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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      





THE TRUE STORY OF BILL



BILL, THAT’S WHAT THEY CALLED HIM. THEY called him that because that was his name. A simple farm boy destined for the stars, ripped from his green acres, his silver robomule, his blue Mom—she had circulatory troubles—and forced by trickery into the armed forces of the Emperor.


The story of how Bill became a Galactic Hero has been told in a book titled Bill, the Galactic Hero. It is a true story and there is a tear on every page. (An artificial tear dripped onto the pages by the printer.) Read it. It will make you laugh, make you cry, make you want to rush away and throw up. You will see how hard the military labored to destroy Bill, how he shrunk and withered, then grew and matured under this treatment. Learning, like any good soldier, to curse—say bowb at least 354 times a day—to drink in excess, to lust after girls while his eyeballs bulged with sperm. Any woman would be proud to be his mother. Though I can’t think why.


After being drugged and tricked into enlisting in the Space Troopers, Bill was sent for his basic training at Camp Leon Trotsky. It was there under the sadistic guidance of Deathwish Drang, a drill instructor with three-inch-long tusks, that his morale was crushed, his will destroyed, his IQ diminished, his spirit broken as he was turned into the perfect trooper. Only his superb physical condition, the product of years of boring physical activity down on the farm, prevented him from being crushed like a beetle as well. No sooner had his basic training been finished, in fact even before it was finished, and even more important before he could get through the front door of the Lower Ranks Cathouse, he and his bunkmates were bundled off to war aboard the space battleship, the grand old lady of the fleet, the Fanny Hill.


The war was on. Mankind was advancing to the stars. For out there among the stardust, suns and planets, comets and space crap, there existed a race of intelligent aliens. The Chingers. They were peaceful little green lizards with four arms, scales, a tail like most lizards. So of course they had to be destroyed. They might become a menace sometime, maybe. In any case—what is an army and a navy for if not to fight war?


The boredom of space service was relieved slightly when Bill discovered that his good friend, Eager Beager, was a Chinger spy. At first this was hard for Bill to understand, even with his militarily lowered intelligence, since everyone knew that Chingers looked like moth-eaten alligators, with four arms, that stood seven feet tall. Bill understood the facts a lot better when he discovered that Beager was a special kind of spy. Well, not really a spy, but a robot operated by a seven-inch-high Chinger from a control center in Beager’s skull. Seven inches, seven feet, the military does exaggerate slightly in the need of good propaganda. In any case the spy escaped and the normality of starvation and boredom returned until Bill finally went into battle as a fusetender, tending giant fuses. The battle was fierce, all of his buddies were killed, and Bill was slightly wounded when his left arm was blown off. Despite this, and completely by accident, he fired the shot heard round the fleet—that destroyed the enemy spaceship. A hero now, with a good, strong, black right arm sewed in place of his carbonized left arm (having two right arms he can now shake hands with himself which is lots of fun), he received a medal and a hero’s award.


He also managed to go AWOL, which stands for Away Without Leave, also Over the Hill, which is basically slipping out of the clutches of the troopers for a little bit. In the course of his adventures on the planet Helior he also became a spy, got involved in garbage disposal, and other interesting things. So interesting that he ended up in combat and doomed to die on the planet of no return where the troopers went in only one direction. But alcohol-related research revealed that while normal casualties were being sewn up and sent back to combat, new arms sewed on to replace old arms, new every-things, well, almost everything, sewn on as replacements, there was a shortage of feet. A footless soldier would be sent off planet for repair, to fight another day on another world. Unhappily for Bill he had two good feet and therefore was doomed to die in combat. But, ever resourceful, he blew his right foot off, which was better than getting everything else blown off.


So there it is. With an artificial foot, a growing alcoholic habit, incipient satyriasis, Deathwish Drang’s surgically transplanted fangs willed to him, and a hobnailed liver, he is ready for whatever comes. Bill, a trooper loyal to the Emperor, as if he had a choice, destined for life to be an interstellar warrior, since his enlistment is automatically extended whether he likes it or not. About the only thing that he has going for him is the fact that with an artificial foot he has only half as much athletes’ foot as the other troopers.


Here he is, a reluctant galactic hero, going into action yet once again.


Harry Harrison





CHAPTER 1



BILL WAS NOT HAPPY IN HIS WORK. HE REALLY should have been since, like most things military, it required little or no intelligence. Just well-conditioned reflexes. Which reflexes now tickled his brain with a reminder that the shuffle of recruit footsteps was growing very dim. He glanced up to see that they were almost out of sight. In fact they really were out of sight behind the cloud of dust kicked up by their weary boots. And their feet were, obviously, weary as well. Bill took a deep breath and blasted most of it out with a single roar of sound.


