of it is, I gotta find out on my own.”

“All right, I guess that makes sense,” said Sushi. “It just doesn’t sound like Qual to me. But what if it does turn out that the Zenobians had their own analog of the King? It’d be the most sensational discovery since it turned out the Synthians have a game exactly like human chess, only with a nine-by-nine board and an extra piece on each side, and the pawns reverse direction when they reach the back row, instead of promoting. Who could resist the chance to be in on a discovery like that?”

“Me for one, if they were givin’ away free beer across the street,” said Do-Wop. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, Rev—doin’ this job is way better than KP, or nighttime guard duty. But I don’t think it makes a whole bunch of difference how it turns out, y’know?”

Rev looked at Do-Wop with one eyebrow arched. “Well, Do-Wop, if this here project don’t move you, I could always cut you loose. ’Course, if you were hangin’ out in the parade ground doin’ nothin’ in particular, ol’ Beeker might remember just who it was who was flingin’ the cheese sauce that got all over the captain’s uniform. I won’t claim I’ve had to pull any strings to keep you off’n some kind of punishment duty, but it could happen, y’know. It could happen.”

“Aw, c’mon, Rev,” whined Do-Wop. “You know the captain wouldn’t do that to me. He’s a laid-back dude …”

“Sure,” said Rev, shrugging. Then he added, with a hint of significance, “But Beeker jes’ might be the kind to hold a grudge.”

“You think so?” asked Do-Wop, now visibly worried. “Jeez—I wonder if there’s any way I could make him forget about what was goin’ on there …”

“Why don’t you jes’ let me take care of it, son?” Rev put his hand on Do-Wop’s shoulder and spoke in his most sympathetic voice. “The captain knows I don’t have no kind of ax to grind, except maybe to see that the King’s good people get treated fair and square. You do a good job for me, and I’ll make sure nobody ever says boo to you.”

Sushi chuckled. “And if my buddy joins the Church of the King, you’ll make double sure nobody bothers him, right?” he said, with a knowing grin.

“Why, Sushi! I’m surprised you would suggest such a thing,” said Rev. “Everybody in Omega Company is my concern, you know that.”

“Right, but the ones with pompadours, sideburns, and pouty mouths are a little bit more your concern,” said Sushi. “Don’t worry about Do-Wop, Rev. I think I’ve known him long enough to have a pretty good idea what he does best.”

Do-Wop looked up with a surprised expression. “Hey, thanks, Soosh. I didn’t know you thought that much of me.”

“…which is goofing off,” Sushi finished.

“Yo! That ain’t fair!” said Do-Wop, punching his buddy on the shoulder. “I thought you was gonna defend me!”

“You’ve known me long enough that you should’ve known better,” said Sushi. “But seriously, Rev, you don’t have to worry about Do-Wop. He knows a good deal when he sees one, and this is about as good as he’s going to get in the Legion. Trust us—we’ll get you results, if anybody can. Now, here’s an idea I just came up with …”

Rev and Do-Wop bent close to listen, and soon their heads were nodding.

*    *    *

“Pssst—Harry sent me,” said a shadowy figure just beyond the perimeter of Zenobia Base.

“Yeah? What’s the word?” said Double-X, who’d volunteered for sentry duty on this part of the perimeter. Rembrandt had been mildly surprised that the Supply sergeant’s assistant was volunteering for anything at all, but she’d shrugged and put Double-X on the duty roster. Anytime somebody actually wanted to take on nighttime guard duty, it was one fewer warm body she’d have to cajole into doing it. And while she’d probably wonder about the reason for the unusual request, the captain’s policy was to give the troops a good deal of slack, and she wasn’t about to overrule him.

“Bird is the word,” said the voice from beyond the perimeter.

“What’s the bird?” said Double-X.

“Thunderbird,” said the voice, somewhat exasperated. “Hey, can we come in now? This password stuff is silly.”

“Aww, you know we gotta do all this stuff in the Legion, man,” said Double-X. “You got it right, anyhow. Come on in—but hurry, we don’t want the wrong folks to see you.”

“We’re comin’,” said L.P. Asho, stepping out of the shadows. He was followed by Euston O’Better and Austen Tay-Shun. All three were wearing dark coveralls—not quite Legion black, but good enough to reduce visibility on a dark night. The three men stopped just inside the perimeter, then Asho asked, “Which way’s Harry’s place?”

“Straight ahead,” said Double-X. “The Supply shed’s right behind that big Zenobian machine—watch out you don’t trip over it. I don’t know whether you can break anything ‘sides your toe, but you wouldn’t want to find out the hard way.”

“Weird-lookin’ thing,” said O’Better. “What’s it do?”

“Damfino,” said Double-X. “They call it a sklern, and if you know what that means you’re one up on me. Hurry up, now, ‘fore somebody spots you.”

“We’re going, don’t worry.” The three hunters moved off toward the supply shed, leaving Double-X alone on the perimeter. He watched them go, then settled back down to wait. He’d be off duty in another three hours. With any luck, the off-planet suckers would still have some money left by then. If what Harry said was right, they had plenty to lose. If they’d already been cleaned out, well, those were the breaks. He’d have to take his chances with the usual crew.

*    *    *

“Four thousand dollars?” Lola’s jaw dropped. “Victor Phule gave you four thousand dollars?”

Ernie grinned, and he tossed the four Fat Chance Casino chips lightly from hand to hand. “To tell the truth, it was only a thousand.” He stopped and laughed. “Only!—and that was really just a loan to play the slots. For a goof, I guess. I won nine thou, and gave him back his one plus half the winnings. So he came out ahead of the game, too.”

“All right, but he had no way of knowing you were going to win,” said Lola. “Why’d he give you money to throw away in one of those stupid slots?”

“He was gonna play it if I didn’t,” said Ernie. “I think he was just using me to change his luck or something. Or maybe he did know it was going to come up a winner—if he’s shilling for the casino, maybe he’d have some way to rig that, figuring that if I do hit a winner, I’ll put the money, plus some of my own, back in the machine trying to win again.”

“And just as likely, you’ll walk away and cash it in,” said Lola, frowning. “Which is exactly what you did—except you didn’t cash in. Why not?”

“I wanted him to think I don’t need the dough that bad,” said Ernie. “I’m pretending to be a guy with a few bucks of my own. If I cash the chips in right away, it looks like I’m hungry for the money. If I just throw a few thou in my pocket like small change, and walk out like it’s too much of a pain in the ass to wait in line to change ’em, it makes the scam look better. Next time I walk in there, Phule will think I’m one of the big boys, just like him. And the chips are good anytime—you could go cash ’em in, one chip at a time, and nobody’d know any better.”

“Don’t be so sure about that,” said Lola. “They may have them marked some way. In fact, they may even have them sending out a signal so they can tell where you’ve gone with them.”

“Ahh, you’re being paranoid,” said Ernie. “They wouldn’t go to the trouble to rig something that fancy for somebody like me.”

“Don’t be so sure,” said Lola. “Remember, we’re dealing with two guys who can very easily get their hands on all the latest military and spy hardware. Or are you forgetting just what it is that the Phules do for a living, besides running a casino?”

“Shit, that’s right,” said Ernie. He stared at the chips for a second, then suddenly stepped over to the bed and stuck them under a pillow. “You think they’re bugged?” he whispered.

“If they really are, we’re dead ducks already,” said Lola quietly.

“Shit!” said Ernie, more vehemently. He stared at the pillow, then turned back to Lola. “I should’ve known better than to let that old skinflint slip me those phony chips. What the hell are we gonna do now, Lola?”

Lola sat on the windowsill, back to the window. She stretched her arms up and folded her hands behind her head, then said, “We don’t have a lot of choices. Either they’ve got us pinned or they don’t. If they’re bugging us, they already know enough to kill any chance we have of our plans working. If that’s true, we might as well cut and run—and take our chances about Mr. V catching up with us again. I don’t like that idea, although four thousand dollars would give us a fair head start.”

“Assuming the Phules don’t have their security boys waiting to bust whoever tries to cash in the chips,” said Ernie, his voice still low. He shot a glance at the pillow covering the chips, as if he expected it to do something unusual. It didn’t cooperate.

“Right,” said Lola. “The other choice is just to go on with the plan, on the theory that nobody knows nothin’ about us and everything’s exactly what it looks like. I don’t especially like that idea, either, but at least it leaves us with something to play for.”

“Yeah, I guess I can see that,” said Ernie. He thought a moment, then said, “What if we’re wrong about that?”

Lola shrugged. “If we’re wrong, we find out just how good Phule’s security guards are and just how serious they get with somebody who tries to do what we’re planning on doing. At least there’s a chance they’ll put us someplace Mr. V can’t get to us very easily. Maybe he’ll even accept it as an occupational hazard if we’re locked up somewhere and not come down too heavy on us.”

“Yeah, right,” said Ernie, gloomily. “So which way do you want to play it, then?”

“Dead straight,” said Lola. “Go on back to the casino, joke with Victor Phule about forgetting you’d won, and drop those chips right back in the slot.”

Ernie was flabbergasted. “Throw four thousand pazootlers back down the hole? Do I look like a dimwit to you?”

“Yeah,” said Lola. “But for a moment, there, I thought maybe you were getting the idea. I’ll explain it again. You’ve got to look as if you don’t care about a few lousy chips. Then Phule won’t think you’re just out to get his money. Then maybe he’ll start telling you what’s really going on with his son, who’s the one we want anyway. Get it?”

“I got it,” said Ernie, sourly. “It just seems like we could hold back one or two chips, in case of emergency.”

“Ah, come on, be a sport,” said Lola, with a grin. “Besides, if you pull that lever just right, you might win. Then you’ll thank me.”

“Su-ure, and maybe Victor Phule will disown Junior and put me in his will,” said Ernie. “What did you figure the odds against that jackpot were? Twenty billion to one?”

“Yeah, but somebody’s got to win it,” said Lola brightly. “Why not you?”

“Better me than anybody else, that’s for sure,” said Ernie. “Except I know better than to hold my breath.”

“Go play it anyway,” said Lola. “We don’t have any other choices, so we might as well have fun with the one we do have.”

“Aw right, but don’t blame me if I come back broke,” said Ernie, and he headed out the door and back to the casino.

*    *    *

“Great Goombah, who dealt this drutz?” growled Euston O’Better, scanning his cards. The game was Red Comet Stud, High-Low, with a buy after the last down card.

“Your good buddy over there,” said Chocolate Harry, who was sitting behind an impressive pile of chips. “You don’t like ’em, throw ’em in. Otherways, there’s a bet on the table you gotta call—or raise.”

“I ought to fold,” said O’Better. “But I guess I’ll look at one more card.” He shoved a red chip into the center of the table.

Chocolate Harry shrugged. “Ain’t no law I ever heard of says you gotta play if you’re afraid of losin’. And that’s the only gamblin’ tip you’re gonna get from me.” He shoved in a blue chip. “Raise you five.”

“Call,” said Sushi, whose own pile of chips was slightly smaller than Chocolate Harry’s, but still a good bit larger than when he’d bought into the game.

L.P. Asho, in the dealer’s seat, looked at his cards. “What the hell, it’s only money,” he said. “Your ten”—he slid a blue chip into the pot—“and mine.” He added a second blue, grinning.

“That’s what I like to see,” said Harry, beaming. “Man knows how to play the game. You still in, Street?”

“Not with these cards I ain’t,” said the legionnaire, turning his cards face down. “Can’t get high or low either one. Why don’t somebody invent a game where middle hand wins?”

“You can call it when it’s your deal,” said Harry. “Meanwhile, we got cards and money on the table, and time’s a-wastin’. You in, Mr. Tay-Shun?”

Austen Tay-Shun took a sip of his drink—bourbon and cactus juice—and contemplated first his own cards, then those visible in the other hands. “I like what I see,” he said. “Call.”

“You can’t like it that much or you’d raise,” said Harry. “Your turn, O’Better. Fifteen bucks to play, jet out for free. What’d’ya say?”

“I said I’d see another card,” said O’Better, putting in two chips. He looked like a man whose word of honor has just been impugned.

Which of course was exactly what Chocolate Harry was banking on. “Here’s the raise,” he said, “and last raise for another blue one.” Plink went his chips into the pot. Sushi rolled his eyes and folded, but the three hunters all called, with varying degrees of enthusiasm. The game had been going like this all night long.

“More cards, Mr. Dealer,” called out Harry. “Make ’em good—I don’t want to hear no complaints about how folks came to Chocolate Harry’s to play poker and couldn’t get a hand to play!”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Asho, turning over another card for each of the players. “Read ’em and weep.”

“That’s what the farmer said,” said Tay-Shun. “Or was it ‘Weed ’em and reap’? Har har.” He shoved a red chip into the pot. “Five.”

Euston O’Better snorted. “I don’t know what’s worse, your jokes or my cards. And that’s a mighty sad comment on this hand.” He tossed his hand in and pushed back his chair. “Gotta get me another brew.”

“Help yourself—we got plenty of it,” said Chocolate Harry, gesturing toward the cooler in the back of the Supply shed. He turned back to his cards and shoved two chips into the pot. “Your nickel and my dime.”

“Sarge is nickel-dimin’ us to death,” said Street, looking enviously at the growing pot.

Chocolate Harry snorted. “A man wants to take the boodle home, he got to feed the pot,” he said. “You don’t have to play the game if it’s too rich for your blood—we got a lot of folks on base would like to take some of this money if you ain’t up to it. Hey, Soosh, you think Do-Wop’s up for a game?”

Before Sushi could answer, Street said, “I didn’t say I was givin’ up my seat. Just kibitzing, is all.”

“Whatever you say,” said Harry. “Didn’t want to see a man jump in over his head.”

“Sure you did,” said Sushi, leaning back in his chair to study the visible cards. “You run a poker game every few days, and I never yet saw you tell somebody he couldn’t play because he wasn’t good enough. Or rich enough, for that matter. You might be the most democratic sergeant in the Space Legion, when it comes to taking other people’s money.”

“Well, I’ll take that as a compliment,” said Chocolate Harry. “Even though I have to say you’re wrong. You give me my choice, I’d much sooner take a rich man’s money than a poor man’s. And the reason why is easy …”

“Because there’s more of it to take,” said Sushi and Street in unison.

Chocolate Harry frowned. “What’s wrong with you boys, steppin’ on all a man’s best lines?”

“Just tryin’ to save you the effort,” said Street, grinning—broadly. “You workin’ so hard as it is …”

“Hellfire, there’s a game goin’ on,” said Austen Tay-Shun. “You boys playin’ or not? It’s your bet, ain’t it, L.P.?”

“I’m callin’,” said the dealer. “You in or out, buddy? If you ain’t holdin’ anything better than you’re showing, you best get out while you still got some skin left.”

“There’s one more card before the buy,” said Tay-Shun, unfluttered. “Plenty of time to get better. Call.”

The call went around the table and Asho dealt the remaining players one card each, face down. “All right, pay dirt!” said Tay-Shun, peeking at the card he’d gotten.

“You might have the dirt, but I’m the one who’s takin’ home the pay,” said Chocolate Harry, with a broad grin. He was showing three queens in his face-up cards.

“We’ll just have to wait and see on that there question,” said Asho. “You can brag all you want about your popgun, but don’t expect it to carry no weight with somebody that’s got a cannon.”

“That’s the truth,” said Austen Tay-Shun. “There’s gas and there’s neutronium, and a man that don’t know which one’s which better keep tight hold of his wallet. I bet twenty-five.”

Chocolate Harry looked at Tay-Shun’s cards. “Must be goin’ low. Bump it twenty-five.”

“And another twenty-five,” said Asho, shoving three blue chips into the pot and grinning broadly.

Tay-Shun raised another twenty-five. “Looks like we got you whipsawed, Sarge,” he said.

Chocolate Harry chuckled deep in his throat. “You talk bad, but it’s the cards that get the last word.”

Sushi had been kibitzing the game, waiting for the next deal. Perhaps that was why he noticed that O’Better, after folding his hand, was taking a long time to fetch himself a beer. He looked around the shed and spotted the absent player standing by a rack of weapons. He had a beer can in his hand, all right, but his attention was raptly focused on the military hardware.

Casually, Sushi made his own way back to the cooler, got himself a cold one, and sauntered over to stand next to O’Better. “You look like a man who knows his way around a gun,” said Sushi.

“Huh?” said the hunter, startled. “Oh yeah, yeah—gotta have some serious weapons if you’re gonna hunt big game, heh heh. I surely do admire some of the stuff you Legion boys have got, though.”

“Yeah, I guess it’s pretty exotic to civilians,” said Sushi. “We use it all the time, so it’s nothing special to us. Then again, we have specialized requirements—most of this stuff would be no use for you. You don’t get much of a trophy if you blow the whole animal to constituent quarks, do you?”

“Naw, I reckon not,” said O’Better, with a guffaw. “But there’s trophies and trophies, y’know? And with some of the critters I hear tell this planet’s got, maybe just stunnin’ the critter so’s you could cut off the head would be fine …” He waved his hand in the direction of a Zenobian stun ray—a weapon that, as far as Sushi knew, was still available only to Omega Company, thanks to the captain’s father’s munitions plant.

“Stun it? Yeah, that’d be triff, if there was some weapon that would do it,” said Sushi, watching O’Better’s reaction carefully. But before the Tejan could say anything, a voice came from the card table. “Hey, Euston, you playin’? We’re dealin’ Chainsaw …”

O’Better gulped, and said, “’Scuse me.” He headed back to the card table, obvious relief on his face. But Sushi couldn’t help but note that both Tay-Shun and Asho were staring daggers at their fellow hunter.

*    *    *

Ernie sauntered into the Fat Chance Casino as if he owned the joint. Well, why not? Looking and acting confident—putting up a good front—was one of the main weapons in a con man’s arsenal. If nobody thought to question him, he was home free. And, after all, right there in his pocket were chips worth $4000 that he was planning to play with. That gave him just as much right to be there as anybody else—more than most of the other customers, if the amount of money he had meant anything.

His first stop was at the cashier’s window, to change one of the thousand-dollar chips into fifties. The smaller denominations would allow him to gamble with the money over a longer stretch of time, although he’d still be betting amounts significant enough to distinguish him as a big-time player—an “elephant,” in the casino workers’ slang. He would reserve the remaining big chips to play Victor Phule’s thousand-dollar slots, allowing him—or so he hoped—to strike up a further conversation with the weapons magnate.

Ernie was looking forward to renewing that acquaintanceship. He still had hopes of finding out exactly what Phule’s real plans were. They couldn’t possibly be as stupid as trying to win a jackpot big enough to break the bank, as Phule had insisted he was doing. And just maybe, he could find out where Willard Phule was, so he and Lola could decide whether or not to change their original plan of kidnapping the young Space Legion captain who was majority stockholder in the casino. Whether they could convince the people who’d hired them to go along with a change in plans was another problem. Ernie preferred not to think about that one, just now.

He sat down at a blackjack table and played a few hands. The cards weren’t running his way, and he ended up dropping three hundred dollars in fifteen minutes. It was hard to keep his hands from shaking; here he was, frittering away more than his entire daily budget before Victor Phule had tossed him a chip and told him to play the slots. A person with any brains at all would probably pocket the money and get the hell off Lorelei. But, of course, Ernie wasn’t going to do that. Lola was the brains, and she’d told him to come back here and play with it. She didn’t have to tell him twice.

He stood up and wandered over to a roulette table; he’d get worse odds, but the game was more in line with the high roller image he was trying to project. A perky redhead with a really spectacular figure was watching the action—waiting for two or three blacks in a row, then sliding a large bet onto the red, figuring it was more likely to come up now. Ernie had heard somewhere that it didn’t make any difference how many times one color came up, the odds were still the same old fifty-fifty on the next turn of the wheel. That didn’t make sense to Ernie. If you couldn’t trust the law of averages, there wasn’t any point to gambling at all.

Ernie bellied up to the table alongside the redhead. He slipped a fifty-pazootie chip out of his pocket and placed it on the red, right next to hers. Startled, she looked up at him. He grinned at her, not worrying for the moment about what Lola would have to say if she found out about it. Hey, I gotta play the role, he told himself.

The croupier announced the end of betting with the traditional incomprehensible phrase in some forgotten Old Earth language. Impulsively, Ernie pulled a second fifty-buck chip out of his pocket and put it atop the first just as the wheel began to spin. The redhead’s eyes widened, and she turned a very curious sidelong stare at him before returning her gaze to the wheel.

Ernie caught himself involuntarily holding his breath as the wheel spun. He made himself relax. If he was supposed to be a big spender, a hundred bucks shouldn’t be a big deal to him. Hell, a thousand shouldn’t be that big a deal. In a little while, he was going to go throw that much into a slot machine in a couple of pulls, and unless he got really lucky, he wasn’t ever going to see it again.

The wheel slowed, and the redhead leaned forward, showing off a nice stretch of décolletage. Ernie wondered if it was for his benefit, and decided it probably was. He chuckled, and managed to keep from turning right around to stare at her. As interesting as she might be, he had to remember his real purpose here. More importantly, he had to remember what was likely to happen to him if Lola found out he’d been fooling around with some bimbo in the casino. Yes, those were the words she’d use. Then she’d use considerably harsher words directed at him. And unless he got very lucky, the harsh words might be followed by a stream of very hard objects flung in his direction.

It probably wasn’t worth it, Ernie thought, even as the roulette wheel came to a stop and showed the ball resting in a red slot. He—and the redhead—had won. She let out a whoop, and gave a little jump, brushing up against him—on purpose, he was sure. He was going to have to be very disciplined. He was going to hate it, but that was the price a fella had to pay.

Even so he managed to smile as the redhead brushed up against him again and turned her big eyes his way as he scooped up his winnings.


Chapter Twelve

Journal #714

The most common question asked of a legionnaire—at least, by civilians—is “Why did you join the Legion?” The most common answer, in my experience, is “To get a fresh start.” While that answer may not be strictly true in every case, it does possess a great deal of psychological validity. A genuine fresh start in life is a rare thing indeed; even the illusion of a fresh start can lead to a significant alteration in a person’s outlook. And in fact, more than almost any other institution in society, the Legion does offer a fresh start to those who come to it in search of one.

The fact that so few of its members take any significant advantage of the opportunity is hardly to be held against the Legion.

*    *    *

Thumper bounded out of bed; it took him only a moment to reach the jangling wake-up alarm and turn the buzzer off. That was all it took to remind him that he was in a new place. It also reminded him, inevitably, of everything that had happened the night before. He shook his head; there was no changing what was past. He quickly washed up, threw on his black Legion jumpsuit, and went out to find some breakfast. Then he would report to Sergeant Brandy’s training squad, as she had instructed him the previous afternoon. It was good being allowed to eat before having to stand in formation—Thumper decided that this was another one of the ways Omega Company was a significant improvement over Legion basic camp.

He loaded up his tray and turned to look for a seat at one of the tables. To his surprise, there were a couple of legionnaires beckoning to him from the nearest table. “Hey, new guy, come sit with us!” said one of them—a small human with a hairless head and a wide smile.

Encouraged, Thumper took one of the empty seats at the long table. “Thanks for the invitation,” he said. “My Legion name’s Thumper. What about you guys?”

“I am Mahatma,” said the one who’d invited him. “And until you came, I was one of the new guys in Omega Company. So you have caused me and my friends to become veterans, for which we owe you many thanks.”

The others introduced themselves: a small human named Super-Gnat, and her partner, a Volton named Tusk-anini; two Gambolts named Dukes and Rube; and two other humans named Roadkill and Street. As it turned out, several of them, including Mahatma, were also members of Sergeant Brandy’s training squad, to which Thumper had been ordered to report after breakfast. “Is this going to be anything like Legion basic?” Thumper asked.

Mahatma smiled. “I went through basic training with Brandy, so I have nothing else to compare it to,” he said. “Sergeant Brandy can sometimes be obstinate, but she is usually capable of adapting to circumstances.”

Tusk-anini snorted, and said, “Mahatma has not seen many other sergeants. I have. All of them were tough, and Brandy is tough, too. But better than most sergeants, she understands that not all sophonts are just humans with funny faces. That is a good thing to know, for a sergeant.”

“But she will make you work hard,” said Rube. “I hear you are a fast runner and a good jumper.”

“Well, I guess so,” said Thumper. “They told me I set a camp record for the obstacle course in Basic.”

“Ah, yes—the obstacle course,” said Dukes, brushing crumbs out of his whiskers with one paw. “Captain Jester has us run the obstacle course, too. I believe that we do it differently from other Legion companies. It will be interesting to hear what you say after you run it with us.”

“Uh-huh,” said Thumper, suddenly cautious. “I guess we’ll see what it’s like when it comes up.” He sensed some deeper meaning behind the Gambolt’s comment, some unspoken subject he’d best not commit himself on until he saw its complexities firsthand. He took a forkful of salad to chew on, hoping that someone else would pick up the thread of the conversation.

But the only one who spoke was Mahatma, who simply smiled, and said, “Oh, yes, we will certainly see.”

And with that, Thumper had to remain contented until one of the squad looked up at the wall clock, and said, “Uh-oh—time to get moving. Don’t want to make the new guy late on his first day here.”

“Ahh, why not?” said Roadkill, grinning. “Make the rest of us look bad if he bein’ always on time. Oughta start out on the wrong foot like the rest of us.”

“Not correct,” said Tusk-anini, shaking his huge head. “If new guy starts out on wrong foot, he doing it on his own. That what Omega Mob be all about—from each according to his inability, to each according to his misdeeds.”

Super-Gnat looked up at her partner in awe. “Tusk, I don’t know what you’ve been reading, but I somehow don’t think it’s a manual of military procedure. You’re right about one thing, though—the new guy’s gotta make his own mistakes. Go ahead, Thumper—the others can be as late or early as they want, but you need to be on time today. And good luck!”

The others at the table laughed, but they all stood up along with Thumper. “OK, new guy, follow us,” said Street. “Brandy be waitin’.” And together they filed out of the mess hall toward the parade ground for Thumper’s first full day with Omega Mob.

*    *    *

The observer in the Fat Chance casino’s control center turned away from the monitor screen and called out to her superior. “Looks like Toni’s got a live one,” she said.

“Let’s see,” said the manager. She stepped up behind the observer’s chair and leaned forward, looking at the monitor. “That guy again,” she said. “Yeah, we’ve been watching this bozo for a good while now. Has all the marks of a grifter, but nobody’s seen him doing anything we can nail him for—yet.”

The observer leaned back. “Maybe he’s running some kind of game outside the casino, then coming in to gamble with the take. I can’t believe he came by that kind of money honestly—to throw a hundred bucks on the table like it didn’t matter.”

“As if,” the manager—who was a stickler for grammar—corrected her. “Well, we don’t know where his original stake came from, but we can blame the old man for giving him enough to play at the big tables.”

“The old man?” the observer looked up in surprise. “What do you mean?”

The manager grunted, then said, “This guy walked up to Victor Phule when he was pumping chips into the thousand-dollar slots. For whatever reason, Phule seems to have taken a shine to him. So he tossed him a chip and asked him to play it for him—to change his luck, I guess. The guy wouldn’t take it at first, but Phule told him they’d split anything he won. Damned if the guy doesn’t score an eight-for-one, and come out four thousand ahead. This morning he changed a thousand into smaller chips—those thousand-buck chips are all marked—and that’s what he’s playing with now.”

“Uh-huh,” said the observer. “Well, it looks as if he’s winning a little bit of his own. Red just came up twice more, and he was down on it both times.”

“Shit,” said the manager. “I hate it when these guys win. Let’s just hope Toni can persuade him to let it ride a little longer—we don’t want this guy getting too far ahead of the game. He’s too slimy for my taste—and I’d just as soon not give him enough money to try something really big.”

“Like what?” asked the observer. “I mean, he looks like a slimeball, but so far the worst I’ve seen him do is stare at Toni’s boobs—which she’s trying her best to get him to do, anyhow.”

“Well, we’ve got a little bit of history on him,” said the observer. “He and a woman were here a few months back, and we had a couple of flaky security incidents involving them—nothing we could make any kind of case on, but suspicious. And they left the station very suddenly, didn’t check out or anything. Everything was paid up, so we didn’t follow it up—but I’m wondering if we shouldn’t have.

“He won again,” said the observer. “That’s sixteen hundred he’s ahead, now.”

“Let him just keep playing,” said the other woman, leaning forward to stare at the monitor. “Better yet, let him bump the bets even more. C’mon, Toni, that’s what you’re here for. Get him to put his whole wad on the red.” She spoke as if the redheaded woman—whose job description fell somewhere between “shill” and “undercover security guard”—could actually hear her. Maybe she can hear, thought the observer. It wasn’t unknown for the floor agents to wear equipment both to send and to receive messages.

Whether Toni had heard the supervisor or simply grasped what the situation demanded, the observer never found out. But she leaned over to the object of their scrutiny and said something in his ear. He grinned, stupidly. Whoever this guy was, suave wasn’t in his repertory at all. Then he reached in his pocket and pulled out a handful of chips. He looked at them, shrugged, and put them all out on the red section of the betting layout. Even from the observation cameras lodged in the ceiling lighting fixtures, it was obvious that there were three thousand-dollar chips in the stack.

“Yes!” hissed the supervisor. “He’s betting everything he has. C’mon, black!”

“Black, yeah, c’mon black,” echoed the observer. Rooting for or against one of the players wasn’t really professional, but there were times even the most hardened casino hands got involved in the play. And nobody could really object if they were rooting for the bettor to lose.

The wheel spun, and the spectators at the table leaned forward, holding their collective breath. So did the two unseen spectators high above the action. The wheel gradually slowed, and the ball’s motion brought it down into the slotted section until it came to rest in one division …

*    *    *

“All right, red again!” shouted Ernie. Suddenly there was a stunned silence around the table as the other bettors realized what had happened. The croupier turned a sour look toward the wheel as he watched Ernie scoop in his winnings—now totaling over ten thousand dollars. But it wasn’t the wheel’s fault, or the croupier’s, either. Ernie was on a hot streak. He knew the feeling, and it was hard to keep from grinning.

It went against all his instincts to pick up his chips when his luck was running. But out of the corner of his eye he’d seen Victor Phule walk by, and that reminded him what he’d come here to do. As tempting as it was to take another shot at doubling his money, he had work to do, and messing up this job was likely to get him in the kind of trouble he couldn’t sweet-talk his way out of. He’d almost be better off coming home with the redhead—her name was Toni—who’d been egging him on to bet the house on the roulette table. At least, if he did that, Lola would vaporize him on the spot, without stopping to ask questions.

Toni looked up at him now, a rather attractive pout on her lips. “Hey, what are you—chicken? Come on, let it ride one more time. I’ve got a really strong feeling, red’s coming up again!” She put her hand on his arm, tempting him to stay.

“Sorry, babe, gotta go,” said Ernie, reluctantly shrugging off her hand. “Important business.”

“Aww, and I thought you were a real man,” said Toni, fixing him with her most seductive stare. Behind her, the croupier was getting ready to spin the wheel. Toni pointed to the betting layout. “Show me what you’re made of, big boy.”

“Well …” Ernie was torn between putting his chips back on the table and following Victor Phule toward the bank of thousand-dollar slots where he’d won his bankroll to begin with. He glanced at the wheel; the croupier stood there with the ball in his hand, smirking at Ernie, just asking to be taught a lesson. Ernie’s hand moved in the direction of his pocket, and he turned back toward the table, almost involuntarily.

But just as Ernie began to turn, a big man shoved his way into the space Ernie had vacated, plopping a small pile of ten-dollar chips on the table. Ernie looked around and quickly spotted another clear space, a few feet away. He stepped quickly forward, but just as he did, someone tapped him on the shoulder. He turned around to see a cocktail waitress with a tray full of glasses. “Bring you something to drink, sir?” she chirped. “It’s on the house.”

“Sorry, honey, nothing now,” said Ernie, forcing himself to smile. He quickly turned, only to find that the space he’d seen before was now occupied. But there was Toni at the far end of the table, beckoning him. He started forward—why were there so many people around the table all of a sudden?—and reached the open space beside Toni just in time to hear the croupier Call, “Les jeux sont faits!” Toni shot him a disgusted look, but the wheel was already spinning. Resignedly, Ernie turned to watch the wheel. If it came up red again …

It spun, slowed, and after what seemed like hours came up on thirty-two—black. Ernie had just missed losing all his winnings—and the rest of his bankroll, as well. A cold sweat broke out on his forehead as he realized how close he’d come.

After a moment of stunned silence, Ernie reached into his pocket and pulled out a chip. Without even looking at it, he handed it to the cocktail waitress who’d distracted him just at the crucial moment, then walked away in the direction Victor Phule had gone in.

The waitress stood openmouthed, staring at the hundred-dollar chip in her hand. Before she could tuck it in her tip pocket, a hand touched her elbow. She looked up to see Toni, who’d been trying so hard to get Ernie to let his bets ride on red. “Don’t spend it all in one place, sister,” said the shill, with a tight-lipped smile. Seeing the worry on the waitress’s face, she added, “No, don’t worry—nobody’s going to take it away from you. But a word to the wise—you just got really lucky. Most of the time, you’ll make better tips if you don’t stop the customers from playing. Now, you’d better get back to work. I know I have to.”

Toni turned back to the roulette table, making it a point to squeeze up against the new big spender who’d taken Ernie’s place. Maybe she’d have better luck getting this one to let his chips ride until the odds caught up with him …

*    *    *

The Zenobian sun was just a hand’s breadth above the horizon as Phule stepped out into the parade ground of the Legion base for his morning run. The early-morning desert air was crisp and cool, belying the furnacelike temperatures Phule knew by now to expect by midday. The company’s prefabricated base module was climate-controlled, of course, and it had a thoroughly modem gym and spa built into it. Phule would have accepted nothing less for his money. But he still felt a certain exhilaration when he did his running outside under the blue sky, with real planetary soil under the feet. If nothing else, it made him feel more in touch with the world he and Omega Company had come to help.

As was his habit, Phule turned and scanned the horizon in every direction. As usual, there was little to see that differed from what he’d seen the day before, or any of the other times he’d looked out on the landscape surrounding Zenobia Base. The small cluster of cirrus clouds to the west looked very much like the clouds that had been there yesterday morning, although he knew better than to believe they were actually the same. As much undue excitement as Phule had been through the last day or so, he was actually rather pleased to find at least one thing that was exactly as he expected. With Omega Company, that was the exception rather than the rule. Especially after last night’s debacle in the mess hall … 

Phule had just begun to stretch out his leg muscles when Lieutenant Armstrong emerged from the base module. He and Phule had been keeping each other company during the morning run for several months now. They were close enough in age and physical condition so that neither held the other back, and of course it was good policy to have a companion along in case the unexpected happened—a sprain or some more serious injury was always possible, even in the controlled environment of the gym. Outdoors, in a desert environment, it would be foolhardy to risk it without help close at hand.

“Good morning, Captain,” said Armstrong, nodding. Before Phule could reply, a series of loud sounds came from the desert east of the base. Pop pop pop! Pop pop! Armstrong turned his head that way and said, “What the devil …?”

“That’s gunfire, Lieutenant,” said Phule, suddenly alert. “And unless I’m completely turned around, it’s coming from the direction of the hunting party. What do they think they’re doing?”

“Well, sir, I suspect they think they’re hunting,” said Armstrong. “The sport does involve shooting guns, you know …”

Phule peered at his lieutenant. “You haven’t been taking sarcasm lessons from Beeker, have you?” he asked. Then he shook his head. “No, that would require a sense of humor. The point is, as far as they’re concerned, neither we nor the Zenobians have given them permission to fire any weapons yet. And I wasn’t about to give them that permission until we got them someplace where our AEIOU friends can’t hear them banging away. Come on, Lieutenant, let’s go read them the riot act. It’s just far enough to make a good run.”

“Yes, sir,” said Armstrong, catching up with his captain, who had already taken off at a steady pace. “Uh—shouldn’t we have some backup, sir? I mean, those people are shooting.”

“Yes, Armstrong, and we’re going to tell them to stop,” said Phule, looking back and grinning. “We’re the Legion, remember? We can handle it. In fact, it’s our job to handle it. And if we get there quickly, there’s still some chance that Inspector Snieff and her friends haven’t noticed the noise.”

“What if they have, sir?” Armstrong still looked worried.

“We’ll just have to convince them that we were the ones doing the shooting,” said Phule, skipping over a small dry streambed in the way. “That shouldn’t be too hard. After all, we are a military unit. It’s our business to fire our weapons every so often.”

“Snieff will start quoting some regulation we’re breaking,” said Armstrong, doing his best to stay abreast with Phule. They were now out of the cleared area immediately around the base, and the ground had become rougher.

“Sure,” said Phule, dodging around a low, bush-like native plant. “One thing you find out in the business world, Lieutenant. You can’t do anything without breaking one regulation or another. That’s how the game is played. What makes the difference between success and failure is figuring out how to get your job done with as little interference as possible from the people who want to enforce the regulations. And that’s what we’re going to do here.”

“Yes, sir,” said Armstrong. He jumped over a low rock and kept moving in pace with his captain.

Up ahead, another loud report broke through the calm morning air. Phule gritted his teeth. Whoever was doing the shooting, he hoped they had enough sense to make sure what was in the line of sight before they pulled the trigger.

He hoped he wasn’t going to find out he was wrong the hard way …

*    *    *

Hurrying a bit more than was comfortable, Ernie caught up with Victor Phule just at the entrance to the High Rollers’ Lounge, where the thousand-dollar slots had been installed. He slowed down the last few steps to give himself a chance to appear unruffled and relaxed. “Hey, how’s it going, buddy?” he said, as if greeting someone he’d known since childhood. “Any luck today?”

Eddie Grossman took a quick step forward, glaring at Ernie through narrowed eyes, but Victor Phule raised his hand, and said, “Relax, Eddie—you don’t need to worry about this fellow.”

“Mr. Phule, you’re paying me to worry about this fellow, and everybody like him,” growled the bodyguard, but when his boss shot him an exasperated look, Grossman shrugged and stood back. Still, he kept his eyes focused on Ernie, ready to move in case of trouble. Victor Phule had the right to give him orders, but he was prepared to ignore those orders if it looked as if he was about to lose his client—not to mention his job.

Ernie, who had an excellent idea what was likely to happen if he made the wrong move, grinned broadly. He intended to be very careful not to do anything that the bodyguard might decide to interpret as unfriendly. “It looks like I’m on a hot streak today,” he said. “Been cleaning up over at the roulette table all morning.”

“Good for you,” said Victor Phule. “The owners don’t know it, but they’re giving money away hand over fist. My idiot son thinks the way to run a casino is to give the best odds on the station. I’m trying to show him the error of his ways. A few lucky customers taking home big jackpots ought to put the icing on the cake.”

“Well, I’m all for that,” said Ernie. “Can’t let these young whippersnappers think they know everything,” he added, as if he were somehow old enough to be entitled to the sentiment.

“His biggest mistake was running off and joining the Legion instead of settling down to business,” growled Phule, only half-listening. “Now he thinks he can run a business from halfway across the Galaxy. Well, I won’t say it can’t be done, but you need some real experience under your belt, real business experience. None of this rah-rah save-the-universe crap.”

Ernie, whose business experience consisted almost entirely of scams and petty theft, nodded sagely. “No substitute for knuckling down and getting your hands dirty,” he said. “Not a job for weak sisters.”

“Just so,” said Victor Phule. “Say, how’d you like to take another crack at the slots? If you’re on a lucky streak, you’re just the man I need. If you win a big jackpot, it’ll show the boy the consequences of setting the odds too much in favor of the customers.”

“Sure, why not?” said Ernie. He was enough ahead of the game that he could afford to throw a few tokens into the slots and still have a little nest egg so that he (and Lola) could afford another couple of weeks on Lorelei. By then, he hoped, they’d have made some kind of breakthrough. If not … well, as usual, he’d deal with the problem when his other choices ran out.

He followed Phule into the elephants’ lounge. As usual, nobody was playing the thousand-dollar slots. Even the most well-heeled bettors generally considered it foolish to drop that much on such a low-return bet. Other than Phule and Ernie, there hadn’t been more than the occasional dabbler, who typically put in one or two tokens, then went on to play something that delivered better odds. Which was almost everything else in the Fat Chance Casino.

“All right,” said Ernie, fishing in his pocket for the thousand-dollar chips. He had ten of them, now. He picked a likely-looking machine—not that there was any noticeable difference among them—and put a chip into the slot. He grabbed the handle, then turned to Phule. “Say, by the way—what’s a partner’s share of the casino stock actually worth? Must be pretty valuable, considering they’re charging a thousand bucks for a chance to win it.”

“I guess it’s valuable enough, if you want that kind of property,” said Victor Phule. “Probably fifty or sixty million, if I were going to guesstimate.”

“I see,” said Ernie. All of a sudden his palms began to sweat. He looked at the machine he’d just pumped a thousand dollars into. Fifty or sixty million, Victor Phule had said. Of course he’d dreamed of having that kind of money, but actually having it had never been remotely probable. Fifty or sixty million … He pulled the handle and the machine display became a whirl of rapidly changing symbols.

He eased up on the handle, and one of the electronic “wheels” stopped on a golden bar that framed the words “FAT CHANCE” in bright blue letters. The other symbols continued to change rapidly. He waited, trying to feel the right moment, then gave the handle a little jiggle and watched a second “FAT CHANCE” golden bar appear. All right! he thought. Now, any symbol but a lemon would give him a decent return for his play. The machine was of course carefully calibrated not to turn up another gold bar. The first two were supposed to make him think he’d just missed, and pump another token—or a dozen or more—into the machine. But a bell or a cherry or a rocket ship were always possible … He gave the handle a little pull toward him, then released it. The final wheel came to a stop.

It was a third golden bar, with the words “FAT CHANCE” in bright blue letters. A bell started ringing somewhere very close, and, after a pause, tokens began pouring out of the machine.

Victor Phule stood openmouthed, speechless. But he was nowhere near as surprised as Ernie, as a loud siren added its noise to the bell, and happy music began playing. In front of his face, a sign was flashing off and on: “SUPER JACKPOT!!!”

That was echoed in the back of his mind by a little voice saying, Fifty or sixty million, over and over and over …


Chapter Thirteen

Journal #723

The fascination of some men—it is invariably men—with implements of destruction never ceases to amaze me. While all collectors are by definition fanatics, the connoisseur of weapons takes this quality to an extreme. Even if one grants in principle the historical, and (I will even grant) the artistic appeal of certain weapons, surely no civilized person can entirely forget their gruesome purpose.

I find it particularly paradoxical that these aesthetes of destruction insist on having the finest weapons possible at their command. As if the victims would somehow be insulted to learn that their demise had been brought about by bargain-basement artillery, with secondhand ammunition!

*    *    *

Phule and Armstrong came in sight of the hunters’ camp just as another loud explosion shook the air. Armstrong involuntarily ducked. “Great Ghu, I hope they’re paying attention where they point that thing,” he said. “It sounds like a cannon.”

“For all we know, it is,” said Phule. “According to Ambassador Gottesman, they’ve come to Zenobia planning to shoot some dinosaurs. I don’t even want to speculate on what kind of weapons they thought they’d need for that.”

“Civilians,” grumbled Armstrong—just before another, even louder explosion caused him to duck again. “What the hell?”

“It came from over there,” said Phule, pointing to the left of the row of three luxury-grade Ultra-tents facing them. “Let’s find out what’s going on.”

They found the hunters in a group, huddled around a selection of weapons ranging from antique firearms to what looked alarmingly like a milspec rocket launcher, supposedly unavailable to the civilian trade. “Let’s try this one,” said one of the group. “The salesman told me it’d knock anything up to five thousand kilos right off its feet.”

“Five thou?” said another. “Hell, if they got real dinos on this planet, not that I’ve seen hide nor hair of one …”

“You won’t, either,” said Phule, stepping forward. “The local fauna are pretty diverse, but I’ve yet to see anything with hair—at least nothing indigenous.”

Startled, the hunters whirled around to face them. “Captain Jester!” said the man who’d spoken first. “We didn’t hear you coming.”

“I’m not surprised, with all the noise you’ve been making,” said Phule, with a smile. “You really ought to wear ear protection if you’re going to be using those big cannons. By the way, would you mind pointing that one the other way?” He gestured toward the large-bore double-barreled rifle the hunter was cradling under one arm.

“Oh yeah, sorry,” said the hunter—Euston O’Better, Armstrong recalled. He shifted the weapon to one side, and said, “It ain’t loaded, anyways.” To prove his point he pulled the trigger. The weapon roared, and O’Better nearly fell backwards from the recoil. At the same time, a gaping hole appeared in one of the Ultra-tents.

“Hey, why don’t you watch where you’re shooting?” came a woman’s voice from inside the tent, shortly followed by the emergence of a compactly built brunette in shorts. Her hair was up in curlers, and her expression could have curdled milk at a hundred yards. “Oh, hello,” she said, “I didn’t know we had company.”

“Captain, this is my wife Dallas,” said one of the other hunters, Austen Tay-Shun. “And don’t you worry, honey—we’ll make sure Euston doesn’t shoot you again.”

“With that thing, once would be enough,” said the woman. Then she turned to Phule, and a pleasant smile replaced her frown. “Hello, you must be Captain Jester. I’m Dallas Treat. And who’s this handsome young man with you?”

Phule introduced the blushing Lieutenant Armstrong, then turned back to the hunters. “Gentlemen, what just happened is a good example of why I came out here. It looks to me as if you need to pay a lot more attention to weapons safety generally. For example, not knowing whether a weapon is loaded before you pull the trigger …”

“Ahh, it’s not such a big deal,” said the third hunter, L.P. Asho. “It could’ve happened to anybody.”

“It darn near happened to me,” said Dallas Treat. “What do you need all those big guns for, anyway?”

“I tol’ you, honey, we came to this planet to hunt the biggest game in the whole galaxy,” said Tay-Shun. “If you’re fixin’ to go toe to toe with the big ’uns, you better have your boots on.”

“What’s that have to do with guns?” said Dallas, pouting. “Sometimes I think you say things that don’t make any sense just to make me feel stupid.”

“Honey, you don’t hardly need help with that,” said Tay-Shun. “Now, if you’ll pardon me, I need to talk with these here Legion officers that come to visit …”

“We’re not really here for a social visit,” said Phule, cutting him off. “I just have one point to make. You are not allowed to fire weapons indiscriminately as long as you’re this close to our base. I’m going to insist that you stop shooting until you’re someplace where you can’t hurt one of my people by accident.”

“I see,” said L.P. Asho. “Tryin’ to get rid of us, are you?”

“Mr. Asho, I want to get rid of anything that puts my people in danger,” said Phule. “If you won’t use weapons responsibly, that definitely includes you. I can’t make you go home, but I can take your weapons away as long as you’re in territory under my command. Or I can be a good deal of help.”

“How’s that?” asked O’Better.

Phule waved in the general direction of the Legion camp. “If you think you need weapons practice before you start hunting, I can give you guest privileges at our base firing range, with Legion instructors. Or if you’d prefer, I can help you move your camp out to a remote area with plenty of game, where you can fire away as you please. Your choice. But you just can’t go popping off this close to my base; you don’t even know where my people are, at any given time.”

“All right, I take your point,” said Tay-Shun, quieting Asho, who seemed ready to protest again. “I reckon we aren’t quite ready to move out into the country just yet; we’d like to hire a native guide or two for when we do move. You think you can help us with that?”

“Our Zenobian liaison officer could probably help,” said Phule. “But will you promise to put the guns away, or at least not to use them except at our range, until you’re away from our base?”

“Fair enough, Captain,” said Tay-Shun, and turned to look at the others. After a moment, they nodded reluctantly.

“Good, then,” said Phule. “I’ll talk to my local contact and see if he can connect you up with a guide or two. And if you want to practice, just let me know, and I’ll arrange for you to use our facilities. Thank you for your understanding, gentlemen. And now, I’m afraid Lieutenant Armstrong and I need to get back to base.”

“All right, then,” said Tay-Shun. “Just get us that native guide, and we’ll be out of your hair right quick.”

“Can’t be any too soon for me,” muttered Armstrong, as the two officers turned. Phule shot him a warning glance, but he’d spoken too quietly for the hunters to hear. Together, they began jogging back to camp.

*    *    *

Willard Phule was back at his desk, eating a late breakfast and reading the daily performance summary of his investment portfolio, when his wrist communicator buzzed. That in itself was enough to alert him that something unusual was going on. The routine at Zenobia Base was sufficiently settled, by now, that Mother was unlikely to put a call through to him at mealtime for anything short of a genuine crisis.

On the other hand, the last few days had been characterized by a series of minicrises, involving Barky, the AEIOU team, the training exercise that had gone haywire, the “guests” that State had sent for him to entertain … Warily, Phule lifted his wrist close to his mouth, and said, “What is it, Mother?”

“I’ve got Tullie Bascomb on the line, sweetie,” came the saucy voice. “I told the old goniff to call back when you’re awake, but he just says it can’t wait. Shall I tell him to go away?”

“Oh, Tullie’s all right,” said Phule, idly wondering where Mother had picked up Yiddish insults. “If he says it’s important, I’m not going to make him wait.”

“All right, but if he spoils your digestion, you know who to blame,” said Mother. Phule nodded, silently, waiting. Something told him that Tullie’s call arose from the fact that his father was on Lorelei Station, sticking his nose into the casino business. He hoped Victor Phule wasn’t being too tough on the staff … 

Abruptly, Bascomb’s voice came through the speaker of the wrist communicator. “Captain, everything’s hit the fan,” he growled.

“Hit the fan?” Phule was nonplussed. “What’s going on there, Tullie?”

“I’ll tell you what’s going on,” said Bascomb. “Between your know-it-all father and some third-rate con artist we never should have let into the joint …”

Phule could hear shouting in the background, and Bascomb said, “Excuse me a second, Captain,” and the line went quiet; evidently Tullie had pressed the mute button. Then, after a pause, Bascomb returned and began speaking again. “All right, Captain, this whole screwup was my idea, and I’ve got to take the heat for it. You’ve got my resignation as of right now, if you want it …”

“Wait a minute,” said Phule. “Con artist? Screwup? Resignation? Tullie, I don’t have the faintest idea what you’re talking about. Will you go back to the start and tell me the whole story?”

“All right,” said Bascomb. “It all started with your father …”

“I’m not surprised,” said Phule. “Go ahead, Tullie.”

“You remember we set up the thousand-dollar slots to get him to play, and you authorized a really big prize to lead him on? We all figured the odds were so long there wouldn’t be a bug’s chance on a hot griddle of our actually having to give the prize …”

“Yes, I remember,” said Phule. He suddenly sat bolt upright. “Don’t tell me …”

“I am telling you, Captain,” said Bascomb. “But that’s not the worst of it. Your damn-fool father wasn’t satisfied with playing the slots himself, he had to go and give his chips to other people to play for him. Now I’ve got some smirking greaseball sitting in my office …”

“Hey, buddy, show a li’l respect,” Phule could hear a muffled voice say in the background.

“All right, all right,” said Bascomb, resignedly. “Captain, the long and short of it is this: this guy sitting in my office is named Ernie Erkeep, and I’m sorry to tell you that, thanks to your old man, the bum now owns a controlling share—what used to be your share, in fact—in the Fat Chance Casino. Here, I’m tired of looking at the sleazy bastard. Why don’t you talk to him while I go get myself a couple of stiff drinks?”

And the speaker again went silent while Phule sat looking stupidly at his wrist, waiting for someone on the other end to say something.

*    *    *

Thumper and the group of legionnaires he’d eaten breakfast with arrived in the center of the parade ground just before Sergeant Brandy emerged from the modular structure that was the main building on Zenobia Base. The Top Sergeant of Omega Company was one of the largest humans Thumper had ever seen, although she was a good bit shorter than the Volton legionnaire named Tusk-anini.

“All right, people, this is the Legion. Let’s see something I could mistake for a formation,” said Brandy, resignedly. She flipped through papers on a clipboard as the squad lined up, with only a minimum of grumbling. Thumper took a place in the middle of three rows, toward one end, waiting to see what would happen. He’d been in formations before, and had learned not to be either too eager to catch the leader’s attention or too obviously trying to escape it.

When everyone was more or less in place, Brandy looked up, and said, “We don’t usually do roll call—I know all of you by now. But we’ve got a new guy today, and I think it’d be a good idea to call roll until he gets an idea who everybody else is, and you get to know who he is. So sound off when I call your names—you’ve all done this before, so don’t make things any harder than they’ve gotta be.”

“Sergeant, I have a question,” said Mahatma, raising his hand in the front row.

Brandy rolled her eyes. “Gimme a break, Mahatma! Can’t it wait until after roll call? I’d like to get through at least that much before the philosophical seminar for the day.”

“But I just want to know how hard things have got to be,” said Mahatma. “Do Legion regulations specify the degree of difficulty of roll call?”

“As a matter of fact, they do,” growled Brandy. “They say you’re supposed to answer when I call your name, unless you aren’t here, in which case I mark you absent. Is that hard enough for you?”

“Maybe not for him, but it’s a real challenge for some of these grunts,” came a voice from the back of the formation.

Brandy glared. “Shut up, Roadkill,” she barked. Then, after a pause, she added, “Haven’t you feebs figured out I know your voices by now? OK, come on, let’s hear a nice clear answer when I call your names. Brick?”

“Here, Sergeant,” said a thin human female just in front of Thumper.

Brandy put a mark on her pad and continued. “Cheapshot?”

“Yo!” said another voice from the ranks.

Brandy dropped the hand with the clipboard to her side and glowered. “Look here, Cheapshot, we’re trying to show Thumper how we do things in Omega Company. How many times have I told you not to answer ‘Yo’ when I call the roll?”

“Bunch of times, Sarge,” said Cheapshot. “Never convinced me, though. You wanna show the new guy how we do things in Omega, you gotta include the bad with the good, right?”

“Cheapshot makin’ sense,” said another voice, and Thumper could hear still others murmuring their agreement.

Then Brandy said, “Shut up!” and the murmurs stopped. “OK,” she said, “maybe you’ve got a point, Cheapshot. I’ll agree that there’s a lot of good things about the Omega way, but this is one of those times when I just want the good old Legion way. Believe me, there’ll come a time when you’ll thank me for this.”

“If we thank you now, will you stop?” said another voice from the ranks.

“SHUT UP!” said Brandy, before the murmurs could get started. “If you just want to screw things up, I can make you stand here all day and never get to the fun stuff. I was gonna take you out to the obstacle course today, so Thumper can get a look at how Omega runs it.”

Suddenly the entire formation fell silent, and Thumper could see the spines of his fellow legionnaires straighten as they came to attention in a way they’d only hinted at before. Even Cheapshot stood up straighter, and said, “I meant, Here, Sergeant!”

“That’s a lot better,” said Brandy, bringing up the clipboard and checking off the legionnaire’s name. “Dukes?”

The rest of the roll call went so smoothly that even Thumper was impressed. What was it about the obstacle course that had such influence over Omega Company?

Whatever it was, he was about to find out …

*    *    *

Qual and his squad of Zenobians were out in the central compound of Zenobia Base again, busy at work as Sushi walked up to them. “Hey, what’s new, Qual?” he said, waving to the Zenobian Flight Leftenant.

Qual looked up from the piece of equipment he and his crew were working on. It was apparently called the Sklern. At least, that was what Qual had told Sushi it was. But after hearing Qual explain how no two Zenobians spoke their language in exactly the same way, Sushi wasn’t sure he could assume that the words Qual told him for local objects had any universal validity for other Zenobians. The explanation still didn’t quite make sense to him. But today, he had other things to think about, in particular Rev’s quest for the mysterious ’L’Viz.

“Oh ho, welcome, Rawfish!” said Qual. “All goes rippingly with us today, our alignments are exemplary!”

“Uh … triff,” said Sushi. Then, recognizing an apparent opening, he went on, “Really interesting machine you guys have here. What does it do?”

Qual’s face assumed what Sushi took to be a serious expression. “Much of what it does is organized,” the Zenobian officer said.

It took Sushi a moment to make the mental connection between the translator’s wording and Qual’s probable meaning. “Oh, I didn’t mean to pry into military secrets,” he said. “Just curious about the apparatus, y’know.”

“Oh, no offense received,” said Qual, calmly. “In fact, I will tell you as much as I am permitted. The sklern—the meaning of the name is of course obvious—is in essence merely a triaxial projector of nonrandomized heebijeebis. As you can undoubtedly see, it is of considerably higher power than such units produced for the consumer market.”

“Right,” said Sushi, little wiser than before. He thought he grasped at least one point, though. “So this is basically the latest milspec version of one of your standard bits of hardware.”

“Outstanding, Rawfish!” said Qual, slapping Sushi on the lower back. “Your intellectual capacity is, as usual, of the highest grade.”

“Er, thanks, Qual,” said Sushi. He didn’t think he knew much more than before he’d asked, but maybe if he mulled over Qual’s answer he’d come up with something. Meanwhile … I’ve got a favor to ask you guys,” he said. “We’re still trying to figure out how to adjust these translators to give the best results so you guys can understand us and vice versa.”

“That is hardly mandatory,” said Qual. “Misunderstanding is a fact of life. If you were a Zenobian, you would accept it as it is.”

“Maybe,” said Sushi. “But as it happens, I’m a human, and an inquisitive one at that. So I can’t help tinkering with stuff that doesn’t work quite the way it ought to. Here’s what I’d like to do.”

He pulled a small rectangular black object out of his pocket. “This is a minirecorder I’d like you guys to turn on while you’re talking about things. It’ll give us a good sample of your normal conversation, with three or four of you talking at once, and then we can analyze it for common patterns. Is that OK?”

Qual looked at the minirecorder with lidded eyes, then turned to his crew and spoke a few sentences. They replied, and a brief conversation ensued. “We will do it,” said Qual. “But only if you show me how to turn it off. I hope you understand me, Rawfish, my friend—sometimes we need to talk about things we do not want others to hear.”

Sushi nodded. “Sure, I know what you mean. Even friends need privacy once in a while. See this red switch? Slide it to the left—toward this red LED—and it’s off, back to the right, and it’s on.”

Qual took the device and slid the switch back and forth, then asked, “There should also be some way we can resolve what it has recorded, and remove it if by mischance we have forgotten it was working while we talked.”

“Yeah,” said Sushi. “This is the playback switch, and this is the erase button. Let me show you …”

A few minutes later, with Qual and his crew satisfied they knew the workings of the recorder, Sushi said his goodbyes to the Zenobians and walked back to report to Rev. Rev and Do-Wop looked up at him as he entered the room. “They took it,” he said.

“Good,” said Rev. “Were them boys suspicious?”

“Maybe a little, but I showed them how it worked,” said Sushi. “That seemed to satisfy them.”

“Good,” said Rev again. “I hope you didn’t show them how everything worked.”

“No way,” said Sushi. “Unless they’re experts in Terran milspec hardware, they’ll never figure out that it’s a transmitter as well as a recorder—and that you can’t turn the transmitter off. You should be getting their signals now.”

Sushi and Rev smiled at each other. They turned to the receiver Sushi had rigged up on a bench in Rev’s office. Sure enough, a little light was blinking, showing that the unit was receiving. Attached to it was another small box, automatically recording every word the Zenobians said within range of the recorder Sushi had given to Qual. Now all they had to do was wait …

*    *    *

“You won what?” For once, Lola’s openmouthed surprise at Ernie was not for his having done something stupid. Just the fact that he hadn’t done anything stupid—at least, not anything she knew about yet—was sufficient cause for surprise, as far as she was concerned.

“I won the casino,” Ernie repeated, smirking. “Er—at least, a big share of the stock. The old man told me my share is worth maybe fifty million smeltonians.”

“I still don’t believe it,” said Lola. “They wouldn’t offer that big a prize. Even if the odds are close to impossible, the risk of losing is too big …”

“Hey, you come down to the office with me and talk to the casino guys,” said Ernie. “That’s what I came to get you for, anyway. They want me to sign papers, do all sorts of other stuff. I may be dumb, but I ain’t dumb enough to sign somethin’ I don’t understand. That’s what you’re for.”

“To sign something you don’t understand?” Lola raised an eyebrow. “That applies to just about anything more complicated than a bar chit, and I’m sure not signing any of those for you. Well, if Phule’s lawyers are as good as the rest of his staff, I doubt anybody could understand the papers they’re going to want us to sign. We’ll probably have to find a lawyer of our own to tell us what we’re getting into—and I don’t know who the legal heavies are on Lorelei. But give me a couple of minutes to fix my face, and we’ll go see what they’re trying to put over on us.”

It took Lola more like half an hour. She changed into a dark designer suit that stamped her as a no-nonsense professional who insisted on getting the absolutely best quality without worrying about her purchases going out of fashion within three weeks. Lola had picked it up last year from an acquaintance who fenced for a haute couture shoplifting ring, and considered it worth every penny it had cost—a serious outlay of money even after the five-finger discount. Her makeup took longer—she wiped it off and started over twice before she nodded and turned away from the mirror. In the end, she looked about five years older than her usual style—and ten times more formidable. Nobody was likely to underestimate her, not now.

It took her another fifteen minutes of browbeating to get Ernie to change into something that might induce the Fat Chance Casino’s legal staff to take him seriously. Then they boarded the local hoverbus and headed back to the casino. The Lorelei buses catered mainly to casino workers, and the vehicle was nearly empty, this being the middle of a shift. “What’s our plan?” asked Ernie, keeping his voice low just in case the driver was spying for the Fat Chance.

“I don’t really have one yet,” said Lola, shrugging. “Find out what they’re offering, and figure out how much more we can get by being a pain in their butts. That’s what negotiating’s all about.”

“Well, they gotta make good on their promise, right?” said Ernie. “They say I own a hunk of the casino …”

“And if you believe that, I’ve got a couple of nice planets for sale, cheap,” said Lola. “The best thing we can do is go in there expecting the worst, and let them surprise us by doing better. And if we can keep them from figuring out just where we’re coming from, maybe we can even fool them into offering us something they didn’t plan on.”

Ernie nodded. “I got it,” he said. “We play the dumbs, and wait for them to screw up.”

“Uh … not quite,” said Lola. “Your job is to sit there looking as if you’re in charge, but let me do all the real talking. Just pretend I’m your lawyer, and you don’t make any move involving money or your rights without my say-so. And I don’t commit you to anything until I think we’ve got the best deal they’re going to give us. Got it?”

“Sure,” said Ernie. “Just what I said before—we play the dumbs and wait for them to screw up.”

Lola sighed. “OK, have it your way,” she said. “Just let me do all the talking.”

The hoverbus changed lanes and came to a stop. Across the street was the Fat Chance. Smiling bravely, Lola took Ernie’s arm and steered him out to the sidewalk. This isn’t going to be easy, she thought to herself. Then again, the alternatives all looked a lot worse …

*    *    *

“If you don’t mind my saying so, sir, I find it difficult to understand your father’s involvement in this scheme,” said Beeker, over a hot cuppa tea. “It is hardly in character.”

“Oh, I’d have to disagree, Beeks,” said Phule, looking up from his Port-a-Brain computer. “Dad’s always had a stubborn streak—when he’s got a point to make, he insists on ramming it down the throat of anyone who doesn’t instantly agree. I didn’t even mind giving him a chance to win my share of the casino, even though it was a long shot. Dad could run the place as well as I ever did, and the troops will still get the dividends from their shares.”

“And now you’ve delivered a controlling share to some unknown gambler, like a handout to some beggar on the street,” sniffed Beeker. “What if he tries to run the casino himself? He’s likely to run it into bankruptcy in no time at all.”

Phule scoffed. “Oh, he can’t do anything significant without winning a stockholder’s vote. The fellows in Omega Company would never back him—they know Tullie and Lex and the others too well to turn them loose just because the new fellow wants to make a change.”

“Do they?” asked Beeker, sharply. “What if this new fellow claims a new management team could increase profits? Or what if he offers a price for their shares that’s too good to resist? It wouldn’t be the first time stockholders have gotten greedy when somebody dangled cash in front of their noses.”

“Oh, it’s not impossible,” said Phule, leaning back in his chair and looking at his butler. “We still don’t know very much about this fellow—but I doubt he’s got the capital to pull off that kind of trick. If he did, I think we’d have heard about him before he showed up at the Fat Chance.”

“A very dubious assumption, sir,” said Beeker. “The fellow could come from almost anywhere. If I were in charge of the casino, I’d be checking the databases to see if he has a criminal record anywhere in the Alliance.”

“I think we can trust Tullie Bascomb to find that out for us,” said Phule. “In fact, I think that’s one of the things we’d know by now, if there were anything to concern us. My suspicion is that the big winner’s just a regular fellow—maybe a salesman, or a small businessman—who wanted to play with the high rollers and ended up getting luckier than he had any right to. When he realizes he’s in deep water with all the big fish, he’ll listen to reason and let the professionals handle things.”

“It would be pleasant to think there was such an elegant solution,” said Beeker. “Unfortunately, sir, in my experience the ability to recognize that one is out of one’s depth is a rare commodity—especially among those most in need of such insight. Far more common is an indomitable thickness of skull bordering on complete absence of gray matter.”

Before Phule could answer, Mother’s voice came over the intercom. “Captain, we’ve got trouble,” she said. At that very instant, Chief Inspector Snieff of the AEIOU burst through his office door. She was one step ahead of Lieutenant Rembrandt, this morning’s OD. “Captain, I demand an explanation of this outrage,” Snieff barked.

“Do you, Chief Inspector?” Phule’s eyebrows rose ever so slightly. “And what outrage do you want me to explain? I haven’t noticed any outrages in particular, unless maybe you’re talking about your dog.”

“Aha!” said Chief Inspector Snieff, pointing a finger at the captain. “And exactly why do you mention our beloved mascot, Barky, the Environmental Dog?”

“That ought to be pretty obvious,” said Phule, staring at her. “He’s been attacking my people ever since he set foot on this planet.”

Snieff pulled herself up into a fair semblance of wrongly accused innocence. “Barky never attacks unprovoked,” she said. “He only responds to pollution, or to direct harassment. He would not attack your people unless they were causing some kind of ecological problem. And he is trained not to injure the suspects he apprehends, merely to hold anyone who has detectable levels of a carefully delimited list of pollutants on their person, or in their belongings, until one of the human members of our team arrives to take charge.”

“I’m sorry, Inspector, but you’ll have to find somebody else to swallow that line,” said Phule. “Your dog was chasing one of my legionnaires all around the dining hall just last night. You saw him, too—you were there.”

“I am surprised at you, Captain,” said Snieff. “The incident was clearly provoked by your legionnaire.”

Beeker, who had been sitting quietly until now, snorted and said, “Provoked? Good Lord, madam, provoked in what way? By walking to the salad bar to get his dinner?”

“I saw him taunting poor Barky,” said Snieff, lifting her chin and looking down her nose at the butler.

Beeker looked up at her, and said quietly, “Madam, you might discover more insight into the unfortunate animal’s lack of manners by looking to the character of his human guardians than by postulating any provocative acts by his unlucky victims. If your dog is so poorly trained that he responds to this supposed taunting, then an objective observer would have no choice but to interpret that as proof of malfeasance on the part of his handlers.”

Acting quickly, before Snieff could respond to Beeker’s indictment, Phule smiled, and said, “Have a seat, Inspector. Tell me what the trouble is, and we’ll try to sort it out.”

Snieff glared at Beeker, then settled into a chair next to Phule’s desk. “I’ll get directly to the point, Captain. The last two days, I have heard your people firing weapons out in the desert—no doubt shooting at the local wildlife, possibly even harming it.”

“I beg your pardon, ma’am,” said Rembrandt. “If our people are shooting at something, you can be dead certain they’re harming it. That’s what weapons do, you know.”

“Easy, Lieutenant,” said Phule, raising a hand to quiet Rembrandt. He turned to Snieff. “Yes, Inspector, our people do shoot weapons out in the desert. Weapons training is an important part of the Legion’s job, you know. But we aren’t shooting at any local fauna—or the local flora, either, in case you’re worried about that. We have a regulation practice range set up out beyond the perimeter. If you’d care to inspect it, I think we can even let you and your people fire a few test rounds …”

“I think not,” said Snieff. She stood, abruptly. “However, I do intend to make certain your people aren’t taking potshots at the local animals. Be very careful, Captain. You military types may not think much of the AEIOU, but we have considerable power of our own when we decide to put to use. Good day.” She turned and stalked out of the office, nearly knocking down Rembrandt as she went past.

“Well, well,” said Phule, after the door had closed behind her. “I think we’re going to have to do something about those hunters sooner than I planned.”

“I wouldn’t delay, sir,” said Rembrandt, shaking her head. “She may be annoying as all get-out, but she’s right about the AEIOU’s power. And we’re already way over on the wrong side of her. If she ever gets wind of a real violation, we could be in worse trouble than anything Headquarters has ever thought up for us.”

“You’re right, Remmie,” said Phule. “We’ve got to get those hunters out of the vicinity. The only problem is where we’re going to move them to …” He rubbed his chin, then raised his wrist comm to speaking range and said, “Mother, find Flight Leftenant Qual for me. I think it’s time we made use of his local knowledge again.”

“Your wish is my command, sweetie pants,” came Mother’s mockingly sultry voice. Phule sighed. At least one thing was still more or less normal around Omega Company.

*    *    *

Brandy and the training squad—plus a handful of other legionnaires who seemed to have nothing better to do—hiked a couple of kilometers out into the desert. Thumper gazed curiously at the exotic landscape around him—this was only the third planet he had been to in person. And, of course, the incident with General Blitzkrieg had resulted in his entire basic training squad being confined to camp—so he’d seen very little of Mussina’s World beyond the Legion boot camp and the spaceport.

One thing for sure—Zenobia was certainly different from the urban areas where he’d grown up, on his home world Teloon. He knew there were deserts and mountains and arctic tundra there, of course—he’d studied the geography of Teloon in school. But being there was a whole new experience. He’d joined the Legion to see the galaxy—and here it was, right under his long furry feet. If only his mama could see him now!

Finally, Brandy turned around and called out, “All right, squad, take five. We want everybody in shape for the obstacle course.”

The little group gratefully complied. The walk had been short enough, over mostly level terrain, but hauling along full combat gear—as per Brandy’s orders—made it a bit of a chore nonetheless. Looking around, Thumper wondered what they had stopped for. The landscape here looked pretty much the same as every other chunk of desert they’d marched past: interesting in a wild and foreign way. But there was no sign of the kind of obstacle course Thumper had run in Legion basic.

More surprising, when Thumper turned around, was the sight of a large fraction of Omega Company standing behind the training squad. Had they all heard of his record-setting obstacle course run back on Mussina’s World? Were they here to see if he was as good as he claimed, or had they come hoping see him put in his place? Even the captain had come along. All the hints his fellow trainees had dropped about the obstacle course at Omega Company being different suddenly came back into his head. Just what was he going to have to do to prove himself to his new company?

Thumper looked out into the desert again, wondering whether Omega Company might have created an obstacle course using only the natural terrain. Thinking about it, he realized it might be a logical response to the different environments the Legion must find on the different worlds it was sent to. If Omega Company was going to operate on Zenobia, it made plenty of sense to train in Zenobian conditions … 

His thoughts were interrupted by Brandy calling the squad to attention. “All right, people, form up and listen up!” She paused a moment while the Thumper and his fellow trainees gathered in front of her, then went on, “We have a new member of the company, one that’s never run the obstacle course with us before. Now all of you know that we in Omega Company have our own way of running the course—and it’s the best damn way in the Legion!”

Thumper wasn’t quite sure what she was talking about, but he joined in automatically with the rest of the squad in a general cheer. Legion Basic had taught him that was a good thing to do, even when he didn’t understand what everybody else was so enthusiastic about. He seemed to attract enough unwelcome attention from the sergeants and officers without asking for more.

Brandy nodded. “Now, some of you may have heard that Thumper set a record on the obstacle course in Legion basic. That’s good—Omega Company wants the best legionnaires we can get.”

“How’d Do-Wop get in?” yelled someone from in back of the group, but Brandy ignored the voice, and went on.

“But now we’re out in the field, and what matters is getting the job done,” she said. “Everybody has to get through the course, not just the two or three fastest guys.”

“Right on, Sarge,” said another voice from the back of the group—or maybe it was the same one. This time, others rumbled their agreement. Thumper began to wonder whether he’d been quite so wise to own up to his record-setting performance in basic. Not that these legionnaires seemed to hold it against him. But there was obviously a different standard in effect with Omega Company. He began to wonder just what was going to be demanded of him here.

“OK, then, here’s the drill,” said Brandy. “Thumper, you and the three Gambolts are the fastest here. So your job is to get out ahead of the rest, identify all obstacles, and decide how to get them out of the way for the rest of the guys. If you can’t do it by yourselves, come back to the group and get help.”

“Yes, Sergeant,” said one of the Gambolts—his Legion name was Rube, Thumper remembered. “How about the machine guns? You want us to take them out, or do you have another team for that?”

“Mahatma and Brick will do that,” said Brandy. “All right, the course runs directly west two hundred meters, then takes a turn to the northwest for another two hundred. You’ll start at my signal—ready: go!”

The Gambolts looked at Thumper, then all four of them slapped paws together. “All right, let’s roll!” growled Dukes, and together they dashed off into the desert. Behind them there was a roar as the remainder of the squad—and most of the spectators—fell in behind them.

At last Thumper began to understand—this was what Omega Company was about! He grinned and began moving forward, proud to be part of the team.


Chapter Fourteen

Journal #727

In a truly orderly universe, a once-in-a-trillion-chances event ought to have the common courtesy to wait for someone to make a few million attempts to bring it about before manifesting itself. It says something very unpleasant about the universe we live in that such an event can just as easily occur the very first time someone tries to bring it about.

*    *    *

Two men were waiting for Ernie and Lola in the Fat Chance Casino offices. One of them introduced himself to Lola as Tullie Bascomb, chief of gambling operations. The other she already knew: Victor Phule, who wore an uncharacteristically pained expression. He looked Lola in the eye, and said, “I remember you! What are you doing mixed up with this fellow—or have you been all along?”

“That’s really not germane to our business today, Mr. Phule,” said Lola. “In fact, I might ask you what you’re doing here today—I didn’t know you had a direct interest in your son’s holdings here on Lorelei.”

Bascomb answered before Victor Phule could speak. “Mr. Phule is here as a witness to the events that were responsible for the situation we’re in today. But you should know that I’m fully empowered to act for the Fat Chance Casino Corporation—in fact, this is pretty much a formality. I’m pleased to say that we’re ready to give you two million dollars free and clear—cash, check, gold, or Fat Chance Casino chips. We’ll hand it over just as soon as you sign a few papers.” He gestured toward a sheaf of documents lying on his desk.

“Two million?” said Lola, raising an eyebrow, while frantically signaling to Ernie to keep his mouth shut. “That isn’t quite what we came here expecting, Mr. Bascomb. The terms of your prize offer were very explicit. A partner’s share …”

“Do you really think so?” said Bascomb, with a predatory grin. “As it happens, two million is a very generous payout. To tell you the truth, I’m not even quite sure what you think you’ve won. The terms of the jackpot on the thousand-dollar slots were never precisely spelled out …”

“That doesn’t matter,” said Lola, crisply. “I hate to correct you, Mr. Bascomb, but I have done some research into the Interplanetary Commercial Code as it applies to Lorelei Station. Your local government has managed to get in a number of provisions I’d have to describe as highly unfriendly to consumers, but I can assure you there are still some very explicit penalties for deceptive advertising, especially as applying to prizes offered in the casinos.”

