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"But terrorism and violence as away of life?" the reporter pressed. "It seems a rather harsh way to
extract aliving from the universe.”

"Terrorism and violence," Tambu mused. "Yes, | suppose you could call it that. Tell me, though, Mr.
Erickson, do you apply the same phrasing to what the Defense Alliance does? Both my fleet and that of
the Alliance earn their living the same way: selling protection to the planets. They include us as one of
the threats they are protecting the planets against. Aside from that, we do not differ greatly..."

For the first time, the man known as the "Interstellar Genghis Khan" tells his story. Believe it or not, as
you choose. A man in Tambu's position does not need friends, though he may take atheoretical interest
in the world's assessment of his veracity...
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TAMBU
INTERVIEW |

Astheairlock door hissed shut behind him, the reporter took advantage of the moment of privacy to rub
his palms on his trouser legs; he wished that he had a bit more faith in his Newsman's Immunity.

He had never really expected to be granted thisinterview. The request had been made as the prelude to a

joke: asmall bit of humor to casually drop into conversation with other reporters. He had anticipated
making lofty reference to having been refused an interview by the dread Tambu himself. Then, asthe
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skeptics voiced their doubts, he could silence them by producing the letter of refusal. But his plans had
come to ajarring halt.

His request had been granted.

His editor had been no less surprised than he; his cynical indifference was swept aside by awave of
excitement... excitement mixed with suspicion. An interview with Tambu would be a feather in the cap
of any journalist; a much-sought-after feather which had thus far eluded the grasp of many older, more
experienced reporters. It seemed strange that this prize would go to ajunior reporter who in five years of
working for the news service had covered only minor stories.

One thing was sure: this interview would not be filler material. It would be the turning point of his
career, eagerly read and studied throughout the settled universe, focusing an incredible amount of
attention on hiswork. If his treatment was equal to his subject, he would be flooded with job offers. But
if hiswork was judged and found lacking...

Despite his daydreams and careful preparations, he found that now that it was imminent, he approached
the meeting with increasing dread. There were athousand ways this "golden opportunity” could sour,
resulting in an abrupt end to his career... and perhaps his life with it.

He had half-expected, half-hoped, that when he arrived at the rendezvous, he would be greeted by empty
space. But the ship had been there, dwarfing his own craft with itsimmense size. The reporter
remembered being dlightly disappointed at the outward appearance of the vessel. He had expected a
sleek jet-black monster adorned with Tambu's well-known crest... the silver death's head surmounted on
anebula. Instead, the ship wasllittle different from the hundreds of freighters which traversed the star
lanes, shuttling their cargos from planet to planet. The only clues to this ship's potential savagery were
the numerous gun turrets prominent on its outer hull. It seemed ready for combat, its saillstakenin asif
in preparation for flight or fight... though the idea of his tiny ship attacking this dreadnought was
ludicrous.

Now, here he was aboard Tambu's own flagship, about to meet face to face with the most feared
individual in the settled universe. He had only a moment to reflect upon these thoughts before a soft
chime sounded and the inner door opened to receive him.

Thefirst thing that struck him about the quarters was the psychological warmth of the room. He
instinctively wanted to examine the quarters more closely, and just as instinctively suppressed the desire.
Instead, he contented himself with a brief ook at the cabin and its contents.

The walls were of atexture unfamiliar to him, of adark gold in dramatic contrast to the customary

white. The trappings of the room made quiet contribution to the atmosphere. There were paintings on the
walls, and books lined the shelves-honest-to-God books instead of the tape-scanner usually found in
libraries and studies. Several easy chairs were scattered about the room, obviously at convenient points
for reading or contemplation. Tucked away in one corner was a bed-double bed, the reporter noted with
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professional interest.

The only reminder that this was not ssimply aluxury cabin or alounge was a huge communications
console which dominated one full wall of the room. Even compared to the familiar network terminals at
the newscenters, this console was impressive, with banks of keys and controls surrounding a modest
viewscreen. After eyeing the console's array of flickering lights and gauges for a moment, he turned
again to sweep the cabin with awide gaze, seeking an overall impression.

Thetotal effect of the room was quite different from what the reporter had expected. It had the lived-in,
personal air of a home, rather than the cold efficiency of acommand post. Anywhere else it would have
been incredibly relaxing. Here it gave the room the feeling of alair. The reporter glanced about him
again. Where was Tambu?

"Please be seated, Mr. Erickson."

Startled by the voice, the reporter turned again to face the console. The viewscreen was still blank, but it
was apparent that the unit was operational, and that Tambu was now watching him... watching and
waiting.

Fighting off his apprehensions, the reporter seated himself at the console.
"| am addressing Tambu?' he asked with an ease he did not truly feel.

"That is correct, Mr. Erickson. | notice you've brought a Tri-D recorder with you. As | will not be
meeting you face to face, it is unnecessary. The console at which you are seated is recording our
conversation. Y ou will be supplied with a copy. Visualy, there will be nothing to record."

"I was promised a personal interview," Erickson half-explained, half-protested, then cursed himself
mentally. If he didn't watch himself, he'd end up alienating Tambu before the interview even began.

"Personal in that you will be dealing with me directly rather than with one of my subordinates,” Tambu
clarified, apparently unoffended by the reporter's remark. "For security reasons, a face-to-face meeting is
out of the question. | maintain several flagshipsidentical to the one you are on now, and part of the
problem confronting any Defense Alliance ship seeking to capture me is discovering which ship I'm on
and when. My exact location is kept secret, even from my own fleet."

"Aren't these precautions a little extreme for meeting alone reporter in arented shuttlecraft?’

"Frankly, Mr. Erickson, reporters have been known to stray from their oaths of neutrality... particularly
where my fleet and | are concerned. My defensive preparations for this meeting, therefore, go quite
beyond what meets the eye. As an example, you might be wondering why you were granted this
interview aboard one of my flagships when the smallest ship at my command has a viewscreen you
could have listened at just as easily."
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"It did cross my mind," the reporter admitted uneasily. "I assumed you were trying to impress me."

"There was that," Tambu laughed, "but there was aso another, much more important reason: all my
flagships, including the one you're on now, are rigged to self-destruct either from the captain's cabin, or
by aremote signal from me. The explosives on board are sufficient to cause severe damage to any ships
in firing range at the time of detonation. If your request for an interview had been a ploy to lure me or
one of my ships to a predetermined point for an ambush, the appearance of a dreadnought-class flagship
would have been a nasty surprise for the hunters. If the waiting ships were of sufficient size or numbers
to trap and capture a dreadnought, the captain was under orders to trigger the self-destruct mechanism. It
would have been a costly but necessary example for anyone who might entertain similar thoughts of
entrapment.”

"I thought the crew seemed awfully glad to see me," Erickson muttered, licking his lips nervously. "So
I'm sitting here on abomb that might go off at any time. That's certainly incentive for me to keep this
interview short."

"Please, Mr. Erickson, there is nothing to worry about. I mentioned the self-destruct mechanism as an
example of our defensive arrangements, not as athreat to you. Take as much time as is necessary."

"If you say so0," the reporter murmured doubtfully. The conversation was taking a dubious tack, and he
was eager to change the subject.

"You're upset," Tambu observed. "If you'd care for adrink, there is a bottle of Scotch on the table by the
bathroom sink, along with glasses and ice. 'Inverness | believeit's called. Feel freeto help yourself."

"Thank you, no. | don't drink while I'm working."

"Very well. However, |'ve taken the liberty of ordering the ship's crew to load a case of that particular
liquor onto your ship. Please accept it as a personal gift from me."

"Y ou seem to know quite a bit about me," the reporter observed. "Right down to the brand of liquor |
would drink, if | could afford it."

"| probably know more about you than you do, and definitely more than you'd like me to know. I've
reviewed your family history, health records, psychological records, aswell as copies of everything
you've ever written including that rather dubious series of articles you wrote in school under an assumed
name. Y ou were checked very closely before permission for thisinterview was granted. | don't talk with
just anyone who drops me a note. In my line of work, my whole future and that of my forces hinges on
my ability to gather and analyze data. If | didn't think you were safe, you wouldn't be here."

"Y et you refuse to meet me face-to-face and dispatched a ship rigged to blow in event of betrayal ?"
Erickson smiled. "Y our actions aren't as confident as your words."
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There was a moment of silence before the reply came.

"I've made mistakes before," Tambu said at last. "Often enough that | long since abandoned any ideas of
infalibility. In lieu of that, | guard against al possibilities to the best of my abilities. Now may we start
the interview? Even though | have tried to set aside time for this meeting, there are many demands on
my time and | can't be sure how long we'll have before other priorities pull me away."

"Certainly," Erickson agreed readily, glad to resume the familiar role of an interviewer. "I guess the first
guestion would be to ask why someone of your intelligence and abilities turned to the ways of war and
world conquering as away of life rather than seeking a place in the established order."

"Purely amatter of convenience. If you think for amoment, I'm sure you could think of several men
both asintelligent and as ruthless as | in your so-called established order. Asyou pointed out, they have
successfully risen to positions of power, wealth, and influence. | am not that much different than they;
only | chose to move into afield where there was little or no competition. Why fight my way up achain
of command when by taking one step sideways | could form my own chain of command with myself at
the top, running things the way | felt they should be run from the start instead of adapting someone else's
system until | was high enough to make my presence felt."

"But to terrorism and violence as away of life?' the reporter pressed. "It seems arather harsh way to
extract aliving from the universe."

"Terrorism and violence," Tambu mused. "Yes, | suppose you could call it that. Tell me though, Mr.
Erickson, do you apply the same phrasing to what the Defense Alliance does? Both my fleet and that of
the Alliance earn their living the same way-selling protection to the planets. They include us as one of
the threats they are protecting the planets against. Aside from that, we do not differ greatly, except in
words; a'police action' versus a 'reign of terror.' Perhaps | over simplify the situation, but | don't feel the
differential isjustified."

"Then you see nothing wrong in what you're doing?" the reporter asked.

"Please, Mr. Erickson, none of your journalistic tricks of putting words in my mouth. | did not say |
don't see anything wrong in what | do; simply that | don't see that much difference between my own
forces tactics and those of the Defense Alliance.”

"Are you then asserting that in the current conflict that it is you who are the hero and the Defense
Alliance the villains?' Erickson prodded.

"Mr. Erickson | have asked you once, | will now warn you," Tambu's tone was soft, but deadly. "Do not
attempt to twist my words into what | have not said. If | make a statement or express an opinion you take
exception to, you are certainly welcome to comment to that effect, either in this meeting or in your
article. However, do not attempt to condemn me for opinions which are not my own. | have shown my

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swi...documenten/spaar/Robert%20L .%620A sprin%20-%20Tambu.txt (5 of 133)24-2-2006 20:47:04



file:///CJ/Documents¥20and%20Settings/ harry%20krui swijk/Mijn%20documenten/spaar/Robert%20L .%20A sprin%20-%20Tambu.txt

respect for you and your intelligence by granting thisinterview. Kindly return the compliment by
remembering that in this interview you are not dealing with a dull-witted planetary sub-official and
conduct yourself accordingly.

