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hammer, cursed as he banged a thumb, slammed the mallet
aside.

“Where in the nine hells are those reinforcements?” he yelled.
“1 had a definite commitment from Saddlesore of three
reconverted destroyers with full crew! Jawbone promised two
thousand men! And Hardtack swore they were shipping me two
Bolo WYV tractors we could rig up as ground armor! And—"

“No use getting upset about it, Sean—" Tolliver started.

“Who's upset! And if this is supposed to be a military
organization, it might be a good idea if you cowboys would say
‘sir’ once in a while!”

“Yes, sir!” Lisobel said smartly, coming into the room from
the kitchen with a wide tray laden with soup bowls. “Dinner is
served—sir! | hope you like brisket soup, sir. Because that’s all
there is, sir! The locals all say they want cash payment for
supplies from now on...sir!”

“Arrhhh!™ Sean clapped both hands to his head, planted his
elbows on the table. “Youcan't runanarmy like a girl’s school! |
want a tight fighting force that can show those blasted Lobsters
that a man will stand up and fight for what’s his!”

Lisobel put the tray on the table and sat down beside him,
contrite. She put her hands on his, smiled wanly.

“'m sorry, Sean. Eat your soup. It’s not bad. Your
reinforcements will come along soon, and—"

“I’'m kidding myself,” Sean said flatly. “My last message must
not have gotten through. We're cut off, overextended,
undermanned, and outgunned! We've had it!”

“Shhh! Don’t talk like that! You can send another
message—"

“I’ve tried—six times, via the Bellerophon relay the last time.
No soap. The Lobsters are jamming the whole band!™ Sean
rubbed a big, square hand across his orange-stubbled jaw.
“Lucky for us, Hikop’s got no way of knowing the shape we're
in. One good slap would knock us over. We'd have to meet 'em

with ball bats and pitchforks if they hit us now.”
| “If there’s a spy in the outfit, he knows that, too.” Cecil
looked along the table.

“What do you mean, if”” Lou spoke up. “We know there’s a
spy here!” He hooked a thumb at Harrumph. “Even this
Hatrack admits that much!”
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suggested. “Hold tight, all hands! I’'m standing this bucket on
her tail...” |

The buffeting of retrojets drowned all conversation for the
next quarter hour. At an altitude of five miles above the rocky,
magma-lumped surface of the airless worldlet, Sean brought the
little vessel into approach attitude, waited until his eight
wingmen had reassembled astern, then set his course, and raced
over the curve of the close horizon for the Haterak station.

No hostile ships rose to meet the Terrans as they swept low
over the scattering of squat sheet-metal buildings near the
tailings of the abandoned mining operation. Unopposed, they
grounded a quarter of a mile from the hemi-cyclindrical
structure which Harrumph assured Sean housed the offices of
the base commandant. In utter stillness, the space-suited men
broke out the ground assault cars, formed up in a flying wedge,
and advanced. Not a gun was fired as they converged on the
target area, dismounted, and with ready blast rifles covered the
last fifty yards on foot. Sean fired a bolt into the door, kicked it
wide and led the invaders into the station. As he aimed his gun at
a closed inner lock door, Retief put out a restraining hand.

“Let’s try the latch,” he suggested. “We may want to get out
of these suits ourselves after a while.” He opened the door and
stepped through. A Haterakan, wearing silver quills and
sporting an orange and green paint job indicative of medium
high rank, but with his braided tunic hanging open carelessly,
jumped up from a pink-glowing screen from which an elabo-
rately plumed and enameled Haterakan countenance stared
forth, cut off in mid-sentence by the interruption.

“Hold your fire, boys.” Sean covered the alien with his rifle.
“Harrumph, tell him to play it smooth and he won’t get hurt.”

Harrumph stepped forward, spoke soothingly to the officer,
who waggled his head in silent assent. A sharp exclamation

broke from the watching face on the screen.

“Ah, it's Colonel-General Burrapp himsself.” Harrumph
executed a sardonic bow to the glowering visage, following up
with a string of Haterakan polysyllables. The Colonel-General
emitted a sound like a short in a ten-megavolt circuit and
blanked the screen.

“Now he knows,” Harrumph announced in a satisfied tone.
“My dear Terries, if you could have grassped import of poor
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captive vessels had been successfully launched for the effort—
encountered two enemy pickets en route, but each time
Harrumph satisfied their challenge with a rapid string of bogus
operational orders.

. The Haterakan-occupied moon—the most distant satellite
of Blackstrap, itself a sparsely populated, oversized world lying
barely within its sun’s habitable zone—swelled on the lead ship's
screens, a frosty white, slightly misshapen sphere, a bare five
hundred miles in diameter.

“Not much to it,” Sean said grimly. “But it was Terry
territory, by Hector, and with a little luck it will be again!™

At the communicator, Harrumph barked and hooted in reply
to anxious queries rising from the station below.

