







	










 


[image: WE OPEN ON VENUS]


 


Book Two of the Starship Troupers series


by


Christopher Stasheff


 




[image: * * * * *]



 


 


eBook ISBN-10: 1-953215-94-7


eBook ISBN-13: 978-1-953215-94-9


Copyright © 1993 by Christopher Stasheff


Cover art copyright © 2025 by Bel Brito


Published by Stasheff Literary Enterprises, Edgewood, NM


Visit us at http://christopher.stasheff.com


 


References to Didn’t He Ramble by Andy Backer, Copyright © 1962 by Andy Backer, are made by the kind permission of the author.


 


All rights reserved. Any resemblance to any actual persons, events or localities is purely coincidental, beyond the intent of the author or publisher, and would be pretty darn weird in the first place.




 


 


 


To


the University of Nebraska


Summer Repertory Theater Company




 


CHAPTER 1


 


I was out of my acceleration couch and into the “down” lift before the first strangled moan finished coming out of the intercom. I called out, “B deck!” and the door closed behind me while Barry was still calling into the audio pickup, “Ogden? Ogden, old friend! What is the matter? What is wrong, Ogden?”


What was wrong? I knew damned well what was wrong! I fidgeted as the door closed and the lift sank at a sedate and leisurely pace. I had heard that kind of groaning too often, way too often, when I had “volunteered” for our local ambulance squad—Sensei had said it would do me good to see what kind of agony I could inflict if I wasn’t careful. I did see some damage from fighting, but I saw a lot more of other kinds of human misery, too, and I began to develop a greater degree of compassion—and a very strong stomach. I think Sensei had that in mind, too. And along with all the rest, I learned real fast to recognize the kind of sound a person makes when he’s just had a heart attack.


What was wrong? Sixty years of hundred-proof lunches and two hundred pounds of fat slammed by the hammer blow of a spaceship’s takeoff, that was what was wrong!


The lift door opened. I shot down the hall and swerved toward Ogden’s stateroom, then came to a skidding halt. The door was open, and Susanne was bending over the old ham, giving him what had to be the deepest kiss I’d ever seen from the outside. Jealousy tore through me, and it was all I could do to stand still until the surge had passed, even though I knew damn well that it wasn’t passion I was watching, just CPR.


Then the jealousy ebbed, and I yelled at the intercom, “Bridge! McLeod! Where’s the first-aid kit on this tub?”


“On the wall by the door to the companionway, ensign,” the old captain’s voice snapped.


I took the emphasis on the last word as a rebuke, but I took the robo-doc out of its recess, too; I think I remembered to open the little door first. Then I ran around to Ogden’s far side and knelt down, to start clipping leads onto his wrists and head and, when Susanne wasn’t pumping his chest, onto his breastbone. Then I taped the little hollow tube right over the vein on the inside of his elbow—and sat back… All I could do was hold my breath and twiddle my thumbs, while Susanne blew air into the old actor’s lungs and the robo-doc diagnosed Ogden’s condition, then injected the appropriate pharmaceuticals.


It took about thirty seconds.


Thirty very long seconds—I was surprised to find out that I was actually caring about Ogden, about this man I had only met a few days before—that I was hoping in an agony of impatience that he’d be all right. I realized I had come to like the huge old coot, in spite of his grandiose manner and his boozing.


Then his color began to come back, and he started to breathe on his own. Susanne sat back with a gasp of relief and wiped her mouth. I went limp myself, then realized what she’d just been through and jumped up to get a glassful from the autobar. I took it back to her and she looked up, surprised, then smiled and said, “Thanks, but I think I’ve had enough alcohol for the time being—secondhand.”


“Mouthwash,” I said.


She stared at me a minute, then grinned and took the glass. She took a tiny sip and sucked on it as she watched Ogden. He was breathing steadily, and opened his eyes again as we watched. “Th… Thank…”


“Shhh.” Susanne pressed a finger over his mouth. “You need to save your energy now. Anyway, you’re welcome.”


The robo-doc hummed and issued a strip of paper. I tore it off and read it.


“Diagnosis?” Susanne asked.


“Minor heart attack,” I answered. “Just as we thought—but only a small one. It says we don’t have to turn back to Terra, but we should have him checked out by a human doctor when we get to New Venus.”


“It knows our destination?”


“No, it says, ‘next port of call.’ I was interpreting freehand. Then there’s a list of pills, two a day each, two days’ bed rest—and absolutely no alcohol.”


Ogden groaned.


“There, there.” Susanne took his hand. “It must have been horrible for you—the pain, the fear…”


“Worth it,” Ogden croaked gallantly. “Worth every agon of angst. Go through it again in an instant, m’dear, for the pleasure of such devoted attention from one so beautiful.”


Susanne actually blushed. “You need to rest now, Mr. Wellesley.”


“Of course, my dear—after just a small dram, eh?”


“No!” Susanne said firmly. “You heard what the robo-doc said—absolutely no alcohol!”


Ogden groaned again, even more loudly.


“Such noise!” Susanne scolded. “I thought you said you’d go through agony for me!”


“Well, yes, my dear, agony—but not temperance!”


She gave him a slow and roguish smile, which I swear did him more good than all the drugs put together. “You’re very gallant, sir—but it just makes me more determined to keep you alive.” She looked up at me. “Get the stretcher, will you, Ramou?”


“Sure.” I got to my feet, considering the advantages of having a heart attack myself. I turned to the door, calling out, “Bridge! Captain, where do I find a stretcher?”


 


* * *


 


“End of the companionway,” McLeod said into the audio pickup. “That’s the hall, to you. Can’t miss it—the door’s got a red cross on it.”


“Gotcha,” Ramou’s voice came out of the speaker. “I mean, ‘Aye, aye, sir!’ ”


“And don’t you forget it,” McLeod grumbled, then sat back. “Guess he’ll live, gentlemen.”


“Praise heaven,” Barry sighed. “Eh, Horace?”


“Amen.” I agreed. The sweetest sound I had ever heard had been Susanne Souci’s voice saying Ogden was breathing again. When I had heard his groan of revival, his voice had never sounded so melodious.


