



[image: Cover Image]





RETIEF AND THE RASCALS


Keith Laumer


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Chapter 1


A noisy, jostling crowd of slightly mutated Terran-descended inhabitants of the planet Bloor filled the broad avenue, lined with the formerly imposing facades of Embassy Row. First Secretary Magnan, Econ Officer of the Terran Mission, accompanied by Jame Retief, two grades his junior, but six inches taller, were returning from a trip to the port to meet a newly-assigned colleague.


The purplish sun of the frontier world was casting ocher shadows across the noisy mob filling the Easiest Way, the primary avenue of the capital. The lone Terran-built ground-car with the armorial bearings of the CDT crept through the dense throng and pulled to the curb. In the front seat beside Ralph, the gloomy driver, Herb Lunchwell, the newly-arrived Econ Officer to the Terran Mission, dabbed at his forehead with a large floral-patterned hanky.


“My goodness, Ben,” he addressed the senior officer present. “What’s the cause of the riot? Won’t they attack us as soon as we step out of the car?”


“What riot was that, Herb?” Magnan inquired interestedly. “If you’re referring to the admittedly rather high-spirited locals, actually this is rather a quiet afternoon. They’re uninhibited, you see, and perceiving their lots in life to be less desirable than could be desired, they freely express their natural resentments, but it’s all quite harmless. They’ve no weapons, thanks to enlightened Terran policy, and they’ll soon disperse, all friends again, and retire to the nearby bistros to get roaring drunk. You’ll get used to their noisy ways, Herb, we all do. Isn’t that right, Retief?” Magnan turned to his junior for confirmation. Retief nodded.


“They’re a little extra-excited today because this is Distribution Day, Mr. Lunchwell,” Magnan added.


“Oh, you’re referring to the formal allotments of rations and so on under the Goodies For Undesirables Program, eh?” Herb responded. “By the way, Ben, congrats on your appointment as Counselor of Embassy for GFU Affairs; a plum, indeed—but you’ll have to be careful,” he went on. “Every recipient will want to be sure he’s getting his fair share.”


“And clearly,” Magnan amplified, nodding, “each one is already convinced he’s being cheated. Odd,” he mused on. “We owe them nothing, yet we distribute free gifts, and they complain it’s not enough.”


Ralph twisted to look back at his VIP passengers. “Say, Ben,” he offered, “OK if I just ease into the alley up ahead?” He winced as a large, well-rotted stench-cabbage impacted on the windshield directly before him. “See, these guys here are mostly of the Objectionable Clan; in town fer the annual rumble with the Reprehensibles; they don’t—I mean, I ain’t—well, you see, Ben, there’s some guy from the Reprehensibles expecting—I mean, a guy could get hurt if he din’t do what—”


“Ralphie!” Magnan chided, “you haven’t been trafficking with the lawless element again! Not after last time!”


“Well, Ben, you see …” Ralph nudged the car another ten feet through the tight rank of yelling Bloorian males and netted ugly looks, shaken fists, and a shower of small missiles. He was scrooched down in the seat in instinctive response to the barrage of stones, bottles, and dead animals raining down on the car, but he persevered, easing the heavy vehicle through the loafers, too lazy to riot, who crowded the sidewalk, past the plain gray stucco facade of the Groacian Embassy and the narrow front of the bonded warehouse, inching toward the brightly-lit portico of the Embassy of Terra. Then he braked to a halt as he encountered a solid rank of locals standing with linked arms, facing the Embassy car.


“End o’ the line, gents,” Ralph declared. “Them boys ain’t moving.”


“Where are the women and children?” Herb wanted to know as he peered anxiously out at the all-male mob.


“Oh,” Magnan explained, “they have their own riots—no, a slip of the tongue, ‘joyous expressions of high spirits,’ as His Excellency insists we call them—on alternate days. Tomorrow is Ladies’ Day.”


Retief opened the door against pressure and stepped out, nudging a few locals aside to make room for Magnan and Herb, who emerged cautiously, muttering precautionary apologies to the displaced locals.


As they were passing the warehouse side-entrance between the two Chanceries, Magnan plucked at Retief’s sleeve. “Really, Jim,” he confided in an anxious tone, “I think we should have had Ralph force his way through and drop us on the doorstep. I fear the looks these xenophobic fellows are casting our way aren’t all that friendly, in spite of our generosity toward their backward world.” He shuffled forward, pushed by the mob.