“To the rear—h’arch!”


A small bird fell to the ground, stunned by the intensity of the command. This cheered Bill ever so slightly since it proved that his skills as a drill-private were improving. It cheered the recruits as well since they were about to march into a deep, rock-filled ravine. The first rank was already atremble with fear, facing the terrible choice of death by falling or death by drill-instructor. They wheeled about, not too smartly since they were stumbling with fatigue, and marched, coughing strenuously, back into the cloud of dust.


As they came closer a snarl of anger twisted Bill’s lips, a snarl made even more impressive by the single, long tusk that rested on his lower lip, its yellow tip practically touching his chin. Bill twanged it with his fingernail and the snarl grew snarlier. Two tusks were menacing. One tusk made him look like a bulldog who had lost a fight. Something had to be done about this.


The loud thud of tramping feet drew his attention and his eyes unfocussed to see that the marching recruits were just a step away, the nearest one gasping with fear at the thought of running down the DI.


“Company—HALT!” he bellowed.


Aching feet thudded into silence and the recruit almost thudded into Bill. He stood in shivering eyeball contact with the feared DI, his dusty eyeball touching Bill’s bloodshot one.


“What are you staring at?” Bill sussurated with all the menace of a snake in heat.


“Nothing, majesty, sir, your highness …”


“Don’t lie—you’re staring at my face.”


“No, I mean yes, can’t help myself since my eyeball is touching your face.”


“And it’s not just my face you are staring at—it’s my tusk. And you are thinking—why has he only one tusk?” Bill stepped back and growled loathingly at all of the swaying, frightened, fatigued, near-death recruits. “You are all thinking that, aren’t you? Say yes!”


“Yes!” They gasped and croaked in unison, most of them too hammered by fatigue to have the slightest idea of what the hell they were doing anyway.


“I knew it,” Bill sighed, then twanged the solitary tusk gloomily. “Not that I blame you. A DI with two tusks would be a fearful and terrible sight. But a single tusk is, I must say it, a pathetic sight.”


He sniffled with self-pity and rubbed a pendant drop from his nose with the back of his hand.


“Not that I expect sympathy from you feebleminded misfits—or loyalty or anything like that, since it is always bowb-your-buddy week. No, I expect raw self-interest and bribery. We will drill until it grows dark or you drop dead, whichever comes first.” He waited while the moan of pain sighed through the troops. “Or you might emulate yesterday’s intake who, so sympathetic to my problem, freely donated one buck each towards my fang fund. I must admit that I was so grateful that I cut the drill short at that point.”


The troopers, all recently and reluctantly drafted into service for the glory of the Empire, had already absorbed a few survival messages. They read this one loud and clear. There was a clink of coins as Bill passed before them and accepted their unsolicited donations.


“Dismissed,” he muttered as he counted the loot. Enough, yes, just enough. He smiled and looked down at his feet. The smile instantly vanished. The tusk was only half of his problem. He was now looking at the other half.


His left foot appeared normal enough, encased in its mirror-finished recruit-stamping boot. His right boot was slightly different. More than slightly. For one thing it was twice the size of his left boot. Of even greater interest was the long toe that stuck out through a hole above the heel. An impressive yellow toe that was tipped by a shining claw. Bill growled in frustrated anger and kicked out with his right foot and gouged a deep groove in the hard ground. Something was just going to have to be done about this as well.


Thunder rumbled from behind the mountains as Bill started across the drill field towards the barracks. He cast a suspicious eye at the sky as black clouds boiled quickly into sight. The wind rushed up just as fast as the clouds. He coughed as the dust swirled around him—but not for long. The dust was beaten down by a torrential rain that instantly turned the field to a sea of mud. The rain stopped—as soon as he had been well soaked—and giant hailstones plocked holes into the mud and rattled off his helmet. Before he reached the barracks the clouds were blown from sight and the tropical sun burned billows of steam from his uniform. This planet, Grundgy, had an interesting climate.


This was the only thing interesting about it. Otherwise it was barren and worthless and had only two seasons: frigid winter, tropical summer. There were no minerals worth digging, no land worth planting, no resources worth exploiting. In other words the perfect planet to turn into a military base. This had been done, at great and overpriced expense, until the giant island-continent in the boiling, iceberg filled sea, was a single great military establishment. Fort Grundgy, named after the galaxy-famous Commander Merda Grundgy. He was famous for absolutely nothing other than the fact that he had expired of terminal hemorrhoids from overeating. But since he was the Emperor’s granduncle his name would be ever honored.