"Yes, sir. I'll remember that," the reporter promised, properly mollified. He would have to mask his
questions more carefully.;

"See that you do. Still, you did raise a curious point. The rather romantic concept of heroes and villains,
good guys and bad guys. It would be amusing if | did not think that you actually believe that rot. That's
the main reason | granted thisinterview. It stands out all over your writing, and | wanted to meet
someone who really believesin heroes. In exchange, | offered you a chance to meet avillain."

"Well, actualy... "Erickson began, but Tambu cut him off.

"There are no heroes, Mr. Erickson. There are no villains." Tambu's voice was suddenly cold. “"There are
only humans. Men and women who alternately succeed and fail. If they are on your side and succeed,
they are heroes. If they're on the other side, they're villains. It's as simple as that. Concepts such as good
and evil exist only asrationalizations, an artificial logic to mask the true reasons for our feelings. There
isno evil. No one wakes up in the morning and says, 'l think I'll go out and do something terrible.' Their
actions are logical and beneficia to them. It's only after the fact when things go awry that they are
credited with being evil."

"Frankly, sir, | find that alittle hard to accept,” Erickson frowned. This time his challenge was planned,
carefully timed to keep his subject talking.

"Of course. That'swhy you're here, so | could take this opportunity to show you a viewpoint other than
that to which you are accustomed. As ajournalist, you are no doubt aware that in the course of my
career | have been compared with Genghis Khan, Caesar, Napoleon, and Hitler. | believe that if you
could have interviewed any one of those men, he would have told you the same thing | am today, that
there is no difference between the two sides of a battle except ‘them and us. There may be racial,
religious, cultural, or military differences, but the only determination of who is the hero and who is the
villain iswhich side he's on. That-and who wins."

"Then what you are claiming is that this moral equivalence of opponents also applies to today's
situation?’

"Especialy today," Tambu said. "Now that mankind has moved away from the bloodbath concept of
war, it is easier than ever to observe. Despite the blood-curdling renditions of space warfare which adorn
the newstapes and literature, actual combat is ararity. It's far too costly in men and equipment, and there
IS no need for it. Each fleet has approximately four hundred ships of varying sizes, and there are over
two thousand inhabited planets. Even at the rate of one ship per planet, there is always going to be over
eighty percent of the planets unoccupied at any given time. For a ship of either force to move on anew
planet means temporarily abandoning another. As such, thereislittle or no combat between the fleets.
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The objective isto either move into unoccupied systems and divert their tribute into our coffers, or move
into an occupied system with sufficient force to where the opposing ships will abandon the system rather
than enter into alopsided battle. It's a massive game of move and countermove, with little if any
difference between the gamesmen.”

"A stalemate," Erickson suggested. "Y et there was a time when the Defense Alliance was substantially
weaker than your fleet. | find it interesting that you were powerless to stop its growth.

"Just because we refrained from openly opposing the Alliance when it was forming doesn't necessarily
mean we were powerless to do so. Y ou might say that was my error. | seriously underestimated their
potential at first and actually ordered my fleet to avoid contact with them. Remember, we were well
established at the time, and did not consider them a serious threat."

"I remember," the reporter nodded. He didn't, but he had done his homework in the news-service's
backfiles. "Actually, | had hoped to get some information from you about those early days, before the
Defense Alliance formed.”

"That would take quite a bit of time, Mr. Erickson. | don't think you're aware of what you're asking.
Most people never heard of me until we first started offering our services to the planets. In actuality, the
fleet had been operating as a unit long before then. For me, the early days go back much farther than the
point when we first appeared in the public eye."

"But that's specifically what I'm after. | want to be able to trace your career from its early daysto the
present, showing how you've developed over the years."

"Very well," Tambu sighed. "WEell cover as much astime allows. Thiswill probably get quite involved,
but I'm willing to talk if you're willing to listen."

"Then how would you say your career began?"

There was a moment's pause.

"Thereis astrong temptation to say | started out as a child.”

"... borninto a poor, but honest family?' Erickson completed the old joke, smiling in spite of himself.
"Not really. Actually, my parents were fairly well off. Various people have speculated that | had a bitter
childhood, ruthlessly fighting for existence in the streets of some backwater planet. The truth is my
father was... successful, quite successful at what he did. | would even go so far asto say that | had more

love and affection in my early childhood than did the average person.”

"Then...what happened? | mean, why did you... choose the path you have?"'
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"Why did | turn renegade?' Tambu asked, echoing Erickson's thoughts. "First, allow me to clarify my
home situation. While, as| said, | was not lacking for affection, there were certain expectations placed
upon me. | was to exceed my father's achievements-atask which, | assure you, was not easy. It seemed
that everything | set my hand to, my father had been there first and done it better."

"So your father's pressure eventually drove you out," Erickson prompted as Tambu paused.

"Not directly... nor intentionally," Tambu corrected. "Much of it was self-imposed pressures or
expectations. When | flunked out of college--undergraduate studies, at that--I decided to strike out on
my own rather than return home. This was done partly because | was ashamed to face my parents, and
partly to make aname for myself as myself, not as my father's son."

"I must admit you've succeeded there," the reporter smiled, shaking his head ruefully. " So you ran away
to space. Then what?"

"I worked tramp freighters for several years. | had afriend... aclose friend. He was several years older
than |, and gentle as a kitten for al his strength. We worked several ships together, and probably would
still be doing just that except for the mutiny."

"The mutiny?" Erickson's attention focused on the story possibilities.

"Not in the sense you're imagining. There was no organized revolt, no dark conspiracy. It just happened.
Unfortunately, | can't give you the details without seriously breaching security... both my own and the
forces."

"Couldn't you omit specific details and change the names?' the reporter pleaded.

"Possibly... Actually, the important event was not the mutiny, but the decision we reached shortly
thereafter."

CHAPTER ONE

The plump, red-faced man filled the small captain’s cabin with hisindignant anger, barely leaving room
for his adversary seated behind the desk. Thiswas not unusual. He was Dobbs of Dobbs Electronics, a
man who fought his way to the top and who wasn't about to let anyone forget it-not his relatives, not his
employees, and definitely not the captain of some second-rate tramp freighter.

His noisy indignation was his trademark, as was his presence for this transaction. Other business owners
would sometimes relax and enjoy their success, delegating menial tasks to their subordinates, but Dobbs
was cut from different cloth. He had been there for the unloading, riding the cargo shuttle from the ship
to the spaceport planetside and back again. He had personally delivered the payment for the shipment.
Therefore it was only natural that he would feel obligated to personally handle this last detail.
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None of the proceedings had met with his approval, but thislast oversight was a particular annoyance.
He was in the wrong and he knew it, but that knowledge only increased his bitterness. More than
anything, Dobbs hated to be wrong. Never one to hide his feelings, particularly his anger, Dobbs let his
displeasure show. It showed in his stiff bearing and tight lips, in his ruddy complexion, and in the abrupt
way he sslammed the attaché case down on the desk.

"Thereitis." he announced flatly. "The balance of payment. | believe you said fifteen thousand was the
difference between the original purchase price and the price you're asking now?"

"That's not entirely correct,”" the man seated behind the desk said. "It constitutes the difference in
currency exchange between the time of purchase and the time of delivery."

"Semantics," the visitor countered. "It's still costing my company fifteen thousand more than we
planned.”

"Asyou will." The man at the desk sighed. "Would you care to have a seat while | count it?'
"I'd rather stand.”

The seated man had been reaching for the attaché case, but at his visitor's rebuke he hesitated, then sat
back in his chair frowning slightly.

"Mr. Dohbs... it is Dobbs isn't it? Of Dobbs Electronics?'

The visitor nodded stiffly, annoyed there had been any doubt asto hisidentity. He had been dealing with
this man off and on for three days now.

"Y ou seem both upset and determined to express your annoyance by being rude. | find both positions
difficult to understand.”

Dobbs started to protest, but the man at the desk continued.

"First of al, when you ordered your materials Cash On Delivery, you accepted the risk of currency-
exchange fluctuations. That is standard in any contract of that kind, but it's still good business. If you
paid in advance and our ship was attacked and taken by pirates, you'd be out the full cost of the
shipment. Asitis, you have to pay only for goods delivered, even though occasionally you have to pay a
premium.”

"Occasionally!" Dobbs snorted. "It seems like every time..."
"And even if | felt the system was unfair, which | don't,” the man at the desk continued, "this ship isonly

the means of delivery. We don't make the rules. We only shuttle materials from point A to point B and
collect the money, asinstructed. In theory, we shouldn't have allowed your men to unload your cargo
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until we had collected our payment in full."
The man was leaning forward now, his eyes burning with a sudden intensity.
"In short, Mister Dobbs, | feel we've treated you fairly decently through this entire affair. If you have a
complaint, | suggest you write aletter. In the meantime, isn't it about time you came down off your high

horse and started acting like a human being?’

Dobbs started to retort angrily, then caught himself, reconsidered, and relaxed, exhaling along breath.
Like most bullies, he would give ground when confronted by awill of equal or greater strength.

"I guess | have been making a bit of ajackass out of myself, haven't I?' he admitted ruefully.
"Y ou have." The seated man opened the attaché case and began counting.

Dobbs responded by sinking into the offered chair and leaning forward, his elbows resting lightly in his
knees. He had discovered in the past that people were more receptive when approached at eye level.

"I guess | forgot that the captain of afreighter is a businessman same as me." he confided. "Y ou know,
as much as we've seen each other these past couple days, I've never gotten around to asking your name.
It's Blutman, isn't it? Ulnar Blutman?"

"No, it's Eisner, Dwight Eisner. I'm the First Officer. Captain Blutman doesn't like to handle the business
end of things, so | take care of it for him."

"Isn't that alittle strange?' Dobbs frowned. Usually..."
"Mr. Dobbs," Eisner sighed, "if you had treated Ulnar Blutman the way you treated me, | guarantee he
would have broken your nose and dumped your goods out the nearest airlock. He is, at best, an

unpleasant man."

"I see," Dobbs commented, taken dlightly aback. " Say, are you taking cargo on before you ship out?
Maybe | can put together a shipment for you. Y ou know, to make up for the way I've acted."

"That won't be necessary. We already have a sizable |oad to pick up at our next stop.”

He set the case aside abruptly.

"The count tallies. Just a moment and I'll transfer it into our safe and you can have your case back."
"Keep it." Dobbs waved. "Consider it a present. How much have you taken in this run, anyway?"

"Nearly aquarter of amillion. A little less than average, but it's not bad."
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"Quarter of amillion?' In cash?' Dobbs was visibly impressed. "That's alot of money!"

