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Author’s Notes

“The Wager & Other
Stories” was originally written as three separate short stories in
the same order they’re presented here. “The Wager” was the first
story featuring Jospar the Starflyer and Kasceto the Ruler, and was
written first, though in the strictest chronological sense the
story “Cobalt” took place before. Still, presenting “Cobalt” second
seems to fit as it serves as a meaningful back story.

The third story in the
group, “Roscoe,” probably takes place chronologically somewhere in
between.

There was no attempt to fit
these stories into either a strict chronology nor to place them in
a strictly defined universe, as they were created individually,
organically. For readers who wish a more coherent context, there
should be enough coherence provided from a reasonable reading of
all three stories. The three stories stand alone within what is a
loose framework of a universe, with the characters and their
actions central. At least that’s how I wrote them. I hope readers
will be generous enough to read them that way.

—Greg Sushinsky
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The Wager

“Then it’s set,” Kasceto said. “We shall soon
see who’s right.”

“Not so soon, perhaps,” Jospar said.

Kasceto looked at Jospar, then let out a
laugh. He drank from a long fluted glass with the deep blue liquid
in it he and Jospar always drank when they had a meeting. It was an
exotic beverage brought from a distant world named Earth, near
where Jospar had once explored. The liquid was extracted, brought
to Jospar’s planet, then its rich, blue color was added on their
world. Jospar poured himself another glass of the blue liquid,
swirled it thoughtfully, and sat back down. The talk of their
wagers had always at some point stirred him to his feet.

Kasceto wore the robes of a member the High
Council, with one long, red stripe down the side of his long, white
uniform. His chamber was made of ornate crystal, with crystal
everywhere. Light shined into the chamber with the brilliance of a
close, pulsing star.

Jospar, as a Star Service Explorer, always
referred to by his people as a flyer or starflyer, wore a uniform
of a lesser rank than a member of the High Council, one with a
small, black square near the bottom. You would have to strain to
see the small square, though it belied Jospar’s high ranking among
the Star Service. Civilians addressed Jospar as Commander, yet his
rank was less impressive to most of them than his standing. He was
an explorer. Jospar had seen, traveled to, and been on numerous
worlds. The rich, blue liquid that Kasceto drank was one of the
many small things Jospar had brought back, though Jospar found it
unnerving that Kasceto was always more interested in the blue
liquid than the world Jospar had seen which produced it. More
interested, except for the wager.

Kasceto set his glass down on a small table.
“An exquisite drink, my friend.”

Though they often had meetings, sometimes had
wagers, Jospar thought, hardly a friend. It was more than a
formality that the Star Service had to report directly to the High
Council.

“Tell me, why do you think you have a chance
to win this wager?” Kasceto said.

Jospar didn’t like being pressed, though he
acted as if it were simply a part of Kasceto’s typical
conversational ritual. “There is always a chance.”

Kasceto laughed. “That is so tired, Jospar,
I’d expect a better answer from you.” Kasceto put his head back and
slid his body its full nine foot length—one foot taller than
Jospar’s height--onto his elongated, throne-like chair. He picked
up his drink, threw his head back again, and drained the glass of
the deep, blue liquid.

“I feel that planet—they call themselves
Earth—has a chance to change its outcome,” Jospar said.

Kasceto looked startled. “You are serious?
Well, of course you are, or you wouldn’t have made the wager, would
you?” He smiled at Jospar and smoothed his robe, gliding his hand
along his long, red stripe of rank. “Come now, what makes you think
these Earth creatures can avoid their total destruction?”

“I have been near there, to their skies. I’ve
observed them, several times—“

“I have not been there,” Kasceto said, “but
I, too, have observed them. From here. From our screens.” He waved
a hand dismissively. “I have seen their…ah…behavior, you might call
it.” Kasceto shook his head.

“There is much that does not look promising,
it is true—“

Kasceto roared a laugh and sat up. “Not look
promising? My good man, you have seen—what was that planet where
there were creatures who needed a liquid—this liquid—” Kasceto said
as he held up his glass.

“Water, sir. It’s called water on Earth by
the humans. We get the water from Earth.”

“Yes, yes, I know. But I am thinking of a
world--a different world. There are other worlds with water, aren’t
there? Wasn’t there a world where aquatic creatures dwelled,
creatures who needed to breathe the water? And yet they somehow
managed to deplete their planet of this vital liquid?” Kasceto’s
laugh filled the chamber.

“Yes, I’m familiar with the aquatic
creatures. Those creatures began not only to fight among
themselves, they also opposed other planets and neglected to tend
to their own.”

“It was more than neglecting to tend to it,”
Kasceto said. “If you remember, the aquatic creatures drained their
world of water to use in propulsion—as fuel, also as a key
ingredient for their weapons—and for other spurious purposes, while
they had less and less of it for what we would equate to breathing.
It was exquisite.”