We heard Ramou’s footsteps retreat and come right back. Merlo frowned. ‘‘Maybe I should go down there and help Ramou get the old guy onto the stretcher. He’s no lightweight, you know.”


“Neither is Ramou,” I pointed out.


McLeod said, “The stretcher slides in under him and inflates around him, Mr. Hertz—you know that. The two of them are certainly enough to rock him from side to side. You stay right here, First Officer.”


“Aye, aye, sir,” Merlo sighed.


Then all I heard for the next few minutes was a deal of grunting and panting, until Ramou said, “Okay, he’s secure. Sick bay, now?”


“Certainly,” Barry said. “Then one of you stay with him, if you will—but we’ll need the other at the meeting.”


I sat back in my acceleration couch, cursing myself for a fool. I had known the risk—known Ogden’s addiction to alcohol, and his obesity; he weighed at least twice what he should have—but had deluded myself with the notion that he would rather die attempting to tread the boards of a stage one more time than to wither away in some fetid and obscure tenement, unknown and miserable. I still thought I had been right, but I wished devoutly that I hadn’t tried to assist, if I had only helped my old friend to his death.


“He will be all right, Horace,” Barry assured me, though he looked rather doubtful himself.


Captain McLeod nodded. “The automated sick bay aboard this ship has full resuscitation equipment—even an exterior pacemaker, if he needs one. He’ll be okay now, as long as it’s only a cardiac arrest.”


“Only a cardiac!” I protested.


“Only,” he assured me. “Any modern ship is equipped to take care of heart attacks.”


“But this ship is scarcely modern,” I demurred.


“It’s younger than that Lazarian kid. Its sick bay will also take care of strokes, seizures, even kidney and liver failure. Anything more exotic, though, such as bubonic plague or a timed genetic disorder, we’d have to make planetfall for.”


“Well, it’s certainly nothing of that magnitude.” But I wasn’t all that thoroughly reassured.


Barry saw, and tried to distract me. “Whatever it is, he is in the care of the automated sick bay, and there’s nothing we can do about it.”


Ramou’s voice came suddenly from the speaker. “The robo-doc says he’ll live—it was only a hiccup, not an explosion. He’s not supposed to get up for two days, though—and no alcohol!”


I heard another groan from Ogden, much louder than the last. I smiled, relieved—if he could suffer withdrawal, he would survive.


If he could.


Barry’s voice became a bit more brisk. “We must get on with business, after all.”


“Yeah, sure, Mr. Tallendar. Let’s go, Susanne.”


Barry keyed the intercom to “all stations.” “The emergency seems to have passed, friends. Ogden is well, in spite of his stirrup cup. Now, as I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted, everyone please report to the lounge immediately. We must discuss the situation. Respond, please.”


He had said those exact words before—but the first response had been a strangled, gurgling groan from Ogden’s cabin. Apparently Susanne had heard it, too, along with everyone else—it must have been picked up by Barry’s microphone. Between herself and Ramou, I was sure Ogden was as well as possible.


There was a staggered chorus of assent, including a few “aye, ayes.” Barry keyed off the intercom and rose, wiping his brow with a still-shaky hand. “I find I could do with a dram myself, though at the moment it seems somewhat less appealing than usual. Well! Shall we go, friends?”


“You have my permission,” McLeod said, in a slightly frosty tone.


Barry looked up, surprised, then remembered where he was. “Of course. Thank you, Captain. Forgive my overlooking the proprieties.”


“Certainly, Mr. Tallendar,” McLeod said, with a stiff nod, “though as with any proprieties, these have a reason underlying them—especially when we’re talking about who can be on the bridge and who can’t, and whether or not all hands can assemble without hazard.”


Barry had the grace to look abashed. “I hadn’t thought…”


“I know,” McLeod agreed. “You didn’t know the ship might not yet have been safe for landlubbers to walk around, or to talk with each other without brewing panic. But as it happens, the artificial gravity did phase in as the acceleration eased up, just as it was supposed to, and panic would be most easily averted just now by your answering everybody’s questions—so carry on, Mr. Managing Director.”


“Thank you, Mr. Captain.” Barry was the soul of politeness as he inclined his head, which was in itself a rebuke. “Merlo, you’ll come, of course? Er, beg pardon, Captain! May the first officer be released from his duties to attend the company meeting? He is the scenic designer and technical director, after all.”


“Then he can attend the meeting in all three capacities.” McLeod nodded toward a sliding panel in the wall. “Take the repeater console with you, will you, Number One? And tell me when it’s plugged in, in the passenger lounge—I intend to get in on this meeting, too!”


 


* * *


 


I confess that I was rather nervous, looking up at the dais at the end of the room, where Barry sat right next to the grand synthesizer—and the remote-control console with Captain McLeod right behind it. Merlo was muttering something to him, and McLeod gave him a curt nod. Merlo straightened up, stepped back, and sat down beside me. “Says it’s working just fine,” he confided.


“What in heaven’s name is it for?”


“All the basic functions of the ship, Horace,” Merlo answered. “He’s got the four main viewscreens, the sensor scopes, and the attitude jet controls right there. If anything goes wrong, he can take care of it long enough for me to get to the bridge and take over. Not that anything’s going to go wrong, of course,” he added as an afterthought.


“Of course not,” I agreed, “as long as we’re prepared for it. I wish I could say the same for the personnel.” I glanced around at my fellow actors, each one highly, shall we say, individualistic, and very energetic.


“Don’t worry about them,” Merlo said, with amazing confidence. “Just wait till McLeod gets through.”


I looked up with sudden apprehension. It hadn’t occurred to me that the captain was there for any purpose other than observation. Surely he was nothing but the driver of a very elaborate taxi! But I recalled reading certain novels by C. F. Forster during my salad days and found the muttered conference between McLeod and Barry somewhat unnerving, even if it seemed to be only a sentence or two, ending with Barry’s nod.


Then he stood up and called out, “Your attention, please, my friends! This meeting is called to order!”


“Called to order?” Marnie Lulala’s lip curled with scorn. “Come now, Barry! What is this—the grade school student council?”