"I just wish it was mine." Eisner laughed. "Unfortunately, there are alot of people waiting at the other
end of the run to get their share. Our pieceisridiculously small considering the risks we take, but if we
up our prices too much, the companies will buy their own ships and we'll be out of business.”

"I suppose. Well, I've got to get going now. Watch out for pirates, and if you're ever back this way, look
me up. I'll buy you adrink."

“I'll remember that." Eisner smiled, rising to shake the man's hand. "But don't even mention pirates. It's
bad luck."

Dobbs laughed and departed, heading for the shuttlecraft standing by to take him back to the planet's
surface.

Eisner sank back into his chair. For long moments he stared thoughtfully at the wall, then he turned his
attention to the attaché case on the desk, running his hands softly over the leather finish.

Hisreverie was interrupted by alanky youth who burst through the door like an exploding bomb.
"How did it go?' he demanded excitedly. "Is everything al right?"

Eisner smiled tolerantly. Nikki always seemed to be going in eight directions at once, even under normal
circumstances.

"It went fine, Nikki," he said reassuringly. "The nice man gave me an attaché case."
"Hewhat?' the boy blinked.
"... and the extra fifteen thousand." Eisner concluded, opening the case dramatically.

"You did it!" Nikki exclaimed. "God, you've got guts, Dwight. | never would have had the nerveto go
for the extra. | was afraid he'd get suspicious.”

"The man was trying to pull afast one. He would have been more suspicious if we hadn't called him on
it."

"1 know, but-"

"Look, Nikki, it'sjust like | told you. If we just conduct ourselves as if the captain were still alive, no
one will suspect athing. Thisway, we've got the ship and a quarter of amillion."
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"But didn't he say anything?"
"Asamatter of fact, he did." Eisner smiled. "He warned us to watch out for pirates."
"He did?'

Simultaneously, the two burst into laughter, whatever tension they had pent up finding release in the
absurdity of the situation.

"Did | miss something?"’

The interruption came from the middle-aged black woman who had started to enter the cabin, only to
stop short at the laughter within.

"No, not really, Roz." Eisner assured her. "Did Dobbs get off okay?"

"No trouble at all." Rosalyn sank into achair. "He seemed alot politer on the way out than on the way
in."

"We had atalk. | explained afew facts of life to him, and he pulled in his horns a bit."

"That's nice," Roz grimaced. "Since you're in an explaining mood, maybe you wouldn't mind explaining
afew thingsto me-like what do we do next?"

"We aready know that," Nikki protested. "Now that we're pirates, we do whatever pirates do."

"Technicaly, we're mutineers," Eisner corrected. "We aren't pirates until we actually attack another ship.
But Roz isright; we still have several options open to us at this point."

"We've been through those aready,” Nikki grumbled.

"If you don't mind, Nikki," Roz interrupted, "1'd like to go over them again. I'm not too wild about the
choice we've made so far."

Eisner began hastily, before afight could start. "First of all, we could continue business as normal. We
could return to our home port, report that the captain died of natural causes in space, and run the freight
business ourselves. Of course, that would mean we'd have to give the money we've collected to the
proper people.”

Nikki snorted derisively, but Roz silenced him with aglare.

"Second," Eisner continued, "we could sell the ship, divide the money among us, and either go our
separate ways or set up another business. The main problem with that being that you need ownership
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papers to sell a ship, and as soon as we touched down planetside, someone's bound to get very curious
about where we got our money."

He paused, but the other two remained silent.

"Finally, we can play the cards fate seems to have dealt us. We can turn pirate and become one more
ship gone bad, preying on the helpless and defenseless.”

"Y ou don't have to be so graphic on that last point,” Rosalyn mumbled, half to herself.

"Of course | haveto, Roz." Eisner insisted. "That's what anyone else would say about us. That's what
we'll say about ourselves sooner or later. We'd better learn to live with it now while we still have other
options. Later it will be too late to change our minds."

"Y ou missed an option, my friend."

They all turned to face the massive figure framed in the doorway.

"Y ou could all turn mein to the nearest authorities and pocket a hefty reward. They still pay pretty good
for murderers.”

"Abuzar, that isn't even an option," Roz scolded. "We've told you a hundred times, Blutman was an
animal. If you hadn't lost your temper and killed him, one of us would have. We aren't going to turn you
in for that."

"But | was the one who killed him," the big man insisted. "And now, because of me, the rest of you are
going to become pirates. Y ou can't make me believe that's what you really want to do, Roz."

"I can live with it." Rosalyn winced, turning away. "It won't be the first time I've earned aliving doing
something | didn't like."

"Not so fast!"
Eisner had been leaning back, his brows knitted.

"There's another option here, one we haven't considered before." His voice was tense with excitement.
"It hadn't even occurred to me until Abuzar mentioned rewards."

"What isit?' Roz asked.
"None of us are too wild about becoming pirates.

WEell, what if instead of becoming pirates, we hunt pirates? Besides what we get for salvage rights, there
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are bound to be businessmen who'll pay usif we can make a dent in the number of shipments and ships
lost to pirates.”

"Now you'retalking!" Nikki exclaimed with the same enthusiasm with which he had accepted the idea
of becoming a pirate.

"Pirates shoot back," Abuzar pointed out bluntly.

"But they're used to fighting freighters with little or no armament,” Eisner countered. "If we're armed
better than they are, with better sensors than normal so that we can see them before they know we'rein
the area, they'rein trouble."

"Maybe." Abuzar conceded reluctantly. "But equip-ment like that could cost a small fortune.”

"We've got asmall fortune," Eisner shot back. "The first thing we'll have to do isfind out what
armaments and sensor equipment are available, and how much they cost."

"That's assuming we agree to take that option," Roz interrupted. "1 seem to recall afew other choices."
There was an uncomfortable moment of silence. Then Dwight sighed.

"You'reright, Roz. | guess the time has come when we have to make our final decision about the future.
Anything after thisis a commitment, and we shouldn't move unless everyone's in agreement. Speaking
for myself, I'm willing to try being either a pirate or a pirate hunter, with preference toward the latter."

"“I'm with you, Dwight." Nikki chimed in.

"I've got no choice." Abuzar shrugged. "Eventually someone will learn what I've done, and I'll be a
hunted man. It's easier to run in space than on a planet.”

"WEell, Roz?" Eisner asked. "How about you? Are you with us, or do you want to shuttle down to planet-
side? We'll buy out your share of the ship if you want."

Roz chewed her lip thoughtfully for afew moments before she replied.
"Tell you what," she said at last. "Y ou can count me in with two conditions.”
"What conditions?" Eisner prompted.

"First, that we unanimously agree here and now that Dwight runs the show. That he becomes our captain
officialy."

"Why?" Abuzar asked suspiciously.
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"Come on, Abuzar. You know aswell as| do that there has to be one man at the top. Eventually we're
going to be in situations where one person has to give the orders and make the decisions. | figure we
should decide who that's going to be now, instead of arguing it out in the middle of acrisis. Dwight's
been running things since Blutman died and doing a pretty good job of it. Nikki's too reckless, and even
you don't trust your temper. | couldn't do it, and wouldn't want to if | could. To my thinking, that makes
Dwight number one. If we can't agree on something as basic as that, we should call it quits right now."

"I don't think I'm all that reckless," Nikki grumbled. "But I've got no objections to Dwight running
things."

"Abuzar?'
"If we need a captain, | guess Dwight's the logical choice.”
"Okay, that's that." Roz nodded. "How about you, Dwight?"

"I guess | never thought about it. I'm like Abuzar. | didn't really think a chain of command was
necessary for four people.”

"But will you serve as captain?' Roz pressed.
"Before | agree, what was the other condition to your staying with us, Rosalyn?’

"Oh, that." Roz grimaced. "It's nothing really. Y our agreeing to be captain was the big one. My second
point was that | think we should all take new names."

"Oh, come on, Roz!" Abuzar exploded.
"Hold on aminute, Abuzar," Eisner said. "Why do you think that's necessary, Roz?"'

"I don't know about you other space bums, but I've still got family out there. I'm not too wild about
dragging their name into the crazy things I'm going to be doing, and | sure don't want some pirate
tracking them down to get back at me. Besides, up until now we've al got pretty clean records. On the
off chance that someday we want to quit what we're doing and go back to leading normal lives, it
wouldn't hurt to have a'clean’ name to go back to. Whether the rest of you want to go along with this or
not, I'm going to use a different name for my new career. From now on, | want the rest of you to get
used to calling me 'Whitey." "

"Whitey?' Eisner raised his eyebrows.

"That'sright." She grinned. "All my life I've wanted someone to call methat. | guessthisisasgood a
time as any to get it going."
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"Whitey." Eisner repeated, shaking his head. "All right, what do you two think about the whole idea?’
"Puck™ Nikki said thoughtfully.

"What was that again?' Eisner frowned.

"I said Tuck,' " Nikki repeated. "That's what my dad always called me. It's the name of some cutesy-poo
character in an old play. | always hated that name, but | like the idea of afeared pirate hunter called
Tuck.""

"It fitsyou,” Roz teased.

"It's no worse than 'Whitey,' " Nikki said.

"How about you, Abuzar?' Eisner asked.

"The only man who ever beat me in afight was aretard they called 'Egor.' He couldn't count on his
fingers, but I've never seen anyone fight like that. Y es, you can call me'Egor.’ I'd like that."

"How about you, Dwight?' Roz asked. "Are you going to get in on this?'

"Um... Dwight," Nikki said. "If you do, could you pick a name that sounds fearsome and ominous? |
mean, you are going to be our captain, and it would help if you had a name that scared people when they
heard it."

"... and 'Dwight' just doesn't do it." Roz agreed. "What do you say, Dwight?'

"Actualy, I'm not very good at names."

"How about The Skull'?" Nikki suggested hopefully.

"Be serious," Roz chided.

"lam serious," Nikki insisted. "His name should-"

"I think I've got one." Eisner smiled.

He had been doodling on one of the ship's receipt books, and held it up for the others to see. He had
circled the logos: Ulnar Blutman's Moving and Transport.

“In honor of our departed captain who so generously left us his ship, I'll use the first letters of the old
|etterhead for my name."
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"Ubmat!" Nikki read. "l don't know, Dwight. It doesn't--"
"Reverse them. Reverse them, and what you haveis Tambu' !"

"Tambu," Whitey echoed thoughtfully. "I likeit. It'sgot anicering to it. Has it got any special meaning,
orisitjust aword?'

"There's no special symbolism." Eisner laughed. "It's just a name. Now that that's settled, I'm ready to
give my first order as your new captain.”

"Don't tell me, let me guess,” Whitey quipped. "Y ou want us to knock off the chatter and get to work.
See how fast power corrupts?’

"Actualy, | was thinking more in terms of breaking out a bottle of the good wine and toasting our new
names and careers."