“They are growing ssusspiciouss,” he announced, looking up
from the screen, so arranged that only his own Haterakan visage
~ was visible to the ground station. “Thiss chap wisshess to know
why we're coming thiss way when he personally heard fleet
orderss directing all units thar way.”

“Tell hm we need to fuel up and take on supplies,” Sean
directed.

After another exchange of excited gutterals, Harrumph
relayed the reply: “He sstatess that he hass had no insstructionss
to ssupply any tail-end Charliess sshowing up five hourss late for
grand assemblage of fleet. He further advissess that he iss
engaged in taking hiss ssemi-quarterly inventory, and hass no
intention of loussing up hiss recordss jusst to ssuit platoon of

gold-bricking ten o'clock sscholarss. There'ss more, but it
sscarce bearss repeating.”

“Stall him for another five minutes,” Sean snapped. “Then he
can yell his head off.” He directed the slim, sleek vessel into a
close tangential approach orbit designed to use the planetoid’s
feeble gravitational attraction to the maximum for braking from
interplanetary velocity.

“Poor fellow iss deeply dissturbed by our failure to ssheer
off,” Harrumph relayed after a particularly virulent stream of
croaks and clicks had issued from the screen. “He threatenss to

report uss in quadruplicate to Grand Admiral himsself, for
failure to ssubmit proper paper work ssix weekss in advance.”

“Tell him I'll explain the whole thing to him in easy-to-
understand terms in about another ten minutes,” Sean
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“Kindly remember that there are Lobssterss and Lobssteress,
my dear Ssean,” Harrumph said in an irritable growl. “You will
recall that | alsso wass insstrumental in bringing newss of
Hikop’s intent—though I confess that my friend Mr. West'ss
insspired intervention wass the masster sstroke of the affair!™

“l never seen anything like it, Sean,” a bristly-jawed man
grinned, showing teeth that had patently failed to see their
dentist twice a year. “Once them babies seen we was ready for
’em, they couldn’t give up quick enough!™

“Naturally,” Harrumph spoke up. “Why sshould they get

themsselvess killed carrying out operation Grand Admnral had
assured them would be child’ss play?”
" “You go in for some fancy demonstrations, Bully.” Sean
grinned at Retief. “You dropped that carrier right in the front
yard.” He delivered a ringing kick to a large, heat-curled section
of hull plating salvaged from the downed heavyweight. “I can’t
read Lobster,” he said, indicating the curlicued symbols etched
in scorched paint across the trophy. “But | knew Haterak sheet
metal when 1 saw it. Damn near hit me on the head!™ He turned
to Harrumph. “What’s it say anyway?”

“‘Authorissed Perssonel only,’” the Haterakan interpreted.

A roar of laughter greeted the translation.

“That’s as good a battle cry as ahy,"’ Sean announced. “And
we'll show these blasted Hatracks what it means, too, present
company excepted.” He took a gulp of coffee. “That’s our
Legion motto from now on, boys! We’'ll post it on every world
on the frontier before we're done!™

“Why not let the CDT handle it from this point on?” Retief
inquired.

In the background, an atonal twanging had started up,
inspiring a number of the men to join in a hearty rendition of
“Gonna Dig a Big Ditch around Texas.”* Sean winced and
leaned closer. “When the Haterakans first started nosing around
our worlds, we paid '‘em no mind,” he said grimly. “First thing
we knew, they'd set up fueling stations right under our noses—
on our own satellites! Claimed we weren’t using ’em and they
had as much right as anybody. We called in the CDT—and got
brushed off like a Sunday suit. Then the Lobsters got bolder,
took to buzzing our towns, blanketing our communications,

*Copyright 2940 by FOMU Corp.
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“Those triple-damned diplomats left the Lobsters with their
fleets intact! And you saw the truce lines they drew! Just a hop
and a skip fromevery Terry world on the frontier! Assoon as the
Lobsters have collected all the pretties they want—blooie!
They’ll hit the whole line at once like a ton of anvils, boot us off
our worlds and then thumb their olfactory tendrils at the CDT—
until they come running, with a new load of concessions!™

“l don't think so, Sean,” Retief said. *Now that the CDT has
signatures on a formal agreement, it can’t afford to let the
Haterakans stir up any trouble. If they did, half the would-be
land-grabbers in this end of the Western Arm would start trying
their wings. Beside which, I think we can trust Harrumph—"

“I don't trust any alien any fartherthan i canlever him witha
crowbar!” Sean came back hotly. “Whose side are you on,
anyway, West? | seem to remember seeing you disappear just
before the Lobsters chickened out on their last charge. It
wouldn’t be that you’re working both sides of the street, would
1t?”

“Hey, Sean,” Harry spoke up. “That ain’t no way to talk to
Bully—"

“I’'ll talk any way I like!™ Sean bellowed. “And that’s enough
of this first-name stuff! It’s General Braze from now on!” He
yanked his formerly splended tunic into line with a jangle of
battle-stained medals, a tall, martial figure with fire in his eye.

