
        
            
                
            
        

    
Phule’s Errand

Robert Asprin

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 wellknown: “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. 

Timehonored 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 NeoHavana 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 botheredmainly 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 

assentonly 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 minimumenergy 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 unchallengedno matter who was saying it. That was why, after 

thirty years in the service, Arbuthnot was stuck at captain first classa 

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 deadend 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 welland 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 bitehad 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 PortaBrain 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 

lowestpriority 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 waitnext time you 

need something from me, I might not be so sweet about it. ” 

Phule repressed 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 troopsand 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 

companysized 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 PortaBrain 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 lastminute refugee…” 

Phule turned an uncomprehending look on his butler. “A lastminute 

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 almostnever fell in without some kind of argument or 

delaying tactic. She glared suspiciouslyparticularly 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 

exaggerationwhen pressed, Brandy privately conceded that some of the 

recruits’ stunts revealed a rare twisted creativitybut 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 formationSlayer, 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 

autodoca 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 indicatorand Brandy would have given good odds that it 

wasMahatma was working his way slowly up to some stillunstated 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 brightbeaming 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, Mahatmait’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 DoWop 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 which side her bread was buttered on. “It’s as 

plain as the nose on your facethat Starfleet captain’s just jealous 

because the Legion’s grabbing the spotlight from his arm of the service. ” 

Blitzkrieg gashed 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 Jesterthe despicable little snotbut he keeps bouncing back as if nothing important had happened. Part of it 

has to be his moneythere 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 

courtmartial, instead of letting those other softheaded shorttimers 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 dothat 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. 
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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 speedstill a significant fraction of the orbital 

velocity of its mother shipbecome 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 debrisdead center in the tenmeter 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’ stockintrade was speed; and since any 

given starship was about as fast as any other at superluminal velocities, 

time at sublight velocitiesespecially from orbit to surface and backwas 

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 isNightingale. 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 outpostand 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 DoubleX, 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 

offduty 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 wideopen 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, “Sorryit’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 answersand by asking them, I am doing an important service. 

Other times I do it just to keep people from taking things for grantedeven 

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 assand 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 leam 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 everfascinating 

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 warmup 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, blackclad 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 grantedlike 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’tat least, not to Qual. 

He thought a few momentswhatever 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 sharppointed 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 knowwhat 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 smileat 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 

shotwish 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, selfconscious 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, knapsacksyou 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 anybodythey’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 purplethey 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 purpleblindness. 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 Lawsa robot mustn’t harm a sophont, or let a sophont come to 

harm if it can prevent itwe 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 

Allianceall 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 ahere. Point you’re missin‘ is, theydidn’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. 

Youbet 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 fullthroated 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 

reprimandpossibly 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 assetsand if a bit of 

smartmouthed 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 

wordscute 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 thesklern, their 

longrange holographic image projector. One of the triumphs of Zenobian 

technology, thesklern 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 thesklern 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 Kingthe 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 conversationswell, 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 wellknown 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 

soun. 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. 
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All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy. 

“Neurons, spare, freezedried, three cases, ” said the tall Black 

woman, bending down to look at the bottom shelf of the medical supply 

closet. 

“Neurons, spare, freezedried, 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 onplanet, that was about to change. 

Nightingaleformerly known as Lavernastood 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, “Wellll…” 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 withyour 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 nonetoobright child could see 

through them. The master might take it as a reflection on his 

intelligence. ” 

“Uhhuh, ” said Laverna. “I’ve looked down the barrel ofthat 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 Basicwhich is every bit as nasty as you’d expectand 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 Rembrandtlet 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 eyeopener, ” 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, 

custommade 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, finetuning the engine. To another, 

several offduty 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 opensided 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 DoWop. Like himself and Mahatma, they were partners. And 

like many of the longterm 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 DoWop, with a grin. 

“That does put everybody in a bind, ” said Sushi. “If we saidno, 

you’d have to takethat 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 DoWop. “Now go away. ” 

“Hang on, partner, ” said Sushi. “I’d like to find out what the new 

guy wantsyour 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 DoWop. “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 DoWop’s ability to parse. He 

shook his head and rolled his eyes, while saying nothingat 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 DoWop. Sushi laughed, and said, 

“Looks like we’re even, Thumper. ” And with that, he took DoWop 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 exactlythe 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 allweather 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 offand 

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 

PortaBrain. 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 outand 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 inuh, half an hourno, 

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 

absenceand the even more uncharacteristic explanation for ithad 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 righthand man for so long that he was having some 

difficulty even formulating a coherent plan in his absence. But the butler 

was undeniably offplanet, 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 Nightingaleplease 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 helpand 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 offplanet. 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 DoWop, 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. ” 

“I was with a broad like that, I sure wouldn’t give my right name, ” 

said DoWop. 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 fifteenseconds. 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 DoWop. “You wouldn’t know 

dangerous if it bit you in 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 PortABrain 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 limitedsomebody 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 passwordenabledwhich 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 passagethat’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 DoWop. “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 PortaBrain, and the serial number, if you have a 

record of that. I’ll find them for youor DoWop can remove my Yakusa 

tattoosthe hard way. ” 

“I’d better get those numbers for you then, ” said Phule, standing up 

and heading toward the door. 

“No hurry, Captain, ” said DoWop. “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 lateran 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 Loreleiwhich is what Beeker and Laverna 

didand from there we catch the regular liner to the Tejas sector, where 

we catch the local. The shuttle can be here on twentyfourhour notice, so 

just say when you want it. ” 

“Three days ago, ” said Phule, wryly. “Remmie, you know the 

routineyou’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 DoWop. “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 himand maybe even youright here. ” 

“Geez, go a little easy on the flattery, ” said DoWop. “You ever stop 

and thinkmaybe youneed 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 

Tuskanini to give ‘em ballet classes. ” 

“Hey!” protested DoWop. “Watch it, SooshI 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 casinoand maybe a jail or twobefore 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 ASAPand connections from Lorelei to Tejas and Cut 

‘N’ Shoot. I’ll get those right awayshouldn’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 Sushidoes 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 DoWop. “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 DoWop, 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 captainget 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 Loreleiand 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 gotas sad a commentary as that is. ” 

“Don’t worry, Remmie, we’ll stick to him like glumbions to a 

cressleback, ” said DoWop. 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 

waswell, 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 offworld 

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 throughor that has 

consequences I can’t foresee. I need to know the real story. Nobody else 

needs to know it, but /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 PortaBrain…” 

“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 PortaBrainand 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 PortaBrain’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 PortaBrain to tap into my stock 

portfolio, for examplewe 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 

anotherwhich basically covers a normalsized planetary systemfor 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 minutesand 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 computerunless 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 PortaBrain 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 lightminutes 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 PortaBrain 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 dothat. But there’s one more 

problemand I’m afraid Beeks doesn’t even know about this one. My dad 

bought a special antikidnapping chip. If the computers are outside the 

sixtylightminute range for more than five days, a special chip shutsme 

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 superhibernation. 

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 backthe Sojac kidnapping on Arbutusthey 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 superhibernation field protects the, uh, subject from 

almost everything. You can apparently even survive hard vacuum for a 

couple of years. Of course, you can’tdo 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?” 
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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 thatincluding 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 workplaceand 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 firstclass 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 Beekerwho surely hadn’t lingered on the 

station any longer than absolutely necessaryso be it. 

As it turned out, he couldn’t have picked a worse time to arrive at 

the Fat Chance. A drugresistant flu virus had hit the station, and a 

quarter of the casino staffincluding 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 rollerslawyers attending the Galactic 

Bar Conventionarrived 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 fullblown 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 himselfbut 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 moderatesized continent with a few mineral resources, 

but no industrial prospects worth mentioning. After failing to find 

offworld 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 wideopen 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 

sklerna highly versatile longdistance holo projectorwhen 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 tellme 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 Loreleieven 

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 couldforget? 