"And friendship!" Abuzar declared, clapping a massive hand on Eisner's shoulder. "Y ou see, Roz? It'll
take more than a new name or a new job to change this one. He'll always love his friends and hiswine
more than he loves work!"

They all laughed, though some laughed louder than others.

INTERVIEW

"Ulnar Blutman's Moving and Transport?' Erickson asked, as Tambu lapsed into silence.

"Don't get your hopes up, Mr. Erickson." That was not a dlip of the tongue betraying my original ship. It
was a fabrication, as were the original names of the crewmembers, including my own. There is no--was
no Ulnar Blutman. However, | assure you the actual origin of my name was equally inane."

"Well, what's in aname, anyway?' the reporter shrugged, hiding his disappointment.

"| assume you're being flippant, but there is an answer to that question. What's in a name is what one
puts in a name. Tambu could have been a brand name for a new soap, but my actions and the legends
which grew from them have made the name Tambu a household word of a completely different nature.”
"Y ou sound quite proud of yourself," Erickson commented dryly, unable to hide his distaste.

"That's another 'are you still beating your wife' sort of question,” Tambu admonished. "But I'll try to
answer it anyway. Yes, | am proud of myself. To get where | am today, | have overcome many obstacles

and difficulties which would have stopped or crushed alesser man. That is not boasting, merely stating a
fact. | should add, however, that just because | am proud of where | am does not necessarily mean | am
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proud of everything | did to get here."
"Then you're ashamed of the things you've done?"’

"Not ashamed, Mr. Erickson. Just not proud. There are certain events and decisions | regret in hindsight.
Perhapsit is arationalization, but I've never felt thistype of regret was atrait unique to me. Surely there
are things in your own past you wish you could do over?"

"There are," Erickson admitted.

"Then alow meto give you abit of advice. Or rather, share a philosophy which has helped me when |
find myself preoccupied with past mistakes. When | review a decision which turned out bad, | remember
it wasjust that... BAD. "B"..."A"... "D". Best Available Data. | made the best decision | could, based on
the data available, within the time perimeters allowed for the decision. Even though the results may not
have gone as | predicted, or as| would have liked, | console myself with the memory of that moment of
decision. Given the same situation, the same information, and the same amount of time to reach a
decision, | would probably choose the same course of action again.”

"That makes sense." The reporter nodded thoughtfully. " Thank you."

"Actualy, it's an old accounting expression. But | find it applies readily to other fields as well."

"Getting back to an earlier statement,” Erickson pressed, suddenly aware of the interview. "You
mentioned having to overcome many difficultiesin your career. While it is obvious they would be there,
| can only imagine what they must have been. What were some of the specific difficulties you
encountered?”’

"They are literally too many to count, Mr. Erickson." Tambu sighed wearily. "At timesit seemsall I've
encountered were difficulties. Sometimes | wonder whether | would have started this project originaly if
| could have looked into the future and seen the difficulties involved... if | had known then what 1 know
now."

"Once you made that decision, how soon did you begin encountering difficulties?’

"Almost immediately. Things one takes for granted suddenly become obstacles when confronted by
them directly. For example, there was the basic task of outfitting our ship for combat..."

CHAPTER TWO
"I don't likeit, Dwight," Whitey cast adark glance around the gloomy bar.

"It's Tambu. Remember?' He took aleisurely sip from the glassin front of him.
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"I don't careif you call yourself the Queen of May," Whitey snapped. "l still don't likeit."

The bar was atypical dive, indistinguishable from hundreds of its fellows which cluttered the streets
around any spaceport. Its clientele was composed mainly of crewmen on leave and ground crews, with a
few drab locals holding court at the grimy tables along the walls. A tired-looking whore was perched at
the bar conversing with the bartender, her drooping breasts threatening to slip free of her low neckline
when she laughed.

"I admit it's not what you'd call aclass place,” Tambu conceded. "But we're not here to deal with genteel
folk."

"That's not what | meant," Whitey scowled. "I've been in worse places.”

"Areyou still worried about Puck? | don't like it either. Leaving a one-man watch on board ship is
asking for trouble, but there wasn't any other way. All three of us had to be here for this deal: you for the
technical expertise, me for the negotiating, and Egor for protection. It's dangerous, but it's the only way
we could handleit."

"That isn't it, either.”

"What then?"

"It's this whole business. When | agreed to go along with this pirate-hunter bit, | didn't figure it would
mean skulking around like acommon criminal."

"It'sonly atemporary situation,” Tambu assured her. "Just until we get the ship outfitted. Until then we
don't have much choice."

"Sure we do. We could buy our weaponry through normal channels, like other ships do."

"No we can't, Whitey. The kind of weapons we want can't be picked up through normal channels.”
"But other ships-" Whitey began.

"Other ships buy antiquated weapons which haven't helped them at all in stopping a pirate attack."
Tambu broke in pointedly. "We aren't cruising around hoping the pirates won't spot us, we're going to
actively hunt them. For that, we'll need weapons as good or better than the ones the pirates use."

"| suppose you're right."

"I know I'm right. We've tried a dozen weapons deal ers and gotten the same answer everywhere.

"‘Weapons of that nature are not available.' Then they try to sell us some popgun or other with toothy
reassurances that it will be enough to protect usin most situations. Twice we've been told about the
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black market in arms here on Trepec, so here we are. If we can't find what we're looking for here, we'll
just have to look somewhere else. We can't risk going into battle with inferior weapons.”

"We could opt against going into battle."

"Not achance," Tambu insisted. "The first time we try to move in on a pirate, they're going to fight--
particularly if they think we're overmatched in the weapons department. | wish it wasn't the case, but
that's the hard facts of the matter.”

"What | meant was that we could decide to give up the whole idea of pirate hunting."
Tambu leaned back in his chair and studied her carefully.

"What's bothering you, Whitey? We've gone over this a hundred times. The four of us. You werein
favor of it then, and now suddenly you're against everything... the weapons, the fighting, pirate hunting...
everything. What happened? Have you changed your mind?"

"I don't know," Whitey admitted. "I was never that wild about the idea, but the three of you kind of
swept me along-especially you, Mr. Tambu. Y ou can be awfully persuasive. Now that we're actually
moving on the plan... | don't know. | guess I'm just scared."

"You can still deal yourself out if you want to," Tambu offered gently.

“I'm not that scared." Whitey broke into a smile. "Who knows what kind of trouble you three would get
into if | wasn't there to watch over you. No, | may grumble alot, but I'm still in."

"Y ou're sure I'm not 'persuading' you again?'

"I'm sure, but don't laugh about your power to convince people. | was serious about that. Y ou have a
way about you... | don't know what it is, that wins folks over to your way of thinking. If you weren't so
honest, you'd make an incredible con-man."

Tambu protested, "l hate to argue with you, Whitey, but you're wrong. Maybe you're susceptible to my
logic, but not everyoneis. | remember a couple of girls-twins, in fact-that Egor and | made a play for on
Isle, who weren't persuaded at all. Neither were their parents-or the police, for that matter. We were
lucky our captain interceded for us, and he stepped in only because he didn't want to lose two crewmen-
not because | convinced him to."

"Speaking of Egor, whereishe?' Whitey interrupted, peering at the door. " Shouldn't he be back by
now?'

"Don't worry about Egor. He can take care of himself. He's just not particularly good at keeping
timetables. Except for that, he's dependable to a flaw."
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"If you say so. There! You did it again!"
"Did what again?'

"Convinced me not to worry with just afew words. That's what I'm talking about. Y ou could calm a cat
in the middle of adog show."

"Not any more than anyone else could. Sometimes | can, sometimes | can't. It's no big thing."

"Y ou don't believe that any more than | do." Whitey snorted. "If you didn't think you had an edge on
most people, why did you come along specifically to handle the negotiations on this deal ?

"Because I'm alittle better with numbers than most. Except for that..."

"And you talk alot better than most. Y ou know when to push and when to back off. That countsfor a
lot."

"l suppose you're right," Tambu admitted. "But why make such an issue out of it? You have afeel for
the mechanics of a ship that makes me feel like akid. Each of us has something we can do better than
someone else. So what?"

"The difference is| work with machines and you work with people,” Whitey said. "l know what I'm
doing and what to expect in the way of results. | don't think you do."

"Probably not," Tambu admitted. "But | still don't see why you should get upset about it."

"Because it's dangerous! Y ou think you're only doing what people want you to do, and never stop to
think you're actually calling the shots. Just because we agree with you when you ask the final question
doesn't mean we agreed with you when you started-"

Suddenly Tambu laid a hand on her arm, stopping her oration.

"Heads up! We're about to have company.”

Three figures were approaching their table in a beeline course that |eft no doubt as to their intended
destination. The girl wasin her |ate twenties, sporting close-cropped blond hair, a halter top, shorts and
sandals. The dusky-complexioned boy wasin his early teens, and wore a sleeveless shirt open to the
waist. Loose-fitting trousers and soft ankle-high boots completed his outfit. While there was nothing
uniform about their garb, there was something in their gaze which set them apart from the other denizens

of the bar and bound them together into a unit.

The man in the lead was of an entirely different cut. In his middle fifties, his hair was close-cropped
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which, coupled with his expression, gave him the appearance of a Caucasian Buddha. Mechanic's
coverals gave his short, stocky figure the appearance of butterball fat, but there was afeline lightness to
hiswalk.
All three wore guns on their hips.

"Mind if wejoin you?' the leader asked, smiling as he reached for one of the vacant chairs at the table.

"Asamatter of fact, we do." Tambu smiled back, hooking the chair with his foot and drawing it out of
reach. "We're waiting for someone."

For amoment, the man's eyes narrowed, but the smile never left his face.
"No matter," he shrugged. "What we have to say won't take long."
"Good," Whitey commented dryly.

Thistime it was the man's companions who reacted, shooting dark looks at Whitey as their muscles
tensed.

The leader, however, took the jibe in stride.
"A bit of aspitfire, isn't she?' he laughed, jerking his head at her.
"Y ou said you had some business with us?' Tambu prompted, an edge in his voice.

The man nodded, showing even more teeth. "We've heard that you've been asking around after weapons
of an exceptionally powerful nature.”

"Where did you hear that?' Whitey asked sharply.
"Doesit matter, aslong as the information is accurate?’
"What makes you think it's accurate?' Tambu countered.
"The fact that she didn't deny it." The man smiled.

"Assuming for the moment you're correct, what businessisit of yours?' Tambu asked. "Are you an arms
dealer?’

The man threw back his head and laughed. "Me? Blackjack? An arms peddler? Not hardly." His laughter

broke off and his eyes became wary. "And now that you've gotten that information out of me, maybe
you wouldn't mind answering a direct question.”
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"Such as?' Tambu asked.

"Such as, are you a pirate?' Blackjack replied, his eyes darting weasel-like back and forth between the
seated pair.

"No, we're not. If we were, we probably wouldn't admit it openly.”

