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ONE

The fat man crept out of the hotel’s service entrance, peered around cautiously. The night was silent except for a few passing lifters and the buzz of wet circuitry, above, on the primitive electric grid.

All he had to do, he thought, was go down three blocks to the luxe hotel where the lifter cab rank should still be manned, grab the first one, and make for the spaceport. Then he’d be safe.

He swore at himself for thinking he could outthink Them by staying in this working-class hotel instead of at the properly luxurious one his per diem entitled him to. Hotels like this one were where They stayed, saving their credits for alk and bail funds.

The fat man, wishing he’d had some kind of military training, crept along the high wall, moving as quietly as he knew how. It was late, very late, and hopefully They had drunk themselves into oblivion and wouldn’t still be looking for him.

He’d fooled them for a while with twin connecting rooms, one under his own name, the other under a false one. They’d broken in to the first room, smashed it to bits, and hammered on the connecting door, but since there was no answer, had given up.

For the moment.

The fat man came to the first street crossing, crouched, and went across, waddling faster than he’d moved in years, except when he was on the field.

The silence held. He went down another block, reached a boulevard, and started across.

He was halfway to the other side when the baying came. A block away, half a dozen stumbling men saw and recognized him.

“Kill th’ fook,” “Tear ‘im,” “Deader’n th’ Devils,” the cries came.

The man ran faster. Safety was close, very close.

He didn’t make it.

Two dozen of Them came out of an alley ahead of him.

The fat man skidded to a stop, darted across the street, hoping for safety, an open door, stairs, anything.

There was nothing but high stone walls.

They caught him within a hundred meters.

Bottles arced toward him, struck. He stumbled on, and then a heavy rock took him between the shoulder blades. He fell, clawed his way up. But it was too late. They were on him with boots, iron bars, fists.

It was almost a relief to let the pain take him down and down into nothingness.





TWO

Trimalchio IV was a very lucky planet. It had no history to speak of, save hedonism. Its diplomats had cleverly played one enemy against another, so Trimalchio was able to stay neutral, uninvaded, and a good place to put money when you didn’t want any questions asked. Its semitropic climate and blue seas spotted with islands attracted people who thought themselves beautiful … or rich enough to convince others they were.

Jasmine King appeared to fit in perfectly.

She was an utterly gorgeous woman, so beautiful and competent that her former employers, the security firm of Cerberus Systems, had decided she was a robot, and hence no longer deserving of a salary.

That outrage — although she never told anyone whether or not she was an android, and if that impossibility was true, what unknown super-civilization had brought her to life — had led her into the employ of Star Risk, ltd.

She was the office manager, and the head and only member of Star Risk’s research department. She was also head and only member of the personnel department, and a junior field operative. While she was quite qualified in administration, her experience out where things got bloody was less exhaustive than that of the four other principals. Her most recent accomplishments included a belt in Applied General Martial Arts and a Master Shot in both pistol and blast-rifle classes.

Star Risk occupied a suite in the forty-third floor of a fifty-story high-rise, a building that used a lot of antigravity generators to give the illusion it hung from the sky without, like many of Trimalchio’s citizens, any visible means of support.

Their office was decorated in the incongruous, if currently popular, style of ultramodern leather and steel, along with archaic furniture, and prints on the wall.

The other occupant of the huge reception area was a rather mousy man.

Jasmine keyed her whisper mike.

“A possible client,” she said. “Not rich-looking. Named Weitman. Said he’d discuss his business with an operative. Suspect he’s a little confused, has a cheating wife or partner, and thinks Star Risk is some sort of investigative service.”

Jasmine listened. “No,” she said. “There’s nobody else out here but me, and no jobs on tap, either.”

She smiled as Weitman looked up. “Someone will be right with you.” The little man nodded jerkily.

The door to the inner offices opened, and a nightmare lumbered in, all silky fur, and almost three meters tall.

“Good morning, Mr. Weitman,” the creature rumbled. “I am Amanandrala Grokkonomonslf, which no one beyond my race can pronounce, so you should call me Grok. Come into my office, and we can discuss your problem.”

The little man got up and followed Grok. He stopped, turned back to Jasmine. “For your information, Miss … King, I’m not confused about what Star Risk does, nor am I looking for separation evidence.” He smiled, a not altogether pleasant smile. “My father taught me to read lips at a very young age.”

Weitman followed Grok, closing the door behind him.

Jasmine King proved she blushed as perfectly as she did most other things. 

• • •

“Have you ever heard of the game of skyball?” Weitman asked Grok earnestly.

The alien suspected Weitman did everything earnestly.

“A game?” Grok said. “No, I haven’t much interest or knowledge of sports, beyond a little Earth feetball history. My race doesn’t practice physical displays of competition, but rather finds pleasure in debate on a higher level. When we aren’t killing each other,” he added.

