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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







ONE


In his office on the two hundred and seventy-fifth floor of the stainless steel tower housing Sector Headquarters of the Corps Diplomatique Terrestrienne, Career Minister Magnan, Assistant Deputy Undersecretary for Inter-species Affairs, leaned back behind his twelve-foot iridium alloy desk and inspected his fingernails complacently.


“I suppose you’ve heard the news, Retief?” he inquired in an overly casual tone.


First Secretary Retief sent a ring of chartreuse dope-stick smoke toward a handsomely framed larger-than-life portrait of Chief of Mission Barnshingle artfully fashioned en mosaic from tiny chips of Yalcan glass, faithfully representing each ambassadorial skin blemish and oversized pore.


“I’ve heard Terran pirates are still operating here in the cluster,” Retief said. “And there’ve been a couple of new complaints from Terry settlers of Haterakans muscling-in on the frontier worlds. But instinct tells me you have something more momentous in mind.”


Magnan waved Retief’s words away. “I was referring,” he sniffed, “to my new assignment. Let me tell you there was a bit of jockeying for the plum among the senior staff; but in the end it was I who carried off the prize.”


“What is it?” Retief inquired interestedly. “Liquor inventory?”


“I had hoped you’d greet my announcement with the solemnity appropriate to the importance of the matter.” Magnan’s stern look gave way to one of resignation. “But I suppose that’s asking too much.”


“The suspense is insupportable,” Retief said. “Tell me quick.”


“I,” Magnan intoned impressively, “am to head up the Panel for Alien Uplift, Protection, Enlightenment, and Relief!” At Retief’s inquiring look, he amplified: “The new panel will supersede the Special Unit for Conferring Knowledge on Emergent Races, as well as the Council for Humane Understanding of Minority Problems. With CHUMP and SUCKER no longer muddying the waters of inter-species togetherness, the way will be cleared for PAUPER to bestow largess on a scale hitherto undreamed of!”


“How about an organization for the benefit of Terrans?” Retief inquired. “Has anybody thought of that?”


“Hmmm; a novel notion. However, it’s out of tune with the times. I wouldn’t mention it if I were you. The Undersecretary takes a dim view of radicals.” Magnan straightened the geometrically arranged papers on the desk before him. “After considerable thought, Retief, I’ve decided to allow you to volunteer as my Number Two. No”—he held up a hand—“don’t thank me—”


“I wasn’t going to, Mr. Magnan,” Retief said. “As a matter of fact, I’ve been thinking about tendering my resignation, and this seems like as good a time as any—”


“But you can’t!” Magnan clawed at his desk for support. “My whole scheme—that is to say, your duty …” He spun his Hip-U-Matic contour chair, causing the power swivel mechanism to whine in protest, flipped a switch. “Here, Retief: just let me give you a quick run-down on the state of affairs, and you’ll perceive the gravity of the situation, alien-aid wise!”


A system triagram appeared in the six-foot star-tank at the side of the room: a spherical array of bright points like a luminous popcorn ball suspended in blackness.


“Here we have the Goober Cluster,” Magnan said, “with our headquarters located here.” He poked a button and a tiny blue light appeared at one edge of the globe of stars. “Now, we Terrans were late-comers to the Cluster, of course. The Haterakans had already established a firm foothold in the Southern portion.” He flipped a key and a scattering of points around one side of the spherical cluster gleamed pink. “And here you see the Terran-occupied worlds.” Magnan caused a second group of stars to glow a vivid green, in a pattern roughly opposing the pink worlds of the Haterakans.


“To date, all efforts to establish diplomatic relations with the Haterakans have come to naught,” he said soberly. “The last envoy we dispatched returned coated with a substance remarkably similar to tar, to which adhered a layer of what appeared to be feathers of some sort.” Magnan faced Retief solemnly. “You appreciate the implications of the contretemps?” he said expectantly.


“It suggests that the next Terry who wanders over the line had better be liberally coated with Vaseline,” Retief offered.