“It's time to look at the situation realistically.” He swept his
assembled veterans with a fierce look. “We all know the
Lobsters haven't been beaten—just stopped, for the moment. As
soon as they get on the prod again, 1t’ll be Waterhole all over
again!” He smacked a huge fist into a horny palm. “We've been
sold down the river by the CDT! To them, we're just chips ina
card game—and it's a game we can't win! So, by the devil’s
ulcers, we’ll play it our way! Let’s face it: with the whole frontier
behind us, we’re the strongest force in this end of the Galaxy—

unless we let those redtape artists disarm us! Are we going to sit
still for that?”

“Hell, no!™ someone yelped.

“Not us, General!” other voices chimed in.

“Yeah, but—" a lone dissenter began, but was drowned in the
general enthusiasm. | |

“The time to act is now!” Sean's voice rang like massed
trumpets. “The Legion is armed and ready! We've had a taste of
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interfering with shipping. We tried the CDT again—and got told
we were troublemakers. Then the E.T.'s came out in the open,
took over Blackstrap’s outer moon, and kicked the water miners
off —and I knew it was time to do something. I got a few men
together, set up shop here on Blue Moon and started scrounging
whatever equipment I could get my hands on—"

“According to rumor, you've been pretty busy at that last
chore,” Retief said mildly. “l understand half the shipping on the
frontier has been hit. Where do you keep all the loot?"

Sean looked surprised. “Hell, Bully—how much do you
think 1 could do with one thousand-tonner? I had exactly one
fast, space-worthy boat—the one the Hatracks blasted out from
under Lou and Jack. Their orders were to collect arms—any
kind of arms—anyplace they could get ‘’em! Maybe they got
overeager and collected a little cash along with the guns on the
theory it might come in handy for buying a shipment out-cluster
and sneaking 1t in past the CDT. But that’s all! We never
touched any inter-planet shipping, or raided any settlements!”

“Besst you defer hisstorical ressume until later,” Harrumph
said. “If | know Grand Admiral, he iss even now raging about
deckss of hiss flagsship, disspatching orderss in all directionss
for massive concentration of forcess for next attempt. The
Admiral disslikess being frusstrated in hiss little whimss.™

“You figure this Hikop'll try it again?” Sean frowned.

“You may depend upon it,” the alien croaked. “Having once
been thwarted in hiss object, he will return to affray with
. renewed intenssity! Ssuch iss nature of hiss fanaticissm!”

“What do you think, Bully?” |

“Why you asking him?” Lou demanded. *I still don't trust
him any farther than I can pitch a pack mule!”

“That’s ‘cause you're about half smart,” Harvey spoke up.
“And it's the wrong half.”

“Take it easy, Lou,” Tolliver put in good-naturedly, “As
Sean says—Mr. West has presented his credentials.”

“Huh! Could of been just a grandstand play, a put-up job—"

“Nonssensse!” Harrumph cut him off. “Grand Admiral
Hikop iss not Lobster to wasste sship of line merely to penetrate
headquarters of what he considerss nesst of sspoils-sportss!™

“What I'd like to know 1s,” a scar-faced man named Cecil
spoke up, “how'd that Hatrack admiral know to hit Blue Moon
in the first place?” He eyed Retief. “There’s lots of places he
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am, honor forbidss that Haterakan fighting force ssubmit to
capture by mere handful of Terranss! No!™ he clacked his
shredders decisively. “It iss 1 who musst demand ssurrender of
yoursself and all your men!”

“Huh?” Sean frowned darkly while his hands tightened on
the grips of his rifle. “You’'ve got the gall to walk in here—you,
supposed to be a friend of ours—and call on me to give up?”

“Alass, 1 expect you to fight to death,” Harrumph cut in.
“But 1 musst give you chance, out of regard for our former
association.”

“Lobster, you better get back down that slope and under
cover as fast as your trotters will carry you,” Sean grated. “And
take that truce flag with you!”

_ “l regret you fail to appreciate change in circumstancess,”
Harrumph said sadly. “However—1I sshall personally ssee to it
your remainss are shipped home for grinding into fertilizer—or
whatever you Terriess do with leftovers. It iss leasst I can do for
gallant defenderss of hopeless possition.”

“Git, damn you!™ Sean snapped.

“Mind your tone,” Harrumph came back sharply. “Afterall,
as one of thosse ssame defenders, 1 desserve a little consider-
ation! Actually, it’ss something of coup on my part,” he added as
he turned to lower himself over the ledge, “to have played role
both in heroic last-ditch defense and glorious victory of my,
sside—my new sside.” |

“Before you hurry away, Grand Admiral,” Retief said, “I'd
like a word with you. 1 think you're overlooking a point or two.™

“l know what you are thinking, my dear former comrade,”
the alien sighed. “I'm well aware that cheap victory now will be
paid for in end by crusshing defeat at handss of vasst Terran
fleetss, aroussed by massacre of Legion. But that’s way cookie
crumbless. After brave ssacrificess of my troops, I could hardly
deprive them of their moment of glory!”