Grok wasn’t lying. He’d left his native worlds out of boredom and joined the Alliance’s military service as a signal specialist, a cryptanalyst, and someone who really didn’t mind if things got bloody out.

Weitman hadn’t been listening to Grok after the “No.”

“Skyball is one of the greatest of all sports, maybe the greatest,” he said. “It requires the utmost of physical development and coordination, plus a high degree of intellectual achievement. There is also a large element of chance, which makes all things more interesting.”

“I assume,” Grok said, “given the name, that it’s played with aircraft, such as the ancient game of polo-ponies I’ve read about.”

“There are no mechanical devices in skyball,” Weitman said. “Except, of course, for the ball, the antigravity generators, and the random computer.”

“Ah,” Grok said. “Sheer muscle and skill.”

Weitman didn’t notice the sarcasm as he went on. “Skyball’s an invention of the early spacefarers,” he said. “It was originally played in space, under zero-G conditions. But it grew in popularity, and as few fans find zero gravity exactly easy on their digestive tracts — particularly if they’re drinking — its rules were changed, and it is now played in stadiums, on planets.

“The field has antigravity generators above it, so normal gravity is negated. There are ten women or men to a side, and their task is to carry the ball any way they choose, to the opponent’s goal.

“The other team, naturally, tries to stop them and secure the ball itself, in any way they choose that doesn’t constitute a major felony. Play is in four quarters of fifteen minutes each.

“To complicate matters, the ball has an internal, varying gyroscope, so in mid-throw, it might suddenly change its direction of travel. In addition, there are antigravity generators hidden below the playing field, which turn on and off in a random manner to affect the ball and the players.

“Skyball has become enormously popular within the Alliance, particularly on certain worlds who have vaunted rivalries.”

“This is quite fascinating,” Grok said. “But we here at Star Risk deal in bullets, as the old saying goes. I assume you have professional athletes playing the sport, and would hardly like to recruit mercenaries and men of violence such as us.”

“The sport is one thing,” Weitman said. “It is violent enough. But there is violence off the field as well. Certain planets have become absolute fanatics about skyball, so extremely so that actual wars have been fought over interplanetary championships.”

Grok made no comment.

“This is bad enough,” Weitman said. “But there are also thuggish followers who have attacked players and coaches. More recently, some of them have assaulted members of my guild, which is the Professional Referees Association. A week ago one of our members was beaten to death after a match. This is intolerable.

“The current league finals are between the planets of Cheslea and Warick, whose fans are among the worst of the offenders. We advised them that if they cannot guarantee security to our members, we will refuse to judge these finals. Both worlds seemed unconcerned, and said they would provide officials of their own.”

Weitman shivered. “For reasons I won’t go into, that is a terrible idea.

“PRA has authorized me to investigate various firms who provide security services, and Star Risk is the one I have chosen. We want to hire you to keep the seven referees who’ll officiate at these final matches on Warick from any harm, and are prepared to pay one million credits, plus all expenses, to ensure no harm comes to them.”

Grok stroked the fur on his chest, considering. “Interesting,” he said. “Very interesting. I think Star Risk will be more than delighted to accept your offer.” 

• • •

“You did what?” M’chel Riss moaned.

Riss was tall, blond, green eyed, and looked more like a model than the Alliance Marine major she’d been before she quit the service, after standing off a lecherous commanding officer. She’d ended up as one of the mercenary founders of Star Risk, ltd.

“It seems like a nice, simple assignment,” Grok said in an injured tone, “with a more than acceptable pay rate for a few days’ work. It’s not like I volunteered us for a war or anything.”

“A nice, simple way to get dead, you mean,” Chas Goodnight said.

Goodnight, a few centimeters taller than Riss, was sandy haired, with a friendly twinkle in his eye. M’chel considered him the most amoral person she’d ever met. He was also ex-Alliance, a “bester” — one of the handful of bio-modified commandos who did the loose confederation’s dirty work. He’d been one of the most respected besters, until he decided cat burglary paid better than assassination and skulking through the bushes.

Star Risk had broken him out of a death cell. Now he wasn’t quite a full partner, but was more than an employee.

Goodnight’s activities included having eyes capable of seeing in the dark, reaction speeds three times that of an athlete, a brain circuited for battle analysis, and ears able to pick up frequencies up to the FM range. In bester mode, he was “powered” by a tiny battery at the base of his spine. When it ran dry, after about fifteen minutes or so, he was drained until he input a few thousand calories and hopefully slept around the clock.

Friedrich von Baldur, the firm’s head, nodded slowly, but didn’t say anything. Von Baldur was another rogue, who claimed to have been a colonel in the Alliance, but actually had been a warrant officer who hastily left the service ahead of various court-martial charges involving government supplies gone missing. Nor was his real name von Baldur.

“You three obviously know something more than I do,” Grok said.