“That may well be, young lady,” said Bascomb, shaking a finger. “I won’t argue the ins and outs of the law with you here. The bottom line is, we’ve got some damn fine lawyers—damn expensive ones, too—to argue our position. How are you fixed in that department? We can afford to tie you up in court for an awful long time.”

Lola stared him down. “And what do you want to bet the other casinos won’t be licking their lips when they find out that Fat Chance is trying to renege on your super jackpot? Especially after you’ve been stealing half their business by offering the best payouts on the station. The publicity value ought to be worth jillions to them. Come to think of it, they might even be willing to contribute to our legal fees …”

Tullie Bascomb frowned. “Are you threatening us?”

Lola laughed, lightly. “Oh, no, Mr. Bascomb. Just reminding you that your casino isn’t the only game in town. I think Captain Jester knows that, even if you don’t. It’s too bad he isn’t here to talk to me. I bet he’d be a lot more reasonable …”

Victor Phule gritted his teeth. “If the boy were reasonable, we wouldn’t be in this mess at all,” he growled. “I swear, the brat hasn’t done a sensible thing in years, starting with joining the Space Legion and abandoning the name his parents gave him. You’d think he’d have more respect for his own family …”

“Now, Mr. Phule,” said Bascomb softly. “Let’s try to keep our focus on the issue at hand …”

“Hey, I don’t think he’s that far out of line,” said Ernie, speaking for the first time since the meeting had begun. “I know what it’s like when you don’t get any respect from people. Believe me, I know.”

Victor Phule looked at Ernie and nodded. “Yes, I expect you do,” he said. “It’s ironic—a fellow builds up something by his own efforts, and all of a sudden everybody around him thinks they know more about it than he does. I’ve seen it all too often …”

“Hell, that’s what happens when you let somebody else try to run your life,” said Ernie, sympathetically. “I bet if you and I just sat down together, without any middlemen, we could get this whole problem straightened out in jig time. Come to think of it, why don’t we go have a drink and do just that? We’ll probably be back with a done deal before these two are finished calling each other names.”

“You’ve got the right idea, old boy,” said Victor Phule, standing up. He put a hand on Ernie’s shoulder. “Come on—I’m buying. We’ll have things sorted out in no time at all.”

Tullie Bascomb looked up in alarm as Ernie stood up, grinning. “Hold on, Mr. Phule. The captain hasn’t authorized you to strike any agreements with these people …”

Lola was already on her feet, hands on her hips. “Ernie, I can’t let you make any deals without my advice.”

“Oh, encapsulate it,” said Victor Phule, waving a hand. “You two buzzards want to dictate every pixel of this agreement, but that’s the stupidest possible way to go about things. I’ll tell you what’s going to happen. This gentleman and I will sit down together and find a solution we can both agree on. Then we’ll bring it back to you two to fiddle with the details. I’m sure there’ll be plenty of detail work left for you. But for now, you’re going to leave it up to the principals. And Bascomb, if you don’t like it, you can call up my son. I suspect he’ll tell you to step aside and let two gentlemen arrive at something we can all live with. Come on, Ernie. Let’s go get a drink.”

He walked out the door arm in arm with Ernie, leaving Bascomb and Lola staring after them, openmouthed.

*    *    *

Sushi was wearing a set of headphones and carefully adjusting dials on his device when Do-Wop walked in. “Hey, man, what’s up?” said Do-Wop. “We figured out what Qual and his homeboys are talking about yet?”

“Shh,” said Sushi, pointing to the device. “I’ve finally got them pretty well tuned in. And I’ve learned one thing already. Qual was right—they all speak slightly different versions of their language.”

“Huh. Who’d’ve thunk it?” said Do-Wop, pulling up a chair. “What are they jabberin’ about?”

“Mostly technical stuff so far,” said Sushi. “Adjusting that machine—the sklern, Qual called it. And in between, joking about something—here, you give a listen.” He took off the headphones and reached up to turn on a speaker.

“Ve ought to rotate it two grimbugs upward,” said one Zenobian voice.

“Two and a fifth,” came another—this one recognizably Flight Leftenant Qual. “That’ll just clear the faffleweed cluster.”

“Vorking on two and a fift,” answered the first voice. Then, in a different tone, “Hey, Flort, didja view the Tail-vippers last sundown?”

“Sssst, dey raise a stench in my nostrils,” said a third voice—apparently Flort. “Dey haven’t had an efficient leaper since Blurg retreated to his domicile.”

“Watch it, Zoot,” said Qual. “Don’t overcrank …”

“Tightly vocussed at two and a fift,” said the first voice again. Then Zoot added, “Don’t underrate Kloog. Ven he’s in the league a little longer been, an exemplary leaper he’ll be.”

“Kloog is widout grace,” growled Flort. “He could take lessons from a gryff.”

“This shit don’t make no sense,” said Do-Wop, drumming his fingers on the table next to the equipment.

“I think they’re talking about some kind of sports team from their home city,” said Sushi. “Hard to tell exactly, because the words don’t all translate into anything we have an exact equivalent for.”

“That’s for damn sure,” said Do-Wop. “I think Rev’s lookin’ for a weefle in a viddleworf. If it wasn’t such a sweet deal workin’ for him instead of pulling regular Legion duty, I’d tell him so myself.”

Sushi looked at him with raised eyebrows, then said, “Well, I don’t see any percentage in ruining a good scam, either. But you know, even if Rev’s ideas never pan out, this whole Zenobian language thing is fascinating. If I could figure out a way to rig translators to deal with it, I bet there’s a lot of money to be made. So I’m not just in this to get out of other work. And if you’re not just looking for a new way to goof off, it could work out to benefit you, too.”

Do-Wop looked doubtful. “I dunno, man. You listen to a bunch of crazy stuff long enough, you could maybe end up crazy yourself.”

Over the speaker, Flight Leftenant Qual’s voice said, “Now doxen up the regulator for a test projection.”

“Gott it, Leftenant,” said Zoot. Then, after a pause, “Regulator energetically doxened; ready to project, sir.”

Do-Wop waved a hand. “See what I mean? Nothin’ but crazy stuff. Maybe it’s worth a million, I dunno.”

“Kloog seems graceful enough for me,” said Zoot over the speaker. “The purpose is not the senses to bedazzle, but to advance the pellet.”

“Kloog cannot retain da pellet in his claws long enough to advance it,” said Flort. “He raises a continual stench in my nostrils.”

“Maintain the doxenization or we will be forced to recommence,” said Qual, sternly. “Your sporting chatter can be retained for a more propitious occasion.”

“Double vision, Flight Leftenant,” said the other two Zenobians, almost in unison.

“Double vision?” said Do-Wop. “I told ya, this is crazy stuff. You keep listenin’ to these lizards, you’re gonna end up with scales on your ass.”

“So should I tell Rev you’re tired of working on this project?” said Sushi, with a mischievous expression. “I hear tell Remmie’s asking for volunteers for a heavy construction squad …”

“Uh, hey, Soosh, just kiddin’,” said Do-Wop. “Lizard talk is the real deal for me. What did you say you wanted me to do?”

“Well, for starters, you could run down to supply and get about a dozen blank recording cartridges,” said Sushi. “We don’t want any of this immortal Zenobian conversation to get lost just because we ran out of cartridges, do we now?”

“Cartridges comin’ up,” said Do-Wop, and headed out the door.

Sushi watched him leave, chuckling, then put the headphones on again. Maybe there was a way to broaden the standard semantic filtering circuits …

*    *    *

“What do you think they’re up to?” asked Lola. She and Tullie Bascomb were nursing twin glasses of syntha-scotch on the rocks in his office, waiting for Victor Phule and Ernie to return.

“Hell, I’d just like to know where they are,” said Tullie. “No sign of ’em in the casino lounge, and the security system says that nobody’s entered Mr. Phule’s room in the last three hours. They must be outside the Fat Chance, and I don’t like that one damn bit.”

“Neither do I,” said Lola. “I hope they at least took Mr. Phule’s bodyguard along with them.”

“Well, there’s no sign of him, either, so that’s the way to bet,” said Tullie. He took a long sip of his drink, then glanced at the computer monitor on his desk. “Just how far do you trust your guy, by the way? Is he going to listen to sense once they come back to us?”

“I trust him just about as far as you trust your guy,” said Lola, staring at him over the rim of her own glass. “Which, from the way you’ve been talking, is about as far as you can throw a small asteroid two-handed.”

“That’s what I was afraid of,” said Tullie, glumly. “I’ve got one advantage over you, though.”

“What’s that?”

“My guy is my boss’s father,” said the casino manager. “He can get me in a bunch of trouble, and he’s as stubborn as any man I’ve ever seen. But I don’t think Captain Jester is gonna fire me just on the old man’s say-so. Not unless he’s got some reason to believe I’ve really screwed up. Your guy, on the other hand …”

Lola grimaced. “Yeah, does the phrase ‘loose cannon’ mean anything to you? And since he’s the one who pulled the handle on that machine of yours, Lorelei law says he’s the one who gets the last word. Well, I’ve talked him out of stupid things before, and I can do it again.”

“Lorelei law is an extremely flexible instrument,” said Tullie Bascomb, grinning. “Considering who made it, that shouldn’t surprise anyone. I think we can work with that.”

“As long as you don’t work with it to cheat my client out of what he’s got coming to him,” said Lola, firmly. She stared at her empty glass, then looked up, and said, “What exactly are the terms you were offering on that jackpot?”

“If you want to know the real truth, we didn’t expect anybody but Victor Phule to win it,” said Bascomb. “We set up that whole bank of slots with odds that ought to have dissuaded anybody with brains from playing it, and a price that should’ve clinched the deal.”

“What were you doing that for?” asked Lola, setting down the glass.

“The old skinflint got the idea that our payouts were too generous,” said Tullie. He’d emptied his glass quite some time before. “Victor Phule thought he could prove it by playing a system, and we decided to let him—teach him a lesson the hard way. Captain Jester approved it, too. But who the hell expected a billion-to-one shot to pay off in less than a week?”

“Well, I’m just as glad it was my guy who hit the winner,” said Lola. “Remember, though—I’m here to make sure the casino honors its promise. You offered a share of the casino, and that’s what you’re going to deliver. Or I’m going to yell so loud they hear it on Altair IV.”

“Yeah, yeah, I hear you,” said Tullie. “We’ll play it as honest as we can afford to, don’t you worry. What worries me is whether those two gentlemen are going to cook up something neither one of us can live with.”

“A gentlemen’s agreement between those two is the last thing we need,” agreed Lola. “But if Victor Phule doesn’t have the authority to cut a deal for the casino, why are you worried about him running off to talk with Ernie? If he can’t bind you to anything, you’ve got nothing to lose … Right?”

Bascomb leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms above his head. “One thing you learn in this business,” he said. “You’ve always got something to lose. And there’s always somebody standing there ready to pick it up and run away, the minute you drop it. So you cover all your exits, is the only way to play the game. Which is why I’m worried about the old man—and about your guy, too.”

“They’re wild cards,” said Lola, nodding.

“Worse than that,” said Bascomb. “I can figure the odds on a wild card, and make allowances for it. Your guy—I thought I had some idea what he was, but now I’m not so sure.”

“I’ve known him longer than most people, and sometimes he scares even me,” said Lola. “What about Victor Phule?”

“I don’t even want to think about Victor Phule,” said Tullie. He reached for the syntha-scotch. “Which is why I’m havin’ another drink. How about you, sister?”

Lola nodded again. “First good idea I’ve heard today,” she said.

*    *    *

“Hey, Soosh, quittin’ time,” said Super-Gnat, sticking her head through the door. Behind her was Tusk-anini, with a baleful stare that might have worried Sushi if he hadn’t recognized it as the Volton’s habitual expression.

“Sure,” said Sushi, stretching his arms above his head. “It doesn’t look as if anything’s going to happen here, anyhow. Give me a minute to put it on auto for the night, and I’ll be right with you.”

“All right,” said Super-Gnat. “Just don’t make Tusk start counting, OK?”

Tusk-anini’s scowl became even more menacing. “Why no counting? I count good as anybody,” he said.

“Yeah,” said Super-Gnat, grinning. “Now all we have to do is teach you when not to do it.” She gave him a friendly elbow in the short ribs.

While the two legionnaires bantered, Sushi quickly ran through his routine to set up the listening apparatus for automatic recording of the Zenobians’ conversation. He didn’t expect to find any great amount of material when he came back. The natives tended to end their workday around the same time as the legionnaires. In fact, Flight Leftenant Qual was often seen in the lounge, having a drink with the captain and the other Legion officers before dinner.

Almost without thinking, he glanced at the translated text scrolling across his computer screen before turning off the display for the night. That was when the word “’L’Viz” jumped out at him. “Hold on a minute, guys,” he said. “Something weird’s happening here …”

“Sure, like that’s anything new,” said Super-Gnat. “This whole outfit is about the weirdest experience I’ve ever had anything to do with.”

“Uh-huh,” said Sushi, peering intently at the screen. He spoke a soft command, and the text scrolled backwards. He leaned closer, muttering softly.

“Uh-oh,” said Super-Gnat. “This looks like one of those minutes that turns out to be all night long. Hey, Soosh, are you comin’, or not?”

“He standing still, looks like to me,” said Tusk-anini.

“Yeah,” said Sushi, turning around to meet their gazes. “Look, guys, something really interesting just came up. It’ll take me a little while to figure out. Why don’t you go ahead and I’ll catch up with you.”

“Sure,” said Super-Gnat, shrugging. “We’ll save you a seat. Just don’t expect us to save you any beer.”

“Yeah, OK,” said Sushi, obviously only half-listening. Then he said, more to himself than to any listener, “Why didn’t I think of this before?”

But Super-Gnat and Tusk-anini were already gone.

*    *    *

“Where in Ghu’s name are they?” Tullie Bascomb stared through bloodshot eyes out the window of his office at the neon-lit landscape of Lorelei. He and Lola had been waiting for Victor Phule and Ernie to come back for over six hours. Several discreet (but increasingly urgent) searches of the hotel and surrounding area had produced no sign of the two delinquents.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” said Lola. “I’d have bet on the nearest bar, but we’ve tried that—the nearest dozen bars, I think. And you say they’re not in Mr. Phule’s room.”

“Security says so, and I trust my security people,” said Bascomb. “More than I trust Victor Phule—let alone your guy.”

Lola set down her drink—she really didn’t need any more, not if she wanted to have some semblance of her wits about her when Ernie and Phule Sr. returned with whatever crazy deal they’d agreed on—assuming they did agree on something. She looked Bascomb directly in the eyes, and said, “Look, my guy just wants you to deliver what you said you were gonna pay to the jackpot winner—a partner’s share of the casino stock.” She paused. “I don’t see how it’s our problem if you didn’t intend for him to win. Not if you’re running an honest business, the way you claim you are.”

Bascomb drew himself up straight, and said, with as much dignity as he could muster after four stiff drinks, “I wish I had any reason to believe you two are as honest as the Fat Chance Casino. We’re as honest as anybody in this business—a lot more honest than most—and if you’ve done your homework, you ought to know that.”

“All right, I’ll give you that much,” said Lola. “The point is, my client Mr. Erkeep is entitled to the jackpot for the machine he played. The casino has no rules posted concerning any eligibility for prizes or jackpots other than having to be of legal gambling age—which on Lorelei means tall enough to reach the handles of the slots. My client qualifies.”

“What if he obtained the winning chip fraudulently?” said Bascomb. “We’ve got precedents covering that …”

Lola shook her head emphatically. “Fraudulent? How do you get fraudulent? Vic Phule gave Mr. Erkeep a chip to gamble with, he played and won, and gave Mr. Phule back half his winnings—as agreed up front. The remaining chips were his to do with as he wanted. He could’ve thrown them into a trash disintegrator if he’d wanted—in fact I bet you’d like that.”

“Nah, not really,” said Bascomb. “There’s always a small percentage of chips that never get cashed in. The customers take ’em home for souvenirs, or lose ’em down a drain or someplace else where they never get found. Sure, it’s money we don’t have to pay out, but the legal beagles and the bean counters get headaches about it. They always worry that somebody’s gonna show up one day with a huge spacechest full of chips and clean out the bank. Outstanding liabilities, they call it. And when they worry, that gives me headaches.”

Lola stared hard at him for a long moment, then nodded. “OK, I guess I do believe you,” she said. “But if you’re so worried about what the bean counters and the shysters think, why’d you even offer a deal like the one Ernie won? Didn’t they scream bloody murder?”

“We never asked ’em,” said Bascomb. “I thought it up, and Captain Jester approved it himself, and that was good enough. We didn’t expect anybody but the captain’s father to play at such lousy odds. And if by some quirk of the odds, the damn machines did pay off, the captain didn’t see anything wrong with passing a share of the casino to his old man. As long as it stayed in the family, he figured he wouldn’t have to worry about how it was being run.”

“What, he thinks his whole family has the golden touch?”

“No, he just thinks they’re smart enough to leave something to the professionals when they can’t do it themselves,” said Bascomb. He shook his head, and continued, “Now that I’ve put him in the hole this way, I wouldn’t blame him if he decided to get in some new professionals to run the joint.” He sighed and took another sip of his drink.

“Well, you’re not fired yet,” said Lola. “Look, as long as my guy gets a fair shake out of this, he’s not going to let them cut you loose.”

“Easy for you to say,” said Bascomb. “You think you’re going to have any influence on what Captain Jester decides to do? Your guy may think he’s won a partner’s share, but control of the casino still rests with the majority of the stockholders. And I wouldn’t bet on them listening to anybody but the captain.”

“Hey, I don’t want to see you in the ejection pod,” said Lola, reaching over and putting her hand on his forearm. “We just have to find something the two of us can agree on, and when Phule and Ernie come back, we convince them it’s what they really wanted all along. If you can get Mr. Phule on board, I’m sure his son will listen to what he says.”

“If he does, it’ll be the first time in years,” said Bascomb. “But I agree, we’ve got to be ready with something sensible before our principals come back with their proposition. What do you think of this idea …”

The discussion went on into late hours.


Chapter Fifteen

Journal #732

The rationalist is convinced that every sophont is at bottom predictable, acting according to consistent (if not necessarily already well-known) rules. The mystic, for his part, believes that every creature conceals within its breast some element of the wild and unpredictable. Of the legionnaires who play parts in this ongoing chronicle, perhaps young Sushi best characterizes the former point of view, with Rev perhaps the most obvious advocate of the latter.

The realist (a label I believe I may fairly apply to myself) is aware that both of these philosophies have merit. Most of us are predominantly creatures of habit and pattern; but even the quietest of us has depths, from which the most unexpected actions can sometimes emerge … 

*    *    *

Tonight, Thumper was standing perimeter guard duty for the first time. Brandy led him out to the position he’d be occupying, to show him the ropes and give a word or two of advice.

“The biggest thing to remember is that you’ve got instant comm contact with Mother, if anything weird happens,” said Omega Company’s Top Sergeant. “Don’t worry about bothering her—first of all, she loves to talk, and second, whatever’s going on, she’s probably talked to a lot of legionnaires in exactly the same spot you’re in—so she may have a pretty good idea what’s happening. And third, if you really do need help, she can get it to you faster than anybody else. Got the picture?”

“Yes, Sergeant,” said Thumper, peering out into the darkness surrounding the base. He felt small and alone, even with the Zenobian stun ray he cradled in his arms.

Brandy nodded. “And the second thing to remember is, even though we’re on a strange planet light-years away from your home or mine, there’s not really much that can go wrong. The only other humans on the planet are the AEIOU team, over there, and the hunters who brought you here. And none of them are going to invade the camp—though if those hunters get boozed up, they might do something stupid. The Zenobians are our allies—in fact, they’re the ones who invited us here. And the Nanoids—the microscopic colony intelligence that the captain and Beeker found out in the desert—nobody’s seen them since the captain sent his robot double to deal with them. Not much chance they’ll decide to come back on your watch. As for the local animals, they pretty much keep their distance. If in doubt, buzz Mother, then shoot to stun if you think you’re being threatened.”

“Right, Sergeant,” said Thumper. He was doing his best to sound confident and competent.

“OK, then, you’re on your own,” said Brandy. She gave the new legionnaire a friendly soft punch in the shoulder. “Garbo will be here to relieve you in four hours. Do your best to stay awake until then.”

“Yes, Sergeant!” said Thumper, grinning a little bit now as Brandy headed back in toward the modular base building. His Lepoid eyes were already adapting well to the darkness, and he could see the vague outlines of some of the larger specimens of the local vegetation out against the starry horizon. After a couple of minutes, he heard the faint sound of the door to the base building opening and closing. Now he really was alone.

Thumper looked around in all directions, taking his time to make sure he didn’t overlook anything. Finally, satisfied that he wasn’t under observation, he took a deep breath, and, as quietly as possible, slipped out across the perimeter of Omega Base into the cool desert night.

*    *    *

“Hey, kid, wake up,” said a loud voice in Lola’s ear. “We’re back!”

“Ernie!” Lola sat bolt upright, her eyes suddenly focused. “You idiot! Where’ve you been all this time?”

“Hey, take it easy,” said Ernie, backing away a pace. “Mr. Phule and I just went someplace quiet to talk things over without any audience or interference, OK?”

“No, it’s not OK!” said Lola. She suddenly became aware of Victor Phule standing slightly behind Ernie, and Tullie Bascomb in his chair behind his big desk. Bascomb was rubbing his eyes; so at least she hadn’t been the only one to fall asleep. “What time is it?” she asked, lamely trying for a graceful change of subject.

“Three in the morning,” said Victor Phule. “Reminds me of old times, staying up to the wee hours to hammer out details of a deal. Exhausting, but there’s nothing more rewarding. Why, I remember the foundry strikes of ‘58—we negotiated around the clock and finally convinced the union scum they’d lose thirty-five hundred jobs if they didn’t settle! The rascals tried to put the best face on it for their followers, but it was all on our terms in the end, of course.”

“Wonderful,” said Lola, with a frozen smile. “And did you two uh, hammer out a deal this time?”

“Sure did,” said Ernie. “Here’s what’s going down …”

“Wait a moment,” said Tullie Bascomb, sitting up straighten “We can’t just wing it on something this important. Have you got anything written down, or shall I call in a stenobot?”

“Ahh, we don’t need no stenobot,” said Ernie. “Mr. Phule and me have got a gen’lman’s agreement …”

“Send for the stenobot,” said Lola, cutting him off. “I don’t want anything these two gentlemen have agreed on slipping between the cracks while everybody’s getting a good night’s sleep and sobering up.”

“And just maybe we will have a few little suggestions on how to make the language more precise,” said Tullie Bascomb, with a smile that would do a piranha proud. He pushed a button on the desk and winked at Lola, who gave him a slight nod in return. She wasn’t anywhere near as confident as Bascomb seemed to be. They’d come up with a more or less workable understanding, but there was still the chance that Victor Phule and Ernie would dig in their heels, either together or separately. Especially after Phule’s bragging about the good old days of union-busting …

A side door slid open and a small officebot glided through, with an almost inaudible whirring sound. It rolled over and stopped next to the desk, waiting. Bascomb said, “Record,” and a light began winking off and on. “All right, Mr. Phule, Mr. Erkeep, tell us what you’ve arrived at. Once it’s in memory, we can look at it and see what needs to be twiddled.”

“Very well,” said Victor Phule, sitting up and clearing his throat. He looked at Ernie. “I’ll explain this, and Mr. Erkeep can confirm it.” He waited for Ernie to nod, then continued. “What we’ve agreed on, in principle, is a buyout. Mr. Erkeep agrees to assign his share of the casino stock to me, and renounces the right to any input into the day-to-day operation of the business.”

“I don’t wanna go to an office every day and sit through all those business meetings,” said Ernie, spreading his hands apart. “Suits make me look fat, anyway.”

“Your lip’s going to look fat if you didn’t get something worthwhile in return,” said Lola, staring hard. She turned to Victor Phule. “Just how large is the share of stock you want him to assign you?”

“I was getting to that,” said Victor Phule, smoothly. “The jackpot my friend here won was sixteen thousand shares of stock, from the portion that was held by my son, Willard—as Mr. Bascomb told us earlier today.”

“And what’s the current market value?” asked Lola, a suspicious expression on her face.

Phule tucked his thumbs into the lapels of his jacket. “Well, since this is a closely held stock that isn’t normally traded on the open market, that’s a bit of a tricky question,” he began.

“Oh, su-ure,” said Lola. “I think I’m going to insist on an independent confirmation of whatever value you claim.”

“Hey, hey,” said Ernie, making shushing motions. “Don’t queer the deal, Lola. You haven’t even heard what we’re getting …”

“All right, I’ll listen,” she said. “But it better be mighty good.”

Victor Phule raised his brows and said, “Our best estimate of current market value is 250 dollars a share. That would yield a gross value of four million dollars for the shares in question.”

“Yess!” said Ernie, pumping a fist into the air.

Lola thought for a moment, then said, “Your previous valuation was a lot higher.” She stared pointedly at Phule. “Something like fifty million dollars, if my client quoted you correctly.”

“Well, you can’t really hold me to that,” said Victor Phule. “That was an off-the-cuff estimate. These figures are much more scientific …”

Lola cut him off. “For a thousand-dollar bet, that makes that only a four-thousand-to-one jackpot. Not very impressive odds, if you ask me.”

Victor Phule held up a hand. “You haven’t heard the whole agreement,” he said. “We are also prepared to pay an annual royalty of one percent of par value per share for twenty-five years, for a total of another one million dollars in deferred payments if the stock remains at its current value. Naturally, the payment could fluctuate, but under good management, I’d expect the value to go steadily up.”

“I tried to get him up to fifty years, but he wouldn’t bite,” said Ernie, sheepishly.

Tullie Bascomb shook his head. “I’m going to have to run this past the captain, but I think he’ll okay it. I don’t see where he has a lot of choice. Is that everything? I can have the stenobot print it up and send it to the captain. Are you satisfied with the terms, Miss?”

Lola exchanged a quick glance with Bascomb. She was amazed. These two clowns had somehow managed to come up with a workable scheme—one she could actually live with. There was, of course, no point in Ernie’s having a serious interest in any kind of legitimate business, let alone a casino. He’d run it into the ground in record time if he ever tried to manage it. And he’d be robbed blind if he tried to hire somebody to run it for him. Lola knew that. And Tullie Bascomb, who was as shrewd an operator as she’d ever laid eyes on, probably knew it, too. So a flat buyout was the most sensible deal they could have asked for. The only question was whether they could realistically jack up the buyout price any higher.

After a moment’s reflection, Lola decided not to press her luck, and shrugged. “I think we can live with that,” she said. “Are there any other conditions you haven’t told us? Any reason we can’t pick up our money and go as soon as the captain’s OK comes through?”

“No, that’s the whole deal,” said Ernie, and Victor Phule nodded.

A high-pitched mechanical voice spoke—the stenobot. “The agreement is subject to two legal restrictions that have not been made explicit. Shall I include them in the memo to Captain Jester?”

“Uh—legal restrictions?” Lola was frowning, now. “Just what are those?”

“First is the security and exchange commission registration fee for transfer of stocks. Since the stocks are being transferred twice, the fee is doubled. It comes to twelve hundred dollars.”

“Twelve farkin’ hundred? No way!” said Ernie.

“You cannot own the stocks without registering them, and you cannot sell the stocks unless you own them,” said the stenobot, in an irritatingly pedantic tone.

“I don’t care,” said Ernie. “I’m not payin’ no fees.”

“We’ll pay the fees,” said Tullie Bascomb, raising a hand. “What else?”

“Lorelei casino regulation statutes require winners of all jackpots in excess of ten thousand dollars to have their holo image taken and put on file for use in casino publicity. A copy will also be kept on file in the station police headquarters.”

“That’s a completely unacceptable condition,” said Lola. “Mr. Erkeep will not allow his image to be used.”

“Aww, why not, Lola?” said Ernie. “I always wanted to see my picture on the cover of a mag—even if it’s the back cover, in an ad.”

Lola grabbed him and pulled his head down close to her mouth. “You want Mr. V to see that image?” she hissed in his ear. “Or have you forgotten just why we came back here?”

“Oops, that’s right, no pictures!” said Ernie. “Completely unacceptable condition!”

“Uh, I’m afraid we’re gonna have a problem with that,” said Bascomb. “The casino security system automatically takes a picture of all big winners. It’s been on file with the police ever since the jackpot bell went off. And unless our publicity department is asleep on the job, I’d bet they’ve been sending it to every media outlet in the galaxy, too.”

“Oh, shit,” said Lola, with utter sincerity. Abruptly she stood up. “Come on, Ernie, we’re out of here,” she said, and before anyone else could say a word, the two of them stalked out of the office, leaving Bascomb and Phule standing openmouthed.

*    *    *

“Captain, there’s something you need to know,” said Sushi.

Phule looked up from the screen of his Port-a-Brain. Sushi was leaning against the frame of his office door, looking dead tired. “Come on in and sit down, Sushi,” he said, deactivating the computer screen. When the legionnaire was seated opposite him, he said, “From the way you look, it’s fairly important. I hope it’s not bad news …”

“It is if we don’t do anything about it,” said Sushi. “But I think I know what we can do—if we’re quick enough, and if I’m right about what I think the Zenobians are doing.”

“This is getting complicated,” said Phule. “Why don’t you go back to the beginning and tell it straight through? Maybe that’ll make it easier to figure out.”

“All right, there are a couple of parts to it,” said Sushi. “First of all, I’ve figured out what those so-called hunters are really here for.”

Phule sat up and pushed his Port-a-Brain aside. “Now that’s something we’ve been wondering about ever since they showed up. I didn’t think they acted all that interested in getting out into the wilds and finding game. What are they up to?”

“Yes, I’ve been wondering that myself,” said Beeker. “They certainly aren’t here for the cultural experience.”

“Nor for the waters,” said Sushi. “In fact, as best I can tell, they’re here to spy on us.”

“Spy?” said Beeker. “To steal military secrets? If young Mr. Phule will pardon my saying so, I find it difficult to believe that the commanders of the Legion would entrust this company with any highly sensitive information. For that matter, even if there were such secrets to be found, to whom would they be sold? The Alliance has no enemies that I know of.”

“Well, Beeks, that may be,” said Phule. “On the other hand, I’m inclined to give a certain amount of weight to Sushi’s suspicions—at least until I find some reason to doubt them. What makes you think they’re spying, Sushi?”

Sushi cleared his throat. “Captain, I happened to be present at a highly unofficial gathering where the hunters and some of our personnel were present …”

“Chocolate Harry’s poker game?” said Phule, raising an eyebrow. “I knew they showed up there, and I heard that Harry took a good bit of their money, which is fine with me. If they don’t know any better than to gamble with a veteran Legion sergeant, that’s their bad judgment. But what secrets could they be looking for there?”

“Weapons, Captain,” said Sushi. “You may forget—Omega Company has become the de facto testing unit for your father’s munitions line. Every experimental weapon in the Legion comes to us first, and Harry’s got samples of everything sitting right there in his Supply depot. It seems to me that every time one of the hunters dropped out of a hand, he’d go over and ogle the hardware. My best guess is that these guys are from a rival weapons manufacturer, trying to grab samples of Phule-Proof’s latest products to knock off. Or maybe they’re trying to supply a revolution somewhere, maybe on their home world.”

Phule leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. “Well, that’s certainly possible. I’ve pretty much given Harry blanket permission to turn a buck any way he sees fit, as long as the company doesn’t run out of anything it needs. So if he’s sold them a few spare weapons, I don’t see how it hurts us. He’s probably hit them with an outrageous markup—I wouldn’t be at all surprised if they paid more than if they’d gone directly to the factory. At Harry’s prices, it’s going to be one very expensive revolution, if that’s what they have in mind.”

Sushi considered a moment before responding. “I didn’t hear them trying to talk Harry into selling them anything, although it could have happened after I left. I think maybe they just plan to come back and help themselves some time when nobody’s looking. It’s not as if Harry guards the place all that carefully.”

“Hmm … that’s a different story, Sushi,” said Phule. “I’ll certainly have to look into it. Stealing from the depot? I don’t see how they expect to get away with something that blatant. If there’s enough reason to think they’re going to try that, I’ll just order them off the planet.”

“I would advise caution, sir,” said Beeker. “Remember who sent them here: your friend in high places, Ambassador Gottesman. I don’t know whether the ambassador is their accomplice or their dupe, but I do recall that he appeared quite anxious to ensure that you would extend the company’s hospitality to them. One ought to be very certain of their criminal intentions before expelling them summarily. You do not have so many influential friends that you can afford to alienate one of them without excellent reasons.”

“I see,” said Phule. He mused for a while, then asked, “What if I get the Zenobians to demand that we kick them out? Chief Potentary Korg didn’t particularly want them here to begin with. I suspect he’d welcome a good pretext to send them packing. If Sushi’s right, I wouldn’t mind it myself.”

“That is quite understandable, sir,” said Beeker. “However, you are in a somewhat difficult position. Ambassador Gottesman may take it amiss if you appear to take the natives’ side against your own species. Even if we can find solid evidence of intended malfeasance, these rascals may be sufficiently well connected to defy us. Better if we could resolve the matter without their becoming aware of our part in foiling their intentions.”

“Which brings me to the second half of my plan,” said Sushi. “Have you noticed the machine that Flight Leftenant Qual and his team are working on—the Sklern?”

“One could hardly help noticing it,” said Beeker. “It seems quite an eccentric device, although I’ve yet to fathom its purpose. Ah … but perhaps you were going to inform us on that point, young man?”

Sushi smiled. “Why, yes, Beeker. Not only that, but unless I’ve completely misunderstood everything so far, I think it’s the whole answer to your problem.”

“Now you’ve got me really interested,” said Phule. “I tried to get Qual to explain it, but I couldn’t understand the first thing he was saying. Either he was giving me double-talk, or that stupid translator was acting up again.”

“Funny you should mention that,” said Sushi. “As it happens, that’s exactly the problem that led to my finding out what the Sklern really does. It started when Rev got an idea about trying to get the Zenobians to listen to his spiel about the King …”

*    *    *

“What we really need is to find out what those people want,” said Tullie Bascomb. “They were all ready to accept a buyout at something like eight cents on the dollar, and they walked on it when we told them their pictures had gone out as part of the casino’s standard publicity package. That doesn’t make sense.”

“Well, it looks very much as if they don’t want publicity,” said Rex, who was in charge of the Fat Chance Casino’s lavish entertainment program. “That doesn’t make a lot of sense to me; but then again, I’ve never been one to pass up a chance to get my face in front of a holo camera. You never know when somebody’ll come along with a job offer you can’t refuse.”

“Funny you should use that phrase,” said Bascomb, drumming his fingers on the desk. “I wonder …”

“Wonder what?” barked Victor Phule, who’d been sitting with growing discontent during the casino managers’ meeting. “I negotiated the deal, good old Ernie accepted, and it was your harebrained publicity department that queered it by forwarding his picture to the media without asking anybody whether it had been cleared. Send me to talk to him and that woman, and I can have them both eating out of our hand in no time flat.”

Bascomb grunted. “Hell, if you hadn’t stuck your nose in, and left deal-making to somebody who knew the rules everybody else was playing by, we’d have had the whole thing settled two days ago,” he said. “Now, if you’d let me finish what I was about to say …”

“Gentlemen, this is getting no place,” said Doc, the former character actor now playing the role of commanding officer of the Fat Chance Casino’s security force—a picked squad of actors in black uniforms, backed up by a few Legion veterans to supply real muscle on the off chance they had to deal with anything worse than an unruly drunk. “Why don’t you both back off instead of butting heads every thirty seconds? We might even figure out something to do, if the rest of us could get a word out of our mouths.”

Victor Phule and Tullie Bascomb glared at one another for a moment, but by their silence they appeared to accept Doc’s reprimand. Doc nodded. “Now, Tullie, what was the point you were about to make?”

Bascomb laid his hands on the table, palms up. “I’ve got an idea why Erkeep doesn’t want his name in the media, and maybe an idea what we can do about it,” he said. “I think he’s on a hit list somewhere, and he’s afraid the publicity’s going to give away his location.”

“There ought to be ways to deal with that,” said Rex. “Our makeup people can fix the winner so his own mother wouldn’t recognize him. And I suspect, with Mr. Phule’s help, we can find ways to get him and the young lady to almost any destination in the Alliance without attracting undue attention.’

“That’s fine, if the people looking for them aren’t too mad at them,” said Tullie. “But from the way they reacted, I suspect it won’t be enough.”

“I don’t get it,” said Victor Phule. “I mean, Ernie is a fine fellow—salt of the earth, if you know what I mean—but I don’t see us as having an infinite obligation to him. Pay the fellow off, whatever it costs, and give him and his lady first-class tickets to wherever they want to go, and that’s all. Story over.”

“It’d be nice if that was the whole story,” said Doc. “But I’m afraid the ending wouldn’t be anything we’d want to take credit for. Maybe I’m getting softheaded in my old age, but I’d like to think we’d take better care of somebody we promised we’d make a part owner of the casino. And I think Captain Jester would agree with me.”

“Perhaps he would,” said Victor Phule. “That doesn’t mean it’s a sound business decision.”

“Well, when you get right down to it, the captain put his own shares up for grabs at our urging, and lost them despite some pretty long odds,” said Rex. “And good business decision or not, maybe just out of basic consideration, he ought to get some say in how we treat the fellow that won them. Even if it wasn’t the fellow we originally meant to win.” He glanced significantly in Victor Phule’s direction. Phule snorted, but said nothing.

“That makes sense to me,” said Tullie. “Why don’t we give the captain a call and see what he suggests? It’s midevening, his time—so unless that planet’s got a lot more nightlife than it looks like on tri-vee, he ought to be within hailing range of his desk.”

“You’re bound and determined to involve him, so I see no point in wasting my breath,” said Victor Phule. “Go ahead—but don’t expect the boy to have anything sensible to say. I’d lay odds we’ll be no better off when you’ve talked to him than we are now.”

“I’d take that bet,” said Tullie Bascomb, reaching for the phone.

*    *    *

“That’s the sticking point,” said Tullie Bascomb to Phule. “I thought your father had talked them into accepting a buyout for a fraction of actual value—I have to give the old rascal credit, for once. I figured they’d hold out for at least ten million, more likely twenty, but he had them ready to bite on five! I was having a hard time keeping a straight face. But once they learned the casino had taken Erkeep’s picture, they hollered bloody murder and walked out.”

Phule sighed. The problem with the casino shares was not solving itself as smoothly as he’d expected. He didn’t particularly mind having lost them; he’d never have put them up as a prize if he’d cared that much. Besides, it was probably a good idea to hand his father some of the responsibility for keeping the business profitable for the members of Omega Company, who were the real majority stockholders. The old fellow’s business experience was nothing to sneeze at, even if it was in a different industry. Meanwhile, Phule could keep his attention focused on managing Omega Company—and his own portfolio.

But who’d have thought the jackpot winner would turn down a quick and easy payment of several million dollars just because the casino had taken his photo?

“There has to be an explanation,” said Phule. “Have they made any kind of counteroffer?”

“No, that’s what has me puzzled,” said Bascomb. “They just walked out and left us trying to figure out where we’d gone wrong. At first we thought they’d figured out how low our offer really was. It was only when the stenobot played back their conversation that we even got a clue what the problem was.”

“Have they stayed in touch?” asked Phule. “I can’t imagine they’d give up that easily, when everything else seemed to be in place.”

“My guess is they’ll be back within a couple of days at the outside,” said Bascomb. “I called to run a few scenarios past you, to see how you want to handle them.”

“Tullie, you don’t need to ask me about every detail of the business,” said Phule. “You’re where you are because I trust your experience and your common sense. Use them, and don’t worry about me second-guessing you.”

“It’s not you I’m worried about, Captain,” said Bascomb.

There was a long pause.

Phule finally said, “Is it Dad you’re worried about? I don’t think you need to. He’s run a business for most of his life, and made it one of the most profitable in the galaxy …”

Bascomb cut him off. “And because of that, he thinks he knows everything there is to know about the business I’ve been running most of my life, and making a damned good profit at. It’s because of him that we’re in this mess, Captain. That’s why I want you signing off on our plans to handle the most likely reactions from Mr. Erkeep.”

Phule sighed. “All right, I understand,” he said. “If I know Dad, it’s not going to make much difference. I’m the one he thinks is incompetent, Tullie, not you. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d gained a degree of respect for you by now. But I’ll give you what you need to cover yourself, if you think it’ll help. Tell me what you’re looking at.”

They spent the next half hour going over different scenarios Bascomb had sketched out, with Phule making occasional comments, but for the most part simply approving Bascomb’s plans without modification. On one occasion, Beeker broke in with a suggestion that both Phule and Bascomb immediately recognized as better than anything they’d thought of. Finally, Bascomb said, “All right, I think that covers everything I can foresee. Any other suggestions, Captain?”

“No,” said Phule. “If they manage to pull any more surprises out of their hats, you’ll just have to deal with them according to your best judgment. Don’t feel you have to call me—I trust you, Tullie. And if Dad has any problems with that, tell him to call me. All right?”

“I’ll tell him, Captain,” said Bascomb. He chuckled, then said, “And I wish I could listen in on that conversation,” before he broke the connection.

Phule turned to Beeker with a wry grin. “Well, I hope that’s the worst problem we have to deal with today,” he said.

The butler raised one brow. “I still find it anomalous that you would so easily part with your stock in what must be one of the more profitable of your investments, sir. Are you really so certain your father can handle it as well as you can?”

“He can if he keeps his hands off, which is all I’ve really done,” said Phule. “Besides, Beeks, I intend to write off the shares as a promotional expense, which in my tax bracket will be almost more valuable than the shares themselves. And there’s no shortage of profitable investments. Speaking of which—what do you think of Sushi’s description of this Zenobian Sklern? I’d bet we could get the off-planet marketing rights to it for a song …”

*    *    *

The nighttime desert air was still bone-dry, but on the cool side, as Thumper made his way along a well-trodden path out of Zenobia Base toward his destination. Brandy had shown him where the electronic sensors of the perimeter defenses were, and with that knowledge in his head, it wasn’t too hard to dodge around them. He’d know soon enough if he didn’t dodge around one; the perimeter alarm would alert Mother, who’d signal him to go investigate the disturbance—and send backup just in case it wasn’t something he couldn’t handle by himself. That would pretty much put an end to this little unauthorized excursion.

If he didn’t run into anything unexpected, he’d be back in camp well before his relief guard showed up. And he was confident he could convince Mother he was still at his post, if she decided to call him on the wrist comm to chat, or (just as likely) to check up on how well he was managing to stay awake. His new friend Mahatma had told him Mother was often like that, going out of her way to make sure the newer legionnaires didn’t get into trouble when they weren’t actively looking for it. That was good to know—but just now, he didn’t need anybody to hold his forepaw.

A dim light in the middle distance pointed out the way to his goal. He struck off in that direction, and shortly found a smoother path going his way—the clean-swept ground mark of a recent hoverjeep passage. He considered for a moment whether he needed to worry about leaving footprints, then shrugged and stepped onto the path. If he succeeded, nobody would pay any attention to a stray set of Legion-issue boot marks. And if his plan fell through, they’d have a lot more to worry about than figuring out who’d been along this trail—and when.

He was almost to his destination. He slowed down, making sure he could see everything in his pathway. (The night-vision goggles Brandy had given him for sentry duty brought out the landscape almost as clearly as in bright daylight—although there were funny color substitutions, especially where a large rock or other object glowed warmer than its surroundings.) There, a short distance ahead, was what he’d been expecting: a low-lying shape to one side of the trail, glowing brightly with the warmth of a living body. He came to a halt, not wanting to intrude on the other’s territory. “Hello,” Thumper said softly. “You can probably see me as well as I can you. Can we go somewhere to talk where we won’t wake everybody else up?”

“Why should I trust you?” the other said, in a strangely familiar guttural voice. “Why are you here, anyway?”

“To talk to you,” said Thumper. “I’m by myself, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“You have weapons.”

“Sure do,” said Thumper. “It’s part of my job to carry them. If I wanted to use them, I would have sneaked up on you from downwind and got you before you knew where I was. You know I could do it.”

There was a pause, as if the other were thinking things over, then the voice said, “Follow me.” The bright shape ahead got to its feet and began to walk quietly away from the camp it had been guarding. Thumper followed, at a distance.

Perhaps a hundred meters from the camp, the figure turned and faced Thumper. “All right, this should be safe,” it said. “What does a legionnaire want with me?”

“I told you, I want to talk,” said Thumper. “What do you have against the Legion?”

“Stinking humans,” growled Barky, the Environmental Dog. “Make other sophonts do all the work, take all the credit.”

“Not everybody in the Legion’s human,” said Thumper. “There’s me, for one. And the Gambolts, and the Volton, and the Synthians.”

“All the leaders are human,” said Barky.

“That’s true,” said Thumper. “Especially the commanding general. I got in trouble with him back in basic training. But that’s a long story, and it’s not what I came here to talk about.”

Barky said nothing, waiting.

“All right,” said Thumper, shrugging. “All I really need to say is that you and your humans are doing your jobs, and we’re doing ours, and there’s no reason we need to be enemies. Have you caught us polluting or destroying the environment?”

“Not yet,” said Barky, reluctantly. “But if you do your job, sooner or later it will hurt the environment. War is not healthy …”

“For living things,” Thumper said. “I learned that in school. They had us watch your show a lot.”

“Then you know what I mean,” said the Environmental Dog.

“Sure,” said Thumper. “But we aren’t here fighting a war. In fact, I don’t think there’s a war anywhere in Alliance space we could be going to fight. So we’ve got to do other jobs. If the other guys are telling me the truth, what we’re doing here is keeping a war from getting started.”

“I’m sure that is very wonderful,” said Barky. “You will no doubt be able to tell me how bringing more soldiers and weapons to a place where there is no war is going to keep one from starting.”

“Some of the other guys can answer that better than I can,” said Thumper. “I came out here to talk about something else, though. Answer me this: Your job is to fight pollution, but is it better to fight it, or to prevent it from happening at all?”

“You know the answer to that,” growled Barky. “What are you telling me?”

“I’m telling you something you’ll be very interested in hearing,” said Thumper. “Listen to this …”

Thumper spoke quickly, skipping over all but the most crucial details. But Barky only interrupted him with questions twice. By the end, the Environmental Dog was growling and gnashing his teeth. “All right, you’ve convinced me,” he said at last. “You can count on me.”

“Good,” said Thumper. “We’ll let you know when we need you to help.” He turned and headed back along the trail to his guard post. It was with considerable relief that he discovered that his little excursion hadn’t been noticed at all.

Or so he thought. He settled into his assigned guard post, ready to spend the rest of his shift doing the duty to which he’d been assigned. He had a feeling of accomplishment—he had done his part to counteract what he saw as the greatest threat to the missions of both the Legion and the AEIOU here on Zenobia.

A more experienced legionnaire might have noticed the shadowy figure that had trailed him all the way to the AEIOU camp and eavesdropped on his entire conversation with Barky. Perhaps a more experienced legionnaire would have circled back to observe the AEIOU camp after he had announced his departure. Then he might have seen that his conversation with Barky was just the beginning of the evening’s events … 


Chapter Sixteen

Journal #744

Those of us who spend much time with the class of humans who travel to distant worlds to pursue golf, bird-watching, mountain climbing, or underwater fandootery, cannot fail to note how little interest these people have in the sophonts native to the worlds they visit. At best, they poke gentle fun at their customs and language; at worst, they consider them lesser races to be pushed out of the way when they happen to inhabit a particularly valuable sand trap or fandooter’s reef. Curious, then, how their attitude changes when one of the locals presents himself in the role of a native guide—and how uncritically they accept the native’s qualifications for a task that none of them would dare undertake without considerable special training.

*    *    *

Euston O’Better sat at a camp table in the center of the hunters’ campground, scanning a rough topographical map of the eastern part of the main Zenobian continent. It was rough because it had been downloaded from the landing craft’s navigational computer, which had scanned the surface during their approach to the current landing site. O’Better was almost certain that the Legion company had better maps, but those were currently unavailable to him. The Legion captain had smiled and hinted at military secrets. “We’ll try to get a civilian-legal map printed out for you,” he drawled, but nothing had so far come of it.

The natives undoubtedly had maps, too, but the hunting party had yet to meet an actual Zenobian. They’d all seen them on the tri-vee, of course. They looked like little dinosaurs, O’Better remembered, although they reportedly had a primitive spacegoing technology. And Willard Phule—Captain Jester—had talked them into a sweetheart deal with his father’s company.

There was a roundish feature on the map, about fifty kilos west of the camp, that had looked a lot like a salt dome when they’d flown in over it. That might indicate subsurface mineral deposits, in which O’Better had a professional interest. But they had to get out into the desert, where the Legion wasn’t looking over their every move, before he could find out whether there was anything more to it. He’d have to do some seismic testing, and that required making few loud noises—more than they could get away with this close to a military installation. Especially one whose leader had reportedly negotiated an exclusive on trade rights with the natives. Out in the desert, nobody’d notice—and if they did, the “hunters” could always explain it away as gunfire. After all, if you were trying to kill a dino, you needed a real big gun—didn’t you? And, thanks to the crooked Supply sergeant, they were going to be trying out some really big ones this time out.

He smiled and rolled up his map. Hunting dinos was fine, especially if it gave him the chance to test a few otherwise unobtainable weapons. His friends at BigBoum Armaments would be very interested in his report on the capabilities of the new weapons Omega Company was supplied with—thanks to the company commander’s father, who just happened to be the CEO of Phule-Proof, BigBoum’s main competitor. And if at the same time he managed to get a lead on some unexploited mineral rights that he could possibly convince the ignorant natives to let him exploit—why, there was a lot to be said for combining business with pleasure.

He had just decided it wasn’t worth trying to get the computer to enhance the printout—if only because he wasn’t sure he really knew how to get the stubborn machine to do what he wanted—when a high-pitched voice said, right behind his left ear, “Hello, you are leader of the hunting humans?”

O’Better turned to see a reptilian face with a mouthful of sharp-looking teeth, and nearly jumped out of his skin. “Wh-who the hell are you?” he asked.

“I am Qual, your hunting guide,” said the creature, grinning ferociously. At second glance, O’Better saw that it was wearing a battered straw hat and ragged camouflage. “A friend with big ears told me of your need, and so here I am standing.”

“OK, you’re the guide,” said O’Better. He turned toward the tents, and shouted, “Hey, guys, our guide’s here!”

The other hunters emerged, looking curiously at the little Zenobian. O’Better turned back to Qual, and said, “It’s about time you got here—we’ve been settin’ on our duffs just waitin’ for you. Couldn’t get squat done without a native guide.”

“Oho, this is why you sit,” said Qual. The Zenobian peered about the camp, then said, “These are your hunting companions? We should converse so I can determine what part of our planet offers the creatures you desire to kill and eat.”

“Oh, I don’t know if we’ll want to eat any dinos,” said L.P. Asho, looking curiously at Qual. “Though I suppose if they were tasty, we might think about it …”

“Not eating?” Qual’s mouth opened wide, showing his teeth again. “If not eating, why shooting?”

“Well, we figured we’d mount ’em …”

“Human not talking sense,” said Qual, making a noise that sounded suspiciously like laughter. “Mounting much better when alive. Then they still can move …”

Austen Tay-Shun scratched his head and changed the subject. “What do they taste like, anyway? What kinds do you folks eat?”

“The small ones, of course,” said Qual. “They taste much like the Old Earth bird known as chicken. And they are not known for deciding to try to eat you instead.”

“Well, it’s the big ones we want, anyway, Qual,” said O’Better. “Where would you go if you wanted to find some of them?”

“There are some astonishing specimens at Lhort’s Stretch,” said Qual. “It is where I would certainly go first.”

“Great, that’s the place for us then,” said L.P. Asho. “How do we get there?”

Qual rubbed his chin, pondering. “From my home, I would take the red trackway,” he said. “It costs a smacker and a half, but one needn’t pay to store the scooting-thing.”

“Trackway? I don’t get it …” said Asho.

“It is a public conveyance,” said Qual, grinning. “One waits at a designated corner, the trackway vehicle comes, and one boards …”

“Ah, it’s some kind of damned bus,” said O’Better. Then he stared at Qual, hands on hips. “Wait a minute, Qual. Do you go hunting at this place?”

“Oh, no, all the creatures are protected,” said Qual. “It is a place for the young ones and the savants to observe them.”

“A zoo,” said Asho, disgusted. “Listen, Qual. We want to go someplace where we can shoot the stupid dinos, not just look at ’em. That’s what we’re here for, and that’s what we want.”

“Oho, that is distinct,” said Qual. “You humans are very strange, but now this makes a certain sense even to me. In fact, you are very near one of the very best places to find some very large creatures.”

“Aw right,” said Tay-Shun. Then he narrowed his eyes, and asked, “Can we shoot ’em?”

“Why, yes, if you have the weapons,” said Qual. “But let me see all your trappings, so I can determine whether all is in readiness. If you have a lack, I know a person who can supply it. With any fortune, we shall be stalking large creatures before a matta can hop twice.”

“What’s a matta?” asked L.P. Asho.

“I dunno, what’s a matta wit’ you?” said Qual, grinning.

The three hunters stood there scratching their heads until Qual said, “But make haste! The game’s afoot.” He ducked quickly into the nearest tent, where a loud screech greeted his entrance.

“Oh, hellfire,” said Euston O’Better, as Qual bolted from the tent, dodging a high-heeled shoe thrown at his head. Another just followed, but by then he was out of range. “Guess we should’ve told Dallas the native was here. You know how spooky she gets sometimes.”

Qual looked accusingly at the hunters, but simply said, “Perhaps you should bring out your trappings for me to look at here. Is more dangerous inside than I suspected.”

“Little feller, you don’t know the half of it,” said Euston O’Better. His companions nodded, gravely.

*    *    *

“Damn it all,” said Lola. She’d been pacing furiously back and forth in the little hotel room on one of Lorelei’s back streets, away from the casino district. Ernie, sitting on the bed, swiveled his head back and forth, watching her. She reminded him of a shuttlecraft in a crowded spaceport. Which, unless somebody got a really bright idea, might be the next scene the two of them would be seeing.

She stopped and stared out the window at the distant gleam of neon. “For a short while there, we had the whole game won,” she said. “I knew it was too good to be true.”

“Too good to be true?” Ernie repeated, stupidly. “Mr. Phule and the other casino bosses were all ready to give us five million spifflers, just to go away and leave ’em alone, and you call that too good to be true? We could’ve lived like kings, anywhere in the Alliance.”

“Yeah, and had the mob on us the minute we let down our guard,” snarled Lola. “If only the stupid casino publicity department hadn’t sent our picture out to the galactic media. If Mr. V and his boys were ready to murder us before, what do you think they’ll be now?”

Ernie shook his head, trying to conjure up an answer that could do justice to the probable wrath of the mob enforcers who’d come to their apartment back on Bu-Tse to remind them of the job he and Lola had left undone on Lorelei—capturing Captain Jester (A.K.A. Willard Phule), and delivering him into the hands of the syndicate. So he and Lola had come back to Lorelei, but the job was still undone. And now …

Whatever answer he’d been about to offer was aborted by the hotel room’s door suddenly swinging open.

“Hello, Ernie,” said the heavyset man who walked in. There were two other men behind him, who stood barring the door, which until just a moment ago had been soundly locked. While they were simply standing there, there was very little doubt what they were there for—or what they would do if either Ernie or Lola made a wrong move. The man removed his hat and turned to the window. “And Miss Lola. A pleasure to see you both here. But enough small talk—I’ve come to see what progress you’ve made on your assignment.” He paused frowning. “You have made progress, correct?”

“Well, yes, of course,” said Lola, making an effort to put on a cheerful smile. “As it happens, we were just about to lay down plans for the final phase of our operation here, and since you’re here, I’m sure your input would be …”

“DON’T GIVE ME THAT BULLSHIT!” roared Mr. V—for that was who had come to visit them, unannounced and certainly unwanted. He waited for a moment, then continued in a quieter (but no less menacing) tone, “You two have been paid good money, and as far as I can tell you haven’t done a damn thing to earn it. Now, that’s just not right, is it, boys?”

There was no response from the two men blocking the door behind him, and Mr. V turned to look, a puzzled expression on his face. It wasn’t normal for his underlings to forget their lines, especially when he’d prompted them so clearly. They were exactly where he’d stationed them, but their faces had assumed blank expressions, and even as he watched they slumped slowly to the floor. “What the hell … ?” said Mr. V.

His answer came from a little man in a black jumpsuit who poked his head around the doorframe. “Mind if I come in?” he said, stepping over the two fallen thugs. Cradled in his right arm was some sort of exotic device—from the look of it, a weapon.

“Who are you?” Mr. V’s voice was harsh, but his expression looked anything but confident. His eyes stayed fixed on the weapon in the little man’s arms.

“Mostly people call me Doc,” said the man, with a bright smile. “I’m security chief at the Fat Chance Casino. Which may give you some idea of what I’m doing here, not to mention why I just stunned your muscle boys.” He patted the weapon he was carrying. “One of the good things about working for the Legion is you get some really nice hardware.”

Mr. V and Ernie were both taken aback by this information, but Lola nodded, and said, “You’ve been keeping us under surveillance, right?”

“Well, since you won the jackpot, we have,” said Doc, with a wink. “Didn’t want one of our partners to walk around Lorelei unprotected. There are some mighty rough characters on the station, y’know.”

“Yeah, we noticed,” said Ernie. “So what happens now?”

“Well, Tullie Bascomb would like you two to come down to his office—he’s got a proposition we think will be to everyone’s advantage. As for you”—he turned to Mr. V—“there’s a squad of legionnaires out in the hallway. They’ll take you and your boys down to the spaceport and put you on the next ship out. Tell them where you’re staying, and they’ll get your luggage on board. And, oh yeah—don’t plan on coming back.”

Mr. V was livid. “You won’t get away with this!” he shouted.

“Sure I will,” said Doc. Two solidly built men in black jumpsuits came through the door. Doc nodded to them, and said, “He’s all yours, men. Don’t hesitate to zap him if he gives you any trouble.”

“Right-o, Doc,” said one of the two, stepping forward to put a hand on Mr. V’s shoulder.

“Good, I knew you’d see it my way,” said Doc, as a sullen Mr. V stepped to one side and, at the casino guards’ signal, raised his hands above his head. Doc turned to Ernie and Lola. “Now, shall we go see what’s up at the casino?”

They followed him out the door, stepped over the slumbering mob heavies, and went down the stairs with him. Neither Ernie nor Lola said anything the whole way back to the Fat Chance Casino.

*    *    *

“Here is the hunting ground,” said Qual, softly. “It is now requisite to be very careful and quiet. The game’s afoot! And you know what that signifies!”

“Hell, no,” said L.P. Asho, testily, but Qual had crept ahead out of earshot, so he turned to Austen Tay-Shun, and muttered. “The damn critter’s been sayin’ that all day long, like it meant somethin’. You got any idea what it means?”

“I think it’s a quote out of some Old Earth writer,” said Tay-Shun. “Prob’ly Sheik Spear—that old buzzard seems to have wrote almost everything.”

“How’s a Zenobia lizard know Sheik Spear’s stuff?”

Tay-Shun shrugged. “Maybe he just said something similar, and the translator turned it into poetry. Be quiet, now—for all I know, you’re like to scare the critters so they come chargin’ at us, and I don’t want no part of that.”

“You see any critters?” whispered Euston O’Better. “Damn if I can see anything like a dino …”

“In this light, I’m damned if I can see my hand in front of my face,” said Asho. “There could be all sorts of critters out there and we’d never…”

“SHHH!” said Qual, and the three hunters jumped. The Zenobian guide had crept back practically on top of them, so quietly that none of them had noticed. “If humans aren’t being very careful and quiet, all is for nought. I am guiding like a good native, but humans must do their part. Follow!” And before any of them could ask a question, Qual turned and vanished into the semidarkness again.

The hunters, chastened, moved in the general direction he’d gone, hoping the trail wasn’t too difficult to follow. Some of the places he’d led them through today had been almost too much for the humans, with thick briarlike tangles of underbrush, small biting flying creatures that seemed to have an appetite for human flesh even though they hadn’t evolved to eat it, and another small creature whose nest they seemed to have threatened, and which noisily kept trying to repel them until they were far out of its territory. It had been quite a challenge for the three humans to keep up with Qual.

“I don’t know how the hell we’re supposed to find the damned dinos if we can’t see ’em,” Asho muttered again. “Why, they might be sneakin’ right up on us …”

“Come on, you know somethin’ that big would make a lot of noise,” whispered O’Better.

“Hey, some of the most dangerous Old Earth dinos were little fellers, not much bigger than you or me,” said Asho. “Take that lizard boy Qual, for example. If he was huntin’ for us, you think you’d hear him? He could take a big bite out o’ your butt before you knew he was in the same county …”

“He could take a bigger one out o’ yours,” said Tay-Shun. “Now, why don’t y’all do like he says and hush up. At least then, if some dangerous kind of critter tries to sneak up on us, at least we’ll have some chance to hear it.”

“SHHH!” said Qual, who’d sneaked up on them unnoticed again. When the hunters were done jumping, the Zenobian said, “Game is very close. We wanting to surprise it. Follow me, and be very, very quiet.”

Dutifully, the hunters fell into single file behind Qual and crept forward through the tall alien vegetation. Now Qual carried a dim handlight of some sort—more for the hunters’ convenience than for his own, it seemed. The little Zenobian’s vision was evidently as good in the starlit night of his home world as theirs was in full daylight. Perhaps the sunglasses he habitually wore in bright sunlight were another consequence of his night-adapted vision.

The party came into a moderately large clearing, perhaps twenty meters across. The sandy soil was soft and loosely packed here. “Look!” said Qual, shining his light on a depression in the ground. It was an enormous footprint.

“Ghu almighty, what kind of critter made that?” said Asho. “It must be enormous …”

“That is game we hunt,” said Qual. “The mark is fresh, so we are very up close to it. It went thataway.” He pointed to the left.

“How did somethin’ that big walk past us and we didn’t even hear it?” said Tay-Shun, falling in behind Qual, who had wordlessly begun to stalk in the direction the footprints pointed—they could now see that there were more of them.

“Here’s another footprint,” O’Better whispered, turning back over his shoulder. He pointed down. “This mother’s big—you boys got your guns ready?”

“Sure do,” said L.P. Asho, brandishing the Legion surplus weapon he’d gotten from Chocolate Harry’s arsenal. “Who gets first shot?”

“I dunno—I reckon we all oughta be ready, in case it charges. When we see it, we better spread out so’s we all have a clear shot in case it charges or somethin’. If we get time to think about it, we can decide who’s got the hammer then.”

“Good plan,” whispered O’Better. “Can anybody see anything? It’s darker than the inside of a horse …”

“SHHHH!” said Qual, turning around. “I sense the game just ahead,” he whispered. “It is in a small clearing. I will turn out the light, and we will all step forward—utterly quietly, or it may respond unpredictably. Everyone is to expand sideways, so we are having direct view before I turn on light.”

The hunters stepped forward into the clearing, suddenly aware despite the darkness of some huge living creature there in front of them. Asho held his stun ray at the ready, and to either side he could hear his friends moving into place. “Now!” whispered Qual, and turned his light on to a brighter beam.

Asho stared upward, where the beast ought to be, startled at the sudden brightness in the clearing. Where was it? Had it heard them and escaped already ?

“What the hell …” said O’Better, expressing the puzzlement all of them felt. They swung their heads in all directions, looking for the huge creature that must be directly in front of them. “Where’s the critter?”

“Down there!” said Qual, pointing. Sure enough, there on the floor of the clearing, directly in front of them, sat the creature they had been trailing. It was a stubby creature, more or less the size of a lounge chair. At first glance it looked like nothing so much as the enormous paw of some huge beast of prey, cut off just above the ankle. At the top, a pair of bulbous eyes on thin stalks swung toward the sudden light, staring at the hunters for just a moment. Then, before any of them could react, the huge appendage flexed its toes and bounded out of the clearing, too swiftly for any of them to get a shot off.

“What the hell?” said Asho, making up in vehemence what he lacked in originality. “I never seen anything like that before. What was that thing?”

Qual turned to them, and said, grinning toothily, “Didn’t I tell you? It is just as I said: The game’s afoot.”

“Look here, Qual, this won’t do at all,” said Euston O’Better. “We’d be pure and simple laughin’stocks if we showed up back home with that kind of thing as a trophy.” The hunters had returned to the camp, and the three of them were sitting with the Zenobian around a small camp stove, warming up coffee for the humans.

Qual grinned, showing his intimidating array of daggerlike teeth. “You did not explain this to me,” he said. “What kind of game is it you search, then, if the snool is not it?”

“Hell, dinos!” said L.P. Asho. “The big mothers—you know, like tranasaurs or brontosaurs. You got ’em here, don’t you?”

“Big mothers?” Qual looked puzzled. “My own mother is rather large, perhaps twenty centimeters taller than the average female, and proportionately weighty. But I do not think she would like being hunted …”

“L.P.’s just usin’ a figure of speech, is all,” said O’Better, hastily. “He don’t really want to shoot nobody’s mother, do you now, L.P.?”

“Well, I gotta think about that, Euston,” said Asho, rubbing his chin. “Eddy Joe Hollub’s mom was always real mean to me back when I was a kid …”

“Har, har!” said O’Better. “L.P.’s full of jokes, ain’t he? But seriously, Qual, a big hairy jumpin’ foot’s pretty unusual, but I don’t think it’s quite the kind of thing you can be proud of havin’ shot, y’know? It don’t make a very smart trophy.”

“I think not,” said Qual. “The snool is a very stupid animal. It rarely knows whether it is coming or going …”

Austen Tay-Shun cut him off. “Nah, we don’t want the animal to be smart—we want it to look impressive as a mounted trophy. You know, big and fierce, like that.”

Qual’s eyes opened wider. “Big and fierce? Aha, why did you not say so? I can find you many such beasts.”

“All right,” said Asho, setting his coffee cup loudly down on a flat stone. “Now we’re cookin’ with raw antimatter. What kind of critters are we talkin’ about, and how soon can we get a shot at ’em?”

“Oh, these are very large beasts,” said Qual, his eyes rolling as if to suggest their magnitude. “They are bad-tempered and always hungry. I do not know whether a wise sophont would go looking for them on purpose. The best way to deal with them is to be somewhere else.”

“Whoo-ee, that sure sounds nasty,” said Asho. “Do they have big teeth, or claws, or somethin’ else like that?”

“Teeth, and claws, and horns, and a sharp, sharp barb on the tippy-tip of the tail,” said Qual, putting his hands over his eyes. “I think you are very smart humans. Listen to me; you go hunt for these animals, maybe they get the smart idea to come hunting for humans instead. And if that happens, the beasts having all the fun.”

“Whoo-ee,” said O’Better. “I reckon we oughta stop and think about that one, boys.”

“I knew you would be smart humans,” said Qual. “Now, I can find you nice safe things to hunt, like gryff …”

“Damnit, we don’t want safe!” bellowed Asho. “What are you boys, men or miffles? We come here for just two things, to get us some samples of Phule-Proof’s new models and to hunt some big ol’ critters.”

“Shh!” said O’Better. “The boy here might tell somebody!”

“Shee-it, Euston, the boy ain’t gonna tell nobody,” said Asho. “He don’t know anybody at Phule-Proof to go yappin’ to. But he sure does sound like he can take us to some serious big game—I mean, fierce-lookin’ critters with teeth and claws. I don’t want to come home with nothin’, but I don’t want the folks back on Tejas to think I shot some poor old woman’s milk cow, neither.”

Qual seemed to slump, and he said in a voice that, even through the translator, sounded subdued. “If you are so anxious to seek danger, then I will take you. But do not tell me I did not give you all fair warnings.”

“Fair or not, I’m ready to roll,” said Asho. “When do we go, and what do we need to take.”

“Tomorrow we go,” said Qual, in what sounded like a doleful tone. “Bring your most powerful weapons. Get a good sleep—we leave at dawn. And if you have any business to settle, do it now. We seek the most dangerous beasts on Zenobia, and there is no promising that we will prevail.”

“Yee-hah!” hollered Asho, tossing his hat in the air. The other two hunters managed a smile, too, although they were a good bit less exuberant. As for Qual, he flashed his teeth—an expression that might mean almost anything—and vanished into the dark.


Chapter Seventeen

Journal #748

Having spent as much time as I have in the employment of those who have acquired their fortunes in one form or another of commerce, I have learned at least this much about how these somewhat enigmatic persons think: The average person looks at a deal, and asks, “What’s in it for me?” The successful businessman asks, “What’s in it for everybody?”

It is the ability consistently to find a satisfactory answer to the latter question upon which the greatest fortunes are built. And that particular ability is one that Mr. Willard Phule, known to the Legion as Captain Jester, possessed in full measure.

*    *    *

Doc ushered Lola and Ernie through the Fat Chance Casino’s lobby, up the elevators to the executive office level, and into a conference room where Tullie Bascomb and Victor Phule sat waiting. “Good, good, glad you’re here,” said Tullie, indicating two chairs drawn up opposite his desk. “Thanks, Doc.”

“You’re not the only one who’s glad,” said Lola, sinking into one of the chairs. “Your security chief got there just in time to save us from a fairly nasty experience. Which, by the way, is very much related to our problems with your buyout offer …”

“Well, I suggest you wait until you hear what we’re offering,” said Bascomb. “Drinks?” He waved toward a nearby cart bearing several ornate bottles, an ice bucket, and assorted glassware.

Ernie’s mouth opened, then snapped shut as he saw the look on Lola’s face. The elbow she dug into his rib made her meaning plain, just in case he’d missed it. “Uh, no thanks,” he said.

“All right, then, we’ll get straight to business,” said Bascomb, with a twinkle in his eye. He’d noticed the elbow. “I think the captain’s come up with a plan that addresses your problems fairly directly,” he continued.

“He has?” Lola’s brow furrowed. “What does he know about our problems, anyway?”

“Well, you’ll probably want to ask him that,” said Bascomb. “All he told me is that he figured out what was going on when he debriefed a robot that used to work here.”

“A robot.” Lola opened her mouth, then shut it again. After a moment’s thought, she continued, “Well, that’s certainly interesting. But maybe we should save that subject for later and find out what the captain’s offering.”

“Good idea,” said Bascomb. “As a matter of fact, he’s decided to improve the original offer a good deal. We’ll buy out your ‘share’ in the casino for $7.5 million. But instead of the annual royalty, he’s offering the two of you full-time paid executive positions with the Fat Chance. The salary is pretty generous, but not outrageous—and the job description ought to be right up your alley. Basically, the captain wants you two to supervise our cheat-detecting operation. He figures you know the scams as well as anybody—and we’d rather have you on our side than working against us.”

“I suppose we ought to take that as a compliment,” said Lola. “If I were looking for a regular job, I guess it’d be as good as anything …”

Bascomb smiled. “There’s more, in case you hadn’t guessed. Figure in complimentary lodgings and meals in the casino hotel, and—I think this might be of particular interest to you—complete access to all of our facilities and services, including security.”

“Security,” mused Lola. “Now, that just might be something we can talk about. I was certainly impressed by the way Doc and his people took care of a little problem we ran into back at the hotel.”

“Nothing to it, Miss,” said Doc, smiling broadly. “Just doing our job.” He poured himself a glass of cold water from a pitcher on the bar cart and settled down to drink it in a soft chair facing Bascomb’s desk.

“The offer would also include access to some of the best plastic surgeons and uh, image consultants, in the business—just in case you want to be a little bit harder to spot. And you might also like to know, we’ve managed to recall the photos that PR had sent out, before the stories were distributed—at least most of them. And we managed to tweak the few stories that did run to imply you were off to parts unknown to enjoy your winnings. The long and the short of it is, the captain thinks you’re good at what you do, and he wants you on the Fat Chance team,” said Tullie. “And as it happens, Mr. Phule agrees with his son.”

“That’s right,” said Victor Phule. “I must admit I’m not quite certain what it is old Ernie does, but he’s clearly very good at it. And Miss Lola is very sharp.”

“Thank you,” said Lola, looking at Tullie Bascomb. “But you must realize, gentlemen, this is all very sudden. Could my client and I have some time to discuss it in private?”

“Why, of course,” said Bascomb. “If you’d like, we can arrange for a private dining room so you can discuss it over a meal. On the house, of course.”

“Thank you very much, but I think we’ll be able to come to an answer with just a little walk around the block,” said Lola. “We can celebrate with a meal if we decide to accept.”

“Sure,” said Bascomb, nodding. “If you’d like, we can have a couple of security people keep an eye on you—at a distance, of course.”

“Again, thanks but no thanks,” said Lola. “We won’t stray that far outside the casino. And unless I’m mistaken, the only people who had anything against us are already out of the game—at least, for the time being.”

“All right, then,” said Bascomb. “I’ll be here when you’re ready to talk.”

Lola and Ernie said nothing until they were all the way down to the bottom floor in the elevator and out the doors. There, Lola set off at a brisk pace, with Ernie struggling to catch up despite his longer legs. Finally, after they’d turned a corner and put the casino’s front entrance out of sight, he said, “All right, what’s the problem? Are we gonna take the bait or not?”

“I don’t know what other choice we have,” said Lola. “Unless you want to head off for no place in particular and hope to stay one jump ahead of Mr. V and his boys. They’re really going to be mad at us, now.”

“Yeah,” said Ernie. “I don’t want to be anywhere they can find me. Unless I’ve got more guns on my side than they do on theirs.”

“Which is exactly what’s attractive about Phule’s offer,” said Lola. “We’d be stuck on a space station, where the company isn’t necessarily my kind of people, and where we’d pretty much have to give up hustling and play by the books. And that could get dull after a few months. But with the Legion in charge of security, the Fat Chance has got more muscle than some small planets I’ve been on. The syndicate originally hired us to try to snatch Phule because they knew a direct attack wasn’t going to work. Now, it looks as if an indirect attack’s not going anywhere, either. So odds are we’d be safer here than anywhere else we can afford to get to, even if Mr. V and his boys know exactly where we are.”

Ernie walked silently for a few paces, then stopped, and said, “That all makes sense to me. So what are we waiting for?”

“For one thing, to make sure it’s what we really want,” said Lola. “Are you ready to take a job, even a really good one with better pay than you’d ever make hustling? Are you ready to stay in one place for the rest of your life, even if it is a first-class resort hotel and casino?”

Ernie grunted. “You make it sound pretty good,” he said. “But is that the whole deal?”

“What do you mean?” asked Lola.

Ernie’s expression was, for once in his life, dead serious. “I mean, are you gonna take the deal? Are you gonna stay here? Because if you’re not, it don’t appeal to me.”

