CHAPTER 2:
SHIP OF FOOLS

Armstrong was relieved to be back aboard the Vortmax.  At least now he could continue the mission of exploration.  But on his return, he was accosted by a young ensign.  “Captain, there’s a disturbance below decks,” he said.  “The rec hall.  It looks like some of the men were upset when you cancelled the broadcast of the pageant.” 
Armstrong groaned.  That would be the Miss Known Galaxy Beauty Pageant.  Each year, every world in the Commonwealth would send its most beautiful woman to compete for the top prize.  And the rec hall was the most popular place on the ship for a drunken brawl.  He tried to see a silver lining; so far this hadn’t turned out to be a red letter day, but at least he might get to see a good fight.  “All right, Ensign.  Call security.  I’ll see what I can do here.” 
His two marine guards in tow, he headed for the ship’s lowest deck.  Armstrong knew his personal guard was probably unnecessary.  If anything happened to him, Steele would take command, which the crew would see as a disaster of epic proportions.  As he approached the recreation hall, he heard shouting mixed with the din of chairs crashing and tables being overturned.  Then, an added bonus: a full-bodied scream that startled him, and made his guards cover their ears.  The battle cry of the Walrus. 
By the time Armstrong and his guards reached the entrance of the rec hall, the room was littered with broken tables and chairs, and a half-dozen crewmen lay sprawled on the floor.  It was clear that once a dispute had arisen, they had wasted no time arming themselves with whatever was close to hand.  These men were not well versed in sophisticated methods of conflict resolution, and had attempted to settle their differences like good soldiers. 
Surrounded by a handful of wary crewmen, Petty Officer Walter Burk crouched in a fighting stance.  Known to the entire crew as Wally the Walrus for the animal he resembled, he was a big, raw-boned man.  But the Walrus was no mere brawler.  He had dedicated his life to the study of the martial arts, and his idea of fun was anything that caused bruises.  According to legend, his battle cry alone had once shattered every window pane in a Tamboran bar.  Constantly moving, his awareness was uncanny, always frustrating his adversaries as they tried to sneak up on him. 
“Settle down, boys!” he roared.  “‘Cause I don’t want to have to hurt nobody!”

Armstrong leaned on the door to watch.  He assumed the commotion must have attracted the Walrus, who loved nothing more than a chance to put his martial arts skills to good use.  Taking on the Walrus meant these crewmen were very brave, very foolish, or very drunk.  Possibly all three.  A young crewman swung at the Walrus, who effortlessly deflected the blow, and in a single motion sent the crewman soaring gracefully across the room.  Regrettably, his head-first landing was not so graceful, and he lay sprawled at Captain Armstrong’s feet.  One by one, these crewmen were learning the hard way that if any blood were spilled in this fight, it wouldn’t come from the Walrus.  He wasn’t just hitting people, he was launching them. 
“What’s going on here?”  called a voice from down the corridor. 
Not wanting to miss a moment of the Walrus’ martial arts clinic, Armstrong barely glanced to see Doctor Wolfe.  “Nothing to see here, Doc.  Just some of the boys having a spirited intellectual discussion.  I’m sure you have more important things to tend to-”

But Wolfe pushed past the guards to the doorway.  “There’s a riot in there!”  He turned to the guards.  “You men, put a stop to this!”

The guards did not move.  Their job was to protect their captain, not break up fights.  If Armstrong were killed while they were on duty, their lives were forfeit as well.  Besides, they looked like they were enjoying the fight, too. 
“Captain, order them to stop this fight! It’s my doctors that will have to put those men back together!”

“Randy, we’re watching an artist at work-” Armstrong said, as one of the crewmen was foolish enough to get up, and the Walrus nailed him again.  A sharp twist of a wrist, accompanied by the unmistakable sound of a bone snapping, followed by a high-pitched shriek.  That crewman had given his last piano recital.  “Wow! Did you see that wristlock?  I’ve got to get him to teach me that!”