“Skyball’s a game,” Riss started, “and — ”

“I know that,” Grok interrupted. “Weitman gave me a basic briefing, and I looked it up in Encyclopedia Galactica. Seems a rough enough, rather predictable sport. Not that we’ll have anything to do with the game, merely protecting the officials.”

“Merely,” Goodnight snorted. “Merely!? Grok, comfort of my youth, bower of my old age, let me tell you a story.

“A few years back, when I was still somewhat honest and working for the Alliance shilling, me and a few of my teammates were chasing a guy named Purvis around the Galactic lens. The Alliance wanted him alive, because he’d … never mind what he’d done. They wanted him bad, so they could work him over and find out what they wanted to find out. We were told we’d get our paws slapped if we came back without him — or maybe worse, if he came back in a body bag.

“Purvis heard he was hot, and so he cut and run. We got word that he’d set up shop as a games advisor on Cheslea, which has one of the teams in this skyball championship. Their team, by the way, is the Black Devils…. Games advisor, right. So we hare off after his young ass.

“We get to Cheslea, and there’s no sign of him. The planet’s a madhouse, which it is anyway, since the people seem to think logic starts in the key of C sharp, and run their society accordingly. But when we arrive, Cheslea’s an extra-special madhouse because the Black Devils are facing their worst enemy, the Uniteds, which are from the planet of Warick.

“I see you nodding, Grok. It gets worse.

“So we moil here and there, and there’s no sign of Purvis, and then it’s time for the games to start. It’s one-all, then two-all, and game five is gonna settle matters. We get reliable word that our boy is gonna be at the game, and so we show up. We’ve got prize seats, two ways out, and a big sack to put Purvis in when we find him.

“The stadium, by the way, is — or was, anyway — sort of open air, with the antigravs hung on spidery scaffolding arcing over the top.

“It was a crappy hot day, and the sun was blistering down. I wanted a beer in the worst way, but I knew if I got one and the mucketies found out I was sluicing on the job, I’d get a strip torn off — which would’ve been a lot better than what happened to all of us when we got back to friendly waters.

“But I’m getting ahead of things. None of us were paying attention to the game, we’re busy looking around for our lad. And we spot him, in the last ten minutes. It was kind of hard to see, because all the stands were glittering. The Cheslea fans had programs that were silver foil, and the dazzle was, well, dazzling.

“There’s a lot of hollering going on because it’s a tight game, and everybody from Cheslea just knows the referees have been bought out by Warick. We’re working our way up to the top of the stadium, and the score is tied. Then Cheslea makes a goal, and the officials call it illegal or some such.

“I thought the fans were going to go apeshit, especially when Warick scores a few seconds later, and the clock is running out. Instead, this low muttering starts, and gets louder, and I feel a creep going down my spine. Everybody else with me is looking just as nervous.

“The officials are gathered together, down on the field. Then there’s this almighty flash, coming from everywhere, and a gout of smoke, like some kind of silent nuke, and there’s no more goddamned referees down there.

“Turns out this was Purvis’s ultimate plan if things went awry. Print the programs on this silver reflecting paper. Put a little aiming hole in it — which was disguised as a skyball with an emblem on the cover — and then, if things went wrong, as they just had, hold the program up, catch the sun, and aim it down at the officials.

“The whole stadium was a huge mirror. Fried the refs like steaks — well-done steaks. Barely a few coals here and there. And at that point things went completely berserk, with the fans from Warick trying to get out and back to their transports, and the Cheslea rooters trying to stop them.

“It was a hell of a riot. A hell of a riot,” Goodnight repeated.

“What happened to your target, this Purvis?” Riss asked.

“We found out he got dead in the hooraw,” Goodnight said blandly. “Which of course none of us had anything to do with. But we still got in a world of shit when we got back to base.

“There’s no justice in this world,” he concluded, then looked at Grok. “And that’s the kind of thing you’ve dumped us into for a lousy mil and burial expenses.”

“Sometimes I wish,” Riss said forlornly, “Star Risk didn’t have this tradition of never refusing an assignment unless we don’t get paid or the client’s lied to us more than acceptably. Who made that idiot policy, anyway?”

“I think,” Friedrich said, “it was you, m’dear.”





THREE

The madhouse started at Warick’s main spaceport. Fans from Cheslea were cascading off chartered transports, arriving in every shape from unconscious and on stretchers to hungover and fighting to sober and looking for a drink.

The five Star Risk operatives came in on a standard liner, and were able to grab a lim to their hotel by virtue of looking sober and waving a large bill. They overflew improvised parades, street fairs, and marching bands.

“So who’d’ja favor?” the lim driver asked.

“Peace and quiet,” von Baldur said.

The driver snorted.

“Damn little of that to be got for the next two weeks. P’raps I best run you back to the port and you can try another system.”

“We are where we belong,” Riss said.