Lola’s eyes grew wide. “Good Ghu,” she said. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think that meant …”

“Don’t think,” said Ernie. “Just let me know. Are you gonna take Phule’s offer?”

Lola reached out and took Ernie’s hand. “You know, in spite of all the downsides to it, I think I just might.” She smiled, and Ernie smiled back at her. Together they turned and walked to the Fat Chance Casino.

*    *    *

Qual had guided the three hunters’ all-terrain hovervan across a long stretch of semiarid country to the spot where the Zenobian claimed the most dangerous creatures of his planet could be found. In addition to the four passengers, the van was loaded down with weapons and ammunition, as well as various other supplies, purchased at Chocolate Harry’s backdoor commissary.

Finally, near midday, Qual pulled the van to a halt in the shade of a stand of Zenobian “trees” that, except for their orange coloration, bore a disturbingly close resemblance to giant stalks of asparagus—at least to the hunters, who had previous experience with asparagus. A native of the planet, like Qual, undoubtedly considered them just ordinary trees.

“Here is our destination,” said Qual. “There is a water hole just beyond that hill. The beasts we are hunting arouse themselves from slumber in the later afternoon and visit the water hole, then go hunting. Our notion is to set up an asylum near the water. From there the brave hunters can likely snipe at the unwitting beasts for quite some time before the inevitable raging counterattack.”

“Inevitable?” Euston O’Better scoffed. “These weapons we’re toting may have something to say about that.”

“They may,” said Qual, opening the van door and getting out. He turned, and added, “Then again, the beasts may not be inclined to listen.”

A blast of superhot, desert-dry air greeted the hunters as they tumbled out behind their guide. “Whoo-eee!” said Austen Tay-Shun. “Whoever told us this was a desert world sure knew what he was talkin’ about. How do these big critters live in this kind of heat all day?”

“As I told you, they lie in a shady spot and slumber through the worst of the heat,” said Qual. “Your visual organs will not detect one of them, this time of day. Indeed, if you detect one of them at all, this time of day, it will be through the unlucky accident of stumbling over it where it sleeps. You may have a brief period in which to regret your misfortune before you are devoured.”

“You’re tryin’ to scare us off, aren’t you?” said L.P. Asho. He slapped the heavy weapon he had just unloaded from the hovervan’s tailgate, and added, “Well, I guess it’d work with some folks. But here’s somethin’ you better remember—those folks ain’t from Tejas!”

“You’re not in Tejas anymore,” said Qual. “But we expend time to no end. Let us transport our supplies to the vicinity of the water hole.”

Each of them shouldered a heavy pack—they’d spent the morning loading them, under Qual’s supervision—and headed toward a well-defined path through the asparagus trees. These gave enough shade to reduce the effect of the afternoon sun for a few moments, but soon the party was out in the open again, headed slightly downhill. Below them, the scrubby alien vegetation grew slightly thicker, betraying the presence of a source of water, although the water itself remained invisible from this distance.

The hunters had worked up a considerable sweat when Qual finally called a halt. “From here we can survey the approaches with elegance,” he said. He pointed to the left. “In that patch of tall grasses we will erect our asylum.”

The patch of vegetation—which, viewed close-up, had only a faint resemblance to grass—sat atop a low ridge, giving a clear view of everything below. There Qual put the hunters to work, cutting the vegetation from the center of the patch and setting it up in a thicker wall around the perimeter. In the little clearing thus created, the hunters set up poles to hold a canopy to keep off the sun, and spread blankets over the stubble to allow them to sit comfortably. Toward the downhill side of the blind, Qual set up a miniature vid-eye and portable screen to give them a view of what went on by the water hole. Then they settled down to wait for the game animals he had promised.

The three hunters watched in fascination until they began to realize that almost nothing worth watching was going on down by the water. The only creatures braving the midday sun were too small to be exciting—at least, to humans who have come across several light-years in search of Really Big Game. A xenobiologist might have found the interaction of various Zenobian species—many of which might never have been observed by anyone from off-planet—sufficiently interesting. But it was just under an hour before L.P. Asho set his weapon aside on the blanket next to him, cracked open a beer, and pulled a deck of cards out of the pocket of his shooting jacket. The three humans ordered Qual to alert them if anything worth their time showed up at the water hole, and got down to some serious poker.

*    *    *

“Come on in and take a look at this,” said Sushi. “It’ll answer a lot of questions.”

Phule, Beeker, Rev, and the two lieutenants stepped into the crowded workshop. Most of the space was filled with equipment that, even if its purpose wasn’t immediately obvious, was at least made up of recognizable components. But in the middle of a bench toward along the back wall sat a piece of equipment that instantly drew attention to itself.

In fact, Armstrong immediately blurted out, “What in the world is that thing?”

It was a good question. To begin with, nobody could have mistaken it for anything of human manufacture. Its most familiar feature was what appeared to be a display screen similar to that of an Alliance computer, but its shape and proportions—a long oval in “portrait” orientation—were clearly different from those of human devices. The material of the case enclosing it was of a rough, mottled texture—more like natural rock than the smooth exteriors human designers favored. And what appeared to be its controls were neither knobs, buttons, nor sliders, but stubby bars that projected at different lengths from the top of the unit.

“Well, Lieutenant, this is something we should have gotten a long time ago,” said Sushi. “I’m surprised nobody in Intelligence has been after us to get them some of these.”

“Maybe so, sonny, but I’m still downright stumped,” said Rev. “How about lettin’ us in on the secret?”

“I do believe it’s some Zenobian equivalent of a tri-vee set,” said Beeker, peering at the device. “To tell the truth, I’m rather disappointed—I thought better of the little saurians. But I suppose it was too much to hope that a technically competent race would have the good taste to forgo creating its own version of the mass media, once it had the capability.”

“Beeker’s got it,” said Sushi. “And if it’ll make you feel any better, it looks like Flight Leftenant Qual has about as low an opinion of the Zenobian’s mass entertainment as you do of ours. He gave me this machine—their name for it translates as viewbox—last night, when I asked him about one of their popular shows. This set was supposed to be for the officers’ quarters of their little base here. But he’s the only officer, and the enlisted Zenobians have their own viewbox. Qual said he has more amusing ways to destroy brain cells than watching the stuff they show. So he didn’t see any problem in letting me borrow it for a while. Of course, it took most of today to adapt it to our power sources and add a translator to the output, but it’s mostly working, now.”

“I follow you so far,” said Lieutenant Armstrong. “But what do you want it for? Are you going to watch whatever silly thing the Zenobians do instead of gravball?”

“That’s not such a bad idea,” said Sushi. “I’ll add it to the list. But first I wanted to find something I heard the Zenobians talking about earlier today. I think Rev will be interested in this … Excuse me a moment while I try to get this crazy machine working again.” He turned around and began fiddling with the controls of the viewbox.

The speaker emitted several whistles, pops, honks, and crackles, and the screen on the front of the unit began to display apparently random splotches of color. Sushi peered at it, fiddling with one of the controls, and eventually the image resolved into the recognizable close-up image of a grinning Zenobian, swaying back and forth. “Take my eggs—please!” came the mechanical voice through the speaker, followed by the sound of an audience laughing and applauding.

“What’s that all about?” asked Rembrandt.

“No idea,” said Sushi. “Remember, I’ve only been watching this for a couple of hours. It’s all new to me, too.” He pushed another control, and the picture changed.

This time the view was of an outdoor scene, with two Zenobians riding at a breakneck pace on the backs of a pair of large reptilian creatures. They came to a third native, who stood by the side of the path they were following, at a point where it divided. The dismounted native pointed down one fork, and said, excitedly, “The miscreants followed yonder trail!” At this, the two mounted Zenobians directed the beasts they were riding down the indicated path.

“That seems familiar,” said Armstrong, peering at the screen.

“Depressingly so, in fact,” said Beeker, looking down his nose at the images.

Sushi changed the controls again, and the image shifted to what looked like a large indoor arena, where an excited crowd of Zenobians stood on ramps surrounding a smaller group of the natives, wearing contrasting costumes of bright primary colors and running at top speed from one end of the central area to the other, knocking each other down and biting the opponent’s tails in what looked like nothing short of an all-out riot. An off-camera commentator shouted, “Garp has the nodule; he hurls it to Wafs; that worthy cradles it cleverly, avoiding the snap of Brotch! The Guardians are at a turning point!” It was easy to guess that some sort of team sport was in progress, but none of the watching humans could make out what was supposedly being passed around, let alone the object of the “game.” Perhaps the translator was at fault, or perhaps the game had hidden subtleties.

After a few more moments of incomprehensible mayhem and even less coherent commentary, Sushi again changed the controls and brought in another “channel”—that apparently being the closest equivalent in human communications to the different settings of the viewbox. “Ah, here’s what I was looking for,” he said, and stepped back to let the others see.

This image was radically different from any the watchers had seen so far. In fact, to everyone’s consternation, it showed not a Zenobian, but what appeared to be a human—although greatly distorted, as if scanned through a defective input device. The colors were washed out into shades of black, white, and shimmering gray. The jerky movement was accompanied by a shrill, relentlessly thumping sound track. But even the grainy, unrealistic image was clear enough that, after a moment’s glance, every eye in the room turned to look at one person. And that person stared in openmouthed disbelief at what was on the viewbox screen in front of him.

“Wait jes’ one cotton-pickin’ minute, Sushi,” said Rev, at last. “Are you tellin’ me that these-here Zenobians are showin’ the King on their viewboxes?”

“I’m not telling you—I’m showing you,” said Sushi. “But if I had to guess, I’d say we’re probably seeing an Old Earth broadcast that made its way across the intervening space to here, back when the Zenobians were just beginning to explore the electromagnetic spectrum—however long ago that was. We’ll have to check the light-distance between there and here to find out when they could have first seen it. But I think we’ve got the answer to the question you asked me to research, Rev. Now, at least, we know who ’L’Viz is.”

Sushi put on his most sympathetic expression and turned to Rev. “You see, there’s no mystery at all. It’s all perfectly rational and scientific—just old signals that the Zenobians somehow received and interpreted in their own way. Sorry, Rev. I guess this is a disappointment.” He felt sorry for the poor company chaplain, who’d pinned so many hopes on the Zenobians’ apparent veneration of ’L’Viz.

But Rev seemed not to notice. He was still staring at the viewbox. Finally, he turned. “No mystery, Sushi?” he asked, a smile now playing on his lips. “No mystery? Why, I guess I gotta disagree with you on that, son. These here broadcasts left Old Earth countless years ago—back in the age of the King himself, as any fool can see. And somehow they traveled night and day, runnin’ all the way, just like a mystery train, tryin’ to get right here to Zenobia—just as the little folks who call this world their home was ready to receive ’em. You want to call that perfectly rational and scientific? Well maybe you believe that. But I say, the King done jes’ what he set out to do.”

Rev turned and bowed to the officers, who all stood there openmouthed. “Now, gentlemen, if you’ll excuse me—I gotta spread word to the faithful!” And he turned on his heel and left the room.

Beeker and Phule made coughing sounds to cover up what might have been laughter. But Sushi spread his hands, and said, “Well, there’s one more proof—it all depends on how you look at the data.”

*    *    *

There were a good dozen beer containers tossed into a corner of the shelter, and a large pile of dollars in front of Euston O’Better, when Qual caught their attention with a penetrating hiss. “Creatures approach,” he whispered.

“Whoa,” said L.P. Asho, turning to look at the view screen. Sure enough, there was activity visible in the hollow below their hunting blind. A herd of small hopping animals with kangaroo-like forefeet was swarming around the water—it was hard to tell their exact size without some standard for comparison, but they seemed no more than a meter or so in height. Intermixed with them were a few larger creatures—horned quadrupeds, perhaps twice as tall at the shoulder, and three times longer than their height, if you counted a substantial-looking tail.

“What are those damn things?” asked O’Better, crowding forward to examine the screen.

“Shhh!” warned Qual. He continued in a dry whisper. “You are seeing sprvingers and gryffs. They are a distance away, but they hear excellently. And the large creatures we hope to ambush hear even better. Quiet is obligatory if we are to accomplish anything.”

In fact, several of the animals had paused in their activity, and were peering around as if alerted. One or two of the larger ones—the gryffs?—were staring straight at the hunting blind, although the hunters had taken considerable pains to make it indistinguishable from the rest of the nearby vegetation.

“So these ain’t the ones we’re looking for,” said Asho, in a much lower voice. “When do they show up?”

“When they desire to,” said Qual. “Sooner than we really want, I expect.”

“Hell, bring ’em on—I’m ready for ’em,” said Asho.

“If you continue to make so much noise, they will be here sooner than you think,” said Qual, very softly. “But I don’t think you will get very much chance to shoot at them.”

“All right, L.P., let’s listen to the native guide,” said Austen Tay-Shun. “Let’s bide our time so we can get a really good trophy. I’m a few bucks down, anyways—if the critters take their time, maybe I can win some of it back.”

“That is the best plan,” said Qual. “Softly, softly, catch a sproinger.”

The hunters returned to their cards—and their beer—as the sun sank gradually lower in the west, and the heat of midday began to wane. For his part, Qual remained by the view screen, watching carefully, every now and then softly warning the card players to keep their voices down.

Finally, as the rim of the sun stood just a hand’s breadth above the horizon, Qual let out another hiss. “Here is something different,” he added in an almost inaudible whisper, pointing to the view screen.

“What is it now?” said L.P. Asho, but when he turned around and saw the screen, his mouth fell open, and he said nothing more. There on the screen was possibly the largest animal any of the three hunters had ever seen, on this world or any other. It had the general conformation of one of the Zenobian natives, but scaled up to nearly thirty meters in height. Its teeth were long and pointed, and its claws were almost the length of an adult human being. The hoverjeep-sized gryff lumbered away from it in panic, scattering like slow-motion mice before a cat. “What the hell is that?” gasped Asho.

“It is a grggh,” whispered Qual. “It has not sensed us yet.”

“Is that what we’re hunting?” asked O’Better, in a quavering voice.

“Until it begins hunting us, yes,” said Qual. “Perhaps our weapons are adequate to repel it; this is one of the small ones.”

“Repel it?” L.P. Asho’s jaw dropped. “I don’t want to repel it, I want somethin’ for my trophy room.”

“Shh!” said Qual. “We do not want to attract it any sooner than we must. It may have pack mates in the vicinity.”

“Pack mates? You mean there might be more than one of these things?”

“They hunt in packs,” said Qual. He peered at the screen. “I do not see another, yet; perhaps it is not hunting. That would be a rare piece of luck.”

“Rare? What do you mean?”

“Grggh are constantly hunting,” said Qual. “Do you think a beast can achieve those dimensions by restricting its caloric intake?”

“I guess not,” said Asho. “Damn, I’d love to have that sucker’s head in my trophy room. Couldn’t get much more than that in without rebuildin’ …”

“Hell, we’d have trouble gettin’ it back to the ship, let alone liftin’ off with it,” said Austen Tay-Shun. “And that’s not even thinkin’ about trophies for the rest of us. I ain’t goin’ home with nothin’ to show for it.”

“Silence!” hissed Qual. “Something approaches!”

“Wha …?” said L.P. Asho, but before he could complete the thought, the roof of the hunting shelter disappeared skyward, and a large, tooth-filled visage leaned down inquisitively toward the little group. The mouth opened, and a wave of heat—accompanied by the worst stench imaginable—filled the little shelter. With a choral scream of terror, the hunters bolted.


Chapter Eighteen

Journal #751

While I have never been attracted to a military career, my employer’s tenure in the Space Legion has given me ample opportunity to assess the qualities requisite for success in that branch of life. I do not think I flatter myself excessively if I state that I might have done better than most, had I been placed in such circumstances. Many of the necessary qualities of a gentleman’s gentleman would serve, with little need for adaptation.

In fact, I doubt one officer in ten could match the average butler in the ability to tell when one’s position has so grievously deteriorated that nothing remains but to make one’s escape without undue regard for one’s dignity. Indeed, in my experience, the higher one rises in the military rank, the more conspicuous is the lack of this invaluable quality.

On the other hand, the hunters from Tejas, whom I had never before observed to be in the possession of any outstanding virtue, proved to be quite sensible when it came to mounting a timely retreat. Indeed, they did it every bit as well as any general could have, and with a good bit less fuss.

*    *    *

Phule’s hoverjeep pulled up to the hunters’ camp just as Euston O’Better dashed out of his tent carrying a huge duffel bag. Ignoring the captain—and Beeker, who sat observing the scene with raised eyebrows—O’Better rushed breathlessly over to the shuttle and tossed the bundle through the cargo hatch. Then he turned and headed back to the tent.

“Good morning,” said Phule, in a conversational tone.

O’Better jumped as if someone had set off a small explosive in his near vicinity. He landed facing the hoverjeep, at which point his mind apparently managed to process it as something not likely to eat him, and he snapped, “Durn it, you oughtn’t sneak up on a fellow that way.” Then, realizing there was no immediate threat, he relaxed, and said, “Sorry, Captain, but we’ve had a bit of a scare. Your planet’s got some mighty ferocious critters on it, y’know?”

“Well, it’s not really my planet,” said Phule. “And I can’t say I’ve really had time to do a proper survey of the local wildlife. Of course, the Zenobians do tell stories …”

“They don’t do the critters justice,” said O’Better, closing his eyes and shuddering. “Not even close … but I’m sorry, Captain. I guess you didn’t come here just to chitchat, and to tell you the truth, I don’t have a lot of time myself. What brings you out this way, Captain?”

No sooner had he finished speaking than Austen Tay-Shun and L.P. Asho dashed out of their tents, each carrying a large bundle that they proceeded to stow in the cargo hold of the shuttle. They turned, then, noticing the hoverjeep, lined up behind O’Better, staring at Phule and Beeker, with unmistakably unfriendly expressions.

The silence built for a long moment before Phule broke it. “I’m sorry, Mr. O’Better,” he said, scratching his head. “It looks as if I’m interrupting something. Were you gentlemen getting ready to move out?” He stepped out of the jeep, peering casually around the campsite. Sure enough, much of the fancy equipment that had been visible on his previous visit was out of sight—presumably packed up and stowed away in the shuttle.

O’Better grimaced, then said, “What the hell—there’s no point telling anything but the truth. What happened is, me and the boys went out in the sticks with your local guide, plannin’ to get those big trophies we’d come here lookin’ for. So, naturally enough, we asked the native boy to take us where the really big critters were. And when he did, we found out we were in way over our heads—that’s all, Captain. Way over our heads. I don’t know how the natives manage to keep from being eaten right up by some of the critters we seen. We brought some pretty serious weaponry with us, but I’ll tell you this—I don’t reckon there’s anything short of siege artillery that’ll bring one of those monsters down.”

“Monsters?” said Phule. “I grant I haven’t spent much time researching local fauna, but I’d think Flight Leftenant Qual would’ve warned us of anything really dangerous. I hope they aren’t going to become a nuisance to the camp.”

“Well, if they do, your boys are goin’ to find out just what your weapons can and can’t do,” said L.P. Asho, sullenly. “Ain’t nobody payin’ me to stand and get chewed up like a light snack, but maybe the Legion is willin’ to give it a try. You’re welcome to it. As for us—we’re gettin’ the hell out while we still can.”

“Well, I’m sorry to hear that,” Phule began.

Asho cut him off. “You damn well ought to be. We come here not just for a little huntin’ and recreation, but to look into this planet’s mineral development potential, which I reckon it has a lot of. But there ain’t nobody goin’ to sink his money into a place where his people are goin’ to get et up by Godziller if they make a wrong step.”

“Godziller?” said Phule.

“You heard the man,” said O’ Better. “If the Legion takes matters in its own hands and exterminates the monsters, there may be some room for investors to move in and develop the place good and proper. But short of that, I’m keeping my money in my pocket. Now, Captain, if you’ll pardon us, we’d like to get loaded and lift off before the creatures come looking for us.” He and the others turned and went back into the tent.

“Creatures?” said Phule. He looked at Beeker. “Exterminate?”

“I’m sure I don’t know what they’re talking about, either, sir,” said Beeker. “I have a strong suspicion who will know, though. If I may be so bold, shall we return to camp and speak to Mr. Qual?”

“Qual!” said Phule. “I think you’re right, Beeker. Let’s go see if we can get to the bottom of this. For starters, I think we’re going to talk to Sushi.” He hopped back into the hoverjeep, just as Asho and Tay-Shun began to strike the tents. By the time the hoverjeep was over the hill, they’d already gotten the first one folded and ready to pack into the shuttle.

“So all those funny lights in the desert are Qual’s doing,” said Phule, bemused.

“Yes, sir,” said Sushi. He leaned forward, both his hands placed casually on Phule’s desk. “That big machine of theirs, the sklern, is a hologram projector, programmable in real time, that they invented for psychological warfare. They were using our camp to test it, figuring this might be a useful base for it if the Nanoids ever became a hostile force.”

“I ought to be annoyed that he didn’t bother to tell me what he was doing, especially considering the trouble it got some of our people into,” said Phule.

“I’d guess he was under orders not to,” said Armstrong, the officer on duty. His rigid posture was the exact opposite of Sushi’s. “Even allies have secrets from each other, you know. I wouldn’t be at all surprised to learn that Legion HQ has a detailed plan for invading Zenobia if our friendship suddenly falls apart at the seams.” He looked at Phule, who sat staring back at him without saying anything. After a moment, Armstrong looked away. “But I suppose that’s none of my business until the situation arises,” he added, lamely.

“Which none of us expects to happen,” said Phule, quietly. He turned back to Sushi. “You’ve put me in something of an embarrassing spot, as well, you know,” he said, wagging a pointed finger. “Spying on Qual could sour relations between us and the Zenobians. Even if Qual doesn’t take it as hostile, his superiors might. Now we have to figure out what to do if Qual finds out about it,”

“More importantly, we have to figure out how to prevent him from finding out about it,” said Armstrong. “If they don’t know that we know about their secret project, they can’t hold it against us that we found it out by spying on them, if you follow my logic.”

“I don’t think so, Captain,” said Sushi. “Qual wouldn’t have set the thing up right in our faces if he was trying to keep it secret—let alone using it to help us get rid of those so-called hunters. That’d require a good bit of conscious duplicity, and I don’t think the Zenobians think that way.”

“If you’ve figured out how the Zenobians think, you’re a couple of steps ahead of the rest of us,” said Armstrong. “Half the time, I can’t even figure out the plain sense of what they’re saying, let along what might be behind it.”

“Well, that’s something we found out from the project Rev’s been running,” said Sushi. “Or rather, the project he recruited me to run for him, more or less, trying to find out about the Zenobians’ legend of ‘L’Viz. Well, you saw yesterday what that came to—I thought Rev was going to be disappointed when he realized it was just a delayed copy of something he already knew about. He managed to turn it his own way, though. But that’s not the whole story. Along the way, I’ve found out some very interesting things on my own. Things about the Zenobians’ language, which is a lot weirder than I expected.”

“I’m not surprised,” said Phule. “I’ve probably spoken to as many of the natives as any human alive, and even with translators I wouldn’t rate the communication as very fluent. A lot of the time what they say has nothing to do with what I’ve been saying. It’s as if we’re carrying on two separate conversations.”

Sushi grinned. “Believe it or not, a lot of conversations between one Zenobian and another seem to be like that, as well. I know—I’ve been listening to quite a few of them talking. Their society doesn’t seem to have a common language in the same sense that ours does.”

“In light of certain locutions I’ve heard from the members of this company, I would consider it a debatable proposition that we have a common language,” said Beeker. “Why, just this morning I heard one of the legionnaires say …”

Phule’s intercom buzzed. “Hold on a second, Beeks,” he said, and lifted his wrist to his mouth. “What is it, Mother?” he asked.

“Flight Leftenant Qual wants to see you, cutie,” said the saucy voice of Comm Central. “Ordinarily I’d have just sent him down, but seeing as how you have people in your office …”

“Ah, perfect! Send him in, Mother,” said Phule. “No problem. In fact, I think he can clear up a few questions for us.”

“Just make sure he’s answering the same questions you’re asking, lovey,” said Mother. “I’m sending him down.”

“Great,” said Phule, and he broke the connection, smiling.

“I sure hope so, Captain,” said Lieutenant Armstrong. He was definitely not smiling.

*    *    *

A few moments later, Flight Leftenant Qual entered. For the first time any of the legionnaires could remember, he was in mufti—a ragged outfit, half camouflage and half what looked like homemade garments. A straw hat that might have been stolen from an out-of-work farmhand completed the ensemble. “Greetings, Captain Clown!” he said. “Acting on the advice of your legionnaire Thumper and the famous Environmental Dog, we have completed a worthy mission this day.”

“So I hear,” said Phule. “Uh, why don’t you tell us about it, Qual, so we can get your viewpoint on the whole thing?”

“Of a certainty,” said Qual. “The entire business began when Rawfish approached me as my team was calibrating the sklern. At first, I could not understand his purpose, although I believed it had to do with learning our secrets.”

Sushi blushed. “Oh, no, that was totally the farthest thing from my mind,” he said.

“Don’t put yourself in a binder, Rawfish,” said Qual. “The sklern is not a secret project, or we doubtlessly never would have come to your base to set it up.”

“Not a secret?” Phule looked puzzled. “Your crew acted really evasive every time I or one of my people tried to ask what it was and why you were testing it here.”

“Oh, I see what the problem was,” said Sushi. “It’s what I’ve been telling you about the Zenobian language, Captain. No two Zenobians speak exactly the same way, so our translators don’t work the way they’re designed to. With most other sophonts, the differences between one speaker and another are pretty minimal, but if I’ve understood what Qual says, Zenobians vary all over the chart.”

“And if the Zenobian gentleman is so hard to understand, how do you know that you do understand him?” asked Beeker. Everyone ignored him.

Armstrong wrinkled his brow. “You know—this could have security implications, Captain,” he said.

“You’re right, Armstrong,” said Phule. He was grinning, now. “And I think I’ve got just the way to make use of that phenomenon.”

“Make use of it?” Armstrong’s eyes opened wide. “How in the world can we make use of an inability to communicate?”

“You’re not thinking big enough,” said Phule. “Modern industry and business need secure communication. Every businessman in the galaxy would give his eyeteeth for a really secure code. But as Sushi has shown us more than once, modern computers—in the right hands, and with a little bit of time—can break any code that’s been devised.”

“Well, maybe not everything,” said Sushi, shrugging. “But I’d be willing to promise a pretty good success rate against most of the commercial stuff I’ve run across.”

“From what I’ve seen, I’d rate you a lot better than pretty good,” said Phule.

“Yes, Rawfish is a most intelligent human,” agreed Qual, wagging his tail.

Phule grinned. “I’m sure he appreciates the endorsement. But here’s my point, Sushi—how well would you do with an encrypted signal when the clear text was two Zenobians speaking in their own language?”

Sushi looked at Phule a long moment, then said, “It’d slow me down a lot. I mean, in most communication you assume the two sides are speaking the same language, and with two Zenobians that’s only mostly true. If you run it through an encryption circuit, on top of all that—I can’t say my equipment would never figure it out, but it could sure make things tougher.”

“Exactly what I thought,” said Phule. He turned to Beeker. “I think we’re sitting on a dilithium mine here, Beeks. Remind me to look into it—I’ve been looking for another high-yield investment, and this just might be it. I’m sure we can figure out ways to structure it to benefit the company, as well.”

“Yes, sir,” said the butler. “I’ve already thought of a few useful directions to explore.”

“And do I correctly speculate that there will be benefits for the local sophonts, as well?” asked Qual, showing his teeth in a fearsome reptilian grin.

“Absolutely,” said Phule. “We can’t neglect the people that make the whole thing possible. Besides, I owe you a real debt of thanks—getting those hunters off-planet is going to save me all kinds of headaches.”

“It is but a smallness, Captain Clown,” said Qual. “When Famous Barky and I learned from Thumper the true purpose behind their excursion, it was much to my pleasure to frighten them away. They scare very easy. I use image of my own egg-mother, exploded fifty diameters and made uglier. She glad to help, but thinks it makes her look fat. Best of all, it provided muchly useful training with the sklern for my subordinates.”

Phule chuckled. “I’ll bet it did,” he said. “And thank your mom for me. Now if we could just figure out some excuse to send a few scary critters over to the AEIOU inspectors’ camp …”

He was interrupted by the buzz of his communicator. “Excuse me, gentlemen,” he said, lifting his wrist to speak. “Yes, Mother, what’s the story?”

“Another visitor, sweetie,” said Mother. “One of those AEIOU snoops. Shall I have him sit here for a couple of hours?”

“No, as it happens, we were just talking about the inspectors,” said Phule. “Why don’t you send him in?”

“OK, silly boy,” said the saucy voice from his wrist speaker. “But it’s your funeral,” she concluded, and cut the connection.

*    *    *

“Hello, Captain,” said the AEIOU inspector. Phule looked up in surprise. Chief Inspector Snieff had been the spokesperson for the AEIOU team in all their meetings. But now Inspector Gardner had come to visit. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” he said.

“Your whole team’s been interrupting things ever since you arrived,” muttered Armstrong.

Phule ignored him, “Not really,” he said. “What can we do for you, Inspector?”

“Actually, I just came to tell you that we’ve finished our investigation,” said Gardner. “We’ll be packing up and leaving as soon as we can get a launch window.”

“Finished?” said Beeker. “Excuse me, sir, but you’ve hardly had enough time to build any kind of case against us.”

“Yes,” said Phule. “In fact, I was under the distinct feeling that Chief Inspector Snieff was under orders to uncover as many violations as she could.”

“Well, given the info we had coming in here, she was ready to shut down the whole camp and sic Barky on anybody who didn’t like it,” said Gardner. “But when we got a close look at things, it was pretty clear that we weren’t going to find anything beyond token violations. You’ve basically got a clean report, Captain—I’d call that pretty impressive, considering the business you’re in. Military bases and good environmental practices aren’t often found under the same roof, but I have to admit you’ve done it.”

“Hmff,” said Beeker. “Exactly how did you arrive at that conclusion, if I may ask? I must say, it appeared as the chief inspector was determined to see everything in the worst possible light.”

“I guess she was,” said Gardner. “But she got overruled, and that’s that.”

“Overruled?” Phule frowned. “I thought she was the leader of the mission.”

“Well, Snieff has the title, sure enough,” said Gardner, looking a bit embarrassed. “And she can get pretty literal-minded about the rules, sometimes. That’s not always bad—if we need to shut down a real environmental threat, we need every tool in the box. When we first arrived here, we were all expecting a major environmental impact case, and the chief had us all fired up about stopping polluters. Like I said, she gets literal-minded. So Barky came here ready to beat up on the bad guys, and that probably had a lot to do with his hostile attitude when he first met everybody. And when one of your guys showed him there wasn’t really any problem, it took him a while to adjust … But when push came to shove, it was Barky that called the shots. He can’t be wasting his time someplace where there’s nothing to be found. He’s got his career to think about, after all.”

“Career? That pooch?” Armstrong looked at Gardner as if he’d been speaking a particularly obscure dialect of Zenobian. “What career does he have besides biting legionnaires and chasing anybody who doesn’t look sufficiently human?”

Inspector Gardner shook his head, wearily. “Doesn’t look sufficiently human? Listen to yourself, Lieutenant. Yes, Barky’s genetically a dog; but don’t forget—he’s a tri-vee star, too. And it’s not just training—his intelligence measures just above human-average,”

Armstrong snorted. “Above average? On what scale?”

“The same one the Legion uses to assign recruits to various specialties,” said Gardner. “With the right training, Barky could probably do your job. In fact, he told me he’d like to give the Legion a try some time …”

“Told you?” Armstrong’s jaw fell. “You mean that pooch can talk?”

“Sure,” said Gardner, grinning. “That’s one of the modifications. Except it’s in a much higher register than our ears normally hear in—we have special implants so we can understand him. But some races can hear him just fine—your Lepoid legionnaire, for one. The little guy came out and tipped Barky off as to what those hunters were planning. Of course, he’d already learned that Barky could talk during that food fight in your cafeteria. They had quite a time of it, then.”

A large grin came to Sushi’s face. “That’s a major understatement,” he said. “I wish I had video of Barky chasing Thumper around the mess hall … it’d be worth millions!”

“Oh, sure, I wouldn’t mind seeing that again myself,” said Gardner, chuckling. Then his face turned serious, and he added, “Of course, if you had something like that, you’d have to go negotiate rights with Barky’s agent. And that could be pretty tough—a big star like that doesn’t work for free, you know.”

“Of course not,” said Phule. “Neither do my legionnaires, if you want to get down to that. So if any such video should ever emerge, we’d expect our performers to be properly compensated. But we’re talking hypotheticals, I assume.” He smiled broadly.

“As far as I know, yeah,” said Inspector Gardner. “But hey, I almost forgot. Barky wanted to show you guys there’s no hard feelings, and to apologize for being a bit rough on everybody. He wants you to know he was just doing what he thought was his job.”

“Just doing his job?” said Beeker. “That’s all very well, sir, but one would think that if the little fellow wants to make his apologies, he could come do it himself instead of sending a substitute.”

Gardner slapped his hand against his forehead. “Oh, I should have told you—he did come, but we thought he ought to wait until we’d found out what his reception would be before bringing him into your captain’s office. He’s waiting outside with the woman at the desk.”

“With Mother?” said Phule. He raised his comm to his wrist, to hail her.

But before he could say anything into the wrist comm, his office door burst open, and a small furry missile came through, leapt to the top of his desk, and began vigorously licking his face.

Inspector Gardner chuckled. “See, Captain? I told you he wanted to show everybody there’s no hard feelings.” He pulled out a pocket camera and quickly snapped a picture of the pair. “That ought to look great on tri-vee,” said Gardner.

“Woof!” said Barky, the Environmental Dog, turning to show his best side to the camera.


Epilogue

“Damnit all!” shouted General Blitzkrieg, throwing the sheet of color printout toward the trash basket. It missed, and landed face up, showing a glossy image of Barky, the Environmental Dog, and the heroic Captain Jester of the Space Legion. That one image had ruined the general’s entire day. He turned to Major Sparrowhawk, who had just brought in the day’s news printouts for him. “Those AEIOU morons were supposed to bury Omega Company in red tape, not give them more favorable publicity. Why are Jester and that ugly mutt on the front page of my paper?”

“Cute sells papers,” said Sparrowhawk, resignedly. It was one of a large body of significant truths that were about as much use to General Blitzkrieg as a trombone to a porcupine. Just for starters, it required the ability to recognize Captain Jester as cute, a perception for which the general was seriously unsuited.

The general snorted. “To hell with cute,” he growled. “I don’t have any use for those green-nosed ecofreaks to begin with—all they know how to do is come in where they aren’t wanted and tie a man’s hands with so many regulations he can’t do his job. So why the hell do they suddenly make like best buddies with Jester and his pack of blithering incompetents? You can’t tell me they’re not violating every regulation ever written. That’s why they ended up in Omega Company, damnit.”

“Well, General, now that you mention it, I did some research and found out something you may not know about the AEIOU team that went to Zenobia. Their leader is Chief Inspector Snieff …”

“Sure, Senator Snieff’s sister,” said the general, nodding. “Bit of a sourpuss, unless she’s changed since I met her. And a full-bore nutcase on the environment. I’ll give her one thing, though—she takes her job seriously. My God, she takes it seriously. I wouldn’t think the likes of Jester could sweet-talk her out of throwing the book at him.”

“Exactly right, sir,” said Sparrowhawk. “The senator got her the job, of course, and nobody’s got the guts to stand in her way, even though she’s a bit extreme even for the agency.”

“‘A bit extreme’ is one hell of an understatement,” said General Blitzkrieg. “I met her at a dinner party in the senator’s home, and the poor fellow who had to sit next to her looked like he wanted to go home and snort some insecticide. I think he must have done something to piss off the senator …”

“Yes, sir,” said Sparrowhawk, wondering (not for the first time) who she’d managed to piss off to get the assignment as Blitzkrieg’s adjutant. “As it happens, sir, there’s a bit more to the story. Inspector Snieff happens to affect the higher-ups in her own agency the same way as she does everyone else.”

“And serves ’em right,” growled the general. Then his brow raised a fraction of an inch. “You mean she’s too screwy even for the damned tree huggers? I’m surprised they can tell the difference!”

Sparrowhawk patiently explained. “General, the higher-ups in the AEIOU may be officially required to act as if they care about other planets’ environments, but they quite naturally care a good bit more about their own careers. Most of them are political appointees. And generating terabytes of bad will because of literal-minded enforcement of unpopular policies isn’t good for anybody’s career. Letting Chief Inspector Snieff run around the galaxy unchecked would be a recipe for disaster.”

“Anybody can see that,” snorted Blitzkrieg. Then his eyes opened wide, and he said, “Wait a minute. This is starting to sound familiar. She’s too crazy to give any real responsibility, and too well connected to kick out …”

“Yes, sir, just like Captain Jester,” said Sparrowhawk. “So they put her in charge of a special team, with a couple of levelheaded veterans to make sure she can’t do anything irreversible, and with Barky, the Environmental Dog, their biggest media star, to give the team a positive PR profile. In a sense, it’s their version of Omega Company. And while she’s nominally the commander, it’s just a sham. And the system seems to work. That Barky is apparently every bit as smart as he is cute.”

“God save me from cute,” said the general, with a groan. He pounded a fist on the corner of his desk. “Between Omega Company and the Snieff woman, the Zenobia operation should have been declared an environmental disaster. And now it’s a photo op, with Jester and that fleabag hamming it up. If I see any more cute for a week, I swear I’m going to be sick.”

“Yes, sir,” said Sparrowhawk. “Shall I send in your morning appointments?”

“You might as well, though I’ll be damned if I’m in much of a mood for it,” said Blitzkrieg. “Who’s on the list?”

Sparrowhawk looked at her clipboard. “Mrs. Biffwycke-Snerty, for the Retired Officers’, Refugees’, and Orphans’ Relief Organization. She wants you to give a speech at their fund-raising affair.”

“Fine, send her in,” said Blitzkrieg. “Always glad to help out the good old veterans.”

And never reluctant to spout off in front of a captive audience, thought Sparrowhawk. She nodded and left the office.

A moment later the door opened to admit a portly matron, a familiar figure at charity balls. “Oh, General, I do hope you’ll be able to address the RORORO fund-raiser next month,” she warbled, in a voice at least an octave above her natural range. “We have such a wonderful program planned, and you would be just the perfect one to speak for the Legion.”

“Why, I’d be delighted,” said the general, rising to extend a hand. “There’s nothing closer to my heart than the welfare of the retired officers. I’ll tell my adjutant to make it a firm date.”

“Oh, I’m so pleased,” said Mrs. Biffwycke-Snerty. “Now we have something for all our clients. You for the officers, and Mr. Vodoh-Deo, who’s done just so much for the Jivan refugees—and you’ll never guess whom we’ve persuaded to come for the orphans!”

“I haven’t a clue,” said Blitzkrieg, already mildly annoyed that he wasn’t to be the sole attraction.

“It was such a coup,” said the socialite. “Priscilla Ann Hoglinton just happens to know the executive producer of the IGT network, and I told her we just had to have someone for the poor children, and she went in and talked to him, and you know how tough these producers can be, but sure enough, Priscilla Ann just prevailed upon him, I swear I don’t know how, and he said he’d do everything he could for RORORO. And now we’ve got just the perfect celebrity to make this the best fundraiser ever!”

“And who would that be?” said Blitzkrieg, throwing caution to the winds.

“Why, Barky, the Environmental Dog, of course! He’s just so cute …” Mrs. Biffwycke-Snerty chirped.

General Blitzkrieg’s wounded bellow was audible three buildings away.
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Chapter One

Journal #760

My employment with Willard Phule, better known by his nom de guerre of “Captain Jester,” has sometimes made me wonder if I have fallen under a legendary curse from Old Earth: “May you live in interesting times.” Two additional phrases are less well-known: “May you come to the attention of important people,” and “May you receive all that you wish for.” They apply all too well to my life with Omega Company of the Space Legion.

*    *    *

It was happy hour at the Officers’ Club at Rahnsome Base, headquarters of the United Alliance Military Command, and the barrooms were packed. In the luxurious back room reserved for general staff officers, there was scarcely an empty seat to be found. And the noise level was exactly what you would suspect from a group of sophonts who spent a large fraction of their time telling others what to do. Time-honored scuttlebutt around the base asserted that careers could be launched or destroyed right here in this room. To judge from the behavior of the officers present, the majority of them believed it.

The loudest of the blowhards on hand was General Blitzkrieg of the Space Legion. With a highball in one hand and a clear Neo-Havana cigar in the other, he sat in his favorite overstuffed chair by the trophy shelf, browbeating all who offered to question his preeminence. Normally, there were few who bothered—mainly because the effort was disproportionately greater than any possible reward for success.

Today, Blitzkrieg was holding forth on the utter absurdity of putting gormless civilians in a position of authority over professional military men. Since this was an opinion shared by every sophont in the building (except for the head bartender, who had seen the top brass in its cups far too often to have any faith in its competence), the Legion general was safe from contradiction on this particular subject. For that very reason, it was one of his favorites.

“I’ll tell you how bad it’s gotten,” Blitzkrieg rumbled. “Now, if the damned bleeding hearts get their way, the Alliance Council will vet all promotions above the rank of lieutenant colonel. How’s that for bureaucratic bullshit? Who’s better qualified to judge a soldier than his own CO? There’s not an officer in the Legion whose work I don’t know a hundred times better than some meddling paper pusher or political hack …”

That statement was greeted by a nearly unanimous murmur of assent—only nearly unanimous, for once. This time, among the general’s listeners was a solidly built man wearing the deep blue uniform of Starfleet. Captain First Class John Arbuthnot shook his head. “That’d be hard to argue with,” he growled. “But everybody knows that’s not how it works. Talk all you want about the merit system, but the brownnoses always have the minimum-energy course to promotions. It’s true in Starfleet, it’s true in the Regular Army, and it’s damn near official policy in the Legion.”

“And what the hell do you know about Legion policy, Captain?” growled Blitzkrieg.

Another officer might have backed off at this point. But Captain Arbuthnot had an exemplary record, with meritorious service on a dozen ships, and was widely regarded as one of the most valuable members of the general staff. His one flaw was a stubborn refusal to let nonsense stand unchallenged—no matter who was saying it. That was why, after thirty years in the service, Arbuthnot was stuck at captain first class—a rank equivalent to colonel in the Legion or Regular Army. He’d seen one brownnose after another promoted past him, and he was a long way from being reconciled to it.

So Blitzkrieg’s slighting reference to his rank hit close to home. Captain Arbuthnot narrowed his eyes and said, “Begging the general’s pardon, but I’d like to hear him deny that he’s given the ablest man in the Legion a dead-end assignment babysitting a company of screwups.”

Blitzkrieg’s eyes bulged. “Deny it?” he roared. “Deny it? Damn straight I’ll deny it because it’s a damned lie.” He stood up, looming over the Starfleet captain’s chair.

Arbuthnot was unfazed. “I’ll overlook the general’s last remark,” he said, in a voice that would have chilled the blood of anyone sensitive to tone. “He’s entitled to his opinion even if all the evidence is against him. But I’m entitled to mine, as well—and whatever the general thinks, I know what I know. I’ll stand by my original statement.” He tossed back his drink, then stood, gave a mock bow, and strode from the room, a smug expression on his face.

“Damned cheek,” muttered Blitzkrieg, and he sipped from his own drink. But suddenly it lacked bite—had the ice diluted it that quickly?—and the smoke of his cigar smelled stale. He stared around the room, looking for someone else to argue with. Nothing like a good fight to get the spirits up. But the other officers in the circle around him had somehow drifted away, and suddenly he didn’t feel like arguing after all. He stubbed out the cigar, retrieved his hat, and stalked out, still muttering to himself.

*    *    *

The communicator buzzed, and Willard Phule looked up from the screen of his Port-a-Brain computer. “What is it, Mother?” he asked. From the displays, this was a Priority Three call: nothing urgent, but important enough not to defer, either.

“You’ll never guess, lover boy,” said the comm operator. “There’s a ship entering Zenobia orbit just now. It’s bringing just what we’ve all been waiting for.”

“That could be a lot of different things, depending on who you’re asking,” said Phule. Inevitably, he thought of the promotion he’d been assured the Alliance Senate had approved for him, but that had yet to be confirmed by his Legion superiors. Legion tradition mandated a real letter, on actual paper, to confirm promotions. It had occurred to him that General Blitzkrieg might have sent the promotion notice across the parsecs separating Legion Headquarters and Zenobia by some lowest-priority uncrewed freight carrier, chugging its way at sublight speeds from one system to another.

But that way lay insanity … he snapped back to the present. “Don’t keep me guessing, Mother,” he said. “What are we getting?”

He could practically hear the pout as she answered. “All right, big boy, if that’s the way you want to be. But just you wait—next time you need something from me, I might not be so sweet about it.”

Phule suppressed a sigh. “Give me a hint, Mother. Person, place, or thing?”

“Silly boy,” came the answer. “Nobody could send us a place.”

“Uh, they could send us to a place,” said Phule. “A new assignment, get it? But I take it that’s not what we’re getting.”

“Right.” She waited. Then, after a long silence followed by a resigned sigh, “OK, it’s a person.”

“A person. Hmmm …” Phule tried to think of somebody he’d been waiting for, without success. “Uh, male or female?”

“Female, not that that’ll help you much,” said Mother, smugly.

Female, thought Phule. Who could it be? Not likely his mother, or his grandmother. Colonel Battleax had been his strongest supporter among the Legion brass, but she was hardly anybody the company had been waiting for … “Uh … Jennie Higgins?” he guessed. The pretty young newstaper who’d put Omega Company in the headlines was a favorite with the troops—and a favorite with Phule himself, now that he thought of her.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” teased Mother, who knew of his interest in the reporter. “But you’re still way off base. Do you give up?”

“Yeah, I guess so, Mother,” said Phule. “Who is it?”

“Headquarters is sending us a medic,” said Mother. “How about that?”

“A medic,” Phule said. “Now, that’s interesting. I wouldn’t think a company-sized unit rated a medic. Considering what the brass thinks of us, I’m surprised they let us have an autodoc.”

“Considering the company’s safety record, I’m surprised they don’t station us in an emergency ward,” said Mother dryly. “But there’s one more wrinkle you ought to know about, sweetie. Who do you think our new medic is?”

Phule frowned. “Good grief, Mother, how am I supposed to guess that? All I know is that it’s someone in the Legion, a female, and that she’s trained as a medic …”

Beeker, who’d been quietly working at his Port-a-Brain computer while Phule spoke to Mother, suddenly sat straight up in his seat, and exclaimed, “By Jove! You can’t mean … It couldn’t possibly be …”

Phule stared at him in confusion. “Gee, Beeks, do you know somebody who fits that description? I can’t for the life of me come up with any good guesses.”

“It’s not a guess, sir. It’s a near certainty,” said Beeker, swiveling his chair round to face his employer. “Perhaps you recall the circumstances of our departure from Lorelei. I came aboard the shuttle with a last-minute refugee …”

Phule turned an uncomprehending look on his butler. “A last-minute refugee?” he asked. Then his eyes opened wide. “Laverna?”

“Laverna,” said Beeker, nodding slightly.

“You got it, boys,” said Mother. “But don’t call her that; her Legion name is Nightingale.”

“How do you know it’s her, then?” said Phule.

“Silly, they sent her personnel file, with a holo,” said Mother. “I don’t care what name she’s using; there’s nobody else with that face.”

“Nightingale,” said Beeker softly. Hearing the tone in his butler’s voice, Phule looked over at Beeker with raised eyebrows. A stranger might not have noticed anything. But to Phule, who’d had the butler in his employ for the better part of a decade, the softness seemed completely alien to Beeker’s normal brisk inflections.

“Nightingale,” said Beeker again. There was a faraway look in his eyes. That’s when Phule should have realized just how much trouble he was in.

*    *    *

In the open parade ground near the center of Zenobia Base, a dozen legionnaires stood chewing the fat. A heavy but muscular woman with first sergeant’s stripes on the sleeve of her black jumpsuit emerged from the barracks module and strode over to them. Several of the group glanced in her direction, but otherwise they ignored her approach until she shouted, “All right, squad, fall in. Let’s see if you can act like real legionnaires for fifteen minutes.”

To Sergeant Brandy’s surprise, the training group the captain had put her in charge of actually obeyed her order. This was unusual. There must be some insidious purpose lurking behind her trainees’ stolid expressions. They almost never fell in without some kind of argument or delaying tactic. She glared suspiciously—particularly at Mahatma, usually the head conspirator when the squad decided to show her its independence from military discipline. The squad seemed to think she needed some such demonstration two or three times a week … if not more often.

Brandy scowled. “I can tell you gripgrops are planning something,” she growled. “And unless you’ve suddenly gotten twice as clever as you think you are, you’re planning something really stupid.” That was an exaggeration—when pressed, Brandy privately conceded that some of the recruits’ stunts revealed a rare, twisted creativity—but she didn’t want to give them any encouragement. They were doing just fine without her help. And if they’d focus the same kind of creativity toward their actual jobs … but in the Omega Mob, that was asking for too much.

A hand was raised: Mahatma’s. No surprise there, thought Brandy. For a moment, she considered ignoring the little legionnaire … but that would just be postponing the inevitable trouble. Best to get it over with. “You have a question, Mahatma?”

“Yes, Sergeant Brandy!” said Mahatma with a beatific smile on his round, bespectacled face. “We have all heard that Headquarters is sending Omega Company a medic.”

“That’s the truth, I got it straight from Mother,” said someone else in the formation—Slayer, thought Brandy, who had learned to recognize the voices of the legionnaires in her training squad even when they muttered, or when several were speaking at once.

“Yes, we’re getting a medic,” said Brandy. “It’s a step up from the autodoc—a lot more personal treatment.”

“But the autodoc is very good,” said Mahatma. “I have used it, and so have most of the company. I don’t think anyone has complained that it didn’t heal us.”

“No, I don’t remember any complaints,” said Brandy. If past history was any indicator—and Brandy would have given good odds that it was—Mahatma was working his way slowly up to some still-unstated point. Just what the point was probably wouldn’t be clear until he got there. There probably wasn’t any way to hurry him, but still … “What are you getting at, Mahatma?” she asked.

The little legionnaire continued to smile, his round face and round glasses giving the effect of a bright-beaming sun. “If the autodoc does such a good job, there should not be any reason for us to get a medic,” he said. Heads around him nodded. Brandy had to give Mahatma points for persuasiveness. That, in fact, was the main problem of having him in her squad. She seemed to spend half her time trying to refute his points.

“Uh, the captain told us that this particular medic had requested assignment to Omega,” said Brandy. “So there isn’t any reason to go hunting for other reasons,” she concluded, realizing even as she said it that it sounded unconvincing even to her.

But to her surprise, Mahatma nodded. “Ah, very well, then,” he said. “If that is the entire reason, there is nothing to worry about.” And he shut his mouth and stood there. Brandy nearly fell over from the shock. Mahatma had to be planning something really obnoxious if he let her off the hook this easily …

Then she shrugged. Whatever it was would come along at its own pace, whether she knew it was coming or not. She looked down at her clipboard and went on to the first item on her agenda for the day. “One announcement,” she said. “The captain has assigned buddies for those members of the company not previously paired with someone. The following are now officially paired: Brick and Street; Roadkill and Lace; Mahatma and Thumper …” She ignored the exclamations from the troops and finished the list. Then, not without some trepidation, she asked, “Any questions?”

Thumper’s hand went up. The little Lepoid was by a long shot the least likely to cause trouble on any given occasion, so Brandy gave an inward sigh of relief and pointed to him. “Thumper?”

“Sergeant, I don’t understand ‘buddies’,” said Thumper. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, Mahatma—it’s not as if I don’t think you’re a good legionnaire …”

“Brandy don’t think so, neither,” said a voice from the back. The rest of the squad broke out laughing as Thumper tried to recover.

“The idea of buddies is to give everybody in the company somebody to fall back on when there’s trouble,” said Brandy. “The captain tries to pick somebody you can learn from, too. That’s why Sushi and Do-Wop are partners …”

“Huh!” said Street, his eyes widening. “Buddies is partners. Now I understand. I always wonder why they two be buddies. Now it all makin’ sense. That Sushi, he got a lot to learn …”

*    *    *

“The sheer impertinence of that damned SFer,” rumbled Blitzkrieg. It was the morning after the Officers’ Club encounter, but the incident still rankled. The general had been stomping around the office and haranguing his adjutant, Major Sparrowhawk, for most of the morning. She’d barely had time to glance at her stock portfolio.

“I don’t know why you listen to that kind of thing,” said Sparrowhawk, who knew on which side her bread was buttered. “It’s as plain as the nose on your face—that Starfleet captain’s just jealous because the Legion’s grabbing the spotlight from his arm of the service.”

Blitzkrieg gnashed his teeth. “I could deal with that, if it weren’t that imbecile Jester and his gang of incompetents who were getting all the publicity,” he said. “Jester’s idiots have managed to convince the media that they’re the best outfit in the Legion. Are those galactic newstapers blind? Or just terminally stupid?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me if it’s a fair amount of both,” said Sparrowhawk. Then an evil smile lit up her face, and her voice dripped acid as she said, “Or, considering that Jennie Higgins and Captain Jester seem to be a very definite item, maybe it’s just another case of nasty little hormones at work.”

“I wouldn’t put it past them,” said Blitzkrieg, pacing. “The hell of it is, I’ve tried half a dozen ways to crush Jester—the despicable little snot—but he keeps bouncing back as if nothing important had happened. Part of it has to be his money—there are plenty of fools who’ll suck up to any jackanapes that’s got enough money, and Jester qualifies for that, hands down.”

“Yes, sir,” said Sparrowhawk, who actually had a great deal of respect for money, especially money sitting in one of her own stock accounts. She wished Blitzkrieg would finish his rant so she could pay proper attention to those very accounts, but she knew from bitter experience that it might take all morning for him to run through his list of gripes. She’d have to stay at the desk straight through her lunch break if she wanted to catch up.

“I’ve just about given up expecting the media to notice what an utter disaster Jester’s made of his company,” continued Blitzkrieg. “Why, if I didn’t have a hundred better things to do, I’d go out to Zenobia myself. If I watch him like a hawk, sooner or later the impertinent pup’s going to screw up so badly that not even his money can protect him. And then I can cashier him the way I should’ve done when he first came up for court-martial, instead of letting those other softheaded short-timers argue me out of it.”

Major Sparrowhawk sat upright behind her desk. “Well, sir, why don’t you?” she asked brightly.

“Eh? I don’t get you,” said the general.

“Why don’t you just go out to Zenobia and wait for him to screw up?” asked the adjutant. “You said it yourself—he’s bound to do it, especially if you’re there breathing down his neck with every move. And then you’ll be rid of him, and all your troubles will be over.”

“Rid of him,” said Blitzkrieg in a dreamlike voice. Then his eyes lit up, and he smacked a fist into his open hand. “Rid of him. All my troubles will be over … Yes, you’re dead right, Major! All I have to do is wait for Jester to screw up, and if I’m right there, the poor little rich boy won’t have a chance to cover it up with all his money before I can bust him for it. What a brilliant idea! I’m surprised I didn’t think of it myself!”

“Don’t worry, you will,” muttered Sparrowhawk, who was long accustomed to having her best ideas appropriated by her superior.

But the general was already off and running. “Let’s see …” he said. “I’ll have to find someone to cover for me in the staff meeting. That’s no big problem; they never talk about anything important. Colonel Caisson can handle that. And I’ll need a substitute in the Scotch foursome on Tuesday afternoons. Caisson won’t do—that duck hook of his will have him out of bounds the whole back nine. Can’t be anybody too good, though, or they’re likely to want to keep him. Hmmm …” He wandered through the door into his private office, his mind happily occupied with rearranging the details of his social life.

Major Sparrowhawk gave a deep sigh of relief and turned to her investment portfolio.


Chapter Two

Journal #764

Anyone who wishes to reach advanced years will, of necessity, abandon his fondest dreams and most valued possessions at several points along the way. After a few experiences along these lines, one can even do so without a great deal of regret. But even the most stoical traveler is likely to be shaken out of his complacency when a piece of valuable baggage, long ago given up for lost, shows up unannounced on his doorstep.

*    *    *

Standing back a respectful distance, as specified by safety regulations, the Legion party watched the landing shuttle’s approach. The little ship dropped from the sky deceptively slowly, like a flattened rock through some ultradense liquid. Only when it reached the lower atmosphere did its true speed—still a significant fraction of the orbital velocity of its mother ship—become apparent. But even as it fell, it continued to shed velocity, and as it came within a few meters of the ground, it reached a virtual standstill, hovering gently on its jets as it dropped the tiny remaining distance to touch down in a cloud of dust and flying debris—dead center in the ten-meter landing zone defined by four radar beacons.

Even as the noise of the engines fell to silence, the Legion party was closing in. For while safety regulations ordered ground crews to keep their distance, the implacable laws of shuttle economics made it important to unload and return to orbit as quickly as possible. Interstellar freight companies’ stock-in-trade was speed, and since any given starship was about as fast as any other at superluminal velocities, time at sublight velocities—especially from orbit to surface and back—was critical. A wasted hour on the ground could make the difference between a timely delivery and a blown schedule.

Moments after the external doors came open, Beeker was standing beside the shuttle. Phule suppressed a grin—the butler had put on a very respectable burst of speed, considering that he was, by a wide margin, the oldest human on the planet. As the dust settled, a slim figure in a black Legion jumpsuit emerged into the Zenobian air, looked around, eyes adjusting to the light, and then fixed its gaze on Beeker. “You’re here!” said a woman’s low voice, and the next thing anyone knew, she had thrown herself into the butler’s arms.

“Laverna!” said Beeker. “There are people watching!” The butler’s voice sounded shocked. But nobody watching had any doubt that he was pleased, and he made no effort to push away the new arrival.

The woman leaned back and looked around at the onlookers, most of whom were doing an excellent job of keeping a straight face. “Screw ’em,” she said with a dry laugh. Then she turned back and looked Beeker in the eye. “Besides, there’s no such animule as Laverna anymore—the name is Nightingale. Remember that, Beeker.”

The tableau was interrupted by a shuttle crewman who stuck his head out the door. “We’ve got your luggage, Legionnaire Nightingale, and a sack of personal parcels for the Legion outpost—and then we’ve gotta get off. You all ready?”

A pair of legionnaires stepped forward to take off the mail and luggage, and then Phule said, “That’s it, then. Let’s move off so this fellow can get back to orbit!”

“You got it, Captain,” said Double-X, who’d taken charge of the mail sack. “Come on, suckers, let’s give the shuttle some room, like the captain said.” The Legion party quickly complied, and within moments, the shuttle had leapt from the ground and quickly begun its graceful ascent toward the scattered clouds high above the desert floor.

The Legion party stood and watched the takeoff for a moment, then climbed aboard the hovertruck that would take them back to Zenobia Base.

*    *    *

“Well, then, we are partners,” said Mahatma, peering at Thumper with a bemused air. The two of them sat at a table in the Legion Club, adjacent to the mess hall in the specially built Modular Base Unit that served as Omega Company’s headquarters for its stay on Zenobia. The Lepoid was reputedly the first of his species to join the Space Legion, although a few others had enlisted in Starfleet. Small beings who bore a striking resemblance to an Old Earth species called “bunnies,” they made up in speed and agility what they lacked in brute strength.

It was early afternoon, so only a few of the tables were occupied by off-duty enlisted personnel. The action here would normally begin to pick up a couple of hours later, when the troops gathered for happy hour just before dinner. But for now, Mahatma and Thumper had a corner all to themselves.

“Yeah, I guess so,” said Thumper, his gaze cast down at the tabletop. “I guess that means the captain thinks we each have something the other needs. But I can’t think of what I might have that you need. You’re a veteran legionnaire, and I’m just a rookie …” The little Lepoid’s shoulders slumped, and he looked overwhelmed by the news Brandy had just given them.

“Not quite so,” said Mahatma, smiling sheepishly. “I have been in Omega Company less than one standard year, and have seen nothing that resembles combat. I hardly qualify as any kind of veteran, though I do know a fair bit about how this company works.”

“Maybe that’s what he thinks I can learn from you,” said Thumper. “But what does he think you can learn from me?”

“That remains to be seen,” said Mahatma. “I will keep my eyes and ears open, and perhaps something resembling useful knowledge will come; perhaps you should do the same. I do not think the captain expects us to work from a printed syllabus.”

“I sure hope not,” said Thumper, scratching behind one ear. “If he did, he should have given it to us.”

“I don’t think he wants much more than for us to help each other when we can,” said Mahatma calmly. “That ought to be enough until we decide what else is required.”

“OK, I guess that’d be a start,” said Thumper. He looked at Mahatma for a moment, then asked, “What do you need help with?”

Mahatma looked at Thumper with wide-open eyes, then broke into helpless laughter.

Thumper sat watching for a moment, steadily growing more perplexed. After a few moments, he said, “OK, what’s the joke?”

Mahatma finally recovered his composure enough to say, “Sorry—it’s just that this is the first time since I joined the Legion that anyone has really offered to help me without any strings attached or ulterior motives. And, of course, I can’t think of anything at all that I need right now. But I think I will, soon enough. Yes, we are going to be fine partners!”

“I’m not sure,” said Thumper, drumming his fingers on the tabletop. “I mean, you’re always asking questions that nobody can answer. I don’t know what good that does anybody. Isn’t the idea that we all work together in one team?”

“All one team, yes,” said Mahatma, nodding. “But every team has specialists, too. Escrima is the cook; Chocolate Harry looks after supplies; Mother handles communications. And I ask the questions nobody else has thought of yet. Sometimes they are questions that really need answers—and by asking them, I am doing an important service. Other times I do it just to keep people from taking things for granted—even a good sergeant like Brandy needs that now and then. So that is helping too.”

“I suppose so,” said Thumper skeptically. “I thought you did it just to be a pain in the ass.”

“Of course,” said Mahatma with a broad smile. “Being a pain in the ass is very important in the Legion. If this company ever has to face a military emergency, the enemy is going to try very hard to be a pain in the ass—and anywhere else they can. I am working to keep us prepared for that situation.”

“Gee, I guess I hadn’t thought it through,” said Thumper, his ears standing up straight and twitching with excitement. “Maybe I haven’t been giving you enough credit, Mahatma. This puts everything in a whole new light.”

“It is a humble mission, yet I must confess that I take some pride in it,” said Mahatma, lowering his eyes.

“Say, Mahatma,” said Thumper hesitantly. “Not that I’m trying to butt in on your department or anything, but do you think somebody like me could learn how to do that kind of thing? I’d be willing to study and work hard …”

Mahatma sat back in his chair and appeared to ponder the question. The silence grew. At last, Thumper began to wonder if he’d made a mistake in asking for something so important. Just as he was about to back down from his request, Mahatma’s face broke out in a beatific smile. “Why yes, my Lepoid partner,” he said. “I am sure we can combine our talents to make the company even better prepared for the unexpected.”

“Wow, do you really think so?” said Thumper. “You really think I can be a pain in the ass too?”

“Oh, yes,” said Mahatma, nodding wisely. “You are a clever sophont, and you pick things up quickly. I am sure we can find a role worthy of your talents. But first things first. Give me a little time to think about something you can do just to get started, and we will build from there.”

“Triff!” said Thumper. He sat back and waited, confident that Mahatma would think up something appropriate.

He was right, of course.

*    *    *

It was already getting hot in the Zenobian desert as Phule and Lieutenant Armstrong set out on their morning run. It had become a pleasant addition to their routine, a chance to see the ever-fascinating scenery of an alien landscape while keeping themselves in the top physical condition that Space Legion regulations specified for officers. Not all Legion officers took those regulations as seriously as Phule, which might explain the Legion’s low status among the Alliance military.

But Phule enjoyed the runs, and was actively annoyed when anything prevented him from getting out in the morning. Even so, he knew that running alone in unfamiliar territory would be begging for trouble. Luckily, Armstrong had turned out to be a willing training partner and a useful sounding board when Phule needed to bounce his ideas off someone besides Beeker.

As usual, they’d begun by heading toward the low hills east of the Legion base. Once they reached the rising ground, there were several routes, but the first mile out they invariably took the same level path. It was a good warm-up before they got to the hills and had to decide just how hard they wanted to work today.

They’d gone just over half a mile when a small, black-clad figure emerged from the woods and began to run alongside Phule. “Many salutings, Captain Clown,” said Flight Leftenant Qual. The host planet’s liaison officer to Omega Company had to take two strides to Phule’s one just to maintain the same pace, but Qual did it without apparent strain.

“Hello, Qual,” said Phule. “What brings you out this way?” He already knew that something had to be on the Zenobian’s mind. Qual was naturally one of the fastest runners on the base, but he rarely exerted himself without good reason. Phule sometimes wondered if that was a trait the Zenobians derived from their reptilelike forebears, who preferred to bask in the sun until either an imminent threat or passing prey spurred them to action.

“A very curious thing that I have observed,” said Qual, keeping pace with Phule and Armstrong. His endurance was as good as his speed. “Perhaps you have also seen it?”

Phule automatically cast his mind back over the past few days, trying to think of what Qual might be referring to. At various points in the past, Qual had been utterly fascinated by things that most humans took utterly for granted—like shaving, or the makeup many female legionnaires wore. It was impossible to predict what might catch Qual’s attention and sometimes impossible to explain it to his satisfaction. Phule had thought shoes would be trivially obvious, but they apparently weren’t—at least, not to Qual.

He thought a few moments—whatever Qual was curious about, it was enough to bring him out into the desert to run instead of just dropping by Phule’s office. Finally, he had to admit, “I haven’t noticed anything that unusual, Qual. What have you seen?”

“Oho,” said Qual, showing his sharp-pointed teeth in a broad grin. “Perhaps it is not curious after all. I regret to have intercepted your rush.”

Armstrong raised a quizzical eyebrow, but by now Phule had mostly figured out how to interpret Qual’s speech despite the sometimes bizarrely phrased remarks that came out of the translating machine. “No problem, Qual,” he said, almost unconsciously changing his course to avoid a large rock along the left side of the path. “Glad to have the company. But tell me, just so I know—what do you think is so curious?”

Qual ran a few steps before answering, jumping over the same rock that Phule had dodged around. “I am wondering if Beeker is below the wind,” he said.

“Below the …” Phule’s brow wrinkled as he attempted to work out what Qual meant. “Oh, under the weather. No, not as far as I know. What makes you think so?”

Qual’s reptilian grin grew even broader, showing far more teeth than most humans found comfortable. Despite its fierce appearance, the expression meant exactly the same as a human smile—at least, as far as Phule had been able to determine. “He is spending much time with the new medician, which is not to be expected if he is healthy.”

Phule’s face turned red, but Armstrong broke out laughing. “Well, Captain, it looks as if we’ve solved one problem and stirred up another,” he said. “We make the troops healthier, and poor old Beeker …” He left the thought unfinished.

“I’d wondered why he hadn’t been hanging around my office quite so much,” said Phule. “He and Nightingale were pretty close back on Lorelei, just before we lifted off. I guess I should have expected something like this when she turned out to be the new medic. Well, with any luck, they’ll settle back down before long.”

Armstrong nodded, then said, “I wonder, though, Captain … is this one of General Blitzkrieg’s little ploys to make life difficult for Omega Company, or just another coincidence?”

Phule’s jaw clenched. “Lieutenant, I wish you hadn’t asked that question,” he said. He ran on for nearly a hundred yards before adding, “At least they’re both grownups. That’s supposed to help.”

But he didn’t sound as if he really believed it.

*    *    *

“I’m worried,” said Thumper in a near whisper. “What if …?” He and Mahatma were standing in the shadows of the observation tower in the center of Zenobia Base, facing toward the Supply depot.

“Do not worry,” said Mahatma, patting his new partner on the back. “What if is exactly the kind of question you need to be asking because others have not asked it. The result of your asking will be greater awareness, and that will make Omega Company better able to perform its mission. Is that not what a good legionnaire should be doing?”

“I guess so,” said Thumper. “I just remember that, back in Legion Basic, asking the sergeants a question was a quick way to get in trouble.”

“This is not Legion Basic,” said Mahatma, smiling quietly. “And while Chocolate Harry is undeniably a sergeant, he is not likely to do much more than express himself loudly in very flamboyant language. That is why I am starting you with him; we will work our way up to more challenging interactions. In time you will find that you can even pose questions to Sergeant Escrima without undue anxiety. It is all a matter of the correct attitude.”

“OK,” said Thumper, still looking a bit dubious. “I’ll give it my best shot—wish me luck.”

“Luck is an illusion,” said Mahatma. “All will be well if you preserve a calm demeanor. Go to it!”

“Yeah,” said Thumper. He stepped out of the shadows and walked as nonchalantly as possible toward the Supply depot. Preserve a calm demeanor … preserve a calm demeanor, he repeated to himself. The mantra must have worked; there was even a trace of a bounce in his stride as he came through the door. “Good morning, Sergeant Chocolate Harry,” he said in his politest tone of voice.

“Yo, Thumper,” rumbled Harry, looking up from the Biker’s Friend catalog he’d been reading. “You need somethin’?”

“Uh, actually, Sergeant, I wanted to ask you a question,” said Thumper, self-conscious again. Without Mahatma standing next to him, his demeanor was drifting farther away from calmness with every passing moment.

“Question?” Harry frowned. “This here’s the Supply depot, Thumpy—not the freakin’ Answer depot. But give it a shot anyway. Maybe you’ll get lucky.”

“Luck is an illusion,” said Thumper. He felt more confident remembering Mahatma’s words.

“Huh? You been talkin’ to Qual?” Chocolate Harry’s brows knit as he attempted to figure out whether or not Thumper was serious, and whether or not to take it as an insult.

Seeing Harry’s confusion, Thumper hastened to ask his question before the Supply sergeant decided he wasn’t in the mood to bandy words with nearly raw recruits. “I understand you have a large supply of purple camouflage, Sergeant. Am I right?”

“Sure, got anything you want,” said Chocolate Harry, relaxing as he thought he recognized a sucker asking to be fleeced. “Caps, vests, capes, socks, knapsacks—you name it, I got it. How much you need?”

“I don’t know,” said Thumper. “Uh, that is, I don’t know whether I need it or not. How do you know it works?”

Harry scoffed. “Man, everybody in the company knows it works. Time the robots come over the hill lookin’ to kick butt, the purple cammy did the job. Ask the captain; ask Brandy; ask anybody—they’ll tell you. You want to be safe from robots, you gotta be wearin’ the purple.”

“I see,” said Thumper, his ears perking up. “But do we know that it protects against alien robots, Sergeant? Wouldn’t those have different laws?”

“What you mean, different laws?” asked Harry. “Everybody knows robots can’t see purple—they just built that way.”

“I’m sorry, Sergeant, I must not have explained my point clearly,” said Thumper. “Let me try again. The brains of Alliance robots are all built with Asimov circuits that make them obey the Three Laws. Am I right?”

“Sure,” said Harry. “They can’t build ’em no other way. And one of the things they build into those circuits is purple-blindness. I can show you that in writin’, Thumper, writin’ straight from the gov’ment.”

“That’s very good, Sergeant,” said Thumper. “Of course I know the Three Laws—a robot mustn’t harm a sophont, or let a sophont come to harm if it can prevent it—we learned all that in kiddygarden. And the teachers wouldn’t tell us something if it wasn’t so. But what happens if we run into robots that weren’t made in the Alliance? Wouldn’t alien robots have different laws?”

“Alien robots? There ain’t no alien robots, on account of there ain’t no aliens,” said Harry, his voice getting louder. “Everybody’s part of the Alliance—all the sophonts in the galaxy. So all the robots is the same.”

“But there are new sophonts discovered all the time,” said Thumper. “There are two races of them, both living right on this planet, that nobody knew about until the captain discovered them. What if the Zenobians had been building robots before we met them? Wouldn’t their laws be different? What about the Nanoids?”

Harry glowered. “Look a-here. Point you’re missin’ is, they didn’t build no robots before we met ’em,” he said. “So it don’t matter, see?”

“But what about the next new race we discover?” asked Thumper, doing his best to preserve a calm demeanor. “Can we be sure they’ll build the same laws into their robots? And even if they do, will their robots recognize us as sophonts?”

“Damn it, there ain’t no alien robots,” growled Chocolate Harry. “If you gonna come around bustin’ chops, I just might decide not to sell you any freakin’ purple cammy—and then when the renegade robots come bubblin’ out of the underbrush with their eyes shootin’ sparks and their grasping mechanisms reachin’ out for your little furry tail, you’ll be sorry. You bet your ass is gonna be sorry!”

Thumper decided he had time to make one more point. “But if the Three Laws are correct, then the only robots I need to be afraid of are alien robots …”

“Take your freakin’ alien robots and put ’em where the sun don’t shine, bunny!” Harry’s voice was a full-throated roar now. He stood up from his chair, looming over Thumper.

Wisely deciding not to finish his argument, Thumper made a rapid exit, quickly scurrying out the door and back to where Mahatma awaited him.

Mahatma pointed to the Supply depot, from which Harry’s voice could still be heard, using language that certainly qualified as flamboyant. He grinned broadly as he said, “Congratulations, Thumper. I believe you have succeeded in being a pain in the ass.” 

*    *    *

“Mother, have you seen Beeker?” Phule said into the office intercom.

“That depends, sweetie. Do you mean have I seen him today?” said Mother. “Or recently today? Or just have I seen him?”

Phule rolled his eyes. In any other Legion unit, Mother’s ongoing impertinence to her commanding officer would’ve been grounds for a reprimand—possibly some even harder disciplinary measure. But when Phule first came to Omega Company, she’d been a different person. So different that her name among her fellow legionnaires was “Shrinking Violet.” Only when he’d put her behind a microphone and let her communicate to the company without showing her face did her assertiveness become apparent. That simple step had turned a cringing liability into one of the company’s main assets—and if a bit of smart-mouthed repartee was the price for it, it was one he was willing to pay.

Of course, at times like now, when he was in a hurry, the price seemed a bit stiff.

“Recently today would be good,” he said. “And if not recently, just tell me the last time you did see him.”

“Oh, let me see … it must have been just after eleven hundred hours,” she said. “That’d be a little before lunchtime, hon,” she added helpfully.

“Eleven hundred …” Phule looked at the time readout on his wrist communicator. “That’s nearly three hours ago. Where was he when you saw him, Mother?”

“Headed out toward the perimeter,” said Mother. She paused a beat, then added, “with Nightingale. They make a really cute couple, don’t you think, sweetie?”

Phule sputtered for a few moments, trying to figure out how to fit his mental image of his butler into the same lobe of his brain as the words cute couple. After several unconvincing tries, he asked the first reasonable question that came to mind. “Which way were they headed, Mother?”

He could almost hear the smirk that accompanied her reply. “Now, dearie, that’d be telling, wouldn’t it?”

“Well, er, yes,” said Phule dully. “That’s what I was asking you to do, I thought.”

“You should think again, silly boy,” said Mother. “Or maybe that’s your problem. Using your head when it’s the totally wrong thing to do. Don’t worry, they’ll be back, and then you can ask poor old Beekie whatever it was you wanted to ask. I’m sure it can wait until then.”