“In my experience most combat soldiers are more interested
in loot than glory,” Retief countered smoothly.

“True...” Harrumph glanced at the handful of haggard
Terrans in their grimy mismatched garments. “But 1 fear there
i1ss little to be had here in way of sspoilss of war.”

“However,” Retief went on, “if you play your cards right, |
think there might just be a possibility, in spite of this little
misunderstanding, of rectifying that situation.”
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monster vessel, now no more than three miles distant. He
switched off the screens, doused the cockpit lights, stared out
through the canopy for visual contact—and saw the great ship, a
quarter-mile cigar-shape typical of Haterakan design slanting
away from him, reaching for maneuvering space after the
surprising failure of its missile launch.

“All right, all right! I’'m convinced!” Sean yelled “l can see
him running—1 don’t know why, but no honest ship would do
that! Now get out of there before he swats my airplane!"”

“lI can’t afford to, now,” Retief replied. “I'm inside his
screens. If 1 stick close enough, he can’t use his heavy stuff on
me. That gives me a slight advantage.”

Steadily, he closed the gap, as the fleeing Haterakan ship,
hampered by the unaccustomed drag of atmosphere and
planetary gravity, sought to outdistance him, gain the relative
safety of the troposphere, from which it could launch a new and
irresistible attack. Its sister ship, a hundred miles to the west,
was changing course, its trace on the screen curving to join her
ally.

At a distance of little over a mile, the giant Haterakan carrier
angled sharply upward in a desperate bid to shake off the
perplexingly persistent midget which had eluded her salvo—the
opportunity Retief had waited for. His swift craft raced in,
coasting up past its normal operational ceiling. Ata range of
half a mile, Retief slammed the FIRE switch home. The aircraft
grunted and lurched as its entire battery of rockets, explosive
projectiles, and heat-seeking ballistic torpedoes sprang away in
one massive volley aimed at the giant's vulnerable hull. As Retief
flipped the interceptor on its back and rolled under and away
~ from the invader, a glint of red light flashed along the plane’s
polished prow. The shock wave struck, slammed the light craft
into a wildly slewing roll. Retief righted it, looked back. Far
above the astern, a great white fire blazed in the sky, raining
flaming wreckage in a mile-wide swath.

“*Ho-ly jump-ing Jeremy!™ Sean’s voice crackled, almost lost
in the static generated by the boiling holocaust. “I can see the
fireball from here! It looked like you flew that K-three-oh right
into her stern tubes!™

Retief watched as the disintegrating carrier fell past him, the
tiny lights of escaping parasite craft streaming away from the
hulk like sparks from a burning brand.
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“We invited them,” Retief reminded the big redhead mildly.
“Y ou might say we were lucky that cruising Peace Enforcer saw
fit to regard us as victorious patriots instead of pirates.”

Sean’s fist hit the table hard enough to make the ashtrays
jump.

“Lucky!”™ he boomed, then lowered his tone as half a dozen
icy diplomatic glares turned his way.

“Now, Grand Admiral,” a small, shoulderless Second Secre-
tary in a faultlessly cut midafternoon puce seersucker dickey and
ocher velvet tailcoat said unctiously in the silence, “if you’'ll just
let us know 1if there’s anything else you want...?”

. Sean snorted, rose and stamped across to the fireplace, where
he stood, feet braced apart, hands behind his back, muttering to
himself until the scratching of pens and the fluttering of mutual
assurances of esteem had ended and the diplomats had buckled
up their briefcases and departed for their waiting vessel,
accompanied by Harrumph and his aides.

“'m glad to see the last of that crowd of meat-cating
canaries!” the big man barked as the door closed on the harassed
Third Secretary bringing up the rear. “By the devil’'s adenoids, if
we’'d left it up to that bunch, we'd all be pulling an oar in a
Haterakan river barge; and now that we’ve beaten the Lobsters
back with our blood, sweat, and lighter fluid, they chum up to
'em like long-lost creditors—and leave without even saying

- toodle-oo0!”

“It wasn’t exactly a victory of arms,” Retief reminded the
irate general. “The spirit of the Legion left nothing to be
desired—but if Harrumph hadn’t seen the wisdom of a truce, the
next charge would have ironed us out like a lace hanky.”

“Maybe,” Sean said flatly. “But things are a little different,
now. The CDT blockade’s lifted; those troops from Jawbone

and the other worlds can join up. We can get all the men we
want! All I've go to do is yell, and they’ll come pouring in from
all across the frontier with ships and armaments—everything we
need!”

“Need for what, Sean?” Retief inquired. “The war’s over.”