The driver looked back and almost sideswiped a cargo lifter dripping banners: WARICK RULES, UNITEDS CONQUER, and such.

“You folks have something to do with the finals?” He was about to be impressed.

“We’re psychologists,” Goodnight said. “Specializing in the madness of crowds.”

The driver’s head snapped forward, and he said no more. As they grounded at the Shelburne — which was not only where the officials were staying but also the most luxurious hotel on Warick — he refused both to help unload their surprisingly heavy luggage, and a tip as well, sitting statuelike behind the controls of his lifter.

“I note they take this skyball most seriously,” Grok said. “I have never heard of a cabbie refusing a tip.”

“That’s a sign and a warning,” Riss said. “Let’s make sure we don’t do anything else to show what we think.”

“And, most particularly,” von Baldur said, “make sure we do not wear any emblems suggesting we back either the Black Devils or the Uniteds. Nor should we mistakenly wear their colors, which are, naturally, black and red for the Devils, and solid blue for the Uniteds.” 

• • •

“Actually,” Weitman said, “we’re quite prepared for all normal eventualities.”

Six other male and female officials in the hotel suite room nodded agreement.

“First,” the referee went on, “note my outer clothing. These black-and-white striped pants and shirt are proof against most solid projectiles — although, of course, the impact must still be accounted for. This is why, under the shirt and extending down over my groin, is a shock-absorbing vest, which is also intended to deal with hurled bottles, rocks, and such.

“My little cap is padded, and will take an impact of a kilo at up to twenty kph. My boots are steel-toed and -soled, and I’m wearing knee and elbow pads in case I get knocked down.

“I’ll have gas plugs in my nostrils, and baffled plugs in my ears, in case they try to use any amplified sound devices against us.

“Plus, I’m carrying a small gas projector on my belt, and — you must not breathe a word of this to anyone else — I’m carrying a small aperture blaster here, in my crotch.

“And of course there’s stadium security, supposedly one for every twenty-five people in the audience, although we’ve got to assume some of these guards will be as likely to be partisan as the crowds. Which is why we’re depending on you five to get us out of any real problems.”

He smiled at the Star Risk operatives.

“Wonderful,” Goodnight said. “Simply frigging wonderful. Ah, for the life of a sports fan.” 

• • •

Both the Devils and the Uniteds were at the peak of their performance in the first game. The action swayed back and forth for three quarters, neither side able to score.

Then, halfway through the fourth quarter, with Cheslea having the ball, the Warick team leapt high into the air, trying a drive over the Warick line, going up almost to the roof of the covered stadium, floating for an instant in mock weightlessness, then lobbing the ball hard for the small goal.

The pitch was clear of the antigrav generators and was going straight as hurled, when its gyro came to life and sent the ball spinning into the hands of a Warick end.

He moved instantly, threw hard, under the Cheslea players still coming down from their positions near the roof.

One-nothing.

And that was the only score for the game.

There’d also been no penalties called, even though M’chel Riss, from her position in a skybox, saw at least two kneeings and one punch to a woman’s breasts.

The fans were well behaved, and most were fairly sober. Grok saw only twenty or so people grabbed by stadium security for offenses like hurling smuggled bottles at the players, or having a private punch-up in their row.

“If it stays like this,” Weitman said, “we’ll all be home free.” 

• • •

Star Risk decided they’d spread out through the stadium for the second game, keeping only the most noticeable Grok in the skybox, and a com to their earpieces.

This game was far more open than the first. It seemed both sides had been gauging their opponents, and now, having found weaknesses, they drove for the kill.

And this time the officials seemed to have done the same. Eight penalties were called in the first quarter, six in the second.

The score was 7–3, again with Warick in the lead.

A woman official had just called the first penalty of the third — tripping, which seemed to be one of the few things beyond bludgeons skyball didn’t permit.

Von Baldur caught movement out of the corner of his eye. He spun, saw an enormously fat woman dig something out of her oversize handbag and scale it at the referee.

Von Baldur shouted “Down,” into his com mike and the official went flat. The something turned out to be a handmade ancient boomerang, and smashed into the turf not a meter from the referee’s body.

The obese woman was digging in her handbag once more. Friedrich didn’t wait around to see what it was, but swarmed over the high fence separating the fans from the field.

There was a stadium security man who shouted: “You! Hey you! You can’t do that!”

Von Baldur paid him no mind, but went up the steps two at a time, then shouldered his way into the row the fat woman was in, just as she pulled out what looked to be a grenade.

A younger man with the same piggy features as the fat woman came up, fists lifting.

Von Baldur snap-kicked him in the chest and let him stumble into his evident relative, then rolled away as the grenade, hissing, dropped to the concrete.

A few seconds later it went off, and a noxious gas sprayed the area. By that time von Baldur was rolling back down the steps, not turning around to see people gagging, on their knees choking and vomiting, until he was halfway back the way he’d come.

