Turn of an Unfriendly Card

as told to Zander Nyrond

I don't know about you, but some of these spacer myths really get on my

tits.

You know the ones. You're sitting in the bar, with a good book or a congenial companion or both, and suddenly one of the familiar phrases catches your ear and you know, you just know, that some drunken spacer has got hold of some poor defenceless neo and he's in the process of dishing out one of these hoary old chestnuts. And you sit there, teeth on edge, unable to concentrate on the book or the bird or even the booze, until the words eventually run down and the neo says something like "Gosh, really?" And you consider knocking the old fraud's teeth down his throat, because you can feel him soaking up the awe, but you know there's no point, because they all do it. It's an old spacer custom, or so they tell me.

There's the one about the death ship. Usually it's a one-man scout or a prospector ship, hurtling endlessly through space with a skeleton at the controls. Yeah, and managing to avoid falling into a star system and staying there, and doing a neat one-eighty every time it gets to the edge of known space, so that at least one drunk in every spaceport bar in creation gets a look at it. That or there are hundreds of the things.

Then there's the great golden derelict story. Sometimes it's some mad dictator's pleasure yacht, sometimes it's an abandoned battle cruiser, but it's always gigantic, always either made of or covered with gold (can you imagine how impractical that would be?) and always somewhere that nobody else in the joint happens to have been lately.

I'm not saying anyone ever got hurt by a spacer myth. Royally fleeced, yes. That's not the point. The point is, wossname. Not all non-spacers are terminally dim. Most of them don't believe everything they get told. And a good few walk away from these gab sessions laughing at the poor demented spacers. Which, as I said, gets right on my tits.

But I think the one I hate most, out of all the stupid clichéd old stories that get wheeled out of an evening in the bar, is the How I Won My Ship story. You get it every time, everywhere. Some middle-aged jump-jock with a painted-on blaster burn and a gut he hasn't noticed yet stands up in public with his bare face hanging out and tells you he won his ship in a card game. Usually by cheating. Why this is supposed to be such a glamorous achievement is anybody's guess, but it does seem to be part of the credentials. If you're going to be tough, mean and evil, a real terror of the spacelanes, you have to win your ship by cheating at cards.

Spacelanes. That's another one. I've been tootling around the galaxy for a while now, and I haven't seen any white lines.

Thing is, wossname. You're a spacer. Either you've scrimped and saved for years to be able to pay upfront for your own ship, or you've gone on tick to get it in which case you're still paying. (You ask anyone who bought a ship on tick. They're all still paying.) All right, say you're dumb enough to get into a game and lose heavily, and say you're dumb enough not to realise it till you're in the hole to the value of the ship or more.

What do you do?

You pay in instalments. You pay in kind. You perform obscene acts with your body. At worst, you grab a gun and try to shoot it out. What you don't do, ever, is stake your home, your job and your future in one great big expensive lump on a set of cards which you already know are against you. Nobody's that dumb. Take it from me. No-one ever won or lost their ship in a game. Even by cheating.

Well, except me, I suppose. In a way.

No, I wasn't playing against my Dad, or my creepy half-brother Armand, and I hadn't met half-sister Rody or Dione yet. This was a genuine game, way back when I was stupid enough to get involved in card games--mind you, this time I hadn't much choice--and yes, I was in the hole to a considerable degree.

I'd been working passage on various freight runs around the —++ octant, keeping as close to home as I dared. I hadn't been long on the remittance, and the thought of the penalty for infringement still gave me the collywobbles, when I had time to think about it, which wasn't that often.

That's another myth: that you can see the universe and learn about spacing by stowing away on a ship and working passage. I fell for it that first time. Never again. All you see are the insides of the muckiest jobs known to spacegoing man, and all you learn is that you exist for one reason and one reason only: so that the worst bunch of losers, morons and jerkoffs in the universe can have someone to feel superior to. What you've done is basically sold yourself into slavery, and the only way out is to jump ship. Which is why they never let you anywhere near the exit when the ship's down. Understandable, really. So you clean and polish and muck out the foodsynths and shine the crew's boots all day, and sit watch all night, and then, just occasionally, when everyone's asleep, you might get a shufti at the stars through a viewport. That's it.

I had this one advantage. When I was a kid, one of my favourite uncleoids (family relationships were a bit sketchy back then: I never knew who he was, but we got on well and that was enough for me) showed me over his ship. It was one of the standard models back then, a Lauchlan-Gambrill Gator, and one of the things he showed me was this neat little way of getting in and out when the ship was on planet. You unfastened the back wall of the bog, wormed down through the pipes, squeezed between the recycle plant and the radiation shielding, unscrewed a panel and there you were, among the landing legs. I have no idea why he told me this, unless he was a precog, but it came in very handy now, because people were still getting wear out of Gators, especially the sort of people I was working for. I used to stick it for as long as I could, then next time the ship landed I'd do my party trick and wander off.