“No, Marnie,” Barry said with grave courtesy, “it is the first full business meeting of the Star Repertory Company. Never before have I had all the actors together at the same time—I have done my best to make sure that each of you is only in three of our four plays, so that although each of you has met most of the other players, none has yet met all. And, of course, this is the first session at which both our scenic designer and costume designer are in attendance.”


Marnie gave a very loud, very martyred sigh and sat back in her lounge chair. “Shall we endure a roll call? Or shall we stand up and introduce ourselves?”


“I don’t think…” Barry began, but just then something huge came in the door, and he broke off, staring.


Everyone turned to look, myself included. Then I looked again, amazed. I hadn’t known stretchers came in so large a size.


“Ogden!” Barry cried. “Ramou, are you out of your mind?”


“I did not offer him a great deal of choice, Barry,” Ogden Wellesley said from his recumbent position on the floating stretcher. “I insisted. After all, I simply couldn’t have one of these excellent young people missing out on this first meeting because of my infirmities.”


His voice had only an echo of its usual richness, but his color was good, and he seemed to be speaking without undue effort. For myself, I was delighted, if apprehensive.


To judge by Barry’s expression, he shared my feelings. “Ogden, you mustn’t! Ramou! Susanne! Take him to the sick bay at once!”


“Oh, well, if you must.” Ogden signaled to Ramou to turn the stretcher around. “I’m sure I can persuade the beverage dispenser there to issue some bourbon…”


“On second thought, perhaps you should attend the meeting,” Barry said, never missing a beat. “After all, if the full company should be assembled, the full company should be assembled, eh what?”


“So good of you, Barry.” Ogden waved Ramou away. “I would hate to think that my misfortunes had dampened the festive spirit of this initial occasion.”


“Festive!” Marnie was on her feet. “Frenetic, perhaps, but scarcely festive. Here we are, leaving Earth in a panic, just scarcely time to grab my jewelry case and a totally inadequate sampling of my wardrobe…”


“All right, that’ll do.” McLeod’s voice wasn’t really all that loud, but it cracked like a gunshot. Marnie spun to stare at him, shocked that any mere mortal should dare to interrupt her.


McLeod met her glare with a look that could have pierced steel as he said evenly, “Would you introduce me, please, Managing Director?”


Marnie recovered and took a breath.


“Why, yes, of course,” Barry said easily. “The first order of business. Ladies and gentlemen, may I present to you our captain, Gantry McLeod.”


“Captain!” Marnie cried. “Barry, if you think this overgrown rocket jockey is going to—”


“Thank you, Director Tallendar.” McLeod overrode her voice as he came to his feet. “Just keep it right up, Ms. Lulala. If you prefer to spend the rest of the trip in the brig, I’ll be glad to accommodate you.”


“Brig! Just who do you think you are, you annoying little man?”


Gantry was considerably taller than any of us except Merlo and Ogden, but they both knew that was not the matter of which Marnie was speaking. McLeod pressed something on his console and said, “Maintenance Unit Number Three, enter the lounge.”


The doors opened, and a robot with rubber-padded pincers and a huge waste bin rolled in.


Marnie stared at it, then whirled back to him. “You wouldn’t dare!”


“Wouldn’t I just.” McLeod measured out a small smile. “Not that I’d have to, of course—I’d command you to report to the brig, and you’d go.”


“Go! Why, you—”


“And if you didn’t, I could command any of your fellow passengers to put you there. If any of them disobeyed, they’d be tried for mutiny as soon as we made planetfall. So would you, for that matter.”


Marnie started a hot retort, then caught herself in one of her rare moments of uncertainty.


“Now hear this.” McLeod looked around at us all, his face stony. “This is the dictator speaking. Also the king, emperor, lord of the castle, and general monarch of all he surveys. The laws are the same as they were in the days of sailing ships, folks—a captain aboard a vessel in space is the last of the absolute tyrants.”


“Not the only one, if the LORDS party gets its way,” Marty interrupted.


“Belay that,” McLeod snapped.


Marty saluted. “Aye, aye, sir!”


“ ‘Yes, Captain,’ will do,” McLeod growled, glaring at him. “You don’t have the right to say, ‘aye, aye, sir,’ unless you’re registered as crew. Right, Mr. Hertz?”


“Aye, aye, sir,” Merlo answered.


Somehow, that made us all more nervous than anything McLeod had said. We all knew Merlo Hertz as our scenic designer—and to have him suddenly emerge as McLeod’s assistant was disconcerting, to say the least.


“For those of you who don’t know it,” McLeod said, “Mr. Hertz is first officer of this ship and has the master’s papers to prove it.”


Uproar. Fast and loud. Barry looked gratified; I believe he was reassured that all his actors could project.


“Terran law requires a minimum crew of three for any space vessel,” McLeod called over the uproar, and everyone stilled, waiting for the rest of the bad news.


“Mr. Lazarian has signed on as ensign,” McLeod informed us. “He doesn’t have any papers yet, but he’ll have qualified for his basics by the time we reach New Venus.”


“Ramou?” Lacey cried, and swung around to stare at him as if he were a jellyfish who had just sprouted legs and come ashore for a stroll. She wasn’t alone—everybody had turned to have a look at the turncoat.


Also the sudden crown prince.


 


* * *


 


I stood frozen, caught between a sudden rush of embarrassment that urged me to duck under Ogden’s stretcher—and a flush of pride that made me want to strut. The upshot was that I froze, which fortunately seemed to pass for standing at attention. Susanne was looking at me in a whole new light—one that I wasn’t sure I wanted.


“If either of these men tells you anything, it comes from me,” McLeod said, loud and hard. “If they give you advice, take it. If they give you orders, obey them—fast! Sometimes, in space, there isn’t time to explain.”


The stares became a little harder.


“Of course, they will explain whenever possible,” McLeod qualified, thawing just a little. “I pride myself on having a polite and attentive crew. If you have any complaints about them, tell me. If you have any complaints about me, tell the Space Authority—on New Venus. Till then, you’ll do as you’re told.”


“You can’t get away with this!” Marnie stormed. “I’ll tell Valdor, and he’ll have your hide! He’ll nail you to the wall and see to it that you never leave Earth again!”