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 firstclass 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 widebrimmed and tallcrowned, 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. ” 

‘Wow you’re talkin’!“ said Short. He sat forward and slammed a fist 

onto the tabletop. ”How’s about a drink, then? 01‘ Ned’s got a pert’ good 

line of redeye here. ” 

“Redeye? 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 bottlethe good stuff, mind ye, none of yer usual 

banth sweatand a couple glasses, too!” 

The bartendera slightly decrepit Andromatic robot with a face Phule 

recognized as that of a popular Old Earth actor from the days before 

triveebrought 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. “Wai, here’s mud in yer eye!” 

“Righto, ” said Phule, and took a sip. He nearly spit it outthe 

“redeye” seemed to be predominantly fusel oil with other less palatable 

congeners. He sputtered a moment, then managed to ask, “This is 

thegood stuff?” 

“Best we got, ” said Short, setting down his empty glass. “Hey, thisis 

Cut ‘N’ Shoot, pardner. You warn’t expectin‘ one of those fizzy drinks 

with little umbrellies, 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‘ 

Dale8…” 

“Day late?” asked Phule, puzzled. 

“Dale8that’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 manand the lady, ” said Short. “I reckon 

they’s run off to Injun territory…” 

“Injun territory?” 

“Hey, watch it, ” said the bartender. “Them’s folks, toodon’t go 

slurrin‘ on ’em. ” 

Short gave a derisive snort. “Folks? Hell, Bill, don’t go givin‘ ’em 

airsthey’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 trivee, and 

everybody’s hand set against you. Oh, we got some real Injuns, all 

righthad 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. “Hiyoh 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 DoWop 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 lightsdim 

ones, by the standards of most advanced worldsprovided 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 DoWop, 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, turkeyface, ” DoWop growled. He brushed past Sushi, who was 

pointing upward and rolling his eyes meaningfully. “Are you tryin‘ to get 

smart with me?” 

“No, ye goldurn idjit, ” said the codger, glaring at DoWop. “I’ve lived 

here all my lifeask anybody. And Damfino’s the name of the town. ” He 

pointed to the sign above him, which on closer inspection DoWop could 

read in its entirety: damfino hotel. 

“I tried to tell you, ” Sushi said to a sullen DoWop, 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 DoWop. “I bet it’s there, if you went lookin‘. ” 

“Not enough computer power, ” said Sushi, patiently. “If I had the 

captain’s PortaBrain, or the milspec equipment I have back on Zenobia, 

no sweatI’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. ” 

DoWop 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. ” 

DoWop considered. “Hows 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 PortaBrain’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 DoWop. “But I get your point. 

These rich guys don’t get their hands dirtythey think there’s somethin’ 

wrong, they call some rentageek to fix it. ” 

“Which would be fine if I’m the guy they’d call, ” said Sushi. “But 

PortaBrain probably has a repair shop on any world big enough to have 

electricity. Which even includes this fauxrustic wouldbe paradise. ” 

“They hide it pretty good, ” said DoWop, 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 trivee set. The lighting 

fixture gave off a flickering yellowish illumination that was a fair 

simulation of a kerosene lanternalthough 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 selfdenial. 

Even the most authenticityhungry 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 DoWop, 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 offplanet 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 anallosaurus dressed up like a military 

officer for some costume trivee, 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, RemmieI 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 jiveass 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, too. 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 exampleshe’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 offbalance, ” said 

Rembrandt. “That still leaves us with one big problemhow 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 

facetoface…” 

“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 prepareas best they couldfor General 

Blitzkrieg. 
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During the settlement of Cut ‘N’ Shoot considerable effort went into 

recreating 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 touristson whom the colony placed much of its 

hope for incomewould 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 recreation. 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 

rumlaced drinks, was easily the most exotic we saw during our entire 

visit. 

“Man, you really look stupid, ” said DoWop, pointing at Sushi’s furry 

chaps, fringed vest, and tengallon 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 DoWop, cocking a fist threateningly. He 

looked mournfully at the bed, where his own Western outfit was laid out. 

Like Sushi’s, it had been providedsupposedly at no extra chargeby 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 DoWop, 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 DoWop. 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 thatthisis 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 DoWop, 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 DoWop. “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 DoWop, 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’swho knows? When we catch them, we can 

ask them why they came here. ” 

“Sure, ” said DoWop. “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 planetunless 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 DoWop. “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 DoWop, 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 DoWop. 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 DoWop, 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 

vehiclesConestoga wagons pulled by teams of reliable roboxen and 

robohossdrawn 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. “Sayif you 

knew a fellow with a few dollars to put into an upandcoming 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 offworld. So it’s very unusual for a planet 

to build its economy on mineral exportsnot even precious metals or 

gemstones are likely to be worth the freight charges. ” 

“Well, Cap’n, that’s generally the straightahead 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 unique 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 secretsand 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 secretsI 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 thatI 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 steelandplastic 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 offworld 

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 findsomethin‘, ” 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 booboo. Can y‘ fix ’im one up? Uhhuh. 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 ’predate 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 ANumberOne 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 weatherbeaten 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 

fourorfiveday growth of beard, a plug of tobacco in one cheek, and 

crossed eyes that made it hard to tell where he was lookingespecially 

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 saloonyou 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 fancypants 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 redblooded 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 Dale8 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 Indiansand the fellow 

you think they’ve kidnapped. Do you know anybody I might ask who 

would know where they are?” 

“Maybe you ought to askOV Ben, ” said the cowpoke. “He’s out on 

the range, usually. You jes’ head west out o‘ town, aud when you get to 

Brownsville, take that righthand 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 OF Ben’s herd. He’ll be there with ‘em. You tell ’im 

Jeb sent you. ” 

“All right, ” said Phule. “Thanks, Jeb. ” 

“Tarnation, / 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 theword, ” 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 saygittyup, instead oflet’s go ormove 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 righthand 

road in Brownsville, big cloud of dustOld 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 OF 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 bereally expensive, y’know? I mean, none of this is standard 

Legion materiel. I’m gonna have to go to an outside supplier. And 

yougotta 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 afterwardand 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 “fastsetting, lowwatering, EZGro 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, DoubleX, get your butt in here. ” 

“Uh, right, C. H. , ” came the reply. A moment later his clerk ambled 

in the door. “Whassup?” said DoubleX, 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 rakeoffs. How am I supposed to make a living?” 

“What’ssupposed to happen is you get a Legion paycheck, ” said 

DoubleX, 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 DoubleX, taking the list from Harry’s 

outstretched hand. He glanced down the page, then asked, “Usual deal, 

rightbiggest 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, noit’s gotta be delivery speed. ” 

DoubleX 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. ” 

DoubleX 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, DoubleX. 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?” 

DoubleX’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 OF 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. “Thataway, out on the range. 

Head west out o‘ town; when you get to Brownsville, take that righthand 

road. Then when you see a big cloud o’ dust off to the west side, that’s 

OF 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 DoWop, scratching his head. “If you ain’t 

Jeb, why you want us to say Jeb sent us?” 

“ ‘Cause that’s theword” said the cowpoke. “Same as if you wants to 

start a robohorse movin’, it’sgittyup, ‘stead ofmove 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, 

righthand 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 DoWop. “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 onyour team, ” said DoWop, 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 goneor maybe even Beeker and 

Nightingale. ” 

Buck Short frowned. “Nightingale? She some kind of singer?” 

Sushi looked at DoWop and raised an eyebrow. “FunnyI don’t 

remember saying Nightingale was a she. Do you remember me saying 

that?” 