"Why not? | do. Blackjack's the name, piracy's the game. Been making agood living at it for over five
years now. Now that | know you're not in the business yourself, | have a proposition for you."

"And what would that be?' Whitey asked, her curiosity getting the better of her.

"It's a straightforward deal. Y ou tip us as to where you're going with your next shipment, we meet you,
put afew picturesgque but easily repaired holesin your hull, relieve you of your cargo, and we split the
profits down the middle."

"Y ou lost me with your logic somewhere," Tambu said. "Would you mind backing up and starting over?"
Blackjack rolled his eyesin exasperation. "L ook, if you're not in the business, then you're looking for
big guns to protect your cargo. If you're willing to pay that much for weapons, it stands to reason what
you're protecting hasto be pretty valuable. Right?"

"Keep going," Tambu replied noncommittally.

"The odds of your bringing a valuable shipment through are low, at best. Y ou can't keegp something that
big a secret, and every space wolf around will be waiting for you. If you put up afight, likeit lookslike
you're planning to do, you'll probably not only lose your cargo, but your ship as well and maybe your
lives."

"And so you're going to be generous and offer us a better deal," Tambu said wryly.

"Why not? If you do it my way, neither of us lose any men, and we both come out of it richer.
Everybody's happy-except the insurance company that has to cover the loss. But they've got plenty of
money."

He beamed at them, obviously delighted with his own cleverness. Tambu matched him smile for smile.
"No deal," he said flatly.

Blackjack's face fell.

"Why not?' he asked in a hurt tone.
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"Just because we aren't pirates doesn't mean we're stupid. What if we give you our flight plan and run
out the welcome mat when you show up. What's to keep you from shooting our ship and us full of holes
and keeping the whole pie instead of just half?"

Blackjack was no longer smiling.

"I'll assume you aren't willing to take my word for it..."

"Good thinking," Whitey said.

"...and instead I'll point out that it'sin my own best interest to keep this relationship going as along-term
business deal. Four or five halves add up to more than two halves, if you get my meaning."

"Don't you think the insurance company would get suspicious after awhile? Not to mention our
customers?' Tambu asked.

"We could stagger it a bit," Blackjack explained, eager again. "L et a few shipments through and only hit
the really big ones. By the time anyone figured out anything funny was going on, you'd have made
enough to retire.”

"It's still no deal, Blackjack. | appreciate the offer, but | still think we're better off trusting in the guns we
have pointed out than in the one pointed at us."

"Y ou know what this means, don't you?' Blackjack rumbled, his expression darkening. "I1f we find you
out there, it will be no quarter.”

"On either side," Tambu nodded. "Be sure your crew knows that before you come barreling in on us.”
"It'syour funeral." Blackjack turned to leave.

"Just a second, Blackjack," Tambu called. "l have one last question before you and your playmates
disappear.”

"What's that?' Blackjack scowled.
"What would you have done if we said we were pirates?"

“Then | would have told you to stay away from my territory. | don't take kindly to folks trying to hornin
on my range."

"And where is your range?' Tambu asked innocently.
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"You'll find out when you crossit. Until then, just keep looking over your shoulder.”
"No harm in asking," Tambu shrugged.

The blond girl was whispering something in

Blackjack's ear. He listened intently, a smile spreading slowly across his face.

"That's a good question. Those weapons you're after cost alot of money. Do you have it with you, or is
it on your ship?'

A sudden tension filled the air as the two forces surveyed each other.
"I don't think I'll answer that," Tambu said.
"Why not? It'll save usthe trouble of finding out the hard way."

"Because the person we were waiting for just showed up,” Tambu smiled, meeting the pirate's eyes
squarely.

"Really?" Blackjack jeered.

"Really!" Egor answered, looming behind the trio, gun in hand. "These three giving you trouble,
captain?'

"Trouble?' Tambu smiled at the frozen trio. "There's no trouble here. As a matter of fact, these three
were about to put their weapons here, on the table, and go have themselves adrink. Isn't that right,
Blackjack?'

The pirate nodded, tight-lipped, and eased his gun from its holster, placing it carefully on the table. One
by one, the other two followed suit.

Tambu pointed. "I think that table there will do, where we can see you-and do keep your hands above
the table, hmmm?"

“I'll remember this," Blackjack growled, leading the group away to the table.
"What was that all about?' Egor asked.

"That was some of the opposition,” Whitey explained. "All of a sudden, I'm alot more eager to see them
through a set of gunsights.”

"Speaking of that, did you find your contact?' Tambu interrupted.
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"Sure did," Egor nodded. "He's waiting outside. | left him there when | saw the crowd at your table. He
seems to be the nervous sort."

"Well, bring him in," Tambu ordered. "The quicker we get this done with, the better I'll likeit."
"Do you think it'll be okay?' Egor asked, jerking his
ROBERT LYNN ASPRI1N head toward the seated trio glaring at them from across the room.

"I think so," Tambu said judiciously as he hefted one of the guns from the table and glanced pointedly at
Blackjack. "Go get him."

The man Egor escorted back to the table was a bespectacled, balding wisp of a man who clutched his
attaché case to his chest like a drowning man clinging to alife jacket. His eyes kept darting nervously to
the guns on the table as the introductions were made.

"There-there won't be any trouble, will there?"

"Relax, Mr. Hendricks," Tambu assured him. "Everything is under control."

"For an arms dealer, you seem awfully nervous around guns,” Whitey observed.

"Just because | sell weapons doesn't mean | like to be around when they're used," Hendricks snapped
defensively. "If | had my way, I'd deal only through the mail."

"Quite understandable," Tambu nodded. "Now then, Mr. Hendricks, if you could begin going over the
weapons specs with Whitey here, I'd like to have a word with Egor."

The man nodded and began unsnapping his case as Tambu drew Egor aside.
"Egor, | have a couple of errands for you."
"I thought | would be here for the bargaining," the big man frowned.

"So did I, my friend, but thisis more important. Get down to the spaceport and find out all you can about
Blackjack's ship."

"Who?' Egor blinked.

"Mr. Personality at the table over there. Get a description of his ship if you can, and relay the
information to Puck. Tell him to stand by the guns and open fire if that ship comes anywhere near ours."
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"But our guns aren't good enough to fight off an armed ship!"

"I know, but until we close this deal, they're all we've got. If my guess, isright, Blackjack's crew won't
be too eager to get into afight if heisn't there calling the signals.”

"You'll keep him here? Then why do | have to-"

"He might be wired for sound," Tambu broke in. "If anyone on his ship picked up our conversation, they
might be getting very curious about us."

"They might be going after Puck right now!" Egor exclaimed.

"Right! So hurry. There's no time to argue.”

"Okay, but watch that table. | don't trust them."

"Me neither, my friend," Tambu admitted, but the big man was already on hisway.

With a sigh, Tambu joined Whitey and Hendricks, pulling his chair around to where he could watch
Blackjack's table without moving his head.

"Sorry to be so long," he apologized. "How are we doing here?"

"Hendricks has what we want." Whitey leaned back from the table. "Compatible with our ship's systems.
If they were any bigger, we wouldn't have the power to fire them."

"That big?' Tambu said. "Where'd they come from?"

Whitey answered, "As near as | can figure, they were salvaged from some of the old Planet Tamer ships.
Nobody else used gunsthat big."

"Professional ethicsrequire that | never reveal my sources-or customers,”" Hendricks commented.

"How would these weapons stack up against their armaments?' Tambu asked, indicating the trio
glowering at. them.

"Blackjack?' Hendricks asked, peering over his glasses. "Y ou'll have half again the range of anything on
his ship."

"Fine," Tambu nodded. "And now the big question. How much?"

Hendricks produced a small notepad and scribbled briefly on it.
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"I dislike haggling," he announced, pushing the pad across the table. "Thisisafirm price, including
installation."

Tambu glanced at the figure on the pad and smiled.
"Let'sberealistic, Mr. Hendricks. We want to buy the guns without a ship attached-used guns, at that."
"“I'n mint condition,” Hendricks countered. "Warehousing them has cost me dear."

"Which is all the more reason for you to be eager to sell them," Tambu pointed out. "And there can't be
much demand for them if you've had to carry them in inventory thislong."

Hendricks began to protest, but Tambu held up arestraining hand.
"Fortunately, | also dislike haggling. Here is my top offer, and we'll install them ourselves."
He crossed out Hendrick's figure and scribbled a number of his own on the pad.

"Ridiculous!" Hendricks scoffed, looking at the pad. "Just because | deal with pirates doesn't mean I'll
stand still for being robbed myself. I'll let the guns rust away before..."

Tambu smiled to himself as he listened to the man's orations. Despite the volume and bitterness of his
objections, Hendricks had not moved from his seat after examining their offer.

They would reach an agreement soon.
INTERVIEW lII

"It sounds like you were getting it from all sidesin the beginning," Erickson commented. Sympathy was
always agood ploy to loosen a subject's defenses.

"Y es, we were quite alone then. Still, that is not particularly surprising. We were setting a new pattern,
and change is always resisted. The people we dealt with were constantly assuming that we fit in the
order they already knew. Our only consolation was that if they had realized then what we were about,
they probably would have treated us much more harshly."

"How do you figure that?' the reporter urged.

"Well, I've always felt Blackjack could have given us more trouble, but he didn't. Pirates are not the
devil-may-care adventurers people think they are. Even though they risk their livesin combat, they're
usually very careful about the reward they are gambling their lives against. Before we armed our ship,
we would have been easy prey for a ship such as Blackjack's, but there was no reason for him to fight us
then."
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"How about vengeance? Y ou embarrassed him in front of his crew there in the bar. Wouldn't he want to
get even for that?"

"Vengeance is an expensive habit, Mr. Erickson. It's aluxury few businessmen can afford, and for all his
flaws, Blackjack was a businessman. No, he believed us to be cargo haulers and decided it would be
better to wait until sometime when he caught us with afull cargo hold. If he realized our actual plan of
becoming pirate hunters, he probably would have attacked us at the earliest opportunity.”

"Y ou make it sound asif a confrontation between your ships was inevitable. | should think it would be a
long shot at best."

"Not redly,” Tambu corrected. "While space itself is vast, there are alimited number of settled planets,
and even fewer which have substantial space traffic in and out. Most ship-to-ship encounters occur in
orbit over a planet rather than in space. If both our ship and Blackjack's were prowling the heavily
trafficked lanes, it would only be a matter of time before we collided--especially if we were looking for
each other."

"I see," the reporter nodded thoughtfully. " Getting back for amoment to your early difficulties, what
would you say was the greatest obstacle you had to overcome?"

"Ignorance.”

"Ignorance?"' Erickson echoed, caught off guard by the abruptness and brevity of the answer. "Could you
elaborate on that a bit?"’

"Certainly. Our biggest problem was our own ignorance... naiveté, if you will. We were out to beat the
pirates at their own game, but we had no real idea of what that game was. Blackjack was the first pirate
we had met face to face, and we wouldn't have known it if he hadn't told us."