He noted with satisfaction that the fat woman and her relative were among the worst hit, then looked down at what had been his rather dapper lounging outfit.

“New suit,” he muttered. “Three hundred and twenty-seven credits. Expense.”

The end score was 9–4. Two out of two for Warick. The game had been stopped three times when players were taken off on stretchers. One of them didn’t appear to be breathing.

The visiting fans from Cheslea were going somewhat berserk, sure that the game was rigged for Warick, that somehow the antigravs or the ball itself had been rigged to favor the home team. 

• • •

Goodnight was in the Shelburne’s bar — the archaically named Heron and Beaver — and he saw one of the Warrick players, surrounded by two prosperous businessmen sporting blue and half a dozen bodyguards — women and men whose eyes never stopped sweeping the crowded bar, and whose hands stayed close to their waistbands.

Goodnight wandered over, and when the player made a joke about a rival team, Goodnight laughed, lifted his glass in a mock toast, grinned wryly.

“You know about the Knights, eh?”

Goodnight had never heard of them. “Of course,” he said. “And your story isn’t the half of it.” He told a story of his own. The original butt of the joke had been an incompetent and unlucky Alliance unit, but now it became the Knights.

One of the businessmen bought him another beer, and Goodnight was suddenly the player’s new best friend, although the bodyguards regarded him most suspiciously. Chas wasn’t sure what he was looking for, other than more familiarity with the assignment.

The businessmen got drunk, but everyone else stayed sober. Goodnight let it appear that he was becoming wobblier than he was. The evening wasn’t producing much, except the probability of a thick head if Goodnight kept drinking. Fortunately, tomorrow was a rest day.

“So tell me, Dov,” Chas said, deep in the evening, “I could see today how good you are. But what made you get into skyball in the first place? What else did you consider?”

“Aw,” the man said, “I always liked playing. I come from money, so m’ da had a yacht, and we could always make up a game somewhere in the asteroids or in one of the system’s boneyards.

“Why’d I turn pro?” Dov looked around, making sure no one else was listening. “I got in some trouble, and the magistrate said it was either conditioning, prison, or going offworld. Da had disowned me, so I was thinking about the military.

“But that sounded real dangerous, and so when a semipro team said they needed substitutes, I made damned sure I was there at the head of the line and worked my ass off to play harder and better than anyone else.

“I mean, the Alliance military? You can get actually killed doing that.”

Goodnight had nothing to say. 

• • •

“If you’re awake and coherent,” Grok said in what he probably thought was a coo, “or at least awake, since you’re on your feet, Chas, my friend, I have something of interest for you and for the others.”

The Star Risk operatives were assembled for a scanty breakfast in one of the suites’ dining rooms.

Riss and Jasmine had little but juice and bran cereal since they were watching their weight. Grok had had four raw eggs and tea, and Freddie von Baldur, also aware of his waistline, had just caff.

Goodnight, who normally shoveled down breakfast platters with both hands, was gingerly putting fruit juice and vitamins down.

“I have acquired,” Grok went on, “probably from too long an association with you humans — a time period that can be measured in nanoseconds — a certain distrust for humanity.”

“A good thing to have,” von Baldur said.

“Over the past four days, I’ve taken the liberty to plant some devices, listening devices, in our clients’ rooms,” Grok said.

“Imagine my surprise when I discovered that four of the seven have been in negotiations with various elements to shade their judgments.”

“Well, bless my soul,” Jasmine said. “And we’re supposed to be keeping them alive?”

“Let’s bail,” Chas said, hangover making him snarly.

“Perhaps we should, perhaps we should not,” Grok said. “It is interesting that two of them appear to have taken bribes to favor Cheslea, and two to back Warick in their calls.”

“Ah,” M’chel said. “That makes it two against two against three. Assuming those three haven’t already made their own arrangements.”

“Most interesting,” von Baldur said. “And now I understand why you wanted to talk about this, Grok.”

“Exactly,” the alien said. “The equation seemed to balance to me.”

“We could just keep on,” King said, nodding understandingly, “and let matters shake out as they will.”

“No,” Goodnight said. “Not business as usual. What about the money? If they’re getting cute, what’s to say they won’t get cuter when it’s payday?”

“My thought as well,” von Baldur said. “I think I shall approach our principals, and inform them that circumstances have altered, and we require the million credits to be placed in an escrow account — with, say, Alliance Credit.”

Riss smiled, a bit sharkishly. “I assume, Freddie,” she said, “you aren’t planning on telling our seven clients or the Professional Referees Association that happens to be the bank we use.”

“I am not,” von Baldur said. “As I have said before, and no doubt shall say again, never smarten up a chump. If they ask about Alliance Credit, of course I shall tell them. Possibly. But not before.” 

• • •

“I am not content,” Grok said, “that we are responding properly to events.”