“What’s that ‘backward’?” demanded a typically large, hawk-faced, horny-handed local dressed in the shabby bib overalls favored by the Bloorians. The big fellow stepped out from the warehouse doorway to deliberately block the walk, rolling his impressive shoulders in a truculent way. His grin was less than reassuring. As Magnan was forced against the unmoving bulk, the local doubled a right fist like a ham-shaped paving stone and drew it back, shifting his weight in preparation for putting all two hundred eighty pounds behind a low right jab.


“You tryna start sumpin wit Slum Dob, a chief of one hunhert?” he demanded.


“Do excuse me, sir,” Magnan twittered. “I regret my clumsiness, but could you just scroonch over a teentsy bit, say to your left, and allow us to pass? You see we’re late for the ceremonies at our Embassy.”


“Hey, all youse Objectionables,” the lout called over Magnan’s head. “Youse hear that? This here nance is tryna order me outa duh way! Are we gonna take dat?” He set himself and drove the cocked fist toward Magnan’s semiformal early mid-evening dickey, but the blow impacted the palm of Retief’s hand instead of Magnan’s short ribs.


“Get behind me, Mr. Magnan,” Retief suggested. Slum Dob looked puzzled, then yelped as Retief’s fingers closed around his hamlike fist and began to squeeze; he uttered a louder yell and his left arm came around in a roundhouse swipe aimed at Retief’s head. Magnan uttered a bleat and seized the arm with both hands as it jerked him from his feet. He hung on and was slammed against the wall of the shabby warehouse sandwiched between the elegant Embassies of Groac and Terra.


“Fellers,” the Bloorian again appealed to the crowd, “I’m Slum Dob, working outa local Three-oh-one o’ duh United Miscreants, an’ I’m pretty big in duh Reprehensible Tribe and clan Objectionable, as well. An’ dis mug, or I meana say dese two mugs, is tryna strip me o my civil rights an all! All you Reps and Regs and Micks and Obbies oughta rally to my pertekshin onna double!” As Slum Dob concluded his appeal, he lunged suddenly in an attempt to free his hand, but Retief braced his feet and yanked him back to a face-to-face stance.


“Come on, pal,” Slum appealed, twisting his gargoyle-like features into what Retief decided was an attempt at an ingratiating smirk. “Lemme go before duh boys catch wise and get duh idea I’m losing my stuff, OK?” He tried a snap-kick to the shin, but instead his own shin impacted the edge of Retief’s boot. He howled and recoiled, slamming Magnan against the wall.


“Jim,” Magnan bleated. “Force this ruffian to release me at once!”


“Just let go, Ben,” Retief suggested. “It’s you that’s holding on to him. Thanks for the assist.”


Magnan released his frantic clutch and fell underfoot. Slum tried a left to Retief’s jaw and found that fist imprisoned like the other. As his knuckles were ground together, he screwed up his face and snarled.


“Yuh better lemme be, Terry, if yuh know what’s good fer yuh!”


“Tell me, Dob, what’s good for me?” Retief inquired interestedly.


“Yuh know,” Dob pled, “a smart guy wudda went wid duh flow, like us: stuff happens, so why get caught in duh wheels?”


“You mean if I were smart I’d be like you?” Retief prompted.


“Now yer getting duh sketch, Pal,” Dob approved. “Say, yuh wanna kinda leggo my fistes?”


“I heard you appeal to the Objectionables to lend assistance,” Retief commented. “I’ve heard of the Objectionables, but who are they and how did they get their name?” Retief gave Slum’s hands a final twist and let them go.


“Well,” Slum started, in a relieved tone, “inna olden time our poor ignernt ancestors and all useta work alla time: dey liked it, see? Hundin’ and diggin’ and hoein’ spuds and puttin’ in crops and all dat. But fin’ly my high-class tribe, dey useta call us ‘duh Busies,’ we were duh foist group to figger if we could let duh udder mug do duh hard labor and den strong-arm duh like produck of his labors, dat’d be a lot easier dan doing our own woik. See? So dat’s why dey dubbed us duh Objectionables, get it? Dey objected, see, when we harvested dere crops fer em, duh Spoilsports, which we’re hereditary enemies now. Smart! Right? But did duh udder clans appreciate dem kine o’ smarts? Naw!” Slum made a throwing-away gesture with his newly released hand. “Dey was envious an’ all at foist. Den dey trieda pull duh same stuff on us! Duh lousy bums! Now get dis part, Terry: while our ancestors was sleeping off a hard day hunding rock-goats in duh foothills—it was a habit, see? Anyway dese sneaky Unspeakables—dat’s what duh tribal council called ’em, an duh moniker stuck—snuck in an’ taken all duh goat meat after we done alla woik! Can you top dat for unspeakable? Dey were the nex’ bunch to try duh scam, and pretty soon nobody was hunding no rock-goats no more, when dey could get duh eats free, and pretty soon alla tribes tipped wise to duh technique, and dat’s duh basis o’ duh Bloorian economy to dis day.”