“Fine,” McLeod shot back. “You can tell him anything you want—as soon as we get back to Terra. You can tell the authorities on New Venus anything you want, too—but not until we get there. We’re traveling much faster than light, Ms. Lulala, and that means we’re traveling faster than radio, too. Nothing yet invented can travel faster than a ship in H-space—which is why the captain has to be the sole and total authority aboard ship. He can’t call a planet station for advice, and he can’t receive orders. He can’t call the cops, he can’t call the marines, he can’t call anybody. Once we shifted into H-space, we lost communication with every planet in the galaxy. That means we’re outside the jurisdiction of every government there is—and that’s why I have to be the government.”


“ ‘As it was in the days of Nelson’s fleet,’ ” Horace murmured, “ ‘as it was in the days of old.’ ”


“How’s that again?” McLeod peered sharply at him. “Mr. Burbage, isn’t it? ‘The Ballad of the Good Ship Clampherdown,’ was it? My sentiments exactly, Mr. Burbage. That’s the way it is, so that’s the way it’s got to be. I like the power, but I don’t like the responsibility. Not much I can do about it, though—and neither can you.”


“Mutiny,” Winston Carlton suggested.


“Don’t even think about it.” McLeod glared at him. “The penalty for mutiny is still death—though it’s much quicker and less agonizing than it used to be.”


I swallowed, feeling like the enemy. We all knew what McLeod was talking about. In the days of sailing ships, they strung you up by the neck and let you choke to death. Now they just shove you into a conversion chamber, punch the button, and let your constituent atoms instantly unconstitute. Quick and painless, they tell me, though I don’t know of anybody who’s been through it and has really said anything to confirm that.


You couldn’t blame McLeod for jumping to conclusions—Winston Carlton looked like the most sadistic villain that ever counted blood drops. Horace tells me he’s the gentlest soul alive, but he sure doesn’t look it—and he’s one of our few genuine stars, having made a fortune playing bad guys.


“I won’t,” Winston promised, “but I did think the issue should be aired.”


“Spaced, if they try to do anything about it,” McLeod growled. “I just might not wait for planetfall. For some things, I’d rather take my chances with a Board of Inquiry.”


Myself, I wasn’t about to argue.


McLeod suddenly smiled, warm and friendly. “Of course, I’ve never imposed any punishment harder than short rations—and the individual in question needed to go on a diet, anyway.”


Ogden blanched under his pallor.


“Of course, there’s always extra K.P. and scrub patrol,” McLeod amended, “but that’s not so bad—or even a night in the brig, until the perpetrator sobers up.”


Ogden blanched again; I had trouble telling where he ended and his sheet began.


“On the other hand!” McLeod snapped, his stare nailing each one of us to his or her chair. “I’ve never been one to let myself be limited by past performance, either.”


He held the glare a moment longer, then suddenly relaxed and straightened up. “Well. That’s all I have to say for now. Hopefully, you won’t have to hear from me again until we’re about to land on New Venus. In the meantime, take a few minutes to read that little card in your bedside drawer that says ‘Rules Aboard Ship,’ and make sure you live by them tighter than the Bible. There’ll be a lifeboat drill every now and then—not that we think we’ll need them, but neither did the Titanic.”


“But,” said Larry Rash, “how are we to know when we’re talking to Ramou as gofer, or Ramou as ensign?”


You could tell he cared by the way he said it. That kind of thing meant a lot, to Larry. He was one of the youngest members of the company, like me, and was very anxious to know whom he could kick and whom he couldn’t.


“When he’s doing his theater job, he’s…”


“Technical assistant,” Barry muttered.


“… technical assistant,” McLeod finished, with only the slightest hint of a pause. “Any other time, assume he’s crew—and treat him accordingly.”


Larry’s eyes burned, and his throat convulsed—it was an awfully hard fact for him to swallow—but he kept his mouth shut. Not that I was worried—Larry and I had already had our little talk. I had to admit, the kid had guts. Not much else, but he did have guts.


“Any questions?” McLeod rapped, in a way that implied there had better not be any—and there weren’t, though there were an awful lot of stiletto glances. The points glanced harmlessly off the armor of his self-assurance, though, and he nodded crisply. “Very good. I’ll turn the meeting back to your director, then. Mr. Tallendar?” He sat down.


Barry rose, trying to suppress a smile. “Thank you, Captain McLeod. Now then, my friends, let me discuss our schedule for the next few weeks.”




 


CHAPTER 2


 


“As you know,” Barry said, “we had originally planned to open our first season on New Venus anyway, since it is the closest to Terra of all its colonies. Then, due to the gratuitous publicity provided by Elector Rudders…”


There were a few chuckles, most notably from Winston, who was the only one of us in a position not to be concerned about cost. It was true enough that the elector’s publicity had been free, but it certainly had not been intended to be favorable in the slightest. Could we help it if a condemnation from Rudders was a commendation, to most of the theater-going public?


“So we moved our opening date up a bit,” Barry went on, “and, to maximize the benefits of this unexpected notoriety, we determined to begin our season on Broadway, rather than ending it there. The good elector, however, moved to prevent our leaving Terra at all, and since that was the purpose for which we were formed, we had to rush to leave the planet before his new law was passed.”


“Has it been?” Lacey Lark asked.


“We haven’t quite had time to check the broadcasts,” Barry told her. “We only lifted off half an hour ago, after all.”


“But we could have had a successful Broadway run!” Marnie stormed. “Really, Barry, how shortsighted of you! Why, you’ve sacrificed us all on the altar of your asinine dream!”


There was a mutter of agreement, most notably from Lacey Lark and Larry Rash. We older actors, though, looked skeptical.


“A run,” Barry agreed, “and with luck, we might have broken even. With great luck, we might have run more than one season. But what then, Marnie? When the rush of publicity had passed, what then?”


“The company would have had to dissolve,” Winston murmured.


The younger folk saw his point—no company, no paycheck. But that would have been a blessing, to Marnie. “What of it?” she ranted, in true prima donna fashion. “Who says the publicity would have ended?”


“Elector Rudders,” Barry said, “for he is the one who generated it. After all, we were controversial only because we intended to leave the planet and take live theater to Terra’s colonies all across the Terran Sphere. No lift-off, no controversy—and with no controversy, we would have had no publicity.”