I almost always screwed the rad shielding back before I left. Depending how generous I was feeling.

This last time I got lucky. The planet we were on was one where Dad had a contact. I climbed down a landing leg, faded away into the night, and called the guy (reversing the charges, naturally), and by the time I got to his office in the morning the remittance cheque was waiting for me. Less the cost of the call, of course, but that was no worry. I was flush, for the first time in weeks, and I wasn't going to waste my new-found wealth on trivialities.

I rented a room. I got cleaned up. I got a new set of overalls.

Then I headed for the nearest bar.

I was working on my third torpedo (remember this was a while back: I wasn't born with the capacity I've got now) when this heavy hand in a studded gauntlet landed on my shoulder. First I thought it was one of the bozoes from the .ship come to drag me back. Then this voice right by my ear said "New here, aren't you?" It sounded like a well-used drive tube talking, I mean rough.

I said "Er, yeah," or something witty like that, and slowly edged my head round. The guy himself wasn't much to look at--your basic thug--but it was about then I noticed the hand.

It wasn't a studded gauntlet. The studs were part of the hand. And they glittered.

"Neat, huh?" said this masochist. "Grafted straight on to the bone. Gets 'em every time." He reached up and stroked my cheek with one of the studs. I felt it cut the skin. "Diamond Fist's my login," he went on. "Be my friend. I honestly can't recommend the alternative."

"Rolf St. Ana," I said, a bit strangled like. Thing is, wossname. I was young, and I'd had a fairly sheltered life in some ways, and this guy had me seriously worried. His other hand looked normal enough, except it was clenched round what looked like a litre of Starblood. Put it this way. Even now I only drink Starblood in shot glasses. When I have to.

He spotted the name straight off. "As in...?" he said, hefting the glass. I did my famous "Er, yeah" again.

"But how interesting," he said, in a sort of I May Be A Teapot But I'm Having A Brilliant Idea tone. "Family, or just coincidence?"

Never let anyone tell you honesty's the best policy.

"Family," I said, wishing I had enough balls to reach up and wipe the blood off my face.

"Aahh," he said. "I feel you could be a useful person to know. Allow me to knock you unconscious."

I think I started to say something else, but it went out of my head. Along with the lights.

When I came to I was outside, being hauled along by two close friends of Diamond Fist. They didn't seem too concerned about what bits of me went where, as long as the majority kept moving in roughly the right direction. One of them was a big braindead bruiser like you tend to find all over the place: the other was a little bald brown-skinned guy in shorts with most of the lower half of his face missing. He was my first Sky Archer, although I didn't know it then. I made my independent contribution to the festivities by puking up on the bruiser's boots, and passed out again until I got dumped on the floor in what I assumed was Diamond Fist's living room. I risked a look around and wished I hadn't.

I read about something once that used to be called "sick building syndrome." This was obviously a terminal case. Diamond Fist had tastes that ran very much to the weird. He didn't go a bundle on housework, either.

"Welcome, friend," he said, coming in from somewhere behind me. "You're just in time to help us fix a ransom."

The thought of Dad paying ransom for me was so hilarious I almost smiled.

"Oh, don't worry," he said, grabbing the wrong end of the stick right off. "I took the liberty of verifying your identity. Please don't mistake my sense of childlike wonder for naïveté. You are indeed a scion of the St. Ana line--not the heir, true, but still a worthy prize for such as I."

I wasn't going to argue.

"Shall we say," Diamond Fist shut his eyes and moved his lips silently, "thirty million?"

"Make it fifty," I told him. Fifty mil, five thousand mil, half a crab, Dad would never pay. I knew that. But the longer I could keep it from this homicidal lunatic, the longer I just might live.

Unless--no, until--I could escape.

*     *     *


The big bruiser was Bogarth, the little bald one was Vundigules. They talked in monosyllables and mime respectively, when D. F. wasn't rabbiting, which was almost never. The weather, his life story, their life stories, the history of the town he grew up in, the others he'd kidnapped and how he'd disposed of them, the funny ache in his hand when it was about to rain, and so back to the weather. The guy was unstoppable.

Every so often he'd take one or other of the lads out "on a job", leaving the other one in charge of me. This would invariably be followed by a little demonstration of what would happen if I made any trouble. Bogarth's involved a billiard ball and his fist. Vundigules used a length of monofilament and anything with a neck. I stayed put.