“Poor old Beekie?” said Phule, even more confused than before.

“You heard me the first time, sweetie,” said Mother, and she broke the connection before Phule could ask her anything else.

*    *    *

In the hot midday sun at the edge of Zenobia Base, Flight Leftenant Qual and three members of his team worked to adjust the sklern, their long-range holographic image projector. One of the triumphs of Zenobian technology, the sklern had already proved its value as a means to spread terror to an unsuspecting enemy. Now, Qual and his troops were working on means of using the sklern to deceive an enemy into misallocating forces, defending against nonexistent threats, or other tactical and strategic errors growing out of mistaking illusion for reality.

A short distance away, a pudgy figure in a modified Legion uniform stood watching the Zenobians. Rev’s interest in the saurian natives of this planet had been piqued with the discovery that, somewhere in the distant past, Zenobia had been exposed to the charismatic presence of the King—the guiding figure on whose inspiring career his church rested its teachings. Some among Omega Company dismissed the event as a random electronic signal traveling across the limitless space between Zenobia and Old Earth. Others … well, Rev was one of those others. And he had long since decided that, when it came to the King, there was very little that could be called random.

And so he listened to the Zenobians’ chatter, hoping that a stray word might give him a deeper insight into the meaning of their experience. In his business, a stray word or gesture could mean worlds upon worlds …

“Did you witness Hrap’s presentation last twilight?” one of the Zenobians asked another. Their translators were always on, so an eavesdropping human could easily follow their conversations—well, at least more easily than if their conversation was left untranslated. The idiosyncratic character of the Zenobian language had been one of the oddball discoveries the members of Omega Company had made in the year or so its forces had been present on the planet. In fact, the Zenobian language was quirky enough that Alliance military intelligence had developed a strong interest in its potential as an unbreakable code.

“Hrap is well-known as an open cloaca,” said the second Zenobian. “It would be redundant to witness his giving extended proof thereof.”

The first riposted, “I will not contest his cloacahood, but balanced judgment would consider his favor with the masses.”

“The masses are themselves cloacae,” interjected a third voice. Curiously, as Rev had previously noted, even machine translations of Zenobian voices carried a strong hint of the individuality of the speakers. Rev would likely have had trouble telling the three Zenobians apart visually, but their voices were as distinctive as holos of three different landscapes.

“Take care not to swerve from your settings,” said Qual, who listened to the previous discussion without comment. “We approach the activation potential …”

“Amplitude settings in perfect alignment,” said the Zenobian who had begun the discussion. Rev thought he detected a note of condescension in the reply.

“Yo, Rev, you got a minute?” came a voice from the other direction. Rev turned to see Roadkill, one of the newer group of legionnaires, standing a short distance away. Roadkill was an occasional attendee at Rev’s services, though he hadn’t yet responded to Rev’s efforts to persuade the legionnaires of Omega Company to become full members of the Church of the King.

Perhaps this was the time, thought Rev. “Why, sure, son, what can I do for you?”

Roadkill looked down at the ground. “Well, Rev, I been thinkin’.”

Rev nodded benevolently. “That’s good, son, that’s always good. A feller oughta think about things.”

“Uh, yeah,” said Roadkill. It wasn’t clear whether he really agreed or was trying to be polite. In fact, now that he’d gotten Rev’s attention, Roadkill looked as if he wanted nothing better than to escape. But after squirming and making several false starts while Rev waited with ostentatious patience, he finally blurted out, “It’s about the church, Rev.”

“Well, that don’t surprise me, Roadkill,” said Rev. “A lot of the troops like to talk to me about that.”

“Well, I’ve just been wondering …”

“Here, son, don’t be shy,” said Rev. “Whatever it is you want to ask, I’m here to answer it.”

“You sure?” asked Roadkill, looking sidewise at Rev. “I mean, I don’t want to embarrass nobody …”

“Go ahead, spit it out,” said Rev. “There’s not much a man in my shoes ain’t already heard a few times.”

“OK, then,” said Roadkill. “What I want to know is why the music’s so un. I mean, the King was some kinda musician, right? So why isn’t the church music bein’ triffer?”

“Well, son, we gotta go with the talent we have,” said Rev, trying his best not to show his dismay. “If you knew some good musicians on the base, I could maybe ask ’em to play once in a while.”

“You mean that?” said Roadkill, his eyes lighting up. “Coz me and some of the guys …”

“You got a band?” Rev perked up. Attendance had been a bit slack lately; maybe this would be a way to spark interest among the younger legionnaires. “We can talk about you playin’ for the King, if you can play somethin’ that fits in. You got somethin’ I can listen to?”

“Sure,” said Roadkill. He reached in the front pocket of his jumpsuit and pulled out a plugin. “Listen to that, and if you like it, we’ll talk more.”

“Sure. I can’t wait to hear it,” said Rev. Secretly, he wondered just what kind of music the younger legionnaires were listening to these days. He’d always preferred the classics himself: Jerry Lee, Gene Vincent, Sheb Wooley, and of course the King. But maybe it was time to open his ears a bit. That would be just what the King would tell him to do. …

He tucked the plugin into his own pocket and promptly forgot about it.


Chapter Three

Journal #770

All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.

*    *    *

“Neurons, spare, freeze-dried, three cases,” said the tall black woman, bending down to look at the bottom shelf of the medical supply closet.

“Neurons, spare, freeze-dried, three cases—check,” said Beeker. He marked the item on the handheld electrotablet he was using to record the information for transfer to the medical supply database that had just been set up. Until just a day ago, Chocolate Harry had been in charge of the base’s medical supplies. With an autodoc taking care of the legionnaires of Omega Company, there hadn’t been any particular reason to separate the medical materials from the general supplies. But with a live medic on-planet, that was about to change.

Nightingale—formerly known as Laverna—stood up and stretched. “OK,” she said tiredly. “Looks as if we’ve got almost everything a detached company is going to need. Unless you’re planning on some kind of war breaking out here, I ought to be able to do the job.”

“I would have expected that of you,” said Beeker, who’d volunteered to help the company’s new medic inventory her infirmary’s supplies.

“You’re a trusting sort, aren’t you?” said Nightingale, deadpan. But there was a noticeable edge to her voice.

“Yes, when circumstances justify it,” said Beeker, raising an eyebrow. “I trusted you to finish training and come join this company, and so you have. Show me the fault in that.”

Nightingale said, “Well-l-l …” Then she fell silent, with a sidelong glance at the butler.

Beeker elevated his other eyebrow. After waiting a long moment, he said (with an unaccustomed show of impatience), “Are you going to continue your remarks, or am I going to be forced to rely on guesswork? I don’t pretend to be expert at interpreting silences.”

Nightingale shrugged. “If you really want me to point out a fault in your behavior, you might consider that some men would have been glad to come with me instead of waiting for me to come back to them.”

“Some men,” Beeker repeated stiffly. “Is that a general comment, or am I to infer someone in particular from it?”

“Infer whatever you like,” said Laverna with a look that might have meant anything.

Beeker was having nothing to do with that gambit. “Actually, I’d like a direct answer,” he said, spreading his hands apart, palms up. “Hints and guesses are all very well in their place, mind you, but there comes a point when one needs to know what the other person is really trying to say. If you were expecting me to read your mind, I fear you’re in for a disappointment.”

Laverna looked at him over one shoulder. “Funny, I thought butlers were good at that kind of thing.”

“It’s often a professional advantage to give one’s master that impression,” said Beeker. “You may have found yourself in a similar position with your former employer.” He favored her with a small, knowing smile. “Of course, one never reveals that one’s employer’s unspoken wishes are so transparent that a none-too-bright child could see through them. The master might take it as a reflection on his intelligence.”

“Uh-huh,” said Laverna. “I’ve looked down the barrel of that gun a few times. All right, I get your point.” She took a deep breath, then said, “It seems to me that I’m the one who’s made all the adjustments in this relationship. I leave Lorelei, start over in a completely new field, going through Legion Basic—which is every bit as nasty as you’d expect—and then buckle down to a year of advanced medical training. Meanwhile, you get to lounge around luxury resorts, acting as father confessor to Omega Company, with occasional breaks to help your boss juggle his investments. I finally pull some strings to get myself reassigned to your boss’s outfit, and what do I find?”

There was a longish silence while Laverna glared at Beeker. At last, the butler shrugged and said, “We appear to be back where we began. I could venture a guess at what you mean, but it appears highly likely that, unless I were to stumble upon the correct answer at once, it’d be a mark against me. So I’ll simply have to take the coward’s way out. I’m afraid you’re going to have to tell me, my dear.”

Laverna wrinkled her nose, opened her mouth, then shut it again. Slowly, a broad grin spread over her face. “I happen to know you have some vacation time coming,” she said. “Guess where you’re taking me?”

*    *    *

Thumper lay back in his bunk, pleased with himself. He had to his credit one definite success at being a pain in the ass. On the negative side, the last couple of times he’d crossed paths with Chocolate Harry, the Supply sergeant had given him a withering look, but Mahatma had explained that being a pain in the ass wasn’t going to bring easy popularity with it. It was a duty, and sometimes duties weren’t really fun for those who had to perform them.

Thumper could understand that. He’d spent most of Legion Basic being the most unpopular recruit in his unit. But he knew it was more important to work hard and become a good legionnaire than to be popular with the guys. Looking back, he realized that even then, he’d been a pain in the ass. It was good to know that he’d found his niche in the Legion.

But who should he practice on next? He didn’t get much chance to interact with the command structure of Omega Company; mostly he dealt with First Sergeant Brandy, who led his training squad. And Mahatma was already making sure that Brandy stayed on her toes. He saw a good deal of Mess Sergeant Escrima, but it was clear that the volatile Escrima wasn’t a case for a rank beginner like himself. Even Mahatma tended to tread softly around the volatile mess sergeant. As for the officers, he saw them mostly at a distance; he couldn’t really dream up a good excuse for striking up a conversation with Lieutenant Armstrong or Lieutenant Rembrandt—let alone Captain Jester.

As far as his fellow legionnaire recruits, he could see that most of them were having enough trouble without anyone trying to “give them a little eye-opener,” as Mahatma liked to describe his endless questioning and probing. Oh, every now and then one of them would get too cocky and display the need for some instant deflation; but most of the time the entire squad would make it a point to apply the corrective, and if they missed the chance, Brandy was an expert at giving a recruit a quick lesson in the way things worked in the real world of Omega Company. So Thumper’s talents probably weren’t needed there, either.

Thumper sat up in his bunk; he had a good half hour left on his break. If he was serious about his new mission, he shouldn’t just wait for an opportunity to come his way. Time to go out and find one! He pulled on his Legion boots, custom-made to fit a Lepoid’s feet, and bounced out the door into Zenobia Base’s spacious parade ground.

As usual, the area was full of activity. To one side, Gears had his head under the hood of a hoverjeep, fine-tuning the engine. To another, several off-duty legionnaires were throwing around a quarble, laughing and joking as it erratically changed course just as one of them thought he’d put himself in position to catch it. In the center of the area, Brandy sat under an open-sided tent, catching up on paperwork. Beyond her, a team with shovels was digging a shallow trench, sweating and griping in the warm desert sun. No obvious opportunities there.

Then Thumper’s eyes lit on two figures he’d often seen together: Sushi and Do-Wop. Like himself and Mahatma, they were partners. And like many of the long-term members of the Omega Mob, they had perfected the technique of always seeming to be busy while doing as little actual work as possible. There, he thought, were two likely customers for his newfound specialty. He smoothed down his whiskers and hopped over to the two legionnaires. “Hello,” he said. “You are two experienced legionnaires. May a new recruit ask you a question?”

“Ya just did,” said Do-Wop with a grin.

“That does put everybody in a bind,” said Sushi. “If we said no, you’d have to take that question back, wouldn’t you?”

Thumper hadn’t been prepared for that kind of response. He could see that being a pain was going to be tougher than he thought. Thinking quickly, he said, “Refusing me the chance to ask one question doesn’t automatically mean I can’t ask other, different ones. To stop that, you’d have to say I can’t ask you any questions at all.”

“You’re right, kid,” said Do-Wop. “Now go away.”

“Hang on, partner,” said Sushi. “I’d like to find out what the new guy wants—your name’s Thumper, right?”

“That’s right,” said Thumper. “And now you’ve asked me two questions, both of which I’ve already answered. If we’re going to be fair, you should be willing to answer mine in return.”

“Who said we’re supposed to be fair?” said Do-Wop. “This is the farkin’ Space Legion.”

“That’s three questions,” said Thumper calmly. Now he was beginning to hit his stride. “I’ll answer the last one if you’ll answer mine.”

That, at last, seemed to have exceeded Do-Wop’s ability to parse. He shook his head and rolled his eyes while saying nothing—at least, nothing articulate.

But before Thumper could relish the taste of victory, Sushi took up the slack. “OK, new guy, it’s a deal. You may not ask us any questions. Now, you tell us who said we were supposed to be fair.”

Since Thumper hadn’t even considered the question as having a real answer, that left him as speechless as Do-Wop. Sushi laughed, and said, “Looks like we’re even, Thumper.” And with that, he took Do-Wop by the collar and led him off, leaving Thumper to wonder whether he might not need a few more lessons from Mahatma.

*    *    *

“Beeks? Beeks, where are you?” Phule peered around his office, a puzzled expression on his face. He wasn’t used to having to look for his butler. It was much more frequently the case that Beeker would appear, unasked for, at exactly the time when his services were most useful.

Fortunately, there was a way to contact the butler even when he was out of earshot. Phule punched the intercom button on his wrist communicator and heard the answering buzz from the unit on the other end. Phule waited for the butler to acknowledge the call; undoubtedly Beeker had just gotten involved in some routine housekeeping task, and time had slipped away from him.

The buzz repeated. Phule stared at the comm unit in annoyance. This was starting to be a nuisance. It was too late in the day to assume that the butler might have removed the wrist comm for a short while to take a shower. (In fact, the comm was designed for all-weather operation, and its manufacturer touted it as capable of withstanding up to six hours of unprotected immersion in twenty fathoms of salt water. Even so, there were times when it was more convenient just to take it off—and this was far from an emergency.)

Phule pushed another button on the comm. “Mother—do you have any idea where Beeker is? I’ve been trying to raise him, and he doesn’t answer.”

“Well, honey, if you don’t know what he’s up to, what makes you think I’m gonna tell?” said the impertinent voice of Comm Central.

“I don’t need to know what he’s up to, Mother,” said Phule, a trifle impatient. “I just need to buzz him. Can you find him for me?”

“Why, sure, sweetie,” said Mother. “Let me try a quick trace on his wrist comm …” There was a brief pause, presumably while she called up the search programs connected to her console. When her voice came back, it was with a note of puzzlement. “Huh, that’s funny. I’m getting a location out in the desert. Wonder what he’s doing out there?”

“Desert?” Phule wrinkled his brow. “That doesn’t make sense at all. Give me the coordinates, and I’ll have somebody run out and check it.”

“You got it,” said Mother. “I’ll send the coordinates to your Port-a-Brain. Later, darlin’.” She broke the connection.

A moment later, a series of numbers appeared on Phule’s screen. He punched them into his map program; sure enough, they corresponded to a spot some distance from camp. He raised his wrist comm to his mouth again. “Brandy, this is the captain. I want a search party to the following location, soon as they can get there.” He read off the numbers.

“Got it, Captain,” said the sergeant. “If you don’t mind my asking, what’s the deal out there?”

“I’m not sure,” said Phule. “I’ve been trying to raise Beeker on his comm, and he doesn’t answer. Mother ran a trace, and it comes back with that location. Maybe he’s injured …”

“Maybe,” said Brandy. There was a moment of silence, then she said, “Uh, not to interfere with your plans, Captain, but I have a hunch that maybe you ought to run a trace on Nightingale’s comm. Just to see what turns up, y’know?”

Phule’s jaw dropped. “Good grief! Why didn’t I think of that?” he said once he’d recovered. “Hang on a moment, Brandy. I’ll have Mother check it out—and thanks for the hint!”

Two minutes later he had his answer: Nightingale’s wrist comm was in the same location as Beeker’s, and both were evidently turned off. Mother snickered as she said, “Hey, Cap baby, doesn’t your butler have a private bedroom? You wouldn’t think he’d have to go all the way out in the desert for a little privacy with his lady …”

Phule’s face had turned an especially vivid shade of pink. “I would never have thought of it,” he said, glad (not for the first time) that he hadn’t ordered full video capabilities for the company’s wrist comms. He thought for a moment, then said, “Try them again in—uh, half an hour—no, make it an hour. If they don’t answer then, let me know, and I’ll decide what to do.”

“Yes, sir,” said Mother, and closed the connection. Phule didn’t even notice her unaccustomed formality. His butler’s uncharacteristic absence—and the even more uncharacteristic explanation for it—had driven everything else out of his mind.

It was only after an hour and a half, when he finally sent the search party, that he began to regret not following his first impulses. But by then, it was far too late.

*    *    *

“So, do you think you can trace them?” Phule said anxiously. Beeker had been his right-hand man for so long that he was having some difficulty even formulating a coherent plan in his absence. But the butler was undeniably off-planet, as the note Phule had just found on his desk made clear.

Sir: I have decided to take my vacation, effective at once. I will be traveling with Medic 2nd Class Nightingale—please consider this her formal application for her accumulated leave. Our apologies for giving such short notice, but we were fortunate enough to get reservations for some very desirable events. We shall return in approximately six weeks.
—B.

Now Phule was going to have to do without his butler’s help—and that meant drawing on all the resources at his command. Ironic that the first job facing him was figuring out where Beeker had gone …

“I have a couple of ideas,” said Sushi. “Let me log on and see if what I can find out. Some of it’s going to depend on just how hard Beeker and Nightingale are trying to cover their tracks …”

“Cover their tracks?” Phule frowned. “Do you mean they might not want to be found?”

“That’s not such a weird idea,” said Sushi. “I mean, you notice he didn’t give you his destination. Look at it from Beeker’s point of view. This is the first time I can remember him being away since you took over the company. If you go get him and bring him back to Zenobia, all he’s got to look forward to is going back to work again. That’s not exactly something to get all enthusiastic about, is it?”

“Perhaps not,” said Phule. “But if he wanted some time off, why didn’t he just come and ask me? I would have given him his vacation time, either here or off-planet. I’m not that hard to get along with. Why would Beeker just leave?” Phule hadn’t ever considered the possibility that Beeker might be far less enthusiastic about returning to his assigned duties than his employer was to have him back.

“Don’t ask me, ask him,” said Sushi. “You want me to run that trace?”

“Of course. How long do you think it’ll take to find out?”

Sushi turned to his view screen and considered. “If we’re lucky and they didn’t bother to hide their backtrail, I should be able to tell you something right away. If not …”

“If not?” asked Phule, leaning forward to peer at Sushi’s view screen.

“If not, I can call in some of my family contacts and get you the real dope,” said Do-Wop with a sneer. He’d been sitting in the opposite corner of the room, playing a handheld martial arts game. “Computers is OK when they work, but there’s nothing like the good old grapevine when you wanna find somethin’ out.”

“Right, your family contacts might be able to tell us whether they bought any pizza and put it on their credit cards,” said Sushi. “That’s assuming either one of them used their right name, which is what we’re trying to figure out to begin with.”

“If I was with a broad like that, I sure wouldn’t give my right name,” said Do-Wop. He followed that statement with an appreciative wolf whistle.

“If you were with somebody like her, you’d be likely to get both your arms cut off within fifteen minutes,” said Sushi without looking up from his view screen. “No, make it fifteen seconds. She’s probably the most dangerous person ever to set foot on this planet, and I think I’m pretty well qualified to make that statement.”

“Dangerous? Compared to who?” said Do-Wop. “You wouldn’t know dangerous if it bit you on the ass …”

“Hang on, here’s something that might help us find them,” said Sushi. “Hmmm … Captain, do you know off the top of your head what model Port-A-Brain you two have?”

“Uh … I’ll have to look it up,” said Phule. “Why, is there some way you can trace it?”

“Not as precisely as I’d like,” said Sushi. “But if it’s the model I think it is, there’s an antitheft feature built in that might let me trace it. It’s limited—somebody who spends as much for it as you did doesn’t want anybody else always knowing where he is or what he’s doing. So the antitheft trace is password-enabled—which means it won’t tell us exactly where Beeker is unless he wants us to know. But there’s one other trace feature he can’t turn off. Every time it goes through interplanetary customs, it records its passage—that’s supposedly an antismuggling feature certain reactionary local governments insisted on. And that means we can figure out what world they’re on even if Beeker never boots it up.”

“Ah, that ain’t much use,” said Do-Wop. “What if they don’t go through customs?”

“What if they never go to a planet?” said Phule. “For now, let’s assume we can trace them. If it turns out we can’t, we’ll figure out what our next step’s got to be. Get to work on it, Sushi. Until I tell you otherwise, this is your highest priority. OK?”

“I hear you, Captain,” said Sushi, grinning. “Just get me the model number of Beeker’s Port-a-Brain, and the serial number, if you have a record of that. I’ll find them for you, or Do-Wop can remove my Yakuza tattoos—the hard way.”

“I’d better get those numbers for you then,” said Phule, standing up and heading toward the door.

“No hurry, Captain,” said Do-Wop. “It ain’t often I get to see Soosh sweat, and I plan to enjoy it while I got it.”

“Yes, but as long as Beeker’s gone, I’m the one who’ll be sweating,” said Phule. “Sorry to cut into your pleasure.” He turned and went out the door, walking fast.

*    *    *

An hour later—an anxious hour, from Phule’s point of view—Sushi sauntered in the door of Phule’s office. “OK, Captain, here’s what I’ve found,” he said. “Beeker’s computer went through customs on a planet called Cut ’N’ Shoot.”

“Cut ’N’ Shoot?” Phule frowned. “I never heard of it.”

“Neither did I until just a little while ago,” said Sushi. “It’s a fairly new colony, discovered by explorers from Tejas and mostly settled from there. Main industry right now is mining, but there’s some local agriculture and the usual mix of misfits who want a new place to start over.”

“Just like the Omega Mob,” said Rembrandt, chuckling.

“I would take exception if it weren’t mostly true,” said Phule. “I wonder what’s the quickest way to get there?” He blinked. Beeker had always been the one who arranged travel plans for him. Now he would have to learn to do it himself …

“I already had Mother check that out, Captain,” said Sushi. “We can get a private shuttle to Lorelei—which is what Beeker and Laverna did—and from there we catch the regular liner to the Tejas sector, where we catch the local. The shuttle can be here on twenty-four-hour notice, so just say when you want it.”

“Three days ago,” said Phule wryly. “Remmie, you know the routine—you’re the senior lieutenant, so you’re acting CO while I’m gone. And I honestly don’t know how long that’ll be, so you’re going to have to be ready for a long haul if that’s what it takes.”

“We aren’t worried about that, Captain,” said Lieutenant Rembrandt, smiling bravely. “We can manage if you really need to be away. But wouldn’t it be easier to hire somebody on Cut ’N’ Shoot to find them than to go running off yourself? I mean, with your family’s connections …”

“This is something I have to do in person, Rembrandt,” said Phule. “If Beeker runs off without a word, something unusual is going on. I can’t trust a stranger with that, not halfway across the Alliance. I’ve got to be there and talk to him myself. Now, are you sure you can handle the company by yourself?”

Rembrandt nodded. “Armstrong and I have done it before, remember? And if things get really sticky, Brandy and the other noncoms are there to bail us out. Just don’t get into anything you can’t get out of by yourself.”

“Oh, he don’t have to worry about that,” said Do-Wop. “Me and Soosh are goin’ along to get him out of trouble.”

“What?” said Phule. “You can’t! You’re more likely to get me into trouble than out of it. Besides, Sushi’s the best computer jockey in the company, and if something goes wrong, Lieutenant Rembrandt is going to need him—and maybe even you—right here.”

“Geez, go a little easy on the flattery,” said Do-Wop. “You ever stop and think—maybe you need to take a sly mofo like me along to Cut ’N’ Shoot to show you how to talk nice to the farkin’ natives?”

“Right,” said Sushi. “And while he’s at it, he can take along Tusk-anini to give ’em ballet classes.”

“Hey!” protested Do-Wop. “Watch it, Soosh—I thought we was in this together!”

“Well, the final answer is, neither one of you are going,” said Phule. “I can travel a lot faster by myself than if I have to keep track of you two. I’d have to check every bar and casino—and maybe a jail or two—before I could leave a town. So you’re staying here. It’s not as if I can’t run my own computer, you know.”

“You heard the captain,” said Rembrandt with a warm smile. “I’m sure he can find his way around a frontier world just fine all by himself. Besides which, I’ll be needing both of you here. So that’s settled.”

“OK, Captain,” said Sushi calmly. “So I’m assuming you want the Lorelei shuttle here ASAP—and connections from Lorelei to Tejas and Cut ’N’ Shoot. I’ll get those right away—shouldn’t take more than an hour. Anything else?”

“A little luck wouldn’t hurt,” said Phule wryly.

“Here’s hoping you don’t need it,” said Rembrandt. “But if I were you, I’d start packing now. If Sushi does get lucky with the shuttle, maybe we can have one earlier than we expect.”

“Good idea,” said Phule. “Let me know as soon as you know when the shuttle will be here, Sushi.”

“Right on, Captain,” said Sushi, turning to his console and starting the call to Lorelei shuttle service.

As soon as Phule had left the room, he turned to Do-Wop. “Are you ever going to learn when to keep your mouth shut?” he said. “Now we’re going to have to stay out of the captain’s sight the whole way to Cut ’N’ Shoot.”

“Hey, if he bought it, we’d’ve been riding up in first class with him,” said Do-Wop with a shrug and a grin. “You never try, you never win.”

“And when you try something that stupid, you’re blowing your chances before you even start to play,” said Sushi.

“All right, you guys, cut it out,” said Rembrandt. “I’ll give you the same advice I gave the captain—get your stuff packed and be ready to go. If you miss the special shuttle, you’re going to be a day behind him by the time he gets to Lorelei—and that might be enough for you to miss him altogether. We need somebody to make sure the practical details get taken care of now that he doesn’t have Beeker to look after him. And you’re the best I’ve got—as sad a commentary as that is.”

“Don’t worry, Remmie, we’ll stick to him like glumbions to a cressleback,” said Do-Wop. He spun on his heel and swept out, leaving the other two with mouths wide open.

“Glumbions?” said Rembrandt, in a dazed tone of voice. “Cressleback?”

Sushi shrugged. “I’ll fill you in if I ever find out,” he said. “Which probably won’t turn out to be worth the effort …”

“I know what you mean,” said Rembrandt. “But thanks anyway.”

*    *    *

Phule had just returned to his office when there was a knock on the door behind him. He turned to see Lieutenant Rembrandt standing in the doorway. “Captain, may I speak to you privately, sir?” Rembrandt’s voice was—well, not quite urgent, but certainly insistent. So was the look in her eyes.

Phule nodded. “Sure, Lieutenant, come on in.” He sat on the edge of his desk and waved a hand. “Have a seat,” he said as she stepped inside and closed the door behind her. “What’s on your mind?”

“Thank you, sir, I’ll stand,” the lieutenant said. She stood awkwardly for a moment, then began. “Captain, I didn’t want to bring this up in front of everybody else because I don’t want anyone to think I can’t handle the company while you’re gone. But I really do need to know this: What’s so important about Beeker’s going away that somebody else can’t go to bring him back? Or why don’t you ask some of your off-world contacts to find him? It’d be way easier, I’d think.”

Phule cleared his throat and said, “Well, Rembrandt, to tell you the truth, I thought I was overdue for a little bit of vacation myself …”

“No, sir,” said Rembrandt firmly. “That’s a good story, and most of the troops will buy it. But it’s not the real reason. I’m going to be running Omega while you’re gone, Captain. If I don’t know the whole story, I’m likely to say something that everybody can see through—or that has consequences I can’t foresee. I need to know the real story. Nobody else needs to know it, but I do. And if you don’t think so, I respectfully suggest you give this job to somebody else.”

Phule nodded. “You’re right, Lieutenant. My apologies—I should’ve been straight with you. The real reason has to do with the Port-a-Brain …”

“Surely you’re not worried about Beeker stealing it, sir?”

“Oh, that’s the last thing old Beeks would do,” said Phule. “Even if he decided to give me notice, he’d make it a point of honor to send back the Port-a-Brain—and anything else that belonged to me. No, the problem is a security feature my father had built in when he ordered the twin ’puters for us.”

“A security feature?” Rembrandt frowned. “What kind of security feature?”

“Well, of course a Port-a-Brain’s got some fairly advanced antitheft and antihacking features as standard equipment,” said Phule. “Dad was worried about one of us being abducted along with our ’puter. Somebody might try to kidnap Beeker and use the Port-a-Brain to tap into my stock portfolio, for example—we do have a lot of sensitive data on them.”

“So what happens if somebody does snatch one of you?”

“If either of us enters a certain code, they both shut down. It kicks in automatically if the two computers are out of range of one another—which basically covers a normal-sized planetary system—for three standard days. You can turn them back on, but you can’t open any programs unless Beeks and I both enter two different passwords within fifteen minutes—and each of us only has our own password.”

“OK, I can see how that’d be a pain,” said Rembrandt. “You’d have to wait till he gets back to use your computer—unless you can get him to enter the password from wherever he’s going …”

Phule nodded. “That’s not even the worst of it. If we’re still out of range and the right codes aren’t entered after another five standard days, the Port-a-Brain completely wipes its memory. As far as I know, there’s no way to recover it. I’d have to send it back to the factory just to get it restarted.”

“Ouch!” Rembrandt made a face. “Well, you’ve definitely got to email Beeker and set up a time when you can both enter your passwords. I wonder why he didn’t take care of this before he left? It’s not at all like him to leave you with this kind of problem.”

“Well, I have sent an email, of course. But I wish it was that easy,” said Phule. He drummed his fingers on the desk and said, “If the ’puters aren’t within about sixty light-minutes of each other, it’s physically impossible to punch in both passwords within fifteen minutes. Hyperspace asynchronicity, they call it. So now I’ve got to go chasing after Beeks in hopes I can stay close enough to keep the security from shutting me down. Luckily, the timing circuits go into stasis during starship travel to avoid FTL paradoxes. That ought to give me enough time to catch him before the memory wipes. Then I can just ask him to give me his Port-a-Brain until he’s ready to return. And then I can come home and let him have his vacation.”

“Well, if I were you, I’d start backing up my data,” said Rembrandt. “That way, even if you don’t catch him quickly enough, you’ll lose as little as possible.”

“Oh, my data’s backed up, all right,” said Phule. He stood up and began to pace. “I know enough to do that. But there’s one more problem—and I’m afraid Beeks doesn’t even know about this one. My dad bought a special anti-kidnapping chip. If the computers are outside the sixty-light-minute range for more than five days, a special chip shuts me down.”

“What?” Rembrandt’s eyes opened wide. “You mean …”

“Yeah, I do,” said Phule. “The chip’s implanted in me, and if the computer goes down, it triggers this stasis chip which taps into my central nervous system and throws me into induced super-hibernation. Think of it as like a deep coma, except it’s externally controlled. I tried to argue Dad out of it …”

“I can see why,” said Rembrandt, clearly appalled. “But isn’t there an override? What’s the point of something that drastic, anyway?”

Phule paced nervously. “If there was an override, kidnappers could make me punch it in, and then what good’s the security? There was a case a few years back—the Sojac kidnapping on Arbutus—they bullied a kid into giving up a whole batch of his family’s access codes and passwords, then buried him alive in the desert. But you can’t threaten someone in stasis. In fact, the super-hibernation field protects the, uh, subject from almost everything. You can apparently even survive hard vacuum for a couple of years. Of course, you can’t do anything while you’re in stasis.”

“That’s triff, if somebody finds you in time,” said Rembrandt. “If they don’t?”

“The chip sends out a locator signal,” said Phule. He looked around nervously. “I’m not supposed to tell anybody this … if kidnappers knew about it, they’d try to dig out the chip before the field kicked in. That’s why Dad didn’t let me tell Beeker …”

Rembrandt shook her head. “Well, Captain, I’m certainly not going to put out the word. But you’ve convinced me. Now, let’s just hope Beeker isn’t one of those guys who takes a computer on vacation and never looks at his email.”

“Let’s hope, indeed,” said Phule. “How soon can you get me on that shuttle?”


Chapter Four

Journal #772

The Space Legion’s recruiting posters urge civilians to “join the Legion and see the Universe.” The fact is, most of those who join see little more than the hold of a troop ship and the parade ground of a Legion base. My employer had given his legionnaires the chance to see a good bit more than that—including some of the more attractive vacation spots in the Alliance. What he forgot is that, for a man who must be on call at all times, even the most delightful vacation spot eventually begins to look a great deal like a workplace—and workplaces are, by definition, odious.

*    *    *

Normally, anyone traveling to or from Omega Company headquarters on Zenobia stopped over at space station Lorelei. For one thing, Lorelei was a major space liner stop, so travelers could make direct connections to the final destination at a considerable savings in time. But equally important, Omega Company was majority owner of the Fat Chance Hotel and Casino, so the traveling legionnaires could spend a night or two in a first-class hotel while awaiting their connections. Not only was that an additional savings, it almost guaranteed that the passengers were in a good mood for the rest of their trip.

For Phule, a visit to the Fat Chance was an additional responsibility. After giving up his share in the ownership to the legionnaires of his company, he felt he owed them a careful look at how the business was going. Sure, he’d put good people in charge; sure, the casino had managed to survive a potential disaster when an outsider won a huge jackpot when all the odds were rigged against it. But it didn’t hurt to cast his eye over the books on behalf of his people. And if it meant he was a day late catching up with Beeker—who surely hadn’t lingered on the station any longer than absolutely necessary—so be it.

As it turned out, he couldn’t have picked a worse time to arrive at the Fat Chance. A drug-resistant flu virus had hit the station, and a quarter of the casino staff—including Tully Bascomb, the casino manager—were suffering through it. Tully had ordered the dealers, waiters, bartenders, and others in public contact positions to take sick leave the minute they showed any symptoms, and that decision had managed to slow the spread of the bug among the Fat Chance employees and customers.

Of course, a shipload of high rollers—lawyers attending the Galactic Bar Convention—arrived at the Fat Chance just as the epidemic was at its peak. None of the estimable barristers (let alone the spouses and other vacation partners accompanying them) seemed to appreciate the pains the casino had taken to keep them from exposure to the virus. All they knew was that they had to wait in line at the hotel desk, and that the service in the restaurants and bars was slower than they liked, and that some of the gaming tables were closed for lack of trained staff to run them. Tully had rushed back from his own convalescence and brought on a fleet of temp workers to deal with the problem. That reduced the lawyers’ bitching and moaning to an acceptable level, but it sent Tully into a full-blown relapse.

Phule ended up spending two whole days at the casino, making everything run smoothly so Tully wouldn’t have to rush back yet again. A fair amount of his time was spent mingling with the crowd, playing the celebrity for the sake of the guests. By the time he was done, he was almost as exhausted as if he’d had the flu himself—but the casino was running smoothly, and Tully had regained his full strength. And Phule had gotten a look at the books and could tell Omega Company that its investment was in good shape.

In the meantime, he’d studied up on the planet where Beeker and Nightingale had been reported. They hadn’t stayed at the Fat Chance on their way through Lorelei. There would’ve been too many people who might recognize them, and too many questions, especially since Nightingale’s former employers, the Lorelei branch of the Syndicate, had bones to pick with her. But thanks to Sushi’s computer work, Phule already knew their immediate destination. An afternoon looking through travel brochures in the casino offices turned up a fair amount of material for Cut ’N’ Shoot.

Cut ‘N’ Shoot had a smaller land area than most inhabited worlds, having a single moderate-sized continent with a few mineral resources but no industrial prospects worth mentioning. After failing to find off-world customers for its decidedly inferior agricultural products, the governors of Cut ’N’ Shoot had brought in outside consultants who (after absorbing a hefty fee) advised them to reposition it as a vacation spot for the galaxy. If Beeker and Nightingale were staying there, they wouldn’t have very many places to hide, Phule decided.

The next day, he was on a space liner for Cut ’N’ Shoot, determined to bring the chase to an early end.

Journal #783

Cut ’N’ Shoot is widely advertised as “the world of wide-open spaces,” a claim that could be as easily made by any number of desolate, uninhabitable planets throughout the Alliance. One assumes that the marketing boffin who contrived the slogan expected it to resonate with some preconceived notion in the minds of the intended audience. In any case, the planet was originally colonized by refugees from Tejas, and the indigenous culture of Cut ’N’ Shoot evidently reflects whatever those escapees felt was lacking in their former world.

Perhaps too influenced by the planet’s name, I came to Cut ’N’ Shoot expecting nothing more than poverty and squalor. To my surprise, the place is a booming success. Tourists from throughout the galaxy come to experience its carefully constructed aura of “the Old West,” a mythical time and place in which (to paraphrase the brochures) the land was free and open, men were men, and the only law was right. I leave it to others to judge whether this picture bears any resemblance to historical reality.

My own visit to Cut ’N’ Shoot was moderately comfortable and suitably colorful. As for the cuisine, it was for the most part edible, if not especially varied.

*    *    *

Lieutenant Rembrandt was reading over Brandy’s draft of a plan for a training exercise using simulated enemies generated by the Zenobian sklern—a highly versatile long-distance holo projector—when her intercom buzzed. She flicked her wrist to turn on the talk switch, and answered, “Yes, Mother, what is it?”

Uncharacteristically, the voice of Comm Central wasted no time getting to the point. “Remmie, we’ve got trouble.”

“We usually do,” said Rembrandt. “What flavor is it this time around?”

“Brass,” said Mother. “I just got word from one of my spies on Lorelei that General Blitzkrieg has arrived, en route to Zenobia. It’s supposed to be a surprise inspection.”

“Oh, beautiful,” said Rembrandt, meaning exactly the opposite. “How am I going to explain why Captain Jester’s not on base? That’s the first thing the general’s going to ask about, and it’s the one thing we don’t dare tell him. He’d have the captain up on AWOL charges as fast as he could fill out the paperwork. There’s nothing he’d like better.”

“You don’t have to tell me about it, sister,” said Mother. “I’ve seen every message from Headquarters since the captain put me in charge of comms. You don’t have to read between the bytes to know that, if Blitzkrieg had his way, Captain Jester would be fighting off the geefle bugs and breaking up rocks in the rottenest military prison in the known galaxy.”

“Maybe the captain can get back in time,” said Rembrandt hopefully.

“Not a chance, sweetie,” said Mother. “He’s already left Lorelei—even if I sent a priority message right now, he couldn’t be back in less than two weeks. Meanwhile, the minute Blitzkrieg sees that the captain’s off premises, he’ll send for one of his brownnosers to run the company for him. Remember that Major Botchup he tried to stick us with?”

Rembrandt made a gagging noise. “Ghu’s toenails, who could forget! I thought we were going to be stuck with him forever.”

“Lucky for us the captain came back,” said Mother. “And that robot he had made to run the casino while he was gone kept Botchup from getting too suspicious until he did.”

“Sure did,” said Rembrandt, chuckling. “We’ll be lucky to get off that easily this time. Any word how soon the general’s going to be here?”

“Nothing solid,” said Mother. “He could be on the next shuttle out, which would put him here some time tomorrow. More likely, he’ll stop and inspect a few of the casinos and the golf courses first. I hear tell the old blowhard spends a lot of time out on the links. Anyhow, my source will tell me when Blitzkrieg ships out. That’ll give us just under a day’s notice. The captain’s in hyperspace, so it’ll be a few days before I can get an intersystem message to him. And depending on where he is when he gets it, it may be as much as a week before he could get back to base.”

“I don’t think we can justify an intersystem message,” said Rembrandt dubiously. “You know what those things cost? We’re supposed to use them for military emergencies only, and even then they better be pretty serious …”

“And General Blitzkrieg’s not a first-class emergency?” asked Mother. “Hey, sis, play it your way … I’m not the one who’s going to have to kiss up to him.”

“I know, I know,” said Rembrandt. She sighed. “If the captain can’t get back before the general gets here, there’s no point worrying him with messages. Tell the command cadre to meet me in the captain’s office in fifteen minutes. Let ’em know what’s happening, and tell ’em we’ve got no more than a couple of days to get ready for the old buzzard. Tell ’em we’re going to need every trick in the book. I don’t know what we can do to pull the wool over the general’s eyes, but we’re going to have to do our best. You remember how things were before the captain came …”

“Yeah, nobody wants to go back to that,” said Mother. Rembrandt could almost hear her shudder over the comm. Then her voice turned bright again, and she added, “Don’t worry, though, Remmie. If Omega Company can’t outsmart that miserable excuse for a general, we’re even dumber than he thinks.”

“I hope you’re right,” said Lieutenant Rembrandt. She cut the connection and stared at the papers on the desk in front of her. After a long moment, she shook her head and sat up straight. Well, kid, you knew the job was dangerous when you took it, she thought. And if you’re still crazy enough to want it, you’d better do something about saving it …

*    *    *

“Stranger, yer problems is solved,” said the man sitting at the table. His chair was leaned back, and his boots were on the otherwise empty tabletop, giving a good view of his wooly chaps and oversize spurs. His hat was wide-brimmed and tall-crowned, and his moustache drooped nearly to his chin.

“I certainly hope so,” said Phule. “I’m Captain Jester, by the way. And you are …?”

“Buck Short,” said the man. “Put ’er thar, Cap’n!” He extended a meaty hand for Phule to shake.

“Uh, pleased to meet you,” said Phule. “I’m looking for a man …”

“Gotcha,” said Short, nodding. “Summbitch is good as dead. Jes’ tell me what he looks like …”

“No, no, I don’t want him killed,” said Phule. “This fellow used to work for me, and he’s run off with a woman …”

“Oh, hell, that’s different,” said Short. He peered at Phule for a moment, then said, “Zit yer woman he’s run off with?”

“Hardly,” said Phule, somewhat taken aback at the notion. Then he shrugged, and said, “But if she wants to come back with him, that’s fine too.”

“Now you’re talkin’!” said Short. He sat forward and slammed a fist onto the tabletop. “How’s about a drink, then? Ol’ Ned’s got a pert’ good line of red-eye here.”

“Red-eye? Oh, you mean the whisky,” said Phule. “Sure, why not? But what …”

Short cut him off. “Hey, Bill!” he shouted. “You heard the cap’n! Bring over that thar bottle—the good stuff, mind ye, none of yer usual banth sweat—and a couple glasses, too!”

The bartender—a slightly decrepit Andromatic robot with a face Phule recognized as that of a popular Old Earth actor from the days before tri-vee—brought over the bottle and glasses, and favored Phule with the enigmatic line, “This’ll put hair on yer chest!” before trundling back behind the bar.

“Ol’ Bill always says stuff like that,” confided Buck Short. He grabbed the bottle and sloshed some of the contents into the two glasses, then picked one up. “Wal, here’s mud in yer eye!”

“Right-o,” said Phule, and took a sip. He nearly spit it out—the “red-eye” seemed to be predominantly fusel oil with other less palatable congeners. He sputtered a moment, then managed to ask, “This is the good stuff?”

“Best we got,” said Short, setting down his empty glass. “Hey, this is Cut ’N’ Shoot, pardner. You warn’t expectin’ one of those fizzy drinks with little um-brel-lies, was you?”

“I guess not,” said Phule, shaking his head to clear it. “By the way, did you say you had a plan for finding my man Beeker?”

Short nodded. “Well, we rents you a hoss, and then I saddles up ol’ Dale-8 …”

“Day late?” asked Phule, puzzled.

“Dale-8—that’s my trusty steed,” said Short. “Always liked the name ‘Dale’—that’s what I calls all my trusty steeds. First seven of ’em done gone plumb busted, but this one’s a real peach. Jes’ keeps on runnin’—can’t hardly wear ’im out.”

“I see,” said Phule. “But what do we need him for?”

“Why, we gotta go find yer man—and the lady,” said Short. “I reckon they’s run off to Injun territory …”

“Injun territory?”

“Hey, watch it,” said the bartender. “Them’s folks too—don’t go slurrin’ on ’em.”

Short gave a derisive snort. “Folks? Hell, Bill, don’t go givin’ ’em airs—they’s lots of ’em robots, same as you.”

“Robots? I don’t get it,” said Phule.

“Well, didn’t nobody else much want the job,” confided Short. “Ain’t too many folks wants to give up a spot in a nice, civilized world to live out in a drafty tent without no runnin’ water or ’lectricity or even tri-vee, and everybody’s hand set against you. Oh, we got some real Injuns, all right—had to have a few jes’ to set the right tone. But we couldn’t get too many, and had to get robots for the rest, which was hard enough, seein’ what prices is nowadays. But I reckon it jes’ wouldn’t be Cut ’N’ Shoot without Injuns.”

“If you say so,” said Phule, shaking his head. “I guess you’re the local expert. So when do you think we can start?”

“Let me have another toot, and we’ll hop right to it,” said Buck Short. He poured another glass and offered the bottle to Phule, who declined with a shudder. Short shrugged and drank it down, then put his fingers to his lips and gave a shrill whistle. “Hi-yoh, Dale!” he shouted.

A clattering noise came from the front of the building, and Phule turned in time to see a large metallic shape barge through the swinging doors. “Here I am, boss,” said the robosteed in a voice that carried just a hint of a whinny.

“Hey, I thought I told you not to bring that hoss in here,” shouted Bill, the bartender. “You gonna mess up my place!”

“Hell, no,” said Short. “He’s a robot, remember? He ain’t gonna crap on yer floor, which is more than you can say for half the reg’lar customers.” He leapt into the saddle, then reached a hand down for Phule. “C’mon, Cap’n, we gonna go huntin’!”

Phule took the proffered hand, leapt up behind the cowboy, and in a moment they were out the door and on their way.

*    *    *

The spaceport stagecoach dropped Sushi and Do-Wop off in the middle of a small town, not much more than a crossroads in the dusty landscape. The sun had set beyond the western hills, and a few lights—dim ones, by the standards of most advanced worlds—provided the only illumination on the rustic scene.

Luckily, one of the lights was outside a building that bore a sign with the word hotel, and the two legionnaires made a beeline for it. There, on a bench on the plank sidewalk, lounged an old codger smoking an imitation corncob pipe. “Hi, there,” said Sushi. “Can you tell me the name of this town?”

“Damfino,” said the man, not bothering to remove the pipe from his mouth.

“What, are you stupid?” snapped Do-Wop, who had not enjoyed the stagecoach ride at all. “Don’t you even know the name of this dump?”

This time the codger took his pipe out of his mouth. “I said, ‘Damfino,’ pilgrim,” he said.

“Yo, turkey-face,” Do-Wop growled. He brushed past Sushi, who was pointing upward and rolling his eyes meaningfully. “Are you tryin’ to get smart with me?”

“No, ye gol-durn idjit,” said the codger, glaring at Do-Wop. “I’ve lived here all my life—ask anybody. And Damfino’s the name of the town.” He pointed to the sign above him, which on closer inspection Do-Wop could read in its entirety: Damfino Hotel.

“I tried to tell you,” Sushi said to a sullen Do-Wop as he opened the door to their hotel room. He plopped down on one of the beds and said, “Anyhow, now that we’re here, we’ve got to figure out where Beeker’s staying, get word to the captain so he can go find him, and then our job will be done.”

“Why don’t you just hack the Net to find out where he’s staying?” asked Do-Wop. “I bet it’s there, if you went lookin’.”

“Not enough computer power,” said Sushi patiently. “If I had the captain’s Port-a-Brain, or the milspec equipment I have back on Zenobia, no sweat—I’d probably have it before bedtime. With what I’ve got here, we might not find out anything useful until the captain and Beeker leave the planet, and their computer registers as it goes out through customs.”

Do-Wop nodded. “So you could find the captain if you had the captain’s computer, but we don’t know where he is, so we can’t get it, so we can’t find him. Ain’t that just the way it always works? Stinker.”

“That’s about the size of it,” said Sushi. “If either the captain or Beeker would disable their computer’s security, we might be able to figure out where they are. But that’s about as likely as one of them learning to breathe methane.”

Do-Wop considered. “How’s about we spread a rumor that the security is really a bug, so they turn it off?”

Sushi shook his head. “Won’t work,” he said at last. “Even if the captain and Beeker fell for it, they’d get too frustrated trying to get around the safeguards. A Port-a-Brain’s security is set so a casual user can’t just override it. That’s part of what you’re paying for.”

“Well, I ain’t payin’ for it, and if I could, there’d be a bunch of other things I could use the money for,” said Do-Wop. “But I get your point. These rich guys don’t get their hands dirty—they think there’s somethin’ wrong, they call some rent-a-geek to fix it.”

“Which would be fine if I’m the guy they’d call,” said Sushi. “But Port-a-Brain probably has a repair shop on any world big enough to have electricity. Which even includes this faux-rustic would-be paradise.”

“They hide it pretty good,” said Do-Wop, looking around the hotel room. In fact, the designers had made every effort to give the room the appearance of something from before the electronic age. Electrical outlets were concealed behind wooden panels, as was the tri-vee set. The lighting fixture gave off a flickering yellowish illumination that was a fair simulation of a kerosene lantern—although they hadn’t taken realism to the point of simulating the smell of kerosene (which few of the guests would have recognized in any case).

The locals had plenty of modern machinery, although most of it was well hidden in kitchens, back rooms, and other areas where tourists rarely intruded. Robots were configured to resemble mules, oxen, and other “authentic frontier creatures.” Cut ’N’ Shoot’s founders were sensible businessmen, not members of some cult of perverse self-denial. Even the most authenticity-hungry tourists weren’t usually ready to leave behind basic conveniences. You might as well have asked them to do without their personal entertainment and communications devices.

Sushi looked around and shrugged. “It doesn’t look as if there’s much else to do here,” he said. He opened his duffel and took out his pocket computer. “I might as well run a search and see if I get lucky. Maybe this planet’s smaller than I think.”

“Can’t be any smaller than I think,” said Do-Wop, but Sushi ignored him. He was already at work.

*    *    *

The group in Phule’s office was the entire command cadre of Omega Company. Lieutenant Rembrandt presided, sitting behind Phule’s desk. To her left sat Lieutenant Armstrong, and to her right Flight Leftenant Qual, the representative of their Zenobian hosts. First Sergeant Brandy and Supply Sergeant Chocolate Harry sat in two chairs facing the three officers. Unseen but present via comm was Mother, who had announced the bad news that was the reason for the emergency meeting.

“All right, people,” said Rembrandt. “As we all know, Captain Jester is off-planet and can’t get back fast enough to make any difference. The ball’s in our court. This can’t be the worst thing that’s happened to this company. We’ve dealt with mobsters, monsters, revolutionaries, robots, and enough brass hats to ground a starship. So we ought to be able to deal with a surprise visit from the Legion’s commanding general, right?”

“Yeah, oughta be a snap,” said Chocolate Harry, the huge Supply sergeant. He spread his hands with a convincing display of nonchalance. “We doin’ our jobs, right? We keepin’ Zenobia safe for the Zenobians.”

“Demanding your clemency, large one, but Zenobians are doing a great deal toward that end,” said Flight Leftenant Qual. He looked like a diminutive dinosaur—perhaps an allosaurus—dressed up like a military officer for some costume tri-vee, and his language regularly defied the translator’s efforts to make his statements into comprehensible English. But he had a fine military mind, and he was afraid of nothing.

“The sergeant doesn’t mean we want to take credit for your efforts, Qual,” said Rembrandt. “What he means is that we’re doing the job we came for, and that ought to be enough for the general. Which would be true, except that we all know that General Blitzkrieg has a major grudge against this company and especially against our captain.”

“That’s an understatement,” said First Sergeant Brandy. “Fact is, the general’s going to be looking for reasons to shove this company right back in the shitcan it was in before Captain Jester came here, and if he can’t find any, he’ll make some up. Looking at the crazy people we’ve got here, it’s not going to be much of a stretch for him to find ’em. Don’t get me wrong, Remmie—I love this company, but we damn sure have to admit we’re never gonna win any spit-’n’-polish contests.” She gestured at the others in the room. With only two of the five present wearing complete uniforms, her point was obvious.

Rembrandt responded with a wry grin. “We’d have enough trouble filling out the entry forms,” she admitted. “Still, we’ve got a good thing here, and I think we all agree it’s worth protecting. The question is, what can we do to keep the general from destroying everything the captain’s built up?”

“Be a lot easier if the captain was here,” said Chocolate Harry. “Him and Beeker, they can pretty much make their own rules and convince the brass that was the rules all along. Last time we had to do without the both of ’em, all we had to do was get around that jive-ass Major Botchup. And that robot the captain fixed up to mess with the mobsters’ heads back on Lorelei did half the work for us.”

“Well, give the troops some credit, too,” said Rembrandt. “They did plenty of messing with Botchup’s head. But I don’t think we can expect the general to be such an easy mark.”

“Why not?” said Brandy, a sudden glint in her eye. “He’s the one who sent Botchup here, isn’t he? If he was stupid enough to do that, he’s likely to fall for just about anything. And knowing my troops, I can guarantee that’s exactly what they’re going to come up with.”

“Yeah, I think we can trust the troops to rise to a challenge,” said Rembrandt dryly. “But what if General Blitzkrieg just happens to bring along somebody smart enough to know when he’s being played for a sucker? Colonel Battleax, for example—she’s got more than her share of brains.”

“Yeah, and that’s why he won’t bring her,” said Brandy confidently. “He’s coming here with one thing in mind, and that’s making the captain into a scapegoat. Colonel Battleax plays by the rules, but she’s always been willing to give Captain Jester and Omega Company a fair shake—even if it means bending the rules a little. She’s the last person the general wants looking over his shoulder when he’s trying to screw us over.”

“So maybe we’ve got a chance to keep him off-balance,” said Rembrandt. “That still leaves us with one big problem—how long can we keep him from noticing the captain’s not here? Especially since he’s coming all the way here for the particular pleasure of chewing him out face-to-face …”

“I am thinking I have a solution to that,” said Flight Leftenant Qual, bouncing out of his seat. “You should severally attend to your own assignments, and I will undertake to provide the general with diversion in that department.” The little Zenobian flashed a toothy reptilian grin and, before anyone could ask what he meant, was out the door.

“What the hell’s ol’ Qual up to?” asked Chocolate Harry, scratching his head.

“I haven’t the vaguest idea,” said Rembrandt, shrugging.

“Whatever it is, I hope it’s good,” said Armstrong. “General Blitzkrieg may not have the quickest mind in the Legion, but he’s still got stars on his shoulders. If he realizes we’re playing games with him, he can make life really lousy for everybody here.”

“In that case, we’d better get to work,” said Rembrandt. “I think we’ve all got plenty to do, don’t we?”

“No kiddin’,” said Chocolate Harry, rolling his eyes. “And when the general gets here, ain’t none of it gonna matter.” He lifted his ample bulk out of the chair and headed out the door.

“I sure hope he’s wrong about that,” said Armstrong.

“I don’t know whether he is or not,” said Rembrandt. “But we’ve got to act as if he is, don’t we?”

There was a resigned murmur of agreement, and the cadre of Omega Company scattered to prepare—as best they could—for General Blitzkrieg.


Chapter Five

Journal #789

During the settlement of Cut ’N’ Shoot, considerable effort went into re-creating the ambience of “the Old West,” even down to details not strictly necessary to the functioning of the colony as a vacation spot. Evidently it was felt that tourists—on whom the colony placed much of its hope for income—would expect, upon a visit to the Old West, to encounter Indians, as the aboriginal inhabitants of that legendary territory were designated.

Unfortunately, the historical evidence on these people is rather contradictory. There were evidently three groups to whom the title was applied, and the founders of Cut ’N’ Shoot were uncertain just which ones to incorporate into their re-creation. A committee chosen to solve the problem arrived at the Solomonic decision to invite all three groups to participate. And so, East, West, and Wild Indians all arrived and set up villages where tourists could appreciate their exotic lifestyles.

I, for one, could never understand how the founders could ignore the evidence, plain as the noses on their faces, that the aboriginals of a territory known as the Old West must have been the West Indians. This group, with its quaint traditions of cricket matches, carnival season, and rum-laced drinks, was easily the most exotic we saw during our entire visit.

*    *    *

“Man, you really look stupid,” said Do-Wop, pointing at Sushi’s furry chaps, fringed vest, and ten-gallon hat.

“Yeah, well, you’ll look even stupider trying to ride a robosteed wearing a Legion uniform,” said Sushi. “In fact, you look …”

“Don’t say it,” warned Do-Wop, cocking a fist threateningly. He looked mournfully at the bed, where his own Western outfit was laid out. Like Sushi’s, it had been provided—supposedly at no extra charge—by the stable that rented them the robosteeds they were going to ride west in search of the captain.

Sushi grinned. “I’ll just think it, then. Come on, buckaroo. Get your duds on, and let’s go ridin’.”

“You ever been on a robosteed before?” asked Do-Wop, picking up the hat. “I don’t like the looks of ’em.”

“Just another kind of machine,” said Sushi. “Think of it as a hovercycle with hair. Chocolate Harry would understand.”

“Harry wouldn’t wear this crap,” said Do-Wop. He looked at himself in the mirror, then flung the hat back on the bed.

“I doubt they make it his size,” said Sushi; then he shook his head. “Cancel that—this is a tourist world. They’ve probably got it in all the sizes, patterns, and colors you ever thought of, and a few you wish you hadn’t.”

“I wish I hadn’t thought of coming here,” said Do-Wop, rolling his eyes.

“At least this once, it wasn’t your dumb idea,” said Sushi. “Blame it on Remmie and Armstrong. Or maybe on the captain, since it was his idea to come after Beeker.”

“Yeah,” griped Do-Wop. “How come he didn’t just call in some of his family connections? I mean, that’s what any Italian would do.”

“In case you didn’t notice, the captain’s not Italian,” said Sushi. “But I wondered about that too. Seems like a waste of his time to come looking for Beeker when he could hire a whole team of detectives to do the job for him.”

“Well, maybe he just wanted to get away from the base for a while,” said Do-Wop, dismissing the question from his mind nearly as quickly as he’d asked it. “The real kicker is why he decided to come to this joint. I can only think of about nine hundred more interesting planets to come to …”

“Well, this place was Beeker’s choice, not the captain’s,” said Sushi. “Or maybe it was Nightingale’s—who knows? When we catch them, we can ask them why they came here.”

“Sure,” said Do-Wop. “Tell me again why we gotta wear these stupid outfits to catch ’em.”

“These are special riding outfits,” Sushi explained. “We’re going to wear them so we don’t tear up our uniforms riding across the countryside. And we have to ride across the countryside because that’s the only way to get around on this planet—unless you just happen to be going someplace you can reach by stagecoach. Or unless you feel like walking the whole way.”

“Forget about that walking bit, anyway,” said Do-Wop. “I done all the walking I could stomach in Legion Basic, marching here and there and everywhere, as if there wasn’t any such thing as hoverjeeps or space liners. What’s the deal with those stagecoaches? How do we know there ain’t one going where we want to go?”

“We don’t, because we don’t know where we want to go yet,” said Sushi patiently. “If we have the robosteeds, we can go anywhere, whenever we want to. With the stagecoach, we can only go to other towns on the route, and we have to go on their schedule.”

“Stupid freakin’ world,” said Do-Wop, pulling on the chaps. “Hey, you think Beeker’s wearin’ these stupid fuzzy pants? That’d be a laugh.”

“Who knows?” said Sushi. “The sooner we find him, the sooner you’ll find out. And the sooner you finish getting dressed …”

“OK, OK, I get the idea,” said Do-Wop. He put on his vest and hat and stood back. “How stupid do I look?”

“You don’t really want to know,” said Sushi, moving to the door. “Come on, the sooner we find Beeker, the sooner you can lose the fuzzy pants.”

“Best news I’ve heard all week,” said Do-Wop, following.

*    *    *

Buck Short took Phule down the wooden sidewalk outside the saloon to the local Andromatic livery stable to hire a robot horse for their expedition into Injun territory, as the area outside town was known. Far from being the backwater world Phule had been led to expect, Cut ’N’ Shoot appeared to be a hotbed of economic activity. New buildings were going up on all sides, and there was a steady stream of delivery vehicles—Conestoga wagons pulled by teams of reliable roboxen and robohorse-drawn buckboards—coming down the main street from the spaceport and heading down a road out into the country.

Phule nodded approvingly. “Looks like a lively town here,” he said. “Business seems to be booming.”

“Yep,” said Buck Short. “I been here two years, goin’ on three, and the place has jumped up like a hound dog that set down on a cactus. Anybody lookin’ to make a little dinero, he ain’t got no business tryin’ if he can’t make it on Cut ’N’ Shoot.”

“That’s the kind of place I like to hear about,” said Phule. “Say—if you knew a fellow with a few dollars to put into an up-and-coming business, where do you think he’d get the biggest bang for his buck?”

“I can promise you one hell of a bang if somebody put a couple thou into my personal entertainment fund,” said Buck Short, deadpan. Then, seeing Phule shake his head, he shrugged. “Can’t blame a feller for tryin’, can you? But I reckon the main business hereabouts, after the tourist trade, is gonna be the minin’. It was started out more or less for the frontier atmosphere, but I reckon it’s gonna end up being one of the major planetary commodities.”

“I’m not sure I’d want to count on that,” said Phule. “From what I know about mining, most planets have pretty much the same mineral composition. Most of the time, it’s a lot cheaper to mine something locally than to bring it in from off-world. So it’s very unusual for a planet to build its economy on mineral exports—not even precious metals or gemstones are likely to be worth the freight charges.”

“Well, Cap’n, that’s generally the straight-ahead truth,” said Short. “But conditions on Cut ’N’ Shoot ain’t conditions anywhere else, y’know. What we got here is a mother lode of a u-nique metal you can’t get on no other planet in the sector.”

“A rare metal, eh?” said Phule. “That sounds interesting. What exactly is it?”

“Ah, well, maybe I shouldn’t say too much more,” said Short. “Folks that run the place, they got their trade secrets—and I reckon it might not be too healthy for a feller that stuck his nose in where it don’t belong.”

Phule shrugged. “That’s not the way I see it,” he said. “I don’t need to know their trade secrets—I just need enough to decide whether I want to buy some of their stock. If they’ve put together a solid business plan, I’m willing to bet they can pay me a respectable profit on my investment. But I’m not going to give them my money until I know what they’re going to do with it.”

“Well, I already told you what I’d do with it,” said Short, pouting. “I could put on a right good show if somebody give a piece of change to get myself started …”

“I’m sure you could,” said Phule with a fixed smile. Then he pointed to the sign facing them. It read, BUDDY’S ROBOT LIVERY STABLE: SALES AND RENTALS. “But isn’t this the place we were going to find a horse for me? Let’s take care of that—I suspect we’ll have plenty of time to talk once we’re on the trail.”

“You’re the boss,” said Buck Short, and he fell in behind Phule, who’d already bustled through the door to the livery stable. The door led to a cramped front room decorated with riding tack and bales of hay; behind an antique steel-and-plastic desk sat a man wearing spurred cowboy boots, chaps, and red suspenders; in the pocket of his denim shirt was an antique ’puter of the Palm Pilot variety. A battered Stetson and a wisp of straw between his front teeth completed the picture. Buck Short strolled right up to him and said, “Howdy, Buddy. My off-world friend here got to rent him a hoss. Reckon you better give him a right tame one—don’t believe he’s done much ridin’ before.”

“Oh, I guess I’ve done my share,” said Phule, who’d spent many a long childhood summer at the family’s country estates, where riding to hounds was still a traditional pastime. Not even the most curmudgeonly of the family elders ever complained that the hounds and their quarry were all simulated, and most of the horses mechanical … tradition was tradition, even if it had to be helped along a bit by modern technology.

The man behind the desk wasn’t listening. “City boy, huh?” he muttered, casting a skeptical look at Phule’s Legion uniform and rubbing his chin. “I guess we can find something,” Buddy said at last. “Worse comes to worst, we can recalibrate one of the spare cayuses so this boy won’t fall off and hurt himself. If’n we modulate the spirit circuits on these bots far enough down, we can make ’em so gentle they won’t wake up a sleepin’ baby. Not that we get all that many sleepin’ babies askin’ to ride, har har.”

“Uh, that really won’t be necessary,” Phule began again.

But Buddy had already picked up his communicator. “Hey, Jake,” he said. “Got us a city boy here, needs a hoss he won’t fall off of and get a boo-boo. Can y’ fix ’im one up? Uh-huh. Yeah, that’s fine. All right then, stranger,” he said, turning back to Phule. “It’ll cost you an extra five hundred setup charge. Jake’ll have it in just ’bout an hour. Go on down to the tenderfoot bar and have a glass of sasparilly and it’ll be ready just about when you’re done. And I sure do ’preciate the business.”

“Much obliged, Buddy,” said Buck Short with a wink.

“But I didn’t …” protested Phule.

“Oh, think nothin’ of it, stranger,” said Buddy. “Any friend of Buck’s gets the full A-Number-One treatment, and no mistake. You jes’ come on back in an hour’s time and Jake’ll have you the gentlest robohoss you ever laid eyes on, all ready to go.”

His eyes glazed over, Phule allowed Buck to lead him out of the livery stable and down the street.

*    *    *

“What makes you so certain my butler’s been captured by the Indians?” Phule asked the weather-beaten cowpoke on the robohorse next to him.

Buck Short spat into the weeds beside the trail. “That’s purty much the only plot option hereabouts,” he said soberly. He sported a four- or five-day growth of beard, a plug of tobacco in one cheek, and crossed eyes that made it hard to tell where he was looking—especially when he was about to spit. He looked more or less at Phule and said, “Ain’t like there’s anybody ’cept the Injuns in the capturin’ business on Cut ’N’ Shoot, ’less’n you done heard somethin’ I ain’t.”

“I see,” said Phule dubiously. “Let me rephrase that, then. What makes you so sure he’s been captured at all?”

“I reckon if he had any selection, he’d be back in the saloon, jes’ like the rest of the boys,” said the cowpoke. “He ain’t got a job, he ain’t in the saloon—you figger it out, pilgrim.”

“In other words, there’s nothing else to do in these parts,” said Phule. “Why is the planet trying to attract tourists, then?”

“Weren’t none of my idea. Alls they do is drive up the prices,” Short said, looking either at Phule’s left ear or somewhere off behind him. “And the stores is full of fancy-pants city stuff, cappychino ’stead of reg’lar coffee, furrin wines instead of good ol’ country rotgut. Don’t know what the durn place is comin’ to.”

“Sorry to hear that,” said Phule. “So if Beeker and his lady friend have been captured by the Indians, what do you suggest I do about it?”

“Same as any red-blooded hombre would do,” answered Short. “Git on yer horse and go find ’em. Then make ’em sorry they done it.”

Phule looked down. “Well, it looks like I already am on my horse,” he said.

“Smart feller,” said the cowpoke. “I reckon you know what to do next, then.”

“Right,” said Phule. But almost before the word was out of his mouth, Buck Short had spurred Dale-8 toward the nearby town and was out of earshot. Lacking any other plan, he sped up his own horse and rode to overtake Short. “Which way are the Indians?” he asked, as he pulled abreast of him.

“How the tarnation am I supposed to know?” said the cowpoke testily. At least one of his eyes glared at Phule. “Do I look like an Injun to you?”

Phule couldn’t quite tell whether he’d grievously insulted Buck, but he hastened to calm the cowpoke down. “Sorry, friend, I didn’t mean anything by it,” he said. “I just need to find the Indians—and the fellow you think they’ve kidnapped. Do you know anybody I might ask who would know where they are?”

“Maybe you ought to ask Ol’ Ben,” said the cowpoke. “He’s out on the range, usually. You jes’ head west out o’ town, and when you get to Brownsville, take that right-hand road. Then look out purt’ sharp, and when you see a big cloud o’ dust off to the west side, that’s sure as shootin’ gone to be Ol’ Ben’s herd. He’ll be there with ’em. You tell ’im Jeb sent you.”

“All right,” said Phule. “Thanks, Jeb.”

“Tarnation, I ain’t Jeb,” said the cowpoke, glaring at Phule with an insulted expression. “What’s wrong with your memory, pilgrim? I done told you, my name’s Buck Short.”

“Excuse me?” Phule squinted, puzzled. “Then why do you want me to say Jeb sent me?”

“’Cause that’s the word,” said the cowpoke with the air of a man explaining the obvious. “Same as if you wants to start a robohorse movin’, you got to say gitty-up, instead of let’s go or move yer arse. You can’t go changing words around and ’spect things to work like they’re ’sposed to.”

“I see,” said Phule. “I head west out of town, take the right-hand road in Brownsville, big cloud of dust—Old Ben’s there. I tell him Jeb sent me, and he can tell me the way to the Indians.”

“Yer durn tootin’,” said Buck Short with obvious approval, and with that he turned his robosteed and headed on into town, leaving Phule to find his own way to Ol’ Ben and the Indians.

*    *    *

Chocolate Harry scowled at the requisition form Lieutenant Armstrong had just handed him, then looked up and growled, “This is gonna be really expensive, y’know? I mean, none of this is standard Legion materiel. I’m gonna have to go to an outside supplier. And you gotta be kiddin’ about when you want it by …”

“The captain’s footing the bill, and Lieutenant Rembrandt set the deadline,” said Armstrong stiffly. “If you want to dispute an order from your commanding officers, it’ll be your neck on the line. You’d be a lot better off just getting everything ordered first. Then if you want to waste your breath arguing with the captain, you can do it after he gets back without delaying the project any more. And if he does change his mind, you can send the supplies back afterward—and tell everybody you told them so.”

“Uh, right on, Lieutenant,” said Chocolate Harry with a grin. Mentally, he was already calculating which of the supplies he could divert to his own purposes. Was there a way to make some kind of booze out of “fast-setting, low-watering, E-Z-Gro Kentucky bluegrass seed?” If it could be done, he wouldn’t bet against one of the Omega Mob figuring out a way … Harry grinned and reached for a Supply catalog as Armstrong left the Supply depot, apparently satisfied.

Twenty minutes later, Harry’s brow was furrowed, and a string of increasingly foul curses had crossed his lips. Finally, he lifted his wrist communicator to his mouth. “Yo, Double-X, get your butt in here.”

“Uh, right, C. H.,” came the reply. A moment later, his clerk ambled in the door. “Whassup?” said Double-X, leaning against the file cabinet.

“What’s up is the company’s going into the goddamn golf business,” growled Harry. “Armstrong brought this list of stuff over, and there’s next to none of it we can get from the regular sources, which means I can’t get my regular rake-offs. How am I supposed to make a living?”

“What’s supposed to happen is you get a Legion paycheck,” said Double-X, smirking. He quickly dodged behind the file cabinet as Chocolate Harry threw the catalog at his head.

“You ain’t so good at this job that I can’t get somebody else to do it,” bellowed the Supply sergeant. “Now shut up and listen. We got to get the stuff on this list, and I’m putting you on the case.”

“Aw right, Sarge,” said Double-X, taking the list from Harry’s outstretched hand. He glanced down the page, then asked, “Usual deal, right—biggest kickback gets the sale?”

Chocolate Harry paused a moment before answering. “Usually I wouldn’t even think twice about it,” he said at last. “But this time, no—it’s gotta be delivery speed.”

Double-X whistled. “Man, this has to be serious. I never knowed you to pass up a little extra pocket money.”

Harry shrugged. “Well, you know me. I like my gravy, just like the next guy. But the whole company’s under the gun, so just this once, I’m gonna take one for the team. Whoever gets us the stuff the fastest gets the deal, and that’s the whole story.”

Double-X nodded. “Sure, Sarge.” He paused, then asked softly, “Cap’n’s in some kind of trouble, ain’t he?”

“Man, you didn’t hear it from me, OK?” said Harry, looking around the Supply shed that, as usual, was empty except for the two of them. “We got to play it close to the vest, Double-X. The rest of the company is gonna find out soon enough, when they have to put things together. But for now, we’re bringing this stuff in on the QT, and it’s gotta be smooth. I’m trusting you, ’cause you’re the one dude I know can keep things quiet. Got it?”

Double-X’s face was serious now. “Yeah, Sarge, I’m your man. I’ll get the stuff so fast you won’t have time to wonder where it’s comin’ from.” He took the list and went over to his own desk. Before long, he was fast at work on his console.

*    *    *

“I reckon Ol’ Ben’s the only one ’round here’d know thet, stranger,” said the cowpoke sitting on a wooden bench by the saloon entrance.

“OK, if you say so,” said Sushi. “Where do we find Ol’ Ben?”

The cowpoke pointed down the street. “That-a-way, out on the range. Head west out o’ town; when you get to Brownsville, take that right-hand road. Then when you see a big cloud o’ dust off to the west side, that’s Ol’ Ben’s herd, sure as shootin’. He’ll be right there with ’em. You tell ’im Jeb sent you.”

“All right,” said Sushi. “Thanks, Jeb.”

“Tarnation, I ain’t Jeb,” said the cowpoke, exasperation personified.

“I don’t get it, man,” said Do-Wop, scratching his head. “If you ain’t Jeb, why you want us to say Jeb sent us?”

“’Cause that’s the word,” said the cowpoke. “Same as if you wants to start a robohorse movin’, it’s gitty-up, ’stead of move yer arse. You can’t ’spect anything to work the way it’s ’sposed to if’n you go usin’ the wrong words.”

“That almost makes sense,” said Sushi. “West out of town, right-hand road in Brownsville, big cloud of dust. Jeb sent me.”

“That’s the ticket, sonny,” said the cowpoke benignly. “Say, you oughta buy a feller a drink when he gives you good advice like thet,” he said, turning one of his eyes on Sushi. The other seemed to be aimed somewhere off in the distance.

Sushi began, “I don’t know if we’ve got the—”

“Always time for a drink,” said Do-Wop. “Say, what’s your name, buddy?”

“Well it ain’t Buddy any more’n it’s Jeb. It’s Buck,” said the cowpoke, rising from the bench. “And this here’s the best place I know of for a drink. Not that there’s very many bad ones.”

Recognizing which way the wind was blowing, Sushi went to the bar and returned shortly with a pitcher of beer and three glasses. He set the glasses on the table but didn’t pour any beer. “All right,” he said, leaning forward on his elbows. “As long as we’re in the business of buying information, let’s make sure we’re getting something worth the price.”

“Yo, Soosh, I’m on your team,” said Do-Wop, making a grab for the pitcher. Sushi batted his hand away.

“Yeah, so you can wait until I’m ready to pour the drinks,” said Sushi. “I want to find out what else Buck knows about Old Ben, and about where the captain might have gone—or maybe even Beeker and Nightingale.”

Buck Short frowned. “Nightingale? She some kind of singer?”

Sushi looked at Do-Wop and raised an eyebrow. “Funny—I don’t remember saying Nightingale was a she. Do you remember me saying that?”

“Hey, I wasn’t hardly listen—OOF!” said Do-Wop, as Sushi kicked him under the table. He shot a dirty look at his partner, then belatedly caught the hint. “Uh, no, Soosh—you didn’t say nothin’ at all about Nightingale bein’ a female. Where’d you get that idea, Buck?”