These and kindred gloomy thoughts sifted through Bill’s mind as he sifted through the moneybag in his riveted steel footlocker. Enough, just enough. Six hundred and twelve Imperial Bucks. Now was the time.


He unzipped his boots and kicked them off. The three yellow toes on his right foot were curled and cramped and he stretched them happily. Then he ripped off his uniform and dropped it into the shredder where the reinforced paper fabric was instantly reduced to its component fibers. He tore a fresh uniform from the roll on the latrine wall and drew it on. He had trouble getting his large yellow toes into his right boot and muttered foul curses as he struggled with it.


It was raining stair rods when he opened the barracks door. Muttering nastily he slammed the door shut, counted to ten, then opened it again and stepped out into the broiling sun and hurried down the company street to the base hospital.


“The doctor is otherwise engaged and cannot see you at this time,” the zaftig corporal at reception said as she daintily filed the edge of one blood-red fingernail. “Put your name here for sick call which is three weeks from now at four in the morning—eeek!”


She had eeked because he had growled viciously as he had kicked out with a twisting kick and had torn a groove down the metal of her desk with his clawed heel.


“Don’t give me no bowb, Corp, I been too long in the army to take no bowb.”


“Apparently you have not been in it long enough to learn any grammar. Out—before I call the MP’s and have you shot for destruction of government property—eeek!”


Her pained cry echoed the screech of torn metal as he raked the desk again.


“Call the Doc. Tell him it’s about money, not medicine.”


“Why didn’t you say so to begin with,” she sniffed as he banged the intercom. “Cash customer to see you, Admiral.” She did this with alacrity and efficiency since the admiral-doctor was giving her a percentage, as well as a good stupfing, with equal alacrity and efficiency whenever he got his mind off of his illegal experiments.


The door opened behind her and Admiral-Doctor Mel Praktis poked his bald head out and leered one-eyedly at Bill, his other eye hidden by a black monocle. The monocle concealed the fact that the eye had been removed in a manner too disgusting to mention. But had since been replaced by an electronic telescope-microscope, which is a very handy thing to have. His illegal medical experiments had been so loathsome that when they had been discovered he had been condemned to death by impaling—or alternately becoming a medic in the navy. It had not been an easy decision. Though it had worked out well in the end since the alcoholic commander of the base here turned a blind drunk eye on his experiments. Praktis had blinded the eye himself with a limitless supply of medical alcohol to make sure he got away with his dirty work.


“Are you the one for the prefrontal lobotomy?” Praktis asked.


“Not bowby likely. The tusk, Doc, the tusk, remember? I only had enough bucks before for a single implant—but I have the rest now.”


“No bucks no tusks. Let’s see what you got.”


Bill shook the bag so it jingled.


“Inside, we don’t have all day.”


Praktis shook the coins into the sink, threw the empty bag into the disposal chute, then soaked the money in antiseptic before counting it.


“Never know what grotty infections the troops have. You’re ten bucks short.”


“You should know—you infected most of them. No bowb, Doc, that’s the agreed price. Six hundred and twelve.”


“That was last week. I’m taking inflation into account.”


“That’s all that I have,” Bill whimpered.


“Then sign a chit against next month’s pay.”


“You have no soul,” Bill muttered as he signed.


“I checked it at the church when I got in the service. What’s the name? I have to access the computer to find where I filed your fang.”


“Bill. With two L’s.”


“Two L’s only for officers.” He punched the keyboard. “Here it is, under Bil where it belongs. Freezer twelve, in the liquid nitrogen.”


He grabbed up metal tongs and rushed off, was back in an instant with a plastic cylinder that smoked moistly in the warm air. He threw it into the microwave and pushed buttons.


“Sixty seconds should do it. Any more and it would be cooked.”


“No jokes, Doc. This is a serious matter.”


“Only to you, trooper. To me it’s just a few more bucks for my broker towards buying my discharge.” The microwave pinged and he jerked his thumb towards the operating table. “Take your trousers off and lie down.”


“Trousers? It goes in my jaw, Doc—where were you thinking of putting it?”


Praktis’s only answer was an evil chuckle as he wheeled the electronic surgeon into place.


Bill gagged as the rubber clamps whipped his mouth open. Praktis muttered and punched commands into the keyboard. Bill screamed hoarsely around the clamps as the laser scalpel sizzled his gums and forceps twisted an incisor.