“Hey, I wasn’t hardly listenOOF!” said DoWop, as Sushi kicked him 

under the table. He shot a dirty look at his partner, then belatedly 

caught the hint. “Uh, no, Sooshyou 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 DoWop, who was scowling 

fiercelymost 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 notverysubtle threats, but before long Buck was 

drinking his beerand 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 DoWop, 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. 
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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 racea 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 

Qualwho, 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 

demonstrationthat 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 ThumperStreet, it sounded like. 

“Right, ” said Rembrandt. “Except we’re going to have a few 

surprises ready forhim. 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 

toeven 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 upto 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 Namoids. I’ll need a party 

to go out into the desertFlight Leftenant Qual will be in command. And 

I’d like the others to be Mahatma and Brick and DoubleX 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 golfwhich 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 lookedjust lots of desert full of bugoids and 

funny lizards. ” 

“You’re right, Street, ” said Rembrandt. “We don’t have a golf 

courseyet. 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 Tuskanini. 

“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 Legionuntil he’d got hold 

of them and made them into a tightknit 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 hoverjeepbut 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 landscape01‘ 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 

mesquiteand 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. “Uhyouare an Indian, 

aren’t you?” 

“Oh yes, West Indian, ” said Rita. She pointed to the north. “You go 

a little bit dataway, 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 darkskinned like 

you. He’s shorter and about fortyfiveI think. I don’t know how they’re 

dressedthe 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. 

“Waitwhere 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 itat least, 

not until they’d ended up leasing it to the Legion as part of the Zenobian 

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 holesall 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 ravinecrossed 

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 pickandshovel 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 critterFlight 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’ lunch, and the 

occasional article of apparel. And they were fastmost 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 Zenobiansa 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 entirelyan 

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 allif 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 gamecould 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 avlort egg, could 

display such unpredictable aerodynamic effects when launched into the 

air with one of the striking objectsgolf 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 improveda 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. Strongarm 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 

combatsfencing, boxing, driving vehicles at unsafe speedsso perhaps golf 

belonged in that category. One of the meanings of “club” did appear to 

refer to a kind of weaponalthough Strongarm 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 speciesbut 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 itthough it occurred to 

him that perhaps if one did, it might arrive there more reliably. ) He lifted the clubcalled a “chauffeur, ” again for reasons undiscoverable by simple 

logickeeping his left elbow straight, as Strongarm 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 moreand get the advice of a trusted acquaintancebefore 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 candidit 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?” DoWop 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 DoWop. 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 DoWop. “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. “Portarange furnaces? Pocket microwaves?” 

“Sure, ” said DoWop, 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 DoWop. 

“Besides, you’re just jealous. Italians invented the mob, too, which your 

guys only got a stoopidsounding copy of. What’s it called, Yazooka? Is ‘at 

some kinda chewin’ gum, or what?” 

“Yakusa, ”said Sushi. “Which to me, at least, doesn’t sound any 

stupider thanMafia, 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. ” 

“Ahh, that shows how much you know, ” said DoWop, poking his 

finger at Sushi’s chest. “When I make a farkin‘ threat…” 

“You makeum heap big noise, ” came a deep voice from out of the 

dark. “Heard you both a long way off, bump and crash like drum rollum 

downhill. You lucky no wild animals here lookum for nice rump of 

paleface for supper. ” 

“Who said that?” said DoWop, jumping. He peered out into the dark 

but could see nothing. 

“I think the Indians just foundus” 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 DoWop, moving up alongside Sushi. Almost 

without thinking about it, he assumed a fighting stance. 

“Like a trivee, only flat, ” said Sushi, absentmindedly. He put his 

weight on the balls of his feet, not in as aggressive a stance as DoWop, 

but still ready to respond if the stranger made a hostile move. 

“You paleface boys look like you get ready kickum ass, ” said the 

stranger, amusement in his voice. “Why you don’t come smokeum 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 DoWop. “Yo, man, lead the way . ” 
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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 lifeone 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 longdeferred 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 wellknown 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 

offbase no, worse than that, completely out of reachit 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 Tuskanini. 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 ultrastretch 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. “TenHUT!” 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 manGeneral 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 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 guardif you wanted to dignify a couple dozen 

legionnaires by that namehad turned out to greet his arrival. So 

Jesterdid have advance notice. And by ageold military custom, Jester 

himself should have been at the landing site to greet the arriving 

brassputting 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 wanteda 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 courtesyif not an outright dereliction of 

dutybeing handed to him on a platinumplated 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 

werehere meant that they were screwups, and that was all he needed to 

know about them. He hated screwupsthey made the Legion look bad, 

and that madehim 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 comingevenhe isn’t that dumb. Where is he?” 

The lieutenantBlitzkrieg could now see his name tag, which read 

Armstronghad 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 hidingon 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 BlitzkriegI 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 

longaccustomed 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 onand the 

very sound of his voice was enough to set Blitzkrieg’s blood pressure 

soaring. 

Sure enough, there stood Willard Phuleor, 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 

standardissue black jumpsuit, the commander of Omega Company was 

wearing a summerweight tuxedo, with a sparkling white jacket and an 

impertinent bow tie with matching cummerbund, in an eyeassaulting 

pattern of unmilitary colors. In his hand was a halfempty 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 darkskinned 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 

voicesurprisingly, 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 frenswhat dey look like?” 

Phule said, “I wish they were easier to describe. One’s an older man, 

very dignifiedlookinghe’s actually my butler, but I doubt he’d be wearing 

his usual outfit for a vacation. The other’s a womanyounger, maybe 

thirty? Thin, darkskinned, 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 

uniforma 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 jewelrylots 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 Skilletvilledey 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 wellmarked 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 nothe 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 

secondincommand 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 motivepossibly orders from her CO to keep an eye on the 

visiting officers? It didn’t really matter. Quite possibly this freshfaced 

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 afterbreakfast 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 timesaver. 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 quitethat 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 localand a fair number of the locals were “Injun” 

robots. Among the tourists, most of the men were wearing clearly freshly 

bought “Western” outfits: broadbrimmed hats, unbuttoned vests, blue 

jeans, boots with fancy toolwork, and some kind of gun belt. The 

women’s outfits showed more variety, from a feminized version of the 

hatjeansandboots 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 glanceswhich might have made him even more 

uncomfortable, if he’d been prone to secondguessing 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 musicianshalf of them human, the other half 

robotswere 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 butleror the slightly less familiar one of Nightingale. After a few minutes, he realized that he’d just seen another 

familiar faceone 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 tightpacked 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. ” 

“Waal, 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 customtailored modern Space Legion uniform, was doing in a Wild 

West recreation show is 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 bathwhich 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?” 

“Waal, I can’t rightly remem”SPLASH ! 

“I’ll ask the question again, ” said Phule, pulling him back upthis 

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 thataway, ” 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 lizardridden planet. There were no 

sights to be seen, unless you happened to like swamps and deserts. 

There weren’t any fourstar 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 lightyear of the place were the casinos of Lorelei Station, where he’d 

dropped far too much money on his fourday stopover before coming here. 

Hemight 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 

headlinehunting 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. “Whwhwhat?” he 

sputtered. “Legionnaire, do you know who I am?” 

The legionnairea tall, thin man with cafeaulait colorationstepped 

forward and peered at the general. “Yeah, jes’ like I thoughtyou’re the 

main boss mofo, ” he said after a long moment’s closeup inspection. 

“They told me you’re a gruff and skritty chee, but you look mighty sly 

tome. ” 

“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 ’boutyou, 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 

knewbetter than anyonethat 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 officerat very least a sergeantin charge of this 

squad, he thought. The roundfaced 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. 
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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 outofdoors. 

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 crosspurposes. 