The doctor shook his head in horror.  “Artist?  This is a brawl!”

“Well, yes.  It’s a martial art, but it’s still an art.  A few torn tendons or broken bones here and there.  Happens every day.  And I doubt that man’s neck is broken.   It’s probably just a mild concussion-”

“There’s no such thing as a mild concussion! Aren’t you going to do something?”

Armstrong looked at the Doctor sideways.  Why this pasty-faced coward ever joined the service was beyond him.  This was just like him.  A killjoy always trying to break up fights.  “Yeah, Doc.  Right now I’m thinking about installing a padded floor in the rec hall to cut down on injuries.  Will that make you happy?”

“But these men could be hurt!”

Armstrong grabbed the arm of the unconscious crewman at his feet, and peeled back the sleeve of his pressure suit, revealing a tattoo.  “Randy, these men are gang members.  Their activities are illegal, and Wally is dispensing some military justice here,” Armstrong said, letting the crewman’s limp arm fall to the floor.  As an afterthought, he stomped on the man’s fingers. 
Before the Doctor could respond, the Walrus closed in on his last opponent, grabbing the unfortunate crewman’s forearm with a massive paw.  His arm bent backward at an awkward angle, the soldier froze, his face taut, his eyes wide in fear.  A nasty grin flickered across the Walrus’ lined face.  He barely lifted a leg, but as his balance shifted, the crewman collapsed like a house of cards.  The last man standing, the Walrus surveyed the rec hall, and nodded in satisfaction.  No longer a combatant, but a skilled craftsman admiring his handiwork, he seemed pleased with himself as he turned to greet the captain.  “Everything under control here now, sir,” he said, rubbing his fist on his cheek. 
Armstrong surveyed the damage.  They had made a wreck of his rec hall.  With broken furniture and unconscious crewmen all over the room, the place looked like a bomb had gone off. 
“Petty Officer Burk, what happened here?”  Armstrong asked. 
“Some of the men were upset when they found out they couldn’t watch the pageant.  Looks like they had too much to drink and decided to cause some trouble.  But they’re a lot calmer now.”  

Armstrong nodded.  Both Sick Bay and the brig would be full when the ship got under way.  “Thanks, Walter.  I’ll need a report on this as soon as possible.” 
Dr. Wolfe started performing triage, while muttering unkind things about command types, so Armstrong turned to leave, only to meet the young ensign again. 
“Sir, Commander Steele would like to meet with you to discuss our new officer.” 
Armstrong nodded.  Unlike the doctor, this kid knew better than to interrupt the captain while he was watching a fight.  “Good, have him meet me in my flight cabin.” 
But the ensign still seemed troubled. 
“Is that all?”