“No wonder they all call each other ‘Scoundrels’ and ‘Hatefuls’ and ‘Unimaginables’ and so on,” Magnan mused.


“I see,” Retief encouraged. “You boys were contentedly taking in each other’s washing until we Terries came along and started handing out the equivalent of goat meat, and spoiled all the fun.”


“Dat’s it, chum,” Slum confided. “Say, you got a good head on youse, fer a foreigner, I mean, and dat left hook ain’t too bad, neither. Roont duh whole basis o’ our culture, is what youse boys done! It ain’t hardly to be borne!” Slum knuckled an eye in demonstration of his emotional distress. “O’ course,” he added, “we still got duh poor dumb peasants-like, duh B-9’s, dat keep duh chickens and made duh bread and all—fer fun, see? Dey like woik! Some kinda throwbacks, I guess; it’s lucky at dat: hamboigers don’t grow onna trees, you know.”


“I hadn’t heard about the B-9’s,” Retief commented.


“Naw, dey keep to duh hills mostly.” Dob grunted. “We don’t mess wid ’em an’ dey got smarts enough dey don’t mess wid us.”


“Great Heavens, Retief!” Magnan spoke up. “I’d never considered the Goodies For Undesirables program in that light! Why, we may have done irreparable harm to this lively emergent, ah, backward, or developing, that is to say inferior society, all in the name of Benign Dispensation!”


“Yeah,” Slum confirmed. “Dat’s duh trouble wit’ you do-gooders, you go aroun do-gooding fer yer own kicks, and don’t give no consideration to what yuh might be doing to hallowed local values an’ all!”


He paused to grieve silently, while Magnan fought to restrain his emotion. “Goodness gracious me,” he whimpered. “How can we—and in particular, I, make it up to them?”


“You could start by belting that Unthinkable who’s lifting your wallet,” Retief suggested. Magnan looked amazed, then jumped, clapped a hand over the pocket where he kept his credit coder and found himself eyeball-to-eyeball with a stubby seven-foot local. He yipped and jabbed forked fingers at the pickpocket’s bleary eyes, a move that sent the fellow reeling back, yelling, and striking out randomly at the nearest bystanders among the clot of the idle curious who had fallen out of the free-for-all to observe the fate of the foreigners who had been cornered by Slum Dob, a proven Champion of One Hundred.


Noting their hero’s distress, the mass of Bloorians advanced in a solid wave of brandished fists and snarling faces. While Retief battered an opening, Ralph and Herb made a run for it. Magnan was thrust back against the unmarked door, which collapsed under the avalanche. Retief felled a persistent Incorrigible as he reached for Ben, and urged Magnan through the opening. Inside, Magnan had shrunk back against the wall and was blinking in the dim gloom of the bonded warehouse, while recovering his breath.


“Good Lord, Jim,” he commented between gasps. “It appears security is more lax than I had dreamed. Why, that door isn’t even on the Schedule! I’d no idea—and now we’re trapped down here! The security doors will be locked tight! Why does it smell so bad in here? There’s nothing in bond right now except the remaining GFU supplies from the last shipment.”


“Just a moment,” Retief cut in. “I want to take a look over here.” He went along the wall to the corner, where a flimsy construction of plywood partitioned off a cramped space. Through the gaping joints, dim light revealed brooms and mops.


“Retief!” Magnan yipped. “It’s—that must be the storage closet used by the custodial personnel. Difficult chaps, those sweepers! Just last week the Admin Officer called the Boss Boy in to tell him he was raising their pay. The insolent fellow replied that it wasn’t enough!”


“You have to remember the locals lose face if they’re detected doing anything useful,” Retief reminded his chief.


“Scant danger!” Magnan snapped. “That gang of loafers spend their on-duty hours playing Bliff in the back corridor. They don’t even bother anymore to rub the used motor oil on the phones to make them shine!”


Retief eased through the open joint into the broom closet and invited Magnan to follow. Pushing past the mops and buckets, he eased the closet door open and the two stepped out into the brilliant light and bustle of the boisterous crowd filling the Embassy lobby.


“We hardly look presentable, Jim,” Magnan carped. “We can’t attend the gala in this state of disarray!”


“We’ll have to, Ben,” Retief countered. “Come on; no one will notice, after we’ve pushed our way through this mob.”