Magnan looked triumphant. “It’s obvious that conditions are ripe for a PAUPER program of unprecedented proportions,” he stated dramatically. “Think of it! Dozens of worlds, populated by these poor, benighted aliens, all struggling, vainly no doubt, to wrest a livelihood from the inhospitable soil, yearning for a helping hand—”


“Still, they seem to have enough resources left over from the struggle to pick fights with Terran settlers,” Retief commented.


“Mere chauvinistic rumor-mongering,” Magnan sniffed. “Now, as I see it, this is our opportunity to get PAUPER off the ground with a splash! What a feather in my cap, Retief, if I can secure Haterakan participation in the program! Heavens! It will be the making of me—and incidentally put an end to any incipient strife in the cluster!”


There was a harsh burp from the desk phone. Magnan turned to it in irritation as an angular female face set in an expression of permanent martyrdom popped into unflattering clarity on the screen.


“Yes, what is it, Grusona?” Magnan’s mouth twitched into the grimace of synthetic affability necessary to forestall a secretarial report of supervisory brutality.


“That creepy little Gruck, Fish or Filth or whatever his name is, wants to talk to you,” the apparition announced in a voice like a meat saw encountering bone.


“The name of the Groaci Ambassador happens to be Fiss,” Magnan corrected sternly. “You may inform His Excellency—


“I’ll put him on,” Grusona snapped, and blanked the screen. The pale, five-eyed face of the alien diplomat appeared.


“See here, Magnan,” the Groaci began abruptly, “I have just been apprised by neutral sources of a new attack by imperialistic Terrestrial bandits on the inoffensive persons of a party of picnicking Haterakans—”


“Ah-ah—manners, manners.” Magnan held up an admonitory hand. “I don’t believe I saw so much as a courteous click of the mandibles before you launched your tirade, my dear Fiss. After all, we must preserve the amenities, eh?”


“Out upon the amenities!” Fiss hissed, vibrating his throat sac in a distressed way. “Once more the innocent lie in windrows, massacred by unprincipled warmongering Terran colonialists!”


“Surely you exaggerate.” Magnan’s mouth twitched in annoyance. “My report states that a small interworld barge shooed off a Haterakan vessel intruding in Terran-occupied space—”


“I warn you,” Fiss whispered, “the Groacian Autonomy can no longer endure in silence—”


“Silence?” Magnan sniffed. “You’ve been ringing me up daily with your ridiculous little tattlings. Why don’t you just send along a bill for reparations as usual and spare a scene?” He switched off the furious alien in mid-riposte.


“I confess I’m growing a trifle weary of Fiss’s importunities,” he said. “On the other hand, these freebooters are an embarrassment to Terran policy in the cluster. While you’re out there, I suggest you do something about them, as well—”


“Sorry, Mr. Magnan,” Retief interposed. “You got a little ahead of me there. While I’m out where?”


“Oh, didn’t I tell you?” Magnan inquired brightly. “I’m sending you along to complete the arrangements for initiating the program. Now, I’ve already done most of the work.” He lifted a thick parchment, liberally red-taped and waxsealed. “The treaty runs to ten articles, seventy-one sections, and two hundred and five individual clauses, plus codicils, amendments, riders and attachments. Something of a tour de force, if I do say so myself.” He placed the heavy document before Retief. “Now, you need only secure the Haterakan signatures—a mere detail—and I’m as good as confirmed as a full Deputy Undersecretary.”


“I’m not sure I’m ready to sprout feathers just yet,” Retief said.


“Now, now.” Magnan placed his fingertips together and assumed a roguish expression. “No point in leaping ahead to negative possibilities. Just think of the voyage out, via luxury liner—at Corps expense, mind you—and on per diem at that.” Magnan punched buttons on his desk reference catalog. “The Empress of Araby sails tonight, bound for the border worlds …”


Half an hour later, Magnan concluded his briefing. “Now,” he said, glancing at his fingerwatch, “I suppose you’ll want to nip over to the library and skim through a few selected reels of the statistical digests before take-off time. And while you’re there, would you mind having them stat up a few hundred thousand copies of the latest mail-order catalogs? I want to ship them out to underprivileged Haterakan worlds so that they can get started picking out what they want.”