“Oops, sorry, I forgot.” Praktis lied sadistically as he shot in a local anaesthetic before continuing. In a matter of seconds the tooth was out, Bill’s gum was peeled back, the hole in his jaw drilled larger, the roots of the fang firmly implanted, GrowFlesh pumped into the interstices before sutureglue sealed it all into place.


“Rinse and spit and get out of here,” Praktis ordered as Bill climbed groggily on his feet.


“That’s better,” Bill said, admiring himself in the mirror. He twanged each tusk in turn, then smiled a twisted smile. This was really a very revolting expression. “Deathwish Drang would be proud to see me, if he was still alive.”


“Out.”


“Not yet, Doc.” He tore the oversized shoe from his right foot and stretched out his long toes. Then raked three long grooves into the plastic floor. “What about this, huh? What about this?”


“Very nice indeed, if I say so myself. I think your claws need trimming.”


“The foot needs changing! Am I to go through the rest of my life with a giant chicken foot stuck onto my ankle?”


“Why not? It sure beats a wooden leg.”


“I want a real foot!”


“You got a real foot—a real giant mutated chicken foot. And let me tell you, not that I want to brag, but there isn’t another surgeon in the known universe that could have done that. And they complain about my so-called illegal experiments! They’ll come crawling to me when they have foot trouble—you wait and see.”


“I don’t want to wait and see nothing. Except a real live human foot there.”


“You know the drill, trooper, so don’t come whining to me with your petty problems. There is a war on, soldier—or haven’t you heard? There are shortages. And one thing in really short supply is spare feet.”


“Isn’t there anything you can do?”


“I could give you a rabbit’s foot instead. They are supposed to be very lucky.”


Bill howled, “I want a real foot!”


His howl went unheard because at that moment there was a loud explosion that blew away most of the roof of the hospital.





CHAPTER 2



WHILE DR. PRAKTIS VIBRATED WITH FEAR, gaping vacantly at the gaping hole and falling debris, Bill dived under the metal table. Once his personal ass had been saved he thought of the future, and his chicken foot, so out of pure selfishness reached out and dragged the doctor to safety. A great lump of masonry fell on the spot where Praktis had just been standing and he gurgled with horror. Then bathed Bill with spaniel eyes of gratitude.


“You saved my life,” he whimpered.


“Just don’t forget that when the next shipment of frozen feet arrive. I want first pick.”


“It will be yours! If you are in a hurry I have a very dainty size- three foot that was all that was left of a nurse eaten by guard dogs.”


“No, thanks. I’ll wait. The one I got now has great combat possibilities until Mr. Right Foot comes along.”


“Why are you talking about combat?” Praktis squeaked.


“Because we are in it right now. Or don’t those bombs, shells, and screams of the dying mean anything to you?”


Praktis’s moan of agony was drowned out by a thunderous flapping as a shadow passed over them. Bill chanced a quick look out from under the table and saw that a ponderous dragon was flying in circles above. The dragon saw his movement with its beady eye, opened its mouth and belched out a tongue of flame. Bill jerked his head back and the smoky fireball sizzled the floor all around them. Praktis groaned and quivered. Bill just felt angry.


“This is no way to run a military base. Where are the defenses? The antidragon guns? I am going to get that scaly mother before it gets me!”


As soon as the dragon had flapped off he scuttled from under the table and dived through the opening where the wall had been. He wasted just one second admiring the great amount of damage that the dragon had done so quickly—then dived for cover again as one of them soared overhead and ejected a stick of bombs from its cloaca. When the last bits of debris had clattered to the ground he rushed to the nearest arms locker and tore the door open with a kick with his clawed heel.


“Great, really great!” he chortled and grabbed up the black tube inside that was lettered SAM in white.


“SAM,” he said settling the rest onto his shoulder. “Surface to Air Missile.”


His index finger caressed the trigger as he squinted into the sight. A lovely sight of crosshairs on the round belly of the nearest dragon.


“Here’s one from the troopers!” he ejaculated happily as he squeezed the trigger.


The SAM clattered and clicked and a metal arm popped out of the barrel with a flag flapping from the end. YOU MISSED was embroidered daintily on the flag.


“This bowby thing is nothing but a training dummy!” Bill howled and hurled it at him.


But the dragon had caught the motion of the flapping flag and wheeled about in a tight turn. It dived. Smoke blew back from its gaping nostrils as it opened its mouth to exhale the tongue of lambent flame that would cook Bill like a chop on a spit.