“Well, it’s a girly kind o’ name, ain’t it?” said Buck Short. “’Sides, there was one young lady come through a while back, never did get her name, but she was with a kind of dignified older feller, and wearin’ the kind of outfit you said she might be wearin’. So it kind of makes sense she’s the one you’re talkin’ about, don’t it, now?”

“Maybe it does,” said Sushi, directing a doubtful stare at Buck. “But I think you better tell us a little more about this young lady you saw. Where did she and her ‘older feller’ go? Has anybody else been asking about them?”

“You want me to answer all them questions without a drink? My throat’s like to get awful dry …” Buck Short put on his most pitiful expression.

“Answer, and you’ll get your drink,” said Sushi mildly. “Unless we don’t like your answers … My friend here can get mighty cross when we don’t like answers.” He nodded toward Do-Wop, who was scowling fiercely—most likely at the prospect of having to wait for beer himself. But there was nothing to be gained by letting Buck know that.

It took a few more not-very-subtle threats, but before long Buck was drinking his beer—and talking up a blue streak. At last, the pitcher was done, and so was the cowpoke. He laid his arms on the table, set his head down on them, and fell almost immediately asleep.

“Well, I guess we’ve found out what we need to know,” said Sushi. “Let’s go see what we can do about it.”

“Ya sure?” said Do-Wop, looking at the empty pitcher. “If this hayseed wakes up, he might remember some other stuff.”

“And cost us a lot more time and bucks,” said Sushi. “Let’s get on the case while there’s still a case to get onto.” He grabbed his partner by the arm, and out the door they went.


Chapter Six

Journal #790

My employer’s military career exemplifies one major strategy for success in life: He has never missed an opportunity to build one success into another. Consider the incident on Haskin’s Planet, where, entirely by accident, he encountered members of an alien race—a situation loaded with opportunities for horrendous blunders. To my employer’s credit, he kept his wits about him and not only avoided conflict but struck a commercial bargain with the Zenobians, as the aliens called themselves. In addition, he made a friend of the alien commander, Flight Leftenant Qual—who, as it turned out, was destined to become a highly admired hero among his own race.

That might have been a significant accomplishment for most officers; few sophonts are lucky enough to make a first contact with an alien race. But my employer managed to pyramid that initial success into a plum assignment as the commander of the Alliance military mission to Zenobia. A significant posting for a mere captain.

It seems almost irrelevant to note that his superiors believed that they were sending my employer into a position on a backward world from which they sincerely hoped he would never emerge. Little did they think that he would thrive in the post, and that, in the end, they would be coming to Zenobia themselves.

*    *    *

“Listen up, squad, here’s Lieutenant Rembrandt to tell us what we’ve been waiting for,” said Brandy, and Thumper was all ears. Everyone in the squad had been trying to guess what kind of exercise the top sergeant had planned for General Blitzkrieg’s visit to Zenobia Base. Some of the legionnaires said it was going to be an obstacle course demonstration—that being one of Omega Company’s specialties. Others expected some kind of live ammo drill simulating an attack on the camp, or perhaps a march into the desert around the camp to show off the variety of Zenobian wildlife.

Lieutenant Rembrandt stepped forward with a nice smile that Thumper thought didn’t entirely hide the worry on her face. “Good morning,” she said. “I guess you’ve all heard that we’re expecting an inspection by General Blitzkrieg.”

“Yeah, and the old wingnut thinks he’s gonna surprise us,” said a voice from behind Thumper—Street, it sounded like.

“Right,” said Rembrandt. “Except we’re going to have a few surprises ready for him. That’s where you guys come in …”

“Lieutenant Rembrandt, I have a question,” said Mahatma. The squad fell silent. Mahatma’s questions were always worth listening to—even though they made the noncoms and officers nervous. Now that he’d been partnered with Mahatma, Thumper had a better idea why. The little legionnaire was always looking for ways to shake things up—to keep everyone on their toes, he said. Asking a question that nobody had a good answer for was a sure way to do that.

“Go ahead, Mahatma,” said Rembrandt, nodding in the direction of the questioner.

“The captain is away from base, is that not correct?” said Mahatma.

“Yeah, everybody knows that,” said Rembrandt. “But he hasn’t gone far. He’s out in the desert, negotiating with the Nanoids. I’ll need a party to go out into the desert—Flight Leftenant Qual will be in command. And I’d like the others to be Mahatma and Brick and Double-X and Garbo. You’ve all been to the area I’m interested in, so you’ll know the ground better than anyone else I could send.”

“Oh ho,” said Mahatma, stroking his chin and nodding. The others in the group Rembrandt had named were nodding too. “I remember that area. It is where we went to rescue the captain when he was captured.”

“That’s right,” said Rembrandt, a twinkle in her eyes. . “But you have to get out there and back without any wasted time so he’s here when the general arrives. I’d like you to be ready to leave by sundown tonight; Qual will meet you at Chocolate Harry’s as soon as you’re dismissed here, to pick up your supplies and get your final orders. You’ll have a little time to straighten out anything you need to take care of before you leave, and then you’re out of here. Got it?”

“Yes, Remmie,” chorused the group in near unison.

“Now, the other half of my plan,” said Rembrandt. “Word from Headquarters has it that the general loves to play golf—which is an Old Earth game involving funny clubs and little balls and a lot of open ground with holes in it. I don’t know much about the game, but if what I hear is true, once the general starts playing, he hardly has time for anything else. So we’re going to give him a chance to play, to keep him off our backs.”

“How we gonna do that?” said Street, scratching his head. “Ain’t no golf field here, last time I looked—just lots of desert full of bugoids and funny lizards.”

“You’re right, Street,” said Rembrandt. “We don’t have a golf course—yet. But Lieutenant Armstrong’s played the game, and he knows what a course is supposed to be like. And from what he says, you can make almost any useless tract of land into a golf course if you really want to. Harry’s also working on getting some clubs sent in. Anyhow, the rest of Brandy’s squad are assigned to Armstrong, and you’re going to build a golf course. You’ve got to build it in record time, too, because we want it ready to play on the minute the general gets here. The better the general likes it, the less trouble he’s likely to cause the rest of us.”

“Do we get to play on the course when it is built?” said Tusk-anini. “Some of the old books I have read mention golf, and I have often wondered how it is played.”

“Sure,” said Rembrandt, shrugging. “Once the general’s gone, it’s there for anybody in the company to play on. Which ought to give you even more reason to do a really good job, right? OK, all of you report to Lieutenant Armstrong outside the Supply depot in fifteen minutes. Any more questions? No? OK, squad dismissed!”

*    *    *

Phule felt as if he’d been bouncing across the prairies of Cut ’N’ Shoot on his robosteed for weeks without a rest. In reality, it was just a day and a half since he’d lit out in search of the Indians who had supposedly captured Beeker and Nightingale. Why the Indians would have kidnapped the butler and medic was beyond his ability to understand; but if the other locals with whom he’d had dealings were at all typical, logic didn’t have a whole lot to do with how people acted on this planet.

Fortunately, a stretch as a captain in the Space Legion and commanding officer of Omega Company had prepared Phule for dealing with illogic in all its glory. He chuckled as he thought of his crew of misfits and rejects, supposedly the dregs of the Legion—until he’d got hold of them and made them into a tight-knit crew that had overcome every obstacle put in their way. The Omega Mob had a distinctly unregulation way of dealing with its challenges, but the Omega way got results, and that was all that mattered to Phule. Now that he faced his own unexpected challenge, the least he could do was to overcome it in the same style and spirit as his own legionnaires.

Which he intended to do as soon as he reached the place Ol’ Ben had told him the Indians camped this time of year. He’d have been there long since if he’d been able to take a hoverjeep—but the rulers of Cut ’N’ Shoot were fanatics for authenticity, and nothing faster than a robosteed was permitted. He had no doubt that a few hundred credits in the right hands would have uncovered exceptions to that policy. But he’d been in too much of a hurry to catch the runaways to stop and feed the hungry bureaucratic maw—or so he’d thought. Now he was paying for his impatience with saddle sores.

All morning he’d been urging the robosteed westward through a particularly inhospitable landscape—Ol’ Ben had referred to it as the “badlands,” and Phule could see why. But he had good reason to think he was nearing his destination. When he’d started out, there’d been the merest hint of a column of smoke on the horizon ahead. It had gradually grown thicker, and now the breeze carried a tantalizing aroma of mesquite—and something else. Somebody was cooking, and Phule had an idea that if he could just get his robosteed to move a little faster, he might be there in time for lunch. Whether anybody would offer him anything to eat remained to be seen, but he hadn’t gotten as far as he had by being a pessimist.

The robosteed was stoically plodding up a narrow gulch when a tall figure suddenly appeared, holding a hand up, palm forward, in the universal halt sign. “You best be stopping dere, mon,” said the figure in a resonant alto voice. It was a tall woman in colorful, flowing robes, her long dark hair in a multitude of braids. She did not display any kind of weapon, but both her voice and her presence radiated authority.

“Good morning,” said Phule, pulling the robosteed to a halt and raising his own hand in a similar gesture to hers. “I’m looking for two people …”

“Maybe you find dem if dey want you to,” said the woman, crossing her arms in front of her. “What makes you think dey be here?”

“Everyone back in town said the Indians took them …” Phule began.

“Oh, sure, mon, blame de Indian,” said the woman. “What dey know back in town anyway? Dey think all Indians be the same.”

“Well, I’m a stranger here myself,” said Phule. Realizing he hadn’t given his name, he added, “I’m Captain Jester of the Space Legion.”

“Captain,” said the woman, nodding. “I am glad to know de name. People call me Rita.”

Phule nodded back. “A pleasure to meet you, Rita. So, if the folks back in town are wrong about the Indians, maybe you can set me right.” He paused, looking the woman up and down. “Uh—you are an Indian, aren’t you?”

“Oh yes, West Indian,” said Rita. She pointed to the north. “You go a little bit dat-a-way, you find de East Indians. And de other way, you find de Red Indians, or de Wild Indians, de tourists like to call dem. Which kind of Indian are you wanting to find, Captain?”

“I don’t know which kind,” said Phule, now perplexed. “A fellow in town told me the people I’m lookin’ for were probably captured by the Indians. He didn’t tell me there were so many kinds of Indians …”

“I told you dey townspeople don’t know ’bout Indians,” Rita scoffed. “Who dese people you trying to find? Friends of yours?”

“I guess you could call them that,” said Phule. “I’m looking for two people, a man and woman traveling together …”

Rita cut him off with a laugh. “You know how many tourists fit dat picture? Almost everybody who come here, dey come in couples. You may be de only single man I see dis year, and you say you not a tourist. So how I know dem if I see dem?”

“Hmmm …” said Phule, trying to think of a way to distinguish Beeker and Nightingale from other tourist couples. “An older man with a younger woman,” he said. “She’s maybe thirty, tall and dark skinned like you. He’s shorter and about forty-five—I think. I don’t know how they’re dressed—the last time I saw them, she was wearing the same kind of uniform I am, and he was in a dark suit. But I doubt they’re wearing that on their vacation …”

Rita nodded. “Captain, come wit’ me.” She turned and began to walk back up the trail Phule had been following.

“Wait—where are you taking me?” he said, putting his robosteed into forward mode again.

“We goin’ to see de Mon,” said Rita, and Phule had nothing to do but to follow her.

*    *    *

Chocolate Harry looked out over the large plot he’d just marked off to the south of Zenobia Base. It was about the most worthless piece of land in the vicinity—good for a practice bombing range if Omega Company had included any bomber pilots it wanted to turn loose on some simulated targets. Or maybe the plot would’ve been good enough to con some gullible investor into a land deal, although Harry was fairly sure that no investor who actually laid eyes on the place was likely to buy it. After all, even the Zenobians had no particular use for it—at least, not until they’d ended up leasing it to the Legion as part of Zenobia Base.

Now he’d been ordered to turn it into a golf course. Lieutenant Armstrong had drawn up a set of plans for three golf holes—all they’d have the time to build before General Blitzkrieg arrived on base. It was going to be Harry’s job to take that worthless patch of ground and make Armstrong’s plan a reality.

Things had come along reasonably well, he had to admit. He’d already turned loose a couple of squads with flamethrowers to get rid of the worst of the gnarly Zenobian desert vegetation. Heavy earthmovers would follow, doing what they could to turn the brutal ravine-crossed terrain into something a sane sophont might want to take an occasional recreational stroll over. With any luck, the brush fires and rumbling machines would have driven off at least the larger local predators by the time he sent the squads back out for pick-and-shovel work.

But to judge by the reports coming back from the construction gangs, it wasn’t the large predators that were going to be a problem. The whole area was apparently the prime breeding grounds for some kind of Zenobian critter—Flight Leftenant Qual had identified them as florbigs and dismissed them as harmless. Harmless they may have been, and there were even a few of the legionnaires who thought they were “sorta cute,” as Brick put it. They also had an unfortunate habit of darting out of the underbrush to steal any small object left unattended for more than a moment. This included hand tools, the workers’ lunches, and the occasional article of apparel. And they were fast—most of the time, the workers never got a glimpse of them until they were scurrying away with somebody’s sandwich. Harry’s first instinct was to send out another flamethrower squad to get rid of the vermin once and for all.

But Harry made the mistake of asking Lieutenant Rembrandt’s permission, which was when he learned of a provision in the treaty that Captain Jester had signed with the Zenobians—a clause inserted on the insistence of the Extraterrestrial Protection Agency forbidding the Legion to harass any local creature, no matter what the natives thought of the matter. And despite his attempts to prove the contrary, toasting the critters with flamethrowers was definitely a form of harassment. This left Harry with two choices: hire a squad of Zenobians to get rid of the florbigs or put up with them. After a discreet inquiry as to the going rate for local exterminators, he reluctantly chose the latter option.

Then there was some kind of gravitational anomaly in the middle of the tract. Nothing big and dangerous, like a stray white hole, but definitely something that didn’t match the gravitational profile of the rest of the plot of land. Harry’d sent a crew out to locate it, but the best they could do was report that it was something like a hundred yards underground, more trouble than it was worth to try to dig up. Besides, its profile on the surface was almost small enough to ignore entirely—an area about twenty feet across that, gravitationally, acted as if it were a sharp pinnacle instead of a flat surface. That would’ve been almost no problem at all—if it hadn’t been smack in the middle of something Armstrong’s plan marked as “second fairway.” Harry didn’t know what a fairway was, but according to the plan, he had to get grass to grow on it. That was going to be tricky …

Then Harry shrugged. The antigrav anomaly meant that none of the players was ever going to have a ball land in the area. He might as well just leave it alone. It couldn’t possibly affect the game—could it?

*    *    *

Flight Leftenant Qual took a hefty swing and watched the ball fly down the driving range, curving rapidly from left to right. It was remarkable how a hard little sphere, no bigger than a vlort egg, could display such unpredictable aerodynamic effects when launched into the air with one of the striking objects—golf clubs, the humans called them, although the phrase seemed to have more than one meaning. The rocket scientists could undoubtedly learn something from the performance of the little spheres, although Qual had no idea whether it would be useful. He thought it unlikely to have much value as a weapon unless its accuracy could be improved—a task at which he had been laboring for some time now.

Qual understood that one of the humans’ chief leaders, General Blitzkrieg, was on his way to Zenobia to harass the members of Omega Company. Strong-arm seemed to believe that a display of proficiency in launching the golf balls would make the general less harsh toward the local humans. This made some sense if the balls were to be used as weapons, but it seemed that only the officers were being encouraged to launch them. Qual had noticed that in most human military organizations, the officers exposed themselves to danger as little as possible, avoiding the active use of weapons. His good friend Captain Clown seemed to be an exception to that rule, as he was in so many other ways.

Perhaps the balls, like the swords and spears his own race had employed in the distant past, were obsolete weapons used only in symbolic combat. Many human officers seemed to enjoy such symbolic combats—fencing, boxing, driving vehicles at unsafe speeds—so perhaps golf belonged in that category. One of the meanings of “club” did appear to refer to a kind of weapon—although Strong-arm had made it clear to Qual that it was extremely bad form to bash one’s opponents’ heads with the golf clubs. Humans were a curious species—but Qual already knew that.

He removed another ball from the bucket and balanced it on the conical plastic support called, for some nonobvious reason, a “tea.” It rested there while he addressed it with his club. (It had taken him a little while to understand that one did not actually need to inscribe the ball with the name of the place one intended to send it—though it occurred to him that perhaps if one did, it might arrive there more reliably.) He lifted the club—called a “chauffeur,” again for reasons undiscoverable by simple logic—keeping his left elbow straight, as Strong-arm had instructed him. A swift downward movement of the club, and this ball soared off to join its companion somewhere in the brush on the right fringe of the driving range. This was a sort of progress; the last few shots had ended up in more or less the same place.

Qual was taking the next ball out of the bucket when his translator spoke to him. “Greetings, Flight Leftenant Qual. How satisfactory to you is your progress in the practice of hitting balls with the chauffeur golf club?” Or words to that effect; Qual had long since learned that the translator’s output was not to be taken as utterly reliable. Much depended on both context and on the actual speaker’s choice of language. He looked up to see the legionnaire known as Thumper, a nonhuman like himself.

“Greetings, Dull Noisemaker,” Qual replied. “My progress remains uncertain; I have only recently managed to place several consecutive balls in a tight pattern. Unfortunately, that pattern is far to one side of my point of aim.”

Thumper made a movement with his head that, when humans did it, signified understanding or agreement. He said something which Qual’s translator interpreted as, “That is an awkwardness. I hope it would not be impertinent for someone of limited experience to suggest realigning your point of aim to compensate.”

“That is a very rational suggestion,” said Qual, putting the golf club over his shoulder. “Of course, it requires consistency of effect, which is what I now strive to attain. With such a realigned aiming point, it would be a misfortune inadvertently to strike a ball so that it flies absolutely straight.”

“Agreement,” said Thumper. “Consistency is the usual result of assiduous application, so we can hope that principle will apply in this case.”

“I appreciate your encouragement,” said Qual. “I intend to exert myself to that end.” After a pause, he added, “Since this golf is a novel pursuit to my kind, I would appreciate any education you can offer me. I have not made great progress, but after all, this is only my first session. Perhaps you would even be so kind as to serve as my adviser during my attempts to compare golfing skills with the humans.”

“Thank you, Flight Leftenant,” said Thumper via Qual’s translator. “I would much appreciate the opportunity to assist you in your competition, but golf is hardly my specialty. Also, having fallen into General Blitzkrieg’s ill graces through no fault of my own, I have been advised to hold myself as much as possible beyond the periphery of his awareness. I fear I will have to decline the invitation.”

Qual thought for a moment, leaning on his driver. “Perhaps not,” he said. “As a valued ally of the humans, I have certain privileges, including the choice of my own staff. If I elect to employ the services of one of their legionnaires, it should be seen as an honor to the Alliance, rather than a slight. And”—he paused for a moment—“if I have not guessed wrong, you have insights into human activities I am not likely to get from either a human or from one of my own species.”

“The possibility exists,” admitted Thumper. “It does appear to have the potential for amusement. But if you do not object, I wish to consider it a little more—and get the advice of a trusted acquaintance—before giving you a final answer.”

“Utterly reasonable,” said Qual. “And now, if it is not in conflict with your assigned Legion duties, I would appreciate your continued advice on my mode of striking the ball. Please be absolutely candid—it is to my benefit.”

“With enthusiasm,” the translator said, after Thumper had spoken. “Attempt a number of swings, and I will determine if I can detect anything of use.”

“Very well,” said Qual, stepping up to address the ball again. “Be alert! Anything might well occur!” He took a powerful swing, and again the ball flew on its way downrange …

*    *    *

“What the hell’s that up ahead, Soosh?” Do-Wop asked, peering into the darkness that had fallen over the trail. It was clear what he was asking about; some distance away, there was a flickering of light, not quite steady enough to be artificial. They’d been following directions the general storekeeper in town had given them, but it had been dark for some time, and it was anybody’s guess if they were still on the trail.

“I think those are fires,” said Sushi in a low voice. “If our map’s right, that ought to be the Indian camp they told us about back in town. I think we’re on the right track.”

“Fires, huh?” said Do-Wop. He pointed to his wrist comm. “You think we oughta call the fire department, then? There must be half a dozen of ’em up there, burning away. Somebody might get hurt …”

Sushi shook his head. “Don’t bother,” he said. “I think they’re supposed to be part of the Authentic Western Experience of Cut ’N’ Shoot. From what I remember, they used to use open fires all the time on Old Earth, for cooking and light and to keep wild animals away at night.”

“Lousy way to run a planet,” said Do-Wop. “Authentic Western Experience or not, I bet the Italians didn’t do it that way.”

“How do you think they did it?” said Sushi, hunkering down to peer ahead. “Porta-range furnaces? Pocket microwaves?”

“Sure,” said Do-Wop nonchalantly. “We invented everything else any good. Ice cream, pizza, beer …”

Sushi rolled his eyes. “Right,” he said. “Maybe I’d believe you if I thought you knew enough history to find Italy on a map, which would surprise me no end, considering you can’t find the Legion base on a map of Zenobia.”

“Hey, I can read a map just as good as you can,” said Do-Wop. “Besides, you’re just jealous. Italians invented the mob, too, which your guys only got a stoopid-sounding copy of. What’s it called, Yazooka? Is ’at some kinda chewin’ gum, or what?”

“Yakuza,” said Sushi. “Which to me, at least, doesn’t sound any stupider than mafia, if you want to know the truth.”

“Yeah, huh? You call my uncle Nunzio stupid, you gonna find out whether you can walk wit’ the fishes …”

“I thought it was sleeping with the fishes I was supposed to be worried about,” said Sushi. “Y’know, if you’re going to try to scare people, you ought to at least try to make a threat that makes sense.”

“An’ that shows how much you know,” said Do-Wop, poking his finger at Sushi’s chest. “When I make a farkin’ threat …”

“You make-um heap big noise,” came a deep voice from out of the dark. “Heard you both a long way off, bump and crash like drum roll-um downhill. You lucky no wild animals here look-um for nice rump of paleface for supper.”

“Who said that?” said Do-Wop, jumping. He peered out into the dark but could see nothing.

“I think the Indians just found us,” said Sushi, standing up. “Hello, whoever you are. Can you take us to your leader?”

“What, you think we in some bad movie?” said the deep voice again. A towering figure glided forward from the shadows, its facial features still obscured by the darkness.

“What’s a movie?” asked Do-Wop, moving up alongside Sushi. Almost without thinking about it, he assumed a fighting stance.

“Like a tri-vee, only flat,” said Sushi absentmindedly. He put his weight on the balls of his feet, not in as aggressive a stance as Do-Wop but still ready to respond if the stranger made a hostile move.

“You paleface boys look like you get ready kick-um ass,” said the stranger, amusement in his voice. “Why you don’t come smoke-um peace pipe instead? We talk, eat some good food, maybe do some business …”

“Food?” said Sushi, suddenly aware of his nearly empty stomach. “Gee, I guess I could use a bite to eat.”

“Peace pipe?” said Do-Wop. “Yo, man, lead the way.”


Chapter Seven

Journal #793

A man of fixed habits is thought by many to be unflappable, impossible to upset. As a man whom many would consider to be a prime example of that description, I can tell you frankly that the popular perception is only partly correct.

Granted, a regular routine is one of the best ways to prevent disturbance in one’s life. If one knows that the mail arrives at ten o’clock and that dinner is served at six, such events serve as anchors for the day’s activities. Even when the mail is delayed, or when some family member is detained at work until past the dinner hour, one knows that these are aberrations. One adjusts to the variation, secure in the confidence that routine will reassert itself in due course. Indeed, this is one of the appeals of the military life—one of the few, I should add.

But there is an infallible way to disconcert a man of fixed habits, and that this is to deprive him of any routine whatsoever. The most insidious way to do this is to send him off on vacation …

*    *    *

Lieutenant Armstrong gritted his teeth, staring out into the Zenobian desert. There was a plume of dust rapidly approaching the camp across the arid landscape. General Blitzkrieg was here. And that meant that, for the foreseeable future, Omega Company was about to get some long-deferred experience in the ugly side of life in the Legion.

Well, Armstrong had done his share of brownnosing and kowtowing to irrational brass; he could undoubtedly fall back into the routine if he had to. He’d never been particularly good at it, which is why he’d ended up in Omega Company instead of in some more desirable posting. That was before Captain Jester had come, back when Omega Company was the rathole of the Legion, the catchall for incorrigibles and incompetents no other unit wanted. Considering that the Space Legion was widely recognized as the rathole of the Alliance military, that was saying a lot.

It was well-known that General Blitzkrieg still looked at Omega Company as a rathole. In fact, he apparently preferred it that way. There had to be someplace so bad it could be used to threaten anyone who got out of line or failed to come up to the mark. As far as Armstrong could figure it out, the general considered Omega Company his personal property and soundly resented Captain Jester’s turning it into the best outfit in the Legion.

It rarely occurred to Armstrong to question the wisdom of a superior officer, let alone that of a general of the Legion. But when it came to Omega Company, he’d seen the before and after versions with his own eyes and knew which was better. In his considered opinion, General Blitzkrieg was full of … well, “hot air” was one of the more genteel expressions that came to Armstrong’s mind.

Almost every member of Omega Company had a similarly low opinion of the general. That meant that Lieutenant Armstrong was going to have his hands full preventing the incident that the general had undoubtedly come here intending to provoke. And with the captain off-base—no, worse than that, completely out of reach—it was going to be a major chore to neutralize the general, even with Omega Company’s officers babysitting him for the entire length of his visit. Even with the help of the entire command cadre, there was bound to be somebody who snapped. It might be Sergeant Escrima; it might be one of the recent recruits; it might even be the usually phlegmatic Tusk-anini. The problem was that nobody knew exactly who the general was going to go after, or how, and that meant that nobody could completely prepare for it.

But the general’s hoverjeep had reached the perimeter of the camp. Now it was too late for preparations. Anything that wasn’t already done wasn’t going to get done. Armstrong sighed, then pulled himself upright into his sharpest military posture and strode forward to greet the arriving vehicle.

Now that the dust cloud had begun to settle, Armstrong could see that the general’s hoverjeep was a deluxe ultra-stretch model, as much a limo as a jeep. Its exterior color was deep Legion black with tinted windows and antennas that, from their size and number, could pick up signals from all over the civilized galaxy. To judge by the size of the hood, it featured an especially powerful engine. On both sides and on the hood, an oversize Legion insignia was painted in gold, surrounded by general’s stars. Armstrong had heard some commentator claim that a man’s vehicle was an extension of his personality; if that was so, General Blitzkrieg was not a man to trifle with.

The hoverjeep slowed to a stop, settled onto its parking cushions, and the engine noise faded to a low hum. Armstrong stationed himself by the rear door, then nodded to Brandy, who’d brought along her training squad as an honor guard and reception party. “Ten-HUT!” barked the first sergeant, and to Armstrong’s relief, the legionnaires responded with almost commendable sharpness as a slim woman in a major’s uniform stepped out of the driver’s seat. She stepped around to the passenger side and opened the door for a heavyset man—General Blitzkrieg.

Armstrong snapped off his best academy salute and held it. But instead of returning the salute, the general glared around the assembled troops and bellowed, “Where the hell is that idiot Jester? He should have been here to meet me. There’d better be a damned good explanation, or I’m going to fry his ass!”

Right at that moment, Lieutenant Armstrong knew it was not going to be one of his better days.

*    *    *

General Blitzkrieg was doing his best to conceal his glee as Sparrowhawk opened the door to let him emerge from his hoverjeep. He’d known better than to expect his arrival on Zenobia to be a total surprise. The damned military grapevine was far too efficient for a general to travel halfway across the Alliance without anyone’s noticing and warning his prospective hosts. So by all rights, Captain Jester should have had at least some advance notice of the general’s impending inspection tour. In any case, an honor guard—if you wanted to dignify a couple dozen legionnaires by that name—had turned out to greet his arrival. So Jester did have advance notice. And by age-old military custom, Jester himself should have been at the landing site to greet the arriving brass—putting the best face on the situation, even if he knew his miserable outfit was going to fall short of the general’s standards.

But, to Blitzkrieg’s astonishment, Captain Jester was nowhere to be seen. Such a flagrant failure to kowtow to the Legion’s commanding general was exactly the kind of opening Blitzkrieg wanted—a lapse so blatant that even the most ardent of Jester’s supporters would have a hard time explaining it away. Normally he’d have to do some digging to come up with some suitable provocation; he might even have to magnify some molehill of imperfection into a mountain of culpability. But here was a major lapse in military courtesy—if not an outright dereliction of duty—being handed to him on a platinum-plated platter! Blitzkrieg was delighted.

The ranking officer here was a lieutenant, who was at least managing a decent salute. Blitzkrieg hadn’t bothered to look up the names of Omega Company’s junior officers. The simple fact that they were here meant that they were screwups, and that was all he needed to know about them. He hated screwups—they made the Legion look bad, and that made him look bad. He wouldn’t stand for that.

He stood scowling for a long moment before returning the lieutenant’s salute. “As you were, Lieutenant,” he grumbled. Then, leaning forward, he hissed, “Where’s that idiot Jester? And don’t tell me he didn’t know I was coming—even he isn’t that dumb. Where is he?”

The lieutenant—Blitzkrieg could now see his name tag, which read Armstrong—had almost imperceptibly relaxed from his rigid stance for a moment, but now was standing at attention again. “General Blitzkrieg, sir!” the lieutenant said. “With Captain Jester’s apologies, sir! The captain detailed me to greet you so that he could attend to urgent company business. He …”

“Oh, shut the hell up!” barked the general. He waved a hand and stepped past Armstrong, glaring around at the miserable hellhole of a desert world that he’d sent Omega Company to. “If I want any of Jester’s bullshit, I can get it directly from the horse’s ass.” Despite himself, the general chuckled. That was one of his better lines; he’d have to remember it for future use.

“Yes, sir, sir!” said Armstrong, frozen in position.

“That’s more like it, Lieutenant,” said Blitzkrieg. He made the rank sound like an epithet. “Now, I’ve had all the nonsense I can stomach for one day. Take me to wherever Jester’s hiding—on the double!”

“Yes, sir,” said Armstrong, again saluting. “If the general would be so kind as to follow me …”

“No need for that, Mr. Armstrong,” came a familiar jaunty voice. “Welcome to our humble establishment, General Blitzkrieg—I hope your flight in wasn’t too boring.”

“Captain!” said Armstrong, whirling around. His voice and his expression conveyed an unmistakable sense of relief.

“Jester!” snarled General Blitzkrieg, his face settling into a long-accustomed frown. If Armstrong was relieved, the effect on the general was the complete opposite. Here at last was the man he’d traveled halfway across the Alliance to wreak his vengeance on—and the very sound of his voice was enough to set Blitzkrieg’s blood pressure soaring.

Sure enough, there stood Willard Phule—or, to use his proper Legion name, Captain Jester, grinning as if he’d just seen his best old friend, instead of the commanding general who’d never made much secret of his desire to crush Phule and all he stood for. To Blitzkrieg’s utter astonishment, the fellow was out of uniform. Instead of the Legion’s standard-issue black jumpsuit, the commander of Omega Company was wearing a summer-weight tuxedo with a sparkling white jacket and an impertinent bow tie with matching cummerbund in an eye-assaulting pattern of unmilitary colors. In his hand was a half-empty martini glass.

“Glad you could make it,” he said, extending his right hand. “How about you join me for a drink while one of the fellows takes your luggage to your quarters?”

General Blitzkrieg’s mouth fell open, but not a word emerged. It was with considerable astonishment that he realized that he’d actually taken Captain Jester’s hand and begun to shake it. A moment after that, the captain had put a friendly arm around his shoulders and begun to steer him in the direction of the sleekly contoured building that must house the Legion base here on Zenobia. And the whole time, Jester kept up a line of small talk, just as if he was about to plop a contract in front of him and sell him an insurance policy.

Somewhere in the back of Blitzkrieg’s mind there rested the thought that he’d come here to ream out Jester like no Legion officer had ever been reamed out in the history of the service.

But he had to admit, right now a drink sounded like just the thing he needed. There’d be plenty of time for reaming afterward.

*    *    *

“De Mon” turned out to be a giant, dark-skinned man with a shaved head and eyes that seemed to look right through you. Rita ushered Phule into the circle of men, women, and robots sitting around him near a campfire. Like Rita, both sexes in this village dressed in colorful, flowing robes and wore their hair in long braids. A distinctive odor of smoldering vegetation filled the air. The group broke into excited whispers as Phule came into view but fell silent as de Mon raised his hand.

“Who dis come to see de Mon?” he asked in a penetrating voice—surprisingly, a clear melodic tenor instead of the basso profundo Phule would have expected from someone of his bulk.

Rita had already told Phule to let her do the talking. “Dis be Captain Jester, from de Space Legion,” she said. “He lookin’ for some frens. Somebody tell he dey be wit’ de Indians, so he come looking. I an’ I fetch he here.”

De Mon turned to Phule. “You frens—what dey look like?”

Phule said, “I wish they were easier to describe. One’s an older man, very dignified-looking—he’s actually my butler, but I doubt he’d be wearing his usual outfit for a vacation. The other’s a woman—younger, maybe thirty? Thin, dark-skinned, short hair, usually very serious. I don’t know what she’s wearing now, but the last time I saw her, she was in Legion uniform—a black jumpsuit like this one. Needless to say, there’d be a reward for anyone who can help me find them.”

Several of de Mon’s circle frowned. “What he say?” murmured one of the robots. “He talk so funny …”

De Mon glared at his companions until they fell silent, then nodded and said, “Huh.” He fixed Phule with his piercing gaze. Phule looked back, frankly, for a long moment. Apparently satisfied with what he saw, de Mon turned to the others around him. “Anybody see dose people?”

“Sure, dey been to de tourist trap day ’fore yestaday,” said one woman, who wore huge golden earrings and at least a dozen bangles on her wrists. “De woman buyin’ lots o’ books, some jewelry—lots o’ pretty stuff. Her mon, he jes’ look and shake he head.”

“Do you know where they went next?” asked Phule. “I’m very anxious to find them.”

“Dat your money dey be spendin’?” asked de Mon with a sly grin. Then he held up a hand and said to the woman who’d spoken before, “You see dem leave?”

“Dey go to de food court,” said the woman. “I don’t know where dey go after, but dey talkin’ ’bout de roundup. I bet dey done gone dere.”

“Dat makes sense,” said de Mon, nodding. “All de tourist, dey wants to see de roundup. Dat’s why dey run it six time ev’ry year.”

“Where would they go to see the roundup?” asked Phule eagerly. Maybe he was finally making progress. It seemed as if he’d walked or ridden over half the planet to learn this much about his fugitive butler.

“De main place is de Pretty Good Corral in Skilletville—dey bring in de robocows down de streets, whoopin’ and hollerin’, folk shootin’ off de guns. It ’spose to be a stirrin’ sight,” said de Mon. “You go dere, mos’ like you finds dese people you look for.”

“Thank you,” said Phule. “If someone will tell me how to get there, I’ll be greatly in your debt.”

“You come t’rough with de reward, dat take care of de debt mighty quick,” said de Mon dryly. “Bes’ way to go, you ride east till you past de hills, den swing sout’ to de big river …”

Half an hour later, Phule was on his way. The weather was clear and warm, and his robosteed made good time along the well-marked trail. He met nobody on the way, although perhaps three or four times he saw the dust cloud raised by some distant rider, and once he spotted a stagecoach on a road parallel to his trail.

As the West Indians had predicted, he was in Skilletville well before dark. And while all the hotels and rooming houses were full of tourists, he applied his Dilithium Express card to the problem and soon had an acceptable, if not really luxurious, room. He dumped his luggage on the bed, splashed some water on his face to wash off the trail dust, and went out looking for Beeker.

*    *    *

Major Sparrowhawk took one long last sip of her coffee—the best she’d ever had in a Legion mess hall, and that included the Staff Officer’s mess at Headquarters. And the selection of pastries, and the butter and jam, were of a quality unheard of in most of the restaurants she was in the habit of frequenting. The story that had made the rounds back at Headquarters about Jester’s having brought in a cordon bleu chef to feed Omega Company (and himself, of course) was beginning to seem credible now that she’d had breakfast in their mess.

It was sorely tempting to fill the cup up one more time and have just one more croissant. But no—the general expected her to spy for him while he went out and socialized with the officers and enjoyed whatever amenities the base had to offer. She’d been through the routine dozens of times over the years since her assignment as Blitzkrieg’s adjutant. Time to do it again. She stood up, carried her empty tray over to the window where dirty dishes were deposited, and turned to head out to the parade ground. If luck was on her side, somewhere out there she’d find trouble.

“Good morning, Major,” said a voice behind her. She turned automatically to see who’d spoken. It was a youngish woman with lieutenant’s insignia on the shoulders of her Legion jumpsuit, wearing a broad smile on her face.

Lieutenant Rembrandt, Sparrowhawk recalled. Nominally second-in-command of Omega Company—to the extent that means anything at all. But why was she smiling? Most of the time, on General Blitzkrieg’s inspection tours, every member of the general’s party was considered an enemy … with excellent reason. Was Rembrandt so naive that she didn’t that know Sparrowhawk’s job entailed finding out whatever dirt she could to report back to the general? Or did she have some ulterior motive—possibly orders from her CO to keep an eye on the visiting officers? It didn’t really matter. Quite possibly this fresh-faced junior officer would lead her to exactly the kind of dirt she was looking for.

“Good morning, Lieutenant,” said Sparrowhawk, conjuring up a smile of her own. “I’m headed for an after-breakfast walk. Would you have time to join me?” She made a point of phrasing it in such a way that the lieutenant could interpret it either as an order or a friendly invitation.

Rembrandt’s smile grew even broader. “Why, I’d be glad to make the time, Major. The very least I can do is show you where things are so you won’t feel lost on this unfamiliar base.”

Right, thought Sparrowhawk. That clinched it; Captain Jester must have detailed his lieutenant to shepherd the general’s adjutant and steer her away from whatever Omega Company was trying to hide. Well, Sparrowhawk had gotten the runaround more than once before. In fact, she considered it a useful time saver. Once she’d figured out what parts of the base Rembrandt was trying to keep her from seeing, she’d have a short list of all the major trouble spots to look at on her own. Better yet, the guided tour would take her to all the really interesting spots in camp, so she could actually enjoy it while she was making her little list. “Lead on, Lieutenant,” she said with a predatory smile. This was going to be far too easy …

Rembrandt brightened up. “Oh, great! Captain Jester’s done some really neat things here, and I think you’ll enjoy seeing them, Major. Although you’ve probably seen every base in the Alliance …” The two of them headed down an outside corridor toward the main exit from the giant prefabricated building that was the central structure of Zenobia Base.

“Oh, I’m not quite that ancient,” said Sparrowhawk with a conspiratorial wink. “And why don’t we just let our hair down and forget about rank, OK? My Legion name’s Sparrowhawk … and can I call you Rembrandt?”

“Sure, Maj—Sparrowhawk,” said Rembrandt. She smiled and held open a door leading out to the parade ground. Like a lamb to the slaughter, thought Sparrowhawk, stepping out into the sunlight.

She didn’t stop to reflect that the phrase might equally apply both ways …

*    *    *

Skilletville was filled wall to wall with people, apparently about fifty tourists for every local—and a fair number of the locals were “Injun” robots. Among the tourists, most of the men were wearing clearly freshly bought “Western” outfits: broad-brimmed hats, unbuttoned vests, blue jeans, boots with fancy tool work, and some kind of gun belt. The women’s outfits showed more variety, from a feminized version of the hat-jeans-and-boots ensemble to full skirts, parasols, high necklines, and somewhat less practical hats. Most of them looked extremely uncomfortable. On the other hand, Phule’s Legion jumpsuit got more than its share of curious glances—which might have made him even more uncomfortable if he’d been prone to second-guessing himself.

Along all the unpaved streets were rows of tents selling food, crafts, vids, and “collectibles,” the latter being junky impulse items so outrageously overpriced that the buyers would probably hold on to them forever in the vain hope of someday getting back what they’d paid. Phule stopped to grab a sandwich and a bottle of the local beer at one stand, and scanned the crowd while he gulped them down. No sign of Beeker or Nightingale. He put his sandwich wrapper and empty bottle into a recycler. Some sort of show was going on near the center of town; he made his way through the thickening crowd toward the sound of music and laughter.

A small wooden stage had been erected in the middle of the street, where a group of musicians—half of them human, the other half robots—were playing banjos, fiddles, and a washboard. A grinning sheriff and a buxom music hall girl performed a lively dance to the music. Phule watched for a moment, then shrugged. Whatever the rest of the crowd saw in the act, it did nothing for him. He went back to searching the crowd for the familiar face of his butler—or the slightly less familiar one of Nightingale. After a few minutes, he realized that he’d just seen another familiar face—one he’d met only a few days ago. He turned his head back, reexamining the crowd … Yes, there it was, just on the other side of the stage. Buck Short.

Once again, he began pushing his way through the crowd, this time toward the grizzled cowboy who’d sent him looking for Beeker out in Indian territory. He got several annoyed glances from tourists intent on watching the show, and a couple of elbows came his way, but before long he was right behind his target. “Hello, Buck,” he said calmly, putting his hand on the cowboy’s shoulder.

Buck spun around surprisingly quickly in the tight-packed crowd. “Why, Cap’n!” he said. “What brings you by Skilletville?”

“Still looking for my butler,” said Phule. “The West Indians suggested they might have come here.”

“Wa-al, I reckon that could be,” said Buck. “Dunno why I didn’t think of it myself.”

“Yes, I wondered about that myself, once I learned that this is apparently the main tourist destination on the planet,” said Phule. He paused, looking directly into Short’s eyes. “By any chance did somebody tell you to send me out of the way so I wouldn’t see them?”

“That don’t hardly make sense, Cap’n,” said Short, his eyes shifting from side to side. “Say, how’s about you and me go somewheres, maybe have a drink and figger it out?”

“I’m not buying you any more drinks,” said Phule. “But we are definitely going to figure things out.” He grabbed the cowboy by the collar and began pulling him along toward the edge of the crowd. The onlookers stared and pointed but did nothing, probably assuming that Buck’s squirming was part of the show. Just what they thought Phule, in a custom-tailored modern Space Legion uniform, was doing in a Wild West re-creation show was probably best left unexplored.

Eventually Phule emerged from the crowd with Buck still in tow. He dragged him over to a horse trough and sat him on the edge. “All right, here’s the deal,” he said. “I’m going to ask you a few questions, and you’re going to give me answers. If I don’t think you’re giving me the right answers, you get a bath—which maybe isn’t a bad idea after all.”

“Hey, pardner, ain’t no need to get all hasty,” said Buck. SPLASH! Phule ducked him into the trough before he could say any more, held him down for a count of five, then pulled him back up, sputtering. The cowboy finally recovered his breath enough to ask, “What’d you go an’ do that fer?”

“To make sure you know I’m serious,” said Phule, grinning fiercely. “Have you seen my butler?”

“Wa-al, I can’t rightly remem—” SPLASH!

“I’ll ask the question again,” said Phule, pulling him back up—this time after a count of ten. “Have you seen my butler?”

“Yep, I shore have,” said Buck. “Him and his lady was here last night, enjoyin’ the roundup. Don’t duck me agin!”

“I won’t, if you tell me where they are now,” said Phule.

Buck Short waved a soggy arm in the direction of the Cut ’N’ Shoot spaceport. “They went that-a-way,” he said. Phule nodded, then let go of his shirt. Buck nearly fell back in the water. But Phule was paying no attention. He was already heading for his robosteed, ready to ride off in pursuit of Beeker.

*    *    *

General Blitzkrieg stepped out onto the parade ground of Omega Base, his best professional scowl on his face. He’d been here less than one standard day, but already he was feeling frustrated. He was used to arriving for “surprise” inspections only to discover that every legionnaire on the planet had known far in advance of his visit and had prepared for it. He was even used to having the local COs whirl him through a round of wining and dining and VIP receptions in hopes of distracting him from the object of his visit. He couldn’t pretend he minded the special treatment one bit; as far as he was concerned, it was one of the more attractive perks of being a commanding general in the Space Legion.

Besides, he could afford to enjoy himself a little on these inspection tours. The local commanders might assume they’d managed to pull the wool over his eyes. Little did they know that while the general was getting the VIP treatment, his adjutant, Major Sparrowhawk, was making note of the real lapses in discipline, preparedness, and security on the bases he visited. Blitzkrieg had to admit that Sparrowhawk had a pretty good head on her shoulders, for a female. Sometimes he didn’t know how he’d run the Legion without her.

But somehow he’d failed to realize that Zenobia Base was the sole human outpost on this insufferable lizard-ridden planet. There were no sights to be seen, unless you happened to like swamps and deserts. There weren’t any four-star restaurants, unless you counted the mess hall—which, he had to admit, served a pretty decent meal for a Legion base. And, as far as he could tell, the only recreational facilities within a light-year of the place were the casinos of Lorelei Station, where he’d dropped far too much money on his four-day stopover before coming here. He might just have to spend this visit actually inspecting the troops …

Well, sometimes business had to come before pleasure. He’d come looking for ammunition to finally destroy the career of that damned headline-hunting jackass of a Phule. If he didn’t find it, it was nobody’s fault but his own. He put on his most intimidating expression and headed toward a group of legionnaires he saw lounging about a short distance away.

“Yo, the brass comin’,” said a soft voice. Blitzkrieg had expected that. He’d also expected the legionnaires to fall into a hasty formation and come to attention. Instead, while a few of them glanced his way, they continued to act like unconcerned civilians. His eyebrows rose a notch. Were they that poorly trained, or was this a deliberate affront? He’d soon find out.

“Hey, boss man, what’s the bite?” said one of the troops as he strode up to the legionnaires. “You been all triff?”

Blitzkrieg’s eyes bulged out and his jaw fell open. “Wh-wh-what?” he sputtered. “Legionnaire, do you know who I am?”

The legionnaire—a tall, thin man with cafe-au-lait coloration—stepped forward and peered at the general. “Yeah, jes’ like I thought—you’re the main boss mofo,” he said after a long moment’s close-up inspection. “They told me you’re a gruff and skritty chee, but you look mighty sly to me.”

“I look what?” said Blitzkrieg. His voice rose an octave. “They told you WHAT?”

“Oh yeah, that’s sly, all right,” said the legionnaire, nodding with evident approval. “Ain’t nothin’ skritty ’bout you, not a hair of it.” He stuck out his hand. “Splank it, boss man!”

Blitzkrieg looked around in panic. He knew the Legion took in representatives of every species from every planet in the Alliance. And he knew—better than anyone—that those who couldn’t handle the demands of life and work in the Legion ended up in Omega Company, more often than not. But the reality of it was something those abstract understandings had left him unprepared for. The proposition that this fellow in front of him qualified as a fellow sophont was beyond his intellectual grasp.

But before he could make his escape, another apparition in Legion uniform approached him. This one had a shaved head, round glasses, and a beatific smile. “Ah, General Blitzkrieg,” it said. “It is with great pleasure that I see you here.” He put his hand on the tall legionnaire’s shoulder, caught his eyes, and nodded. The tall fellow nodded back and moved away.

“Uh, pleasure, a real pleasure,” said the general, glad to be rid of the incomprehensible nuisance but unsure what this new legionnaire was up to. Where are the sergeants?

“I wonder if you could take a moment to inform us on a few important topics?” said the fellow, still smiling. “It is unusual to be able to learn from a representative of the higher echelons of command.”

“Uh, what did you have in mind?” asked Blitzkrieg. He wasn’t sure that offering to answer questions was a good idea, but he felt he owed the fellow at least a moment’s courtesy in exchange for his having steered away the first man.

“Why, only the most elementary matters,” said the smiling man. “Perhaps you would be so kind as to explain the imbalance between merit and reward. For example, this company’s previous assignment was on Landoor, a dangerous and demanding environment. But after we achieved our mission there, we did not receive a fine vacation, but transfer to an even more critical mission here on Zenobia. Is this equitable?”

General Blitzkrieg’s eyes bulged; then he began looking about for help. Surely there was an officer—at very least a sergeant—in charge of this squad, he thought. The round-faced man stood there, grinning, with the rest of the squad looking on with evident curiosity. Did they really expect him to answer the question?

With growing consternation, the general realized that they did.


Chapter Eight

Journal #799

I confess, it is beyond my comprehension what the appeal is of golf. The game was clearly designed by some malignant entity, forcing its devotees to attempt impossible feats with awkward, misshapen implements. And surely the number of heart attacks and fits of apoplexy resulting from the game’s manifold frustrations amply belies the presumed benefits of its being played in the healthy out-of-doors.

It hardly surprised me, then, to learn that the game was a favorite of General Blitzkrieg, a man whose entire career seemed to be the apotheosis of cross-purposes.

*    *    *

“See here, Jester, I’ve had just about enough …” General Blitzkrieg got no further than that before his jaw dropped and his eyes bulged out.

“Great, General, we aim to please,” said the commanding officer of Omega Company. To Blitzkrieg’s utter astonishment, Phule was still out of uniform—except this time he had traded in his white dinner jacket for a preposterously bright green golf shirt, blatantly unmatching (largely pink and orange) Madras shorts, and argyle socks that somehow managed to clash with both. A white sun visor and a tasseled pair of blue suede golf shoes completed the ensemble. The captain winked at the general, then said, “I thought I’d go out and hit a few before dinner call. Like to join me? We’ve got a couple of spare bags of clubs if you haven’t brought your own.”

“Hit a few? Clubs?” General Blitzkrieg stared in incomprehension. Then his expression changed. “Do you mean to tell me you’ve got a golf course here?”

“Well, at the moment all I’ve got is a driving range and three short holes,” said Phule sheepishly. “I’d love to expand to a nine-holer—the terrain here is just ideal, you know. But we’re here on sufferance by the Zenobians, and they’re likely to raise a stink if we start chopping down all their underbrush. I thought if I could teach a couple of the native officers the game, they’d see the point of the whole thing, but it’s slow going.”

“Teach them the game?” said Blitzkrieg. His eyes narrowed, calculating.

“Oh yes,” said Phule. “Get a bunch of Zenobians out on the links, and it’d do wonders for interspecies relations, and of course it’d be the quickest way to get their support for building a course for my officers. So I’ve been giving a few of the locals a chance to get out and take some swings. Not that it’s been easy, General. You can’t imagine how much trouble I’ve had finding decent half-size clubs for the little beggars—especially since most of them seem to be lefties …”

“Captain, Captain—hold on just a minute,” said General Blitzkrieg. “I want to get a good look at these three holes you say you’ve built. And it just so happens, I’ve got my clubs and spikes along. Tell me where the first tee is, and I’ll meet you there in ten minutes.”

“Yes, sir!” said Phule. “The course is at the south edge of the base, down where you see the red tents set up. I’ll get us a couple of caddies.”

Blitzkrieg dashed back to his room. And here he’d been thinking that his visit to Zenobia was going to be all work and no play! It looked as if Jester was good for something after all. Not that setting up a few golf holes was going to get the captain off the hook for all his offenses against Legion tradition, of course. Blitzkrieg was sure he’d find plenty of material to make an open-and-shut case against Jester.

Or, to be exact, Major Sparrowhawk would find it while he was enjoying himself out on the course. If you could call three holes a course … well, if they were interesting enough, perhaps they’d keep him distracted from the sordid business of collecting enough rope to hang the fellow. He finished tying on his spikes, grabbed the bag of clubs, and headed back outside.

The red tents, as it turned out, had been set up as an impromptu clubhouse for the little golf course. There Captain Jester waited, leaning on a short iron. Next to him stood a pair of legionnaire recruits who looked more than happy at having been rescued from their morning formation to do some honest work for their superior officers. A canopied hoverjeep sat nearby, with a set of clubs leaning out the back next to a Legion-issue field cooler. Beyond them, General Blitzkrieg could make out a more or less green area with a small red-and-white flag flying from a pole in the middle distance. About three hundred yards, he estimated almost without thinking. Drive, six iron, and maybe a chip—easy five, chance at four.

“Great, there you are,” said Jester, shading his eyes with one hand. “Do you want to hit some practice shots, or shall we have a drink first?”

The general squinted toward the sky. “Looks as if the sun’s over the yardarm,” he said. He’d never much thought about what a yardarm might be, or how high the sun would have to be to be over one. It seemed as good an excuse as any to have a drink, not that he ever lacked for excuses.

“All right, name your poison,” said Jester, pointing toward the cooler. “We’ll wet our throats and then see how far the ball’s going today. In this dry air, it usually flies pretty well. Rolls a long way after it lands, too.”

“Good,” said the general, chuckling. “I don’t mind a few extra yards, to tell the truth.”

“Who does?” said Jester with a broad grin. “Let’s get a drink, and then we can find out how it’s playing.” He waved toward the waiting cooler, and General Blitzkrieg eagerly stepped forward. This was beginning to look like a worthwhile visit after all—and he hadn’t even started to compile demerits against Omega Company. That would be when the real fun started …

*    *    *

Sushi and Do-Wop sat in a circle with a large group of the Red Indians illuminated by a campfire in the middle. They’d told their story to the chief (the same Indian who’d met them). Then they’d been feasted, they’d been entertained by singers and storytellers, and now the peace pipe was making its way around the circle. At the moment, it was apparently somewhere on the far side of the circle; neither of the two legionnaires had yet sampled it.

Showing unaccustomed patience, Do-Wop nudged Sushi and said, “Yo, Soosh, what d’ya think of these Indian babes? I think a couple of ’em like me …”

“That’s just because they don’t know you,” said Sushi. “Give them five or ten minutes …”

“Funny man,” said Do-Wop, throwing a mock-angry punch at Sushi. He was about to add something else when a voice behind the two of them said, “Legionnaires come quick—heap bad news!”

“Oh, shit, I just knew it—we’re gonna miss our turn on the pipe,” said Do-Wop. “Soosh, how about you go find out what’s happening?”

“Both must come,” said the messenger before Sushi could reply. With the strength of robotic muscles, the Red Indian grasped each of them by the arm, pulling them away from the circle around the fire. Reluctant yet full of curiosity, Sushi followed without objection. True to form, Do-Wop complained bitterly every step of the way.

Their guide took them a short distance to where their robosteeds were hitched. Now, away from the glare of the fire, they could see the chief waiting there for them. Next to him stood another man, who looked as if he’d ridden hard to get there. “What’s going on?” asked Sushi. “Is this about the captain?”

“Got it in one,” said the new arrival, a lanky copper-skinned man dressed in boots, chaps, a vest, and a hat with three feathers in the brim. “He just left West Indian territory, headed lickety-split toward the spaceport. Word I got is that the guy he’s chasing has already booked ship off-planet.”

“Oh, great,” said Sushi. He looked off into the looming darkness, then turned back to the man with a sigh. “Any report on where they’re heading?”

“All the ships off-planet stop on Tejas first,” said the chief. He turned and spat off into the field, then said, “Could be anywhere after that. But the ship don’t take off till tomorrow noon. You hurry up, you ask-um yourselves.”

“Tomorrow noon,” said Sushi. “How long’s it take to get there?”

The rider looked at the chief, then shrugged. “Depends,” he said. “You ride flat out, you can be there by nine-thirty, ten. Longer if you stop for grub, sleep, or trouble. Be another ship on Thursday, no big deal—they all go the same place.”

“Hey, that’s right,” said Do-Wop. “That means that even if we miss it, we can catch up with ’em on Tejas, no big deal …”

Sushi cut him off. “It is a big deal. If we wait for the Thursday ship, we’re three days behind the captain, maybe further behind Beeker. Even worse if we have to waste time figuring out where he’s transferred to after Tejas.”

“Aww, come on,” said Do-Wop. “It’ll make that long ride a lot easier if I get one good hit off that peace pipe.”

Sushi wasn’t buying any part of it. “There’s no way we can do our job if we miss that ship. Chief, our apologies for not staying longer; I hope you understand this is important. If we can, we’ll come back and visit you again.”

“Not likely,” said the chief with an ironic smile. “But we do understand. Just to prove it, you take this with you.” He handed Sushi a small package. “Food for journey—you eat in the saddle and not lose time. Now go ride—and luck ride with you!”

They hopped into the saddle and rode off. It wasn’t until morning that Sushi opened the package. There he found tasty meat jerky and chocolate brownies. About an hour after eating, Sushi found himself smiling. He looked over at Do-Wop, who had a silly grin on his face. He winked and said, “Y’know, partner, I think those people must like you after all.”

Do-Wop nearly fell off his horse laughing.

They made it to the spaceport with plenty of time to spare.

*    *    *

“How long did you say this hole was?” said General Blitzkrieg, squinting down the fairway into the desert sun. He held a driver in one hand, a ball and tee in the other.

“About two-eighty,” said Captain Jester, shading his eyes with one hand. “I’d think you could reach the green on this one. There’s a bunker on the left, though, so be sure to fade it away from that.”

General Blitzkrieg nodded sagely and teed up his ball. In fact, based on the general’s showing on the practice tee, it was long odds against his being able to reach the green with anything less than a howitzer. As for the bunker on the left, Blitzkrieg could safely put it out of mind. The general’s tee shots took off with an invariable slice, for which a less stubborn golfer might have tried to compensate by aiming far left in hopes that the wildly curving ball would end up somewhere down the middle of the course. Perversely, the general insisted on lining up every shot as if he were going to deposit the ball in the dead center of the fairway. The unfortunate results of this strategy had not so far deterred the general. He was a hard man to deter.

The general took his stance, wiggled the club head back and forth a few times, glared at the distant flag, and took a mighty swing. The ball leapt off the tee, headed straight down the middle of the fairway, then inevitably began to curve to the right. “Get back, you bastard!” screamed the general, waving his hand as if to direct the errant pellet. “Hit something, damn you!” But as if oblivious of his exalted rank, the ball continued to the right, disappearing at last into the deep brush lining the course on that side.

“Wow, you got all of that one, sir,” said Captain Jester, watching the general’s ball fly out of sight. “It’d be pin high if you straightened it out. Hey—it’s just a practice round. Take another and see if you can put it close.”

“Right, just practice,” said the general, reaching in the side pocket of his golf bag for another ball. “Got to keep that left elbow straight.”

“Sure, we’ll get a chance to bend our elbows all we want after the round,” said Jester with a wink. “Hit as many as you like; get the feel of the course. Tomorrow I’ll see if I can round up a foursome and we can play for real.”

“A foursome?” said the general. “Now you’re talking—especially if there’s some action on it.”

“I think I can undertake to provide that,” said Jester. “Worse comes to worst, if our partners don’t have the sporting blood, you and I can put a few splazookies on the round. But we can worry about that when it’s time to pony up. For now, let’s get you some local knowledge. Hit a couple more balls out, and get a look at what kind of lies you’ve got. Then you can find out how the green’s playing … and then you won’t be able to excuse getting beat by saying you didn’t know the course!”

“Hah!” said Blitzkrieg gleefully. “We’ll see who it is who needs excuses, Captain. I’ll have you know I regularly shoot in the low eighties, you young pup. Get us a couple of partners who can put the ball down the fairway, and I’ll show you a few things about the game.”

“That’s the spirit,” said Jester, twirling a club. “I’ll get us a couple of partners, and tomorrow we’ll see how this little course stands up to some real golf. I just hope you won’t find it disappointing after some of the places you must have played …”

“Well, every course is a different challenge,” said Blitzkrieg. In point of fact, even the easiest courses were likely to be a challenge well beyond his golfing skills. He’d gerrymandered his average score into the eighties by a policy of taking as many tee shots as he needed to get a decent lie for his approach, bullying his opponents into conceding improbably long putts, and never counting any strokes after either his partner or their opponents sank a putt to win a given hole. When you had enough stars on the shoulders of your uniform, your opponents weren’t going to challenge you on the fine points of golf etiquette. And from the way Jester was talking, there was going to be no trouble at all playing his regular game here.

He teed up for his second drive and squinted down the fairway. This time he’d aim a little to the left and try to fade the ball right up to the opening of the green …

He gave the ball a mighty whack, and like a missile it took off down the fairway. And even before it reached the peak of its rise, it began its inevitable curve to the right. Blitzkrieg sighed and pulled another ball out of his pocket. He’d get a decent lie to play if it took him all morning …

*    *    *

“Rot’n’art,” said Do-Wop, looking up at the departures readout in the Tejas spaceport lounge. “At least this time it’s someplace I’ve heard of before.”

“Wow,” said Sushi. “I mean, I’m surprised you’ve heard of someplace outside your own home world.”

“You kiddin’? I’ve heard of lots of places—been to a few of ’em, too. Lorelei, Zenobia, here …”

“OK, I get the point,” said Sushi. “I guess we need to get ourselves booked to Rot’n’art …”

“I guess so,” said Do-Wop. “Wonder why ol’ Beeks is going there? It sure ain’t the place I’d pick for a vacation.”

“Yeah, you’d go straight back to Lorelei and blow everything in the slots,” said Sushi. “But you’re right—Rot’n’art isn’t exactly the scenic high point of the galaxy. Some interesting old buildings there, if I remember my history.”

“If they haven’t all fell down,” said Do-Wop. “Our schoolbooks had pictures of Old Earth, and you wouldn’t believe it. Some of the places—I’m talking ’bout joints where kings and vice presidents and other hot shits lived—were all busted up. You’d think they’d keep ’em in better shape.”

“Yeah, we had those same pictures in our books,” said Sushi. “They had a few too many wars and other kinds of trouble. But I’ve never heard of any wars on Rot’n’art, so maybe it’s in better shape than Old Earth. I guess we’re going to find out.”

“Hope they got good beer there, anyhow,” said Do-Wop. “Hey, that reminds me—we can’t get on the ship for another hour and a half. Let’s go get somethin’ to drink first.”

“Good a plan as any,” said Sushi tiredly. The two legionnaires picked up their duffel bags and headed down the spaceport corridor toward the shops next to the waiting area.

They’d gone just a few steps when Sushi grabbed Do-Wop by the arm and pulled him through a side door into a candy shop. “Quick,” he whispered. “Do you see who I see?”

“Where?” said Do-Wop, sticking his head out the door and looking in both directions. “I don’t see no …”

“Shhh!” said Sushi urgently. “Down by the vending machines—no, the other way, stupid!”

“Who you callin’ stupid, stupid?” said Do-Wop. He looked in the direction his partner had indicated. “Geez—it’s Beeker! Yo, Bee … Mpfhhr!” he sputtered as Sushi put a hand over his mouth.

“Quiet! If he sees us, he’ll know he’s being followed, and then who knows what he’ll do?” whispered Sushi. “We might lose him for good!”

“Escutse me, gentlebeinks, ah you lookink f’som cann’y?” came a squeaky voice from behind the counter. The two legionnaires turned as one to see a small, grey-furred creature peering at them with enormous sad eyes.

“Uh, yeah, that’s what we’re lookin’ for, candy,” said Do-Wop. “Y’got any Green Woofers?”

“Ahh, Greem Wooferts, Aldebaran Cann’y Com’any, ver’ gootd, yes,” said the little creature. It went over to one of the display cases and reached in the back. “You wan’ larch or chumbo sidze bocts?”

While the shopcreature waited on Do-Wop, Sushi stepped over to the doorway and cautiously peered down the corridor again. “I think he’s gone,” he said.

“Hang on, Soosh, I’m gettin’ some Green Woofers,” said Do-Wop. He turned back to the shopcreature and said, “Better make it the jumbo box. I dunno if they’ll have ’em on the ship.”

“Chumbo, yes, ver’ gootd,” said the creature, digging out the candy from the display case. “Anatink elts?”

Sushi stuck his head out the doorway again, then abruptly pulled it back and scurried over to Do-Wop. “Damn, I spoke too soon! Here comes Nightingale!”

“Well, she probably isn’t coming in here,” said Do-Wop, not showing much concern. “Maybe she’s not the candy type, y’know? These skinny broads can be weird …”

“Even if she doesn’t come inside, she might spot us, and then we’re totally zickled,” said Sushi, suddenly aware that his Legion-issue black jumpsuit stood out like a sore thumb in this spaceport. He turned to the little grey creature. “Is there any place we can hide for a few minutes? Someone’s coming that we want to surprise …”

“Oh, you gon’ buy cann’y f’it?” The shopcreature did something with its face that looked like a wink, then pointed to the counter along the back of the store. “You hite ovah derh!”

The two legionnaires scooted behind the counter and crouched down, hoping they’d been quick enough to avoid Nightingale’s attention. They suddenly became aware of the sound of footsteps entering the shop—a small human’s, to judge from the tempo and apparent weight. Sushi held his breath, hoping that, just this once, Do-Wop would be able to keep his mouth shut.

“Hey’o, missy, you need some cann’y?” said the shopcreature.

“Yes, have you any white chocolate?” The customer’s voice was muffled, although it was plainly a human female speaking. Sushi scrunched down lower.

“Ridte disweh,” said the little grey sophont, heading directly for the counter where the legionnaires hid. The woman’s footsteps followed the shopcreature.

“I want only the finest quality,” said the woman. “Nothing commercially processed.” Sushi still wasn’t sure whether this was Nightingale or not; he had only heard the Omega Mob’s medic speak a few times really close. He wished now that he’d made it a point to listen to her …

“Dadt wudbe da Viceroy spetyal ectspo’t,” said the shopcreature, coming behind the counter where Sushi and Do-Wop cowered. It pulled open a drawer. Sushi held his breath as he heard the shopcreature say, “Disiz ahr verabes’.”

The woman gasped. “Who is that behind the counter?” she cried. That was the last straw for Sushi and Do-Wop; they bolted from the store, nearly knocking down the shopcreature and his new customer, a petite blonde in an electric blue chiton.

The last thing either of them heard was the shopcreature calling, “Zir! Zir! Yuhaf vergo’in da Wooferts!”

Journal #804:

Rot’n’art is the indisputable “galactic center”—just ask its natives (if you can find any). This despite the planet’s location well out on the fringe of the Alliance, which in itself is located a considerable distance from the rather dangerous central regions of our galaxy. As to what Rot’n’art is the center of, the best indication might be found in its nearly universal—and richly deserved—reputation for decadence, corruption, and utter paralysis of every agency.

Unique among the planets of the Alliance, Rot’n’art has been entirely enclosed and roofed over. Seen from space, the planet is an irregular spheroid of metal and synthetics, which extend as much as a mile above the actual surface. It is not at all clear why someone—several generations of someones, to be precise—thought this particular form of development to be worth the effort. I suspect it was the Interplanetary Shippers Guild, who are greatly enriched by Rot’n’art’s need to import the vast majority of its foodstuffs, which despite its diminished population the planet can no longer grow for itself.

Rot’n’art’s claim on the title of “galactic center” unquestionably holds true if the subject is service robots. Not that robots are at all rare on other worlds—far from it. But on many worlds, they are found only in positions unsuited to human workers: undersea mining, for example, or nuclear reactor maintenance. Because of the positions they are in, the visitor (whose interest in undersea mines or the innards of nuclear reactors is usually nil) rarely sees them.

Not so on Rot’n’art. There, even more than on Cut ’N’ Shoot, robots fill the majority of public contact positions. Stop in a restaurant for lunch? A robot takes one’s order, brings the food, and collects the payment. For all I know, another is back in the kitchen preparing one’s sandwich. Travel to some tourist destination? One robot vends the tickets, another collects them, a third operates the vehicle, and still another directs one to the best places to view the attractions. Robots so dominate the landscape that a first-time visitor is likely to wonder where the people of Rot’n’art have fled.

*    *    *

Phule stepped off the liner to discover an empty, ill-lit corridor, which might have been swept sometime in the last month, but not very carefully. There was a row of vending machines on the wall facing him. About half of them appeared to have been vandalized. The door hissed shut behind him, and he was alone. He stopped and looked around, confused; this didn’t look anything at all like the entrance to one of the major hubs of the galaxy …

“Welcome to Rot’n’art, stranger,” said a harsh voice behind him.

Phule whirled quickly, ready for action. But the figure facing him was as unthreatening as he could imagine: a stringy-haired man in a ragged overcoat leaning unsteadily against the doorframe. Hardly the kind of reception he’d expected, but he might as well make the best of it. “Hello. Can you tell me the way to the spaceport office?” asked Phule.

“Spaceport office?” echoed the stranger. “You don’t want to go there.”

“Of course I do,” said Phule. “Why would I ask if I didn’t?”

With a visible effort, the man stood more upright and took a step forward. “Sheer ignorance, most likely,” he said, peering quizzically at Phule. “That’s the most common reason, with off-worlders. On the other hand, you might be perverse or just plain stupid. But I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. Say, could you spare a few credits so a guy could get himself some drugs?” He stuck out his hand, palm up.

Phule bristled. “What, first you insult me, then you ask me for money for drugs? You really must think I am stupid.”

The man shrugged and stuck his hand into his trousers pocket. “Well, some people are, you know. You can’t really tell until you ask. It never hurts, I figure—I just might end up getting some money. And some people might even consider it a commendable sign of an inquiring mind. But tell me, what makes you think you want to go to the spaceport office?”

Phule paused a moment—why should he tell this stranger his business? The fellow had done nothing to inspire confidence. But then again, he had nothing to lose. The sooner he found out how the land lay, the quicker he could decide how to find Beeker. This fellow’s information might be as good as anyone’s. He looked the man in the eyes and said, “I’m trying to find somebody who recently came to Rot’n’art, and I thought the spaceport office might have a record of his arrival.”

“Not much chance,” said the stranger. “There wasn’t anybody here making a record of your arrival, was there?”

“Not unless it’s you,” said Phule, looking at the man again.

The stranger opened his mouth, then shut it again and looked at Phule with raised eyebrows. Finally he said, “Say, you aren’t so slow after all, are you? Or have you been on Rot’n’art before?”

“First time on-world,” said Phule. “Now, friend, it’s been instructive talking to you, but I really need to be on my way. I do have to find somebody, and I don’t have a lot of time.”

“Well, you’ve come to the right place,” said the stranger, putting his hand on Phule’s elbow. “Rot’n’art’s the galactic center of missing persons. In fact, I do a bit of work in that line myself—maybe I could lend a hand.”

“Really?” Phule raised his own eyebrow in return. “For a small fee, I suppose? I have to say, you don’t look like the kind of fellow who could be much help.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t judge people on first sight,” said the man. “You spend much time on Rot’n’art, you find out that taking folks at face value can get you in a lot of trouble.”

“True enough,” said Phule. “But you can get in just as much trouble if you don’t pay attention to what’s in front of your face. You already tried to beg from me and told me you’d spend it on drugs. Why should I trust you to help me?”

The man shrugged. “I know Rot’n’art like a native, and you don’t,” he said. “And I’m for hire. As for the trust, that’s part of the standard contract.”

Phule smiled. “Ah, contracts—now, that’s something I understand. What are your terms?”

The man turned and snapped his fingers. A clanking sound came from down the corridor, and after a moment a stenobot appeared with a printout already emerging from its slot. “Got my boilerplate ready,” the man said with a predatory grin.

“I’m sure you do,” said Phule with a grimace of his own. “Of course, I’ll have to see whether I can agree to all your terms. For one thing, I never sign a ‘hold harmless’ clause …”

The negotiations took a little while, but after suitable modifications, Captain Jester and Perry Sodden—that was the name the man signed to the contract—had agreed to terms. “All right, let’s go find your missing man,” said Sodden.


Chapter Nine

Journal #811

Being a tourist is at once a pleasure and a burden. One is liberated from the routines of work and daily business, to be sure. One can arise late, dawdle over breakfast, add a bottle of wine to luncheon, and spend all one’s time being unproductive without anyone thinking ill of it. On the other hand, one feels a certain obligation to “do” the area one is vacationing in. Is there an ancient ruin, a famous battlefield, or a dramatic sunset to be seen? All one’s friends will assuredly inquire about it upon one’s return, and one will learn that the missed attraction was the high point of everyone else’s visit to the world in question. So instead of enjoying a few weeks’ leisure, one dutifully exhausts oneself visiting all the various museums, ruins, battlefields, scenic vistas, theaters, stadiums, beaches, cemeteries, jails, and other noted attractions. In the end, one might as well have stayed home and gone to work every day.

*    *    *

The two men stepped off the star liner into the long, empty corridors of Rot’n’art and looked around. “Wow, some place,” said Sushi, looking around at the dilapidated terminal.

“Yeah, the joint gives me the creeps,” said Do-Wop. “Just like home …”

“I believe you,” said Sushi. He looked at the corridor stretching off in both directions. “I don’t see any sign of activity. Which way do you think we ought to go?”

Do-Wop looked both ways, then shrugged. “You pick. When we got a whole planet to look for him on, I figure it don’t make much difference which way we start out. Just like lookin’ for trouble—you wanna find it, it’s gonna be there.”

“That almost makes sense,” admitted Sushi. “OK, it looks a little brighter that way—” He pointed to the left. “Let’s go there and see what we find.”

They shouldered their duffel bags and made their way along the trash-lined corridor. They dodged around a puddle of dirty water left by a leaking pipe in the ceiling and rounded a corner to find themselves in front of an old-fashioned self-service newsstand. “Hold on,” said Sushi. “I want to check out the news.”

“What?” Do-Wop slapped his forehead with the heel of his hand. “These machines are so old, they prob’ly don’t even work.”

“You’re the one who said we had a whole planet to look for him on,” said Sushi, stepping up to one of the coin-operated monitors. “And these machines ought to work—I doubt anybody’d leave them here if they weren’t bringing in enough to pay the rent on the space. Besides, do you want to spend a couple of weeks hunting all over the planet when a couple minutes’ research could’ve told us he’s sitting in jail somewhere?”

“Nah—no farkin’ way Cap’n Jester’s in jail,” sneered Do-Wop. “He’d buy his way out before they got the door half-closed behind him.”

“Maybe,” said Sushi. “But he might still be in the news. So I’m still going to see if he’s gotten himself noticed. You can check out the ball scores or the numbers while you’re waiting.”

Do-Wop scoffed. “What, and pay a couple bucks to log on? I’ll just look on your monitor when you’re finished playing.”

“Yeah, right,” said Sushi. He turned and faced his partner, clenched fists resting on his hips. “I’m researching local conditions so we can do our job more efficiently, and you call it playing. And then, on my cred, I’m supposed to let you check on how your lamebrain bets came out? Not a chance!”

“Now, boys, it’s hardly worth getting upset over,” said a quiet voice. “In fact, you can both log on and I’ll pay for it,” it continued.

At the unexpected words, Sushi stood up and looked around. “All right, who said that?”

For his part, Do-Wop shrugged. “Hey, long as he’s springin’ for the time, who cares?” he said. Grinning, he walked over to one of the news monitors and began keying in his preferences.

“Wait a second,” said Sushi, touching his partner on the shoulder. “It could be some kind of trick …”

“Trick? What’s a trick?” said the voice. “All I do is offer to give you boys a little free time on the newsnet so you don’t spend the next ten minutes ruining my peace and quiet with your arguing, and that starts you off on another argument. I’m beginning to wonder if maybe I made a mistake.”