"And this ignorance hampered your early efforts?’

"It did more than hamper them, it crippled them. |'ve already given you an idea of how long it took us
simply to find our suppliers. If any of us had crewed on a pirate ship, we would have had the
information and known exactly whereto go."

"But once your ship was outfitted, things started to go easier, right?"

"Quite the contrary. It wasn't until our ship was fully outfitted and we went hunting for our first
opponent that we began to realize how little we knew about pirates. In many ways, that's when our real

problems first began... ."

CHAPTER THREE
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"How much longer until they can see us?"

As Puck's voice came over the intercom, Tambu punched the 'talk’ button on his command console, not
taking his eye from the two ships on the viewscreen.

"Stow the chatter, Puck." he ordered. "Just keep watching that upper turret.

As might well be expected, they were all nervous. The next few minutes could well be the culmination
of nearly ayear's preparations.

Refitting the ship had taken much longer than any of them had anticipated, not to mention costing
considerably over the original estimates. The results were heartening, however. The ship, now named
the Scorpion, had a sting to be reckoned with in the form of four long-range slicers. Hendricks had
assured them that they were now armed better than any ship currently registered. The only discomforting
thought was that not all pirate ships were registered.

Even more important than the weapons, and twice as costly, were the custom scanners which allowed
them to appraise a situation from a position well outside the range of another ship's detection equipment.

That plus several months of practice made the Scorpion and her crew formidable opponents. When they
were all in agreement that they were ready to do combat, a new problem arose. How do you find the
pirates?

Their only solution had led them here, to the Weisner System, which reported the highest frequency of
pirate attacks. Prepared for a waiting game, they had struck paydirt almost immediately. In orbit over
Magnus, the largest inhabited planet in the system, their detectors found two ships lying side by side.
One was disabled and showed signs of recent damage, while the other seemed to be unscratched, and
had two turret guns prominently mounted on her exterior.

It could be a pirate in the process of looting avictim. Then again, it could simply be a commercial ship
answering adistress call. The problem was one captains had been wrestling with for over a decade. How
do you tell apirate from any other ship until he fires on you?

A hurried conference among the Scorpion's crew yielded the current course of action. They would ease
close enough to the two ships that their guns would be in firing range, but the smaller guns of the
functional ship would be unable to reach them to return fire... hopefully. From that position, they would
hail the ship, offering assistance, and try to determine the situation confronting them.

Of course, there were several precautions they took to insure their safety in the maneuver. First, they
kept their solar sails furled, relying on their storage batteries for power. Although this meant less power
for their weapons or for emergency flight, Tambu reasoned that the fighting, if there was any, would be
over quickly one way or another.
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They angled their approach so that they were not aligned with the guns of their potential opponent, thus
guaranteeing themselves first-shot capability before any fire could be brought to bear on them. Finally,
Egor and Puck were manning batteries of two guns each, keeping them closely trained on the turret guns
of the ship they were approaching while Whitey handled the actual maneuvering of the Scorpion. Tambu
stood by ready to handle the talking once they opened communications.

They had taken every precaution possible, short of smply bypassing the entire situation. Both of the
ships they were approaching had their sails out, obviously not combat ready in their vulnerability. Still
the crew of the Scorpion were wet-palmed nervous-individually and as a group.

Another few minutes...

"Whitey?' Tambu asked abruptly.

"Yes, captain?’

"Am | set with a hailing frequency?'

It was a needless question, one that he had asked before. Tambu was no more immune to the strain of
nerves than any of the othersin his crew.

"Sure are, captain. They should be able to hear you now if you want to start.”

They were within the range of the Scorpion's armaments now. Tambu knew that if he waited much
longer, they would be vulnerable to return fire from the other ship. Licking hisdry lips, he reached for
the hailing microphone.

"Captain!"

At least two voices called to him from the ship's intercom, their exact identity lost in the garble of their
overlap.

"l seeit!" he barked. "Open fire!"

One of the turret guns on the functional ship they were approaching had begun to move, swiveling
toward them in smooth silence.

Even as Tambu gave the order, the guns of the Scorpion opened up, the orange beams of slicers darting
out like striking snakes toward their would-be assailant.

Though the crew of the Scorpion had practiced often and long with their slicersin mock attacks on small
asteroids and occasionally on the face of an uninhabited planet, they had never seen the actual effect of
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their weapons on another ship. Now they had a front-row seat.
There was no explosion, no shower of sparks or flame. The portion of therival ship which cameinto
contact with the orange beams simply melted away like thin plastic before a soldering iron. One of the
beams hit a sail, severing the tip. The remaining portion of the sail crumpled slowly as the severed tip
began to drift away into open space. Both turret guns ssmply vanished, erased completely by direct hits
from the dlicers.
"Cease fire!" Tambu shouted, finding his voice at last.
The beams halted at the sound of his command, and silence reigned as they surveyed their handiwork.
The stricken ship's hull was already healing itself. The outer hulls on al ships were triple thickness with
auto guidance to slide new plates into place in event of damage severe enough to cause interior pressure
loss. Soon the exterior of the ship would be repaired. They could only guess at the interior damage of
their attack.
Tambu's eyes wandered to the third ship, floating silently next to their recent opponent. Having now
seen how fast a ship could heal itself after an attack, he could appreciate anew the extent of the attack
which had wrecked such havoc as to leave a ship gaping open like that.
"We got him!" Puck's awe-filled voice came over the intercom.
"Keep your guns on him!" Tambu snapped. "We don't know if he has any more surprises up his sleeve.”

"Captain?' Whitey joined the conversation. "Aren't you going to try hailing them now?"

There was something in her voice that caught Tambu's attention. In contrast to Puck's enthusiasm,
Whitey seemed almost pensive. "Is something bothering you, Whitey?' he asked.

"WEell... it occurs to me that except for some shooting, nothing has changed.” she replied hesitantly. "We
still don't know whether or not they're pirates.”

There was a moment of stunned silence. Then the crew erupted in protest.

"Cm'n, Whitey!" Egor groaned. "He was getting ready to shoot at us."

"That'sright," Puck added. "He wouldn't have done that if-"

"Sure he would," Whitey interrupted. "Any of uswould. If an unidentified ship came easing up to us
with its saillsin and its guns out, what would we do? We'd crank our guns around and cover the bastard

until he said who he was and what he wanted. That ship couldn't have known whether or not we were
pirates just like we didn't know if he was a pirate--and we still don't.”
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"What were we supposed to do?' Egor snarled. "Wait until he opened fire and cut usin half?"
"Whitey's right," Tambu said softly.
"But-captain-" Egor protested.

"She'sright.” There was a bitter firmness to Tambu's voice now. "We don't know. We've got to find out-
if it'snot too late. Whitey, are we still set for hailing?"

"Affirmative, captain.”

Tambu slowly picked up the hailing microphone, hesitated, then depressed the transmission button.
"Thisis Tambu, captain of the Scorpion. Identify yourselves and state your condition."”

There was no response.

"Thisisthe Scorpion,” he repeated. "We want identification of either or both of the two shipsin our
vicinity. Do you require assistance?"

It seemed strange, offering assistance to a ship they had been firing at afew minutes before. Still there
was no response, nor was there any sign of movement from either of the other two ships floating on the
viewscreen.

Setting the hailing microphone aside, Tambu flipped several switches on his command console, then
settled himself in the swivel chair, one hand resting on a small keyboard.

"Egor!" he called into the intercom.
"Yes, captain?’

"I'm taking over your battery. Take a shuttle over and investigate that ship-the one we fired on. Check
for survivors, and look for any records or logs to tell uswhat kind of ship sheis. And Egor... ?"

"Yes, captain?’
"Go armed. Take along a hand communicator and stay in touch."
Then there was nothing to do but wait. Tambu keyed his mind to detect movement from either of the

other two ships and blotted out everything else. Even when the shuttlecraft finally appeared on the
screen heading out on its mission he did not comment or react. Instead, he thought.
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Their procedure had been in error; yet there was no other course they could have followed. They had
blundered forward, forcing a confrontation whether the opposing ship was a pirate or alegitimate
commercia vessel. Even catching a pirate in the act, they were left unsure asto its identity or motives.
Moving in blindly as they had done was wrong, yet they could not afford to let a pirate take the
initiative. Just asin this encounter, if fighting was involved, whoever shot first and straightest survived.
The other...

How could they identify a pirate? How did pirates operate? He'd have to think like a pirate. A pirate's
main weapon would be his anonymity, not his guns. By approaching another ship under the guise of a
distress call-perhaps a request for medical assistance or repairs-a pirate could strike the first and final
blow before their victim was aware of its danger.

That only emphasized their problem. Scorpion couldn't wait to be fired on to identify her enemies. How
to pierce the cloak of secrecy? How to anticipate...

Perhaps that was the answer. How did pirates know where to hunt? Surely pirates couldn't rely on
circumstance to find shipsto prey on. They needed some method to find target ships-specifically target
ships with large, expensive cargos. If the Scorpion could find out how the pirates set their traps, if they
could anticipate where the pirates would be and be there waiting for them, then they might have a
chance.

But how were they to find out how the pirates operated?

"You're awfully quiet, captain." Whitey's voice interrupted his thoughts.

"Just thinking, Whitey," he replied absently.

"Y ou aren't blaming yourself for what happened, are you? Heck, we all had apart in it. If we made a
mistake, we're al at fault.”

"That'sright." Puck's voice chimed in. "Y ou didn't even do any shooting. Egor and | were the ones who
jumped the gun.”

"At my command,” Tambu said pointedly. "Just as we moved in on the ships at my command."

"But like Whitey said," Puck insisted, "we all had a part in it-the planning and the execution!"

"Ships aren't run by committee," Tambu reminded him. "That's why you made me captain. Besides
getting the lion's share of the glory and profits when we do well and having last say on policy, being
captain meansthat | hold the bag if things go wrong. It goes with the job. Isn't that right, Whitey? Y ou

were the one smart enough to dodge the captain's post. Wasn't avoiding responsibility one of your main
reasons? Then don't lecture me about how | shouldn't feel responsible.”

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui sw...ocumenten/spaar/ Robert%20L .%620A sprin%20-%20Tambu.txt (34 of 133)24-2-2006 20:47:04



file:///CJ/Documents¥20and%20Settings/ harry%20krui swijk/Mijn%20documenten/spaar/Robert%20L .%20A sprin%20-%20Tambu.txt

"|'ve got an answer to that," Whitey answered. "It's called the Nuremberg trials. The weight of
responsibility falls on everyone in the chain of command, not just the one who gives the orders. If we
were wrong, if we just shot up acommercial ship instead of a pirate, then we're pirates-al of us. If they
catch us, they'll hang all of us, not just you, captain.”

"Touché!" Tambu laughed. But | wish you didn't have to be quite so morbid with your example.”