As Retief rose to depart, the phone beeped raucously again. “A person insists on seeing you,” Grusona barked loudly. “He—”


“Yes, yes, Grusona.” Magnan winced and hastily tuned the volume down. “All in good time. After lunch, possibly, or perhaps one morning next week—”


“He says you’ll see him now, if he has to tear the door down!”


“So?” Magnan’s eyebrows arched. “Well, I’m hardly one to be intimidated by threats—”


There was a rending crash from the door; the panel bulged, split, and burst inward. A large, bearded man in a blue jacket, peaked cap, and leather pants tossed the doorknob aside and stooped under the sagging frame.


“If I would of knowed you was busy, I wouldn’t of came,” he advanced across the room, placed two fists the size of ham hocks on the Undersecretary’s desk and leaned on them. “But seeing I’m here, let’s you and me have a talk, O.K., Mister?”


“Why, ah, just what I was going to suggest,” Magnan found his voice. “Please take a seat, Mr. ah …?”


“Bludgin; Captain Gus Bludgin of the Warthog II, twenty-nine days out o’ Blackstrap with a cargo o’ rum.” The caller hoisted a massive thigh onto the corner of the desk. “Now, Mac, what I want to know is, what are you Jaspers doing about these here Hatrack gunboats! Them tin-plated crawfish have set themselfs up a tender station right on our number two moon—ran off some of our boys doing a little water mining out there and taken the place over lock, stock and distillation tanks! From there, they’re swarming all over the trade lanes like cooties at a fo’castle shakedown!”


“Cooties?” Magnan squeaked. “Why, ah, I believe if you’ll just have a word with the Pest Control people across the hall—”


“I’m talking about bushwhackers!” Bludgin bellowed. “The two-faced devils even took a shot at me, a good parsec and a half inside Terry territory!”


“There must be some mistake, Mr. Bluggins.” Magnan hooked a finger in his collar and shot a desperate look past his visitor at Retief, who smiled encouragingly and blew a smoke ring toward the ceiling.


“The name’s Bludgin, I told you, Sol!” the large man said. “And you’re durn right they’s a mistake, if you think I’m taking this setting down! I’m having a pair of 10 mm. Hellbores mounted in Warthog’s stern, and the next one o’them lousy claim-jumping Lobsters I see, I blast him, no questions asked!”


“Now, now, no racial epithets,” Magnan said sharply, wagging a finger at Bludgin. “Remember, aliens are just our friends we haven’t met yet.”


“Well, I ain’t met one that’s a friend o’ mine,” Bludgin roared. “What are you, some kind o’renegade Terry?”


“I happen to be head of PAUPER,” Magnan said stiffly, and—


“Yeah?” Gus cut him off, eyeing the first Secretary’s vermillion cutaway and glare-jewel cuff links. “Fer a feller with no dough you sure got fancy shore clothes. But skip that. What I want is a CDT escort to blast them lousy aliens right back to their end o’ the cluster!”


Magnan gasped. “Really, Mr. Boggett, your reactionary attitudes do you small credit! Why, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that these Terran pirates we’ve been hearing of were responsible for the attack, and not aliens at all!”


“You nuts?” Gus inquired, squinting his boar’s eyes down to red-rimmed pinpoints. “The raiders ain’t interested in short-haul tramps. All they ever hit is the big passenger jobs!”


“Eh?” Magnan shot Bludgin a sharp look. “How do you happen to know that, Mr. Bludgin?”


“On account of my cousin Averill—I mean,” the captain caught himself, “I, uh, heard from the boys—er …” He cleared his throat. “Rumors,” he said. “Now let’s get back to how we’re gonna blast them pesky aliens—”


“Mister Bludget!” Magnan rose to his full height, stared upward into his visitor’s unshaven face. “One more of your inflammatory anti-extra-Terrestrial outbursts, and I shall take steps which will astonish you!”