The ransom note was sent to Dad's contact, with directions as to where to leave the cash: a big flat rock in the middle of not a lot, no hints there. When we got the reply D. F. was well pleased, and I was confused, for a moment. Then I realised Dad wouldn't be content until he knew I was dead, and the only way to make sure was to try some stupid trick.

Of course I didn't mention this to anyone.

"I'm glad your illustrious sire has seen reason," D. F. said, beaming at me like a wirehead in a thunderstorm. "It would pain me beyond measure to dispose of you. You have grown like a son to me."

This seemed like a contradiction in terms, but I let it pass. Besides, I knew he had no intention of sending me back in working order. He'd never done it before, as far as I could make out.

"Tomorrow morning we collect the ransom," he went on, "and then your troubles will all be over. In the meantime, let us relax and enjoy our last evening together. May I interest you in a hand of green and gold?"

Now the last thing I'm going to do is waste time trying to explain the rules of green and gold. Put it this way. It's a gambling game, with cards, played by four people round a table. I knew the basics of it, like the fact that you couldn't play it with three. I also knew that there was no way of avoiding it. Bogarth and Vundigules were already at the table, stacks of cash in front of them.

"I haven't got anything to bet with," I pointed out.

"We shall of course return you a modicum of your erstwhile funds for the purposes of the game," D. F. said. "Come, Vundigules, the cards."

Vundigules shuffled and dealt, and D. F. tossed a pile of notes on the table in front of me. "I trust that will be sufficient."

As the game went on I noticed that although I was losing consistently, I was winning a bit back just often enough to keep me interested. I also noticed that the other three were taking the game between themselves a lot more seriously than they were making out.

It's at this point in the myth that the green young neo suddenly turns the tables on the hardened gamblers by marking the cards with his teeth, or something. I couldn't. I didn't have the basic knowledge to do more than keep my end up. It was some considerable time before I caught on to what Bogarth was doing.

The guy had at least one spare deck concealed about his ample person, and was making extensive use of it. I remembered D. F. mentioning that he was a recent recruit to the gang, the previous bruiser having suffered a nasty accident. I didn't remember anything about him being a suicidal maniac.


I tried not to look as though I'd noticed, but it was already too late. "Exceptional pack of cards we have here," D. F. remarked suddenly. "I make that three Priestesses of Wheels this round."

Bogarth blinked. "What you mean?"

D. F. grabbed his hand. I mean, he grabbed the hand that was holding the hand, if you follow me. "Well, well," he said, dangerously quiet. "Here's another. And two Kings as well."

Say what you like about Bogarth, you couldn't call him slow. "You say I cheat?" he rumbled.

"Well, let us say that our conceptions of the game appear to differ." 

"You cheat," Bogarth growled. "He cheat. I no cheat."

Vundigules gestured wildly, with much pointing at Bogarth and D. F. I could guess what he was saying.

"You sadden me, my comrades," D. F. said. "You shake my legendary faith in the perfectibility of the human spirit." He reached up to scratch his nose with the studded hand, and suddenly smashed it across Bogarth's face. The result wasn't that pretty.

Before D. F. could do anything else, though, Bogarth had got hold of his hand. Grinning madly, he clenched his fist round it and squeezed. Blood came out between the fingers, but he didn't slacken off. I could imagine those diamond-hard studs grinding against the bones they'd been grafted on to. I tried not to think about it. It didn't help.

D. F. had gone a sort of grey. His teeth were clenched hard, but he didn't make a sound. Vundigules looked from one to the other, pulled out his wire and darted around the table. I don't think either of them saw him: Bogarth was having to cope with rather a lot of blood, and D. F. had other things on his mind.

There was a very nasty noise from the hand. Vundigules had leapt up on Bogarth's back and had the wire round the big guy's neck and tight. Bogarth must have noticed, but he didn't loosen his grip, even when Diamond Fist fell forward on to the table, among the cards and the money.

Vundigules made a sort of keening wheeze and pulled the wire, hard. There was a lot more blood.

After a minute or so Vundigules let go the wire, glanced wildly at me (I suppose I must have looked unconscious: I don't really remember), grabbed up a handful of the cash from the table and ran out of the room.

I stayed where I was for a while. I couldn't seem to think of any compelling reason to move. Nobody was making any trouble any more, after all. In fact we were all getting on rather well at last.

I don't know what it was that eventually kick-started my brain, but something did. All of a sudden I realised I was sitting, covered in blood, in a room with two corpses and a lot of money and no sign of the real killer. Sooner or later someone would come looking and leap to the obvious conclusion.

I picked out as much of the uncontaminated money from the table as I could and stuffed it into a holdall. Then something the late Diamond Fist had said came back to me, about one or two of his previous victims.