“Heavens!” Magnan squeaked. “I’d no idea Hy had invited so many uncouth locals to attend the banquet! I doubt we can serve so many—and they look like big eaters, too!” He clutched Retief’s arm. “Imagine the expression on Freddie Underknuckle’s face when I tell him of the gross flaw in his security!”


“That’s nothing to what Randy O’Rourke is going to tell his gyrenes when he finds out,” Retief pointed out.


Retief led the way, forcing a passage through the noisy Bloorians of every caste, tribe, clan, union, service club, and fraternity, all argumentatively determined to be first to reach the banquet hall.


“It was awkward,” Magnan was telling Retief breathlessly, “just to entice the members of so many of the local factions to foregather peacefully here tonight, suppressing for a while their innate instinct to attack everyone in sight!”


“With these boys,” Retief replied, ducking under a roundhouse swing as he delivered a stiff right to the attacking Nasty’s broad torso, “it’s hard to tell peace from war.”


“True,” Magnan murmured judiciously. “Still, it appears that so far the paramedics have been able to evacuate the wounded at a rate which slightly exceeds the rate of mayhem. So we’ve no actual accumulation of casualties with which to deal.”


“Jim,” Magnan raised his voice to make himself heard over the hubbub, enlivened by a number of brisk fist- and knife-fights among the members of traditionally hostile guest-groups, “regarding the broom-closet, how did you know—or suspect—”


“Yesterday I saw three sweepers go into the broom closet and nobody came out,” Retief explained.


“Oh, so it was after all quite obvious,” Magnan sighed. “Pity Sergeant Randy O’Rourke didn’t notice.”


“It’s not so strange,” Retief pointed out. “After all, His Ex has failed to notice that the mob-leader to whom he’s about to award the Legion Third Class is a dope-smuggling child molester.”


“Retief! Remember it’s Child Molester Pride Week!”


“I guess I had it confused with Rapist Pride Month,” Retief confessed, as they forged ahead toward the receiving line.


“Now, Retief,” Counselor Magnan cautioned as he trailed his tall, powerfully built assistant to the ornate double door where Marv Lacklustre waited, shaking hands and murmuring to each arrival. “We mustn’t take it upon ourselves,” Magnan cautioned, “to be adversely critical of His Excellency’s choice as recipient of the Longspoon Award. It’s quite true that Minister of Internal Chaos Bam Slang had acquired a somewhat unsavory popular reputation as a thieving, murderous leader of a dacoit mob, prior to our arrival, but since the CDT has recognized that he in fact embodies his people’s legitimate aspirations for self-determination, we must acknowledge that he and his band of patriots were in fact, merely requisitioning supplies, albeit in an informal manner, to carry on the good fight against colonialism.”


“Sure, Ben,” Retief reminded his senior. “He had to kill all the women and children so as to ‘emphasize the determination of the people to achieve democracy’; I read Hy’s press handout. But why did he have to burn down the schools and hospitals we’d built and sell the relief supplies we sent in after the flood, then buy a solid gold bed? I admit I’m a little hazy on that part.”


“As to that,” Magnan evaded, “we should, of course, have provided the gold bed directly. And we have only the unsupported reports of the putative ‘victims’ to suggest that atrocities did in fact take place.”


“That, and all the corpses,” Retief agreed.


“Tush,” Magnan chided. “You must learn to curb your tendency toward ad hoc cynicism. Remember: Bam Slang is the Fred Hiesenwhacker of Bloor, or, more precisely, of the Bloorish people.”


“That’s too mild an encomium,” Retief suggested. “Hiesenwhacker only burned down the Legislature, with all the legislators and insurance company bagmen inside. Bam has wiped out the entire governmental apparatus.”


“Still, the parallel is undeniable,” Magnan insisted, “once one squarely faces the fact that any and all governmental meddling with the individual is innately criminal.” Magnan fell silent as they entered the banquet hall, already crowded with Corps dignitaries and local bigshots, all wearing their gaudiest garb, including shrunken human—well, almost—heads dangling from the belts of the most august local chieftains. Brightly colored banners flanked the GFU logo adorning the center of the far wall, above the ranks of linen-, silver-, and crystal-decked tables. Some of the less sophisticated or hungrier local politicos had already seated themselves and were digging heartily into the tureens of gourmet viands simmering on the hotplates between places.


“Some of them are even using the spoons and forks!” Magnan pointed out, with the pride of an animal-trainer.


The Terran flag, Retief noted, while prominently displayed in the decorative scheme, was always placed well below that of Bloor.


“Do you think,” he inquired of Magnan, “that putting the flag in a subordinate position will actually convince the locals that they’re as powerful as Terra?”