“Huh?” Bludgin eased his bulk from the desk and blinked at the aroused diplomat. “Geeze, Mister, I didn’t mean—”


“Mister Magnan knows what you meant, Gus,” Retief said. “That’s what annoys him.” He rose, put a hand under the captain’s elbow and eased him toward the door. “I have a few hours to kill. Why don’t you and I go along and have a quiet drink or two together?”


“Yeah—O.K.” Gus ducked his head at Magnan. “But, uh, what about the Lobsters?”


“You may be sure that the Corps Diplomatique Terrestrienne has the situation well in hand, sir,” Magnan said stiffly. “As a matter of fact, Retief,” he added in a lower tone after the captain had passed through the door, “between Terran freebooters and certain misguided aliens, travel in the cluster is becoming impossible! And with hotheads of the captain’s type spoiling for trouble, it’s more vital than ever that we act with speed in implementing Operation PAUPER. I trust that, keeping in mind the vast importance of your mission, you’ll leave no stone unturned in the quest for alien friendship.”


“I’m not sure we’ll find what we want under a rock,” Retief replied. “Still, I’ll do my best.”


In the hall, he joined the captain. “Now, Gus,” he said as they moved off toward the bar, “I’d like to hear all about your cousin Averill before my ship lifts off….”




TWO


“It’s been a most uneventful voyage, Mr. Retief.” Captain MacWivery of the million-ton liner Empress of Araby shook his head as the barman raised an interrogatory eyebrow. “Our next port of call will be Red Eye, the end of the line; and we haven’t seen a sign of the rascals—Terran or Haterakan.”


“Still, the trip hasn’t been without its compensations.” Retief rose as a shapely ash-blonde in a form-hugging platinum-mesh gown approached across the room.


“Hi, there,” she said breathlessly. “Mind if I join you?”


“I’ve got to be getting back to the bridge.” MacWivery bowed and departed.


“Poor old McQuivery,” the girl said. “Is he still nervous about those silly pirates?”


A lean, elderly gentleman at the next table, immaculately dressed but with his tie slightly askew, leaned closer. “Not so silly, Sally: he’s solely responsible; his record could be sullied by a sudden sally.”


“But meanwhile, he needn’t shilly-shally, Colonel Shelley,” Sally came back promptly. She turned to Retief. “I looked for you at the masquerade last night. I came as a cake of soap; all I had on was a little lavender perfume.”


“I was there,” Retief said, “disguised as a section of wallpaper. You were leaning on me when you told the story about the mermaid and the octopus.”


“Why, I never—” She broke off as a faint but distinct tremor ran through the deck.


“What in the world was that?” She frowned.


A second shock rattled the glasses on the table.


“If I didn’t know better,” the colonel said to no one in particular, “I’d swear that was gunfire.”


“That was our stern battery letting go with a salvo,” Retief said, rising.


“But—” Sally looked alarmed. “I thought we only carried those guns as a … a sort of decoration!”


“I’m afraid that’s about all they’re good for.” Retief was listening intently. He glanced at his watch as a third, lesser jar crumpled distantly. Excited voices rang across the wide dining salon.


“By jove, that was a gun!” the colonel exclaimed.


“Port emplacement,” Retief said. “One six-millimeter. They must be overhauling us in a hurry.”


“You mean—pirates?”


“It looks that way. I have a hunch there’ll be a run on the elevators in a few minutes. We may as well start now.”


Anxious voices were calling up and down the corridor as the trio made their way to the nearest lift. Distant sounds were audible over the hubbub, followed by another solid vibration.


“They’ve put a line across us,” Retief said as a faint metallic clatter was audible. “They’ll be locking onto us in a few seconds.”


“You mean—they’re going to board us?” Sally gasped.


“Uh-huh. Just a small party. Don’t worry; they won’t bother the passengers.”


Abruptly, a crackle came from the PA annunciator overhead.


“Attention, all passengers and crew,” a voice with only a slight quaver said, “All passengers will report at once to the main lounge, First Class, B Deck aft. All crew with the exception of stand-by Power Section personnel will also report to main lounge …” He stumbled over several words as he repeated the announcement.