I dithered a bit, but the thought wouldn't go away. I crept closer. He didn't move. Very, very tentatively, I started to go through his pockets.

Almost immediately I found what I was looking for: several sets of keys, all on one ring for convenience. I found something else as well, which was that D. F. wasn't actually dead, just very deeply out of it. I suppose I should have tried to prise Bogarth's hand off his before it stiffened completely, made him comfortable, done something. What I did was sneak out the way I'd seen them go, and I didn't look back until I had found my way to familiar surroundings.

To this day I don't recall what I said to the gate guard at the port, but he let me through. I went straight to the compound where they keep unclaimed ships and started going through the book, matching the registrations against the keys. There were two ships left of the ones I had access to: all the others had passed the time limit and been sold off. One was a gigantic thing, must have been a long-haul merchant or research ark. The other was a fairly nippy, recent-model one- or two-man job, some cargo space but mostly drive and living quarters. I showed the guy my keys and matched them against the set he had, paid the storage fee (not too high: they don't think to up it that often), signed for the ship and wandered out to look it over.

I got as far as the master quarters. To be exact, as far as the bed.

I was woken up by the port supervisor on the ship's comm. He'd called to tell me that if I didn't move the ship I'd be liable for a further day's storage fee. I said something soothing and went and searched through the previous owner's wardrobe for something I could wear. The overalls were starting to have ideas of their own.

Eventually I sat at the boards, wearing a towelling dressing gown that threatened to split up the back, and tried to make sense of the controls. They were surprisingly simple compared to some of the ships I'd seen. I could work out power-up and taxi routines without straining my brain at all, which was probably a good thing considering. I got the ship out of the compound and into a short-stay docking cradle with only a couple of frod-ups, and promised the port supervisor I'd be on my way as soon as I'd tied up a few loose ends. Then I found the owner's manual (this guy must have been a compulsive worrier: not only was it still there, it was in the right place and in pretty good nick) and settled down to some heavy reading.

When I was fairly sure I knew where everything was, I found some more clothes that almost fitted, showered and changed, locked up the ship and went to rent a groundcar. Presumably Dad would have some sort of stakeout waiting at the spot where the money was supposed to be left, if they hadn't given up by now. I was planning to let them know I was still around, and just a bit miffed.

I don't actually know why I was miffed at Dad. Thing is, wossname. I had to let off steam at someone.

I got out to the place. There wasn't anyone in sight, but on the big flat stone was a large case. I went up to it, waiting for the ambush. Nothing. I touched it. Still nothing. I opened it, thinking as I did that it might be booby- trapped, and thinking also that it was a bit late to be thinking of that. Nothing. I looked inside.

Bundles and bundles of cash. I picked some up, riffled through them. Cash all the way through, all the way down. Fifty million crabs easy.

"My gods," I said. "He paid it. The old bugger paid it."

"Yes," a voice behind me said. "He did."

I turned round.

"And what's more," my father said, emerging from a clump of bushes, "he came all the way out here to see who would collect it. He wanted to know, you see," he came closer, "whom he was going to have to kill."

"It wasn't--"

He cut me off. "I know. Diamond Fist's man went to Obratan's office and confessed everything. He hoped to get clemency if he told Obratan where you were. Unfortunately, by the time Obratan had deciphered his gestures and located the house, you were gone. If the wretch hadn't escaped--" He took a deep breath. "So. Have you put on weight, or have your clothes shrunk?"

I explained.

"I see. So you have a ship now. That should make things a lot easier for you." He drew himself up. "Rolf, even if I were ready to forgive you, Armand's mother would make my life hell. The arrangement must stand--for the moment. However, I feel I must warn you that if you ever put me to this level of inconvenience again, I will pursue you beyond the grave. I am not paying an exorbitant remittance simply so that you can go gadding off and get yourself killed. Is that clear?"

I nodded.

"Good. Now, if you'll just pass that case over here--"

I passed the case.

"Thank you. Anything missing from it will be regarded as an advance against the next remittance. Look after yourself, Rolf."

He turned away, and then turned back.

"Well?"

"Well what?" I said.

"Aren't you going to offer me a lift back to the port?"

I saw him on to his ship, and went back to mine. I had a lot of heavy thinking to do, and I knew I could do it better in space.

I never heard any more of Diamond Fist again. Mind you, I didn't go looking. Vundigules I did encounter later on--a lot later on--but he never showed any sign of remembering me from that first time.

The ship's the same one I've got now. It's a good ship, well worth the trouble I went through to get it.

I just hope the next one comes a bit easier, that's all.