“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 stillout 

of uniformexcept, 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 nineholerthe 

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 halfsize clubs for the little 

beggarsespecially since most of them seem to be lefties…” 

“Captain, Captainhold 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 openandshut 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 

Legionissue field cooler. Beyond them, General Blitzkrieg could make out 

a more or less green area with a small redandwhite 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 alland he hadn’t even 

started to compile demerits against Omega Company. That would be 

when the real fun started…

Sushi and DoWop 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, DoWop 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 DoWop, throwing a mockangry punch at Sushi. 

He was about to add something else when a voice behind the two of them 

said, “Legionnaires come quickheap bad news!” 

“Oh, shit, I just knew itwe’re gonna miss our turn on the pipe, “ said 

DoWop. ”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, DoWop 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 copperskinned man 

dressed in boots, chaps, a vest, and a hat with three feathers in the 

brim. “He just left West Indian territory, headed licketysplit toward the 

spaceport. Word I got is that the guy he’s chasing has already booked 

ship offplanet. ” 

“Oh, great, ” said Sushi. He looked off into the looming darkness, 

then turned back to the man with a sigh. “Any re• port on where they’re 

heading?” 

“All the ships offplanet 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 

askum 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 ninethirty, ten. Longer if you stop 

for grub, sleep, or trouble. Be another ship on Thursday, no big dealthey 

all go the same place. ” 

“Hey, that’s right, ” said DoWop. “That means that even if we miss 

it, we can catch up with ‘em on Tejas, no big deal…” 

Sushi cut him off. “Itis 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 DoWop. “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 journeyyou eat in the saddle and not lose 

time. Now go rideand 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 DoWop, who had a silly grin on his face. He 

winked, and said, “Y’know, partner, I think those people must like you, 

after all. ” 

DoWop 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 twoeighty, ” 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. Heyit’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 DoWop, 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 placesbeen 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 DoWop. “Wonder why oP 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 DoWop. “Our school books had 

pictures of Old Earth, and you wouldn’t believe it. Some of the placesI’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 DoWop. “Hey, that 

reminds mewe 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 DoWop 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 DoWop, sticking his head out the door and looking in 

both directions. “I don’t see no…” 

“Shhh!” said Sushi, urgently. “Down by the vending machinesno, 

the other way, stupid!” 

“Who you callin‘ stupid, stupid?” said DoWop. He looked in the 

direction his partner had indicated. “Geez it’s Beeker! Yo, Bee…Mpfhh!” 

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 greyfurred creature peering at them with enormous 

sad eyes. 

“Uh, yeah, that’s what we’re lookin‘ for, candy, ” said DoWop. “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 DoWop, 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 DoWop. 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 DoWop. “Damn, I spoke too soon! Here comes 

Nightingale!” 

“Well, she probably isn’t coming in here, ” said DoWop, 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‘;’. ie 

totally zickled, ” said Sushi, suddenly aware that his Legionissue black 

jumpsuit stood out like a sore thumb in this spaceport. He turned to the 

little grey creature. “Is there anyplace 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, DoWop 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 DoWop 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 DoWop; 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 

universaland richly deservedreputation 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 someoneseveral 

generations of someones, to be precisethought 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 worldsfar 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 firsttime visitor is likely to wonder where 

the people of Rot’n‘art have fled. 

Phule stepped off the liner to discover an empty, illlit corridor, which 

might have been swept some time 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 stringyhaired 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 die spaceport office?” asked Phule. 

“Spaceport office?” echoed the stranger. “You don’t want to gothere . 

” 

“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 offworlders. 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 peopleare, you know. You can’t really tell until you ask. It 

never hurts, I figureI 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 momentwhy 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 onworld, ” 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 myselfmaybe 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 Soddenthat was the name the man signed to 

the contracthad agreed to terms. “All right, let’s go find your missing 

man, ” said Sodden. 
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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 DoWop. “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?” 

DoWop 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 troubleyou 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 

trashlined 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 oldfashioned selfservice newsstand. “Hold on, ” said Sushi. “I 

want to check out the news. ” 

“What?” DoWop 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 coinoperated monitors. “And these 

machines ought to workI 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?” 

“Nahno farkin‘ way Cap’n Jester’s in jail, ” sneered DoWop. “He’d 

buy his way out before they got the door halfclosed 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. ” 

DoWop 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 itplaying. 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, DoWop 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 onanother 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 DoWop 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?” 

“Geethat looks like my mom!” said DoWop, 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 

motherhmm?” 

“I guess you have a point there, ” said Sushi. “I’m looking formy 

friend and I are looking forour 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 newsfilesassuming 

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 didunless the FTL paradoxes are acting up again… Well, we’ll 

just have to do our search the oldfashioned way. C’mon, DoWop, let’s get 

started. ” 

“Hey! Don’t forgetI gotta look up the winning numbers!” DoWop 

said. 

“All right, sonny, ” said the newsreader. “What do you want?” 

DoWop nodded eagerly, and said, “Gimme the daily PlayFour 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, 

thenbut remember, bet on your head, not around it!” 

“What?”said Sushi, trying to make sense of the newsreader’s last 

words. But neither DoWop nor the newsreader was paying him any 

attention. 

“Good morning, General Blitzkrieg, ” said the robotic Captain Jester. 

“Allow me to introduce your partner for todayLieutenant Armstrong. ” 

General Blitzkrieg turned an appraising eye on the cleancut 

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 partnerI 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 halfsize 

golf bag, then did a double take. “What the hell is that?” he exploded, 

staring at the fourfoottall 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 10 ‘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 doesthough 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 thisway too little 

time to keep up your golf game. ” 

Blitzkrieg allowed himself a tightlipped 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 madethat mistake a second time. He almost hoped that Jesterwas 

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 caddya little longeared sophont in a 

Legion jumpsuithanded him a sawedoff 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 DoWop 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 DoWop, peering down the illlit, 

dirty platform. Strictly speaking, “deserted” was an exaggeration; there 

were at least three other people visible: a nervouslooking 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 offhours, ” said Sushi. He set down his travel bag and 

stretched his arms. “It’s evening, local timemost people are probably 

home, watching trivee or something. ” 

“Yeah, right, ” said DoWop, 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 DoWop, suspiciously. 

“Offhours, 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. ” 

DoWop 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 DoWop. He kicked a 

balledup 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 beatupwhy’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 DoWop. “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 DoWop. “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 DoWop. “Planet I come from, we were lucky to 

learn how to turn on a trivee, 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’sgotta be bogo, ” said DoWop, peering around with an 

unbelieving look. “I can’t believe anybody comeshere for a vacation. ” 

“Oh, come on, ” said Sushi. “The Alliance Senate is still here, which 

means there are plenty of bigwigs onplanet, at least when the Senate’s in 

session. So there’re still fivestar 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 socalled center of the galaxy, which is probably what Beeker’s 

doing here. ” 

“Inspectin‘ the slums? Ain’t my idea of fun, ” said DoWop. 

“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 

goodlooking, 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 

livejust like on Lorelei. ” 

“I guess they don’t use the trans, either, ” said DoWop. “In fact, I’m 

starting to wonder if thereis any trans this time of night. ” 

Sushi cocked an ear toward the tunnels. “How much you want to 

bet on that?” 

“Nothin‘, ” said DoWop. “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 DoWop. 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 DoWop must have taken a wrong turn in the winding 

alleyways of Rot’n‘art Citymore 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 

DoWop, tugging on his partner’s sleeve and pointing. 

“Yeah, or maybe somethin’s on fire, ” said DoWop. 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 hotair 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 

DoWop reluctantly followed. 

When they came to the intersection, they were momentarily stopped 

by a thighhigh 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, 

wildhaired 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!” 

DoWop 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 skyhigh, ” said DoWop, 

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 DoWop, picking up a 

twofoot 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 DoWop, peering 

over the barricade. “These guys don’t look like much, though. I bet the 

civvies can take ‘em. Come on, Soosh!” He vaulted overthe 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 DoWop, who crouched near 

the edge of the crowd, eyeing the riot police. 