“It’s a raid, all right,” Retief said. “I understand they work on a tight routine. They’ll have studied the plans of the ship, and won’t waste a move. This whole operation won’t take twenty minutes. You’d better go along to the lounge now. Rumor has it that late arrivals annoy them.”


“What are you going to do?” Sally gasped.


“I’m going to see if I can’t introduce a couple of small variations into the routine.” Retief turned and made his way off quickly through the crowd.
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The mob of excited passengers filled the passage, making Retief’s upstream progress difficult. A harassed ship’s officer spied him, called out sharply, “Here, fellow, the lounge is in this direction!”


“Just going back for my hearing aid,” Retief called cheerfully, and forged on. At the intersecting cross-corridor, he turned left, toward the ship’s port side. The amber light of a service lift glowed ahead. He rode it down six levels, left it at K deck, followed a narrower corridor back past empty administrative offices. He paused at a sound of boots ahead, stepped into a darkened storeroom, watched a party of raiders approach: five rough-and-ready types in rumpled gray shipsuits, led by a lanky, sharp-eyed, big nosed man with a military-type side arm and metal shoulder tabs that might have been insignia of rank. When they had passed, Retief went on, bypassed the Power Section, cut through a stacked cargo hold, emerged in a dim-lit ’tweendecks loft devoted to lifeboat equipment. Directly below, he knew from his study of the vessel’s layout, was the Boarding Hold, opening onto the main entry lock. The ship was strangely silent now. Retief moved quietly across to the companionway hatch, knelt and put his ear to it, heard a faint mutter of voices.


Beside the hatch was a manual crank for emergency operation. He gave the latter a careful three turns, opening a quarter-inch space which gave him a view of a stretch of gray decking, the inner lock doors, standing open, and two men, both husky, heavy-jawed, one young, one middle-aged. The former carried a late-model crater gun cradled in the crook of his arm. The other fingered the stock of a 3 mm. blast rifle.


“… too close,” the youngster was muttering worriedly. “One o’ these times Lou’s going to slice it too thin.”


“What’s it to us?” The other worked loose lips and spat wetly on the immaculate deck. “You know the orders. Anything goes haywire topside, we cut out fast.”


“And leave Lou and the boys behind—” The youngster broke off, lifted a communicator strapped to the underside of his thick wrist, listened, frowning.


“Fifteen seconds ahead of schedule,” he told the other man.


“So what? They still got fifteen minutes to louse it up in.”


“Fourteen.”


Retief eased away from the hatch, rose and moved silently across the loft, ducked through an undersized communicating door. In the gloom, the dark shape of a ventilator manifold loomed among shadows. He took a flat case from his pocket, opened it and extracted a tiny cylinder, gave it a sharp twist, inserted it in the access hole on the side of the housing. Then he returned to the hatch.


A minute passed. The two men below talked in nervous mutters. The younger man raised his head and sniffed.


“Hey, Ben,” he said. “Smells like something’s burning!”


“Calm down,” the other said. “You’re smelling things.”


“No, I’m not—they’re pulling something!” The younger man’s voice was tight. “Maybe I better tip Lou—” His hand moved to his communicator.


“Nix,” his partner cut in. “I’ll go take a look around; you cover here and keep your eyes open.” He moved off. Retief waited fifteen seconds, then cranked the hatch open another half inch, slipped a small, slim-barreled gun from under his left arm, took careful aim at the back of the neck of the man below, and pressed the trigger. There was a soft zik! The man slapped at his neck with a muffled curse, then stood, swaying slightly. The gun slipped from his hands, swung dangling from its sling. Retief pressed the switch to cycle the hatch wide, slid through, dropped softly to the deck. The sentry stood flat-footed, staring vaguely into a corner. Retief looked along the passage. The other man was not in sight.


“Eighteen seconds ahead of schedule,” a tiny voice rasped from the comm unit at the boarder’s wrist. “Twelve minutes and counting.” Retief walked past the man into the lock. The red safety light glowed inside the open entry valve of the raiders’ jolly boat. He paused for a moment to play a pocket detector beam around the port and over the floor inside. There was no ping! warning of a trap. He stepped through.