“What of it?” Marnie scoffed. “With a successful run behind us, surely we could have mounted another new play! Honestly, Barry! To have given up the Earth, and all that’s in it!”


“That was the purpose for which we formed,” I noted.


“Oh, be still, Horace!” Marnie blazed. “Just because a silly old man like you has become disenchanted with Terra does not mean we younger souls have!”


I stood up slowly, letting my shock and anger show just enough. “Ms. Lulala, New York City has been my home, my world, and the mother of my soul. She beguiled me in my youth and formed me in maturity. She has occupied a place in my affections far stronger than any woman’s, and I would have wished no greater blessing than to have died in the city I love. But where there is no money, there is no life. Roles were coming more and more rarely, and I was forced to face the fact that this Star Company was my final opportunity to be sure of a chance to tread the boards for the score or so years that are left me. In the final analysis, I had to choose between my beloved New York, and my mistress, the theater. I deeply regret that the choice was so clear and so drastic, but such is life—and I could not abandon the stage.”


The look Marnie gave me would have steamed a pudding, but she had no answer. What could she have said—that faced with the same choice, she would have chosen New York? We all knew that, but she could scarcely have admitted it. And she certainly could not have admitted that for her, at least, the demise of the Star Company would have been no tragedy, for if there had been no company, there would have been nowhere for Valdor Tallendar to send her in exile, as is the fate of many a mistress who has become importunate. No, of us all, only Marnie had been joined to the company by force, rather than free will. All she could say was, “Perhaps you are willing to waste the rest of your life in the rustic provinces, Horace Burbage, but I am not!”


“Hey, Captain, stop the ship!” Marty cried. “She wants to get off!”


He earned a burst of surprised laughter, and he made his point—we were committed now, whether we wanted to be or not. The first chance to “get off” would be New Venus, and I didn’t much think Marnie would care to walk the four light-years back to Terra.


Marty also earned a glare from Marnie, a look that would have shriveled him from the insides out, if she could have had her way. It was a look that fairly promised him that he would never work in the theater again—but Marty only smiled brightly back at her, then deliberately turned to gaze up at Barry, all innocence. The point was well taken—if he had made an enemy of the leading lady, he had made a friend of the producer.


For Barry had been watching the whole episode with a look of covert amusement. He was quite content to let Marnie make her enemies for herself, though he was too much the gentleman to have attempted to do it for her.


 


* * *


 


I could have cheered when Marty scored on Marnie, and I damn near applauded when Horace sat down. Not quite, though—I realized it would have embarrassed Marnie to the point where she would never be willing to cooperate again, and I knew enough of human groups to realize it was important that we become a company, a unit, in the fullest sense of the word. Going through the motions wasn’t enough—we would all have to be committed, or we’d fall apart. Barry knew that, too, and I wasn’t about to make his job any harder for him.


Still, it made me nervous hearing all those actors calling question after question at him, not giving him time to answer a single one.


“But weren’t we acting illegally in lifting off, Barry?”


“Just why was Elector Rudders watching us so closely?”


“What is the real reason the LORDS party didn’t want us to take theater to the stars?”


“Don’t worry, Ramou,” Ogden wheezed.


I looked down, startled. He was touching my arm with a feeble attempt at a reassuring squeeze, and was very pale—but the huge old bear was smiling! Sort of.


“Don’t let it bother you,” he said again. “They’re all actors, you see, and can never quite remember when they’re offstage. There’s an audience available, so every one of them must have his or her say.” And he managed a ponderous wink.


I stared, amazed that a man who had just had a heart attack could spare that much consideration for a tyro like me. Beside him, Susanne beamed and gave his arm a much more effective squeeze. He got a little color back in his face and managed a wink at her, too.


“In sequence, please, my friends, in sequence!” Barry pleaded, hands upraised—but the uproar grew louder, if that were possible.


Until Captain McLeod stood up and roared, “Now hear this!”


 


* * *


 


Instant and total silence answered him, the actors staring in shock—as much in horror at what such a shout must have done to his larynx as in amazement that any mere non-actor could equal them in volume.


I shared the horror, at least. It was horrible voice production, really—the man blasted, he didn’t project, and I winced at the calluses that must have formed on his vocal folds, if he’d been doing that all his life. But it was loud, as good as Ogden in his long-ago prime.


Then the actors recovered and were just about to begin another round when McLeod nodded, satisfied. “Good. That’s very good. Thank you. Now, as your director was saying, he needs your questions one at a time. Mr. Tallendar?” And he sat down, turning to look at Barry as he did. I had never seen a more deliberate yielding of focus.


“Thank you, Captain McLeod,” Barry said, and meant it. “Now, I believe the first question referred to the legality of our departure from Terra. We were perfectly legal in what we did, since no law prohibiting our enterprise had yet been passed.”


“But what of the court order, Barry, eh?” Ogden wheezed.


Susanne repeated it for him: “What about the court order that was supposed to restrain us, Mr. Tallendar?”


“What court order, Ms. Souci?” Barry said, with bland innocence. “Oh, I must admit that I had heard rumors…”


“From a very reliable source,” Winston murmured, and Marnie made an exclamation of disgust; the source was Barry’s brother Valdor, who had recently proved to be anything but reliable, for her. Never mind that he had been so for more years than she cared to remember…


“A rumor,” Barry said firmly, “that such a court order was being prepared. However, I must classify it as nothing but a rumor, since no such paper has been served on us.”


“How about the man in the gray suit on the grav-scooter, hey, Barry?” Ogden wheezed.


Larry pressed, “Wasn’t he bringing it?”


“Since the unfortunate gentleman never arrived, we shall never know his mission,” Barry said with pious regret.


“No doubt hunting for autographs,” Marnie said with withering scorn. The company laughed, as much in surprise at hearing Marnie deliver a witticism as in appreciation of it.


“Quite possibly,” Barry agreed. “After all, half our company are established stars.”


Or have been, he might have added—we were all over forty, and the only one still in the headlines was Winston. Except for Marnie, of course, who was frequently featured in the scandal sheets—but that was for her actions, not her acting.