“Is 1t?” Sean shot him a sharp look, turned to stare into the
fire. “Who says so, the CDT? What’s the CDT to me? A bunch of
pencil-pushers who left us to sink or swim when the pressure was
on, and jumped in to grab the glory as soon as we’d turned the
tide.” He whirled, his face set in lines of hard determination.
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shook it. An object rolled out; it was the size of a ripe pumpkin,

sheathed in horn, adorned with broken spines. It stopped with

its great lifeless eyes staring blankly up at the endless sky.
“Behold mortal remainss of Hikop, once Grand Admiral.”

Harrumph’s unmistakable voice croaked. “Sslain by mysself in
ssingle combat!™

/

“l caught him there, where the tall stones lean together.”
Harrumph waved an upper arm. “He fought valiantly for hiss
life, as befitss noble of Haterakan race. But / fought for more
than life! 1 gave battle in name of honor!”

“Looks like he put up quite a scrap,” Jack Raskall noted as
the battered victor tottered to a seat on a flat rock.

“Disspossing of Hikop was mere trifle,” Harrumph replied.
“But on the way back I inadvertently caught glimpse of page out
of catalog, with full-color illo of Cr.69.98 living-room suite.
Ugh! Thosse obsscene upholsstery patternss were nearly death
of me! Between those, and Len’s droonge tones, attackers were
helpless!” He goggled a bloodshot eye at Retief. “Little did
Hikop ssusspect, when he put you to torment, Bully, that one
day you’d return his own techniques against him!”

“Then—with old Hikop dead—1 guess the war’s over!™ Jack
spoke in tones of wonderment. “Just like that! All we got to do
now Is get off this hunk o’ rock and tuck into some vittles—"

“Just a minute,” Sean cutin. He turned to the alien. “You did
O.K., Rumpy. Now, suppose you go back down and talk to
whoever’s taken over from Hikop, see about calling a truce, and
giving us a boat, and—"

“Ah, perhapss you fail to undersstand, Ssean,” Harrumph
raised a claw. “I am slayer of Grand Admiral. | am also highest
ranking Haterakan in naval forces, now that he hass ssuffered
ssad demise. Ergo—/ am ssuccessor and New Grand Admiral!™

Sean looked perplexed for a moment, then brightened.
“Well, hell, that settles that! You just give me your formal
surrender, and we can all quit and go home!”

“It 1ss not quite sso ssimple as that, General Braze!™ the
Haterakan said sternly. “As Grand Admiral, 1 have ssole
ressponsibility for Haterakan forcess! And peace-lover though |
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gun at Retief and Harrumph.
“We'll lock ‘em up until we know which way things are

running.” Sean shot a hot look at the girl. “And if they've lied to
me, I'll personally trim ‘em into cut bait and feed ‘em to the grass

crabs!”

5

The makeshift prison to which the prisoners were escorted was a
tumble-down former barn built of stone and massive timbers,
manned by a lean, white-haired oldster with a weather-beaten
face and snapping blue eyes.

“Howdy, Miss Lisobel,” he greeted the girl who had
accompanied the detachment. “Who's this fellow?” he
demanded, looking Retief over. “Don’t remember seeing him
around here before.” He looked Harrumph up and down. “And
a Hatrack. Where’d you get him?”

“They crash-landed, Jimmy,” the glrl sald “Sean wants them
guarded until he can check their story.”

“They come snooping around, Harvey—" the bat-eared man
~ started.

“That’s Sergeant Major Harvey to you, boy, for the
duration,” the old fellow barked. “Guarded, hey? O.K. Get ‘em
inside here. If you weekend heroes had the wits of the wood-
weevils that are rattling around where your brains ought to be,
you'd know better than to bunch up where one enemy ping-
bomb could take out the bunch of you!”

“Heck, Harvey—Il mean Sarge—there ain't no Lobsters
inside o’ six parsecs—"

“A lot you know! I been telling you sack-sailors you're
overconfident! Now skedaddle! I'll take care of this pair!™ The
jailor hefted an immense antique revolver.

“Watch 1it, Harvey. These are dangerous spies—"

All heads turned to look upward as a brilliant white star lit
the scene suddenly, etching upturned faces in stark black and
white. Across the sky, a white streak elongated like chalk across
a blackboard, fading to harsh yellow, cherry red, then dying,
leaving a fading trail of glowing dust behind it. A second streak
arched across the sky, fading, dying.

“Ye gods!” someone yelled. “Those babies are in some kind
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turned to pick his route, he saw a tall figure stand suddenly, fifty
feet away, wave an anterior arm. At once, ungainly Haterakan
forms rose up all across the landscape: tens, hundreds of them,
with guns at the ready for the advance in an irresistible wave
which would sweep across the prominence where the handful of
Terrans waited to make their final stand. Even as Retief moved
to flatten himself against the nearest rock, a Haterakan loomed
behind it. The alien’s great eyes goggled through the clear plastic
of his helmet. With a convulsive start, he aimed a blow at
Retief's head with a lower arm, fumbling at the safety release of
his gun. Retief ducked aside, and with a twist of a valve, flooded
his helmet with inth.