It was a small boat, a standard Concordiat Naval model scout. Retief went quickly forward along an equipment-packed passage into the cramped command deck. At the navigator’s panel, he used a tool to remove a small access cover, took a quarter-inch cube of opaque plastic from the case in his pocket, carefully crimped the four silvery leadout wires to four contacts in the heart of the apparatus. He replaced the panel, went back to the lock.


In the corridor the young sentry was standing as he had left him. The other man was still out of sight along the curve of the passage. Retief stepped close to the doped man.


“What’s your name?” He put the question in a low tone.


“Jack. Jack Raskall,” the man said dully.


“Look at me, Jack.”


The man turned vacant eyes on him. “Listen carefully, Jack. The key word is ‘talisman.’ When you hear that word you’ll recognize me as Bully West, your old pal from back home. Understand?”


“Bull West … old pal … back home,” the man muttered.


“By the way, where is ‘back home’?” Retief asked.


“Back home … on Outpost. Broken Bone … great little town. Home …”


“Swell, Jack. Now forget I talked to you. You’ve been standing here waiting for Ben. You haven’t seen a thing.” Retief turned, jumped for the hatch, pulled himself up and in. As the cover circled shut, he heard feet approaching.


“Nothing,” Ben said as he came up. “Anything here?”


“I just been standing here waiting for you,” the other said indifferently. “I haven’t seen a thing.”
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“You were right, Retief,” the ship’s captain said fifteen minutes later, mopping at his neck with a king-size tissue bearing the ornate symbol of the Ten Planet Line. “They knew exactly what they were doing; walked straight to the strong room and cut the safe out of the vault with fission saws. Didn’t look at anything else, didn’t molest anyone except the assistant purser; knocked him tail over tea kettle when he made a move toward the interlock. Got away clean with a CDT payroll of three-quarters of a million in Bank of New Brooklyn tapes. Took them just under twenty minutes for the whole show.”


“Now it’s our turn to put a little salt on their tails,” Retief said. He followed the captain through a lock onto the boat deck. The latter indicated a blunt shape resting in Number One Bay, from which four nattily uniformed crewmen were peeling back a tarpaulin to reveal a one-man space gig, scarred and pitted from stem to stern tubes.


“There she is, Mr. Retief—rigged to your specifications precisely,” the captain said. “Very tricky, mutilating her in such a way as to appear to almost totally demolish her, and at the same time leave her more or less space-worthy.” He held out his hand. “It’s a damn fool stunt—but maybe it will pay off. Nothing else has.”


Retief stepped up on the heat-blasted hull, slipped in under the precisely warped hatch. Settled in the scorched acceleration chair, he glanced over the carefully cracked dials of the instruments, then pressed the RELEASE button. Machinery hummed. Seconds later he felt the sudden lift and surge as the mother ship’s launcher tossed the boat out into the emptiness of interstellar space. He lined up on the faint signal from the telltale he had planted in the corsair’s navigation computer, set his controls on FULL CRUISE and settled down for the chase.
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For the next five hours the fleeing pirate set a pace that held the finely tuned power unit of the gig at maximum acceleration to retain the tiny blip on-screen, almost lost in the fierce blaze from a dozen G-type suns within half a light-year. Extrapolating from the course line, Retief concluded that the corsairs were headed for a small world listed in the catalog as Blue Moon.


He unstrapped from the cramped chair, opened the wall locker and took out a well-worn shipsuit of dark blue polyon, a pair of expensive-looking but battered ship boots, a short military jacket from which insignia had been carelessly cut, and a gun belt and holster with a power pistol of antique design which had been carefully modified by an unlicensed armorer in an unsavory side street in Oldport. He donned the outfit, fed his discarded clothes into the waste converter, then punched a packaged dinner of entrecôte and black Bacchus wine. As he finished the meal, there was a sharp ping! from the screen.


The bright point that was the racing pirate was no longer alone. From the concealment of an obscuring finger of gas, another blip had appeared, accelerating on a converging course with the lone ship.