“Nor am I,” King said.

“Perhaps we should think of some contingency plans, in the event the situation worsens.” Grok said.

“Just what I was thinking,” Jasmine said. “We might need some louder bangs than what we brought.”





FOUR

“You realize,” Riss said, “since the series is the best of three, and Warick’s already won two, if today’s game makes it what I think they call a shutout, there will be serious chaos.”

“I’m aware, I’m aware,” Goodnight said. “That’s why I’ve got a blaster in my boot and another under this stupid jacket. Not to mention a couple of grenades — real bangsticks, not gas-type like Fatty had — in the pockets.”

“There’s also some rifles in the skybox,” Riss said. “I put them there myself, in the first-aid locker.”

It did get rough.

Goodnight saw his player from the bar kick the legs out from under a Black Devil then “accidentally” fall on his chest, and he heard ribs crack.

A referee was looking right at Dov, then turned away without hitting the penalty flasher across his uniform’s back.

Warick led at the end of the half.

As the players trooped off, there was a roar from the crowd. Riss saw ten fans, arms linked to form a phalanx, charge the stadium security at one of the field gates. Behind them came twenty or so goons, mostly drunk, waving clubs they’d somehow smuggled in through security.

“I don’t think so,” Riss said to herself, and ran hard to intersect the miniature mob.

Jasmine King was already there, blocking the gate.

One man swung at her, and she kicked him in the kneecap and pushed him into his mate, then smashed a third man in the temple.

“Goddamnit,” Riss shouted, “Not with your hands!”

Jasmine heard her, looked away, and somebody punched her in the jaw. King staggered, went down, and the man started to put the boot in.

“Enough of this shit,” Riss snarled, drew a blaster, and blew the man’s head off. Blood sprayed across the mob, and they shrieked, hesitated.

M’chel shot two more of them in painful places, listened in satisfaction to their yowls, then ran forward and dragged Jasmine away.

Cheslea came from behind to take their first game, 8–6. 

• • •

“How is it?” von Baldur asked.

Jasmine gingerly moved her jaw. The other operatives were standing around her in the hotel suite.

“No breaks,” she said.

“What about teeth?” Riss said.

“I think a couple are loose,” King said. “But they’ll tighten up.”

“You’re sure you don’t want a doctor?” Riss asked.

“No,” Jasmine said. “I’ll be fine.”

Riss thought, Of course. A woman who might or might not be a robot would hardly chance discovery by a stranger.

“I don’t like this,” Goodnight said. “Not one goddamned stinking bit. Nobody roughs up our Jasmine.”

“Why, Chas,” King said. “You’re getting sentimental.”

Goodnight grunted, poured a drink. “If they were to blame, I’d say dump our clients and let the bodies bounce where they will,” he said.

“No,” von Baldur said. “That would hardly be professional.”

“A thought,” M’chel Riss said. “This is a onetime contract, right? We’re never ever coming back to this world, nor to Cheslea, and we’re sure as hell never going to get involved with sports, right?”

“No,” Grok said. “I have learned my lesson well.”

“Fine,” Riss said, and her voice was very hard. “These bastards want to escalate … we should be able to handle that, as well.”

“Jasmine and I are far ahead of you,” Grok said. “All we need is permission to implement.”

He explained.

When he finished, Goodnight and King had taut smiles on their faces. Von Baldur and Riss were stony-faced.

“Do we need to put it to a vote?” Riss said.

“I do not see why,” von Baldur said. “The plan appears to give us the best of both worlds.”

“And we do have a long weekend before the next match,” Goodnight said. “More than time enough for Jasmine to get things moving.”

“Good,” Jasmine said, getting up from the couch she’d been lying on. “Assuming my jaw doesn’t fall off, I’ll start making the calls.”





FIVE

The fourth game had high stakes. If Cheslea won it, it would be a tie series; if Warick, that was the end.

The fans seeped into the stadium slowly, quietly. The stadium security made no attempt to react when gate metal detectors buzzed, nor did they ever see bulging coats or ask what, either alcoholic or dangerous, might be concealed under them. All of them had their bets down and sides chosen, after all.

Weitman met von Baldur inside the entrance tunnel. “I’m afraid there might be a riot today,” he said.

“Do not worry,” von Baldur said. “There is only one mob, and there are five of us. We have them outnumbered.”

Weitman attempted a smile. “We should have practiced a … what do you military sorts call it, an emergency withdrawal.”

“There is no need to practice anything,” von Baldur said. “We’re most competent at what we do.”

A few minutes later, the game began. Play was vicious, but the officials called penalties fairly, or at least evenly. Three players on each side were thrown out for roughness and arguing with the referees.

At the first quarter’s end, it was 2–2. At the second, it was 5–3, Warick leading. The stands were restive, and every now and again a bottle, generally of unbreakable plas, rained down from somewhere.