"Not to change the subject, captain, but can we afford to get afew more viewscreens installed?' Whitey
asked. Then we can keep one thing on the main screen and still have a couple of little ones for talking to
each other. | don't know about you, but | like to see people when I'm talking to them. Otherwise | can't
alwaystell if they're serious or joking."

"That will depend on what those two ships have on board," Tambu answered. "Whether we're pirate or
pirate hunter, | figure we have salvage rights on both vessels."

"There should be a bundle after we sell the ships,” Puck declared.
"Well see," Tambu said.

"What do you mean, 'We'll see"?* Whitey asked, her voice suddenly sharp. "We are going to sell the
ships, aren't we?'

"Egor to Tambu. Do you read me?’

Egor's voice blared suddenly over the console speaker, cutting off their discussion.

"Thisis Tambu. Go ahead."

"We'rein the clear, captain. Thisisapirate ship, al right."

Relief washed over Tambu like a cool wave, freeing his mind of its slowly building tensions.
"The ship's name is the Mongoose," Egor continued.

"It inflicted the damage on the other ship. That one's called the Infidel."

"Wait aminute," Tambu interrupted. "What is the source of your information? How do you know the
Mongoose is a pirate ship?"

"I've got a survivor here. Found him hiding in the corridor. He's more than alittle hysterical. Keeps

babbling that he doesn't want to be hanged. Claims he'll tell us anything or do anything if we don't turn
him over to the authorities."
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Tambu leaned forward with a new eagerness. The survivor might be able to supply them with the
answers to some of the questions they had on how pirates operated.

"Is he the only survivor?' he asked.

"He's the only one on this ship. There were three others who bought it when we chewed ‘em up with our
slicers. But you ready for this? There are six more on board the Infidel."

"What?' Tambu was unable to contain his surprise.

"That'sright. A bunch of the crew took a shuttle over to check the Infidel's cargo just before we showed
up. One of them is the Mongoose's captain.”

Tambu paused to think. On the one hand, the captured pirates could supply them with much-needed
information. On the other hand, they outnumbered the Scorpion's crew seven to four. That could be
trouble--particularly if they still had their captain to lead them.

"Do you want me to take the shuttle over and check 'em out?' Egor asked, breaking the silence.

"No! Stay where you are for now. | need you there to make sure none of them try to sneak back on
board."

Actually, Tambu was afraid the pirates would overpower Egor if he tried to board the Infidel, but he
didn't want to say that. Egor was so proud of his brawling abilities that he might just take it asa
challenge and try it on hisown.

"Do you have any way of communicating with the boarding party?' Tambu asked.

"Just a second-1'll check."

There was a brief silence, then Egor spoke again.

"They're using hand communicators, same as us. They're on a different frequency though. | can hold
mine next to theirs if you want to talk to them direct.”

"Just relay this message to their captain. Tell him to take their shuttle to our ship-alone. | want to talk to
him. Let me know when you get confirmation.”

Staring at the ships on the viewscreen, Tambu set aside the hailing microphone he had been using to
communicate with Egor, then leaned forward to use the ship's intercom speaker.

"Okay, you've heard the plan," he said. "Now here'swhat | want you to do. Puck, you swing your guns
round to cover the Infidel. Whitey, stay with the maneuvering controls, but be ready to take over Egor's
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battery if anything happens with the Mongoose. The guns should be set already, but check 'em out just to
be sure. | want them set so that all you have to do is hit the firing button. I'll go down to the shuttle
docking port to deal with the prisoner. Call me on the intercom if anything strange starts to happen. Any
guestions?"
"Just the one | asked before,” Whitey drawled. "I'm still waiting for an answer."
"“I'm sorry-1've forgotten the question.” Tambu admitted.
"The question was if we were going to sell the two ships, and if not, why?* Whitey prompted.
"Well discussit after I've talked to the Mongoose's captain.”
"What's to discuss?' Whitey argued. "What would we do with three ships?"

"We could cover three times as much space, or have one very powerful strike force," Tambu snapped
back.

"I should think you'd like that, Whitey. It would mean less fighting and fewer casualties on both sides."
"How do you figure that?"'

"If you were running a ship and three heavily armed ships overhauled you and demanded you stand by
to be boarded and inspected, would you do it? Or would you try to fight?'

"| see what you mean," Whitey admitted. "l sure wouldn't try to fight three ships. But where would we
get crews for the other two ships?’

"That's what | want to talk to the captain of the Mongoose about,” Tambu confided.
"Y ou're thinking of hiring them?' Whitey was incredulous. "But they're pirates!"
"Egor to Tambu. Do you read me?’

"Go ahead Egor."

"I've got confirmation for you. The Mongoose's captain is on her way over."

Tambu's eyes jumped to the viewscreen. The shuttle-craft was clearly in sight, steering a straight course
for the Scorpion. Then something that Egor had said registered in his mind.

"Egor! Did you say 'her way'?"
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"That's right, my friend. It seems your counterpart isfemale. Y oung, too, from the sound of her voice.
Her name's Ramona. Have fun with your interview."

Tambu grimaced at the leer in Egor's voice, but nonethel ess paused to check his appearance in amirror
before heading for the docking hangar.

The captain of the Mongoose was not beautiful, but neither was she repulsive-or even homely. She was
small, barely five feet in height, and stocky without really being overweight. A shock of long auburn
hair was pulled back into a pony-tail which descended past her waist, combining with her round faceto
give her an almost schoolgirl appearance.

"Have a seat, Ramona,” Tambu said. "We have alot to talk about."

The girl sank loosely into a chair, casually dangling one leg over itsarm.

"You'll forgive my appearance. | was planning to inspect a cargo, not meeting and impressing new
people.”

She was wearing a form-fitting T-shirt, dark green with aunicorn on it. Her pants were black denim with
button-flap pockets on the thighs, and her boots were ankle-high and soft-soled. She was indeed more
appropriately dressed for awork crew than for receiving visitors.

"Y our appearance does not concern me," Tambu said. "Nor do | find it unpleasant. | do, however, have
several questions for you."

"First, | have aquestion for you," the girl countered. "What do you intend to do with me and my crew?"

"What is usually done with pirates caught in the very act of committing their crimes?' Tambu asked
blandly.

"Usually they are turned over to the authorities on the nearest inhabited planet where they are hanged or
shot, with or without trial. Occasionally, they are put to death by the ship which captures them."
Ramona's eyes met Tambu's squarely. "l might also add that if your plans for us follow those expected
patterns, | see no reason why we should answer your questions or cooperate with you in any way."
"And if our plans were to let you go?"

The girl's posture straightened as her air of studied indifference fell away.

"You'd do that? Y ou'd let us take our ship and go?"

"In exchange for information, wel'll et you and the crew go. But not the ship. You'll be dropped
planetside with no reference to the authorities as to the nature of your business.”
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"How do | know you aren't lying?' Ramona scowled.

"What's to keep you from getting the information you want, then turning usin anyway?"'

"Y ou have no guarantees. You'll just have to trust me. | might point out, however, that if | werelying, |
could afford to be alot more generous with my promises. | could promise you your crew and your ship.
Instead, I'm being honest. The deal isfor your lives-not your ship."

"I guess that makes a certain amount of sense."

"You aren't really in much of abargaining position,” Tambu reminded her.

"L et me ask just one more question. If you give me an honest answer to thisone, I'll cooperate.”

"What's the question?"’

Ramona leaned forward, her expression suddenly fierce. "Who double-crossed us?' she demanded.
"Was it someonein my crew?'

"No one double-crossed you. At least, to the best of my knowledge."
"Don't give methat." the girl snapped. "I know the Infidel didn't get adistress call out. That means
someone had to tip you about when and where we were going to make our intercept. Otherwise, how did

you find us?'

"Blind luck. We had no inside information. In fact, we had no information at al other than the news
reports of heavy pirate activity in thisregion."

"But if you weren't specifically looking for us, how did you know we were pirates?' Ramona challenged.
"We didn't." Tambu smiled. "We had our suspicions as we approached the ships, but that was all. We
fired in self-defense when the Mongoose turned her guns on us. It wasn't until the surviving crewman
confessed that we knew for sure, and even that was uncertain until you confirmed it with your attitude
during our interview here."

Ramona was wide-eyed now.

"But-if that's true-" she stammered.

"... You could have bluffed your way out." Tambu finished the thought for her. "It's alittle late for that
now, don't you think?"'
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The girl stared wordlessly for afew moments, then threw back her head and laughed.

"Ramona, the crafty pirate," she declared, shaking her head. "Trapped by blind luck and her own big
mouth. Forgive me, but if | don't laugh, | might start crying."

Tambu smiled at her. "Now that you're fully aware of the situation, perhaps you will realize why I'm
willing to bargain the way | have. Our aim is to be pirate hunters-sort of a cross between bounty hunters
and a police force. It's obvious to me now that we can't simply rely on luck to find our prey. We need to
know how pirates think... how they operate. That's where you come in. For example, you've implied that
you knew in advance where to intercept the Infidel. How did you get that information?"

Ramona blinked, then grimaced dlightly.

"You readly listen close, don't you? Well, on this particular venture, our information came from inside
sources."

"Inside sources?' Tambu frowned.

"That'sright. I'll tell you my honest opinion. If you're planning to make aliving at this, you've got your
work cut out for you. The name of the game isinformation, and it can take years to build up an effective
network. How you're going to get informants who will inform on other informants is beyond me."
"Back up alittle," Tambu said thoughtfully. "Who are these informants that make up a network?"
"Almost anyone who has information about shipments and an eye for easy money. When | say 'inside
sources,' I'm talking about people within the corporate structure of the outfit shipping the cargo out. It
could be a shipping clerk, an accountant, or a secretary. Sometimes the information comes directly from
upper management when they want to cash in on alittle insurance money."

"S0 you get your information from the shippers themselves?' Tambu asked.

"Some of it," Ramona corrected. "Sometimes it comes from corporations out to sabotage arival's
shipments. People working at the spaceports themselves are good sources. We even get tips from
receiving merchants and corporations who don't want to pay the full price of a shipment.”

"I see," Tambu said, pursing hislips. "It sounds as if you have a lot more information than | imagined.”
"And you aren't about to let us go until you've pumped it al out of me. Right?' Ramona scowled.

"Actuadly, | was thinking along different lines. How would you like to come to work for me?"

She held his gaze for amoment, then turned away.
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“If youinsist," she said flatly. "But you drive a hard bargain. It's extortion, but | don't really have much
of achoice, do 1?7

"Of course you have achoice!" Tambu thundered, slapping his hand down on the desk hard enough to
make it jump with the impact.

Ramona started, taken aback at this sudden display of temper, but Tambu recovered his composure
quickly. He rose and began to pace about the room.

"Forgive me," he muttered. "l suppose you have every right to think the way you are. It serves me right
for trying to be so cagey instead of laying my cards on the table from the first."