“Well,” Retief murmured. “A welcoming committee …” He advanced the drive to FULL GATE, watched as the lining temperatures climbed past 3000° C.


On the screen, the newcomer was rapidly closing the gap. At a million miles, the pirate, apparently just sensing the new arrival, abruptly changed course in a bone-breaking maneuver. The intercepting craft leaped foward; the readout windows beside Retief’s screen indicated a 10-G acceleration—enough to overload any standard antiac installation. The pirate surged ahead at full drive, altered course again in a swerving evasion pattern. Now the minute pinpricks of missiles were visible, lancing outward from the interceptor. One disappeared in a tiny flare; a second winked and was gone. The third was no more than half a second from target when it detonated.


Retief flipped levers on his panel, cutting the drive and throwing power to the specially devised signal-suppressor gear which would render his tiny craft invisible to all but the most acute sensors. Far ahead, the chase craft now paced the pirate vessel, inexorably narrowing the gap between itself and its quarry to a thousand miles, eight hundred, five hundred—


Without warning, the hard-pressed corsair veered toward its tormentor. In an instant, the gap had closed to a hundred miles—and in that instant, a flight of six bright sparks arched out toward the stranger. Four brilliant detonations flashed almost as one as the interceptor picked off the attackers; a fifth flared in the next second—and then the sixth, so close that on Retief’s screens it had seemed to merge with its target.


The next seconds seemed to confirm the hit. The aggressor lagged, its course diverging now at a no-G velocity as its intended victim swung away on a flat course. Then, just as it appeared its prey would escape, the stranger steadied suddenly and launched a projectile directly at the stern of the fleeing ship.


“Right up the tail pipe,” Retief said aloud. The screens flashed and darkened, filtering out the sunlike glare of the detonating missile. A full minute passed before the view resolved into a churning vortex of expanding luminosity in which subcenters of violence boiled and glowed as the ravening energy bomb fed on the fragments of its kill. The prow of the stricken pirate vessel appeared from the glowing cloud, trailing wreckage; two-thirds of the ship’s length had been blasted away. The surviving fragment rotated slowly, strewing its contents in a widening spiral on which the light of the surrounding stars winked and glimmered. Far off to one side, the attacking vessel hurtled on aimlessly on a ballistic course. Retief watched closely, but no lifeboat appeared from the shattered wreck. He corrected course, and at low power setting, moved in toward the scene of the disaster.
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Retief watched the derelict swell on his forward screen as he came up in the cone of shadow cast by the nearest major star. At five miles, he shut down all power, switched his scanners to high mag and studied the wreckage for signs of life. Small puffs of vapor were visible jetting from the ripped-open end of the truncated vessel, indicating that she was still holding some atmosphere behind a partially sealed bulkhead. He drifted in close, used a touch of power to edge in among the twisted structural members arching up in a ragged ring surrounding the black interior. He clamped the boat to a broken girder, pulled on a vacuum suit and helmet, valved his lock open and kicked out into the blaze of starlight.


His suit light gleamed on warped and torn hull plating, massive keel members curled and snapped like taffy by the heat of the explosion and still radiating enough heat to make his suit’s cooling system labor. There were snarls of conduit and piping, melted into spaghetti-like globs. Flotsam from the Power Section, the storage holds, the crew quarters drifted among the black-gleaming ball bearings of all sizes that were solidified lumps of the metal that had flowed like water half an hour before.


And scattered like bright confetti through the ruins, gold, iridium, and platinum coins drifted—loot from raided vaults.


Retief maneuvered carefully among the sharp-edged wreckage, found the open end of what had been the axial passage typical of the old Naval Arm ships. A dead man drifted a few yards inside it, his suit blackened and charred, the faceplate collapsed. Retief pushed past the corpse, picked his way forward, warding off floating rubbish. He reached the forward vacuum lock, almost invisible in the haze of ice crystals forming from the gas leaking around the warped seals. It swung inward at a shove; the inside pressure was almost gone. He cycled the inner door, and was in a passage that looked almost normal, even to the dim radiance of the emergency lighting strip along the ceiling.
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