The other half were only beginning. Larry was fresh out of school, and I do mean fresh; Marty had graduated from the same institution a year earlier, but had already gained a few small comic appearances in off-off-Broadway productions and one off-Broadway; Lacey Lark had been making the rounds for a year longer, with similar results; and Susanne Souci was a veteran of five years, in regional theaters and summer stock. Her roles in New York had been few, but she already had the air of a trouper. Fascinating, with her air of innocence, which I think Ramou had noted.


Ramou was our technical assistant, not an actor, and had left college without finishing his degree. In fact, he had apparently left in considerable haste, due to a young lady’s allegation that he was linked by blood to her unborn baby. He swore it was impossible, of course, and from what he had told me of her, I didn’t doubt it.


“As to the reason for close surveillance,” Barry went on, “none but Elector Rudders can know for sure. However, I surmise that we were only the latest, and most defenseless, of his targets for public indignation, allowing him to curry the favor of the masses.”


“That scarcely seems adequate cause for such concentrated venom,” Ogden wheezed, and Susanne obligingly repeated it for him.


Barry shrugged. “If he had any ulterior motive, I have no knowledge of it—not even enough for an educated guess. As to the real reason the LORDS party did not wish us to take theater to the colony planets, I can only point out that Elector Rudders is one of their leaders, and the move may have been completely his own.”


“But they are such hidebound reactionaries, Barry!” Marnie protested. “Isn’t such a move in keeping with their policies?”


“To cut the newer colony planets off from Terra, in order to save the expense of their maintenance?” Barry nodded. “Yes, we could be regarded as a tie to the mother planet, and the Latter Order of Republican Democracy would surely wish to sever that umbilicus.”


“They should be apprehensive about the fate of the negligent parent when the child grows up,” Ogden rumbled, and Susanne did not have to repeat it for him. Everyone laughed—except Ramou. I remembered that his father had left his mother before he had been born, and that his resulting attitudes might most mildly be termed “bitter.” It sent a chill down my spine, thinking what the colony planets might do to Terra one day, if they reacted with the same intensity as Ramou did. Fortunately, he had no idea where to find his errant parent—but the colony planets would know where to find theirs.


Charles Publican finally spoke up. “I might add that the LORDS have shown a great desire to control the flow of information to the colonies.”


“The colonies!” Marnie exclaimed with indignation. “Why stop there? They want total censorship on Terra itself!”


“I wouldn’t debate the notion for a moment.” Publican inclined his head in acknowledgement of the validity of Marnie’s view. “However, since they haven’t said so, we can only surmise.”


“And while we surmise, they take over,” Marty added.


Publican chuckled along with the rest, then continued. “We are certainly a channel for the flow of information, and one they can’t control once we’re off-planet. I submit that they would see us as a wild card, an unpredictable force that might be turned against them.”


“Only if we get the chance,” Merlo muttered.


Publican smiled equably. He was an odd one—had no professional experience at all, but was obviously well acquainted with the theater and quite adept at character roles. Besides, he was willing to work for a scandalously low wage. Barry thought him an aspiring actor who had been aspiring for twenty years, one of the dogged few who keep auditioning and auditioning even though they are never cast; his employment record as a weekend bartender seemed to corroborate this. Myself, I placed him as a professor in midlife crisis, trying to make a change to the life of adventure and romance from which he had turned away in his youth. We were both probably wrong.


“As to the question from Ms. Lark, that every performance on a colony planet might violate a law passed on Terra in our absence,” Barry resumed, “I can only reply that we cannot know that, since the fastest way to take news from one planet to another is by spaceship and, for some reason I can’t understand, there is no way for any ship to travel faster than any other, in H-space.”


He glanced at Captain McLeod, who nodded and explained, “Everything travels at maximum there—all, or none. Of course, there’s a chance that a courier ship might drop out of H-space a week behind us, but still overhaul us in normal space. I wouldn’t put money on it, but it’s possible.”


“Thank you, Captain.” Barry was obviously no wiser than he had been before the captain spoke. “For that reason, I expect that we will stay ahead of the news throughout our tour—so that we may find out at the end of the season, when we return to Terra, but not until.”


“A convenient fiction,” Winston said. “What if Elector Rudders decides to confront us with reality?”


The company was very quiet, each one of us picturing a homecoming resulting in arrest and prosecution.


Merlo looked up at McLeod, and the captain nodded. Merlo rose and turned to the rest of us. “United Space-ways v. Biederman et al, 2356. A package-tour ship was returning to Terra. They were holed by a meteor shower as they were dropping out of H-space to visit Haldane IV. The passengers all survived, but they had to sleep in shifts and go on short rations because the ship only had one lifeboat for every forty people. When they were returned to Terra, they found out that a law had been passed requiring one lifeboat for every twenty people. They sued. United Spaceways won, because the law hadn’t even been proposed when the ship left Terra.” He sat down again.


“Precedent,” Publican murmured.


“Yes, a legal precedent.” Barry nodded. “Even if they pass the law today, we won’t be bound by it. They will not be able to imprison us.”


“They could try,” Marty pointed out.


“They could,” Barry admitted, “but they would fail. The company would, of course, assume the cost of your bail, and of your legal defense.”


Everyone relaxed, ever so slightly. They knew that “the company,” in this case, was Valdor Tallendar, who quite possibly had more money than all the colony planets combined.


“Of course, it would be excellent publicity for us,” I pointed out. “ ‘The Star Company returns from its triumphal first season. All members arrested for the high crime of entertaining the pioneers! Indicted for the offense of playing to packed houses!’ Oh, yes, we would have an immensely successful Broadway run!”


“An excellent point, Horace,” Barry said, with a grateful glance.


But Marnie countered, “If we play to packed houses. You’re assuming these barbarians even know we exist.”


“Publius Promo will assure that for us,” Barry replied. “I don’t believe you’ve met the man…”


“He ran the box office at the theater where I played my first summer season,” Marnie said, her voice hard. “Surely you haven’t hired that inept flack as our advance man, Barry!”