“Of course not.” Magnan sniffed. “But it will encourage them to speak up forthrightly in defense of their traditional freedoms in the negotiations, or at least so Ambassador Swinepearl has determined.”


“The locals aren’t snotty enough for him?” Retief asked. “I thought he was quite impressed by the way they invaded his last tea-and-croquet party with armored cars and machetes and stole all the balls and dumped the tea in the fountain.”


“Oh, yes, he was of course delighted at their show of high-spiritedness,” Magnan assured Retief. “The Information Service was, too. ‘All Bloor Rejoices!’ the headlines proclaimed. ‘Diplomatic Breakthrough’ was the mildest encomium I heard! So valuable in building the Image! I shouldn’t wonder if Hy Felix nets a promotion from the affair! The Agency is more responsive to individual initiative than the Corps, the more especially as regards those of us privileged to serve with the Goodies for Undesirables Program.”


Young Marvin Lacklustre had been dragooned for the task of running the receiving line: after consulting his seating chart, he directed Magnan to a place near the Ambassador’s thronelike seat, and shunted Retief to a spot opposite a gorilloid Bloor Ward-boss, who was busy saucering and blowing a plate of consommé au beurre blanc.


The local glanced up as Retief took his chair, and grunted. “Bloody good soup, pal, onney it ain’t even got no barf-bug heads in,” he commented.


“Pity,” Retief commiserated. “I guess George forgot.”


“Hah!” the Bloorish politico grunted. “Duh dough dey pay dem chef guys, dey shunt oughta fergit stuff. If dis George was on my staff,” he added with a suggestive glint in his piggy eye, “I’d bend duh sucker plendy. Look at dis stuff!” He displayed a spoon brimming with the delicately seasoned fluid. “Nothin’! Just soup, is all!” He swallowed the offending provender with an audible gulp! “Tas’e OK, I gotta give it dat,” he acknowledged. “Hey, throw the punk over dis way, pal!” he called to the Terran seated opposite.


The dignified First Secretary of Embassy of Terra thus addressed obligingly passed the wicker basket of hard rolls, one of which Bam seized and attempted to saw in half with a butter knife. He tossed the utensil aside and tried to bite the roll.


“Jeez!” he exclaimed. “A guy could bust a tooth on dat!” He dropped the superb bun on the floor, and leaned forward confidentially. “Ain’t dey got no Wonder Bread aroun’?” he whispered. “A guy could put a liddle peaner budder and jelly on, and, man! That’s chow!”


“No Wonder Bread,” Retief reported. “We vowed to give it up for the Memorial Millennium, along with the peaner budder.”


“What’s dat millinery—what you said?” Bam demanded, swallowing more soup, which he had discovered he could get down more quickly if he picked up the bowl and poured it directly down his throat.


“In honor of the thousandth anniversary of Terran-Bloorish relations,” Retief explained.


“Yeah, that’s when youse Terries first come snooping aroun’ good old Bloor inderfering wit duh, like, legitimate aspirations of us Detestables, right, which we was onney tryna get duh like B-9 peasants and all shaped up to get out duh vote and all,” Bam mourned.


“According to the record,” Retief told him, “the Survey Team landed in the middle of a massacre in which thousands of the local citizens had already been slaughtered by the State Police, and the carnage continued until put down by the armed recon cars the Team had along.”


“Oh, yeah, duh boys was busy cleaning up on the Bad Guys, you know, duh bums hadda crazy idear they ought to be running the massacree. Otherwise, see, duh bad guys woulda been massacreeing duh good guys and all.”


“And just how did the bad guys differ from the good guys?” Retief queried. His informant frowned, then brightened. “Dat’s easy, pal,” he confided. “Duh good guys was on our side, an duh bad guys—”


“I get the idea,” Retief cut in. “Very practical approach.”


“And see,” Bam continued, “duh present-day Good Guys party, udderwise knowed as duh Detestables, inherited duh, like, mandle o’ leadership and all from dem oily Patriots which dey was on’y cleaning out duh reactionary element and all.”


“A noble genealogy,” Retief conceded. “I take it that’s why your present Chief of State is intent on eliminating all dissident elements in a direct fashion, by burial alive.”


“Sure; dem like free elections Mr. Ambluster made us hold was a big help. Identified alla Bad Guys voted wrong. We gotta bury ’em alive where you Terries won’t let us have a few deadly weapons to kill ’em wid.”


Just then Retief noticed that Magnan, two tables away, was flapping his napkin while keeping his eyes fixed on Retief. He was mouthing words as he signaled.


“Looks like one o’ your boys is having a attact,” Bam noted. “See? Duh skinny one at duh V. I. of P. table.”