“Uh, sorry, we didn’t mean to insult you,” said Sushi, looking around to see who was talking. “But, excuse me—it might be a bit easier if we could see you … I mean, no offense intended, but I like I know who I’m talking to.”

“See me? Why, I’m right here in front of you,” said the voice. As Sushi and Do-Wop watched, one of the line of antiquated newsreaders rolled forward and stopped with an audible creak. Its screen flickered for a moment, then a photo of a gently smiling human face appeared. It was the face of an elderly woman with plenty of crinkly lines around the corners of the mouth and eyes. “Now, does that make you feel better about talking to me?”

“Gee—that looks like my mom!” said Do-Wop, staring.

“Funny you should mention that,” said Sushi. “It looks like my mom, too …”

“Of course I do,” said the newsreader. “I’m designed to project each customer’s personal maternal image so they’re getting the news from somebody they trust. And whom do you trust more than your mother—hmm?”

“I guess you have a point there,” said Sushi. “I’m looking for—my friend and I are looking for—our boss, Captain Jester. Can you tell us whether he’s shown up in the local news anytime recently?”

“Checking …” said the reader, her screen flickering through a series of graphics too rapid for the unaided eye to scan. After a few moments, the motherly face reappeared, this time with a hint of a worried frown. “I’m sorry, I don’t seem to have that name in my local newsfiles—assuming by ‘local’ you mean this planet, and by ‘recent’ you mean within the last month. Is that close enough?”

“Yeah, it ought to be,” said Sushi. “He should have gotten here before we did—unless the FTL paradoxes are acting up again … Well, we’ll just have to do our search the old-fashioned way. C’mon, Do-Wop, let’s get started.”

“Hey! Don’t forget—I gotta look up the winning numbers!” Do-Wop said.

“All right, sonny,” said the newsreader. “What do you want?”

Do-Wop nodded eagerly and said, “Gimme the daily Play-Four and Crazy Six for the last two weeks on Lorelei. I got a feelin’ my shuttle’s comin’ in today!”

“Ooh, I like a boy who isn’t afraid to take a risk,” said the newsreader with a convincing simulation of a giggle. “Here you go, then—but remember, bet on your head, not around it!”

“What?” said Sushi, trying to make sense of the newsreader’s last words. But neither Do-Wop nor the newsreader was paying him any attention.

*    *    *

“Good morning, General Blitzkrieg,” said the robotic Captain Jester. “Allow me to introduce your partner for today—Lieutenant Armstrong.”

General Blitzkrieg turned an appraising eye on the clean-cut lieutenant, recognizing the officer who’d greeted him upon landing. “The lieutenant and I have already met,” he said. And if looks mean anything, the fellow ought to be a decent golfer, he added silently. Armstrong’s erect bearing and trim figure held the promise of a sweet swing and a fair amount of distance. With any luck, the fellow would win his share of holes and in the process help the general shave a few strokes off his own score. He reached out his hand and said, “Good to see you again, Lieutenant. I hope you’re not afraid to put a little hurting on your captain, because when I get on a golf course, I mean business.”

“I’ll give it my best shot, sir,” said Armstrong, timidly shaking the general’s proffered hand. “I won’t pretend to be the caliber of partner you usually get back at Headquarters …”

“Don’t put yourself down, man,” growled Blitzkrieg, scolding. “I mean to win this match whether I get any help from you or not. And I can promise you I won’t hold it against you if you can help me pick up a hole or two.” And I promise that what little remains of your chance at a respectable Legion career will go straight down the toilet if you let that upstart Jester beat me.

“I don’t think Armstrong will hold you back any, General,” said Jester, grinning. “He’s a natural if ever I saw one. Makes me wish I had more time to practice. Oh, and here comes my partner—I was afraid he’d been held up in town, but it looks as if he’s ready to go.”

General Blitzkrieg glanced at the diminutive figure hauling a half-size golf bag, then did a double take. “What the hell is that?” he exploded, staring at the four-foot-tall dinosaur in a Legion uniform.

Jester chuckled. “General, permit me to introduce Flight Leftenant Qual, our Zenobian liaison. He was the first Zenobian we ever met, and he’s taken to Alliance ways as if he was born to ’em. Qual, meet General Blitzkrieg, my commanding officer.”

“Ah, the egregious generalissimo!” said Qual brightly. He dropped the golf bag and rushed forward to seize the general’s hand in both his, pumping vigorously. “I have followed your career with consternation!”

“Eh?” said Blitzkrieg. “I’m not sure I follow …”

“Qual’s translator plays some strange tricks,” said Jester. “Hard to tell what he means half the time. Something to do with the Zenobian language, our comm people tell me. They’re looking into using it as a new method of encryption. But he’s a fine fellow, and nobody loves a round of golf better than he does—though he’s apt to try some very strange shots every so often. Even so, I thought you’d like a chance to meet our native military liaison.”

“Well, as long as you’re not bringing in a ringer on me,” said the general, who’d had exactly that done to him on more than one occasion. The lizard didn’t look much like a golfer, but of course, few hustlers ever did.

“Oh, no,” said Jester, perhaps a bit too hastily. “No such thing, General. Flight Leftenant Qual started playing just a couple of months ago, and I consider myself lucky to shoot a round much under ninety these days. That’s the downside of running a post like this—way too little time to keep up your golf game.”

Blitzkrieg allowed himself a tight-lipped smile; he wasn’t about to believe Jester for one moment. He wouldn’t put it past Jester to import a professional golfer from Lorelei to give him an edge in the match; he’d “drafted” more than one local pro for the same purpose himself. And he certainly knew Jester wasn’t going to make the effort to put in a golf course on the post and then not make time to play on it himself. He smelled a very definite rat.

But a post commander who had the temerity to show up his commanding general on the links would soon find out that Blitzkrieg had his ways of getting even. Very effective ways they were, too. Few officers ever made that mistake a second time. He almost hoped that Jester was going to try to pull something fast on him; it’d make it so much more enjoyable to give the grinning jackanapes his comeuppance at the end of the day. For now, he contented himself by saying, “Well, why don’t we hit a few practice shots, then get down to business?”

“That is a stupefying proposition,” said Qual, flashing a mouthful of fearsome serrated teeth as his caddy—a little, long-eared sophont in a Legion jumpsuit—handed him a sawed-off driver. “Let us pound the pellet, O great commanderant! Anterior!” The Zenobian flailed away at the ball, which bounded erratically down the driving range.

Blitzkrieg reached for his own driver. He still wasn’t quite sure what to make of the Zenobian’s strange language, but there’d be plenty of time to figure out whether or not he was being insulted when the round was over. Until then, he was going to play some golf.

*    *    *

It took Do-Wop and Sushi a while to find the trans station, and when they found it, they had a moment of doubt whether it was what they were looking for.

“Soosh, this place is deserted,” said Do-Wop, peering down the ill-lit, dirty platform. Strictly speaking, “deserted” was an exaggeration; there were at least three other people visible: a nervous-looking couple with suitcases at the other end of the platform they were standing on, and a man sleeping on a bench across the way from them.

“It’s just the off-hours,” said Sushi. He set down his travel bag and stretched his arms. “It’s evening, local time—most people are probably home, watching tri-vee or something.”

“Yeah, right,” said Do-Wop, unshouldering his own bag. “Must be somethin’ pretty good on tonight, is all I can say. Even back home, there’s usually people on the trans any time of day or night. And the spaceport oughta be one of the main stops …”

“Maybe we just missed a trans,” said Sushi, shrugging. “There could have been two hundred people here, and we’d never know it if they all got on the trans and left just before we came up the stairway.”

“And nobody got off? It don’t figure,” said Do-Wop suspiciously.

“Off-hours, again,” said Sushi. “I bet there aren’t any more departures until morning. Most people want to start their travel during daytime hours. Relax, it’s nothing sinister.”

Do-Wop shook his head. “I dunno, Soosh. This whole planet smells like an abandoned building. Why’d Beeker want to come here anyhow?”

Sushi shrugged. “I guess you have to know the history. Rot’n’art used to be the capital of the Alliance, the place where all the major decisions were made. The government offices employed billions of people, and they eventually roofed over the whole planet to build housing for them.”

“Yeah, I could see that from space,” said Do-Wop. He kicked a balled-up food wrapper off the platform and into the trans groove. It hung there in midair, suspended by the antigrav field. “Like one big ball of metal, orbiting out there. Except it’s all dented and beat-up—why’d they let that happen?”

“More history,” said Sushi. “That all happened after the Alliance grew too big to administer from one single world, even with FTL space travel. Some of the offices moved to other worlds, where it was cheaper and easier to hire local people than to transfer people from Rot’n’art. So a big chunk of the planet was suddenly unemployed.”

“Bummer,” said Do-Wop. “What’d they do?”

“Put everybody on relief,” said Sushi. “Which might’ve been OK if they’d figured out a way to bring in new jobs for them. But once somebody’s used to government work, there aren’t a lot of other jobs they’re willing to take. Especially not for less money.”

“Makes sense to me,” said Do-Wop. “Nobody wants to take less money. So everybody left, which explains why there’s nobody on the trans …”

“Some people left,” said Sushi. He stepped forward to the edge of the trans groove and looked down the tunnel, then stepped back and continued, “Most of them stayed, though. I guess they figured the good times and the good jobs would come back. And they ran through their savings, and the job market kept shrinking, and the infrastructure kept getting worse. I can’t believe you didn’t learn all this in school …”

“What school?” said Do-Wop. “Planet I come from, we were lucky to learn how to turn on a tri-vee, if we were lucky enough to have one.”

“That figures,” said Sushi. “And you must not have had one, or turned it on very often, either, or you’d know that Rot’n’art is still one of the most popular tourist destinations in the galaxy. Most of the slack in the economy got filled with service jobs aimed at the tourist industry.”

“That’s gotta be bogo,” said Do-Wop, peering around with an unbelieving look. “I can’t believe anybody comes here for a vacation.”

“Oh, come on,” said Sushi. “The Alliance Senate is still here, which means there are plenty of bigwigs on-planet, at least when the Senate’s in session. So there’re still five-star restaurants and fancy hotels for the senators and their staffs, and the lobbyists and other people who come here for government business. And they attract lots of tourists who want to see the so-called center of the galaxy, which is probably what Beeker’s doing here.”

“Inspectin’ the slums? Ain’t my idea of fun,” said Do-Wop.

“You still don’t get it,” said Sushi, his hands on his hips. “As long as the restaurants and museums and public buildings are still good-looking, the rest of the world can fall apart as far as the tourists are concerned. Most of them never even see where the service workers live—just like on Lorelei.”

“I guess they don’t use the trans, either,” said Do-Wop. “In fact, I’m starting to wonder if there is any trans this time of night.”

Sushi cocked an ear toward the tunnels. “How much you want to bet on that?”

“Nothin’,” said Do-Wop. “I can hear as well as you can, sucker.” He picked up his luggage just as the trans popped out of the tunnel and glided to a halt at the platform.

“Too bad,” said Sushi, grinning. “I was hoping to make enough to pay for supper tonight. Come on, let’s not miss this one.”

“Not a chance,” said Do-Wop. Together the two legionnaires scooted through the open doors onto the waiting trans. After a moment, the doors closed and they were off into the maze of tunnels that served Rot’n’art as a lifeline of communications.

*    *    *

Sushi and Do-Wop must have taken a wrong turn in the winding alleyways of Rot’n’art City—more likely, they’d taken a few wrong turns. Actually, that wasn’t very hard; a high percentage of the street signs were missing or defaced, and a higher percentage were unlighted. Even when they could see the name of the street they were on, it was likely as not to change its name without notice at any given intersection. They’d pretty much given up on trying to follow the map they’d gotten at the spaceport. Once they’d gotten out of the trans station, they might as well have been looking at a map of some other planet. With no sky visible, they couldn’t even use the stars to get a rough idea of what direction they were going in. In short, no more than twenty minutes after getting off the trans, they were impossibly lost.

They’d finally decided just to find a major street in hopes of spotting one of the city’s landmark buildings and orienting themselves that way. So when they came to still another badly lit intersection, Sushi felt a glimmer of hope when he spotted bright lights a few blocks away along the cross street. “That’s got to be a major intersection,” he told Do-Wop, tugging on his partner’s sleeve and pointing.

“Yeah, or maybe somethin’s on fire,” said Do-Wop. Having grown up in a blighted urban environment, he was well aware that bright lights weren’t always good news.

“Even if it is, there’ll be people there,” said Sushi. “We can ask directions. Come on!” For some reason, they’d seen almost nobody on the streets. The few they’d seen had either avoided them or, like the ragged man they’d found sleeping on a hot-air vent a few blocks back, had been completely unresponsive to their requests for directions.

As they neared the lights, they became aware of a loud rumbling noise ahead of them. It quickly became clear that there was a large crowd ahead of them. A sporting event? Onlookers at a fire or some other emergency? In any case, it was people. Sushi quickened his steps, and Do-Wop reluctantly followed.

When they came to the intersection, they were momentarily stopped by a thigh-high ferrocrete barrier. But ahead of them was the first open space they’d seen. They’d come out into some kind of park or large plaza, one side of which was crowded with citizens. On the other side was a line of emergency vehicles, around which armored police were gathered in a skirmish line.

They’d found people, all right. What they hadn’t counted on was finding themselves in the middle of an incipient riot.

For the moment, the center of the crowd’s attention was a wiry, wild-haired man standing on an overturned hovercar, exhorting the crowd through some kind of portable amplifier.

“What’s the word?” shouted the leader.

“Greebfap!” shouted the crowd. “Greebfap!”

Do-Wop crouched with Sushi behind the barrier. They were perhaps fifty meters from the crowd. Not far away, the riot police were adjusting their gear. “This looks like it’s really gonna blow sky-high,” said Do-Wop, rubbing his hands together. “Which side you wanna go with?”

“Go with?” said Sushi, horrified. “I want to go as far away from here as I can. If I had any idea which way the nearest trans stop was …”

“Ahh, you don’t know how to have fun,” said Do-Wop, picking up a two-foot length of plastic piping from the ground and smacking it into his other hand like a club. “I think the civilian side’s the one to go with.” Beyond the barrier the “Greebfap!” chant was building, settling into a rhythm.

“You think it’s fun getting your head beaten in, or being knocked down and stomped on? I’ll take a rain check,” said Sushi. “These cops have got body armor and helmets, in case you didn’t notice.”

“Yeah, yeah, the cops always have that stuff,” said Do-Wop, peering over the barricade. “These guys don’t look like much, though. I bet the civvies can take ’em. Come on, Soosh!” He vaulted over the barrier and, crouching low, sprinted toward the milling group of chanters. One of the riot police pointed at him, but they made no effort to stop him.

“Damn!” said Sushi, looking around for a moment. “Guess us Legion guys have got to stick together,” he said. He vaulted the barrier and sprinted full speed to join his buddy in the crowd. A cheer went up as he crossed the open space. Behind him he heard a popping sound. “What was that?” he asked as he pulled up next to Do-Wop, who crouched near the edge of the crowd, eyeing the riot police.

“Rubber bullets,” said Do-Wop, grinning. “Don’t worry, Soosh, they missed ya by a mile. Cops never could hit a moving target.”

Sushi’s face turned pale. “So why aren’t we both moving straight away from here?”

Do-Wop grinned and pointed with his makeshift plastic club. “Too late now, man—here come the cops.”

“Greebfap! Greebfap! We want Greebfap!” The chant rose higher as the crowd gathered itself to meet the charge.

“This has got to be totally against Legion regulations,” Sushi said, more to himself than to Do-Wop—who probably wouldn’t care. In most circumstances, Sushi wouldn’t have cared either. But in most circumstances, a violation of Legion regulations wouldn’t get him shot by rubber bullets (or something worse), trampled and clubbed by charging riot police, and thrown into jail for good measure—and that would be before the Legion found out what he’d been doing. Then again, if he’d broken a few regulations at some Legion base, he’d at least have a chance to talk his way out of whatever trouble he was in. Somehow, he didn’t get the impression that the Rot’n’art police were going to be any more persuadable than Do-Wop just at the moment.

On the other hand … there was somebody here he might be able to persuade.

He reached over and grabbed a bullhorn from a startled man who was leading the “Greebfap!” chant, leapt onto an overturned hovertaxi, and began to address the crowd …

*    *    *

Phule watched the demonstration from the window of his hotel room, sipping on a glass of imported white wine. Upon arrival on the planet, he’d checked into the Rot’n’art House, where his family had maintained a suite ever since the days when his father made regular trips to close deals with planetary governments, quasi-governmental institutions, wildcat militias, and others with ready cash and a hankering for armaments. He’d already done a quick sweep of the suite for the usual bugging devices—not that Phule had any plans to discuss sensitive business there, but checking was always a good idea, especially on Rot’n’art, the acknowledged galactic center of the espionage game. Now he almost wished he had a bug planted in the plaza below, where tiny figures moved and gestured, but he could hear only the loudest of the group chants. “Greebfap! Greebfap!” What were they protesting, or demanding? He couldn’t make heads or tails of it.

Eventually, having decided that the crowd wasn’t likely to turn violent, and that there were enough police and robots on hand to handle it if it did, he turned from the window and booted up his Port-a-Brain laptop. The overriding question was how he was going to locate Beeker. He knew the butler was on this planet; the Port-a-Brain had told him that. But where would Beeker have gone, here on this rusty former capital of the Human Alliance? And why hadn’t he answered Phule’s email?

He called up a guide to local tourist services, trying to guess which attractions would appeal to Beeker (or to Nightingale, although he had much less sense of her taste and interests than of his butler’s). There were a few historic buildings that one could tour, none of which struck him as likely to command anyone’s interest much beyond half an hour. Slightly more promising were a couple of art museums, although reading between the lines of the guide made it clear that, in an attempt to make up for budget shortfalls, the most interesting artworks had been deacquisitioned—many to off-planet collectors.

From there it went steadily downhill. With most of the planet having been roofed over in its boom days, there was almost nothing in the way of natural scenery or outdoor activities—at least, from the point of view of anyone who’d been to a real planet recently. And Phule couldn’t imagine anyone—certainly not Beeker—wanting to spend his vacation time viewing industrial museums or public works.

So what did that leave? The guide said that the locals were fanatical in their devotion to professional team sports. Something called haki was apparently in season right now, and from the publicity holos it looked like a fast-moving, physically demanding game. But if Beeker had any interest in sports, he’d managed to conceal it entirely from his employer.

The performing arts section offered no better clues. There was a large concert hall in town, and tickets for the current attraction—Ruy Lopez and the Bad Bishops—were in heavy demand. Searching further, Phule found a sample of Lopez’s music, and endured about seven seconds of it before deciding that Beeker probably wasn’t interested in that, either. As for the theater, the stars were complete unknowns (at least to Phule), and the plot summaries of the current offerings ran the gamut from boring to bizarre without ever managing to pique his interest. Granted, his taste differed from the butler’s, but as far as Phule could see, the local theater was between golden eras.

For a planet that touted itself as the “Galactic Center of Everything,” Rot’n’art was revealing itself to be a surprisingly dull place. Could he be completely mistaken in thinking he knew Beeker’s tastes and interests?

Another idea occurred to him. Nightingale might have been the one who’d suggested coming to Rot’n’art, for reasons of her own. Could she have grown up on Rot’n’art and still have family here? Legion privacy policy meant that there’d be no official record of that, but Phule suspected that Perry Sodden, the investigator he’d hired, could find out easily enough. If she’d grown up locally, or if she had family here, that would give Phule his first useful clue as to why she and Beeker had come here—and maybe tell him where he could catch up to them.

Phule added the note to a list of questions for Sodden. He’d scheduled a meeting with the investigator for the next day. The list was already on its second page. Maybe all these questions would turn out to be superfluous. Maybe Beeker would answer his email. Or maybe Sodden would appear for the meeting with exactly the answers Phule was looking for, and then he could go meet Beeker and convince him to end this silly escapade and return to Zenobia and start doing his job again.

But it didn’t hurt to prepare for the possibility that Sodden had had no more luck than Phule. Phule took a sip of his drink, rolled his shoulders to fight the tension in his muscles, and stared at the Port-a-Brain’s screen once more.

It was late by the time he turned out the lights.


Chapter Ten

Journal #813

My employer, for all his dedication to the military life, was at bottom a businessman. In that, he resembled his father. He also resembled that gentleman in a firm conviction that his own view of the world was fundamentally accurate, and that others who did not share it were in need of correction. Unlike his father, he was at least willing to let those others find their own way to correction …

*    *    *

“That was awesome,” said Do-Wop, shaking his head. “I knew you was a con artist, but I never seen you fool that many people at once.” The two of them were ensconced in the guest room of a suburban home belonging to one of the ringleaders of the demonstration Sushi had inserted himself into as head agitator. It was early morning planetary time, and outside the blinds, the artificial lights of Rot’n’art were slowly working up to their daytime peak intensity.

Sushi was still exhausted despite a sound night’s sleep. Taking over the demonstration had required all his energy, physical and mental, before the crowd had lifted him to its shoulders and carried him away in triumph. “If you ever see me about to try that again, remind me not to,” he said. “I kept worrying that the cops would decide to make a charge. I think it was pure luck that they backed down …”

“Nah, you had ’em fluffled,” said Do-Wop admiringly. “If I had me some money to invest, I’d have put it in that greebfap you was sellin’ the crowd. What is that stuff, anyway?”

“You tell me, and we’ll both know,” said Sushi. “All I knew is, our best chance to get out of the place without major damage was to throw in with the biggest gang we could find. Thank Ghu it worked.”

“Yeah, I couldn’t believe it when they all carried you off like some kind of hero,” said Do-Wop. “You’re a genius, Soosh.”

“Thanks, I guess,” said Sushi. “Only problem is that my face is going to be all over tri-vee. If Beeker or the captain sees the local news, they’re likely to figure out what we’re doing here. And if the wrong cop happens to spot me, I could end up in some back room figuring out how to answer hostile questions about greebfap.”

Do-Wop scoffed. “No problem, we disguise you, is all. A fake beard and some dark shades oughta do the job … or maybe some kinda big hat …”

“Yeah, right, I carry that stuff with me all the time. What are you going to do, go out to the local disguise store? I wouldn’t be surprised if the cops have your face in their files too. They had robots taking pictures all during that riot. And unless they’re really stupid, they’ll be running comparisons with the passport pictures from spaceport arrivals. They probably already know exactly who we are.”

“No freakin’ way,” said Do-Wop. “My passport pic don’t look anything like me, and I bet yours don’t, either.”

“Mine’s a lot uglier than I am,” agreed Sushi. A tired grin came onto his face. “But yours couldn’t possibly be …” Sushi ducked as Do-Wop took a swing at him. “OK, sorry,” he said. “Still, we’ve got this problem of suddenly being way too visible. And we still need to figure out where the captain is, so we can keep him out of trouble—and help him find Beeker, so we can go back to Zenobia.”

“Well, one thing we know about the captain—he ain’t cheap. Just find out what the best hotel on the planet is—I’ll bet you dollars to donuts that’s where the captain’s staying.”

Sushi’s mouth fell open. “Partner, you just earned yourself a whole basket of donuts. That’s the best idea I’ve heard all day. And it wasn’t even mine.”

Do-Wop grinned evilly. “Yeah, well, I’ll pass on the donuts. Just remember this the next time you think you can diss your buddy. When they handed out the street smarts, us Italians was standing right by the flagpole. And you can tell that to the Marines.”

“Uh, yeah,” said Sushi. “So why don’t we go downstairs and see if our host will feed us breakfast—and maybe tell us about the local hotels?”

“Now you’re comin’ up with the good ideas,” said Do-Wop. “Lead the way, Soosh.” Together they headed out the door; somewhere downstairs they could already hear a coffeemaker bubbling away. It was shaping up as a good morning after all.

*    *    *

Just before noon, Phule took the dropshaft down to the lobby and entered the hotel bar, where he had agreed to meet Perry Sodden, tracer of missing persons, for business—and lunch. He took a corner booth away from other customers and ordered a pint of Old Rot’n’art IPA, which the locals firmly believed to be the finest beer in the galaxy. Phule knew better, but ordering anything else was practically guaranteed to start an argument with the robot waitress. He didn’t need the attention, so he took a sip of the thin, sour-tasting brew and suppressed a shudder. If anything, the home brewery’s product was worse than the export version. Just as well; he needed to keep a clear head anyway, and the taste would discourage him from drinking much of it.

After a few minutes, Sodden slid onto the opposite bench of the booth. “You’re in luck,” he said, out of one side of his mouth. “I’ve already got a solid lead on the rascal you’re after.”

“That’s great news, but don’t think I’d call old Beeker a rascal,” said Phule. “He’s just taking a sort of unofficial vacation—with a lady friend.”

“Know just what you mean, Captain,” said Sodden with a wink. “Say, how about buying a fellow a drink? Talking’s thirsty work, you know.”

“So I’ve heard,” said Phule, signaling for the waitress. Sodden ordered an Old Rot’n’art, and when the waitbot went to fetch it, Phule said, “Now, what are the chances of catching my man before he takes ship to the next planet? This is the third place I’ve followed him to, and I’d really like to get him back on the job.”

“If I’ve seen it once, I’ve seen it a thousand times,” said Sodden. “Midlife crisis kind of thing. One minute, your fellow’s a sober citizen, and the next he decides it’s time to stop and smell the roses, and the next thing you know he’s halfway across the galaxy, driving a little red hovertible. Funny how the best roses are always on some other planet. But not to worry, Captain. Soon enough he’ll run out of spending cash, and then you’re like enough to see him back at your door, his hat in his hand.” The beer came, and Sodden paused to take a deep sip.

“I can’t imagine Beeks in a hovertible, red or any other color,” said Phule, toying with his glass. “And I sure hope I don’t have to wait for him to run out of money—the old fellow’s as frugal as they come. I think it’d take him quite a while to spend all his savings, even with the lady friend helping him out.”

“You’d be surprised,” said Sodden. “I used to go with this girl from Varleigh …” He shuddered, then knocked back his drink and signaled for another before turning back to Phule. “Anyhow, he’s bound to leave a trail an experienced investigator like me can follow. And like I told you, I’ve got a solid lead. Shouldn’t be more than a couple of days before I’ve got him.”

“He could be off-planet and on a ship to who knows where by then,” said Phule. “I hope you aren’t taking things for granted.”

“Not a chance,” Sodden said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Now, I’ll need a bit more of an advance to check out all the angles—I might have to put on a couple of extra people to run everything down. But you can be sure we’ll get …” The ring of his pocket phone interrupted him. “One moment, Captain. Sorry …” He put the earpiece to his ear, listening. “Uh-huh. Really. Really? Oh, shit. Hang on; I’ll be there.” He thumbed the off button and shoved the phone back in his pocket.

“What is it?” said Phule, worried.

“Minor problem in the office,” said Sodden, getting to his feet. “Now, a couple hundred more for expenses would be a good idea just about now, right?”

“Some straight talk about what’s going on with my case would be an even better idea,” said Phule, getting to his feet and putting a hand on Sodden’s shoulder.

“Uh, well …” Sodden rolled his eyes from side to side, like a drowning man searching for help. Suddenly he pointed to something behind Phule, and shouted, “Look! There she goes!”

Phule turned quickly to see a tall Black woman—Nightingale? or someone else?—vanish through a doorway leading out of the hotel. He turned back to Sodden—who said, “Hurry! Maybe we can catch her.”

They ran quickly to the door where they’d seen the woman, but she had already vanished into the crowd on the sidewalk.

*    *    *

The sign inside Chocolate Harry’s Supply depot read, GOLF POOL—BEST ODDS ON THE PLANET. A smart legionnaire might have pointed out that, since nobody else on the planet was giving odds on General Blitzkrieg’s golf games, Harry wasn’t promising all that much. But since the legionnaire who pointed that out was likely to have it pointed out that Harry was under no obligation to take bets from anyone, the claim went unchallenged. In fact, Harry had plenty of takers for his odds—a predictable benefit of running the only game in town.

Harry wasn’t picky; he’d give odds on almost anything you could find somebody willing to bet on. He was running a pool on the Zenobians’ team sports, which almost none of the Legionnaires understood (though there were plenty who claimed to). Bets on the arrival time of the next Supply shuttle were one of his most popular offerings. And if things were really slow, he could always fall back on organizing competitions among members of Omega Company, on which other members were then encouraged to bet.

“Who d’ya want, Roadkill?” said Harry as one of Brandy’s recruits studied the odds board. “If you’re a bettin’ man, there’s some pretty juicy situations there.”

The board currently had the general the favorite at two to one; Lieutenant Armstrong was at five to two; Captain Jester was at four to one; and Flight Leftenant Qual was a rank outsider at ten to one. There were also plenty of side bets, such as odds on one or more of the players scoring a hole in one, longest drive of the day on the par-five second, over/under for total putts on the afternoon, number of balls snatched by florbigs, and so forth. The variety of options was a tribute to Harry’s hard work; he’d spent the better part of a weekend researching golf before he had the faintest clue how the game was played, let alone what somebody might want to bet on.

“Why’s the general such a big favorite?” said Roadkill, squinting at the odds board. “He don’t look like much of a player to me. Way out of shape …”

“Ah, but he’s got the edge in experience,” said Harry knowingly. “Condition don’t mean that much in this game, and there’s no defensemen goin’ upside your head if you take your eye off ’em. All a dude has to do is hit his best shot and watch it go. How you bettin’?”

Roadkill rubbed his chin. “Twenty gradoojies on the captain,” he said decisively. “And another five on Lieutenant Armstrong for a hole in one.”

“OK, got you covered,” said Chocolate Harry, smiling. “Who else wants some action?”

“I would like to bet, but first I have a question,” said a familiar voice. Harry turned to see Mahatma standing there, an enigmatic smile on his face.

Harry groaned. “Oh, man, I’m not gonna have to explain the whole history of golf to you, am I?” he asked—only half-joking. Every officer and noncom in the company had learned to tread very carefully when Mahatma approached them with one of his questions.

“Not today, Sergeant Harry,” said Mahatma. “I found a good history on the Net, although I may have other questions on it later. Today I want to know why the general is permitted to hit several drives for every one his opponents hit, then to choose the best to play.”

“Uh, I think that’s what they call a handiclap,” said Harry with utter confidence. “That’s like a courtesy they extend to the visiting player, so’s the local guys don’t have an unfair advantage.”

“That makes some sense,” said Mahatma. Harry breathed a deep sigh—prematurely, as he soon learned. “But tell me, Sergeant Harry—this is a new course, so our local players have not played it any more than the general has, have they?”

“I guess that’s right, Mahatma,” said Chocolate Harry, doing his best to appear unruffled. “But of course, Qual’s a native, and the captain and lieutenant have both had a good, long while to get acclimated to these here desert conditions, which the general, being from off-world, hasn’t done. So they’d still have that local edge. Can’t beat that local edge.”

“The general seems to be beating it very consistently,” said Mahatma brightly.

“So bet on his ass,” grumbled Harry, finally losing his patience. “I ain’t got all day to talk, y’know. And if you ain’t bettin’, go mess wit’ somebody else’s head.”

“Why, that is a wonderful suggestion, Sergeant Chocolate Harry,” said Mahatma. “I believe I will do just that.” And he turned on his heel, leaving C. H. to wonder just which of his two suggestions Mahatma was going to follow.

*    *    *

“Look here,” said Phule. He was in the spaceport departure lounge, his luggage already checked, and a first-class, one-way ticket to Hix’s World in his hand. “I’ve been on Rot’n’art for nearly a week. I came here to find my butler and his girlfriend, and that was all I really cared about. And now I found out they’re gone to Hix’s World …”

“Bad luck,” said Sodden firmly. “If we’d just been a little bit quicker following up that one lead—you’ll remember I was urging you to do just that …” He slapped his hand against the molded symwood arm of the waiting-room bench in evident frustration.

“No point in might-have-beens now,” said Phule with a shrug. “You’ve done the best you could for me, and I don’t hold it against you that my butler moved too fast for us to catch him. I’ve just got to go to the next place and try to catch him there.”

“Well, that’s mighty big of you, Captain,” said Sodden. He stood up and stuck out his hand. Phule shook it. “If you ever come back this way and need somebody in my line of work, just give a yell and I’m your man,” said the detective.

“Well, there is one last thing I’d like to figure out,” said Phule, holding on to Sodden’s hand. “The longer I’ve been here, the more I’ve realized that this whole planet is obsessed with something I don’t understand at all.”

“Really?” said Sodden. He rubbed his chin with the free hand, a contemplative look on his face. “I can’t for the life of me figure out what you mean, Captain.”

“Greebfap,” Phule barked.

“Hey, no point in getting fritzy about it, Captain,” said Sodden, pulling away his hand and stepping backward. The bench kept him from retreating farther. “Just tell me what you’re talking about, and I’ll let you in on it.”

“I’m talking about greebfap,” snarled Phule, stepping forward and grabbing Sodden’s lapel. “People are rioting in the streets, about to bring down the planetary government, all because of greebfap. Greebfap! Greebfap! Sodden, you’re going to tell me what greebfap is before I leave this planet!”

A mechanical voice from the speaker interposed itself between his question and whatever Sodden might have been about to say. “Sagittarius Arm Special now ready for preboarding,” it said. “Stops at Leibnitz, Hix’s World, New Baltimore, and Glimber. First-class passengers, those who need assistance in boarding, and sophont groups with immature family members, please come to the gate for preboarding.” A wheeled methane enclosure trundled noisily forward, its inhabitants dimly visible through the portholes. In a pocket Velcroed to the outside, a set of tickets to Glimber was visible.

“There’s your ship,” said Sodden, pointing in the general direction of the gate. “Better get on board …”

“I heard the announcement,” growled Phule. “I still have half an hour before they dog the doors shut. And that’s all the time I need to make you tell me what greebfap is all about.”

“Willard Phule! Or should I say, Captain Jester! What a surprise to see you!” came a chirpy voice from just behind him. Surprised, Phule turned his head, a look of half recognition already on his face. Almost involuntarily, his grip on Sodden’s shirt loosened.

“Mrs. Biffwycke-Snerty,” said Phule, recognizing one of his mother’s comrades-in-arms from the charity gala circuit. “What a surprise …”

“Equally, I’m sure,” said the woman. “I take it you’re here on Legion duty, helping put down those dreadful rioters. It’s such a reassurance to know that the right kind of people are doing their part to keep the galaxy a safe place to travel.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Phule, as noncommittally as he could manage. “I hope you haven’t been inconvenienced …”

“Fortunately, only slightly,” said Mrs. Biffwycke-Snerty, putting on her most courageous expression. “My hoverlimo was forced to take an alternate route out to the spaceport to avoid the rioters. I saw some of the most appalling neighborhoods—one would think there’d be a better class of groundskeepers on this world, of all worlds. But my business here is finished, thank Ghu. It’ll be such a relief to get home to poor Biffy; the silly boy never knows what to do with himself when I’m away.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Phule again. He’d learned long since that it was the safest thing one could say to women of a certain social class. “Please give Mr. Biffwycke-Snerty my regards.”

“Thank you, Wilfred—I mean, Captain,” Mrs. Biffwycke-Snerty beamed. “I certainly will, and please give your dear mama mine.” She leaned forward and kissed the air a couple of inches from his cheek, then turned and went her way.

And of course, when Phule turned to look for Perry Sodden, there was nothing at all to be seen of the detective.

*    *    *

Chocolate Harry carefully avoided mentioning to any of the bettors in his golf pool that both Lieutenant Armstrong and the “Captain Jester” robot were playing to let General Blitzkrieg win. (Nobody was quite sure what Flight Leftenant Qual was playing for.) Harry expected the members of Omega Company to back their own officers, whether from loyalty or because of apparently favorable odds. And in fact, to date there was almost nobody betting on the general—which had allowed Harry to pocket a substantial profit at the end of every single day of the pool.

Harry had also made every effort to involve the anxious bettors in the action taking place out on the golf course. As much as General Blitzkrieg might have appreciated the idea of an audience raptly following his every stroke on the course, he (and his adjutant, Major Sparrowhawk) would have been quick to seize on any evidence that the legionnaires of Omega Company weren’t hard at work. Luckily, Harry remembered that one of Phule’s early purchases for the company was a set of state-of-the-art spy gear with miniature video cameras and microphones. That allowed one of the caddies, suitably wired, to relay a running commentary back to an oversize tri-vee player in the Supply shack. Today it was Thumper, caddying for Flight Leftenant Qual, providing the play-by-play.

Considering how new the game was to everyone except Armstrong and the general, it had caught on amazingly. On any given day, every off-duty legionnaire on the post was likely to be crowded into the Supply shack. Of course, there was a fully stocked bar right next to the odds board. Just as in his poker games, Harry figured that keeping the customers nicely marinated was good for business. Besides, it was a surefire way to even out the cash flow, even when he had to pay off an unexpected long shot—such as the time Flight Leftenant Qual managed to hook a tee shot smack into the middle of the gravitational anomaly on the second fairway, which kicked it straight down the course even faster than it had arrived, a good hundred-fifty yards past the pin. Of course, the ball ended up well out in the brush, and when Thumper finally found his ball, Qual needed four more shots just to get it on the green. But the Zenobian handily won that day’s long driving pool at thirty-to-one odds.

The one thing Harry hadn’t quite counted on came knocking on the door to Supply one afternoon, just as the golfers had teed up for their seventh hole. For once, Blitzkrieg appeared to have figured out what it took to keep his shots in the center of the fairway. For his part, Flight Leftenant Qual was having uncanny luck with his putter, regularly sinking the ball from ten or more meters out. So the match was more competitive than usual, and as a consequence, the bets were even heavier than usual. Harry had just begun to anticipate a killing when Double-X came hurrying over to him. “Sarge, we got trouble.”

“Trouble?” growled Chocolate Harry. “What kind of trouble?” In answer, Double-X nodded toward the entrance to the Supply depot. There, to Harry’s horror, stood Major Sparrowhawk, clipboard in hand and a determined expression on her face. “Shit,” said Harry in a low but sincere voice. “Guess I better take care of this. Be ready to close things down if I give the signal.”

“Right on, Sarge,” said Double-X. He glanced nervously, first at the woman at the entrance, then at the small but enthusiastic group of bettors crowded around the tri-vee display. After a moment, he turned back and asked, “Uh, what’s the signal?” But by then, Chocolate Harry had already moved to intercept Major Sparrowhawk.

Chocolate Harry had long since perfected a number of techniques for covering his tracks. When bluster and misdirection failed, he could usually fall back on misunderstanding and flat denial. And when all else failed, feigned ignorance was almost always good enough to get him through a crisis. From the look on the major’s face, he was likely to need his entire repertoire today. “Hey, Major, good to see you,” he began in what he hoped was a convincingly hearty tone. “Need some supplies today?”

“Cut the crap, Sergeant,” said Major Sparrowhawk. “You’re making book on the general’s golf game, which is against all regulations. And if I couldn’t find a few dozen other violations of the Uniform Space Legion Code just by walking around in here for a few minutes, I’m a Centauran tree slug.”

“Maybe you could,” said Harry. “What’re you gonna do if you do find ’em? Assign me to Omega Company?”

“Very funny,” said Sparrowhawk. “If you don’t think I can make unpleasant things happen, try me. A general’s adjutant can give you way more trouble than most field officers. But think about this, Sergeant—if I was just looking for a way to bust you, I wouldn’t be giving you even this much warning. You’d never know what hit you until it was way too late.”

“Maybe,” said Harry again, somewhat less cockily. Then, his curiosity aroused, he asked, “So what’s the deal, then? You got a proposition for me, Major?”

Sparrowhawk looked around the Supply shack. Up front, the off-duty bettors were crowded around the screen, waiting to see the foursome hit their tee shots. Double-X was staring at Harry with obvious anxiety. “Too many people in here,” she said after a moment. “Let’s go somewhere quiet to talk.”

“OK,” said Harry. He looked around. “Your place or mine?”

“Watch it,” said Sparrowhawk with an expression that had been known to make senior officers cringe. Then, after a moment, she said, “I know exactly the place. I’ll meet you in the captain’s office in ten minutes.”

“The—what?” said Chocolate Harry.

“Captain Jester’s not there,” said Sparrowhawk, waving at the tri-vee screen. “He’s playing golf. So’s my boss, and so is Lieutenant Armstrong. And I happen to know that Lieutenant Rembrandt’s down in Comm Central. So who are you worried about, Sergeant—more than me, that is?”

“OK,” said Harry, nodding slowly. “Ten minutes.”

“See you there,” said Major Sparrowhawk. Then she turned on her heels and left the Supply shed, leaving Chocolate Harry scratching his head in bewilderment.


Chapter Eleven

Journal #822

A visit to Hix’s World appears, at first glance, to be a step into the deepest past. Yet nowhere else are you likely to find a society so completely dependent on an intimately interconnected, highly technological, spacegoing galactic community—and oblivious to that very dependence. Hix’s World appears to have been founded on the premise that one can eat one’s cake and still have it to admire. That, at least, is the only way I can interpret the notion of a bucolic existence that somehow manages to avoid such bucolic inconveniences as labor, famine, pestilence, and general misery.

Perhaps the most remarkable feature of Hix’s World is the belief of many of its citizens that their way of life embodies the deepest spiritual values of modern civilization. From the point of view of a thoroughgoing pragmatist such as myself, such a belief appears as paradoxical as the inhabitants’ belief that they have freed themselves from dependence on the technological infrastructure of the Alliance as a whole.

As far as I can tell, this belief is an utter delusion.

*    *    *

The customs inspectors at Hix’s World gave Phule’s luggage an unusually thorough going-over. Having spent part of the voyage reading up on the planet’s culture and customs, he was neither surprised nor unprepared. After replacing a couple of toiletry items with “Hix’s-safe” equivalents at the shipboard store, he received the inspectors’ thumbs-up and went on his way after only forty minutes. His immediate destination was a boardinghouse that catered to off-world clients, a likely place for Beeker and Nightingale to be staying—and a good place to stay, himself.

He arrived at La Retraite Rustique to find the sitting room full of tourists dressed in casual but expensive outfits, waiting to be called for the evening meal. The well-dressed young woman behind the desk shot an exasperated look in his direction, wrinkling her nose at his Legion jumpsuit. “May I assist you?” she asked in a tone of voice that made it clear she hoped she couldn’t.

“Quite likely,” said Phule, setting down his bag. “First of all, I’m interested in a room.”

“Impossible,” said the woman, throwing up her hands. “We have been fully booked since the beginning of Waarmth.” Hix’s World had adopted its own eccentric calendar, featuring supposedly natural names for the time units equivalent to months.

“Ah, good for you,” said Phule, smiling broadly. “I’m glad to know that such a fine establishment is so popular—but I’m sure you can find an open room for one of the old regulars.” Phule himself had never been there, but his mother had taken vacations on Hix’s World several times while he was growing up—which was how he knew of the place.

“Regular or irregular, it is simply impossible,” said the woman with an air of finality. “There’s not even a closet to be had. The entire district is full for the Floribunda Fete.”

Phule kept a broad smile on his face as his hand went into his pocket and returned with a small rectangular object which he placed on the counter just in front of the woman. She dropped her gaze to inspect it; when she looked up, with a gasp, her eyes were open wide. “A Dilithium Express card!” she whispered.

“Yes,” said Phule. “Do you think that’s good for a closet?”

“I think we can arrange something,” she said. “At your service, Mr.—uh …” She tried to make out the name on the card.

“Captain Jester will do,” said Phule. “Now—about that room …”

“Madame will be delighted to have you here, Captain!” she said. The young woman clapped her hands, and a man appeared from a door behind the desk. His tastefully rustic attire did not in the least disguise the fact that he was the bellman. “Andrew! Show the Captain to the Olympic Suite!”

The Olympic Suite was several degrees more elegant than any closet Phule had ever seen. Phule tipped Andrew, closed the door behind the bellman, and poured himself a cold glass of mineral water from the suite’s refreshment center. He sat down at the suite’s communications center, which was tastefully hidden inside a faux-Victorian roll-top desk. He’d learned from his mistakes on Cut ’N’ Shoot and Rot’n’art. No more dashing about on a wild gryff chase or, worse yet, depending on locals whose entire stake in the success of his search consisted of a generous paycheck—an overly generous one, considering the lack of results on Rot’n’art. This time, he was going to use his own very ample resources to track down Beeker and Nightingale.

He synchronized his Port-a-Brain with the hotel’s web hookup and began an automatic scan for Beeker’s machine, a virtual twin of his own. If Beeker’s computer had been connected to the planetary network anytime in the last two weeks, Phule’s machine would be able to detect it. Better yet, if the machine was currently in use, he should be able to locate it instantly. If that happened, he intended to charter a private jumpcraft to the exact location—with any luck, in plenty of time to catch his errant butler. Of course, if Beeker had turned on his computer, he should have seen Phule’s email. Had he not turned it on? Or had he seen the message and decided, for some reason, not to answer it?

Much to his relief, the Port-a-Brain was still functional; the special security systems hadn’t taken over. So Beeker must be in range. He started his custom search engine, and, while it ran, went to look out the suite’s picture windows, which overlooked a stretch of countryside that could have been somewhere in Provence, several centuries earlier. In fact, it was a careful reproduction of a stretch of ancient Provençal countryside, brought about by the most unintrusive and organic methods available, of course. If an occasional bush was the wrong species or color, that was a small price to pay for a program of minimalist terraforming.

As he cast his gaze over the pleasant contours of the rolling hills covered with Old Earthlike greenery, Phule could hear the Port-a-Brain gently whirring in the background. It was a very soothing sound, telling him that one of the most powerful artificial brains in the known galaxy was working to solve his problem. In the middle distance he saw something moving; just what, he couldn’t quite determine. Probably some creature imported from human worlds; the settlers hadn’t so much expelled the indigenous flora and fauna from the terraformed sections as gently persuaded them to take their business elsewhere. Even so, a few species had stubbornly resisted the program—part of the charm of the place, Hix’s World old-timers would tell you.

Then, all of a sudden, his eyes went into sharp focus and he forgot entirely about the whirring of the Port-a-Brain. There, crossing the faux-Provençal landscape, was none other than Nightingale!

*    *    *

The owner of La Retraite Rustique sat in her office, looking over architects’ renderings of the new addition she planned for her hotel. She hated trying to extrapolate from the drawings to the actual structures they purported to represent. “Damn lying pictures,” she muttered. “Why can’t they show you what it’s really going to look like?” The answer was obvious, of course—if the drawings looked like the finished product, the customer was a lot less likely to pay for the work.

There was a knock on the door. “Come in,” she growled, not really annoyed at the interruption as much as generally disgruntled. She’d once owned the most fashionable and lucrative resort hotel and casino on Lorelei. Now she was trying to start over on a new world—and finding it a lot more work than she had any appetite for.

Robert, the concierge, entered. “Good news, Madame,” he said. “We’ve just rented the Olympic Suite at double the regular rate. Some Space Legion officer with a Dilithium Express card …”

“Space Legion officer? Dilithium Express?” Maxine Pruett sat bolt upright in her seat. “It can’t be … what’s this man’s name?”

“Captain Jester,” said the concierge. “Of course, all Legion names are pseudonyms …”

“Pseudonym, hell—I know Jester,” said Maxine. “For your information, his real name’s Willard Phule. The little son of a bitch nearly ran me out of business on Lorelei—or did you miss that particular episode?” Maxine had plenty of reason to remember it, since it had broken the mob’s control of the casino business on Lorelei. Combined with the defection of Laverna, her most trusted assistant, it had also toppled her from her perch at the top of the Lorelei syndicate—which was ultimately why she’d moved her operation to Hix’s World.

“I must confess I hadn’t remembered the man’s name,” said Robert warily. “Would you like me to find some pretext to deny him the room? It should be simple enough—I can always claim that some high official of the planet needs the space.”

Maxine frowned and lit a cigarette. “No, that would just move him someplace else. Let’s keep him here where I can keep track of him. What I want to know, though, is what’s he doing here? He has to know it’s my place—why else would he be here?”

“He apparently claimed a family connection,” said Robert. “That’s not impossible—but not very likely, either. I’ll tell the waitresses and bartenders to see if they can find out the real reason from him.”

“Tell ’em there’s a bonus if they get what I want,” said Maxine, pounding a fist into her other palm. “He’s got to be here to interfere with my plans for the casino. How the hell did he find out? Bastard!”

“We’ll learn whatever we can, Madame,” said Robert. “I can probably have his suite searched while he’s out as well. Are there any other instructions?”

“Yeah, search the suite,” said Maxine, nodding. “But be careful—I don’t want him to know he’s being spied on, and he’s probably got better security systems than most banks. We don’t want to make him suspicious. Find out where he’s going when he leaves the hotel, and who he sees. And let me know if anyone comes asking for him—especially anybody else in a Legion uniform.”

“I’ll tell the staff,” said Robert. “Anything else?”

An evil grin came to Maxine Pruett’s face. “Yeah. I’d like to set a trap or two for him. Here’s my idea …”

*    *    *

It took Phule something less than five minutes to get from the Olympic Suite to the gardens he’d been viewing from the window, where he’d seen Nightingale—or her twin sister. By the time he got there, the woman was nowhere to be seen, of course. But short of jumping out of a third-story window, there was no more direct way he could have gotten to the gardens.

He stared around in frustration, trying to figure out which way she could have gone. There were three paths leading away from the clearing where he’d spotted her, all of which turned corners quickly enough that he couldn’t see very far down them. He picked the path that seemed closest to the direction she’d been going when he saw her. Fifty paces down the path, he came to a clearing with three more forks leading away. There was no sign that anyone had come this way recently. Making a snap decision, he took the middle fork. Fifty paces farther, there was another clearing, again with three paths …

Phule stopped and scratched his head. Running blindly after her—without even knowing which way she’d gone—was a waste of time and energy. For one thing, he was likely to make enough noise to warn anyone worried about avoiding pursuit. On the plus side, he now knew that Nightingale and Beeker were in the near vicinity. Perhaps they were even staying at the same hotel! He was likely to get much quicker results by asking the right questions. He turned and headed back to the hotel. Time to use my head instead of my feet, he told himself.

His first stop was the front desk, where he pushed the call button for the manager. As he waited, the gentle sounds of ancient folk music drifted out from the dining area: a harp, a flute, and some kind of soft percussion instrument. Phule wasn’t sure whether the sounds were live or recorded, although given the Hix’s World passion for rustic authenticity, live was a fair bet.

After a moment, the desk clerk appeared. This time the woman’s face broke into an eager-to-please smile, a predictable effect of his having flashed his Dilithium Express card at check-in. “Yes, sir, how can I assist you?” she chirped.

“I just saw an old family friend’s wife out the back window,” Phule said in a casual tone of voice. “But she was gone by the time I got out there to look for her. I had no idea she and her husband were visiting Hix’s World, or I’d have looked them up to ask them out for dinner. Could you tell me which room Mr. Beeker is staying in?”

“Beeker, Beeker,” said the woman, knitting her brows. “Are you certain he’s staying with us? I don’t recall the name …”

“Older fellow, tends to dress a bit conservatively,” said Phule. “His wife’s a younger woman …” Phule gave as complete a description of the fugitives as he could, right up to what Nightingale had been wearing when he saw her out the window. But by the time he finished, the manager was shaking her head.

“That doesn’t sound like anyone who’s staying with us,” she said. “Our gardens are open to the public. She could have come in from the streets, or anywhere.”

“I guess that’s possible,” said Phule, rubbing his chin. “Is there someplace else they might be staying? Someplace close enough that one of them might be walking in your gardens?”

“Our gardens are a widely known attraction,” said the woman, spreading her hands apart as if in welcome. “They so regularly won top prizes in the Floribunda Fete that the former owners withdrew them permanently to give others a chance … But as for where this person might be staying nearby … Well, there are several private homes that take in tourists. Your friends might be at any of them.”

Phule nodded. “Fine, can you give me a list?”

“It’s not something we usually track,” said the woman. “Any list would be out of date rather quickly. Besides, your friends could well be staying with someone whom they know socially, rather than one of the boardinghouses.”

“That’s a chance I’ll have to take,” said Phule, leaning his elbow on the counter. “Just tell me any that you do know, and I’ll see if Beeker’s staying with them. If not, I’ll just have to catch up with the old rascal back home and tell him he missed a free dinner on Hix’s World.”

“Best of luck finding him, sir,” said the woman. “And if you do turn up Mr. Beeker and his wife, I think you’ll find our dining room a very pleasant place to entertain them.”

“Thanks—I’ll remember that,” said Phule. “Now—you were going to give me a list of places?”

The woman smiled and gave him the list. A few moments later, Phule was placing the first of his calls …

*    *    *

The sign on the wall behind the hotel desk read, NO DISCLAVERY. Sushi stared at it, trying to figure out whether it was a misspelling of some more familiar word, but nothing seemed to fit. He shrugged; if he didn’t know what it was, he decided he wasn’t likely to be doing it. He reached out and touched the bell on the desk.

After a delay just long enough to be annoying, a sour-faced woman appeared at the desk. “What ’n the world you want, stranger?” she sniffed.

“Do you have a room for two?” asked Sushi. “We’re probably going to be here at least two nights, maybe more if business is good.”

“Probably and maybe don’t pay the rent, mister,” said the woman. “How many nights do you want?”

“I’ll take two,” said Sushi. “Can we extend that if we find out we need it longer?”

“Maybe,” said the woman with a shrug. “This here’s a busy town, and there’s more people than rooms sometimes. You want to hold it longer, you give me up-front money. Nobody makes a better offer, you get to keep the room.”

“Any refund if somebody makes a better offer?”

“You sure do ask a lot of questions, stranger,” said the woman. “We don’t take kindly to Nosy Neds hereabouts.”

“Two nights, then,” said Sushi firmly. “And my name’s not Ned.”

“You know, there’s a law ’gainst giving wrong names to hotels,” said the woman with a suspicious stare.

“That’s triff, lady, but maybe you noticed we didn’t give you no names yet,” said Do-Wop. He squinted at the sign behind the counter. “Does that sign mean you’ve run out of disclavery? I got pretty good connections—I bet I could get you a batch real cheap.”

“Disclavery’s against the law on this planet!” said the woman, giving Do-Wop the kind of look reserved for admitted criminals. She stepped back from the counter a pace.

“Well, that won’t matter with my connections … OOF!” Do-Wop doubled over and began to make strangling noises. Probably the elbow Sushi had jammed into his solar plexus had something to do with his sudden distraction.

Seizing the opening, Sushi stepped forward, flashing his brightest smile. “No need to worry about that,” he assured the landlady. He fished out his wallet and continued, “My friend’s a real joker, but he doesn’t mean anybody harm, not one bit. We really do respect the laws of all the worlds we visit, and that certainly includes Hix’s World. Now, how much do we owe you for that room?”

The landlady favored Sushi with a suspicious glare, but the money in his hands seemed to settle the issue. “Ninety-two,” she said. After a moment, she amended herself: “Ninety-two apiece, and no rowdy stuff.” She sketched a nod in the direction of the NO DISCLAVERY sign.

“Fine,” said Sushi. “Here’s for two nights.”

“Number six, in back,” said the woman, jerking her thumb in that direction. “You c’n carry yer own bags.”

“I guess we can,” said Sushi. “Come on, buddy, let’s stow the bags, and then we can get down to business.” He reached down and picked up his duffel bag, and motioned to Do-Wop to do the same.”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Do-Wop, who’d more or less recovered his breath. “I can’t wait to find the captain so’s I can go back to goofin’ off.”

“Remember, you two,” said the woman behind the desk. “I find out you’re up to any kind o’ mischief—and I p’rtic’rly mean disclavery—I’m callin’ the sheriff!”

“Great freakin’ place you found us, Soosh,” muttered Do-Wop as he shouldered open the door to the outside. Perhaps fortunately, the woman behind the desk didn’t seem to hear him.

*    *    *

Chocolate Harry boldly strolled into the captain’s office as if he had every legitimate reason in the world to be there. In fact, he knew nobody was likely to question him. That was just as well, because inside, he was all but quivering in his oversize boots. Like many men who exploit loopholes and ambiguities in the rules, he had a secret fear of being caught—and while he was damned good at lawyering his way out of a situation, he always worried that he might someday meet his match. Captain Jester had given him considerable leeway. But at the moment, the captain wasn’t here to protect him. And that could mean big trouble.

“Well, right on time, Sergeant,” said Major Sparrowhawk, who’d taken the liberty of sitting in the captain’s desk chair. “Pull up a chair—no point being uncomfortable while we’re talking business.”

“Business?” Chocolate Harry’s expression was guarded. “’Scuse me, Major, but I didn’t know we had any business to talk about.”

“Well, Sergeant, I’m about to fill you in on it,” said Sparrowhawk. “Sit down; the chair’s not wired.”

“OK, I’m sitting,” said Harry. He turned the chair around so the back was between him and the general’s adjutant, as if to give him some protection in case she started throwing things at him. “What’s the scam?”

“Good choice of wording,” said Sparrowhawk dryly. “You’ve probably noticed that General B. is getting really involved in his golf game here.”

“Hard to miss that,” said Harry. “In fact, considering how many of the guys are getting into the daily pools, I’d say it’s become the main attraction. What about it?”

Sparrowhawk crossed her arms and looked Harry directly in the eye. “What if I told you that, in spite of the wonderful attractions and thrilling people here on Zenobia Base, I’m a city girl at heart? In fact, suppose I said I’m getting utterly bored out here and want to get back home?”

“What, and give up Escrima’s cookin’?” said Harry with an evil grin.

“I’d even give up that, good as it is,” said Sparrowhawk with a look that left no doubt she meant it. “To put it bluntly, I need to come up with a way to make the general stop whacking around that stupid little ball.”

“And then?” said Harry. “S’pose he decides to start busting Captain Jester’s chops, which everybody knows is why he came to Zenobia Base to begin with. That don’t do nothin’ for me.”

“I know this might come as a surprise to you, Sergeant, but it doesn’t do a damned thing for me, either,” said Sparrowhawk. “As I said, I just want to get back to Rahnsome Base and my own home and friends. I hope this isn’t a serious blow to you.”

“I’m tough enough to take it, Major,” said Chocolate Harry. “It’ll put a hole in my bottom line, but I can take it.” He shrugged and looked back at Sparrowhawk. “But you didn’t haul me in here to talk about that—or did you?”

“My, you’re slow,” said Sparrowhawk. “Getting the general off this godforsaken base and back to Legion Headquarters is exactly what I’m trying to do. And the whole reason he’s still here is that stupid game. Bad enough he putzes around with it in his office. Outdoors? In those silly shorts? Puh-leez! About the only good side of things is that he hasn’t asked me to cabby for him.”

“I think it’s called caddy, Major,” said Harry.

“Whatever it’s called, I’m glad I’m not doing it,” said Sparrowhawk. “Now—it has occurred to me that you can put a stop to the game if you’re so inclined. And I mean to see that you are so inclined.”

“Say what?” Harry’s voice went up an octave, and his frown betrayed utter bewilderment. “How you think I can stop the game?”

“What’s the one thing they can’t play without?”

Harry rubbed his chin. “You got me, Major. Grass? Clubs? Those flags that show ’em were the holes are? Whisky?”

“Balls,” said Major Sparrowhawk.

“Hey, no need to get nasty,” said Chocolate Harry, drawing himself up to his full height, which was impressive even in a sitting position. “I’m tryin’ to give you a straight answer …”

“Balls,” repeated the major. “Those little white balls they keep hitting around the park. They can’t play the game if they run out of those, can they?”

“I guess not,” said Harry. “Only thing is, there’s plenty of ’em. The captain had me order up three gross of Titleists when we were settin’ up the golf course, and the supplier threw in six dozen PoDos for a bonus …”

“They’re all going to disappear,” said Sparrowhawk grimly. “All of them. I don’t care how you do it—I don’t need to know how you do it, as long as it’s done. I don’t want a single golf ball to be on this base by this time tomorrow.”

“I could do that,” said Harry. “It’ll be a little chancy, but I can do it.” He leaned forward. “What’s in it for me?”

“Getting the general off your back isn’t enough?” Sparrowhawk sat back in the chair, an expression of disbelief on her face.

“It ain’t my skanky ass he’s after, pardon my French,” said Chocolate Harry. “What’s the worst gonna happen to me? Kicked out of the Legion? Transferred to another unit? He can’t throw me into a combat unit, ’cause there ain’t no wars to begin with.”

“How about military prison?” said Sparrowhawk. “You’ve run up a rather spectacular record of corruption  …”

“Which is different from the rest of the Legion how?” said Harry, with the demeanor of an utterly reasonable man. “Alls I say is, you take care of me, I take care of you. Here’s what I got in mind  …”

They talked for another hour, but at the end they had an agreement.

*    *    *

It was a beautiful morning. The air was clear and pristine; the temperature on the warmer side of moderate; and the sounds of birds (or something with very birdlike vocal equipment) wafted upon the gentle breeze.

Do-Wop stepped out onto the immaculately kept lawn in front of the hotel and sneezed loudly—twice. “Jeez, this dump makes me itch all over,” he said, wiping his nose on the sleeve of his uniform. “Can’t they do somethin’ ’bout the air?”

“I think they already took care of that,” said Sushi. “Or didn’t you read the Mandatory Visitor and Immigration Notices they handed out on the shuttle down?”

“Who had time for that?” said Do-Wop. “I had twelve replays on the padouki console, best run in years.”

“Well, good for you. But all those replays kept you from finding out that because of the environmental regulations, the air here is the healthiest in the galaxy,” said Sushi, shrugging. “Or so the Hixians claim. Maybe you’re just allergic to uncontaminated air …”

Do-Wop interrupted him with another sneeze. “If this is healthy, gimme some industrial fumes,” he growled. “Where we goin’ today, anyhow?”

“The captain’s staying in a little place a couple of miles away,” said Sushi, pointing in the general direction. “He must think Beeker’s somewhere in the neighborhood, so we have to work on the same assumption …”

“Why?” interrupted Do-Wop. “What if the captain’s wrong, and Beeker’s halfway around the planet?”

Sushi rolled his eyes. “If he’s wrong, we’ve got the whole planet to search—and no idea where to start. If he’s right, we’ve at least got a plan. Which way do you want to play it?”

“Depends,” said Do-Wop, wiping his nose on his sleeve again. “Is there somewheres else we could go look, where maybe the air’s a bit unhealthier?”

“Gee, great attitude from a guy who’s met Barky the Environmental Dog,” said Sushi. “If you’d read the notices, you’d have found out that the whole planet is a pollution-free zone, which means there isn’t going to be a whole lot of difference in the air wherever you go. So the best thing for you is probably to work your butt off trying to help the captain find Beeker, so we can get off this planet and back to Zenobia before your nose falls off.”

“That’d be a great idea except for the part about work,” said Do-Wop. “It don’t look like I’ve got a whole lot of other choices, though. So how are we gonna find ol’ Beeker?”

“Good question, considering we already haven’t managed to find him on two other worlds,” said Sushi. “I guess the best place to start is to ask ourselves where we’d be on this planet if we were Beeker?”

“I already know that,” said Do-Wop. “I’d be on some other planet, where there’s some life. This place is way too laid-back for any city boy.”

“If that’s the way you feel, you ought to be even more anxious to get the job done and head for home,” said Sushi. “Come on, there’s supposed to be a row of touristy shops in the center of town. Let’s take a stroll down there and see if we spot our guy—or our Nightingale.”

“Aw right, aw right,” said Do-Wop. “I can’t feature Beeker doin’ touristy stuff, though. You think the dude even owns a T-shirt?”

“For all I know, he’s got a hundred of ’em,” said Sushi as the two legionnaires started off toward town at a leisurely pace. “Who knows what he wears underneath that starched shirt of his?”

Do-Wop frowned, then answered, “For all I know, it’s purple antirobot cammy.”

Having exhausted the subject of Beeker’s wardrobe, Do-Wop and Sushi trudged along, staring at the pathway leading into town. Like most paths they’d seen on Hix’s World, it was paved with native flagstones, carefully chosen to harmonize with the scenery. It rarely held to an absolutely straight line, preferring gentle curves that followed the natural contours of the local terrain. A split-rail fence paralleled it on one side. It was thoroughly lovely, in a self-righteously rustic way.

Around the curve just ahead of them, there came a woman riding a bicycle. She saw the two pedestrians and reached out to squeeze the bulb of an old-fashioned air horn mounted to the handlebars. Sushi and Do-Wop looked up and automatically moved to the side to let her by. It was only after she was past them and rolling around the next curve in the path that Sushi turned around and stared after her. “Hey, did you see that? That was Nightingale!”

“No shit?” said Do-Wop, wheeling around. “Hey, let’s go get her!”

But she had more than enough of a head start to outrun them both.


Chapter Twelve

Journal #829

After the rust and incipient riot of Rot’n’art, Hix’s World came as a breath of fresh air quite literally: air quality standards were written directly into the Settlers’ Bill of Rights—in effect, the planetary constitution—by the members of the first colonization. Any device or organism known to emit any of 253 listed noxious gases or any of 728 listed noxious particles in atmospheric suspension was subject to confiscation without appeal. Noise regulations were equally stringent; certain musical instruments were officially contraband unless accompanied by a certificate of performance proficiency from a recognized institution of musical education. Any performer not so certified was subject to expulsion from the planet.

What was remarkable about Hix’s World wasn’t the existence of the regulations—after all, any competent lawyer can probably think of dozens of equally stringent legal provisions around the Alliance. Nor was the total ruthlessness with which they were enforced especially odd; again, almost every society has at some time pursued a “zero tolerance” policy regarding some practice it frowns upon. No, what set Hix’s World apart was the lack of dissent from the standards its original settlers had imposed upon the populace. Some ten generations after the settlement, the only changes in the environmental standards of Hix’s World have been their extension to irritants unknown at the time of founding.

Surprisingly, the result of all this thicket of regulation is one of the most tranquil worlds on which I have ever set foot.

*    *    *

“All right, we know she’s here,” said Sushi. “So Beeker has to be here too.” He and Do-Wop sat on the low stone wall to one side of the footpath on which they’d been going into town when Nightingale—or someone who looked a great deal like her—rode past them on a bicycle. They’d dashed off in pursuit of her, but she’d had far too long a head start for them to catch her—though they’d certainly tried. And, whether she simply didn’t hear them or deliberately ignored them, their attempts to get the cyclist to stop had failed.

Do-Wop scowled. “Maybe you’re right, Soosh. But the way she was riding that thing, there’s no tellin’ where she’s going. Could be miles from here.”

“Could be,” said Sushi. “But she was coming from Crumpton, which either means she’s staying there—and will be back, probably later today. Or it could be she’s staying someplace else close by and was headed there. In which case, we’ve got a larger area to search …”

“I bet she’s still in town,” said Do-Wop, pointing in the direction in which Nightingale had gone. “Too early in the day for her to ride in, go shopping, and be done already.”

Sushi shook his head. “It’s after ten o’clock, you know—you may like to sleep all morning, but not everybody else does. She could’ve gotten up early …”

Do-Wop cut him short. “Ahhh, you think you know everything, but you don’t know how women shop,” he scoffed. “Woman goes shoppin’ for soap, she’s gotta look at every bar of soap in three different stores. Not just look at it—she’s gotta smell it, and heft it, and look at the color, and read the label, and compare the price, and talk to five, six other people about what kinda soap they like, and then go back to all the other stores again to look at their soap. Me, I’d grab the cheapest soap in the store and go home and wash my hands before she even figured out how much it cost.”

“Hmmm, maybe you’re right,” said Sushi. “I didn’t see her carrying anything, so she probably hadn’t been shopping. Which means instead of following her, we should just wait for her to come back.”

“Good thinkin’,” said Do-Wop, standing up. “I say we both go find a good spot and hang out there and see if she comes past.”

“All right, that makes as much sense as anything,” said Sushi, rising to join his partner. “But we’d better keep our eyes and ears open while we’re walking, just in case she comes back this way.”

“Nothin’ to worry about, Soosh,” said Do-Wop with a grin. “I’m all eyes.”

“Yeah, well, keep ’em open—I’d hate to miss her,” said Sushi. After a moment, he said, “I wonder what she’s doing going out without Beeker. I hope they’re still together—if they’re not, we’re totally wasting our time.”

“Aw, man, Beeker might be old, but he ain’t stupid.”

“That’s what I’m worried about,” said Sushi. “Why isn’t he out riding with her? What if she had some kind of accident?”

“Yeah, them two-wheel thingies look dangerous as hell to me,” said Do-Wop.

“Bicycling’s supposed to be good exercise,” said Sushi with a shrug. “It’s fun, too—I used to ride one at summer camp, out on Earpsalot. But there could be other reasons Beeker’s not with her this morning. Maybe he had some shopping of his own to do …”

“No way Beeker’s gonna spend all morning on that. I bet there’s somethin’ fishy goin’ on …”

“What is it with you, anyway?” said Sushi. He stopped walking and turned to point a finger at his partner. “Two minutes ago you were saying Beeker wasn’t out with Nightingale because he didn’t want to ride a bicycle; now you say there’s something fishy because he isn’t. Don’t you listen to yourself? Or do you just like to contradict people for the sake of argument?”

“What the hell you talkin’ about? I never contradict nobody,” said Do-Wop, his hands on his hips.

“You do it all the time,” said Sushi. “Especially me, and I’m getting tired of it.”

“Oh, yeah?” said Do-Wop. “Listen up, wise guy …”

They were still arguing hotly when Nightingale gently honked her horn and zipped past them on her bicycle, headed back to Crumpton.

*    *    *

Lieutenant Armstrong took a deep breath. Everything was going according to plan—so far, at least. Barring some disaster, General Blitzkrieg would be happily occupied during his stay, out of the company’s hair, and blissfully unaware that Captain Jester was off-planet. The essence of the plan was for Blitzkrieg to win—ideally, by a narrow enough margin to keep the general from walking off with a significant bundle of Omega Company’s cash. Just to be on the safe side, Armstrong had instructed the caddies to make certain the general always had a good lie, and that the florbigs left his ball alone, and that his drink was never empty.

To Armstrong’s great relief, the general had taken to Omega Company’s new golf course like a Zenobian realtor to virgin swampland. And the Andromatic robot duplicate of Captain Jester—originally built to impersonate Phule in his capacity as owner of the Fat Chance Casino—evidently had the general completely fooled. The robot was custom-built to escort rich customers around a gambling resort. So the robot “Phule” came from the factory programmed to play a respectable golf game—automatically modulating its game to play just a couple of strokes worse than the opponent.

Flight Leftenant Qual had been briefed on the plan, of course. Armstrong wasn’t entirely sure just how much Qual understood, or whether the Zenobian was sufficiently in command of his game to play his part without mishaps. The little Zenobian’s style was completely unorthodox, with both feet usually coming off the ground when he swung. Qual got excellent distance off the tee with his cut-down clubs, but his shots seemed to have a near-magnetic attraction to the deep rough and the bunkers. That should have resulted in a horrible score, but despite spending most of his time in the hazards, Qual had pulled off some near miracles with his short irons and putter, and shot a very respectable thirty-nine on the first nine. Armstrong had had to sink a couple of fifteen-foot putts to keep Qual and the robot from taking the lead. He did his best not to think of what the general’s mood might be if he’d missed them …

But after nine holes, the score was just where it ought to be: the general and Armstrong were one up against Qual and the robot. General Blitzkrieg had hit something over a hundred balls, but by incredibly selective scorekeeping had managed to put only forty-two strokes down on his scorecard. It was his custom to hit as many as four drives—“Just getting a feel for the course,” he’d say—then play whichever ball happened to lie best. “This is the one I hit first, right?” If an approach shot went astray, he’d take another mulligan or two. What was most astonishing to Armstrong was that Blitzkrieg appeared to have no notion whatsoever that his score for the front nine was in any way questionable.

In any case, General Blitzkrieg was in the lead, and in a good mood. The florbigs had left his ball entirely alone; he’d had a long, cool G&T after the front nine; and now he was gleefully rehashing every good shot he’d made—some of them completely imaginary, but not even Qual was clueless enough to challenge him on that point.

Armstrong had won the last hole with a par four; the other three players had holed out in five, with Qual and the robot “Captain Jester” both missing tough six-footers. True to form, General Blitzkrieg had picked up his thirty-foot uphill putt once Armstrong’s ball was in the hole, saying, “that one’s a gimme now.” In any case, Armstrong had the honors, and responded by thumping a number two wood straight down the middle with a clean shot at the fat of the green. “Great golf shot,” said Captain Jester with a broad grin. It was uncanny how much the robot resembled its prototype, right down to the nuances of behavior; it was exactly the way the real captain would have responded.

Qual and the general followed, and for once both somehow managed to keep the ball in the fairway, though short of Armstrong’s drive. Now the robot was up, waggling a driving iron at the teed ball. “Let’s see if I can put this one past you, Armstrong,” it said, shading its eyes to peer down the fairway.

The general said, “Ten dollars says you can’t.” He’d made three or four similar side bets and lost all but one of them, but if he had any memory of his losses, it didn’t deter him. Maybe it was his way of putting pressure on an opponent.

“Like taking candy from a baby,” said the robot. “You’re on, General—watch this!” It took a long backswing, then brought the club head down on the ball with frightening velocity. The ball streaked off down the center of the course, seemingly inches off the ground.

Whether by sheer blind luck, or as a cleverly disguised way to let the general win another hole, the robot’s drive was aimed directly at a low, flat rock perhaps forty yards down the course. If it had hit at almost any random angle, it would have bounced off in some unpredictable direction—most likely, into the deep rough. But, as luck would have it, the ball hit square on almost the only face of the rock perpendicular to its line of flight, and before anyone could say a word, it had rebounded directly back to the tee and struck the robot square in the forehead with a sickening thunk. As three horrified golfers and four openmouthed caddies looked on, the robot crumpled to the ground—seemingly lifeless.

*    *    *

Phule had spent a good fraction of the morning learning that if Hix’s World had a private detective agency, it was extremely private. Secret might be a better description—at least, there were none listed on the Net, nor in the business directory, nor in the phone books. And Carlotta, the receptionist who’d greeted him upon arrival, showed no sign of comprehending what he was looking for when he asked her advice. He was beginning to wonder if anybody on Hix’s World did anything that required investigation, improbable as that seemed.

In fact, it didn’t make sense at all. There was certainly a government here, and Phule had even seen evidence of a police force, although not one that would have impressed visitors from a built-up world like Rot’n’art or New Baltimore. And he had no doubt that people here were swindling their business partners and cheating on their spouses just as frequently as on any other world he’d been to. But he couldn’t for the life of him figure out how they found out what was going on—unless everybody did their own private investigations. Which is what it looked as if he was going to have to do if he was going to find Nightingale—and ultimately, Beeker.

So: back to square one. He knew they were here, and in fact they couldn’t be far away. If he visited the nearby hotels and rooming houses, he had a good chance of either spotting them or getting a desk clerk or waiter to recognize them by description. It would be labor-intensive, but it was fairly straightforward.

Alternately, he could start visiting places they were likely to go, hoping to intercept them there. That also required time, but a bit less legwork. He could pick a museum gallery or a park bench and wait—if he picked the right one. It’d be just his luck to spend hours inspecting the crowds someplace they’d already checked off their list. What kind of attraction would Beeker be drawn to? He realized he had no better idea than he’d had on Rot’n’art.