“He was available.” Barry sighed. “And he has a successful, if modest, employment record. He was scheduled to meet us on New Venus for a single day, before he departed for Haldane IV—but we are arriving almost a month ahead of schedule, now, so our stays will overlap for a longer term. I will tell him of Elector Rudders’ attempts to silence us, and of our courageous insistence on bringing the benefits of sophistication and culture to the hinterworlds. He will leave as soon as he has seen to the local publicity, so that when we land on Falstaff, we will find the populace already agog.”


“A nine-days’ wonder,” Marnie said sourly.


“True,” Barry agreed. “On the tenth day, we’ll have to manage on the quality of our production.”


Marnie glared at him, and I spoke up again. “As to New Venus, we can plant a few rumors ourselves. It should only take a day or two before the population knows that the government of the Interstellar Dominion Electorates attempted to silence us, and that in itself will guarantee a large house. Nothing is quite so appealing as forbidden fruit.”


“I didn’t know we had any in this company,” Marnie said acidly, and Marty glanced up in surprise.


“Of course,” Barry said, “once they have sampled the fruit, they will not come for a second helping if they do not find it tasty. Ultimately, it is the quality of our performance, and the appeal of the plays we choose, that will determine the size of our audience.”


“Not that we’ve much choice about the plays,” Marnie said. “You’ve chosen the first season!”


“True,” Barry agreed, “but we could make additions to the bill, if we find enough audience demand.”


“Demand!” Ramou snorted, and I looked up in alarm—as the most junior member of the company, his wisest move was silence. He realized it, too; he had clapped a hand over his mouth and was staring in horror.


He had reason to; Barry had begun to gain a substantial opinion of him. No wonder—Ramou had proved himself quite capable and thoroughly reliable.


Before this, that is. Now, though, Barry had heard his exclamation. “You question the choice of plays, Mr. Lazarian?”


“Uh… no, sir!” Ramou swallowed, and seized a metaphorical shovel to attempt to dig himself out of his own figurative hole. “Just the audiences!”


Larry’s eyes were glinting as he followed the exchange; nothing delighted him so much as someone else’s discomfiture—especially Ramou’s.


“In what way?” Barry asked, as gently as possible.


“Well—from what I hear about these frontiersmen, their taste isn’t exactly highbrow,” Ramou explained.


“Surely you don’t mean we should lower ourselves to their level!” Marnie said, with massive indignation.


“No, ma’am!” Ramou said. “I just mean we’ll have to settle for small audiences—at least, at first. The only way we’ll pull a big audience out there is if we do plays that are damn near pornographic.”


“Oh, don’t worry, little man.” Marnie’s lip curled in scorn. “By frontier standards, our plays are quite pornographic indeed. To be any worse, we’d have to do Shakespeare.”


Ramou stared. “Shakespeare is pornographic?”


“Let us say, ‘earthy,’ ” Ogden rumbled.


“Earthy indeed!” Marnie said, with savage amusement. “Read The Taming of the Shrew, young man—Act II, Scene I. That will please your frontiersmen almost as much as a striptease.”


“You’re not suggesting we do Shrew!” Lacey cried, then bit her tongue, eyes huge.


Marnie turned to the sweet young thing with a smile that fairly dripped venom. “And why not, dear?”


Lacey swallowed, but she was in it now. “It has to be the most sexist work in the English language!”


“It does offer a massive rationalization for the oppression of women,” Susanne agreed.


“It does that,” Marnie admitted, much against her will, “though I can think of a novel or two that might be worse.”


“On a frontier planet,” Barry said, “the Shakespearean play that will draw the largest audience is the one they teach most often in their schools.”


I had to admire the man. Somehow, he had turned a protest meeting into a debate over the season’s bill.


“Schools?” Larry Rash looked up indignantly. “Are we going to let secondary school teachers determine our repertory?”


“Of course we are, you idiot,” Marnie said with contempt.


Larry went rigid, but didn’t dare talk back to the leading lady.


“It’s a better standard than the prurient interests of middle-aged men,” Lacey agreed.


Winston looked up, interested.


“Oh, the old dears are perfectly harmless,” Susanne said with airy disregard. I was considering whether or not to take offense when she added, “If you handle them right.”


“I’d rather not handle them at all!” Lacey snapped.


“I do agree that soft-core sadism is not in the best of taste,” Barry said, “though I can imagine a production of Shrew which would be a virtual parody of itself.”


“So can I,” I said, “but I would rather write that parody myself than twist Shakespeare’s words to a purpose he didn’t intend. He, too, has a right to be heard, after all.”


“He has been heard,” Marnie said dryly, “for a millennium and more.”


“All things considered…” Ogden began, but his statement ended in a groan.


“Just rest, Mr. Wellesley,” Susanne said, and bent over to put her ear near his lips. “Whisper it to me and I’ll repeat it.”


Lacey was giving her a very stony look, and Ramou’s eyes were riveted to her—no doubt because of the angle of his view; he was standing across from her—as Ogden whispered hoarsely in her ear.


Susanne nodded, lifting her head. “He says he thinks we had better go with the English teachers. He said something about ‘ruffled feathers,’ too, whatever that means.”


“He means that we should toady to the local powers,” Marnie said.


Ogden frowned, but Barry said, “We must deal with realities, my friends. If we wish to be welcome for a second season…”


“… or even be allowed to finish out our stay,” Winston qualified.


“Even so,” Barry agreed. “If we don’t wish to be run out of town on a rail and poured back into our ship in a stream of tar, well coated with feathers, we must consider local taboos.”


“But I thought being run out of town was a mark of distinction,” Marnie said sweetly.


“Only when Elector Rudders is the power source,” Marty said.


Marnie turned to him. “Young man, your career could be very short indeed.”


“I thought you only said that to your lovers,” Marty shot back.


Marnie’s eyes narrowed. “Your career may not be all that is short.”


Marty slapped his jaw, snapping his head to the side. “Score one for the champ! I shouldn’ta led with my chin.”


“And your chin isn’t what you led with,” Marnie said sweetly.


Marty snorted. “Lady, if I were an elephant with you around, the only thing I’d pack would be my trunk.”


“An elephant?” Marnie’s eyes gleamed, and with a shock, I realized she was enjoying the exchange. “Don’t be conceited, young man. Possibly a tapir…”


“Tapering off is exactly what this exchange should do,” Barry said firmly. “Could we return to the curriculum?”