Von Baldur was with Goodnight in the skybox, on a com.

“Child Rowland, Child Rowland, this is Star Risk.”

“Star Risk, this is Child Rowland,” a distinctly cultured voice came back.

“Child Rowland, what’s your location?”

“Orbiting at, oh, three-zed meters right over that great box of yours.”

“Are you ready?”

“That’s affirm. On your signal.”

“Captain Hook, this is Star Risk.”

“Hook here.”

“Ready?”

“Ready, braced, strapped in, and will deploy on your signal.”

“All stations, this is Star Risk. Stand by. Clear.”

Third quarter, 8–5, still Warick’s favor.

“Is everybody ready to move?” von Baldur asked into the Star Risk net.

The other three, around the stadium, responded.

“Very well,” von Baldur said. “Now, assuming that Warick holds its lead, they will assemble the team in the center of the stadium. The officials will present the winners with a trophy. At that time, we shall move.”

“Clear.”

“Understood.”

“Will comply,” came the responses.

Fourth quarter, two minutes left to play, Warick held the lead 10–6.

“I think we can make certain assumptions,” von Baldur said. “It would appear that Warick has won the series.”

“Looks like, Freddie,” Goodnight agreed, staring out the skybox’s window. “All we have to — holy flipping shit on a centrifuge!”

Goodnight was moving out the door of the skybox, and von Baldur puzzled out after him for an instant.

Then he saw, from another skybox about a quarter around the top of the arena, three men bringing out lengths of steel, fitting them together into a framework with a rail in its center. Then they brought out a tube, let fins extrude, and put the rocket onto the rail. A fourth man brought out a squat tripod, and crouched behind it, turning the sight on.

Goodnight dimly heard a great roar from the crowd as the last seconds ticked down, and he was running hard, pushing past people — but far, too far, from that skybox.

The officials were hurrying toward the field’s center, where the Uniteds were nervously waiting.

Von Baldur was on his com. “Captain Hook, this is Star Risk. Commence operation … now! Child Rowland, we are in trouble. Come in as soon as you can.”

“This is Hook. On the way in.”

“Child Rowland, beginning dive.”

The stadium was a melee of fighting men and women. Goodnight heard a gunshot, then another — didn’t know where they came from.

The man behind the rocket launcher was taking his time, making sure.

Goodnight’s hand brushed his jaw, and the world around him slowed, and the noise rose in pitch. Now the people around him were blurring, and he was darting through them like a hummingbird through flowers.

The rocket man never even saw him as Goodnight cannoned into him, sending the sight crashing away. But the man’s finger was pressing the firing stud, and the rocket launched, smashing across the stadium and exploding in the middle of the crowd.

As the screams started, a Type VIII Heavy Lifter starship — a massive oblong carrying a large hook at the end of its drag — hovered over the stadium. The hook reeled out and caught fast on the framework of the antigrav generators on the roof.

On the bridge of the lifter Star Risk had chartered, “Captain Hook” ordered full power and a thirty-degree up angle. The ship, intended for the heaviest construction and demolition, barely strained as it tore away the stadium’s roof in a ragged curl.

“This is Hook, Child Rowland. You got any problem with the sheet metal?”

“That’s a largish negatory. Coming in.”

Goodnight came out of bester mode, saw the three rocket-launcher men gaping at him. One was reaching for a gun.

Goodnight’s blaster came out firing.

Three men spun and went down.

Goodnight put an additional round into the prostrate rocket-aimer’s head just to make sure, and was running, leaping, down the stadium steps.

Riss and King were already on the field as von Baldur was halfway down the steps.

The stadium was filling with smoke and flame, and then the screams grew louder as an ex-Alliance heavy cruiser crashed through the hole in the roof and came down, in a stately manner, toward the field, smashing everything blocking its way. It filled the huge stadium from end to end.

A lock opened, and a ramp shot out. Two men with blast rifles ran down the ramp and crouched, looking for a threat. There was none. The mob was busy trampling itself, getting away from this new nightmare.

Jasmine and M’chel were pushing the seven referees toward the ramp, shouting at them. Stunned, the striped men and women obeyed, stumbling up the ramp into the ship.

Grok came down the stairs, grabbed Freddie under one arm, backhanded a man waving a nail-studded club and heard his skull smash.

Goodnight was on the field, and the three reached the cruiser at the same time, pelting into it as the two guards came behind them, and the ramp and lock closed.

“Welcome aboard,” the cultured voice said. “You’re welcome to join me on the bridge. I do have a bill for you. A rather large one, I’m afraid.”

“Not for me,” Friedrich managed over his panting. “For the Professional Referees Association.”

He looked at the shocked, gaping officials.

“They shall be delighted, nay thrilled, to add a fifteen, no, twenty percent performance bonus to your fee.”

“You said they were the generous type, Freddie. Bring ‘em on up with you.”