The alien brought his gun around, raised it. . .and froze into
immobility. At the same moment, the sky paled as though the
house lights had been turned up, bathing the scene in a cold,
multicolor glare. Great banners of ashy flame glowed to promi-
nence as Retief’s drug-affected optic nerves responded to the
unfiltered high-frequency radiation of the star-clotted sky.

Moving with care, he stepped around his would-be assailant,
leaned forward, pushed off with a gentle thrust, and floated
swiftly over the rocky ground among the statue-like Haterakan
troops. He passed within ten feet. of the gaudily caparisoned
Grand Admiral, standing with his staff in a protected hollow at
the rear of the assault line, staring fixedly toward the Terran
position. He grounded on a rise, changed direction slightly, and
pushed off again. In great fifty- and hundred-foot leaps, Retief
left the scene of the impending battle, heading for a spot out of
sight beyond a ragged line of peaks.

3

The crater where the recaptured Haterakan ship had exploded
lay stark and deserted under the neon sky. Great fragments
of the wreck were strewn all about, apparently cold and dark,
but actually, to judge from the petrified clouds of gases hanging
over them, burning fiercely. There were bodies here, too—
Haterakans caught in the blast or gunned down by Sean’s
Legionnaires—unfortunate sacrifices to their admiral’s
ambitions.

Retief crossed the crater, found the narrow ravine through
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behind the group. “A TX from Cobolt Tower!™ He leaned to
twiddle dials on his field phone. An excited blat burst from it.

“...reinforcements! Just in from Jawbone, they say! Come
out of noplace! Almighty big ships—two of ‘em!”

A shot went up from the men. “... knew we'd get help!™

“So there’s a Hatrack fleet just off-planet, eh?” Sean
demanded sardonically over the hubbub. “Looks like they didn't
slow our friends down any. | guess that’s a good enough answer
to your tale.” He motioned the men back from around Retief
and the Haterakan, raised the gun—

“Only a coward would shoot down an unarmed man in cold
blood.” Lisobel’s voice cut clearly through the hubbub.

“For the love of Juniper,” Sean roared, his face suddenly red.
“I've got a war to run, girl! I can't waste time with a bleeding
hearts club—"

“Heart which will bleed will be yours, large Terry,”
Harrumph cut in in his harsh voice. “Hikop iss crafty; he sseekss
to ssucker you with thiss fiction of reinforcements! No Terry
vessel could pass unchallenged through hiss blockade! And did
your communicationss man himsself sstate theese new arrivals
appeared with curiouss ssuddenness on his sscreenss? At closse
range Haterakan concealment gear iss inoperative! Thuss the
Grand Admiral hopess to give himsself a few added minutess of
ssurprisse!”

“Maybe you'd better play it safe, Sean,” Retief said. “Runan
intercept on these alleged Jawboners, before they hit atmos-
phere.”

“l can’t,” the redhead growled. “With Lou’s boat gone, I've
got nothing with combat capability but atmosphere craft!”

“In that case, you'd better get them in the air in a hurry.
Hikop will carry his masquerade as far as he can. By the time
your radar can recognize that those are Haterakan carriers, the
bombs will already be on the way.”

“I've got no fuel to waste, blast you! The more you talk the
more [ don't know which way to jump! Until I see evidence that
those are enemy vessels, I've got to assume they’re what they
claim to be!” Sean made a savage motion with his hand. “All
right, don’t stand around with your mouths open,” he bellowed
at his men. “We’'ll have to stand by until they tip their hand!
We've got no choice!”

“What about this pair?” A small man with bat ears waved his
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6

A startled plane guard jumped up as Retief came up to the long,
sleek ship, parked nose-into-the-wind at the side of the sandy
strip. |

“Substitute pilot,” Retief said briefly as the young fellow
swung his gun around uncertainly. “Just unchock those wheels,
will you?”

He swung up into the cockpit, strapped in, witha touch of the
starter button started the fifty megahorse engine. Retief gunned
the ship, swung out into the runway, taxied to the downwind
end. From the direction of the Operations tent, there was a wink
of pink light; a shot whickered close enough to hear even over
the thunder of the jet. Then the craft was racing forward, lifting,
its nose pointed to the stars.

Five minutes later, at ninety thousand feet, Retief picked up
the first faint pulse on his radar. In the dim cockpit light, he
switched on the chart, watched the landscape unroll with the red
dot that represented his aircraft centered on the ten-inch screen.
Forty miles to the west was the dark blob of the coastal town
near which the Haterakans proposed to land en masse. Far
above, at extreme range, the twin blimps of the Haterakan
carriers danced on the screen, decelerating rapidly now as they
took up the stations from which they would launch their landing
craft.

Retief flipped keys, setting up the course vector for an
intercept on automatic pilot. The acceleration pressed him back
‘in his seat as the eager craft surged forward. He switched his
communicator to command channel.