“Rubber bullets, ” said DoWop, 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?” 

DoWop grinned and pointed with his makeshift plastic club. “Too 

late now, manhere 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 DoWopwho 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 measureand that would bebefore 

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 DoWop, just at the moment. 

On the other hand… therewas 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, quasigovernmental 

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 devicesnot 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 PortaBrain 

laptop. The overriding question was how he was going to locate Beeker. 

He knew the butler was on this planet; the PortaBrain 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 

deaccquisitioned many to offplanet 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 activitiesat least, from the point of view of 

anyone who’d been to a real planet recently. And Phule couldn’t imagine 

anyonecertainly not Beekerwanting 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 calledhaki was 

apparently in season right now, and from the publicity holos it looked 

like a fastmoving, 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 attractionRuy 

Lopez and the Bad Bishopswere 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 

hereand 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 

PortaBrain’s screen once more. 

It was late by the time he turned out the lights. 
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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 DoWop, 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 DoWop, 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 DoWop. “You’re a genius, Soosh. ” 

‘Thanks, I guess, “ said Sushi. ”Only problem is that my face is 

going to be all over trivee. 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. ” 

DoWop 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 DoWop. “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 DoWop 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 

troubleand help him find Beeker, so we can go back to Zenobia. ” 

“Well, one thing we know about the captainhe 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. ” 

DoWop 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 breakfastand maybe tell us about the local hotels?” 

“Now you’re comin‘ up with the good ideas, ” said DoWop. “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 businessand 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, sourtasting 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 vacationwith 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 moneythe 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 offplanet 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 anglesI 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. 

“Uhhuh. 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 womanNightingale? or 

someone else?vanish through a doorway leading out of the hotel. He 

turned back to Soddenwho 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 poolbest 

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 oddsa 

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 halfjoking. 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 

sighprematurely, as he soon learned. “But tell me, Sergeant Harrythis 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 offworld, 

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. 

“Sobet 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 firstclass oneway 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 leadyou’ll remember I was urging you to do 

just that…” He slapped his hand against the molded symwood arm of the 

waitingroom bench in evident frustration. 

“No point in mighthavebeens 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. Firstclass 

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. BiffwyckeSnerty, ” said Phule, recognizing one of his mother’s 

comradesinarms 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 thosedreadful rioters. It’ssuch a reassurance to 

know that theright kind of people are doing their part to keep the galaxy 

asafe 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. BiffwyckeSnerty, putting on 

her most courageous expression. “My hoverlimo wasforced to take an 

alternate route out to the spaceport to avoid the rioters. I saw some of 

the mostappalling neighborhoodsone would think there’d be a better 

class of groundskeepers onthis 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 todo 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 my regards. ” 

“Thank you, WilfredI mean, Captain” Mrs. BiffwyckeSnerty 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 genera]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 stateoftheart 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 trivee player in the Supply 

shack. Today it was Thumper, caddying for Flight Leftenant Qual, 

providing the playbyplay. 

Considering how new the game was to everyone except Armstrong 

and the general, it had caught on amazingly. On any given day, every 

offduty 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 shotsuch 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 hundredfifty 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 thirtytoone 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 DoubleX 

came hurrying over to him. “Sarge, we got trouble. ” 

“Trouble?” growled Chocolate Harry. “What kind of trouble?” In 

answer, DoubleX 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 DoubleX. He glanced nervously first at the 

woman at the entrance, then at the small but enthusiastic group of 

bettors crowded around the trivee 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, Sergeantif 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 offduty 

bettors were crowded around the screen, waiting to see the foursome hit 

their tee shots. DoubleX 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. ” 

“Thewhat?” said Chocolate Harry. 

“Captain Jester’s not there, ” said Sparrowhawk, waving at the 

trivee 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, Sergeantmore 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. 
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Avisit 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 goingover. 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’ssafe” 

equivalents at the shipboard store, he received the inspectors’ thumbsup 

and went on his way after only forty minutes. His immediate destination 

was a boardinghouse that catered to offworld clients, a likely place for 

Beeker and Nightingale to be stayingand 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 welldressed 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 upwhich 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. “Nowabout 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 fauxVictorian rolltop desk. 

He’d learned from his mistakes on Cut ‘N’ Shoot and Rot’n‘art. No more 

dashing about on a wildgryff 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 PortaBrain 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 locationwith 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 PortaBrain 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, itwas a careful reproduction of a stretch of ancient Provencal 

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 PortaBrain 

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 programpart of the charm of the 

place, Hix’s World oldtimers would tell you. 

Then, all of a sudden, his eyes went into sharp focus and he forgot 

entirely about the whirring of the PortaBrain. There, crossing the 

fauxProvencal landscape, was none other than Nightingale! 

The owner of La Retraite Rustique sat in her office, looking over 

architects’ renderings of the new addtion 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 courseif 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 worldand 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, hellI 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 Loreleior 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 syndicatewhich 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 rind some pretext to deny him the room? It 

should be simple enoughI 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 

placewhy else would he be here?” 

“He apparently claimed a family connection, ” said Robert. “That’s 

not impossiblebut 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 carefulI 

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 himespecially 

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 Nightingaleor 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 

thirdstory 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 

herwithout 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 eagertoplease smile, a predictable effect of his having 

flashed his Dilithium Express card at checkin. “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 gardensare 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. ” 

“ThanksI’ll remember that, ” said Phule. “Nowyou 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 sourfaced 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. ” 

“Probablyandmaybe don’t pay the rent, mister, ” said the woman. 

“How many nights do youwanf!” 

“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 upfront 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 DoWop. He squinted at the sign behind the counter. 

“Does that sign mean you’ve run out of disclavery? I got pretty good 

connectionsI bet I could get you a batch, real cheap. ” 

“Disclavery’s against the law onthis planet!” said the woman, giving 

DoWop 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!” DoWop 

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. “Ninetytwo, ” she said. After a 

moment she amended herself: “Ninetytwoapiece, 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 DoWop to do the same. ” 

“Yeah, yeah, ” said DoWop, 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‘ mischiefand I p’rtic’rly mean disclaveryI’m callin’ 

the sheriff!” 

“Great freakin‘ place you found us, Soosh, ” muttered DoWop, 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 

caughtand 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 chairno 

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 

thator 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? Puhleez! About the only good side of things is that he hasn’t 

asked me to cabby for him. ” 

“I think it’s calledcaddy , Major, ” said Harry. 

“Whatever it’s called, I’m glad I’m not doing it, ” said Sparrowhawk. 

“Nowit 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. ” 

“Saywhat?” 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 orderup 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 itI don’t need toknow 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 1 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. 

DoWop stepped out onto the immaculately kept lawn in front of the 

hotel and sneezed loudlytwice. “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 DoWop. “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…” 

DoWop 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 DoWop. “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 

searchand 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 DoWop, 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 pollutionfree 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 

DoWop. “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 DoWop. “I’d be on some other planet, 

where there’s some life. This place is way too laidback 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 guyor our Nightingale. ” 

“Aw right, aw right, ” said DoWop. “I can’t feature Beeker doin‘ 

touristy stuff, though. You think the dude even owns a Tshirt?” 

“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?” 

DoWop frowned, then answered, “For all I know, it’s purple 

antirobot cammy. ” 

Having exhausted the subject of Beeker’s wardrobe, DoWop 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 splitrail fence paralleled it on one side. It was thoroughly lovely, in a selfrighteously 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 oldfashioned air horn mounted to the handlebars. Sushi and 

DoWop 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 DoWop, wheeling around. “Hey, let’s go get her!” 