Marty pointed to the little door at the side of the room and opened his mouth, but Barry said quickly, “Thank you, Mr. Kemp. Now, there are two plays that are studied by almost every English-speaking secondary school—”


“Not Julius Caesar!” Marnie was horrified, quite properly—there are only two women’s roles in the saga of Caesar’s assassination, and neither is terribly large. Winston looked gratified, though—Cassius is a fascinating role for the resident villain.


“I’m afraid so.” Barry strove for a sympathetic tone. “But there is another.”


Ogden paled to the color of parchment and gasped, “Not… the Scottish play!”


The hall was deathly silent.


“I fear we must consider it,” Barry said.


Marnie wore a small smile, and her eyes were glowing.


“I beg your understanding, friends,” Barry pleaded. “If we perform a standard from the secondary school curriculum, every English teacher on the planet will send her students to see it. Their parents and guardians will be dragged along, of course—so we are virtually guaranteed a viable box office.”


“Censorship by English teachers!” Ogden groaned. “And who will I be—the ghost?”


“Yes—you really will be, if you don’t relax,” Susanne said. “Please, Mr. Wellesley—won’t you let us take you to the sick bay now?”


“Not before the issue is decided, child,” the huge old actor rasped. Then his voice ran out, and he crooked a forefinger.


Susanne bent down to listen, and Ramou caught his breath. Then she straightened up and called, “He asks for the courtesy of a vote.”


“This really falls within the province of the managing director.” Barry sighed. “But no prince can rule without the consent of his people. Which will it be, my friends—Julius Caesar, or the Scottish play?”


There was a silence.


“All in favor of Julius Caesar,” Barry said.


Marty raised a hand. Marnie glared daggers at him, and he yanked it down.


“None,” Barry said. “The alternative is to rehearse both Julius Caesar and the Scottish play, then to perform whichever is taught in the local curriculum. All in favor?”


There was a long pause, then reluctant hands began to rise.


“A majority.” Barry nodded. “We will rehearse both, then, as well as Vagrants from Vega, and perhaps one or two others. Blocking tomorrow—think positively, friends. But for this afternoon and evening, I think we deserve to celebrate—by your leave, of course, Captain,” he added as a too-obvious afterthought.


But McLeod nodded. “A lift-off party is traditional aboard a passenger ship, Director. Proceed.”


“Meeting adjourned,” Barry said quickly, just barely managing to get it in before the massed cheer broke loose. Then he turned to the captain and began to converse in a low tone.


The actors were on their feet and heading for the beverage dispensers, laughing and clapping one another on the back, and debating the merits of the various plays as they moved toward the food and drink synthesizers. None of them seemed to notice that Barry had totally ignored Shakespeare’s other thirty-three plays. I was sure they would eventually, but the only one who was likely to cause difficulties was Marnie, and she seemed quite happy with the results.




 


CHAPTER

3


 


“All right, my dear,” Ogden rumbled, “if you insist.”


“I’m afraid I really do, Mr. Wellesley,” Susanne said firmly. “You’ve run out of excuses—the meeting’s over.” She looked up at me. “Would you give me a hand, Ramou?”


“Sure,” I said. I was about to ask her where she wanted it, but caught myself in time. I also managed to hold back the offer to let her have any other part of my body that she wanted. Instead, as we maneuvered the stretcher toward the door, I asked, “What’s this business about ‘the Scottish play’?”


“It is bad luck,” Ogden wheezed.


Susanne nodded. “Such very bad luck that actors don’t even mention the title when they’re in a theater. That’s why they call it ‘the Scottish play.’ ”


“But what’s so bad about Brigadoon?”


“No, dear.” Susanne shot me an affectionate smile.


Ogden wheezed, “The one with the man who meets three witches.”


“Macbeth?” I stared.


“Shhh!” Susanne glanced frantically around to make sure no one had overheard my gaffe.


“Quite so,” Ogden said, his tone iron, “and I’ll thank you not to use that word again, outside of rehearsals.”


Well. That explained what Marnie was so happy about.


 


* * *


 


I found out later that actors have a lot of superstitions. No, I can’t call them the most superstitious people on Earth—or off it, for that matter. They’re definitely in the running, but I’ve run into people in every walk of life who have things they’re funny about. Even computer programmers worry about gremlins and glitches, and we engineers hang up joking signs asking St. Vidicon to protect us from Murphy. Actors just have a tradition of superstitions that’s a little longer—like about a thousand years. Horace tells me there’s a rumor that Thespis wouldn’t wear his makeup outside the theater.


For instance, it’s bad luck to whistle in the dressing room. It’s bad luck to wish an actor good luck. It’s bad luck to throw your hat on a bed. That last one made sense to me—the last time I’d done it, I’d wound up leaving town one foot ahead of a paternity suit. Believe me, it was impossible—but that never stopped a lawyer. As they say, you don’t have to be able to win to be able to sue.


The nervousness about Macbeth, though, seemed really silly to me. I mean, a play is just a play, right? Words on paper, then words spoken aloud—how could it cause bad luck?


“Skeptical you may be,” Ogden warned me, “but the Scottish play has never been performed without at least one casualty, and frequently a fatality.”


“Aw, come on!” I scoffed. “Never?”


“Never,” he solemnly averred.


“Laugh while you can,” Susanne warned me. “You’re about to be part of it.”


I wasn’t worried. After all, I wasn’t going to be onstage.


 


* * *


 


“What do you mean, I’m going to be onstage?” I stared at Merlo, appalled. The laughing and conversation were all around us, but not loud enough to have drowned out his threat. “You want to see jelly? Look at my knees if you get me in front of an audience!”


“You are scared?” Merlo jibed.


I flushed. Just because you have a black belt in karate, people think you aren’t scared of anything. Not true at all—you just don’t let fear stop you. I mean, if some guy is pointing a laser rifle at me, damn right I’m going to be scared. It’s not going to stop me from trying to take the blasting thing away from him, but I’m going to be scared.


And going up in front of an audience had absolutely nothing to do with physical courage.
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