“...youinthestolen plane,” Sean's voice roared. “Y ou’ve got
to land sometime—and when you do—"

“Keep your eyes peeled, Sean,™ Retief cut in. “Watch the lead
ship.™

“You!” Sean yelled. “I don’t know what in the name of nine
devils you think you’re doing, but break it off! That's an order!
Bring that aircraft back here in one piece or—"

“Better you order a red alert, effective now, Sean,” Retief
interrupted the tirade. “If everything works out, I think you'll
want to scramble your squadron in a hurry a few minutes from
now.”
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“What are you talking about, you—you horsethief! That’s
my best fighter you've got there—all I've got to stand the enemy
off with, until our allies come through—=

“Sure. And I'd hate to see you lose it on the ground.”

“Listen! I'm tracking you on an intercept course with that
Jawbone transport! What crazy stunt are you planning?”

“If she’s a Jawbone transport, I'll write ‘I was a bad boy’ on
the blackboard a hundred times. If not...”

“Hey—Iif that tub is a Lobster man 'o war, he’ll blast you out
of the sky! I can’t afford to lose my K-three-oh! Break it off and
get out of there!™

“If he nails me, it will be a convincing demonstration of what
I've been telling you,™ Retief came back. “Let's wait and see how
it turns out. I'll have to go now, Sean. I'm going to be busy for
the next five minutes.” ‘

At full emergency intercept speed, Retief raced forward,
watching the incoming vessel as it dropped deeper into the
planetary atmosphere. He switched his gunnery screen to high
mag; the enemy was descending fast from an altitude of forty
miles. Second by second, Retief closed in; when he ranged the
vessel at a scant twenty miles, the spaceship abruptly altered
course toward him. An instant later, the tiny traces of air-to-air
missiles lanced out. He held his fire, watched as the proximity
dial swept from fifteen miles to ten, to five—

When it seemed the projectiles were almost 1n his cockpit, he
put the K-000 on its back and dropped away in a vertical dive.
There was a sharp whap -whap ! as the missiles, unable to follow
the abrupt course alteration, detonated harmlessly far astern of
their elusive target.

“You up there—1 saw two heavy K's blow just now!™ Sean’s
excited voice burst from the panel. “Are you...did you...?”

“You’ll be relieved to know I'm O.K., Sean,” Retief came
back cheerily. “His aim was wild. Hold tight, now...”

“Wait a minute, you! You’re right on top of him! You're not
crazy enough to try to ram the son of a flagpole?”

“Does that mean you’re convinced? Stand by and I'll see if |
can’t clinch my argument.”

“I] told you to break off and bring that aircraft back to base,
blast you! If he’s a Jawboner, like he said, you're wasting fuel!
And if he isn’'t—you’re wasting an interceptor!™ As Sean raved
on, Retief brought his ship around in a rising curve toward the
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“It’s not that 1 fail to appreciate lad’ss sspirit,” he explained,
“but droonge content of vibrationss iss altogether too high for
endurance.”

“l seem to have a slight case of droonge allergy myself,”
Retief confided. The two moved back, seated themselves on a
flat rock overlooking the enemy approaches, as the rest of the
detachment gathered around Len, strumming away as
enthusiastically as if he were at a hangar dance back on Blue
Moon.

Harrumph heaved a sigh, a sound not unlike the death rattle
of a rhino. “Ssuch pity; yoursself, and Ssean and all hiss
Terriess—and 1 as well—musst die, all for vainglory of one
madman. Hf I could but get my handss on hiss sscrawny neck . ..”
He clacked his chelae together with a sharp report.

“That might be fun,” Retief said. “But how would it help our
present situation?”

“Well, it...” Harrumph began, then broke off, looked
thoughtfully at Retief, his saucer eyes gleaming in the dark. “As
matter of fact,” he said, “it could change entire complexion of
ssituation. Hikop alone iss ressponsible for thiss idiocy. If he
were removed ...!"

“You think his men might break off the attack””

“It dependss on who steppss in as hiss ssuccessor—but | have
a sshrewd notion that only Hikop'ss zeal has been ressponsible
for their perssistence in the face of heavy cassualties!™

“Suppose someone picks him off as they charge?”

“No! Hikop iss mine alone to deal with! And anyway, honor
would require that charge, once begun, musst be pressed home.
But if I could eliminate him now, before attack...”

“Can you spot him down there?”

“No. I sscanned possition carefully, gun in hand. He iss well
concealed. Look for yourself, nothing sstirss below—until the
moment of assault!” Harrumph clashed his shredders in
frustration. “If it were not sso utterly hopeless, 1 would try to
sneak up on him as he liess in wait—but it would be ssuicide.
Better to remain here, and lend my weight to final ressisstance.”

“What you need is a diversion,” Retief said.

Harrumph made a sardonic sound. “What could possibly
divert Hikop'ss hordes from total concentration on bare
expanse of rock I would have to cross?” he inquired rhetorically.