“I’d better go over,” Retief said, and did so.


“Retief!” Magnan burst out in a stage whisper as Retief came up. “You’d best change seats, at once. Marvin can just change his chart. There’s been—that is, there could be—I fear—the Ambassador will be furious! We must avert bloodshed at all cost! Quickly, now!”


“What’s it all about, Ben?” Retief asked. “You forgot to say.”


“Oh, yes, to be sure,” Magnan gobbled. “No time to waste. It’s his Ferocity! He’s decided to rush things along by collecting reparations at once, rather than waiting until he’s won the war, with Terran assistance! Clearly, he has no grasp of the proper protocols in such matters!”


As he spoke, Magnan was eyeing the resplendently robed seven-foot-six Wim Dit, Grand Inquisitor of Bloor, who, arriving late, had spilled a number of top-ranking Terry diplomats from their chairs so as to take one to the position of honor at the head of the table, on which he had dropped a freshly-killed three-pound ulsio, a hairless, muskratlike animal which had been kept as a pet by Wes Spradley, the Econ Officer, who was hovering nearby, complaining in a diplomatic yell.


“The Honorable Wim Dit is upset by Wes’s attempt to protect his protégé,” Magnan explained.


“Called me a ‘big, ugly ape,’ ” Wim mourned, cuffing aside Marvin Lacklustre as the young fellow attempted to soothe him.


“Now all youse fancy-pants can clear outa my way, and pack alla eats down here where I don’t hafta reach none!” Wim ordered.


“Magnan!” the treble voice of His Excellency the Ambassador Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary of Terra squeaked, directly behind Magnan, causing him to leap and look around wildly, failing to notice the stubby A.E. and M.P. standing so close to him.


“I thought I heard the Ambassador!” Magnan yelped, his gaze passing above the short, plump Chief of Mission. “Where is the little devil? I mean,” he amended as he belatedly noticed his boss wringing his hands in Distress, Deep, Ceremonial Occasions, for use on (1072-C). “I mean,” he improvised, “Yes, indeedy, Mr. Ambassador, how can I be of service?”


“I heard that, Ben!” Swinepearl squeaked. “ ‘Little devil,’ you said. I’m not too little to write an ER on you, sir, that will freeze your career like the Riss glaciation! ‘What can you do?’ you inquire! It is precisely to answer such questions that the Corps had dispatched you here as my Chief of Political Section! So, what are you going to do about it?”


“About what, sir?” Magnan croaked. “I see His Ferocity laying about him with that dreadful great sword, almost nicked at Sitzfleisch with that one—good thing Nat’s been limbering up in the gym lately, and—”


“Never mind that, Ben!” Swinepearl’s shrill voice cut through Magnan’s chatter. “Take the necessary action! At once!”


“Sure, sir,” Magnan rattled. “But you forgot to say what the necessary action is, sir.”


“As you know, Ben,” His Ex stated stonily, “it is not my policy to meddle in the internal workings of my Sections, by issuing excessively detailed instructions. This outrage must cease at once, before some of the opposition dignitaries I’ve coaxed here revert to type and reply in kind to Wim’s truculence! So get cracking!” Magnan nodded and went over to stand beside Retief.


“Well, Retief,” he addressed the younger man, “this is it, I guess. His Ex demands I do something! I may as well bite on the bullet at once!” Attempting to appear inconspicuous to Lord Dit, Magnan stepped off determinedly toward the slightly less burly Bloorian Prime Minister, Gad Buy, also Commander in Chief and Cub Scout leader.


“We’ve had some high times, Retief,” Magnan stated over his shoulder. “Who’d’ve thought it would end like this?” Retief overtook Magnan just as a late-arriving guest hooked a chair out with his foot, causing the slender Econ chief to trip and fall heavily into the lap of His Ferocity, who rose, grabbing Magnan by his neck and the seat of his purple pants and raising him overhead.


“Mum Dug,” the immense Bloorian addressed the Minister of Staff seated beside him. “You seen dis here ruffian assault me wid yer own eyes!”


“You got me wrong, Chief,” Mum objected stoutly. “I di’n’t let duh sucker use my eyes to jump yuh wit! I’m true blue, Boss, yuh know dat!”


“Don’t tell me what I know!” the Grand Inquisitor bellowed. “If I di’n’t have dis here Terry on my hands, I’d—”


“My dear Mr. Grand Inquisitor.” Ambassador Swinepearl’s mellow tenor spoke up before the rising hubbub made communication impossible. “I must insist: put Ben Magnan down at once!” His Excellency the Terran A.E. and M.P. sat down with a defiant thump!, ignoring the fact that His Ferocity had failed to respond to his command. The background murmur was taking on an ugly note, punctuated with cries of “Get Terry!” and “T’row the rascals out!”