“No, Captain.  We have been ordered to return to Baugus.  You also have a message from the Minister of War.” 
Armstrong winced.  They had told him at the Academy there would be days like this.  A message from the old man, and another trip to the homeworld. 
Cultural differences.  Ethno...ethno-something.  Armstrong couldn’t remember the terms from his days at the War Academy.  It was the legacy of the Cataclysm.  As unproductive as it was, his visit to Altrena had stirred old memories.  Altrena was a low-gravity world, and he had felt a spring in his step that reminded him of his youth. 
In just the four centuries since the Cataclysm, people had adapted to their environment.  As a rule, the Altrenans were tall and thin, which made him stronger than the native kids.  On the other hand, the Tamborans were short and stocky, a result of gravity twenty percent stronger than standard.  Natural selection was alive and well, thanks to the Cataclysm.  It was no accident that the Chief Medical Officer on each battlecruiser was an Exobioiogist.  The human race was still one species, but it was becoming more diverse all the time. 
But apart from the academic exercises posed for the scientists, the Cataclysm was an unmitigated disaster.  Apart from the hundreds of billions who had died in the aftermath, the psychological impact still lingered.  Religious cults flourished, claiming it was the wrath of God.  Exactly what it was retribution for, Armstrong had never figured out.  
But now mysticism and superstition were in favor.  Each world had its own deity, its own rituals.  The solution put forth by the Commonwealth to unite the galaxy was to recognize all of them.  Dozens of gods now had their honored places in the Baugusian pantheon.  Armstrong had long since given up trying to keep them all straight, and his crewmen were free to practice whatever religious rituals they wanted.  He drew the line at human sacrifice. 
Unfortunately, by embracing mysticism, entire worlds had renounced the technology that had taken them to the stars.  Ships were redesigned with manual systems.  Computers were considered unreliable, and backup systems were needed.  The biological sciences - genetic research, biotechnology, genomics - these had always been off limits, based on religious objections.  These were secrets man was not meant to know, and scientists were not meant to play God.  
As if that wasn’t bad enough for an explorer like Armstrong, now an anti-technology bias had taken hold.  His battlecruiser was more than forty years old, and there were no plans for a new class of ships to replace it.  Having routine maintenance done on the ship was an adventure in itself, so research and development were low priorities, especially with the Commonwealth in economic turmoil. 
Armstrong and his two guards hurried down the narrow corridor toward his flight cabin.  The silver walls were faintly luminescent, and until they turned the last corner to the bridge, featureless.  But the door to his personal escape pod displayed a feature.  Graffiti.  A crewman who was 1) handy with a laser pistol, and 2) had way too much time on his hands, had expressed his opinion about the desirability and sexual prowess of Tamboran women. 
The lettering was already fading as the microscopic machinery of the wall surface repaired itself.  Both guards guffawed as the captain sneered.  “Shows how much he knows,” Armstrong growled.  “Tamboran women are the ugliest in the galaxy.” 
Armstrong’s tiny flight cabin was made even tinier by the hulking presence of Commander Steele, hunched over the desk.  A sofa, another chair and a toilet were the complement of the furnishings, but he wasn’t supposed to be comfortable here.  Any time the ship was underway, he was either on the bridge or in here, with his guards on station outside.  “How’d it go, Cap’n?” he asked. 
“The secretary informed me that Altrena will no longer accept Baugusian credits, unless backed by precious metals.” 
“What?”  Steele exploded.  “Our money’s no good?”

“And both Gulko and Mahan have formally petitioned to join the Altrenan League of Worlds.” 
“Those damn Altrenans! They’re just a race of pencil-necked geeks!  Thirty years ago, our fathers kicked their fathers’ butts in the war! And what the Hell are those other two worlds thinking?”

“Commander, some day when you make captain,” he said, and paused.  “If you make captain, you’ll figure out that you don’t judge a civilization solely on its ability to make war.  They’ve made great contributions in science, art, philosophy-”

“Sir, with all due respect,” he interrupted.  “My daddy once told me that when people think philosophers are more important than plumbers, then both their pipes and their arguments ain’t gonna hold any water.” 
“Believe me; they know how to make pipes.  And everything else, too.  I’ve been over this with Secretary Tzyln.  Even when they lost everything else in the war, and their world was a desert, they developed nanotechnology to build computers that are more advanced than ours.  They built plasma reactors to give them an energy surplus, and their waste product is water, which they used to reclaim the desert.  Their economy is self sufficient now, and they don’t need anything from us.  If I were in their place, I might do the same thing.” 
“Cap’n, I think you’re going native just like your dad.” 
Armstrong groaned.  “Thanks a lot, Commander.  Now tell me about this new ensign.” 
Steele whistled as he handed Armstrong a personnel file.  “Let me tell you, we got ourselves a real prize here.” 
“Look, beggars can’t be choosers.  You know how hard it is to find experienced officers these days.” 
“Uh huh.  Cap’n, did you ever stop to wonder why an officer would be available, then?”