But she had more than enough of a head start to outrun them both. 
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After the rust and incipient riot of Rot ‘n ’art, Hix’s World came as a 

breath of fresh air. Quite literallyair quality standards were written 

directly into the Settlers’ Bill of Rightsin effect, the planetary 

constitutionby 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 

regulationsafter 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 DoWop sat on the low stone wall to one side of the 

footpath on which they’d been going into town when Nightingaleor 

someone who looked a great deal like herrode 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 herthough 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. 

DoWop 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 thereand 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 DoWop, 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 knowyoumay like 

to sleep all morning, but not everybody else does. She could’ve gotten up 

early…” 

DoWop 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 itshe’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 attheir 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 DoWop, 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 DoWop, with a grin. “I’m all 

eyes. ” 

“Yeah, well keep ‘em openI’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 togetherif 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 twowheel thingies look dangerous as hell to me, ” said 

DoWop. 

“Bicycling’s supposed to be good exercise, ” said Sushi, with a 

shrug. “It’s fun, tooI 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 

DoWop, 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 DoWop. “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 planso 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 

offplanet. The essence of the plan was for Blitzkrieg to winideally, 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. Ana the Andromatic robot duplicate of Captain 

Jesteroriginally built to impersonate Phule in his capacity as owner of 

the Fat Chance Casinoevidently had the general completely fooled. The 

robot was custombuilt to escort rich customers around a gambling 

resort. So the robot “Phule” came from the factory programmed to play a 

respectable golf gameautomatically 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 cutdown clubs, 

but his shots seemed to have a nearmagnetic 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 thirtynine on the first nine. Armstrong had had to sink a 

couple of fifteenfoot 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 fortytwo 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 saythen 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 madesome 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 sixfooters. True to form, General Blitzkrieg had 

picked up his thirtyfoot 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, 

Generalwatch 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 sickeningthunk. As three horrified golfers, and four openmouthed 

caddies, looked on, the robot crumpled to the groundseemingly 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 descriptionat 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 builtup 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 onunless 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 laborintensive, 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 waitif 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 

fourstar restaurant, they’d likely want to sample the others in the 

neighborhood, if only for a change of sceneryor 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 

popularnearly full, in factand 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 offworlders 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 offworld newsprints. The localsmost of them wearing 

casual outfits that wouldn’t have raised an eyebrow on any of the settled 

worlds of the Alliancealso kept to themselves, swapping hilarious gossip 

about their neighbors or playing some local card gamewhich 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 cafea 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 counterif 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 thereunless 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?” 

DoWop shrugged. “I didn’t forget nothin‘, ” he said. “Thing is, we’ve 

seen Nightingale twice, already. So we know sheand OF Beekyhas 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, 

DoWop was initially reluctant to trust himself to the “twowheeled thingie. 

” 

“Aww, come on, ” said Sushi. “Little girls can ride these things. 

What’s the big brave legionnaire afraid of?” 

‘Tallin’ off and breakin‘ my neck, “ said DoWop, 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 wellused tandem up to its front door, the doorman 

appeared ready to direct them to the delivery entrance. 

His attitude didn’t improve when DoWop tossed him a small coin 

and said, “Yo, bud, make sure nobody messes wit‘ da ride. ” 

“I am certain it will be perfectly safe whileyou 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 DoWop, 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 DoWop 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 oldgrowth 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 DoWopcoming 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, ” DoWop 

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 

guestsassuming this captain is in fact one of our guests?” 

“What, are you playin‘ the dumbs with me?” said DoWop, putting 

his hands on his hips. “Yo, I can play the dumbs, too. ” 

“Relax, buddy, ” said Sushi, putting a hand on DoWop’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 DoWop, 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 DoWop, 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 

lightyears 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 thingmost 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 PortaBrain 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 festivalas 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, tooor 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 

monthsin 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 seasonand headed downstairs to the gardens. But no 

sooner had he entered the lobby than he was waylaid by Carlotta, the 

receptionist at Retraite Rustique. 

“Captain Jester, ” she said, wideeyed. “I must warn youyou 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 conciergehe was immediately put on his 

guard, and sent them away without telling them anything. But you must 

be aware at all timesyou 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 

blackthat seems to be much the fashion at that ageand 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 

serviceCaptain 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 malesI don’t think I said that. One of them was probably of 

Earth Asian ancestry; the other was bigcity 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 companyDoWop 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 blackclad youngsters 

would be fairly obvious here on Hix’s World, with its crowds of 

casuallybut 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 neededsomething else to worry about. 
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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 farfetched 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 alland 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 haveand 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 offwell, we’ll have to see what kind of trouble we’re in at that point. ” 

“That’s my RobertI can always depend on you to argue for the plan 

with the least risk, ” said Maxine. 

“And it’s gotten me a long, nearly troublefree 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 goand 

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 

sharpI 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. “Rememberkeep your eyes on Jester!” 

“There isdefinitely somethin‘ weird goin’ on back there, ” said 

DoWop, 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 DoWop. 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. ” 

DoWop grinned. “Well, yeah, that’s why they made us partners, ain’t 

it? Thing is, thatconsigliere . . . ” 

“You mean theconcierge !” 

“Hey, you say it in your language, I say it in mine, ” said DoWop. 

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, ” DoWop 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 

mobowned hotels?” 

“Got it in one, ” said DoWop. “Course, that covers pretty nearall 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 inand 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 secretarynow known 

as Nightingaleis running around the same planet as this guy?” 

“Naah, I was thinkin‘ I’d like a sandwich…” DoWop 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 DoWop. “But she’s part of the Omega Mob, now. She wouldn’t sell 

out the captain, would she?” 

“She sold out her old bossor 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 

Beekerand the captainhere so the mob can get another shot at them?” 

“Geez, Soosh, that’s a really scary idea, ” said DoWop. “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 factorynot 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 Legionor 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 itwhere? Omega Company’s new medic Nightingale had 

gone offplanet, 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?” 

Uhoh, 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 fineat least, there’s nothing wrong a 

good drink won’t fix. Who’s tending bar?” 

“UhI 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 holeas 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, GeneralI 

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 distinctiveping 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 greensome seventy yards past Armstrong’s tee shot. 

“Wow, some shot, ” said Brick. “Ain’t nothin‘ wrong withyou, 

Captain. ” 

“A fine shot indeed, ” said the general. “However, he does lietwo. 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 everyoneexcept 

perhaps the generalthat something had gone seriously hay wire. 

Phule’s instincts all told him something was wrongvery 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 themnot 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 

businesssome 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 onplanet 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 soafter 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 PortaBrain, 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 heor Nightingalewould want to see the 

floral ballet, as well. 

Phule doublechecked 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. 

DoWop 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 

DoWop, 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 DoWop. “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 some time, ” said DoWop. “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, toobefore 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 himyou can bet he’s going to 

warn them about us. What are we going to do about that?” 

DoWop 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 DoWop. “Like, if we sneak in the 

employees’ entrance while everybody’s eatin‘, we can pop into the locker 

room and snag ourselves some hotel uniformsjanitor’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 DoWop, 

nonchalantly. 

“Which is?” 

“Run like hell and try to think of somethin‘ else, ” said DoWop, 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 trainingBrandy 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 DoWop 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 utensilsthe 

kitchen, most likely. DoWop 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 DoWop. 

“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 DoWop. “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 DoWop, 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. DoWop 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. ” DoWop 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 

odorsdefinitely 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 DoWop, 

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 DoWop 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, DoWop 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 

roomat the moment unoccupied except for the two of them. 

“Ahh, nothin‘ to it, ” said DoWop, 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. ” 

DoWop 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 DoWop leaned on his broom. For whatever 

reason, Sushi’s partner found it impossible to read upside down, a skill 

that came easily to Sushi. “Threethirteen, ” he said softly. 