“Dear me,” Magnan bleated from his position above Wim’s lumpy head. “I do hope nothing is going to happen to spoil our nice beginning!”


Retief came up to the Grand Inquisitor, who loomed two feet above him. He poked the behemoth in his armored ribs. “Put him down, gently,” he ordered. The giant looked down with an expression of wonderment.


“Who you telling to ‘put him down’?” he inquired. “Yuh want to get squashed, liddle feller?” He rubbed the spot Retief had jabbed. “Got a broke rib,” he moaned.


“Not yet,” Retief replied. “I just want you to put Mr. Magnan down, very carefully, and not in the hot soup.”


Wim scowled and made no move.


Retief looked up at Magnan’s expression of Urgent Appeal (a masterful 3-b) and said, “Get set, Ben; there might be a slight jolt.” With that, he drove a pile-driver left hook to the same spot he had poked earlier. It felt like socking a stuffed crocodile, he noticed. He felt the costals collapse, and Wim dropped Magnan, who landed nimbly on his feet on the linen, missing the big tureen almost completely, while Wim uttered a howl like a gutted dire-beast. He collapsed into his ornate chair, and made an attempt to shove Retief into the one hastily vacated by Mum Dug, whom Retief threw under the table, before sitting in his chair.


“Dis midget done hitten me!” Wim grieved loudly, staring around at his loyal Vile Party colleagues, all of whom were shifting uneasily in their chairs and making threatening gestures at the nearest Terry, but making no move to attack—yet.


“Youse mugs gonna set and let him get away wid socking yer boss inna gut?” the Grand Inquisitor yelled.


“Shut up,” Retief told him curtly. Magnan, on all fours on the table, was shush!ing him frantically. “Retief!” he hissed, “you must remember to whom it is you’re addressing!”


“Yuh got yer syntax scrambled, Ben,” Wim grunted. “Dis ain’t no time to lapse into like incomprehensibility!”


“Sure not,” Magnan gobbled. “Retief didn’t mean, I mean, it was just a slip, and if, in your magnanimity, that of a great leader, you’d overlook it just this once, why, I’m sure posterity would honor you!”


“Skip all that,” Wim cut in on Magnan’s babbling. He fixed his ocher eyes on Retief. “As fer yuh, Shorty,” he growled, drawing from his foot-wide tump-hide belt a frog-sticker that would have made Jim Bowie blush with shame, “Try dat again and I’ll cut yer heart out!” A hush had fallen. All eyes were fixed on the huge knife in Wim’s fist. Swinepearl moaned and slid from his chair in a faint.


“Really?” Retief replied in a tone of Deep Interest, Synthetic (1045-c). He took a needle-pointed dagger from its sheath on the side of his boot and put its point under Wim’s clifflike chin.


“And just how do you plan to cut my heart out before I can slit your dirty neck?” he asked harshly, noting from the corner of his eye that the Ambassador had been helped back into his chair.


“Retief!” Swinepearl’s yell cut through a rising clamor, which fell abruptly back to dead silence.


“Don’t do it, my boy!” His Ex choked. “Not after I’ve secured His Ferocity’s agreement to accept a twenty-five-million-guck no-strings grant from GFU, the first great triumph of my assignment. Ben, dissuade him, and your temporary appointment as Counselor of Embassy for GFU Affairs is confirmed tomorrow morning! My word on it!”


“Retief!” Magnan gasped, attempting to shrug off the grip of a large ward-boss who had, in defense of his boss, taken a grip on the First Secretary’s slender neck.


Retief switched targets, and prodded the boss’s arm with the stiletto. The arm at once withdrew, letting Magnan’s face fall perilously close to the consommé.


“Get up, Ben,” Retief suggested. “Climb down here beside me, and watch for knives.”


Magnan made gulping noises and complied.


“Now,” Retief addressed Wim. “You take your gang and march out of here and back to your kennels. We’ll send some Peace Enforcers around in the morning to round up the ringleaders.”


“You hurted my favorite rib,” Wim complained. He fingered his hurtie and winced, miming the agony occasioned by the injury. “OK, Dug,” he barked. “Get dese slobs shaped up and don’t fergit duh doggie-bags.” He emphasized the suggestion with a blow to Mum Dug’s jaw that would have knocked the ascending ramus off an ox’s mandible. Mum gave him a resentful glance and set off, yelling commands.