“This is it,” Bill muttered bravely. “To die so far from home—with a chicken foot.”


Closer the flame came and closer—and the dragon blew up as a missile got it right in the belly button.


“At least someone found a SAM that works,” Bill grunted as the thing crashed onto the  latrine roof just before him. It made a great clanging sound, instead of the splatting sound that he had expected. This was explained when the dragon’s head was torn off by the impact and crashed to the ground. Wires and rods projected from the severed neck, while hydraulic fluid rather than blood spurted from the broken pipes.


“Should have known,” he said smugly. “A machine. Flesh and blood dragons are for the birds. Aerodynamically unsound. Wings too small for one thing.”


And while he pondered these eternal mysteries he looked on with interest as the top of the dragon’s head split and opened like a lid. This was very familiar. Particularly when the seven-inch-high, four-armed green creature looked out at him balefully.


“You are a Chinger!” Bill gasped.


“Well I’m not a dragon’s cerebellum if that’s what you are thinking,” the Chinger sneered.


Bill groped up a chunk of broken concrete to crush the little green bastard but he was too late. The enemy alien kicked open a hatch in the dragon’s neck and dragged out a tiny rocket harness which it slipped into.


“Up the Chingers!” it squeaked as tiny rockets flared and it shot off into the sky. Bill dropped the concrete and looked into the control room in the skull. Just like the one in Eager Beager’s head, with an operating console and tiny water cooler. There was even a metal label above the commode with a serial number on it. Bill leaned over and squinted at it.


“MADE IN USA, that’s what it says. I wonder what that means?”


He wasn’t the only one who was interested. Now that the attack was well and truly over, Dr. Praktis came crawling out of the ruins of the hospital. His quivering terror faded as scientific curiosity took its place.


“What on earth is that?” he said.


“Ain’t nothing on earth. It is what is left of a bomb-laying, fire-spraying, Chinger flying-dragon machine.”


“What does this mean—MADE IN USA?”


“The same question that I was asking, Doc.” Bill looked around, then went and dug a gurney from the rubble. “Here, help me load this head aboard and we’ll take it to the CO and see what he thinks.”


Which proved hard to do since the headquarters buildings had taken a real pasting. An admiral, with the golden fouled anchors and soldering irons of a technical officer on his shoulders, stood staring gloomily at the smoldering remains when they approached. He looked up and nodded at Praktis.


“They missed you and me, Mel, but got all the other officers. Every one. They were holding an orgy here for a Red Cross benefit.”


“At least they died doing their duty.”


“A good way to go.” The technical officer sighed deeply—then looked very suspiciously at Praktis. “How long have you been an admiral, Dr. Mel Praktis?”


“And what’s that to you, Prof. Lubyanka?”


“Because whoever has got seniority is in command. And I have been an admiral for two years, six months and three days come nine o’clock tonight.”


“I don’t bother keeping track of petty things like that,” Praktis sneered.


“Which means you’re a short-timer, you butchering medical bastard.”


“Circuit-board wiring dingbat!”


“Trooper, kill this mutineer.”


“Is that an order, sir?”


“It is.”


Bill grabbed Praktis by the neck and began to throttle him. “Finns! … Uncle!” Praktis gasped and the new CO signaled for his release.


“Bring that dragon decapitation with you. We have got to tell Fleet HQ what happened. And find out where this attack came from. This sector was supposed to have been pacified long ago.”


Because of its location, behind the sewage treatment plant and distant from the HQ buildings, the electronic lab was untouched. Admiral Lubyanka’s engineers hurried to their master’s call and carried the dragon debris away. Praktis and Bill were ignored for the moment and, with true trooper’s instincts, they scuttled out of sight.


“How about you inviting me to the Officer’s Club for a conference, sir?” Bill insinuated sanguinely.


“Why?” Praktis asked suspiciously.


“Drink,” was the instant reply.


They were well into their second bottle of Olde Paint Dissolver before the messenger found them.


“Admiral wants you both in his office instantly if not sooner.”


“Bowb off!” Dr. Praktis sneered. The messenger drew his gun.


“I was ordered to shoot you both if you gave me a hard time.”


The double-time running had sobered them a bit and they stood panting and swaying and holding each other up in front of Lubyanka’s desk. He was growling and muttering as he shuffled through the reports before him. He glanced up and shuddered.


“Sit down before you fall down,” he ordered, then waved a readout at them.