“Upstairs, then, ” said DoWop. “Let’s go get it. ” 

They started up the stairsHix’s World had apparently legislated 

gravshafts and elevators out of existence, along with almost every other 

really convenient modern device. At the secondfloor 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 roomquick, 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 facetoface 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 Remmiebut 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?” 

Halfrecognizing 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 DoWop followed Maxine down a hallway and through a 

door marked dangerunpredictable 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 

ultracomputersbut 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 DoWop. 

“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 DoWop 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 thingsyou don’t talk about what you’ve done here. 

Understand?” 

“Yes, ma’am, ” said Sushi, and DoWop joined in a half beat behind 

him. Maxine nodded, then turned and left them to their devices. 

“Man, this rots, ” said DoWop. “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. ” DoWop 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 DoWop. “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 DoWop. “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?” 

DoWop 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. DoWop 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 DoWop, 

brandishing the laser cutter. 

Sushi rolled his eyes. “Come on, we’re out of hereor would you 

rather hump some more boxes for free?” 

“You got a point there, Soosh, ” said DoWop, 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 DoWop. “Remind mewhich 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 DoWop 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 acta 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, hereally 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 

longestablished 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 quietthen, 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 fellowsthey 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 redhaired 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 theForum, ” 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 authorityand, he hoped, 

better informationthan 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 suitsome 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 

hundreddollar 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 suspiciouslooking 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 

eatingshe 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 

somethingbut 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 awoman 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 hundreddollar bill 

Phule was still dangling. “A lot of our guests go there after Hix’s. Joyday, 

Floraday, Restdaythat’s today, at six p. m. It’s the quickest way 

offplanet… 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 Portabrain 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. 
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The mere fact of Old Earth’s continued existence is something of a 

miracleeven 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 n& 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 PortaBrain. 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, nowalthough 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 

PortaBrain. 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 farin 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 situationnot 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 PhulePruf 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 wellestablished 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 

searchlooking 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 PhulePruf Munitions. He hadn’t seen his uncle in years, 

but Phule knew without asking that the fellowhad 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 lifegood old Beeker, who despite his illconcealed 

disapproval of Phule’s behavior on many occasions, had always been 

there with sound advice and an unfailing fund of practical knowhow in 

the most surprisingly diverse areas. The real irony was that Phule was 

trying to find his one reliable servantand falling on his face because he 

didn’t have anyone reliable to help him in the search! If only he could call 

onBeeker to help him find Beeker…

In fact, there was a wayor 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 

PortaBrain was a direct link to Beeker’s corresponding machine, which 

Phule could punch up to send a nearinstant 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 easyespecially 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’sbroke. 

” 

“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 

winningand taking a bit of the captain’s money, as wellis a special treat, 

even if it’s only a game. ” 

“Makes sense, ” admitted Rembrandt, frowning. “But wait a 

minute… what if the robot startedwinning 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 

lettinghim 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 storyalthough 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 

overfor 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 nightside, hazed by the nolongerpristine planetary 

atmosphere. The shapes of the continents were familiar from hundreds of 

trivee 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 Earthwould 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 righthand 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 PortaBrain, 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 eighttwentyfive, Galactic Standard Time, and will accept passengers from 

cabins eleven through fortyfive…” 

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 firstclass cabins. 

He was threequarters 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, 

“OhI’mso sorry! I was on my way to the shuttles…” 

“Well, so was I, ” said Phule, indulgently. The pretty greeneyed 

young woman who’d bumped into him was pleasantly padded, and her 

oversize suitcase had fallen clear of him. So he hadn’t taken any damage, 

except perhaps to his dignitywhich 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 waybut 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’dlike 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, lowwage 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 straighten “I am an officer 

of the Space Legion!” 

Agent Fox snorted. Then Phule noticed, a short distance away, a 

sternfaced 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 hundredcredit 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 somewherehe 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 galaxyclass bluster. “I demand an explanation!” 

The lizards turned and looked at him, their expressions bright and 

curious. One of themevidently the group leaderstepped 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 triedandtrue 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 thesklern, ” 

it said, in a nasal monotone. 

“Regulate?” stormed Blitzkrieg. “I’ll show you regulateand I mean 

Legion regulations! This entire base is three hundred sixtyfive 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 aroundyou’d think there 

wasn’t any such thing as regulations…” 

“We regulate thesklern, ” 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 

selfregard 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 footlong 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 lifesizegryff, 

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 agrip 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 onpeople, though. ” 

“Thesklern 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 thegryff let out a roar and tossed its head, its 

eyeswhich were about the size of grapefruits apparently fixed on 

Blitzkrieg. The general withdrew another step, and even Rev seemed 

startled by the sudden noise. Thegryff raised one foreleg and began 

pawing at the groundit would have taken a keen, coldblooded 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 

thegryff 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. 
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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 quibblesonly 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 offworlder, 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 

descendents seeking to visit the world of their ancestors. Not soa 

SynMan goes through Old Earth immigration with fewer questions asked 

than a human bearing an offworld 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 archaiclooking 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 boredlooking 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 DoWop 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 onworld. Exactly what 

assignment do you have on Old Earth?” 

“Military secret, ” said DoWop, 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 planetthey 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 againsecret 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 tramping down hard on DoWop’s toe. “That’s a great policy, 

Agent Fox, ” he said, while DoWop 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 DoWop, 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. Soone 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 DoWop. 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 enoughI 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 throughthey’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 

tendollar 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 DoWop, 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 DoWop. 

“You want to chip in, or you want to see the guys with long fingers?” 

said Sushi. 

DoWop dug into his pocket. A moment later, Agent Fox was filling 

them in on a fewbut by no means allof 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. 

DoWop gaped at the Roman cityscape, amazement written plainly 

on his face. “Jeez!” he said, after a moment. “Here I am in ItalyI 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 

DoWop, scoffing. 

“Y’know, I don’t think anybody with real class would be interested in 

that, ” said Sushi. “Don’t go quoting me, thoughI 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 Tshirt. They were visible everywhere, with cryptic slogans 

ranging from vini, vidi, vici, and illegitimate non carborundum, to 

straight advertisements, one of the most popular being singh’s 

pizzayou’ve tried the rest, now try the best! In contrast, the two 

blackuniformed 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 DoWop 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 ran away fromOW!” said DoWop, 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. DoWop 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 Tshirts will probably do the 

job. ” 

They found a tourist trap, not half a block away, with a full display 

of garish overpriced Tshirts. 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 uswhich 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…” 

DoWop stopped in his tracks. “Y‘ know what I think? Somebody’s 

been goin’ around badmouthin‘ 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 answerbut 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 DoWop. 

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 foreheadI 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 twentyfour on the back nine?” 

“That’s pretty good, isn’t it?” Rembrandt asked. 

Chocolate Harry answered her. “Sheeit, that ain’t just good, 

it’sscary. Machine that can do that can doanything. 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 knowhow to work on the robotmaybe put a call in to the 

Andromatic factoryand 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 ‘botsay, where is it, anyway?” 

Rembrandt and Armstrong looked at each other, their eyes growing 

wider. 

“Did you… ?” 

“I thoughtyou were going to” 

“No, didn’t you?” 

“Well, where the…” 

“Oh, damnl” 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: offworlders 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 rapidfire 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 LenteI 

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 herethey 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 guywhich today happens to 

be meand 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 graffiticovered 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 middleaged 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 acondottieri at heart, but he 

knows not to fool with anybody who has my password. You must be 

Cousin Victor’s boylast 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 PhuleFeryou 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 ofvino 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 ancientlooking 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 fullbodied 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 runin 

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 PortaBrainalthough 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 touchwhere 

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, eatand 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, tooyes, 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 oldtime drill sergeants might have gotten 

pointers from. Several veteran smartmouths and goofoffs 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 socalled legionnaires seem to have learned it. Thisis 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 bythebooks officer of the worst sort. Unless they 

could get the damage fixedand 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 nearperfect physical resemblance to its 

protoplasmic prototype. Then it spoke again. “Sergeant, I am appalled by 

these legionnaires’ disciplineor nearly total lack of discipline, I should 

say. It’s past time that somebody got them to shape upand 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 performanceand giving postmortem analysis to his fellow 

legionnaires. In spite of having been his target so many times, Brandy 

felt a rush of inspiration. Ican’t disappoint the little guy, she thought. 