Well, one thing they had to do was eat. And even if their hotel had a four-star restaurant, they’d likely want to sample the others in the neighborhood, if only for a change of scenery—or to avoid a special trip back in the midst of a day of sightseeing. That was the ticket! He’d pick a popular lunch spot near tourist spots and lie in wait for them there. The Directory of Local Attractions provided by the hotel gave him the names of several likely spots; he chose one, got directions there, and headed out.

Encore Silver Plate was a little cafe and wine bar with outdoor tables half a block from the main shopping street in the largest nearby town, New Yarmouth. The walls were hung with works of local artists, all priced for sale, and none to Phule’s taste. But the place was obviously popular—nearly full, in fact—and the colorful sign in front was large enough to catch the eye of any jaded shopper looking for a place to take a lunch break. Best of all, the outside tables gave a clear view along the street in both directions, as well as of the foot traffic on High Street.

Phule ordered a large coffee and settled himself at a table near the curb, with a local newsprint he’d picked up on the way into town. A look around at the clientele suggested that the place was frequented equally by locals and off-worlders here to see the Floribunda Fete.

The tourists sat in small groups, ostentatiously dressed in expensive walking or cycling outfits, noisily comparing notes on maps and guidebooks or off-world newsprints. The locals—most of them wearing casual outfits that wouldn’t have raised an eyebrow on any of the settled worlds of the Alliance—also kept to themselves, swapping hilarious gossip about their neighbors or playing some local card game, which looked to be an improbable cross between cribbage and tonk. They paid no attention to the tourists, who returned the favor.

Phule wasn’t especially interested in either group, except for a particular pair of tourists. He’d already determined that neither Beeker nor Nightingale were in the cafe or on the nearby streets. He took a sip of his coffee, opened the newsprint, and sat back in a position where he could see along the street in both directions without lowering the paper or otherwise making it obvious he was looking for someone. He figured that even if someone noticed him scanning the crowd, they were most likely to assume he was—like at least two other men in the cafe—a bored tourist awaiting his wife’s return from a shopping expedition.

An hour passed; Phule bought a second coffee and some kind of sweet pastry, overtipping the girl behind the counter—if he had to sit at his table a long time, he didn’t want her to get too annoyed at him, maybe even decide he looked suspicious and call the authorities on him. He’d already lost interest in the newsprint. But he’d made up his mind to stay here till after lunchtime, then move on to someplace else and take up the vigil there—unless he got a break first.

After another hour, he was beginning to regret the two coffees, good as they were. There was a restroom inside the cafe, of course. But to use it was to risk missing Beeker or Nightingale, should they by chance pick that very moment to pass by. He sat there a while longer, crossing and uncrossing his legs as he wondered what professional detectives did in this situation. Finally, after convincing himself that the odds of missing his quarry were so slim as to be negligible, he gave in to the inevitable and went inside.

Naturally, he’d been gone mere seconds before Beeker and Nightingale strolled slowly past the cafe, stopping to read the menu and peer inside before moving on down the street. But by the time Phule was back outside, they’d turned the corner. He never knew how close he’d come to finding them.

Worse yet, he never finished reading his newsprint. If he’d gotten as far as the sports section, he could have seen a headline reading: “Rot’n’art Edges NB in Alliance Cup.” In smaller type, just below, it read, “Greebfap Beams in Shot at Beeper to Ice OT Win.”

*    *    *

“Why do you want to go to the captain’s hotel?” asked Sushi. “Rembrandt ordered us not to let the captain know we’re here trying to help him. Or did you forget that?”

Do-Wop shrugged. “I didn’t forget nothin’,” he said. “Thing is, we’ve seen Nightingale twice already. So we know she—and Ol’ Beeky—has gotta be close. But the captain, he don’t know that. So we’re gonna leave him a ’nonymous tip sayin’ the people he’s lookin’ for are right here under his nose.”

“Well, that makes sense,” said Sushi. He found a piece of paper and jotted down a brief message. He folded it, wrote on the outside “To Capt. Jester,” and stuck it in the pocket of his jumpsuit. “OK, let’s go,” he said.

They walked over to the local bike shop, where they rented a tandem model, the cheapest alternative for two traveling together. True to form, Do-Wop was initially reluctant to trust himself to the “two-wheeled thingie.”

“Aww, come on,” said Sushi. “Little girls can ride these things. What’s the big, brave legionnaire afraid of?”

“Fallin’ off and breakin’ my neck,” said Do-Wop, eyeing it warily. But after a little more joking, Sushi persuaded him to give it a try. Sure enough, he picked up the knack in short time and admitted that it came close to being fun. That was likely to change the first time he took a fall, but Sushi coached him in the basics, and soon he was satisfied that his buddy was ready to roll.

With that settled, they hopped on the rented tandem and set off for Phule’s hotel. Not surprisingly, La Retraite Rustique was in a considerably fancier neighborhood than their own modest digs. Several of the neighboring properties appeared to be large country estates, perhaps in the same family since the time of the Founding. So when the two of them pulled their well-used tandem up to its front door, the doorman appeared ready to direct them to the delivery entrance.

His attitude didn’t improve when Do-Wop tossed him a small coin and said, “Yo, bud, make sure nobody messes wit’ da ride.”

“I am certain it will be perfectly safe while you are gone,” said the doorman with just the faintest emphasis. His left eyebrow lifted a fraction of an inch.

“Great, I knew I could trust ya,” said Do-Wop as he followed Sushi through the door. The doorman gave the door a baleful look, then turned to the coin he’d caught in midair. After a moment, he shrugged and pocketed it. After all, it’d buy him a coffee or a nut bar no matter where it came from.

Inside the lobby, Sushi and Do-Wop stopped and looked around for a moment. For all its pretense at rustic simplicity, La Retraite fairly reeked of money. The hardwood floorboards were nearly a foot wide, with tight, clearly delineated grain that indicated old-growth timber to a practiced eye. The art on the walls was all original, and while the artists’ names weren’t familiar to the two legionnaires, Sushi suspected (rightly) that they would be to any visiting connoisseur. Even the lighting was of a discreet tone that gave a suggestion of candlelight without the trouble of wax drips or smoke.

Their admiration was broken by a deep voice. “May I be of help, gentlemen?” The tone somehow made it clear that the final word was included as a matter of courtesy, with the speaker carefully reserving his personal opinion as to its relevance.

“Sure,” said Do-Wop—coming here was his idea, so he felt entitled to take the lead. “We’re lookin’ for Captain Jester, Space Legion. This is where he’s stayin’, right?”

“Offhand, I couldn’t say,” said Robert, the concierge—for that was who had greeted them. “Perhaps you could tell why you want to know.”

“Just so happens, we got a ’nonymous message for him,” Do-Wop said out of the side of his mouth.

“Really,” said the concierge with a hint of a smirk. “And what makes you think we would convey anonymous messages to our guests—assuming this captain is, in fact, one of our guests?”

“What, are you playin’ the dumbs with me?” said Do-Wop, putting his hands on his hips. “Yo, I can play the dumbs, too.”

“Relax, buddy,” said Sushi, putting a hand on Do-Wop’s shoulder. He turned to the concierge. “My friend here didn’t quite make himself clear. We need to get a note to the captain, and there’s a little something to make sure it gets to him.” He offered the message, along with a folded bill. “If he asks, you didn’t see who brought it, OK?”

“I’m afraid it’s not OK,” said Robert, looking down his nose at the note and the bill. “I don’t see what legitimate business one of our guests could have with the likes of you two.”

“Whaddaya mean?” growled Do-Wop, making a fist. “Y’know, this honker’s startin’ to rack me off …”

Sushi grabbed his partner’s arm. “Easy, buddy. The guy thinks we’re not fancy enough for his place. We’ll get our message to the captain some other way. Come on.”

“OK,” said Do-Wop, glaring. “I guess we better get outta here before I stink up the rich people’s air.” He turned on his heel and walked away so rapidly that Sushi had to hurry to keep up.

*    *    *

According to the literature in Phule’s hotel, travelers came from light-years away to enjoy the annual Floribunda Fete on Hix’s World. And, to judge from the variety of costumes and accents Phule saw and heard around him in the hotel dining room and in the nearby town, that was no exaggeration.

Unfortunately, what he’d seen of the festival didn’t impress him. Maybe it just wasn’t a guy thing—most of the male tourists he saw seemed as little interested in the abundant flowers as he was. Just as likely, he was too focused on trying to find Beeker and the Port-a-Brain to have much attention left over for the colorful blossoms that decorated every home and business he passed. Some of the ones he noticed were sort of pretty, but he wouldn’t have come halfway across the galaxy to enjoy them. Probably he wouldn’t even have crossed the street.

On the other hand, it did seem that Beeker must have come here for the festival—as he’d discovered, the planet was booked solid for weeks in advance. As far as Phule could tell, his butler had never shown any particular interest in flowers. Of course, as he’d already discovered, he knew far less of Beeker’s tastes than he’d realized. Maybe it was Nightingale who’d convinced him to come, though that seemed out of character, too—or maybe he just didn’t know her all that well. Obviously, somebody had made advance reservations for the couple well before Nightingale had joined Omega Company. He stared out the window at the gardens where he’d seen Nightingale two days earlier, trying to figure it out. How could he know so little about people he’d lived with for months—in Beeker’s case, for years?

He realized that beating his head against these puzzles was beginning to give him a headache. What he needed was a walk in the fresh air. He slipped on a light jacket—the evening air could be brisk, even in Floribunda season—and headed downstairs to the gardens. But no sooner had he entered the lobby than he was waylaid by Carlotta, the receptionist at La Retraite Rustique.

“Captain Jester,” she said, wide-eyed. “I must warn you—you are being followed by two very suspicious men!”

“Really?” he said. “What do they look like?”

She glanced over her shoulder. “I have not seen them myself, but they approached Robert, the concierge—he was immediately put on his guard, and sent them away without telling them anything. But you must be aware at all times—you may be in danger!”

“A Legion officer is used to danger, ma’am,” Phule assured her. “But I think I’ll have a word with your concierge in any case. No point walking into something blindfolded if you can get advance knowledge. And thank you for the warning.”

Robert looked so competent, distinguished, and professionally discreet that Phule easily could have believed he’d been selected for his role by Galactic Central Casting. The concierge nodded politely as Phule approached him. “Yes, sir?” he said with an inflection suggesting that he was awaiting orders.

“Your receptionist tells me a couple of fellows were asking about me,” said Phule. “She says they were suspicious characters, so I thought I should follow it up, just so I don’t get caught off guard. What can you tell me about them?”

“Not a great deal, I’m afraid, sir,” said Robert. “They were rather young; I’d guess in their early twenties. They were dressed all in black—that seems to be much the fashion at that age—and they asked if you were staying here. I sent them right away, of course.”

“Asked for me by name, I assume,” said Phule.

“Exactly, sir,” said Robert. “Name, rank, and branch of service—Captain Jester of the Space Legion, they said. Well, I didn’t like the look of them at all. Not that I’d have given them information even if I thought they were princes. That’s not what Madame employs me for, if you know what I mean.”

“And I’m glad to hear it,” said Phule. “Can you tell me any more what they looked like?” Phule had no idea who might have some reason to be looking for him. He’d settled accounts with the Intergalactic Revenue Service sufficiently to get them off his back for several years to come. He didn’t think the Lorelei Mob wanted anything more to do with him, after he’d shown them what kind of muscle the Legion could bring to bear on its targets. And while he’d probably left some ruffled feathers behind, he hadn’t made any real enemies on his visits to Cut ’N’ Shoot or Rot’n’art.

“Well, as I said, they were young and dressed in black,” said Robert. “Both males—I don’t think I said that. One of them was probably of Earth Asian ancestry; the other was big-city trash of some sort, to judge from his accent.”

“Hmmm …” Phule pondered. “Thank you; I’ll have to keep an eye out for them.”

Outside in the garden, he mulled over what the concierge had told him. The description he’d been given could fit dozens of people, including several members of his own Legion company—Do-Wop and Sushi in particular. Of course, it was unlikely that the two of them were on Hix’s World. The expense alone would have prevented it. In any case, if the concierge was describing them accurately, the black-clad youngsters would be fairly obvious here on Hix’s World, with its crowds of casually—but expensively—dressed tourists and ecologically correct locals. But if the two really meant him trouble, he’d have to be on the lookout. Just what he needed—something else to worry about.


Chapter Thirteen

Journal #840

A person fond of an orderly existence will find much to admire about life on a military base. (Given the rarity of chances to admire the military, one probably ought to appreciate the few that do present themselves.)

*    *    *

As soon as Phule had left, the concierge walked briskly across the lobby to the owner’s private office. He knocked, waited an instant, then opened the door. At her desk, Madame looked up at him, annoyance turning to expectation as she recognized him. “Well, Robert. How did Jester react to our little ploy?”

“He seemed to take it at face value,” said Robert, easing into a chair without awaiting his boss’s invitation. “He managed to act as if he had no idea what those legionnaires were up to. We know better, of course, but he was quite convincing.”

“He’s a damn good actor,” agreed Maxine Pruett—Phule’s old rival from the Lorelei casino wars. “Do you think he knows I’m planning to turn this joint into a new casino?”

Robert shrugged. “Why would he show up here if he didn’t suspect it? The only other possibility is coincidence—which is too far-fetched to believe.”

Maxine wrinkled her nose. “I see your point. The question is, what are we going to do?”

“Realistically?” Robert drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair, then said, “I see only two ways to play it: plow ahead and hope no one catches on before we’re home, or get out before everything collapses around us.”

Maxine nodded. “What do you recommend?” She raised a quizzical eyebrow.

Robert chuckled. “Is this an intelligence test? If we pull the plug now, I’m personally going to lose a lot of money, and so are you. My instinct is to stick it out. On the other hand, if we’re caught …”

“Hix’s World throws the law books at us,” said Maxine, not letting the pause drag out too long. “High risk for high profit, or bug out now and lose it all—and no guarantees with either choice. But my gut instinct is the same as yours. That gives us another problem …”

“Whether to eliminate Jester before he ruins our entire plan,” said Robert, nodding. “Luckily, those two flunkies of his aren’t going to pose any threat to us.”

“Don’t be so sure,” said Maxine. “I’ve run up against the Space Legion before …”

“Forget them,” said Robert, waving a hand. “The Legion is a laughingstock, even in military circles. And that’s saying a mouthful, if you have any idea of the level of incompetence and corruption in the Alliance military as a whole.”

“You haven’t had them shooting cannons over your head,” said Maxine. “I have—and that makes me want to think twice before I call in the rough boys to deal with Jester.”

Robert leaned over the desk. “All right, then. We wait and see how he responds to my hint that someone’s after him. I’m hoping it’ll scare him off—or at least slow him down enough to let us finish our business before anything else threatens us. If he doesn’t scare off—well, we’ll have to see what kind of trouble we’re in at that point.”

“That’s my Robert—I can always depend on you to argue for the plan with the least risk,” said Maxine.

“And it’s gotten me a long, nearly trouble-free life,” said Robert. “But least risk isn’t no risk. If circumstances dictate, I’m ready to take steps against Jester. If that doesn’t work, I have a bag packed, ready to go—and if the fellows with badges and handcuffs are close enough behind me, I’m content to leave without it. I advise you to make similar preparations.”

“You’d think it was a crime to try to make a profit,” said Maxine dryly. “The damn Settlers’ Bill of Rights wasn’t supposed to kill off business, was it?”

“I’m sure it wasn’t,” said Robert. “I’m equally sure that the party now in power has consistently interpreted it so that our little enterprise can be seen that way. A good attorney could probably convince an appeals court otherwise. But there’d be a lot of expense and other unpleasantness before we reached that point. I’d just as soon grab my profit and get out before anybody comes around asking questions.”

“Good point,” said Maxine. “All right, we wait and see. But be sharp—I don’t want any surprises. If Jester starts snooping into something we don’t want him to know about, I want you to tell me instantly.”

“Not a problem,” said Robert. “Believe me, I have as much to lose as anyone. Do you need me for anything more, Madame?”

“Right now, no,” she said. “Remember—keep your eyes on Jester!”

*    *    *

“There is definitely somethin’ weird goin’ on back there,” said Do-Wop as he and Sushi walked down the path from La Retraite Rustique.

“Really,” said Sushi, stopping and putting his hands on his hips. “I am, like, completely blown away by your powers of observation.”

“Yeah, well, I guess not everybody would notice it,” said Do-Wop. He looked back over his shoulder, as if to ensure nobody was watching them. “You sorta hafta know what you’re lookin’ at.”

“That would never have occurred to me,” said Sushi, scaling unprecedented heights of sarcasm. “What exactly made you suspicious? Perhaps I can learn something from you.”

Do-Wop grinned. “Well, yeah, that’s why they made us partners, ain’t it? Thing is, that consigliere …”

“You mean the concierge?”

“Hey, you say it in your language, I say it in mine,” said Do-Wop. Together they strolled casually over to the rack where they’d parked the tandem bike they’d come on. “Anyways, I seen that sucker before, in another hotel. And guess where?”

“We’ve been in a few hotels together,” said Sushi, trying to think back to the various places Phule had quartered Omega Company since taking command. “I can’t say I remember him from any of them, though.”

“Well, here’s a hint,” Do-Wop said, mounting the tandem bike behind Sushi. “It was back on Lorelei—that help any?”

“Not exactly,” said Sushi. “I stuck my nose into a lot of places there, dropped a few bucks … Wait a minute. Was it by any chance one of the mob-owned hotels?”

“Got it in one,” said Do-Wop. “Course, that covers pretty near all the hotels on Lorelei.”

“Huh,” said Sushi. “That’s very interesting, even if it could be just a coincidence. The guy’s entitled to get a job in the same line of work he’s been in—and you can’t just assume that everybody working for a gangster is crooked themselves …”

“Nope, but it’s where the smart money’s gonna be. And you know what else I’m thinkin’?”

Sushi grunted, starting to pedal the bike. “Maybe. Do you mean it hits you as a little bit fishy that the mob boss’s old secretary—now known as Nightingale—is running around the same planet as this guy?”

“Naah, I was thinkin’ I’d like a sandwich …” Do-Wop put his feet down, bringing the bike to a halt. Sushi just managed to keep from flying headfirst over the handlebars. “Wait a minute, do you really think that?” said Do-Wop. “But she’s part of the Omega Mob now. She wouldn’t sell out the captain, would she?”

“She sold out her old boss—or seemed to,” said Sushi. “And her old boss is likely to be holding a really serious grudge against the captain. What if running away with Beeker was just a way to get herself some credibility so she could spy on the captain? What if she’s brought Beeker—and the captain—here so the mob can get another shot at them?”

“Geez, Soosh, that’s a really scary idea,” said Do-Wop. “You think the captain’s in trouble?”

“I think maybe we’re all in trouble,” said Sushi. He turned around on the bicycle seat and grinned. “Not that that’s anything new, is it? Come on, let’s see if we can figure out what our next move’s going to be and make it before the bad guys realize that they’re in even worse trouble than we are!”

*    *    *

“Oh my God, the captain’s dead!” shouted Brick, who’d been caddying for General Blitzkrieg. She dropped the general’s golf bag and rushed over to the prostrate robot simulacrum of Phule, which lay, apparently lifeless, on the ground. 

Armstrong was already there, kneeling to feel the robot’s wrist in search of a pulse. Does an Andromatic robot have a pulse? he wondered idly. Then he decided it didn’t matter; checking the pulse was what he’d have done if the robot had been the real captain, and for the moment, at least, he figured it was best to keep up the pretense that this was the real Captain Jester.

Meanwhile, General Blitzkrieg had rushed over to his golf bag and was examining it for grass stains. For his part, Flight Leftenant Qual stood watching with lively curiosity, perhaps taking mental notes on human behavior for the Zenobian intelligence service.

“Captain! Speak to me!” said Armstrong.

There was a long and disconcerting silence from the robot. Armstrong had a sudden flash of terror, realizing that there might well be no one in Omega Company capable of repairing the robot if some component had been jarred loose when the golf ball struck it. They could hardly send it back to the factory—not with the general on base. As much as Blitzkrieg appeared to be enjoying the golf, he was beyond any doubt still ready to jump on any excuse to break up the Omega Mob and drum the captain out of the Legion—or at least to send him someplace where he would never again have the opportunity to use his unique talents to overthrow military discipline.

Armstrong was ready to order the caddies to load the robot onto a golf cart and take it—where? Omega Company’s new medic, Nightingale, had gone off-planet, taking along Beeker, and the captain had followed them, which was why they were in this fix to begin with. All of a sudden, the robot opened its eyes and said, “Hell of a way to wake a fellow up. What can I do for you?”

Uh-oh, thought Armstrong. That wasn’t an encouraging response. “You just got beaned by a golf ball, Captain,” he explained, hoping to reorient the robot. “Do you feel all right?”

“I think so,” said the robot. “Let me try to get up.” Somewhat shakily, with Armstrong and Brick each holding on to one arm, the robot rose to its feet. “There, I think I’m fine—at least, there’s nothing wrong a good drink won’t fix. Who’s tending bar?”

“Uh—I guess I am, Captain,” said Brick. Timidly, she added, “How about a cold drink of water until you figure out whether anything’s wrong?”

“Legionnaire, are you presuming to tell your CO he’s had enough to drink?” growled General Blitzkrieg.

“Uh, no, sir, General Blitzkrieg, sir,” said Brick. It was undoubtedly the most “sirs” she’d gotten into one sentence since joining the Legion. Omega Company didn’t encourage ostentatious military etiquette.

“Not to worry, General,” said the robot, grinning broadly. “Let’s just play out the hole—as long as I can hit the ball straight, I guess I’m all right.”

“If you insist, Captain,” said Armstrong. “Uh, you’re away.”

“That’s right, Lieutenant,” said the robot Captain Jester. He stepped up to the ball, which had rebounded off his forehead and ended up perhaps six feet in front of the tee. “And that reminds me, General—I owe you ten dollars. Want to make it double or nothing I can’t outdrive Armstrong from where I lie?”

“You’re on!” said the general, sensing an easy win. Without a tee under the ball, it would be even harder for Jester to get the kind of distance he needed to best Armstrong’s tee shot. “I like a man who’s not afraid to put his money on the line!” In fact, the latter statement was true only if the fellow putting his money on the line then proceeded to lose it to the general. But for the moment, Blitzkrieg felt a glow of appreciation for his gallant, if foolhardy, opponent.

“All right, then,” said the robot, stepping up to the ball and waggling the driving iron. “Now I’ll show you how the goddamn game’s supposed to be played!”

There was something really wrong with that remark, thought Armstrong. But before he could place it, the robot had taken a mighty swing. The bystanders heard the distinctive ping of a ball caught precisely in the sweet spot of the club head. It took off straight as a laser beam down the middle of the fairway. When it finally came to rest, it was in the center of the green—some seventy yards past Armstrong’s tee shot.

“Wow, some shot,” said Brick. “Ain’t nothin’ wrong with you, Captain.”

“A fine shot indeed,” said the general. “However, he does lie two. If our short game’s up to scratch, we’ve still got a fair chance to win the hole, eh, Lieutenant Armstrong?”

“I don’t plan to concede the hole, General,” said Armstrong, remembering whose partner he was supposed to be. He grabbed a short iron from his bag, and the foursome set off down the course.

Armstrong was still trying to figure out what had bothered him when they got to the green and it became obvious to everyone—except perhaps the general—that something had gone seriously haywire.

*    *    *

Phule’s instincts all told him something was wrong—very wrong. He found an empty bench in the garden of La Retraite Rustique, sat down, and began trying to piece together what was bothering him.

First of all, he knew that Beeker and Nightingale were on the planet, probably even in the close neighborhood. He even had a pretty good idea what they were here for—unlike Cut ’N’ Shoot, where he hadn’t learned about the main tourist attraction until the last day of his visit. He still didn’t have any idea what had possessed them to spend any of their vacation days on Rot’n’art, one of the least interesting places he’d ever visited.

Here, at least, the Floribunda Festival was clearly the magnet drawing tourists from around the galaxy, although he couldn’t quite picture Beeker getting excited about flowers. Maybe Nightingale was the flower fancier. It didn’t seem like her, but how well did he know her anyway?

But even knowing why they’d come to Hix’s World, he hadn’t managed to find them—not counting the one glimpse he’d gotten of Nightingale from his hotel window. Was it just bad luck, or was something else going on?

That brought him to the question of who’d been asking about him in the hotel. One way to figure out who was following him might be to let them catch up … but then, they might just turn out to be somebody he really was much better off not letting catch him. It was silly to pretend that he didn’t have enemies. He could think of several people who thought they had some reason or another to stick their noses into his business—some of them even had pretty legitimate reasons, if you granted their particular point of view.

Most likely, the people looking for him were just local newstapers who’d learned he was on-planet and wanted an interview. Not that he was going to give one and reveal his location to various people who would use the information for their advantage. General Blitzkrieg, for one, would consider Phule’s being away from his company’s base nothing short of a capital offense. Or whoever was currently in charge of the Lorelei crime syndicate might see this as an opportunity to eliminate their main competitor in the casino business. At least Phule’s hotel had turned away the mysterious visitors … if only for the time being.

Phule stood up and stretched his muscles. In the absence of any real danger signs, his best bet was to go about his business, keeping an eye open for any suspicious characters in the vicinity. Considering that he was already keeping an eye open for Beeker and one open for Nightingale, that was going to be a strain on his eyesight. But he’d cope. He always had.

Suspicious characters or not, it was important to keep his priorities straight. His main business was still finding Beeker, and that meant figuring out where the butler was likely to be the next day or so—after that, the Floribunda Festival was over, and most of the tourists would be leaving Hix’s World. Beeker and Nightingale would probably be among them. Chasing them to still another backwater planet was not Phule’s idea of fun, but neither was going into an induced catatonic state, which was what would probably happen if he gave up the chase. If he could just get Beeker’s Port-a-Brain, the entire problem would be solved. He could return to Zenobia, the butler and medic could continue to enjoy their vacation, and that would be that.

He reached in his pocket and brought out the Festival schedule he’d gotten in his tourist information packet at the spaceport. This afternoon’s big attraction was a “floral ballet,” whatever that was, in the Festival Pavilion. A map showed the Pavilion at the edge of town, not far from La Retraite Rustique. He didn’t know for certain that Beeker would be there, but if the butler had come all this way for the Floribunda Festival, it was just a good bet he—or Nightingale—would want to see the floral ballet as well.

Phule double-checked the map, returned it to his pocket, and set off in the direction of the Pavilion. It was a long shot, but at the moment it was still the best shot he had.

*    *    *

Do-Wop and Sushi sat on the ground in the shade of a hedge a short distance from the entrance to La Retraite Rustique. Their bicycle was propped up next to them. The day had turned hot, and they both felt a certain dissatisfaction that their mission remained unfinished. Even Do-Wop, a firm believer that “If at first you don’t succeed, it’s a good time to quit,” was trying to find alternative strategies.

“What we need to do is sneak back in the joint,” said Do-Wop. “Then we can figure out what room the captain’s in and put a message under the door.”

Sushi shrugged. “It could work,” he said. “That concierge, Robert, could cause a lot of trouble, though. How do we know when he’s going to be away without sticking our faces in?”

“Uglypuss Robert has to eat sometime,” said Do-Wop. “My cousin Louise, she useta be a waitress, told me the staff always eats before they start serving the customers. I bet that’s when this guy eats, too—before the dining room opens for lunch.”

Sushi checked the time. “If you’re right, that’d be in maybe half an hour. But there’ll be somebody covering for him—you can bet he’s going to warn them about us. What are we going to do about that?”

Do-Wop grinned and pointed a finger at Sushi. “We go in disguise!” he said.

Sushi rolled his eyes. “Yeah, sure. It’d be really triff if we had a whole kit full of different costumes and fake beards and all the other stuff. Except we don’t. Tell me when you come up with a real idea.”

“No, Soosh, this’ll work,” said Do-Wop. “Like, if we sneak in the employees’ entrance while everybody’s eatin’, we can pop into the locker room and snag ourselves some hotel uniforms—janitor’s coveralls or maybe a bellhop jacket. Then we just zip right into the main part of the hotel without anybody battin’ an eyeball. You got the right uniform, you can go anyplace you want.”

“How do you know they have a locker room?” said Sushi. “This isn’t that big a place, you know …”

“If that happens, we go straight to Plan B,” said Do-Wop nonchalantly.

“Which is?”

“Run like hell and try to think of somethin’ else,” said Do-Wop with a wink. “C’mon, Soosh, have a little faith in your buddy.”

“I guess I don’t have any better ideas,” said Sushi. “Besides which, if this goes sour, I can outrun you. When the bad guys catch you, they’ll probably forget about me.” He stood up. “We might as well go try it.”

They left the rented bike behind a privet hedge bordering the back garden of La Retraite Rustique, then worked their way through the gardens, dodging behind trees and other bits of greenery just as they’d been taught in basic training—Brandy would’ve been proud of them. She’d have been even prouder if there’d been anybody in the gardens for them to hide from.

The two legionnaires stopped outside the back door, which bore a sign reading service entrance. They exchanged a glance, as if to ask whether they were still going through with it. Then Do-Wop shrugged, pushed the door open, and they went inside.

They were in a hallway with a pair of swinging doors in front of them and closed doors to either side saying men and women. From directly ahead came the low buzz of talk and the clatter of utensils—the kitchen, most likely. Do-Wop poked Sushi to get his attention, pointed to the door marked men, and they quickly slipped through it. As anticipated, they found themselves in a locker room with showers and toilet facilities visible through an opening at the far end. For the moment, at least, no one else was in the area.

“OK, look for somethin’ we can use as a disguise,” said Do-Wop. “Long as it covers up the Legion uniform, it oughta work.”

“What makes you so sure?” said Sushi. “Don’t you think the bosses know who works here and who doesn’t?”

“Sure, when they stop and think about it,” said Do-Wop. “But most of the time, they’re not payin’ attention, doin’ something else, y’know. If you act like you know what you’re doin’ and where you’re goin’, you can walk right past ’em and they don’t even notice. There’s always new guys on the job. My cousin Rufo useta pull this trick all the time when he was stealin’ stuff.” He walked over to some shelves, where jackets, aprons, and other items of employee apparel were laid out. “Maybe one of these will fit,” he said, tossing a jacket at Sushi. It was lavender with gold trim.

“What happened to your cousin Rufo?” said Sushi, slipping the jacket over his uniform. It was a loose fit, but close enough to pass.

“He got nailed,” said Do-Wop, putting on a jacket of his own. “Shit happens, y’know.”

“Just what I wanted to hear,” said Sushi, rolling his eyes. “Guess there’s nothing to do but give it a try, though. Let’s go …”

*    *    *

Wearing uniforms taken from the employee locker room, the two legionnaires stepped into the hallway. For the moment, at least, they were alone. But there were clearly people in the kitchen, where the sound of conversation and food preparation was audible. Unfortunately, the path into the rest of the hotel led through the kitchen.

Leaning against the wall on one side were a push broom and a dustpan. Do-Wop picked them up and handed them to Sushi with a wink, then brandished a roll of paper towels he’d taken from the locker room. “Just like the Legion,” he said. “Look like you’re workin’, and they leave you alone.”

Sushi pointed the broom handle toward the swinging doors into the next room, as if to say, “After you.” Do-Wop shrugged, then strode forward as if he had every right in the world to be where he was. After a moment, Sushi followed.

The kitchen was small but well lit, and full of wonderful odors—definitely in a league with Mess Sergeant Escrima’s back at Zenobia Base, Sushi thought. The three men busy with food preparation had their backs to the two legionnaires, who moved past quietly. At the other end of the kitchen, several employees sat at two long tables, eating and talking. None of them spared more than a glance at Sushi and Do-Wop as the two walked briskly through the room, doing their best to appear that they were on the way to some job. This was going almost too smoothly, Sushi thought to himself.

Then a door opened in front of them, and Sushi’s heart leapt into his throat as the concierge came into the kitchen, walking directly toward them, a scowl on his face. But Do-Wop dodged back against the wall to let him pass, and a frightened Sushi followed his lead. To his enormous relief, Robert strode past them with no sign of recognition. Without saying a word, Do-Wop continued out the doors.

Sushi was right on his partner’s heels. “Wow, I thought we were dead there,” he whispered. They had emerged into the hotel dining room—at the moment unoccupied except for the two of them …

“Ahh, nothin’ to it,” said Do-Wop, out of the side of his mouth. “Just remember, act like we’re just doin’ a job, and nobody’s gonna look at us twice. Come on, let’s see if we can find out what room the captain’s in.”

Do-Wop led the way through the dining room and out into the lobby, where a handful of guests sat reading or conversing. The guests ignored the two legionnaires, who strode over to the desk. There, Sushi glanced at the guest register while Do-Wop leaned on his broom. For whatever reason, Sushi’s partner found it impossible to read upside down, a skill that came easily to Sushi. “Three-thirteen,” he said softly.

“Upstairs, then,” said Do-Wop. “Let’s go get it.”

They started up the stairs—Hix’s World had apparently legislated gravshafts and elevators out of existence, along with almost every other really convenient modern device. At the second-floor landing, Sushi was slightly ahead, but as he looked around the corner to see which way to go, he ducked back quickly and whispered hoarsely, “The captain! He just came out of his room—quick, up the stairs so he doesn’t see us!”

They scuttled up to the fourth floor, hoping that Phule was headed in the opposite direction. Pausing to listen, they heard the captain’s footsteps heading downward, and heaved a sigh of relief. Their disguises might be good enough to fool the hotel staff, but they certainly weren’t going to get through a face-to-face encounter with the captain without being recognized. And Lieutenant Rembrandt had ordered them to keep the captain from learning that she’d sent them to look after him. Not that they were especially afraid of disobeying Remmie—but if the captain knew they were here, he might come up with ideas of his own how to put them to work. And that might be a lot less fun than what they were doing.

Then their luck ran out. Just as the sound of the captain’s footsteps faded out into the lobby, a raspy female voice behind them growled, “If you two clowns are through goofing off, I’ve got some work for you. Or maybe you want to find jobs somewhere else?”

Half recognizing the voice, they turned around slowly, and saw before them the scowling face of Maxine Pruett. “Well?” she said out of the corner of her mouth. “You working or not?”

Sushi and Do-Wop followed Maxine down a hallway and through a door marked DANGER—UNPREDICTABLE QUANTUM FLUX. As they entered, a light came on, and the two legionnaires could see a stack of packing crates. Sushi’s first thought was that he’d walked into a warehouse full of ultracomputers—but that made no sense. The amount of processing and storage capacity even one of these crates might hold would satisfy the needs of most planetary governments. So it must be something else.

Maxine interrupted his train of speculation. “You boys are gonna restack everything in this room so these crates are at the back, where nobody can see ’em without moving a bunch of other stuff. And you’re gonna do it without taking anything out of the room and without making enough noise to attract attention. You got it?”

“Man, that’s gonna take all day,” said Do-Wop.

“So? You’re gettin’ paid for all day,” said Maxine, frowning. “Or would you rather punch out and go find jobs that don’t hurt your pretty little hands?”

“We’ve got it covered, boss,” said Sushi before Do-Wop could say anything else. “Shall we report to you when we’re finished?”

“No, just tell Robert you’re done, and then go finish your regular jobs. Oh, one more thing—you don’t talk about what you’ve done here. Understand?”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Sushi, and Do-Wop joined in a half beat behind him. Maxine nodded, then turned and left them to their devices.

“Man, this rots,” said Do-Wop. “By the time we’re finished with this, it’ll be way too late to get our message to the captain.”

“Never mind that,” said Sushi. “Did you see who that was? That’s Maxine Pruett, the mob boss from Lorelei. What’s she doing here?”

“Makin’ us hump boxes, it looks like to me.” Do-Wop scowled at the pile of crates. He looked up and said, “It is pretty weird to find her here, though. What d’ya think we oughta do about it?”

“Fear not, I have a brilliant plan,” said Sushi, grinning. “Help me with this crate.”

“Some plan,” said Do-Wop. “I throw my back out, it’s your fault, y’know.”

“Don’t sweat it,” said Sushi. “You ought to know me better than to think any plan of mine involves real work. What we’re going to do is open this crate up and see what’s in it. Then we’re going to sneak out, put our message under the captain’s door, and get out of this dump before the boss lady or anybody else figures out what’s happened. You with me?”

“All except the part about opening the crate,” said Do-Wop. “Why we gonna waste time with that?”

Sushi grinned. “Because anything Maxine Pruett wants to hide, I figure it’s to our advantage to know about. Come on, it can’t take more than a couple of minutes. You see anything we could use to pry one of these boards off?”

Do-Wop dug into his pockets and produced a laser cutter, and in a few more moments they had the crate open and the packing strewn around the floor. There in front of them sat a familiar item: a quantum slot machine, just like the ones they’d guarded in the Fat Chance Casino back on Lorelei. Do-Wop whistled. “I’m feeling lucky,” he said. “Got a quarter?”

“Never mind that,” said Sushi. “It doesn’t have a power module, for starters. But I just thought of something else—gambling is seriously illegal on this planet. This is some deep trouble. Let’s get out of here before the boss lady sends somebody to check up on whether we’re goofing off. Knowing Maxine, she’s got some muscle boys around to keep people like us from screwing up her operation.”

“Ahh, I ain’t afraid of no farkin’ muscle boys,” said Do-Wop, brandishing the laser cutter.

Sushi rolled his eyes. “Come on, we’re out of here—or would you rather hump some more boxes for free?”

“You got a point there, Soosh,” said Do-Wop, pocketing the laser. “Let’s blow this joint!”

Sushi cracked the door and peered out; the coast seemed to be clear. The two legionnaires crept into the hallway. “Don’t forget, we’ve got to leave the note for the captain,” whispered Sushi.

“Right,” said Do-Wop. “Remind me—which way’s his room?”

“Down one flight and to the left,” said Sushi, starting off in the direction of the stairway.

The two legionnaires had just started down the stairs when a slim figure stepped onto the landing below them and started up. It took Sushi a second to recognize her, though he’d been looking for her ever since he’d left Omega Base. “Nightingale!” he said, stopping in his tracks.

Omega Company’s truant medic looked up at him, surprise written plainly on her face. “You!” she said. “What are you two doing here?”

But before Sushi could answer, another voice came from the landing above them. “Oh, shit, it’s Laverna. Security! Security!” shouted Maxine.

After that, Sushi and Do-Wop were far too busy making their getaway to notice which way Nightingale (aka Laverna) went, let alone say anything to her.

*    *    *

Phule sighed as he walked up through the gardens at La Retraite Rustique. The visit to the floral ballet had been a bust. Not only had he failed to spot Beeker, he’d been unable to leave the Pavilion until the end of the ballet’s first act—a spectacle that was probably just fine if you liked that kind of thing. He could now say with not doubt whatsoever that he didn’t like it. In fact, he really didn’t like it.

Phule realized that something was wrong as soon as he entered the lobby. For one thing, nobody was at the desk. For another, several guests were milling about, arguing with hotel employees, who seemed every bit as confused as the guests. And behind the desk, he could see through an open door to an office that appeared to have been thoroughly ransacked.

“What’s going on?” Phule asked the nearest person who seemed calm enough to have useful information, an elderly man with bristling white whiskers and a ghastly tweed jacket of a cut that only someone of long-established family could wear without being accused of trying out for a part in a bad period drama.

“Demmed ’f I know,” said the bystander. “The management seem to have absconded without notice. Silly of them, what? Now we’re all looking at cold supper, to say the least. Not quite fair play, say I. Not fair at all.”

“When did this happen?” asked Phule. “Everything seemed fine just a little while ago, before I went into town.”

“It happened all of a sudden,” said another guest, a tall woman with startlingly red hair. “One moment, all was quiet—then, Madame came shrieking down the hall, saying that the Legion had come and all was lost. Her senior staff seemed to know what that meant, though I haven’t a notion myself.”

“The Legion’s nothing to be afraid of,” said the bewhiskered man. “Stout fellows—they did my father a good turn, back on St. Elmo’s. Must have been in ’44 …”

“We haven’t time for that old story,” said the red-haired woman. “If these people can’t provide the dinner I’ve paid for in advance, I need to find someplace that will.”

“Unless things are corrected in short order, I shall have to write a letter to the Forum,” said the man firmly, turning to Phule. “I say … I say, where’d the fellow go?”

Phule had gone to inquire elsewhere. He pushed through the kitchen doors, looking for someone with more authority—and, he hoped, better information—than the busboys and dishwashers out front with the guests. Ahead of him, a group of cooks and waiters stood arguing with a woman dressed in a rumpled business suit—some sort of manager, Phule decided. She might actually know something.

“Excuse me, do you have a moment?” said Phule, stepping into the woman’s line of sight.

Her eyes turned cold, and she all but snapped, “I’m afraid I’m pretty well occupied at the …” Then the woman’s gaze fixed itself on the hundred-dollar bill Phule was rubbing between his fingers, and her mouth fell open. “Of course, sir. I’m Aster Igget, the personnel manager. What can I help you with?”

“If she can’t help, I’ll give it one helluva try,” said a man in a white apron and chef’s hat, ogling the hundred. The woman glared at him, and he backed off, grinning.

Phule lowered his voice. “Just before I left to go into town, the concierge told me that two suspicious-looking men had been asking about me. Did anybody else see these two men?”

“Well, I certainly didn’t,” said the woman. “But I do know that Madame came into the kitchen right as Robert, the concierge, was eating—she was ranting about someone trying to ruin her business. He went with her to her office, and apparently when they came out, they went straight to the door and left. It wasn’t long before someone realized that they’d taken all the cash with them and wiped most of the office files.”

“Interesting,” said Phule. “Obviously they were trying to hide something—but what? And from whom?”

“The boss lady said the Legion had caught up with her,” volunteered the man in the chef’s hat. “That’s your outfit, right? I recognize that uniform …”

“Funny, I’ve been here nearly a week and nobody seemed worried,” said Phule, even more puzzled. “What I’d like to know … wait a minute. Did anybody see a woman in a Legion uniform?”

The employees looked at one another, then one of the waiters said, “Somebody in a black outfit ran through the kitchen and out the back door right before the boss freaked out. I guess it could have been a woman.”

“Aha,” said Phule, putting two and two together. “Do you have any idea where the boss might have gone?”

“She didn’t give her forwarding address to the kitchen help,” said the man in the chef’s hat. “But if she’s in enough trouble to light out that fast, Hix’s World’s too small a place to hide. I’d bet she’s on the way to Old Earth.”

“Why Old Earth?” said Phule.

“There’s a regular flight there three days a week,” said Aster Igget, apparently realizing how little she’d done to earn the hundred-dollar bill Phule was still dangling. “A lot of our guests go there after Hix’s. Joyday, Floraday, Restday—that’s today at 6:00 PM. It’s the quickest way off-planet … and you can pick up a ship to anywhere from Old Earth. That’s where I’d go if I were on the run.”

“Something tells me that’s where I’m headed, too,” said Phule. He handed the hundred to Aster Igget and dug out two more for the other employees who’d offered information. Then he headed for his room to check what the Port-a-Brain had to tell him.

Sure enough, it showed Beeker’s computer exiting Hix’s World on the way to Old Earth. He sighed and began packing for the next flight out.


Chapter Fourteen

Journal #842

The mere fact of Old Earth’s continued existence is something of a miracle—even if one does not entirely accept its claim of being the aboriginal cradle of the human species (a point on which the evidence remains murky). In any case, there are few worlds in which the incredible variety of humanity is on such constant display. Both folly and vice are represented in multiple forms, some perhaps even new.

In the short distance between the spaceport dock and the ground transportation ramp, I was accosted by no fewer than seven individuals offering to relieve me of my cash or credit in furtherance of some scheme or another, none remotely legal. I respectfully declined their offers, confident of finding an abundance of such opportunities should I wish at some future time to avail myself of them.

*    *    *

Phule sat and fiddled with his Port-a-Brain. He’d called up the data on Old Earth, the next stop in his search for Beeker and Laverna. It felt as if the search had been stretching out for months now—although he knew it couldn’t be that long. Travel by starship was always disorienting, of course, and strange things could happen to time when you ducked through the shortcuts between distant stars. It was widely rumored that a space traveler sometimes arrived at his destination after several hyperspace jumps, placed a call to the home office back on the planet he’d started from, and found himself answering his own call …

Phule had never heard of a documented case of someone arriving back home before he left, although old space hands were always ready to tell tales to groundlings. Phule didn’t like to think about it. All he really wanted was to find his missing butler and get him to hand over the Port-a-Brain. He knew there was a chance he might lose the butler’s trail, and the security chip would throw him into hibernation.

Phule leaned back and sighed, then punched a fist softly into his cupped hand. Time to face reality. Old Earth was going to be his last stop. He’d put all the time and money and energy at his command into the job.

A confident grin came to his face. He wasn’t going to give up the game without putting on a good show. He had more resources on this world than anywhere else he’d been so far—in fact, Old Earth was one of the centers of the family munitions business. Normally, he tried not to take undue advantage of his family connections. But this wasn’t a normal situation—not after he’d searched three planets without so much as a sight of his butler. First thing off the ship, he’d call the local offices of Phule-Proof Munitions and see what they could do to shorten his search. Unless there’d been unusual friction between the branch office and the community, a request for help from a well-established local business ought to carry some weight with the authorities.

What else? He’d need to find somebody with the local knowledge to expedite his search—looking back, he had to admit that the various “native guides” he’d picked up on the other worlds he’d visited hadn’t been a whole lot of help. Here, at least, there was a family member in charge of the local branch office of Phule-Proof Munitions. He hadn’t seen his uncle in years, but Phule knew without asking that the fellow had to be more reliable than Buck Short or Perry Sodden …

He realized with a start that there had only been one really reliable person in his entire life—good old Beeker, who despite his ill-concealed disapproval of Phule’s behavior on many occasions, had always been there with sound advice and an unfailing fund of practical know-how in the most surprisingly diverse areas. The real irony was that Phule was trying to find his one reliable servant—and falling on his face because he didn’t have anyone reliable to help him in the search! If only he could call on Beeker to help him find Beeker …

In fact, there was a way—or at least, in theory there was a way. Unfortunately, it depended entirely on Beeker’s being willing to give up the mad pursuit and come back to his employer. Right here on the Port-a-Brain was a direct link to Beeker’s corresponding machine, which Phule could punch up to send a near-instant message to his absent employee from halfway across the galaxy.

It had one significant shortcoming: there was no way to force Beeker to pay attention to messages he didn’t want to read. In fact, Phule thought, even Beeker might be reluctant to take time on his vacation to read a message from his boss. So until Beeker decided he wanted to hear from his employer, paging him was going to be about as effective as attaching a paper note to a bird’s wings and asking it to deliver it to someone on another planet.

Phule sighed. He’d promised himself he wasn’t going to get sidetracked by pessimism. Not that it was all that easy—especially times like now, when it seemed like the only sane attitude to have …

*    *    *

“What’s wrong with hi—er, it?” asked Gears, looking at the Andromatic robot simulacrum of Phule. In the absence of Sushi, the company’s closest thing to a computer expert, Lieutenants Rembrandt and Armstrong had decided that Gears might be their best bet for a diagnosis of the robot’s problem. At least, Gears was good with other kinds of machines …

“Hit on the forehead with a golf ball,” said Armstrong. “There’s no visible damage, but then it started acting strangely.”

“And in this outfit, how’d you notice?” said Gears with enough of a straight face that Armstrong nearly answered him. “Seriously, though, what’s it acting like? Maybe that’ll give me some kind of clue. Although it’d be nice to have a schematic of this baby’s brain.”

“If the captain ever had a schematic, it’s probably back at the casino offices on Lorelei,” said Rembrandt. “But to answer your question, the best way to describe the problem is, the robot’s trying to do everything by the book, the way General Blitzkrieg wants the company run. It’s acting just like that Major Botchup they sent to run the company the last time the captain was away.”

“Whoa, that’s scary,” said Gears. His face turned serious, and he said, “I hate to tell you this, Lieutenant, but I’m afraid this robot’s broke.”

“You’re kidding,” said Armstrong.

“No, really, it’s pretty messed up,” said Gears.

“All right, I believe you, Gears,” said Rembrandt. “Question is, can you fix it so the general can’t tell—and I mean really fast?”

Gears shrugged. “Robot repair’s a real specialized field. I guess I know my way around the innards of a hoverjeep about as well as anybody in the Legion. I’m not going to tell nobody otherwise. If you want me to fix something else … well, no promises. Maybe Sushi could figure out what’s wrong with it if he was around. But if this was my robot, I wouldn’t even open the cover. I’d send it right back to the factory. These Andromatic models are supposed to come with lifetime guarantees, I hear tell. You know Captain Jester always buys the best.”

“Yeah, too bad the factory’s a couple dozen parsecs away,” said Armstrong, drumming his fingers on the arm of his chair. “How about a quick fix? It just has to keep working until the general goes away …”

“Which he isn’t showing any signs of doing, thanks to all the golf matches,” said Rembrandt. “You’d think he’d get tired of the game.”

“He enjoys beating the captain,” said Armstrong, shrugging. “The robot, really, but the general doesn’t know that. Actually, I think the general’s spent so long thinking of Captain Jester as the adversary that winning—and taking a bit of the captain’s money as well—is a special treat, even if it’s only a game.”

“Makes sense,” admitted Rembrandt, frowning. “But wait a minute … what if the robot started winning all the time?”

“Well, the robot has been winning, every now and then,” said Armstrong. “Just enough to keep the general from figuring out it’s letting him win the matches.” He gave the robot a long stare, then said, “I’m not sure just what it’s likely to do now. Today it started playing like a world champion. The general’s not going to appreciate that. So we’ve got to fix it …”

“Yeah,” said Rembrandt. “The question is, can we?”

*    *    *

It took Major Sparrowhawk about three milliseconds to notice that General Blitzkrieg was boiling mad. It didn’t take a lot of thought; he pretty much gave it away when he burst in the door, bellowed out a string of curses, and threw his golf bag halfway across the office they’d been assigned on Zenobia Base.

Sparrowhawk wasn’t upset. She’d seen her boss in that condition plenty of times before. Some might even argue that it was the general’s normal mood. Whether it was or not, he’d been in an abnormally pleasant state for nearly two weeks.

She gave a mental shrug and prepared to deal with the situation. That was really the essence of her job as Blitzkrieg’s adjutant: figuring out what to do when the general was so pissed off at the universe that nobody else wanted anything to do with him. Not surprisingly, there weren’t very many other junior Legion officers willing to take on the task. That gave her a fair measure of job security, as well as a quite decent lifestyle back at Rahnsome Base, where most of the Alliance military maintained their general staff and headquarters. Here at Zenobia Base, the lifestyle was another story—although she certainly couldn’t complain about the food.

And, in fact, she’d had more than the usual amount of downtime, with the general concentrating so totally on his golf game. She felt a certain grudging admiration for Captain Jester, who’d had the foresight to build a golf course here and to entice Blitzkrieg into an apparently endless series of matches. It had certainly kept the general out of her hair. She hadn’t even felt the usual pressure to snoop around the base, compiling a list of the violations, screwups, and deficiencies every base commander tried to sweep under the rug when a staff officer came to visit. She had developed a knack for finding sore spots for the general to pounce on once he’d stopped having fun. Well, it looked as if the fun was over—for her as well as for the general. And as much as she’d come to like the people she’d been dealing with on Zenobia, she knew her job.

She reached for her digital notepad. “I think you’ll want to look at this, General,” she said in a tone of voice carefully modulated to pique his interest rather than add to his annoyance.

“I’ll be damned if I want to look at anything,” roared Blitzkrieg, pretty much the response she’d expected. He plopped himself in the padded desk chair and bellowed, “Pour me a Scotch, damn it!”

“Yes, sir,” said Sparrowhawk, already moving toward the portable bar discreetly installed on one side of the office. She quickly fixed a drink to the general’s usual specifications and carried it over to him. As he took the drink, she set the notepad down on the desk slightly to one side of him and went back to her own desk. It wouldn’t be long before curiosity got the better of him …

In fact, he succumbed to the temptation after his second sip, picking up the notepad and staring at it for a solid minute before growling, “What the hell is this about?”

“Oh, probably nothing important,” said Sparrowhawk brightly. She took out her laser trimmer and began evening up her fingernails, then said, “I believe it’s some sort of apparatus the Zenobians are running here on the base. I’m not certain what it does, though.”

Blitzkrieg snorted and looked at the notepad again. “Are they allowed to do that?”

“I think the treaty lets them, sir,” said Sparrowhawk. She inspected her left hand. “Captain Jester would certainly know. I think he had a lot to do with the terms of the treaty,” she added.

“Damn thing looks suspicious as hell to me,” said Blitzkrieg. “Some kind of spy apparatus, I’d wager …”

Sparrowhawk looked up with an expression of feigned innocence. “Spy apparatus? Do you really think they’d be snooping on the Alliance?”

“I wouldn’t put anything past the scaly little bastards,” growled the general, peering at the image on Sparrowhawk’s notepad. “Knew we couldn’t trust ’em right from the first.”

“Well, whatever this apparatus is, they’ve got it set up right out by the perimeter,” said Sparrowhawk. “They aren’t even guarding it. You could probably just walk right up and inspect it.”

Blitzkrieg sipped his drink in silence, nodding slowly. After a moment, he said, “Walk right up. Walk right up. You know, Major, I think I’m going to do exactly that.” He stood up and strode forcefully out the door.

Sparrowhawk waited until she’d heard the outside door close behind him, then let out a long sigh of relief. “Well, that ought to keep him out of my hair for a while longer.”

*    *    *

In the view screen, Old Earth was now close enough to show detail from space. It looked much like any developed world: a garland of lights across the night side, hazed by the no-longer-pristine planetary atmosphere. The shapes of the continents were familiar from hundreds of tri-vee dramas, the stock establishing shot for what usually turned out to be the inspiring tale of an idealistic youngster struggling against the ancient, rigidly stratified society where every tiny gesture was an irrevocable status marker and where raw talent came in a distant third to graft and nepotism. Having come from a family where he was a lifelong beneficiary of graft and nepotism, Phule had never been able to take such stories very seriously.

So Phule looked at the panorama with jaded eyes; he’d set foot on too many different worlds in the last few weeks, each at first promising and each at last a disappointment. Just as on Cut ’N’ Shoot, Rot’n’art, and Hix’s World, he was best advised to put aside his preconceptions and take Old Earth for what it was.

On the other hand, maybe Old Earth would be different. If you could believe the tourist brochures and guidebooks, it was the original home world from which the human race had spread out into the galaxy. But even if that was true, Phule didn’t see how it made any difference to his search. All he wanted here was to catch up with Beeker, the right-hand man he’d taken for granted until events had proved just how indispensable he was. And when he’d found the butler and gotten his Port-a-Brain, he’d gladly shake the dust of the home world of humanity from his shoes and return to Omega Company.

The speaker crackled, and a pleasant (if somewhat bored) female voice said, “All passengers for Old Earth please report to the shuttle boarding area. There will be three landing shuttles; the first will depart at eight twenty-five, Galactic Standard Time, and will accept passengers from cabins eleven through forty-five …”

That would be the landing group he was in, Phule realized. He shouldered his duffel bag and headed toward the shuttle boarding area, which was just abaft the last row of first-class cabins.

He was three-quarters of the way to his destination when a stateroom door just to his left flew open just as he went past, and the occupant barged directly into him. They both went sprawling, and Phule looked up to see a pair of green eyes framed by bright red hair looking down at him. The eyes went wide with surprise, and a lush voice said, “Oh—I’m so sorry! I was on my way to the shuttles …”

“Well, so was I,” said Phule indulgently. The pretty, green-eyed young woman who’d bumped into him was pleasantly padded, and her oversize suitcase had fallen clear of him. He hadn’t taken any damage, except perhaps to his dignity—which was not one of his particularly vulnerable areas. “Why don’t we both just head on down to the boarding area while we’re still on time. Could I help you with that bag?”

“Why, thank you, Captain,” she said, smiling. “My name’s Samantha Beliveau, by the way—but you can call me Sam. Everybody does.”

“Nice to meet you, Sam,” said Phule. “Now, we should hurry up if we’re going to make it to the shuttle. There’ll be plenty of time on board to talk.”

“Oh, I’d like that,” said Sam. Phule smiled. At least the trip down to Old Earth promised not to be boring …

*    *    *

Just visible from the landing area were the port facilities of Old Earth. As on most advanced worlds, the traveler’s first taste of the world was a meeting with humorless uniformed officials whose job was to intercept smugglers, terrorists, low-wage workers, and other interplanetary criminal types. Phule stood nonchalantly in line, waiting for the inspectors to begin processing passengers. He had been through customs on a hundred worlds and knew the routine by heart.

On nine out of ten worlds, the officials were unlikely to bother a Legion officer in uniform. Despite coming from the least prestigious branch of the Alliance armed services, Phule could usually count on being waved right through, or at the very most being asked to show his passport.

Today, he was glad to see, the line seemed to be moving steadily through the gates. The shipboard lunch menu hadn’t appealed to him, and as a result he hadn’t eaten since breakfast. Once through customs, he fully intended to find the best restaurant in the vicinity and enjoy a leisurely meal with a glass or two of Old Earth’s legendary vintages. His luggage could wait …

Finally, he came to the head of the line, waited a moment for one of the agents to become available, and stepped up to the desk. “Good afternoon,” he said, smiling pleasantly. It never hurt to be polite when dealing with bureaucrats, he’d found.

The agent was a human male of average height with dark hair and a bushy moustache. On the lapel of his decidedly dowdy uniform was a regulation plastic name tag that read AGT. G.C. FOX. To Phule’s surprise, the agent snatched his passport as if he suspected it of being contraband. “State your reason for coming to Old Earth,” he said sharply. His tone suggested that describing the afternoon as “good” was the height of impertinence.

“I’m here on personal business,” said Phule, keeping his face neutral.

Fox alternately stared at the passport and tapped a small keyboard attached to the computer screen on his desktop. After an uncomfortably long interval, he snapped his gaze back to Phule. “Planet of residence,” he barked.

“Zenobia,” said Phule. “I’m stationed there with …”

“Just answer the questions I ask,” said Fox. “Zenobia …” He tapped a key, looked at his screen, then glared at Phule. “There’s no listing for a planet Zenobia in my database.”

“They’re independent allies,” said Phule. “I’m stationed there with …”

“You already said that,” Fox scolded. He looked back at his screen, taking his time. Abruptly, he pointed at Phule and barked, “Are you importing any prohibited organic substances?”

“Of course not,” said Phule, standing up straight. “I am an officer of the Space Legion!”

Agent Fox snorted. Then Phule noticed, a short distance away, a stern-faced man in the same blue uniform as Fox, watching him. The man’s name tag read SUPERVISOR L. HAWKRIDGE. Suddenly aware of Phule’s gaze, the man gave a stiff nod toward Fox, then moved on to survey another part of the entry concourse.

“As if that made any difference,” said Fox, visibly relaxing as the supervisor walked away. “With what the Legion pays, a little income on the side looks pretty good to most officers.” The customs agent looked at Phule’s passport again, then leaned forward on his desk and lowered his voice. “Sure you’re not importing anything prohibited? There’s people I know that might be interested.”

“Yes, interested enough to throw me in the cooler for a few years,” said Phule. “If I were bringing in anything illegal, do you think I’d tell a customs officer?”

“Hey, ya never know,” said Fox, shrugging. “In this business, a guy’s gotta take whatever comes along. If a smuggler’s dumb enough to tell me he’s bringing something in, I’d be crazy not to take advantage.” He slid Phule’s passport back across the counter.

Phule noticed that Fox hadn’t made it exactly clear whether “take advantage” meant arresting the smuggler or taking a cut of the proceeds in return for letting him through. It might be very useful to know which he meant—just in case, as Chocolate Harry might have put it. He turned a knowing smile on the agent, and said, “Well, how do you catch the smart ones?”

Fox stroked his moustache with a thumb and index finger. “Well, we’ve got our tricks, and I probably shouldn’t give them away. To tell the truth, we probably don’t catch the really smart ones, but not everybody’s as smart as they think they are. You’d be surprised how many people think they can just give the agent a couple of bucks to turn a blind eye, right in front of everybody …”

Phule shrugged. “Some people never learn how to handle things discreetly.” He tucked his passport back into his pocket, not bothering to look whether the hundred-credit note he’d folded inside it was still there. He had a pretty good idea, though. If he needed help with immigration matters in the future, he was pretty sure he could turn to Agent Fox.

As Phule went away, Fox quickly noted down the name and hotel address from the captain’s passport. He was pretty sure he recognized the name from somewhere—he was the kind of person who kept track of such things. And if the captain was who Fox thought he was, certain people would be very interested in knowing he’d come to Old Earth. In any case, as Fox had learned, it never hurt to keep an eye open.

*    *    *

“I’ll be damned,” said General Blitzkrieg. “Right in the middle of an Alliance base …”

He was staring at a strange machine, tended by a group of the native Zenobians, all wearing what he assumed were local military uniforms. Just what the machine was, he couldn’t quite make out. But he knew an infringement on Legion prerogatives when he saw one. And he was just mad enough to go ahead and call the damned lizards on it.

“See here, what’s this all about?” he bellowed, striding forward in his most intimidating manner. Even dressed in his golf shorts and cap, he could summon up a galaxy-class bluster. “I demand an explanation!”

The lizards turned and looked at him, their expressions bright and curious. One of them—evidently the group leader—stepped forward. It was wearing a translator, which intoned, “Salutings, alien creature! Is it not that you are the General Flashbang? Flight Leftenant Qual has reported all to us.”

Confused, the general reverted to his tried-and-true strategy: bellowing louder. “I’m General Blitzkrieg, and I want to know what the hell you’re doing here on a Legion base!”

Another Zenobian answered him. “We faithfully regulate the sklern,” it said in a nasal monotone.

“Regulate?” stormed Blitzkrieg. “I’ll show you regulate—and I mean Legion regulations! This entire base is three hundred sixty-five degrees out of regulations, and this infernal device is just the tip of the ice cube! I’ll have every one of you in the brig for espionage!” Blitzkrieg paused for breath, but he was interrupted before he could crank his tirade into a higher gear.

“Evenin’, General,” came a drawling voice from behind him.

The general turned; there stood Rev, the preposterous chaplain of this preposterous company. “What the hell are you doing here?” said Blitzkrieg. “Better scurry back to your chapel before you find yourself in more trouble than your King can get you out of!”

“With the King on my side, I can handle a heap of trouble,” said Rev. “But there’s no sense lookin’ for trouble where there ain’t any. What’s your problem with these fellers?”

Blitzkrieg waved a hand. “Why, it’s obvious! These damned foreigners are using a Legion base to spy on the Alliance! And Jester’s letting them do it, without blinking an eye!”

Rev scratched his head. “Beggin’ your pardon, General—it don’t seem quite right to call these fellers foreigners. They’re the ones who live here, and they invited us in …”

“This is still a Legion base,” countered Blitzkrieg in a full roar. “Not as if anybody here seems to act like it. Look around—you’d think there wasn’t any such thing as regulations …”

“We regulate the sklern,” chorused all three of the Zenobians in slightly different mechanical voices.

“Who the hell asked you?” Blitzkrieg bellowed, loud enough to rattle windows on the other side of the camp.

The three Zenobians stood there unperturbed, baring their carnosaur grins at the general. After a moment, one said, “We take self-regard that you inquire of our tasking, oh mighty Flashbang.” The others nodded and clapped their miniature hands.

“There y’go, General,” murmured Rev. “Little fellers just love to work.”

“They’re spying!” shouted Blitzkrieg. “I don’t know what this machine does, but …”

“We shall gleefully elucidate, oh mighty one,” said the Zenobian with the nasal translator. “Engage the revealing rings, my hearty fellows!” The others fell instantly to work, throwing foot-long toggle switches and adjusting knobs the size of dinner plates.

“What the hell are they doing?” said Blitzkrieg. “I don’t like the looks of this …”

“All will be transparent in a small fraction of a time unit,” said another Zenobian. Out in the desert beyond the edge of the camp, something purple hovered in the air. “Ho, Svip! Retreat the dexter node, lest it overwarm!”

“Dexter node withdrawn,” said Svip. “Reification proceeding.” The purple something became clearer, and perhaps a bit closer.

“Aw, this looks like one of their real good ones,” said Rev, staring at the purple. “I don’t understand jes’ how this thing works, but it sure does beat anything else I’ve seen …”

Just as he’d said this, the purple shape coalesced into a life-size gryff, one of the large herbivores native to the fertile plains that covered much of the continent west of the desert in which the Legion camp lay. It appeared to be munching on a thick cud of greenery, staring complacently into space, perhaps a dozen yards beyond the base’s perimeter.

“What the devil is that thing?” said Blitzkrieg.

“Some kind of critter,” said Rev, looking at it with mild curiosity. “That might be the kind they call a grip—they claim it won’t bother you if you keep your distance. The locals say they’ve kilt off all the dangerous ones. They didn’t get all the ones that like to nibble on people, though.”

“The sklern performs exemplarily!” said Svip, the monotone of the translator not entirely suppressing his enthusiasm.

“I don’t like the way that damned thing’s looking at me,” muttered Blitzkrieg, drawing back a bit from the perimeter.

“Aw, it can’t hurt nobody, General,” said Rev. “It’s jes’ an …”

At this point the gryff let out a roar and tossed its head, its eyes—which were about the size of grapefruits—apparently fixed on Blitzkrieg. The general withdrew another step, and even Rev seemed startled by the sudden noise. The gryff raised one foreleg and began pawing at the ground—it would have taken a keen, cold-blooded observer to note that the claws of its pawing foot were disturbing neither the dirt nor the vegetation through which they passed.

Give Blitzkrieg some credit for courage, in any case. It wasn’t until the gryff let out another snort, tossed its head, and broke into a full charge in the general’s direction that he broke and ran.

It wasn’t until he was nearly back to the base module that he stopped to determine that it hadn’t followed him; indeed, it was nowhere to be seen.


Chapter Fifteen

Journal #846

On most planets, the customs officials perform a cursory examination of one’s papers and wave through all but the most blatantly irregular. Naturally, there are local quirks and quibbles—only a nitwit would attempt to smuggle raw Lupretian pastries onto Nostilla II, for example. And if there has been some recent smuggling scandal or some outrageous crime blamed on an off-worlder, inspections understandably become more stringent. But otherwise, little short of an automatic weapon strapped across one’s shoulders seems to catch the agents’ attention.

Things are arranged otherwise on Old Earth. There, the agents inquire closely into one’s origins and business on the planet. Considering that the planet claims to be the home world of the entire human species, one would think the doors would be open to those scattered human descendants seeking to visit the world of their ancestors. Not so—a SynMan goes through Old Earth immigration with fewer questions asked than a human bearing an off-world passport.

And so, upon my arrival on the planet, I found myself dealing with a customs official whose interest in my background would have been more appropriate in a bank officer deciding whether to advance me a substantial loan than in a government functionary on whose world I intended to spend a large fraction of my disposable income. My efforts to point out this discrepancy met, I am sorry to report, with utter incomprehension.

*    *    *

After a considerable delay, the two legionnaires had worked their way to the front of the spaceport line leading to the Old Earth customs inspectors. An incredibly archaic-looking electric sign lit up with the word next in three languages that Sushi recognized and a couple more that he didn’t. He and his partner picked up their duffel bags and moved forward.

The official in the booth was a bored-looking Terran with dark hair and a bushy moustache. He raised an eyebrow and asked, “You two are traveling together?”

“Yeah, we’re on assignment together,” said Sushi, putting his passport on the agent’s desk. He and Do-Wop had worn their Legion uniforms on the assumption that customs might go easier on servicemen. The ploy had worked on enough planets that it couldn’t hurt to try it here.

“Really,” said the customs man dryly. His plastic badge read AGT. G.C. FOX. “I wasn’t aware there were any Legion bases on-world. Exactly what assignment do you have on Old Earth?”

“Military secret,” said Do-Wop before Sushi could get his mouth open. “You shouldn’t wanna know, y’know?”

“Personally, I really couldn’t give a fleener,” said Fox, leaning forward on the desk. His hand rested lightly on Sushi’s passport. “Mind my own business, that’s my policy. But my bosses want to know why people are coming to our planet—they have the idea that’s a good way to prevent trouble. Since they’re the ones paying my salary, I always ask. So I’ll ask you again—secret or not, what kind of assignment do two Space Legion men have here on Old Earth?”

This time Sushi got the first word in edgewise, largely by the expedient of tromping down hard on Do-Wop’s toe. “That’s a great policy, Agent Fox,” he said while Do-Wop groaned out a series of muffled curses. “As it happens, my friend was a bit hesitant about telling you what we’re here for because it’s a special training mission for the intelligence branch of the Legion, and of course one of the things they’ve been emphasizing is that we should always keep our real mission secret. But of course, that hardly applies to somebody who’s pretty much in the same kind of business, you know?”

Fox frowned. “Intelligence branch of the Legion? This is the first I’ve ever heard of it.”

“Well, that just goes to show how top secret it is,” said Sushi with a wink. “I’m sure we can trust you to keep it under your hat, Agent Fox.”

“Oh, I’m very discreet,” said Fox, nodding. “And I certainly understand how an intelligence operation needs to be kept quiet.” He paused, looking first at Do-Wop, then at Sushi. “The only thing is, I’ve been doing this job so long that I have a pretty good nose for a scam. And if this isn’t the biggest scam I’ve seen this month, I’m going to put in for early retirement. Not that that’s a bad idea anyhow. So—one more time: What’s your business here? And if I don’t like your answer this time, I’ll introduce you to the fellows in the back room. They’ve got suspicious minds and disgustingly long fingers.”

“Hey, we ain’t done noth—OW!” said Do-Wop. He began hopping around, holding his injured foot in both hands.

“Well, Agent Fox, the truth is …” Sushi began. Then he caught a glimpse of the customs agent’s face and did an instant revision of his comment. “The truth is, we’re trying to find our commanding officer. He’s needed back at the base, and our last report had him on the way to Old Earth. His name is …”

“That’s enough—I don’t need his name,” said Fox. “The question is, even if I believed you, why should I tell you anything?”

Sushi’s eyes lit up. “Not only do you believe me, you know just who we’re looking for, don’t you? He must have come through here …”

“Now, don’t be hasty,” said Fox, wagging his finger. “I may or may not have seen a Legion officer come through—they’re not common hereabouts, you know.”

“That means that if you did see our captain, you’d probably remember him,” said Sushi. He reached in his pocket and extracted a ten-dollar piece. He put it on the counter near his passport. “Does this help your memory?”

“Maybe …” Fox looked at the passport for a moment, then looked back at the coin before adding, “Two of ’em might make my memory even better.”

Sushi sighed, then turned to Do-Wop, who had recovered his balance and stood glaring at the two of them. “OK, buddy, your turn to chip in. Let’s see what the man knows.”

“How come I gotta chip in?” said Do-Wop.

“You want to chip in, or you want to see the guys with long fingers?” said Sushi.

Do-Wop dug into his pocket. A moment later, Agent Fox was filling them in on a few—but by no means all—of the things he’d learned from Phule upon his arrival on Old Earth. They didn’t notice that, at the same time, he was skillfully getting them to tell him far more than he was telling them. “Give a little, get a lot,” was Fox’s motto. He was really very good at it.

*    *    *

Do-Wop gaped at the Roman cityscape, amazement written plainly on his face. “Jeez!” he said, after a moment. “Here I am in Italy—I never thought I’d see the place!”

“Yeah, it’s pretty quaint,” said Sushi, eyeing the odd juxtaposition of hypermodern tourist traps and ruins dating to an age before space travel. “Could use a bit of maintenance, if you want my opinion.”

“Ahh, you wouldn’t understand class if it bit you in the ass,” said Do-Wop, scoffing.

“Y’know, I don’t think anybody with real class would be interested in that,” said Sushi. “Don’t go quoting me, though—I don’t want people to think I’m provincial or anything.”

It would have been hard for either of the two legionnaires to look much more provincial than the tourists thronging the streets around them. The dress code appeared to require some sort of garish locally purchased T-shirt. They were visible everywhere, with cryptic slogans ranging from VINI, VIDI, VICI and ILLEGITIMATI NON CARBORUNDUM to straight advertisements, one of the most popular being SINGH’S PIZZA—YOU’VE TRIED THE REST, NOW TRY THE BEST! In contrast, the two black-uniformed legionnaires were practically the definition of class.

On the other hand, to judge from the looks some of the passersby shot at them, the class they represented was not in particular favor locally. Even Do-Wop sensed the undercurrent as they walked through the Forum. When the stares continued, he eventually turned to Sushi, and said, “What’s up, Soosh? Some of these civvies are lookin’ at us like we’re farting in their lifeboat.”

“I feel it too,” said Sushi. “And I heard one of them muttering about spies. I don’t know what it means, but I think we need to find out before we get in some kind of trouble.”

“Hey, I ain’t gonna run away from—OW!” said Do-Wop as Sushi grabbed him by the ear and hustled him away from the open Forum. A short distance away, the crowd thinned out, and the two legionnaires found themselves in the shadow of a dilapidated building. Do-Wop glared at Sushi. “What the hell was that for?”

“Something fishy’s going on here, and I don’t mean anchovy pizza,” said Sushi in a voice just above a whisper. “Those people are mad at the Legion for some reason. I think we need to get some civilian outfits before we get in real trouble. For now, a couple of T-shirts will probably do the job.”

They found a tourist trap, not half a block away, with a full display of garish, overpriced T-shirts. If the sophont behind the counter had anything against their Legion uniforms, he kept it to himself and pocketed their money with a smile and a very credible “Grazie, signori!” His Italian was good enough that he could have passed for a native Roman if he hadn’t been seven and a half feet tall with bluish-green skin, bright pink hair, and eyes on stalks. As they left the shop, Sushi wondered briefly whether the salesbeing was a genetically altered human or a member of some nonhuman species he hadn’t met before.

Back on the street, the two of them passed almost unnoticed in the crowd. “I guess that just goes to show the value of camouflage,” said Sushi in an exasperated tone. After a moment he added, “I think it’s the locals, not the tourists, who’re staring at us—which is weird. If that customs agent is right, they don’t see very many legionnaires on Old Earth. There’s no reason they’d be mad …”

Do-Wop stopped in his tracks. “Y’ know what I think? Somebody’s been goin’ around bad-mouthin’ the Legion. That’s the only thing makes sense. Question is, who? And why?”

“Partner, you just asked the gigabuck question,” said Sushi. “I don’t know the answer—but I bet when we find it out, it’ll have something to do with the captain.”

“I don’t think I’m gonna take that bet,” said Do-Wop.

*    *    *

Late that night, behind closed doors, the leaders of Omega Company assembled. In the wake of the Andromatic robot’s golf accident, Rembrandt had called the command cadre to an emergency meeting. Ironically, nobody was quite sure what the emergency was, although they all agreed it had to be tackled at once.

“The robot’s damaged, that’s the main problem,” said Armstrong, who’d been on hand to witness the event. “A hard shot smack in the middle of the forehead—I don’t know what kinds of circuits are up there, but they must be important.”