“Tragic, sir.”

Kasceto shook his head disapprovingly. “Why
say that? The aquatic creatures were a low species, their actions
proved them to be such. Surely you wouldn’t have thought them
candidates for inclusion in the Planetary Realm, would you?”

“That’s not for me to say. I’m not a member
of the High Council,” Jospar said. “Though some on the Council did
seem to think the aquatic creatures had been worth considering. At
least prior to their difficulties.”

“No, you are right. You aren’t a member of
the High Council,” Kasceto said. “The creatures breathed—or needed
to breathe—what we are drinking. Extraordinary.” Kasceto drank.
“And now they are extinct. You think these Earth creatures—these
humans—will end up differently?”

Jospar said nothing. Jospar felt like not
only standing, but leaving. The wager was one thing. This was
getting to be something else. Jospar hesitated a moment then did
stand up to leave. “I must go now, sir. I have other meetings to
attend.”

“As you say.”

Jospar put his half-finished drink down,
thanked Kasceto for the meeting and the wager. As he was nearly out
of the chamber, Kasceto called to him, “I know now what this
reminds me of. These Earth creatures are like those worm creatures
from that planet in the Far Nebula. Weren’t they the ones who
burrowed through their own planet until they completely destroyed
it? They were fine creatures. They simply no longer had a place to
inhabit. A wager is such a sporting thing!”

* * *

For the next several moon cycles, Jospar was
away on exploring duty. There was nothing particularly compelling
about his recent assignments, he felt they were just routine checks
around the galaxy. They were not really true explorations either,
he felt, as he piloted either a small starcraft or took an even
smaller atmospheric disc—everyone in the service referred to them
as cloud discs-- to the outer edges of the atmospheres of several
planets that were either already well known or barren of life. It
was exploring only in the most technical, limited sense of the
term. It was really observation, perhaps some data gathering,
something the Planetary Council insisted on. On those planets with
life forms, when the alien populations weren’t particularly
interesting, Jospar used the time to concentrate on studying the
new starcraft, getting to know its handling and its ways. The
vehicle still fascinated him after so much flying.

Instead of staying a distance out in space,
sometimes Jospar would take his craft close, up to the edges of a
planet’s atmosphere, something you weren’t supposed to do, not just
for technical reasons, but for cultural or sociological ones.
Planetary populations could easily be disturbed by the sight of
what to them was an alien craft, and more frighteningly, something
unknown, so with worlds where Jospar’s explorers weren’t well
known, to remain unobtrusive they usually took the cloud disc into
the atmosphere or stayed well out of atmospheric range. Where other
worlds had interaction with Jospar’s, or even diplomatic relations
with their own it was, of course, another story.

* * *

Jospar hated flying the cloud discs, though,
and avoided using them whenever he could. They were cramped, thin,
and low-powered—almost flimsy-- compared to even the smallest
starcraft, and many of the discs simply ran on a kind of auxiliary
power from the starcraft. The discs reminded Jospar of a
disc-shaped fungus found on a gourd like edible plant life from a
nearby planet called Gorval, a food that on Jospar’s world was
simply named after the world it was from. On Jospar’s home planet,
the High Councilors would never eat a Gorvalen gourd—too common
tasting, though Jospar thought the plant tasted all right.

But the cloud discs, which looked like they’d
been severed off the gourd of a craft—they were another matter. Not
only were they unreliable machines, Jospar knew that you could get
into trouble flying one of the discs; there were some well
known—nearly legendary -- instances in interplanetary travel where
it had happened. There was the galatically known regrettable
incident of the Gorvalens themselves crashing their discs on the
very Earth of Jospar’s wager. It became more than a scandal. Jospar
wanted never to be a part of such an incident.

But the starcraft was a vehicle for a real
flyer, a real explorer. You could stay out in the galaxy for as
long as several star cycles; whether you were alone or had a larger
starcraft with a crew, for the time you would fly it, it was like
its own world. Yet it flew and handled with such power and ease,
there was almost nowhere it couldn’t go, no task it couldn’t do in
the star system, galaxy, or beyond. All the models he had ever
flown—older ones, newer ones, large or small, were good ships, and
they responded to whatever you wanted them to do if you were a good
enough flyer.

Sometimes, Jospar would take one of the craft
around a new world, far enough out of atmospheric range so as not
to be detectable to the world, but close enough to take in its
scope, its breadth, its beauty if there was beauty. Kasceto, Jospar
thought, would not see beauty. But Jospar had seen worlds. Been to
worlds. He enjoyed more just to cruise outside the atmosphere,
appreciating the world from a distance, observing discreetly via
his ship’s sensor screens, what the world might have to offer. He
preferred this to actual alien contact, for the most part, though
his information and insights often laid the groundwork for future
explorers and diplomatic missions to other worlds. But alien
contact
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