He stopped pacing and perched on the edge of his desk facing her.

"Look," he said carefully, "it's been my intent all along to offer you and your crew positionsin my force.
| need experienced people-particularly people with experience in space combat-to man my ships. What |
don't need are a bunch of sullen animals who think they were blackmailed into serving and who will
jump ship or turn on me at the first opportunity. That's why | was saying |'d let you go instead of turning
you over to the authorities. If you or any of your crew want to sign on, fine. If not, we'll let them go.
Now do we understand each other?"

Again their eyes met. This time Ramona's expression was thoughtful, rather than guarded.

“I'll talk to my crew," she said at last. "For my part, though, the main hesitation isn't money... it's
position. | worked along time to get where | am, captaining my own ship. In all honesty, I'm not sure
how content 1'd be working under someone else again. Still, if you let me go, I'll probably end up
crewing again for awhile. | just don't know. I'll have to think about it."

"What if | offered you a position as captain of your own ship?' Tambu asked.

Hope flashed across the girl's face for a moment.

"I don't want to sound suspicious again,” she said carefully, "but that sounds alittle too good to be true.
Y ou capture a pirate ship and crew, then offer to turn them loose again intact? What's to keep us from
going back to business as hormal as soon as you turn your back?'

"For one thing, your crew would probably be divided up among the available ships under various
commanders. For another, we'll probably be operating as afleet for awhile, which would tend to
discourage independent action. There is also the minor detail that | plan to be on board your ship."

"That sounds to me like I'd be captain in title only."

"Not at al,"” Tambu assured her. "It's my plan that the captains under my command have complete
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autonomy on their ships, providing, of course, that they stay within the general guidelines | set forth for

them. | envision my own position to be more of an overall coordinator for the entire force. | suspect that
if all goeswell, that will occupy my timeto a point where | will have neither the time nor the inclination
to bother with the operational details of a single ship-including the one I'm on."

He uncoiled from his perch and seated himself at his desk once more.

"My decision to travel on board your ship isto enable myself to more readily obtain specific information
from you rather than to imply any distrust. That is actually the answer | should have given you in the
first place. I'll have to trust you, asI'll haveto trust all my captains. If | don't, the force hasn't a hope of
success."

Now it was Ramona's turn to rise and pace as she thought.

"Just how large afleet are you envisioning?' "'l have no exact figure in mind," Tambu admitted, "but |
expect we will grow well beyond the three ships we have currently."

"My crew isn't big enough to man even these three ships," she pointed out.
"I know. We'll have to do some additional recruiting. I'll want your advice on that, too."

"Aren't you risking trouble using ex-pirates for crew? | don't mean with mutiny, I'm thinking more about
your reputation.”

"My crew might object abit, at first, but they'll accept it. If not, they can be replaced.”

"I was more concerned with reactions from the people you'll be dealing with outside the force. I'm not
sure how the merchants will take to being protected by the very people who were stealing from them not
too long ago."

"We aready have a solution to that." Tambu smiled. "We'll change the names of the ships and crew.
That way no one outside the force has to know anything about your past. In fact, there's no reason for
anyone to know within the force, either. Y our crew doesn't know anything about my crew's background
or vice versa. There's no reason they should be told, just as there's no reason we should have to give any
background information to the new recruits.”

"It'll sure make recruiting alot easier if the new people don't have to admit to any past indiscretions.”
Ramona admitted. "Even though God knows what we'll get as aresult. It'salittle like the old French
Foreign Legion."

"It's not abad parallel. | don't really care what the crew did before they joined, aslong as they toe the
line once they're under my command.”
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"Discipline could be a problem,” Ramona observed thoughtfully. "Y ou know what would really be
effective?'

"What's that?"

"If we made you into areal mystery figure. An omnipresent power with no face." Her voice grew more
excited as she warmed to the idea. "Y ou know how superstitious crewmen are. Y ou could become akind
of aboogey-man. It could work against the ships we'll be fighting as well as within our own force."
"And just how would we accomplish that?' "Hell, we've got a good start already! My crew is aready
spooked by the way you popped up out of nowhere and blitzed our ship before they could even get a
shot off. All we have to do is keep you out of sight, and they'll do the rest. Sound doesn't travel through
space, but rumors do. The myth will grow on its own. All we haveto do isgiveit room."

"It won't work." Tambu shook his head. "The onething | do insist on is meeting each person who's
going to serve under me. | have to know who and what I'm commanding if we're going to be effective.”

"Do it over aviewscreen. If you keep your sending camera off, you can talk to them and observe them to
your heart's content, and all they'll seeisablank screen. As a matter of fact, that would help to build the
mystery. Everyone would form their own impression, which means they'll talk about you among
themselves trying to get confirmation.” "I'll have to think about it."

"Now istheideal time to start,” Ramona pressured. "Right now, the only ones who know what you look
like are your crew and myself. If you wait, then you'll have to try to get cooperation out of the combined
crews as well as any new recruits. The sooner you start, the easier it will be."

"But if I'm planning to be on your ship-" "Y ou can board ahead of the crew. There's aroom off my cabin
you could take up residence in without anyone being any the wiser. When they talk to you on the
viewscreen, they won't know if your signal is coming from somewhere on board or from another ship."

Tambu leaned back and stared at the ceiling as he turned the thought over in his mind.

"It'sagood idea," he admitted finally. "Maybe we can giveit atry and see how it works. I'll talk to my
crew."

"It'll work," Ramona declared triumphantly. "Y ou know, | think we'll work well together. Who knows?
If we play our cardsright, we might end up ruling the universe."

"Who wantsit? Right now I'll settle for eking out a humble, but substantial, living."
"I know, | know. But when you talk to the new recruits, you might make some veiled referencesto a
secret master plan. It'll help usfill the rostersif they think they're getting in on the ground floor of

something big." "They are," Tambu announced solemnly. "The question is how big-and | figure we
won't know the answer to that for along time yet."
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INTERVIEW IV

"Then your original crew was surprised by your plans of expansion?' Erickson asked. Tambu seemed
tyrannical, evenin his early career.

"I had not deliberately withheld the information from them. The plan had been half-formed in my mind
for sometime, and | had simply forgotten to tell them about my thinking on the subject. If | had reached
afirm decision before encountering the Mongoose and its captive, | would have discussed it with them."

"How long had you been thinking about it before you actually implemented the plan?' the reporter
pressed.

"l guessit had been in the back of my mind all along," Tambu admitted. "I was always aware of the
limitations of a single ship, both in terms of firepower and of coverage.”

"Coverage?"
"One ship can bein only one place at atime. If the pirates could figure out where our one snip was, they
would know where we weren't, and therefore where it was safe for them to operate. Three ships

complicated the problem for them."

"I see," Erickson nodded. "Once you had three ships, though, how did you deploy your original crew-the
ones you could be sure of in terms of loyalty?'

"Egor and Whitey were each placed in charge of a ship. | assigned Puck under Whitey."

"Didn't that cause problems with Puck? Giving him a subordinate position while Ramona kept command
of her own ship?' the reporter asked, eager for clues of dissention.

"Surprisingly enough, not. | expected him to be much more upset than he actually was. Egor gave me
more problems than Puck did."

"What kind of problems did Egor cause?' Erickson pressed.
"It was strange. | had expected problems with Whitey and Puck, but it never occurred to me that Egor
would object. Whitey and Puck took the change in stride, but Egor put up an unholy argument. He flatly

felt he wasn't qualified for an independent command.”

"But you changed his mind, right?' the reporter smiled. "Whitey had commented before on your powers
of persuasion.”

"Not redly,” Tambu sighed. "I still maintain Whitey was wrong in attributing superhuman persuasive
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powers to me, and thisis just one example of my failures. | did get Egor to accept acommand position,
mostly by pointing out there was no one else available with the necessary qualifications whom | trusted.”

"What about Puck?'

"Even Egor admitted that Puck was too young for command. Not so much in years, but he lacked
maturity. On that basis, Egor accepted command, but he never really agreed with me asto his
qualifications." "So in essence, you forced your will on him?' Tambu hesitated a moment before
answering.

"| suppose you're correct,” he said finally. "If that was an error, it'sone | paid for a hundredfold
afterward. | was constantly receiving complaints, both from Egor and from the other captains asto his
shortcomings as a commander. He was probably the |east effective captain who ever served under me."

"Why didn't you relieve him of command, then?"

"That is one of those hindsight questions we were speaking of earlier," Tambu admitted. "I've asked
myself that a hundred timesin the last few years and still haven't come up with a satisfactory answer-
mostly because I'm unsure of my own motives during that period. Mostly, | think, it was because of
friendship. Egor was my friend, and | gave him command of a ship because | believed in him and his
abilities. To take this command away would have been asign that | no longer believed in him. Balanced
against that was my own stubborn pride. | didn't want to admit | had been wrong in my assessment of his
abilities, and | sincerely felt that the problems he was encountering were manufactured by himin an
effort to prove me wrong. | genuinely believed that once | made it clear that | wasn't going to remove
him from command, he would resign himself to the task and solve his own problems. | saw it moreas a
test of willsthan as a sign of incompetence on his part.”

"That must have been pretty rough on your friendship."

"It was, particularly as the force continued to grow. As my time was divided across an increasing
number of ships, my rapport with my original crew-with my friends-became dangeroudly thin."

"I can see that," Erickson commented thoughtfully. "Even adding to your fleet by conquest, the number
of shipswould grow geometrically."

"Even faster than that," Tambu countered. "Few people realize exactly how fast the fleet did grow. You
see, not all the new ships came to us as fruits of battle."

CHAPTER FOUR
"You're sure shelll be al right?' Tambu asked again.

"L ook, will you relax?' Whitey scolded, her exasperated expression received clearly on the command
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console viewscreen. "Women have been having babies since prehistoric times. The hospital is more than
able to handle any complications that might arise."

"I still don't know why you didn't sign her into the hospital on Carbo when you were there last month,"
Tambu grumbled. "It's a better facility."

"We aren't talking about alimb transplant,” Whitey argued. "It's a childbirth, a simple childbirth.
Besides, | tried to talk her into staying on Carbo and she wouldn't do it. Deny can be very strong-willed
when she sets her mind to it. What was | supposed to do? Force her to go on shore leave and strand her
there?'

"It isn't your fault, Whitey," Tambu sighed. "I know that. It's just thisisthe first childbirth in the fleet,
and | don't want anything to go wrong. | guess I've been taking it out on you. Sorry."

"That'sal right," Whitey shrugged. "If you can't sound off at us, who can you sound off to? Most of the
new recruits would faint dead away if you talked to them direct, much less shouted at them."

"It's not quite that bad."

"Well, anyway, Pepe's staying with her here on Bastel, so helll be able to handle any problems that we've
overlooked," Whitey continued. "WEell be back in a month to check on things and pick them up if they're
ready."

"You're sure they're set on rgjoining?' Tambu pressed. " Shipboa