“Drat!” Swinepearl carped, casting a regretful glance at the departing silverware, including the big platinum serving tureens, which the enterprising locals had scooped up in bags improvised from the heavy linen tablecloths. “My moment of triumph has turned into a fiasco! As for you, Hy,” he switched targets to the excitable TIA rep, “not a word of this in the media, do you understand!”


“Sure, Chief.” Hy nodded in agreement. “But how am I gonna stop the local yellow press from reporting how Ben Magnan roughed up the local Chief of Government, huh?”


“That, Mr. Felix,” His Ex responded coldly, “is precisely the challenge to meet which the Agency has dispatched you here for! As for you, Ben, I’m surprised at you! From my seat, some six feet distant, I clearly heard the whap! when you actually assaulted an honored guest!” He gave Magnan a final glare and sat down to a final buzz of “Huzza!” and “Well said, sir.” Retief put away his dagger and threw Wim’s larger blade into a handy waste receptacle. His Ferocity settled back in his chair and looked around threateningly.


“Whom, I, sir?” Magnan gobbled, struggling to restore normal respiration. “But you said, that is, I understood His Excellency to suggest that I put an end to the provocation occasioned by His Ferocity’s intransigence! No offense, sir,” he added, with a glance at Wim, who frowned.


“I never said about that ‘intransigents,’ ” the Ambassador exclaimed. “Anyways, knock off the Cheyne-Stokes breathing and get this mess cleaned up in time for the Award ceremonies, which I’m postponing ’em to nine A.M. tomorrow morning!” He threw himself back into his chair, brushing aside the attempts of his loyal staff to commiserate with him in his moment of trial.


Magnan turned to Retief. “Well, you’ve done it this time, Jim,” he stated in Tones of Doom (3-c). “How’ll we ever get ’em back together in time for the Awards?” He looked appealingly at Wim, who was glowering as he fingered the pricked spot under his jaw, where a drop of purple blood was forming.


“Maybe we ought to reconsider the Awards,” Retief suggested. “Spending the Terran taxpayers’ money to give solid silver potties to local hoodlums might not be in the best interest of Galactic Peace after all.”


“Retief, what a gross remark!” Magnan chided. “You know as well as I it’s traditional to single out the most notorious local troublemakers to hail as Enlightened Liberators of the People and jump them up until they begin to believe it themselves—or at least moderate their most antisocial tendencies so as to assuage Enlightened Galactic Opinion! Supplying the commodes was merely symbolic of our determination to provide the basic necessities.”


“Certainly,” Retief acknowledged. “But perhaps, just this once, a touch of the non-traditional would be in order, to pacify these gangsters before they’ve murdered the entire electorate. And maybe thunderjugs will remind them not to crap on the carpets.”


“A radical notion, Jim,” Magnan carped. “After all, we’ve His Excellency’s very own guidance in the matter. Tomorrow the Platinum halo, with bladder, will be handed to Wim Dit, elevating him to the pantheon of the Arm’s great Liberators, thus changing forever the role of Bloor in interplanetary affairs! Their fleets will be converted to pleasure boats to accommodate the hordes of holiday-makers flocking here to the newest tourist attraction in six lights! The annual revenues from landing tax alone will exceed the sums extorted by Wim’s protection rackets over the past decade! Can we allow all this to be lost merely because of a trifling misunderstanding?”


“What’s to misunderstand?” Wim demanded. “Duh mug hit me, and stabbed me, too.” He displayed a purple-stained fingertip in proof of the latter charge. “I guess I got a right to some reparations, eh? How about a private pleasure-planetoid like duh one I see about onna tube, you CDT boys built fer dat Yub duh Unspeakable over Hangdog Tree, he shun’t invade no more like inoffensive smaller powers an’ all?”


“Forget it,” Swinepearl suggested crisply. “After all, Your Ferocity,” His Ex continued from his throne, “you haven’t yet run up a record of murder and pillage to qualify for the same league with Yub! You’ll be lucky if I let you have a six-hundred-bed funhouse, including six hundred prime broads (local, of course)!”


“Nix,” Wim dismissed the offer. “I get tired o’ duh same ol’ hoors. Let&8217;s have some new hookers, fresh in from Terra. I’ll see about staging a few raids to like beef up duh old rep.”


“Heavens!” Magnan murmured to Retief as the two resumed their chairs at the festive board. “One less sophisticated than ourselves might almost receive the impression His Excellency was encouraging pillage and rapine.”


“Hey, Ben,” Hy Felix called in the near-silence which followed the exchange. “How’s this sound? ‘Terry A.E. and M.P. Offers Reward to Local Hoodlum to Encourage Increase in,’ uh—”
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