Armstrong skimmed through the personnel record.  This Ensign Azura came from one of the worlds out near the Rim, whose denizens were known for having more enthusiasm than brains.  According to the record, it would be polite to say his career had been checkered. 
But Steele wasn’t polite very often.  “He’s just started training, and this guy is an accident waiting to happen.” 
“So he’s colorful-“

“Colorful? That wasn’t exactly the word I had in mind.  This guy’s specialty is exploring the rim.  It’s only a matter of time before he gets someone killed.” 
“But he’s already training on his first day? We need more of that attitude around here.” 
“He’s gung ho, all right.  He calls himself Ace.  As in five ships destroyed.” 
“But he’s too young for that.  We’ve been at peace for thirty years...when could he have seen combat?”

Steele waved a stubby finger at the personnel record.  “Read his file.  Training accidents.  Those were our ships.  He’s lost five of them.  So far.  Ten years in the service, and he’s still an ensign.” 
“Well, at least he has a sense of humor about it.  Calling himself Ace.” 
“His real name is Seth.  But when they called the roll on his first day at the Academy, they announced his name as ‘Beth’ and his classmates called him that for the next four years.  The name stuck.” 
Armstrong read through the file.  Much to Azura’s chagrin, his nickname arrived at each new duty assignment before he did.  So when they started calling him Ace, he welcomed the name; it was the lesser of two evils.  Still, Armstrong respected effort.  In a ship full of slackers, enthusiasm was in short supply.  They’d find out soon enough whether the new ensign was deft or daft.  “All right, we’ll put him to work on the bridge tomorrow.  What else have you got for me?”

“That’s it, Cap’n.  I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
“Wait, don’t we have some personnel decisions to make? A duty roster to review?”
Steele contorted his face.  “Cap’n, you gotta talk to him.  The War

Minister isn’t someone you keep waiting.” 
Armstrong let out a sigh of resignation.  “It’s that obvious, huh?”

“See ya on the bridge, Cap’n,” he growled, and left. 
Once Steele left, Armstrong couldn’t put off the Minister of War any longer.  He had better make the call from his spartan flight cabin.  The captain’s quarters were the best on the ship, but he’d look busier here.  Besides, with half of the ship’s systems in need of maintenance, there was a good chance he wouldn’t be able to contact headquarters. 
He activated the COM link, and barely a split second later, his view screen came to life.  It figured that the hyperspatial link worked flawlessly, which was more than he could say he could say about his ship or his crew.  The familiar face of the Baugusian Minister of War illuminated the small room. 
His hair starting to grey, and his eyes barely open, he always seemed half asleep.  Armstrong had heard all the stories about him.  The War Minister was rumored to have suffered a stroke that paralyzed one side of his face.  But he was always so expressionless that no one could tell which side.  Armstrong knew better.  The image was false, designed to make his opponents underestimate him.  The old man missed nothing.  He hadn’t survived a decade of cutthroat political infighting on the homeworld by lacking awareness.  And he was still a bear of a man, his burly arms crossed across his chest.  The civilian leader of the Baugusian military forces, he was a formidable opponent. 
The old man’s voice boomed, “Always a pleasure to speak to the youngest captain in the fleet!”

“The pleasure is mine, sir.  What can I do for you?”

“You can bring your ship home.  Things are coming to a head right now.” 
“I’ll have a full report for you of my discussion with the Secretary Tzyln-“
“Yes, I know all about that.  But Altrena isn’t the only problem.” 
He always had spies everywhere.  Two hours hadn’t passed since the

Vortmax left Altrena, and already he knew the outcome of his meeting.  But it didn’t seem to bother him, much to Armstrong’s relief. 
“Captain, there’s been a revolution on Tambora.  But we can discuss this over dinner.” 
“Sir, I have some administrative matters to attend to.  My crew.  I need to reorganize-”

“I said, you WILL be free for dinner tonight, won’t you?”

That was not a request.  The communications equipment was working properly; it was the War Minister that had malfunctioned.  As always, he was good at transmitting; not so good at receiving.  Armstrong was trapped and he knew it. 
“Yes, Dad.” 