“We are on the way,” von Baldur said. “I have a credit transfer to make, as well.”

Chas, Jasmine, and Grok were looking out a port as the starship lifted out of the ruined stadium.

“As you said, Chas,” Grok murmured. “Mess with our Jasmine, will they?”

Goodnight managed an exhausted smile. “Jasmine, buy me a steak, hey? I need some stimulation, and this tub’s gotta have a mess somewhere.”

“Provided you don’t get ideas,” King said. They started out of the lock area.

Riss took one more look back down at Warick. “It isn’t winning that’s important,” she said, thinking of the million-plus credits and smirking a bit around the edges. “It’s how the game is played.”





SIX

“Now this,” Friedrich von Baldur proclaimed, “is the place for a proper vacation.”

Jasmine and Goodnight looked at the hologram that hung in the air above von Baldur’s desk. It was a sandy beach with curling pinelike trees in the background, next to a carefully rusticated hut. The ocean was clear, green to a deep blue, on the right.

“No corns, no mail, no computer links?” Chas asked skeptically.

“No muss, no fuss, no gambling, no parties till dawn?” Riss said.

“Exactly,” von Baldur said. “No disturbances, no gunplay, no chicanery, nothing to do but laze on the beach or read a good book. Perhaps,” he went on dreamily, “finally time enough for Proust.”

“Freddie,” Goodnight said, “you’d go berserko in three days. And who’s this Proust character? Somebody who wrote about famous scams?”

Von Baldur looked hurt.

“A man,” Jasmine explained, “a long, long, long time ago, who wrote about nothing much in particular. You supposedly can learn patience by reading him.”

“I say again my last,” Chas said. “Berserko.”

“You people have no faith in my inner resources,” von Baldur said.

“This is true,” Jasmine said. “I’ll put my bet with Chas.” The intercom buzzed. “Yes?” Jasmine said.

“I have a prospective client out here,” Riss’s voice came. “Can I bring him in?”

“Bring him in,” Jasmine said. “And buzz Grok, if you would?”

“He’s already on his way,” M’chel said.

Riss and Grok bowed in a slender, intense, balding man who appeared to be in his forties.

“This,” Grok said, “is Mr. Jen Reynard.”

Jasmine, knowing a few archaic languages, thought he was well named as the man came forward, eyes flicking left, right, evaluating everyone and everything in the room.

“Welcome to Star Risk,” von Baldur said, introducing the others and indicating a seat.

“I mean no offense,” Reynard said, “but your reputation far exceeds your size. Unless,” he added with a bit of hope, “you have vast resources elsewhere.”

“We have access,” King said, “to anything a client might need, from a lockpick to a naval fleet.”

“Ah?” Reynard said, a bit skeptically. “I suppose that’s financially sound, not having a lot of thugs lying about on the payroll.”

Von Baldur inclined his head in agreement. “And how might we be of service?” he asked.

“I am the former premier of Dampier,” Reynard said, then went on, dramatically, “I need you to free a man from where he rots in a death cell, prove his innocence, and find the guilty party.”

“Good,” Grok rumbled. “I am getting tired of these tasks that require nothing but headbanging.”

“There may well be some of that required,” Reynard said. “Eventually.”

“Thank heavens,” Riss said sotto voce. “We wouldn’t know how to handle a nice, quiet, predictable job.”

“Who is this innocent?” King asked.

“A former officer in Dampier’s army, falsely accused of selling state secrets to our archenemy, Torguth.”

“What sort of secrets?” von Baldur asked. “Some secrets, such as how many publicity men are on the government’s payroll, carry less of a penalty than others.”

“The crime for which the man was tried and convicted of is high treason,” Reynard said, “which carries an automatic death penalty.”

“That seems serious enough,” M’chel said.

“I’ll explain,” Reynard said. “The system of Dampier is close to Torguth. From the first colonization on, we have been traditional enemies. Between us are the Belfort Worlds, three eminently colonizable planets near Earth normal. By moral and first-landing rights, these worlds belong to Dampier. Torguth, being the morally corrupt, dishonest system it is, also claims Belfort.

“We have fought three wars with Torguth, basically over Belfort, although other issues were brought into play. They won the first war, we won the other two. Not content with defeat, Torguth is staging up for yet another war, or so my intelligence reported when I still held office and had access to these matters.

“Even though the present government of Dampier is putrescent with dishonesty, they recognized this threat, although they do not admit its immediacy. They proposed a new defense system for the Belfort Worlds. Somehow Torguth obtained full details on this system.

“Legate Maen Sufyerd, who has an absolutely unblemished record — first in the field, now in the Supreme Command’s Strategic Intelligence Division on our capital world of Montrois — has been accused of stealing these secrets and selling them to Torguth.”

“You said he’s in a death cell?” Goodnight asked. “That means there’s been a trial?”
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