“Well, I’m sure not a roboticist,” said Rembrandt. “But from what you tell me, the main problem was that the robot captain started to play much better than before. I wouldn’t take that as automatic evidence of damage.”

“How much do you know about golf?” said Armstrong. “What if I told you the robot shot a twenty-four on the back nine?”

“That’s pretty good, isn’t it?” Rembrandt asked.

Chocolate Harry answered her. “Shee-it, that ain’t just good, it’s scary. Machine that can do that can do anything. I don’t even want t’think about it.” There was genuine awe in the Supply sergeant’s voice.

“I think the general’s in total shock,” said Armstrong. “It’s the only explanation for why he didn’t instantly smell a rat when the robot started driving the ball four hundred yards and knocking in putts as if the green was a big funnel.”

“But he’s going to figure out something’s wrong,” said Brandy. “That man’s not so dumb he won’t notice a complete snafu, and that’s what this sounds like to me.”

Armstrong nodded. “That’s the problem. Maybe we can pass today off as an aberration, but if the robot starts playing killer golf again tomorrow, the general’s going to have us all on the carpet.”

Escrima was not impressed. “Ahh, what’s he gonna do, send us to Omega Company? I’m not afraid of him.”

“There are now a lot of things worse than Omega Company,” said Rembrandt. “Captain Jester’s done right by us, you know. Do you want to find out what a Legion detention barracks is like?”

Nobody said anything for a moment. Then Chocolate Harry broke the silence. “OK, here’s an idea,” he said. “We lock the ’bot up someplace, tell the general the captain’s had a delayed reaction to bein’ hit on the head. Somebody else can show the general around, maybe Armstrong can play golf with him, and meanwhile maybe Gears can try to fix the problem.”

“Yeah, that might work for a couple of days,” said Brandy. “But do you think Gears can fix the robot? It’s a whole lot more complicated than a hoverjeep …”

“If we had Sushi here, I’d be a lot happier,” said Rembrandt. “He might not be a roboticist, but he could probably figure something out just on general knowledge. As it is, we’ll have to let Gears give it his best shot.”

“I don’t know,” said Armstrong. He took a couple of paces, then spun around to face the group. “The thing is, the general really did come here looking for trouble. When he got into the golf matches with the robot, that distracted him from looking at everything else that’s going on around here. I’m afraid that if he isn’t playing the captain and winning just often enough to give him the satisfaction of beating a hated rival, he’s going to go looking for trouble again. And I guarantee you he’s going to find it. None of us are going to like that.”

“I don’t like the situation we’ve got now,” said Rembrandt, frowning. “We’ve got to have something ready to go tomorrow morning, though.” She mused a moment, then turned to Armstrong. “All right, you’ve spent as much time with the general as anybody this time around. Do you think you can jolly him along for at least one day if the official explanation is that the captain’s recovering from a concussion?”

“I can try,” said Armstrong. “As long as he’s willing to stick to golf and doesn’t want to start poking his nose into other stuff …”

“Good,” said Rembrandt. “Harry, you’ll get Gears and anybody else with mechanical know-how to work on the robot—maybe put a call in to the Andromatic factory—and see if we can get it back in shape by the next day. And meanwhile, everybody try to think of alternative plans in case things don’t work out.”

“Got it, Remmie,” said Chocolate Harry. “I’ll have Gears get to work on the ’bot—say, where is it, anyway?”

Rembrandt and Armstrong looked at each other, their eyes growing wider.

“Did you …?”

“I thought you were going to—”

“No, didn’t you—?”

“Well, where the …”

“Oh, damn!” they both cried together, leaping to their feet. The room emptied in something like ten seconds as the entire command cadre of Omega Company rushed out into the night to find the missing Andromatic robot.

*    *    *

The crowd on the streets of Rome, one of the major cities of Old Earth, seemed to be made up of two elements: off-worlders gaping at the wonders of the oldest of all human worlds and natives seeking to separate them from their money.

Phule had more urgent business than either group. He’d spent far too much time in his search for Beeker and Nightingale. He had no idea how Omega Company was doing in his absence, although surely he’d have heard before now if any real crisis had arisen. The Omega Mob was an ongoing crisis in and of itself, but that was a different story.

Today he was on his way to visit a local branch of his family, one with access to various unorthodox sources of information. The address he had seemed plain enough, although the streets of Rome were filled with rubble and the house number he had was nowhere to be seen. He stopped half a dozen times to ask directions, but everyone he asked either glared at him, then replied with a rapid-fire burst of Italian, or smiled and said, “Sorry, I’m a tourist too.”

At last he approached a hulking fellow who leaned against the corner of a building, hands stuffed in his pockets and a fearsome scowl on his face. “Excuse me,” he said. “I’m looking for 45 Via Poco Lente—I thought it was near here, but I can’t seem to find it.”

“Aha!” The man’s voice was a basso rumble, but unlike most of the street Italians in the area, he spoke Standard almost without an accent. “You looking for Pitti da Phule, no?”

“That’s right, how’d you know?”

“He gave you that address, he wants to see you,” said the man with a shrug. “Good thing you find Hugo; I know just where to take you. Most people around here—they don’t want nothing to do with da Phule.”

“Well then, Hugo, I’m glad I met you,” said Phule. “How do I get to Via Poco Lente?”

“You don’t,” said Hugo. “Most people don’t want nothing to do with da Phule, and he don’t want nothing to do with them, either. That’s a password, not an address. You ask the right guy—which today happens to be me—and I take you to da Phule.”

“I guess I’ve already found out what happens if you ask the wrong guy,” said Phule. “What if you don’t find the right guy?”

“Then you don’t want to see Pitti da Phule bad enough,” said Hugo, spreading his arms wide with palms upward. “Come on, I take you there.”

Phule followed his guide down a series of narrow, winding streets, turning seemingly at random; indeed, at least twice he thought they’d passed a house he’d seen a few turns previously. But after perhaps twenty minutes, they came to a graffiti-covered stretch of stone wall nine or ten feet high, at one end of which was a wooden gate with peeling green paint. Hugo pushed it open and waved Phule forward. “This is the place,” he said, grinning broadly. “You go in, I wait for you here.”

The circuitous route and his guide’s mysterious behavior had put Phule on his guard. “Why don’t you go first?” he said, taking the other man firmly by the elbow. He added, as Hugo showed signs of balking, “Really, I insist.”

“Smart of you,” said a smooth baritone voice from just inside the door. A slim, middle-aged man stepped forward, holding a wineglass in one hand. Around his neck were several thick gold chains. “Smart, but not necessary this time around. Hugo’s a condottieri at heart, but he knows not to fool with anybody who has my password. You must be Cousin Victor’s boy—last I heard, you were the only family member in any kind of uniform.”

“Uncle Pitti?” said Phule, stepping forward to shake the older man’s hand. “I remember meeting you years ago, at somebody’s wedding …”

“That must have been Stella Phule,” said Pitti da Phule, nodding. “She married Juan Feryou out on Tau Ceti Four. A really big affair. I think they’re still talking about the Phule-Feryou wedding out there …”

Phule grinned. “Right, I spent the afternoon hanging out with the groom’s younger brother …”

“Right, Nomarr Feryou,” said Pitti. “He was a little hellraiser back then. So were you, if memory serves me right. That doesn’t look as if it’s held you back, Captain.” Pitti punched Phule in the arm playfully, then raised a finger to his lips. “But I’m not being much of a host, am I? We’ll get you a glass of vino and something to eat with it, and then we can talk business.”

Pitti da Phule took his nephew through a side door into a garden where a marble fountain bubbled musically. An ancient-looking wall served as the backdrop for a row of fruit trees, and the walk was lined with flowers. Small birds darted between the branches, watched by a lazy orange cat. Pitti gestured to a pair of benches with a small marble table in between. The top of the table, Phule noted, had an inlaid chessboard.

They talked for a few minutes until Pitti’s robutler brought them a plate of anchovies, peppers, cheese, and olives, a crusty loaf of bread, and a bottle of a full-bodied Tuscan red. After they’d put a satisfactory dent in the hors d’ouvres, Pitti steepled his fingers and said, “Now, it can’t be just coincidence that you’ve come looking for me. In fact, there’s talk going around about the Space Legion. Is there anything to the rumor that your outfit is doing a job for the IRS?”

Phule practically burst out laughing. “That’s about the last governmental organization I’d do a job for,” he said. “I guess it would explain the funny looks I’ve gotten on the street. But you may not know about some of my troubles with them …” He described his previous run-in with the tax agency, and finally Pitti nodded.

“It didn’t sound like anything one of our family would be involved in, but you can’t ignore something everybody’s talking about. I wonder who started that rumor?” Pitti studied his nephew for a moment, then said, “But you came here to ask something. What can Uncle Pitti do for you?”

Phule outlined his situation for what felt like the hundredth time since he’d left Zenobia in search of his errant butler and Nightingale. This time, at least, he could tell about the Port-a-Brain—although he decided to leave out the hibernation problem. No reason to spread that information any farther than strictly necessary, even within the family. Pitti da Phule listened in silence for a while, taking an occasional sip of wine. At last he held up a hand. “Good enough,” he said. “I see what the problem is. Let me find out what I can do for you. I’ll get in touch—where are you staying?”

Phule gave him the address of his hotel. “Not a bad place for what you’re probably paying,” said Pitti. “Try Trattoria Alfonso, on the next block, for lunch. I think you’ll like it—tell the waiter I sent you. Now, go do some sightseeing, relax, eat—and let me handle things for a while. Ciao!”

And with that, he pushed Phule out the door onto the streets. A moment later, he beckoned to a servant. “Get the prints and DNA on this analyzed,” he said in Italian, pointing to Phule’s wineglass. “The kid looks and talks like Willard, but it’s been a long time since I’ve seen him. And call his old man, too—yes, I know how much it costs to call intersystem. But this kid’s claiming to be family, and with all the rumors going around, I’d like to be sure that’s really who I’m dealing with.”

*    *    *

Brandy found the robot in the gym. It wasn’t all that hard to find, actually. She could hear it all the way down the hall. She opened the door to discover that it had a squad of frightened legionnaires lined up for a roasting that many old-time drill sergeants might have gotten pointers from. Several veteran smart-mouths and goof-offs were among the roastees, and their shocked expressions were all the evidence Brandy needed that the robot had caught them completely off guard.

She stepped forward, trying her best not to draw attention, but the robot picked her up in its peripheral vision and barked, “Sergeant! Come forward.”

“Yes, Captain Jester,” she said, putting on her best military manner. She marched briskly to the front of the formation, stood at attention, and snapped off her best salute. “What are your orders, sir?” she barked.

“Well, at least one person here knows how to show proper respect for an officer,” the robot drawled. “What I don’t understand is why none of these so-called legionnaires seem to have learned it. This is the squad you’ve supposedly been training, isn’t it, Sergeant?”

“Yes, sir, no excuse, sir,” she said, keeping the surprise out of her voice as best she could. Clearly, the errant golf ball had done even more damage than they’d realized. Not only was the robot playing superhuman golf, it had turned into a by-the-books officer of the worst sort. Unless they could get the damage fixed—and quickly!—Omega Company was in for a shock of tectonic proportions.

Meanwhile, her mind was racing at top speed. How was she going to defuse the immediate confrontation? The question was more delicate than it first appeared. After all, the robot nominally outranked everyone on the base except for General Blitzkrieg and his adjutant, neither of whom was likely to intervene. Just telling the legionnaires to ignore the robot was the most obvious method; the robot had no way to enforce its orders, after all. But the rank and file had no idea this Captain Jester was a robot. Only the command cadre were in on the secret, and she wasn’t going to change that without orders from the real captain. Besides, what if some future crisis required the real Captain Jester to issue unpopular orders? She didn’t want to do something now that would give some wise guy an excuse, no matter how phony, to claim he didn’t believe it was the real captain giving the orders …

The robot captain rubbed its chin as the real Phule would have while thinking about some point. Brandy was impressed by how well the robot’s manufacturers had captured Phule’s body language and casual gestures, in addition to giving it a near-perfect physical resemblance to its protoplasmic prototype. Then it spoke again. “Sergeant, I am appalled by these legionnaires’ discipline—or nearly total lack of discipline, I should say. It’s past time that somebody got them to shape up—and I’m beginning to wonder whether you’re the woman for the job or not.”

“Yes, sir,” said Brandy. “Permission to ask a question, sir.” It was uncanny how much it resembled Captain Jester, even though it was acting in a way that threatened to undercut everything he’d accomplished so far.

“Permission granted, Sergeant,” said the robot.

Out of the corner of her eye, Brandy could see Mahatma’s eyes bulging out in anticipation. He would undoubtedly be taking mental notes on her performance—and giving postmortem analysis to his fellow legionnaires. In spite of having been his target so many times, Brandy felt a rush of inspiration. I can’t disappoint the little guy, she thought. Carefully, she summoned up her long-dormant memories of how she’d dealt with rulebook officers in the past.

“Sir, any failures of discipline in this training squad are my responsibility,” she began, making it up as she went along. “But may I remind the captain that I was given orders to train this group to pass as civilians in enemy territory. Their apparent lack of military polish is designed to lull the enemy into overlooking their specialized skills, which meet and surpass Legion standard, sir. May I give the captain a demonstration?”

The robot looked at her for a long moment, then said, “Very well, Sergeant—I can hardly deny you the opportunity to let your troops show me their capabilities. For your sake, I hope the demonstration is convincing.”

“Yes, Captain! Thank you, Captain,” said Brandy, still thinking fast. She turned to face the puzzled-looking group of legionnaires. “Mahatma! Step forward.” Perhaps the little legionnaire’s habit of asking impossible questions would hold the robot’s attention long enough for her to discover a way out of the situation.

“Yes, Sergeant Brandy,” said Mahatma, striding briskly out of the formation. As usual, his face betrayed nothing of his inner thoughts. I hope he catches on quick, thought Brandy.

But before she could say anything, another voice broke the silence. “Well, well, Captain—what the devil’s going on here?”

Brandy turned her head to see none other than General Blitzkrieg, with an expression that might have made a full-grown gryff turn and run for its life.


Chapter Sixteen

Journal #852

Many humans, when first encountering Zenobians, think of them as a backward and slow-witted species. I believe there are two reasons for this: their reptilian appearance and their short stature. Their appearance leads humans to think of them as more primitive than they are; the small size conveys, to many of us, the suggestion of immaturity. Those impressions ignore the fact that the first Zenobians our race encountered were aboard a spacegoing survey vessel a considerable distance from the Zenobian home world.

I do believe that the Zenobians have fostered these mistaken assumptions about their species. It can be a considerable advantage if the other party in a business transaction consistently underestimates one’s intelligence and sophistication.

I have sometimes wondered if my employer is familiar with this strategy. It would explain a great deal …

*    *    *

Phule’s trip back to his hotel was somewhat more of an adventure than he’d planned on. He’d been warned about Old Earth’s ubiquitous pickpockets, con artists, and identity thieves, as well as Pitti’s news about rumors connecting the Space Legion with the IRS—guaranteed to make the black uniform unpopular. Still, nothing he’d heard matched the experience of walking through the streets of Rome. In fact, the only thing that came close was spending an equivalent amount of time with some of the enlisted legionnaires of the Omega Mob.

Phule knew enough not to carry anything valuable when he went out on the streets. He knew more than enough not to fall for the myriad sob stories and come-ons that someone on every street corner seemed ready to offer to prosperous-looking passersby. And his personal information had been specially encrypted in the experimental Zenobian-based code that Sushi was developing. Sushi had assured him that only a native speaker of Zenobian was going to have any chance to crack the code. Earth’s hackers and crackers might be the best in the galaxy, but Agent Fox’s ignorance about Zenobia was a pretty good indication that nobody on Old Earth was likely to have the necessary knowledge to make use of his information, even if they did manage to steal it.

Meanwhile, he was enjoying the energy and the color of the bustling Roman streets, which had become far safer for pedestrians with the arrival of hovercars, which the Romans drove with the same recklessness they’d driven ground cars—but well above street level, and with better automatic safety devices. It might be fun to walk around the city with Samantha Beliveau, the pretty redhead he’d met going to the landing shuttle. He’d been meaning to call her and make a lunch date, possibly at the restaurant Uncle Pitti had mentioned—Trattoria something or another. They’d probably know at the hotel …

He was still trying to remember the name of the restaurant when he heard a woman scream. The sound came from an alley he’d just walked past. He turned and looked carefully down the narrow passageway—no sense sticking his neck out unless he knew what he was getting into.

Just as he looked, a weasel-faced man in a shiny dark suit struck a young woman across the face with a backhanded slap. The woman was nearly knocked off her feet by the blow. Only the man’s rough grip on her arm with his other hand prevented her from falling outright.

“What’s going on here?” shouted Phule. At the sound of Phule’s voice, the man turned and looked at him—indignant at being interrupted, to judge from his expression. But at the same time, the woman broke the grip and stumbled toward Phule, who stepped forward to shelter her. He quickly pulled her out of the alleyway and onto the crowded street.

“What’s the matter?” said Phule. The woman looked to be in her early twenties and wore something that Phule mentally classified as a “peasant dress”—not that he had any knowledge of what peasants wore these days, let alone whether any peasants were still around to wear it.

The woman cast her gaze back over her shoulder. There was a bruise starting to form under her left eye. “That man—he tried to kill me!” she gasped, turning to look up into Phule’s eyes. Her eyes were dark and pleading as she held onto his arm, obviously frightened.

“You get in my way, I kill you too!” said the man, waving a fist. He took a threatening step forward.

That made up Phule’s mind. “Come on!” He grabbed her hand and set off at a pace he hoped she would be able to keep up with. A block away, he looked back at the alleyway; Weasel-face was standing there, hands on hips, staring angrily at them. But he had made no effort to follow.

“I think we’re safe,” he said. “Do you have anywhere safe to go?”

“I do, but I am afraid of him,” she said. “What if he follows up?”

“Well, come along with me,” said Phule. “We’ll go someplace he can’t follow us, and then we’ll figure out how you can get away from him. I can’t really do much else for you—I’m just here for a short time and have important business of my own.” He made a mental note to himself to stay alert for any funny business on the woman’s part; it wouldn’t be unheard of for an attractive “victim” to lure an off-world tourist into following her someplace where Weasel-face, who would of course turn out to be her accomplice, could rob him.

“Yes, I will come with you,” said the woman, darting another glance backward. “But hurry, please—I am afraid of him.”

“He doesn’t look very frightening to me,” said Phule. “Just stay close to me, and I’ll make sure he doesn’t bother you.” He led her in the direction of his hotel, glancing over his shoulder to see if Weasel-face was following. Apparently not; so far, so good, he thought. He wondered if there was some way to give the woman any long-term security. She did seem to be genuinely afraid. Pitti da Phule might have some suggestions on that score …

Suddenly he realized that it seemed to be taking a long time to get to the hotel. It should be just a block or so ahead, on the right-hand corner … but no, it was nowhere to be seen. I ought to stop and get my bearings, Phule thought to himself. “Hold on a second, miss,” he said to the woman. To his surprise, she just kept walking—and he kept walking with her. His feet didn’t seem to want to stop …

“What’s happening?” he said. For some reason, he couldn’t raise his voice above a husky whisper. Then, he remembered: When she’d taken his arm after coming out of the alleyway, her nails had dug into his skin. A glance down showed a small red mark on his wrist. Putting two and two together at last, he blurted out, “You’ve drugged me! Where are you taking me?”

“Not to worry, signore,” she said. “Nobody wants to hurt you. I’m sure you are worth very much more unharmed, and I don’t think you would enjoy it, either. Just come along quietly with me. Don’t fight the ‘zombie’ shot, and my friend Carmelo doesn’t have to do anything. He is so much happier when he doesn’t have to do anything, capisce?”

Phule looked behind him, and saw Weasel-face—undoubtedly Carmelo—walking a short distance behind, a sardonic smile on his face. But whatever drugs the woman had given him, they seemed to work just fine. He followed her without question along the Roman streets, his feet moving steadily despite his urgent desire to turn and run away.

*    *    *

General Blitzkrieg let out a deep breath. The charging Zenobian monster hadn’t breached the base perimeter. And he felt good that he’d managed to sprint a solid thirty meters—or at least, as close to a sprint as was consonant with the dignity of a senior officer. His heart had stopped pounding after no more than five minutes, and he’d managed to avoid being seen by any low-ranking legionnaires. Only that phony chaplain, Rev, had seen him flee in panic, and Rev had looked genuinely scared himself when the beast put on its charge. So the story wasn’t likely to leak out from that quarter.

He still hadn’t figured out what the damned Zenobians’ spy apparatus was all about. With their impenetrable jargon, the little lizards had managed to keep him from learning anything about it. And then that monster had shown up … just in time to keep him from asking the pertinent questions he’d had right on the tip of his tongue. Maybe the monster would attack the lizards. Or maybe they’d called it somehow—with the machine? Could they be training it to attack the base at their command?

Well, there was one person on this godforsaken base who’d better know what it was all about: Jester. The fellow was supposed to be in command here, not that Blitzkrieg had seen any sign of it. Had to admire the way the fellow hit a golf ball, though—that was quite an exhibition he’d put on today. The rap he’d taken on the noggin must’ve gotten him riled up. He’d made some spectacular shots, and with a few lucky breaks, he’d put together a round of golf a lot of pros would have envied. Of course, tomorrow was another day—and Blitzkrieg knew that; except for today, he’d more than held his own against the local talent. Luck had a way of evening out.

But he had other business with Jester now. Serious Legion business. Time to take the gloves off and show Captain Smartass Jester who was in charge. And if the little rich brat didn’t have some damned good answers, the general was going to make him wish he’d never heard of the Space Legion. There were a lot of Legion posts that could make this planet, even with its desert climate and alien monsters, look like a playpen. And Blitzkrieg was just itching to find an excuse to send Jester to one of them …

Blitzkrieg walked to the nearest door and entered the base module. He still hadn’t learned exactly how the thing was laid out—Jester had set the thing up according to some half-baked plan of his own rather than following the approved plans for Legion installations. Here was the enlisted men’s barbershop, closed for the evening now, and over there was a bank of vending machines—a small but lucrative profit center that no Legion base could afford to do without. If he turned left here, it ought to take him to Comm Central, and from there, Jester’s office was in easy reach. Assuming the fellow ever spent any time at all in the office—it was beginning to look as if he was a full-time golfer, with Legion responsibilities a distant second. Probably just as well, considering that Jester was a lead-pipe cinch to screw up any Legion work that came his way …

Halfway down the hall to Comm Central, General Blitzkrieg stopped as a familiar sound caught his ear. He’d been hearing it for his entire Legion career on bases spanning half the galaxy. It was such an inevitable part of the usual background noise of a Legion base that he’d almost failed to notice it—except that here, here on rich-boy Jester’s custom-built base, it seemed out of place. It was the sound of a squad being chewed out by a superior. And to his utter astonishment, the voice doing the chewing out was none other than Jester’s!

The sound came from a side corridor leading to a set of double doors. A small printed sign above the doors identified the room as the gym. His curiosity running rampant, Blitzkrieg pushed open the doors and stepped inside. There stood Jester, bracing a motley collection of Omega Company legionnaires with their first sergeant—the fat woman who’d taken a Legion name after some kind of liquor, exactly in character for this sorry outfit. And for once, Jester was the perfect image of an officer—his uniform immaculate, his posture exemplary, and fire in his eye. And for all their shoddy appearance, the grunts were showing something resembling respect as well. It was so completely out of character for Omega Company that General Blitzkrieg was speechless for a moment.

He watched in shocked silence as the sergeant called forward one of the recruits—a little, round-faced fellow with eyeglasses. Then, unable to contain his curiosity any longer, he blurted out, “Well, well, Captain—what the devil’s going on here?”

Cool as a comet at the farthest reaches of its orbit, Jester turned to face him and snapped off a crisp salute. “General Blitzkrieg!” Behind him, the sergeant barked “Ten-hut!” and the legionnaires straightened up—about as well as he’d expect from their sort. The open fear on their faces was a sight the general had never tired of seeing. Involuntarily, he felt an evil grin spread across his face. He’d come all the way from Rahnsome to Zenobia to strike fear and awe into these third-rate legionnaires. Up to now, he’d frittered away his stay playing golf with Jester—not that he hadn’t enjoyed it.

Now he was really going to have some fun. “On second thought, don’t mind me, Captain. The sergeant was about to give some kind of demonstration. By all means, carry on. I’m just as eager to see it as you are.”

And when it collapsed into an utter fiasco, as it was bound to do now that he’d scared the crap out of these lowlifes, he’d show them what a real chewing-out was like. He could barely keep himself from laughing out loud with anticipation …

*    *    *

“Very well, Sergeant,” said the robot, raising an eyebrow. “You heard General Blitzkrieg. Proceed with your demonstration.”

Brandy struggled to keep from showing her chagrin. She’d meant to lead Mahatma through just enough of a show to support her pretense that she’d been training her legionnaires in espionage skills, then dismiss the squad and cut short the robot’s attempt to enforce Legion discipline. Mahatma was enough of a natural actor to bring it off without the rest of the squad figuring out what had happened—in fact, they’d probably just be grateful to go back to their bunks. And if she played her hand right, she could shepherd the robot off so Gears could begin work on repairing it.

But the general’s arrival changed everything. Now she had to make the demonstration convincing enough that the general wouldn’t smell a rat while maintaining the pretense that the gung ho robot really was Captain Jester. She also wanted to keep her legionnaires from taking any more flak than they absolutely had to. This meant fooling not only the malfunctioning robot but the general, who despite his recent good mood was infamously hostile to Omega Company and Captain Jester. And she was the only one here who knew what was really going on, not that there was anybody who could help her if the general decided to fly off the handle.

I’ve just got to tough it out, she thought, turning to face Mahatma again. The little legionnaire was actually standing at a pretty fair semblance of attention; that might prevent the general from losing his temper prematurely. He was going to lose his temper; that much Brandy took for granted. Especially since the robot had picked today to hand him a beating on the golf course …

“Legionnaire Mahatma!” she barked in her best parade-ground voice. “You heard the captain. We are going to demonstrate your infiltration and intelligence-gathering training for the general.”

“Yes, Brandy,” said Mahatma. “May I ask a question?”

All right, Mahatma! Brandy thought. I hope you make it a good one this time. “Permission granted,” she said crisply. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the general’s jaw drop. If this didn’t work, she could forget the remainder of her Legion career. So she might as well have as much fun as she could while it lasted.

“Thank you, Brandy,” said Mahatma, still maintaining an almost acceptable military stance. He shifted his eyes toward the general, who was still wearing his golf togs, and asked, “Why is the commanding general so fat and out of uniform?”

General Blitzkrieg’s face turned crimson. He took two steps forward and began to bellow, “Why, you impertinent—”

The robot stepped ahead of him and cut him off, barking out, “Sergeant! I have never seen such flagrant insubordination! How do you explain this?”

“Sir!” said Brandy, keeping a straight face. “Nobody who saw this legionnaire’s disrespect for authority could possibly believe that he has any military training. That is Omega Company’s secret weapon. Because the enemy underestimates this man—and most of our legionnaires—they can exercise their military skills in conditions where they have the element of surprise completely on their side.”

“Military skills!” This time it was Blitzkrieg who spoke. “Military skills, my blinking arse! What possible military skills could this grinning imbecile have?”

“With the general’s permission, Legionnaire Mahatma will now demonstrate his military skills,” said Brandy.

The robot looked at the general, who clenched his teeth and nodded, turning a beady-eyed stare toward Mahatma. “Carry on, Sergeant,” said the robot, crossing its arms over its chest.

Brandy suddenly realized that the robot had an expression that she had never seen on the real Captain Jester’s face. It took her a moment to figure it out, doing her best not to stare, which the general was sure to consider insubordinate whether the robot noticed it or not.

The robot didn’t have real emotions, as far as she could understand. (Roboticists apparently had long, ongoing arguments on the subject.) Apparently, all the robot could do was display the external appearance of the human emotions it was programmed to simulate. Brandy had no idea whether these were installed from some standard menu at the factory or customized for each model. Given the amount of money the captain had spent, the latter was a good bet. But whatever the case, the robot shouldn’t be showing any emotion it wasn’t already programmed to show.

So why did she get the distinct impression it was doing its best to hide utter irrational fear?

*    *    *

Phule came to his senses in a small room with a south-facing window. Actually, he’d never really lost consciousness—he’d just been unable to exert his own willpower, following the woman who’d somehow managed to drug him. But he’d sat in a kind of stupor for an unknown time in this little room—wherever it was. Still somewhere in central Rome, he figured—he couldn’t have walked any real distance, and he had no memory of entering any kind of vehicle. On the other hand, he had only the vaguest memory of the last … how long was it, anyway? And he didn’t have to try the door to have a very good idea he was, for all practical purposes, a prisoner.

He got up and tried the door anyway, careful not to make any noise in the process. Whatever had happened to him, it had no obvious aftereffects; his head was clear, and his balance and coordination seemed to be fine now.

At least his muscles seemed to be under his own control again. On the downside, the door was very definitely locked. So was the window, he quickly learned—locked and fortified on the outside with bars that looked quite sufficient to hold in one lone Space Legion captain. And it looked onto the blank wall of another building about five meters away, so there was no easy way to signal anyone.

Signaling … he quickly looked at his wrist. Sure enough, his communicator was gone. His pockets had been emptied too. That gave him a brief moment’s panic. Then he remembered that he’d left his Dilithium Express card and other items of value in the hotel safe; at most, his captors would have a couple of hundred euros and his Legion ID card. Nothing he couldn’t get replaced quickly enough. So—what now?

He did a quick search of the room, looking for anything he might be able to turn to his advantage. A makeshift weapon, an alternative way out, even some clue as to his kidnappers’ identities. He turned up nothing besides the furniture he’d already seen—a bed, a chair, a side table. In a real pinch, he supposed he could club someone with the chair or tie them up in the bedsheets. But those were desperate plays, to be saved for a desperate situation. The easiest way out of the room looked as if it started with getting the door opened. He went over and knocked.

After a moment, he heard footsteps on the far side. “All right, stand-a back from-a the door,” said a raspy voice with a thick Italian accent. Weasel-face, thought Phule, moving back as requested. He heard keys rattle in the lock, and then the door swung partway open; Weasel-face looked inside, squinting suspiciously. “What do you want?” he said in an accent several degrees more educated than Phule expected. Behind him was another man, large and frowning—presumably the one who’d answered first.

“Giving my property back would be a good start,” said Phule in as even a voice as he could manage. “Then you really ought to let me go—I have important business that can’t wait.”

“Funny man,” said Weasel-face sourly. “What, do you think we locked you up for our own entertainment?”

“Well, I’m sure you didn’t do it for mine,” said Phule. “Just what do you think you’ve got to gain by holding me prisoner?”

“You should be able to figure that out by yourself,” said Weasel-face. “But I’ll save you the time because I want you to know where things stand. You’re a rich, off-world snot, and we’re underprivileged locals. Your people pay us, and we let you go. If they don’t pay us quickly enough, maybe Vinnie and I get annoyed. Vinnie can be nasty when he’s annoyed, and then you’d have something to worry about besides being late for your important business. Capisce?” Vinnie continued to frown, deploying what looked to be the preferred weapon in his arsenal of facial expressions.

Phule shrugged. “If I were you, I wouldn’t count on collecting any ransom money. There’ll be people coming to look for me, and they aren’t amateurs. Or haven’t you figured out who I was visiting earlier today?”

“Pitti da Phule doesn’t frighten us,” said Weasel-face with a quiet smile. “If he tries to interfere in our business, we can call on people who’ll make him think again.”

“Well, it’s not so much a question of interfering in your business,” said Phule. “I believe Pitti’s approach is more likely to be total cancellation of your business plan.”

“My friend, you aren’t in a position to be issuing threats,” growled Weasel-face. Phule remembered now that the woman who’d tricked him had called the man Carmelo, although there was no guarantee that was the man’s right name. He’d remember it, anyhow—just in case.

“Two points,” said Phule. “First, I am not your friend. And second, what I just said wasn’t a threat.”

“Oh yeah?” said Weasel-face. “What do you call it, then?”

Phule smiled and said softly, “In my line of business, we call that an ultimatum.”

“Carmelo” just snorted and walked out, locking the door behind him.

*    *    *

Agent G.C. Fox drummed his fingers, waiting. The number he’d called rang for the fifth time, then a voice came through Fox’s earplug: “The party you are calling is not available. Please leave a message and your call will be returned.” A cacophonous beep followed, but Fox had already started the disconnect process. This was his fourth attempt to reach Captain Jester, and the message he’d left the first time had not been returned. Considering the message, it should have been.

So what did that mean? Fox took a sip of shandygaff, wiped the foam from his moustache with the back of his sleeve, and thought. The more Fox thought about it, the more convinced he was that the captain was already in trouble—and that he was going to need help getting out of it.

Helping off-worlders get out of trouble wasn’t really Fox’s job at all. He wasn’t any kind of cop or a detective—just a customs inspector. But he made it a point to keep track of interesting visitors to Old Earth. Sometimes he could steer them to a business or service they could benefit from. His friends who ran those businesses benefited from it, too—and so did Fox, thanks to the finder’s fees and commissions his friends passed along to him. They helped stretch the customs agent’s not-so-grand salary enough to bring in a few of the better things of life.

He’d made it a point to look up Willard Phule on the newsnets after he’d seen him come through customs. He’d learned a fair amount about the captain’s background and his career on the various worlds Omega Company had been posted to. It might or might not turn out to be profitable—but it never hurt to do the research. Fox had learned that knowing something always paid better than not knowing it.

He’d liked the Legion captain when they’d talked. And right after Phule’s passage through customs, he’d read over a list of recent immigrants to Old Earth—all agents got the lists, and some of them, like Fox, made it a point to read them. Later, when he did his research on Phule, one name had jumped out at him. He had an excellent memory for names. A particular person had arrived on Old Earth two days before Phule. Her presence here might be a coincidence, of course. On the other hand, this was somebody Phule had bumped heads with in the past. That, Fox figured, was exactly the kind of information that a prudent man like Willard Phule would want to have. He might even find it in his heart to reward the person who’d brought it to him. Why shouldn’t Fox be the one to reap the reward?

The only problem was, he couldn’t get in touch with Phule …

There was someone else he could call, though. Someone who might be very grateful for advance warning of possible trouble for the young Space Legion captain. Fox picked up his vidphone, entered a number, and in a moment a face appeared on the screen. For a moment the other party frowned, reacting to Fox’s uniform. Then the man relaxed, recognizing his caller. “Ah, Signore Volpone, what can I do for you today?”

Fox smiled. “Actually, it’s the other way around this time,” he said. “I’ve learned something I think you’ll want to know …”

After Fox told his story and added the fact that Phule hadn’t been answering his phone, the other party nodded. “This does not smell good,” he said. “Grazie, signore—if this is what it seems to be, I am in your debt.”

“Think nothing of it,” said Fox. “I don’t like to see somebody get in trouble when I could have prevented it.”

“Grazie again, then,” said Pitti da Phule. “I will remember this.” He broke the connection.

*    *    *

Thumper and the other members of his training squad were well into an evening of creative goofing off when the captain walked into the Enlisted Legionnaires’ Lounge. By this time of day, they were usually free to follow their own routines—which, in the Omega Mob, included drinking, swapping stories, playing bar games, dancing to Roadkill’s band, or joking around. Unless there was a real emergency, sergeants and officers tended to leave them alone.

So nobody was expecting Captain Jester to order them to report to the gym on the double. If he had been a mere sergeant, they might have complained. But the captain was a different story; not only was he the top authority on the planet—at least, when generals weren’t visiting—he also knew when to give his people a little slack. So Roadkill and his buddies shut off their instruments, and Omega Training Squad obediently trooped down to the gym. They lined up in a formation that would’ve made even Brandy proud. Or so Thumper thought, as he took his place at one end of the front rank, next to his buddy Mahatma.

Surprise! For the first time since he’d joined Omega Company, Thumper found himself being yelled at by his company commander. Not by a sergeant, which wouldn’t have been any surprise—yelling at the troops was what sergeants were supposed to do. Not even one of the lieutenants, who were usually too busy to bother. Nope, this was the CO himself, hollering and cussing worse than Sergeant Brandy.

“You look like a bunch of Fungolian weevils! Who taught you how to stand at attention? Do you call that a regulation haircut? Wipe that smirk off your face, legionnaire!” The entire squad seemed stunned—they’d never seen the captain like this.

But after a little while, Brandy showed up, and things started looking normal again. Thumper wondered if this was some kind of training exercise; that was the best explanation he could think of for the way Brandy and the captain acted. After all, he’d seen a good bit of Captain Jester while he was caddying for Flight Leftenant Qual in the golf matches. He hadn’t expected the captain to act like this, not at all.

Then—surprise number three!—General Blitzkrieg walked into the gym! Thumper hoped the general didn’t remember that unfortunate incident with a bucket full of stinky stuff back in basic training. It hadn’t really been Thumper’s fault, but it sure looked like it when somebody handed him the bucket after emptying it over the general’s head while the lights were out. The general seemed to be the kind of human who remembered things like that. Or maybe he didn’t; at least, he hadn’t said anything out on the golf course, while Thumper caddied for Flight Leftenant Qual. Still, the general might not pay attention to his golf opponent’s caddy; but here he was on Legion business. In spite of himself, Thumper shivered.

Sergeant Brandy called Mahatma forward and told the general about the squad’s special mission. This was the first time Thumper had heard anything about it, but as he listened to her, he thought it would explain a lot of things that hadn’t made sense before. Even when Mahatma asked the general one of his pain-in-the-ass questions, Brandy explained it so the general seemed to understand it.

The only thing that didn’t fit was the captain’s reaction. Thumper thought he looked surprised. Was the secret mission supposed to be a secret from the captain? He certainly didn’t look as if he’d ever heard of it. Or was he worried that Mahatma wouldn’t be enough of a pain?

Thumper was still trying to figure it out when Brandy said, “Legionnaire Mahatma will now demonstrate his military skills.” That caught Thumper’s attention, all right. Mahatma was the only member of the training squad close to Thumper’s size, so the two of them often ended up as sparring partners in hand-to-hand combat drills. Thumper had a lot of respect for Mahatma’s skills. The little human was fast and sneaky and a lot stronger than he looked.

So it was only natural when Sergeant Brandy pointed to Thumper and said, “Legionnaire Thumper, front and center to spar with Mahatma.”

Thumper had taken two steps forward when the general barked, “Wait a minute! If you’re going to demonstrate this man’s military skills, I want to see a real opponent out here. You’re not going to match him with some fluffy bunny, Sergeant.”

Thumper thought he was a pretty decent opponent, but he could sort of see the general’s point. Even Brandy made sure each of them sparred against everybody in the squad. She always said, “You don’t get to pick out an opponent your own size in a real fight.” So he stepped back into the formation as Brandy asked, oh-so-politely, “Perhaps the general would like to select an opponent for Legionnaire Mahatma?” Only someone who’d watched her for weeks under the hot sun would have noticed a faint smile.

General Blitzkrieg scanned the training squad, a scowl on his face. After a moment, he pointed and said, “That one looks fit enough. You, legionnaire. Front and center!”

“Yes, sir!” said a mechanical voice, and Thumper involuntarily turned to make sure he’d heard correctly. Sure enough, stepping forward came Rube, one of the three Gambolts assigned to Omega Company.

“Hello, Rube,” said Mahatma, waving. The Gambolt wasn’t a bad choice if you were looking for the strongest possible opponent for Mahatma. Never mind Rube’s genial attitude; like most of his species, he was powerfully built, tachyon-fast, and loved nothing more than a good fight. He was more dangerous unarmed than most other sophonts would be with a full kit of advanced weaponry.

But Mahatma wasn’t about to let his opponent make the first move. Even as Rube opened his mouth to reply to the little human’s greeting, Mahatma was in action. It happened so fast that Thumper wasn’t quite sure what he saw, but it seemed as if Mahatma simply launched himself at the Gambolt’s head. Rube dodged, reacting instinctively, but Mahatma’s toe snaked out and caught the Gambolt under the chin, snapping his head back. As Rube fell backward, Mahatma’s arm came whipping down to strike a blow flat on the side of his head. Rube fell to the floor and landed on his back.

The Gambolt recovered almost instantly, but Mahatma was faster. He landed on his feet and, before Rube could get his feet under him, put a hand atop his opponent’s head and poised another at his throat to signal that he could strike a crippling blow.

Brandy clapped her hands once. “Halt!” she said. The two opponents relaxed, and Rube leapt to his feet, evidently unhurt by his fall. Then Brandy turned to the general. “Would you like another demonstration, sir, or is that sufficient?”

In the gaping silence that followed, it was easy to hear Mahatma’s cheerful voice, “Perhaps the general would like to demonstrate his own combat skills?”


Chapter Seventeen

Journal #866

There are few experiences more flattering than learning that one has been missed. Being sought after may be among them; but it depends heavily on just who is doing the seeking, and why. Consider the different impressions one would have from learning one was being sought by an attractive person of the opposite sex, and by an armed band of revenue officers …

*    *    *

Sparrowhawk heard the office door open and quickly blanked her screen. Not for security—unless you included job security in that category. She did know Legion security officers who would argue that anything a general’s adjutant did had the potential to give an enemy valuable intelligence—even the games she played while she waited for the general to give her some actual work—but she didn’t buy that argument. No, she just had every office worker’s instinctive aversion to letting the boss look over her shoulder. And sure enough, when she turned around, there he stood—looking somewhat dazed, she thought.

“Good evening, sir,” she said, automatically forcing herself to perk up. “Did you find out what the natives are up to?”

General Blitzkrieg shook his head. “I’ll be damned if I’ve ever seen the like,” he said. He shuffled over to the large easy chair at one end of Zenobia Base’s VIP quarters, turned around, and plopped into it.

Worried in spite of herself, Sparrowhawk broke the growing silence by asking, “The likes of what?”

“Excuse me, Major?” The general looked up in bemusement.

“You said you’d never seen the like of … something,” said Sparrowhawk. “I was asking what.”

“Oh, Jester, of course,” said the general. He still looked a bit dazed. Sparrowhawk looked at him closely and made a decision. She quickly splashed two fingers of Scotch into a glass and handed it to the general. He took it in his hand and sat swirling the glass, so far without taking a sip.

“Jester’s got a squad training for infiltration work,” said Blitzkrieg in a flat tone of voice. “Who’d have thought it? But after seeing them, I’m almost ready to believe it. Why, there’s one little devil who could make you think he’s a store clerk, or maybe a waiter—almost anything but a legionnaire …”

“Very interesting,” said Sparrowhawk, trying to figure out where the general was going.

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” said Blitzkrieg, still swirling the glass. “But I’m beginning to wonder … What do you know about bugs, Sparrowhawk?”

“Bugs?” Sparrowhawk frowned. “I guess I know as much as anybody who’s not a scientist. What were you thinking about?”

“Way back when, on Old Earth, there was a time when bugs were the main cause of lots of diseases. So they invented chemicals to kill ’em.”

“Yes, I’ve heard about that,” said Sparrowhawk. “Some of the chemicals were apparently worse than the bugs.”

Blitzkrieg went on as if he hadn’t noticed her comment. “Thing is, some of the bugs were immune to the chemicals, so they invented more chemicals. And some of the bugs were immune to the new chemicals too …”

“I think I’ve heard that story,” said Sparrowhawk. “Instead of getting rid of the bugs, they ended up breeding a new kind of superbug that was worse than the ones they’d started with.”

“That’s right,” said Blitzkrieg. “My point is … this legionnaire, Mahatma—believe me, I’m going to remember that name—is damn near the biggest pain in the ass I’ve ever had to deal with—and that’s saying a mouthful. Perfect fit for Omega Company, if you know what I mean.”

“Yes, sir,” said Sparrowhawk. “That’s pretty much the whole purpose of Omega, isn’t it? A place to send the problems, get them off everyone else’s back.”

“Of course, of course,” said the general. “But I’m beginning to wonder if we haven’t created a monster here.”

“A monster, sir?” said Sparrowhawk, frowning. “Surely one smart-mouth legionnaire can’t amount to that much of a problem.”

“Oh, it’s more than just one,” said Blitzkrieg. He finally seemed to notice the glass he held, and took a long sip. “The sergeant was doing her best to cover up just how widespread insubordination has become in Omega, but I haven’t spent this much time in the Legion without figuring out how these noncoms think. I’ll guarantee you, she picked out that Mahatma rascal because he’s one of the best recruits in her squad!”

“I suppose that makes sense, General,” said Sparrowhawk. She wasn’t convinced, but she had long ago learned that contradicting Blitzkrieg was pointless.

“But do you see what that means?” the general continued. “By concentrating all the bad eggs in Omega, we’ve created a breeding ground for even worse eggs—this Mahatma may be the first of a new breed of super-pain-in-the-ass legionnaires! My God, I tremble to think what could happen if this spread to the rest of the Legion!”

“Well, there’s only one answer to that,” said Sparrowhawk. “It’s a good thing you’ve already anticipated the answer.”

“Excuse me, Major? I’m not sure I follow you,” said the general. It was some measure of how disoriented he was that he actually admitted his confusion to her.

It gave her considerable satisfaction to explain the whole thing to him. The best part about it was that it would get her exactly what she wanted without requiring her to do anything beyond convincing the general that the problem was already solved. Which, as far as she was concerned, it was.

*    *    *

“This is stupid,” said Do-Wop. He looked around the little moonlit plaza, empty except for the two legionnaires. “Somebody tells us to come here for some important news, then don’t bother to show. I ain’t got the time for this kinda …”

“Then go on home,” came a voice from just behind him.

“What the …” Do-Wop whirled to face the speaker, as did Sushi. Both legionnaires assumed defensive stances as a figure emerged from the shadows. “Who you think you are, scarin’ us like that?” said Do-Wop.

“I know exactly who I am,” said the newcomer, a middle-aged man in an expensive suit. He spoke excellent English with just a trace of an Earth Italian accent. “So do quite a few people here in Rome. And I suspect if you knew what some of them know, you’d be even more scared. But that’s not why I asked you to meet me here. There are two other people you need to talk to.” He gestured, and another pair of figures came into the light. A man and a woman … Beeker and Nightingale!

“Wow, you two picked a great time to finally show up,” said Sushi. “You wouldn’t believe how many planets we’ve chased you across …”

“I expect I would believe it, providing the number is no greater than four,” said Beeker dryly. “I will say I was surprised to learn of your pursuit—which came to my attention back on Hix’s World—and, thanks to this gentleman, here on Old Earth.” He indicated the older man standing next to him.

“And who is this guy, anyway?” asked Sushi.

“Pitti da Phule,” said the newcomer in a soft growl.

Do-Wop bristled. “Who you callin’—” he began …

Beeker cut him off. “Mr. da Phule is one of your captain’s relatives living in this city. What he has told me has brought us all here tonight.”

Do-Wop snorted, still not quite mollified. “It must be pretty hot stuff, to make you change your mind after you up and run away from the captain …”

“I’d hardly call it running away,” said Beeker, raising an eyebrow. “In fact, I have done nothing but take my accumulated vacation time, as the young master himself had encouraged me to do. It had been nearly three years since I had more than a weekend away from my duties. Nightingale was entitled to leave after finishing her training as well, and she decided to take it with me. She’d been planning our vacation for some time, in fact. Unfortunately, my gentleman was away from his office when Nightingale and I learned that the Lorelei space liner schedules had changed. We had to leave Zenobia immediately on the outgoing Supply shuttle if we were to make connections to Cut ’N’ Shoot in time for the roundup festival.”

“Roundup festival?” Do-Wop was incredulous.

“I read about that as a little girl, and I always wanted to see it,” said Nightingale enthusiastically.

“But we can talk about that at some more appropriate time,” said Beeker. “As this gentleman has informed me, your captain is in trouble. In fact, he has been kidnapped, and we need to act quickly—and in close cooperation—to set things right.”

“Sure, who we gotta kill?” said Do-Wop, striking a belligerent stance.

“We won’t need that,” said Pitti da Phule calmly. “If we did, I could arrange it with local contractors—I think it’s always better to deal with people you know. No, what I need you to do is a bit trickier. But from what my nephew’s butler tells me, it should be right up your alley …”

Beeker, Nightingale, and the two legionnaires listened carefully while Pitti da Phule outlined his plan, with Sushi and Nightingale occasionally asking questions. Finally, everyone knew their part in the operation. With a final handshake, the group split up—Beeker and Nightingale headed in one direction, Pitti da Phule in another, and Sushi and Do-Wop headed back toward their hotel. They’d have to get some supplies in the morning, but there was plenty they could do before then. And if they were lucky, they just might get some sleep before the whole thing was over.

Then again, they might not.

*    *    *

About the only good thing Phule could say about being kidnapped was that somebody in the neighborhood made really good take-out pasta. Dinner last night had been an excellent lasagna with mushrooms and spicy sausage, and the thugs made sure he had plenty of vino to wash it down. Good, robust Tuscan red—they left him the bottle. Wanting to keep his wits about him, he made it a point to pour a good bit down the sink when nobody was watching. If he could get the kidnappers to underestimate how alert he was, that was an advantage he might be able to use.

On the other hand, that was about the only advantage he could see them giving him. The door stayed locked; so did the window, and the bars on the outside looked plenty strong enough. Breaking the glass was the only way to test them, and if the bars really were immovable, breaking the glass was just a good way to annoy Weasel-face and Vinnie, neither of whom seemed to sympathize with his desire to escape.

Judging from the sky, it was still early morning. The kidnappers had taken his watch, so he had no way to be certain. But the fact that breakfast had yet to appear seemed to confirm his guess—not that he had any reason to expect them to coddle him. They didn’t seem interested in providing entertainment, either. He had nothing to read except an Italian-language advertising flyer of some sort that came in the bag with the wine last night. He’d been desperate enough to try reading it, though his Italian was so rudimentary he couldn’t really make out what it was trying to sell.

If I ever kidnap somebody, I’ll make it a point to provide plenty of entertainment, he thought to himself. If these people had given me a good action game to play or some exciting vids to watch, I might not be working on an escape plan. At that point, he sat up straight and shook his head. And here I am, instead, trying to figure out how they might have done a better job of keeping me from escaping.

He stood and went to look out the window—probably for the twentieth time since getting up. Judging by the building across the way, he was on about the third floor, so even if he could somehow get past the bars, he’d have a dangerous drop to ground level—which, as far as he could tell by looking out the window, was a narrow back alley. So while there were no passersby to signal for help, there were also no watchers if he did somehow manage to escape out this window. A possible advantage, though not one he could see any way to exploit just now.

That was the real problem: he had any number of intangible advantages over his kidnappers—he was younger, probably smarter, certainly richer, trained in several military combat disciplines, and much more alert than either of them seemed to be. But, totally unfairly, they were the ones who had him locked up, and he had yet to find a way out of this place.

He supposed he could always try to offer them ransom, but he’d learned at a young age—almost as soon as he’d been allowed outdoors by himself—that paying ransom was never an option. Let anyone know that they could grab you and get payment for your release, and there was no end to it. The only answer was to make it clear that there’d be no ransom payment, ever. Few people would bother kidnapping someone if there was no possibility of a payoff for his return. Of course, that didn’t seem to have deterred the people who’d captured him. Were they too stupid to have figured it out? Or were they taking the chance because they didn’t know his real identity? For the first time, he began to think there was a downside to the Legion practice of assumed names.

His best bet, at the moment, seemed to be Pitti da Phule. If his uncle had made an attempt to contact him at his hotel, he should already have realized that Phule was missing. On the other hand, Pitti had advised him to spend some time sightseeing and playing tourist—so even if he’d tried to get in touch and found Phule away, Pitti might just assume that his nephew had taken him at his word and gone on a side trip to Venice or Pompeii or some other tourist attraction. On the third hand … Phule grimaced at the metaphor. But, while his captors might be anxious to find someone to ask for ransom, he doubted they’d have Pitti on their list.

Who else might he call on? Beeker would be more than willing to come to the rescue, of course. Unfortunately, the butler probably had no idea that Phule was on Old Earth—and Phule had no idea where Beeker was, even if he had some way to contact him. Worse yet, he had no way to keep the butler from leaving the planet—which would shortly thereafter cause the hibernation chip to take effect. That would effectively bring the kidnapping to an abrupt end. Not that he was looking forward to an indefinite period of enforced hibernation, but there didn’t seem to be much he could do to prevent it under his present circumstances.

Phule was trying to figure out whether there was anything concrete he could do, when motion in the alleyway below caught his attention. He leaned close to the glass, trying to see better. But before he could make out what was happening, a loud explosion shook the building. As he ducked back from the window, he could hear voices shouting …

The explosions triggered Phule’s Legion training. Within seconds of the first sound, he’d knocked over his table, dumping last night’s dinner dishes on the floor. He turned the top to face the window and shielded himself behind it. The inch-thick wood wasn’t going to protect him from major ordnance, but it would stop flying glass—and possibly keep a sniper in the opposite building from spotting him. At the moment, he had no idea whether the explosions had anything to do with him. The smart way to handle the situation was to get under cover and stay there until he had better information.

Of course, Phule didn’t always handle things the smart way. Quietly, he hitched the table in the direction of the door, keeping it between him and the window. Even if they hadn’t heard him knock over the table, his captors would eventually look in on him, if only to make sure their hostage was still there; when they did, he wanted to have a surprise waiting for them.

From beyond the door, Phule could hear muffled voices arguing in Italian—at least, the volume and tone sounded like arguing to someone who couldn’t understand any of the words. He waited, listening. Footsteps approached the door, then stopped. The voices resumed, louder this time; then he heard a key turn in the lock.

As the door swung open, he rushed forward with the tabletop in front of him like a bulldozer blade, bowling over the person who’d stepped into his room. Not waiting to see the results of his attack, he leapt over the table and burst into the outer room, ready for action. His best guess was that the person who’d come through the door was Vinnie, and Weasel-face had stayed behind to guard the exit.

He was partly right. Weasel-face was there, all right. But two uniformed figures were also standing there, one with a gun trained on Weasel-face, who stood ashen-faced, his hands over his head. Phule did a double take as he recognized the newcomers: Customs Agent G.C. Fox and, holding the gun, someone he’d been chasing halfway across the galaxy.

Phule blurted out the first thing that came into his mind: “Nightingale! Where have you been?”

*    *    *

It wasn’t General Blitzkrieg’s style to sneak off-planet after a setback. He wasn’t particularly likely to admit that he’d had any setbacks to begin with. Even with egg all over his face, and his uniform and boots as well, he didn’t believe in letting anyone see that he knew he’d lost a round. But his departure from Zenobia Base was as close as he could contrive to being a triumph. He’d conveniently forgotten that the original idea came from his long-suffering adjutant, Major Sparrowhawk. It helped that Captain Jester seemed completely willing to uphold the illusion. Blitzkrieg was sufficiently relieved not to be reminded of the actual circumstances of his departure that he even forgave the captain for having somehow run out of golf balls just as they were getting ready for the general’s revenge match. Then again, considering the way Jester had played the last time out, Blitzkrieg wasn’t entirely sure he’d be getting much revenge.

Other times, Blitzkrieg might have let his loss in the final golf match eat at him. But after stumbling upon the late-night demonstration of just how hopeless Omega Company was, the general was more than willing to postpone the chance to win back a few bucks. After all, he was well ahead of Jester and his officers if you looked at the whole series of games. A profit was a profit. And it was an even greater pleasure to know that Jester had the insuperable task of trying to bring his pack of misfits up to snuff. If he didn’t despise the pup so much, Blitzkrieg might even have felt sorry for him.

It was a bit gratifying that Jester had his whole company turned out for the farewell ceremony. OK, it was Omega Company, but it was hard not to appreciate that they’d made some effort to do things right. Especially now that Blitzkrieg could see what kind of insubordination, incompetence, and downright idiocy Jester had to deal with day in and day out. No wonder the fellow spent so much of his time on the golf course …

“General, I’m glad you got the chance to see what we’re doing here on Zenobia,” said Jester, dressed for once in his Legion dress blacks. “It’s a very unusual opportunity, and I only hope we’re giving the natives a good impression of the Alliance.”

“I hope you’ll make the most of the opportunity, Captain,” growled Blitzkrieg. He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “And keep an eye on that infernal machine they’ve got out by your perimeter, will you? The damned thing worries me.”

“We’ve got it under surveillance, sir,” said Jester in the same lowered voice. He put a hand up, shielding his mouth, and added, “Fact is, we’ve got a pretty good idea what the lizards are trying to do—and the joke’s on them. It’ll never work!”

Blitzkrieg considered for a moment, then said, “Send me a report on it, Jester. I expect you’re right, but I want the intelligence boys to give it the eyeball before I make up my mind.” He somehow resisted adding, And I hope the damned natives’ intelligence boys can’t tell how screwed up Omega Company is. If they get the idea the whole Alliance is like this outfit, they’ll be making plans to take us over.

Ordinarily, that might not be an entirely bad thing. For a moment, Blitzkrieg had a fantasy of the little lizards wiping out Jester and his pack of incompetents—thereby eliminating the Legion’s biggest headache. But with Jester’s uncanny luck, not to forget his ability to convince politicos and newstapers that he was actually a competent officer, the pup was likely to come out of it covered with undeserved glory. On balance, it was probably better for the Legion—and particularly for Blitzkrieg—if Zenobia stayed peaceful.

On the whole, as Sparrowhawk had pointed out, the mission to Zenobia had been a success. Blitzkrieg had come here planning to cashier Jester, then break up Omega Company and disperse its members throughout the Legion. But after seeing the company with his own eyes, he realized that the only safe thing was for Omega Company and its commander to stay right here—permanently, if possible. He couldn’t risk the possibility that Legionnaire Mahatma and his ilk might spread to other companies. No, let them stay here; let poor Jester try to whip them into shape—for all the good that was doing them, or Jester, either. It was beginning to look like a classic case of the punishment fitting the crime! Almost involuntarily, Blitzkrieg chuckled.

If Jester had been the kind of lazybones Blitzkrieg had always thought he was, Omega Company would have been a dream assignment. But now that Blitzkrieg had seen that the poor, deluded nincompoop actually thought he could make these misfits into a crack unit, he knew that Jester would be miserable for the rest of his days in the Legion. A failure even by his own lights! Nobody could shape up this pack of total losers. Now Blitzkrieg could cherish the memory of Jester’s hopeless midnight exercise. He chuckled again, relishing the irony.

“Did you say something, sir?” Jester asked.

“Yes, Jester,” said the general gruffly. “This base is a disaster.” He paused a beat, then said, “Next time I come out here, I’ll want to see a full nine-hole course, you understand?” He punched Jester in the biceps—a little too hard to be entirely friendly, but of course there was no way for Jester to take offense.

“Consider it done, sir!” said Jester, grinning idiotically.

Blitzkrieg smiled. Then he added, in a harder voice, “And as for the discipline—you’ve got to keep at it, Captain! A hard job, but time well spent, say I! Don’t let it slide an inch, do you hear me?”

“Yes, sir,” said Jester, grinning just as enthusiastically as before. “It’ll be my top priority.”

“Good, we’ll expect to see your reports, then,” said the general. He grinned again and ducked his head to get into the shuttle; Major Sparrowhawk was already strapped in, waiting.

“That ought to hold them,” said the general, sliding in next to his adjutant.

“Yes, sir,” said Sparrowhawk. “One question, if you don’t mind?” The general nodded, and she continued, “It seems to me you let them off pretty easily. What am I missing, sir?”

“The good old double bind,” said Blitzkrieg. “The poor idiot will work his tail off trying to get that golf course in shape, and at the same time try to whip some discipline into those oafs. He may get the golf course playable, but the discipline’s a lost cause. It’ll drive him crazy. Heh-heh. Just what I want.”

“Very good, sir, very good,” said Sparrowhawk. Then the shuttle’s engines began warming up, putting an end to any semblance of casual talk.

Meanwhile, outside, just as soon as the shuttle door closed, Lieutenant Rembrandt reached to a special point at the back of the robot’s neck, activating a switch, and spoke a code word, quietly. Without changing its posture or expression, the robot went instantly into standby mode. It would take no more independent action until it was reactivated—after a long and painstaking overhaul.

And for the first time since the shuttle’s arrival, everyone on Zenobia took a deep breath and relaxed.

*    *    *

“So that’s who’s behind it!” said Phule. “I’d never have thought she had any power beyond Lorelei …”

It was barely an hour after the rescue, and Phule’s head was still spinning with all that he had learned. At least he’d gotten Nightingale to promise that she’d tell Beeker to give him the Port-a-Brain. Then he could relax—and let the two lovebirds make their way back to Zenobia at their own rate.

“Maxine’s plan was very nasty,” said Pitti da Phule, filling his nephew in on the kidnap plot. “She spread a rumor that the Space Legion—the boys in black, she called them—were spying on tax evaders and smugglers. If she’d had a little longer to work on it, half the population of the planet would have been ready to stuff you into the nearest garbage disintegrator. You’re lucky I found out about it before it got that far.”

“I’m glad you found out about it,” said Phule, raising a glass in Pitti’s direction. “But how did you find me in that place they had me hidden? That’s a pretty impressive piece of detective work.”

Pitti smiled. “Not so hard to do, with what you told me about your computer. Your father told me about that security program it has. It doesn’t just send out a signal when the stasis field is working. If you know what to look for, the signal’s there all the time, capisce? Your father told me …”

“Say no more,” said Phule, suddenly realizing that his father had put a permanent tracer on him. The old rascal had always worried whether Phule could handle himself in a tricky situation, but this was taking it a bit too far. Still, it had saved his bacon this time. Best to accept it for what it was worth.

“And I really appreciate your, uh, unofficial help.” Phule nodded to Agent Fox, who’d joined them in the little cafe that Pitti had brought them to just down the street from where Phule had been held prisoner. The owners had brought out an enormous antipasto and a bottle of wine. Phule, who hadn’t yet had breakfast, had ordered coffee instead—and was rewarded with the best espresso he’d tasted on Old Earth. The head waiter was watching their table discreetly to make sure no need went unfulfilled.

Pitti waved an expressive hand. “The agente and I have worked together before,” he said. “Keeping lines of communication open, that’s good for business. Capisce? Where we both have an interest, there should be profit for both. And his news that Maxine Pruett—your old enemy—had come to Old Earth was what convinced me to trace your whereabouts instead of just assuming you’d gone to see the sights.”

“What’s going to happen to Maxine?” said Phule.

Fox shrugged. “Depends on whether we can scare the hoodlums who kidnapped you into naming her as the mastermind,” he said. “I wouldn’t bet the house on it. Her connections on Old Earth aren’t exactly nobodies. She’ll probably have to pay a fair amount to keep from being sent back to Hix’s World, where they’re really mad at her. But if she’s smart, she’s already gotten off-world and left the lawyers to clean up the mess.”

“She’s that smart, she wouldn’t stick her nose in my family’s business,” said Pitti dryly. “I’ll make her and her lawyers both sorry.”

“Hold on a minute,” said Phule, sitting up straight. The coffee had finally kicked in. “What was Maxine doing on Hix’s World?”

“What, you didn’t figure that out yet?” Fox chuckled. “She’d gone to Hix’s World to set up a casino at that hotel of hers. She’d been lobbying for a change in the laws, throwing bribes around as if they were birdseed. It probably would have passed if she hadn’t jumped the gun and brought in a shipment of quantum slots while they were still illegal. When you caught her with them, she figured you were going to inform on her and left the planet in a hurry. That’s why, when she found out you were here on Earth, she persuaded some local goons to kidnap you, figuring she’d get her revenge that way.”

“Inform on her? I never even knew she was on Hix’s World,” said Phule, scratching his head. “It must have been Beeker and Nightingale who found out about her. I wonder if that’s why they went there to begin with …” But Nightingale had disappeared again almost immediately after setting Phule free and wasn’t here to confirm or deny his guess. At least she had promised to bring Beeker to his hotel—and Phule could hardly wait to see the butler.

“Maybe,” said Fox. “The lady did sound as if she enjoyed the Floribunda Fete. Can’t say that I’m all that much of a flower fanatic myself.”

“I can sum it up in one word,” said Phule. “Bo-ring. And you can quote me on that.”

“Oh, I agree—but don’t say that to her,” said Fox with an amused smile. “A woman like that, you want to keep her on your side. Even if she and the butler fall out …”

“Yes, I’ve thought about that,” said Phule. “I really have to talk to them both before we get back to Zenobia, though. I owe them my freedom, obviously. That’s a big one. But I need to get Beeker to enter a certain code in his computer. I wonder why he never read the mail I sent him?”

“I tell you, there’s gonna be a good reason,” said Pitti da Phule. “That Beeker, he’s old-school—solid like a rock. He does something you don’t understand, it’s because you don’t understand it. Take my word for it.”

Phule shrugged. “Yeah, that’s what I figure. But I’m still curious to find out why he never responded.”

“You worry later about that,” said Pitti. “For now, we got good food, good vino—you listen to your uncle and enjoy while you got it!”

“And that’s the best advice you’re going to get today—or any other day,” said Fox, raising his glass.


Chapter Eighteen

“Well, sir, it’ll be good to get back to Rahnsome Base,” said Major Sparrowhawk, looking out the window of the shuttle at the disk of Zenobia gradually shrinking behind them. They’d left in a hurry, but it was none too soon for her.

“Good to get off that damned hellhole world,” growled General Blitzkrieg. “At first, I was beginning to think Jester had drawn an ace in the hole, what with his private golf course, friendly natives, and all that. I tell you, Major, I had a good mind to pull Omega Company out and put somebody more deserving in there. No point in giving the screwups such a plum assignment.”

“No, sir,” agreed Sparrowhawk. “There are lots of regular companies that deserve good assignments.”

“Well, that’s just what I was thinking,” said Blitzkrieg. “But then—did you see some of those monsters that live in the desert outside that camp? I’m surprised half the complement hasn’t been eaten alive.”

“No, sir,” said Sparrowhawk. She’d heard the general’s description of the—what had he called it?—the gryff. “From what you tell me, I don’t want to.”

“I tell you, it’s enough to change my whole opinion of the place,” said Blitzkrieg. He swirled his drink, took a sip, and continued, “Ironically, that constant danger might just be the thing to turn Jester into a competent officer after all. Much as I’d hate to admit it, there’s a hint of iron in his backbone. I don’t think he meant me to see it, but I caught him chewing out a squad after a surprise inspection. Most commanders want the top brass to think their units are perfect, of course. So they try not to ream ’em out where I can see it.”

“Yes, sir,” said Sparrowhawk. She knew it well. Most of the time, she was the one who did the snooping to uncover the problem areas on bases the general went to inspect. The local officers might manage to hide things from the general, but very few of them could hide anything from her. She’d been ready to do it on Zenobia, but the general had been so involved in his golf match that he’d never asked her for her findings.

“I don’t have much use for Jester, but I give him credit for how he handled it,” said the general, staring out the window. “Clever dog called his troops out late at night, right when they’d least expect him, and gave ’em the royal roasting, as hot as I could’ve done it myself. Did my heart good to see it. I think the boy’s beginning to understand how to treat those scum. If he’ll keep it up a few more years, Omega might actually start to look like a Legion company.” And shrimps might learn to whistle, too, he added silently. “Then I might just remember where I filed Jester’s promotion papers.”

Blitzkrieg chuckled and took another sip of his drink. Then he leaned back and said, “Or did I just pitch them? I suppose I’ll have to look into it … someday.”

“Yes, sir,” said Sparrowhawk, who knew exactly where those promotion papers were. Mailing them to the captain was one of several things—not the first, but high up—on her private list of actions to be taken if the general ever stepped over certain lines she had defined in her own mind. Being a powerful man’s confidential assistant brought with it a certain amount of power over one’s superior. She knew that exercising that power might be the last thing she did in her capacity as a Legion officer. But she knew that General Blitzkrieg’s subsequent career would also be quite short—and thoroughly unpleasant.

The general, who was naturally unaware of her thoughts, rubbed his chin. “Anyway, it’ll be good to get back to the office. I didn’t expect this visit to end up as a golfing vacation, but in a way I’m glad it did. My game’s as sharp as it’s been in ages—why, I whipped that young upstart five or six different ways, even though he did try bringing in that little lizard as a ringer. I must say, he got lucky the last day we played. And then, to run completely out of balls! You’d think that’s something any golf course would make sure to have plenty of.”

“Yes, it does seem odd,” said Sparrowhawk smugly.

“Just as well in the long run,” mused the general. “I need to get back to Rahnsome Base. I expect the boys’ve missed me—and I’ve got some damn good stories for them now. Some of those fellows never get out in the field, see the troops, at all. Good way to go soft, if you ask me.”

“Yes, sir,” said Sparrowhawk. “As much as I enjoy getting out of the office, there’s going to be plenty of work waiting when we’re back.”

“It’ll be a little longer yet,” said Blitzkrieg. “We stop over at Lorelei, you know. I have a lucky feeling, and I’m going to put it to the test in those casinos. You need to play that kind of hunch when you have it.”

“Very good, sir,” said Sparrowhawk. “I hope you’ll forgive me if I catch up with some work instead. I’m afraid I’ve never been very good at gambling.” Why gamble when you’ve got a sure thing in the market? was her unspoken thought.

“All work, no play, eh? You’ll wear yourself out at a young age,” said the general. “One reason I can keep going is that I’ve learned to pace myself, take time to smell the roses and pick a few, too. Why, I remember …” And the general was off on one of his rambling, self-congratulatory reminiscences.

Sparrowhawk smiled quietly. She’d heard it all a thousand times before. An occasional nod or “Yes, sir,” would suffice to convince Blitzkrieg that she was listening. And when they got to Lorelei, she’d take the opportunity to revamp her stock portfolio. All of a sudden, Phule-Proof Munitions was looking like a must-have commodity …

*    *    *

“Back again!” said Phule as he stepped off the shuttle onto Zenobian soil. “Funny, this place is starting to feel like home.”

“I wouldn’t get too used to it, sir,” said Beeker. The butler followed close behind Phule, arm in arm with Nightingale. They’d decided, after some discussion, to end their vacation in Rome and travel back to Zenobia with Phule. He continued, “The Space Legion does have a policy of rotating its personnel from one assignment to another. In the normal course of things, another company will eventually get the Zenobia assignment. Now that General Blitzkrieg’s had a chance to see the place, he may realize that Zenobia is hardly the hardship duty he thought he was doling out when he agreed to let Omega Company come here.”

“Don’t bet on it, Captain,” said Lieutenant Armstrong, who’d accompanied Gears out to meet the shuttle. He chuckled, and added, “After some of what happened to him here, the general’s likely to think Zenobia’s the worst hellhole in the galaxy.”

“Really?” said Phule, raising an eyebrow. “I hope the company didn’t go out of its way to give the general trouble …”

“Oh, no,” said Armstrong. “In fact, we went out of our way to make him feel at home. Built a golf course for him and everything …”

“A golf course?” Phule’s eyebrow went up another notch. “That’s definitely bending over backward. I didn’t know anyone here even played. I mean, it’s been years since I even had a set of clubs, but I daresay I hit the ball pretty well back when I was in practice.”

“I—and a few other people on base—will be glad to give you the chance to prove that,” said Armstrong, grinning. “Just one warning—we’ve had a lot of practice since you were gone.”

“Practice?” Phule was even more puzzled. “I thought the general was here … How in the galaxy did you ever get a chance to practice golf while he was stalking around and growling at everything on the base?”

“Well, it’s a long story,” said Armstrong. “Why don’t we get you back to your office, and you can listen to it in comfort, with a cold drink in your hand?”

“Excellent advice,” said Beeker. “I suggest we follow it, sir. There are tales to tell on all sides.”

“So it appears,” said Phule, shaking his head in bewilderment. “Gears, pop open that luggage compartment, and we’ll stow our gear for the ride back.”

“Sure thing, Captain,” said Gears, pushing the button to open the hatch. Phule lifted his duffel bag, and Gears stepped out to help stow the luggage.

Suddenly a voice came from the intercom speaker on the hoverjeep’s dash: Mother, from Comm Central. “Welcome back, darlin’—you too, Beeky. Suggest you all duck inside the jeep for a sec—we got another incoming shuttle, and you might want to get out of the backwash when it lands.”

“Another shuttle?” Phule was genuinely astounded now. “Who in the world could be landing so soon after us? Why didn’t the shuttle service put them on the same ship as us?”

“I dunno, but I reckon we’re about to find out,” said Gears, tossing in Phule’s bag and returning to the driver’s seat. “Hop in and close the doors, unless y’all want dust in your drawers.”

“I’ll take a pass on that,” said Nightingale, climbing into the jeep’s back seat. Phule, Beeker, and Armstrong followed suit. After a moment, they could make out a moving object high above the desert, somewhat to the east of the landing site. Gradually, it came west and descended until they could see that it was, in fact, another shuttle like the one Phule’s group had arrived in. In due time it slowed and touched down in a cloud of dust not far from the first shuttle, which was still waiting for its passengers to clear the area before taking off again.

After a couple of minutes, the dust settled. To Phule’s surprise, two familiar figures, both in Legion uniform, emerged. “Sushi!” he exclaimed. “Do-Wop! What were you two doing off-world?”

“Chasin’ our tails in a circle,” said Do-Wop sourly. “If it hadn’t been for the last bit, I’d say it was all a waste of time.”

“Waste of time? How can you say that?” said Sushi, although he had a weary look on his face. “You’ve had a first-class tour of the triffest vacation spots of the galaxy at company expense. And in the end, we did our job—see, the captain’s home, all in one piece. And so are Beeker and Nightingale.”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Do-Wop. “Except we’re back on a freakin’ Legion base too. Back to the same lousy routine, sergeants and marchin’ and orders and drills … You tellin’ me that’s good?”

“It could be worse, young man,” said Beeker with a barely raised eyebrow.

Do-Wop stared at the butler, scowling. “OK, I’ll bite,” he said at last. “What’s worse than the same lousy routine?”

“Why, no routine at all,” said Beeker. “I would find it intolerable to arise each morning with no clear idea what to expect that day.”

“I can vouch for that,” said Nightingale, smiling at the butler. “I had to hide the power module for his Port-a-Brain to stop him from trying to work on the captain’s portfolio. He was so antsy for his routine that he couldn’t just take it easy, even on vacation.”

“That sounds just like good old Beeker,” said Phule, grinning. “I guess I know why you never saw my emails, too.”

“As much as I enjoyed the vacation, I have to say I was disappointed not to be able to use the computer, sir,” said the butler, holding his head high. “After all, if I’d been able to work on your portfolio, I’d have had a perfect excuse to skip the Floribunda Fete.”

“You jerk!” said Nightingale, punching him on the arm—but grinning at the same time. “Just see if I take you along on my next vacation!”

“That’s all right,” said Lieutenant Rembrandt. “Next time you go on vacation, I think there’ll be plenty of volunteers to go with you. In fact, you can put me first on the list. How about you, Armstrong?”

Armstrong raised a quizzical eyebrow. “What, and miss golfing with the general?” he said.

Phule knew he’d eventually figure out why everyone found Armstrong’s remark so hilarious. For now, he was just glad to be back with Omega Company.
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