“SNABU,” he grated through gritted teeth. “Situation normal—all bowbed up. Our satellite stations have managed to get an electronic tracer on the track of the spacer that dumped those dragons on us. It headed off in the direction of Alpha Canis Major, a sector which has, up until now, been neutral. We need to know what is going on—and where this planet Usa is.”


“Well you are the electronic genius, not me.” Praktis sniffed. “There is no work for a tired old sawbones here.”


“Oh yes there is. I’m putting you in charge of the pursuit ship.”


“Why me?”


“Because you are about the only officer I have left—and rank does have its responsibilities. And this nerd goes with you since we are short of combat-experienced troopers as well. I’ll scratch up a crew for you—but I can’t promise very much.”


“Oh thanks a bunch! Any other bad news?”


“Yes. The attack knocked out every spacer we had. Except for the garbage tug.”


“I used to work in garbage disposal,” Bill said brightly.


“Then you will feel right at home. Pack your bags and be back here by 0315 at the latest. That’s when I send the assassination squad after you. We’ll have the tracking equipment loaded aboard by that time.”


“Any way we can drop out of this?” Praktis asked gloomily as they picked their way through the rubble-filled base.


“Not a one. I did the research the first day we got here. Easy enough to get off the base—but no place to go after that. Local plant life inedible. Ocean all around. No place to hide.”


“Whee. Then come with me and carry my bags.”


“You won’t need me, sir,” Bill said, pointing behind the doctor’s back. “Those three medics should be able to help you.”


Praktis turned to look and saw nothing. Turned back and saw the same thing. He howled with anger but Bill was well out of sight.


Out of sight and filled with a sense of dark despair as he shuffled towards the barracks. All right, the troopers were never a laugh a second, and this planet was for the pits, but at least he could stay alive here. But this garbage scow to the stars gig with the mad doctor in charge had a very bad smell to it. He groped about in the interstices of his brain cells but could not find a feasible plan of escape. Blow off the other foot? No, he would end up with two chicken feet—and tail feathers—if he knew Praktis. It looked like it was time for a trip.


Covering the combination lock on his footlocker with his free hand he punched in the number. Then pushed his thumb against the fingerprint detector plate before using his key. You could never be too secure, not in the troopers. He stirred the contents of the tray with his fingers and wondered what he should take with him on ship. He doubted if he would need the gross of condoms. The knuckle-duster knife with poison darts might come in handy. Something to read? He gloomily flipped through the pages of Combat Comics: explosions sounded weakly from its pages, the cries of tiny voices. There was the very good chance, as always, that he would never see this base again. Not that he would miss it. Better take everything then.


Bill dug his barracks bag out from under his bunk and packed carefully by dumping everything from his footlocker into it. There was still plenty of time before he had to board. He touched his sonowatch and it whispered dimly, “Senator McGurk, the trooper’s friend, is pleased to tell you that the time is now twenty-three hundred hours.” It was a cheap watch, a gift from his mother.


A few hours to drown his sorrows before they left. But he was completely broke. Bill looked around at the empty barracks and wondered who had any booze. Not the recruits, certainly. The sergeant’s cell was in the corner and he went and rapped on the door.


“You in there, Sarge?”


The answer was only silence, which was fine. He wrenched the metal end off the nearest bed and broke the door in. The place was a pigsty—but this pig was a real boozer. Bill selected two of the most lethal looking bottles. Hid one in his barracks bag and cracked the seal on the other. As soon as the steam had stopped rising he drank deep and sighed happily. Before he got too zonked he set the alarm on the sonowatch.


When McGurk, the trooper’s friend, told him it was time to wakey-wakey Bill was just finishing the bottle. He staggered to his feet and shouldered his barracks bag. That is he made a feeble attempt to shoulder it, but instead of him pulling it up it pulled him down.


“Wosha,” he said, watching the lights go round and round as he leaned on the bag for support.


“You like it down there, sir?” a voice said. After much blinking Bill made out the form of one of the recruits standing over him. Bulging of eye and strong of shoulder. After a few failed attempts to speak Bill managed a coherent and fairly articulate sentence.


“I do not like it down here.”


Muttering sympathetically, the recruit helped Bill to his swaying feet, steadied him until he stayed vertical.


“Name …” Bill said with slow precision.


“Name’s Wurber, your honor. Ahh just arrived …”


“Shut up. Pick up that bag. Hold me up. Walk.”


In this manner they weaved their way to the landing pad. Bill shuddered at the sight of the battered tug, then permitted Wurber to support him as they climbed painfully aboard.
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