Carefully, she summoned up her longdormant 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, 

SergeantI 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 puzzledlooking 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. 

Ihope he catches on quick, thought Brandy. 

But before she could say anything, another voice broke the silence. 

“Well, well, Captainwhat 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 fullgrowngryff turn and run 

for its life. 
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Journal #852

Many humans, when first encountering Zenobians, think of them as 

a backward and slowwitted 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 IRSguaranteed 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 comeons that someone on every street corner seemed 

ready to offer to prosperouslooking passersby. And his personal 

information had been specially encrypted in the experimental 

Zenobianbased 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 carsbut 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 mentionedTrattoria 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 passagewayno 

sense sticking his neck out unless he knew what he was getting into. 

Just as he looked, a weaselfaced 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 manhe 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; Weaselface 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 youI’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 offworld tourist into 

following her someplace where Weaselface, 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, pleaseI 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 Weaselface was 

following. Apparently not; so far, so good, he thought. He wondered if 

there was some way to give the woman any longterm 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 righthand 

corner… but no, it was nowhere to be seen. Iought 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 walkingand 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, capisceT

Phule looked behind him, and saw Weaselface undoubtedly 

Carmelowalking 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 metersor 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 lowranking 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 somehowwith 

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, thoughthat 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 dayand 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 outJester had set 

the thing up according to some halfbaked 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 machinesa 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 officeit was 

beginning to look as if he was a fulltime golfer, with Legion 

responsibilities a distant second. Probably just as well, considering that 

Jester was a leadpipe 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 itexcept thathere, here on richboy Jester’s 

custombuilt 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 sergeantthe 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 

officerhis 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 recruitsa little, roundfaced fellow with eyeglasses. Then, unable to 

contain his curiosity any longer, he blurted out, “Well, well, Captainwhat 

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 “Tenhut!” and the legionnaires straightened 

upabout 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 thirdrate 

legionnaires. Up to now, he’d frittered away his stay playing golf with 

Jesternot 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 

areal chewingout 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 happenedin 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. Hewas 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 paradeground 

voice. “You heard the captain. We are going to demonstrate your 

infiltration and intelligencegathering training for the general. ” 

“Yes, Brandy, ” said Mahatma. “May I ask a question?” 

All right, Mahatma!Brandy thought. Ihope 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 manand most of our legionnairesthey 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 beadyeyed 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 southfacing 

window. Actually, he’d never really lost consciousness he’d just been 

unable to exert his own will power, 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 roomwherever it was. Still somewhere in central Rome, 

he figuredhe 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 learnedlocked 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. Sowhat 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’ identity. He turned up nothing 

besides the furniture he’d already seena 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, standa 

back froma the door, ” said a raspy voice with a thick Italian accent. 

Weaselface, thought Phule, moving back as requested. He heard keys 

rattle in the lock, and then the door swung partway open; Weaselface 

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 frowningpresumably 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 goI 

have important business that can’t wait. ” 

“Funny man, ” said Weaselface, 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 Weaselface. 

“But I’ll save you the time, because I want you to know where things 

stand. You’re a rich offworld 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 Weaselface, 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 

Weaselface. 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, anyhowjust 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 Weaselface. “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 troubleand that he was going to need help getting out of 

it. 

Helping offworlders 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, 

tooand so did Fox, thanks to the finders fees and commissions his 

friends passed along to him. They helped stretch the customs agent’s 

notsogrand 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 

profitablebut 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 Earthall agents got the lists, and some of themlike 

Foxmade 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. ” 

“Grazieagain, 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 routineswhich, 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 planetat least, when generals weren’t visitinghe 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 surpriseyelling 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 stunnedthey’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. 

Thensurprise 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 painintheass 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 handtohand 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, tachyonfast, 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?” 
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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 securityunless 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 

intelligenceeven the games she played while she waited for the general to 

give her some actual workbut 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 

stoodlooking 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 waiteralmost 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 

Mahatmabelieve me, I’m going to remember that nameis damn near the 

biggest pain in the ass I’ve ever had to deal withand 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 

smartmouth 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 eggsthis Mahatma may be the first of a new breed 

of superpainintheass 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 DoWop. 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…” DoWop 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 DoWop. 

“I know exactly who I am, ” said the newcomer, a middleaged 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 

pursuitwhich came to my attention back on Hix’s Worldand, 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. 

DoWop 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. ” 

DoWop 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?” DoWop 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 quicklyand in close 

cooperationto set things right. ” 

“Sure, who we gotta kill?” said DoWop, striking a belligerent stance. 

“We won’t need that, ” said Pitti da Phule, calmly. “If we did, I could 

arrange it with local contractorsI 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 upBeeker and 

Nightingale headed in one direction, Pitti da Phule in another, and Sushi 

and DoWop 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 takeout pasta. 

Dinner last night had been an excellent lasagna with mushrooms and 

spicy sausage, and the thugs made sure he had plenty ofvino to wash it 

down. Good robust Tuscan redthey 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 Weaselface 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 guessnot 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 

Italianlanguage 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 windowprobably 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 levelwhich, 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 kidnappershe 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 agealmost as soon as he’d been allowed outdoors by 

himselfthat 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 touristso 

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 Pompeü, 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 planetwhich 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 inchthick wood wasn’t going to protect him from 

major ordnance, but it would stop flying glassand 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 

Italianat 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 Weaselface had stayed behind to guard the exit. 

He was partly right. Weaselface was there, all right. But two 

uniformed figures were also standing there, one with a gun trained on 

Weaselface, who stood ashenfaced, 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 offplanet 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 longsuffering 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 latenight 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 doand 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 incompetentsthereby 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 Legionand particularly for 

Blitzkriegif 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 herepermanently, 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 shapefor 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 ninehole course, you understand?” He punched Jester in the bicepsa 

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 

disciplineyou’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. 

Hehheh. 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 

reactivatedafter 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 PortaBrain. Then he could 

relaxand 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 

Legionthe boys in black, she called themwere 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 insteadand was 

rewarded with the best espresso he’d tasted on Old Earth. The 

headwaiter was watching their table discreetly to make sure no need 

went unfulfilled. 

Pitti waved an expressive hand. “Theagente 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 Pruettyour 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 offworld 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 hoteland 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 a flower fanatic, myself. 

” 

“I can sum it up in one word, ” said Phule. “Boring. And you can 

quote me on that. ” 

“Oh, I agreebut don’t say that toher, ” 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 oldschoolsolid like a rock. He does something you 

don’t understand, it’s becauseyou 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, 

goodvino 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. 
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“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 thendid 

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 thewhat had he called it?thegryff. “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 

thingsnot the first, but high upon 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 ageswhy, 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 meand 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, 

selfcongratulatory 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, PhulePruf 

Munitons was looking like a musthave 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. ” 

“Iand a few other people on basewill be glad to give you the chance 

to prove that, ” said Armstrong, grinning. “Just one warningwe’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 secwe 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. 

“DoWop! What were you two doing offworld?” 

“Chasin‘ our tails in a circle, ” said DoWop, 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 firstclass tour of the triffest 

vacation spots of the galaxy, at company expense. And in the end, we did 

our jobsee, the captain’s home, all in one piece. And so are Beeker and 

Nightingale. ” 

“Yeah, yeah, ” said DoWop. “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. 

DoWop 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 PortaBrain 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 armbut 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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