“I'm not sure,” Retief said. “But I just may have an idea.”
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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 1it’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 pittied from
stem to stern tubes.

“There she is, Mr. Retief—rigged to your specifications pre-
cisely,” 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 spaceworthy.” 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
instrument, 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.

4

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
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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 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 remark-
ably 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 [ 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! 1t will
be the making of me—and incidentally put an end to any incipi-
ent 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
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“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 1], 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, | 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 | see, | 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, 1 ain’t met one that’s a friend o’ mine,” Bludginroared.

“What are you, some kind o'renegade Terry?”

“l 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 |
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
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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, “1 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_ﬂ

“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 doordown!™

“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 1 would of knowed you was busy, 1 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?”
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speaker, barking an obvious challenge.

“Hold tight, everybody,” Retief said, and switched on power,
threw the boat into a spine-wrenching evasive pattern. At once,
bright points of light blossomed on the screens as the
Haterakan’s relay-triggered batteries opened fire. The DV
screen flashed white and dimmed as a warhead burst nearby, its
overloaded protective circuitry buzzing indignantly.

“It’'s...hell...not being...able...to shoot back....,”
Raskall gasped out as the boat twisted, bucked, flipped end-for-
end, veering around, under, past and through the barrage hurled
at it from a dozen units of the Haterakan force, whose missiles,
rigidly tracking along pre-computed courses, detonated
harmlessly off-target, defeated by the unpredictable dartings of
the minuscule craft.

“We’re through the outer line,” Raskall blurted as a final pair
of interceptors dwindled astern. “If the danged Lobsters'd
thrown out a random pattern, they'd of nailed us!™

“Uh-huh,” Retief said. “Here come the inner defenses!™ An
enemy cutter rushed toward the intruder, firing white bursts
from its braking jets as it strove to match courses. Swiftly, it
grew, shiding across the screen. At the last moment, it fired a
salvo which rushed harmlessly past, prevented from detonating
by safety devices aborting a burst within the parent vessel’s
vulnerability radius.

Another Haterakan approached, this one a small pursuit
ship. Light crackled from its prow as it fired a fixed-mount
power cannon from maximum range. Retief threw the boat
aside from the lancing beam, rolled it on its back, dropped
toward the rugged surface now only miles below. The attacker
hurtled past, swerved in a screaming U to follow its quarry in a
headlong dive. On the forward DV screen, the rocky peaks
below—stark black and white in the unfiltered glare of the
star—rushed upward with breath-stopping speed. At the last
possible instant, Retief flattened the racing craft, shot past a row
of dagger-points upthrust from a lava flat, and across the
terminator toward inky blackness ahead.

“You're too low!™ Raskall shouted. Retief shook his head.
held the fleeting vessel on a flat-out course across the level plain
blurring beneath him. Ahead, a dimly seen shape of rock swept
closer, closer—

Retief hauled back on the controls, lifted the boat in a
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“Ha! Hear how they exclaim,” Harrumph grated. “But we
sshall dissappoint their unwholessome lusstss for action by
sstanding firm as monssterss charge down, thuss dying
insstantly.”

“That’s the spinit,” Retief said. “Let’s take up our position
right under the Admiral’s box.”

“As good a sspot as any,” the other agreed. “And we'd besst
get wiggle on. 1 ssee barrier rising, and dire-beasts are not noted
for their reluctance to ssatiate their appetitess.”

They had almost reached the appointed position when a
~ deep-throated snort sounded from the shadows behind the now
raised grid which had barred egress from the animal chute. A
high-shouldered, long-legged creature resembling an oversized
hyena with a bristling orange mane bounded into view. It ranin
an awkward, shambing lope, following the line of the barrier
wall. Halfway to the box where the trainers leaned forward
eagerly, the animal checked, raised its wrinkled snout to test the
air, then swung toward Retief and the cashiered Fleetmaster.

“l wass right,” Harrumph said shakily. “Dire-beast it iss!”

As he spoke, the predator was splashing across the arena
toward them at a purposeful canter, his head up, his daggerlike
teeth bared.

“Steady, Harrumph,” Retief called over the thunder of the
crowd. “And don’t give up hope until you find yourself looking
at his bridgework from the inside.” He reached into his pocket,
took out one of the gas pellets he had removed from
Rukktooey’s gun, and crushed it under his nose.

2

For a moment, as the minty fragrance filled Retief’s nostrils,
nothing changed. The dire-beast broke into a full gallop,
sending a spray of water high into the air. Then, abruptly, the
swift uprush slowed, jelled into a gently drifting tracery of
glittering droplets in which the reflected color of the sky faded
from green to coppery red. Overhead, the cloud cover seemed to
thin, became transparent, disappeared. The bright points of
innumerable stars sprang up, glowing in rainbow hues, made
visible via short-wave radiation. The long leap of the charging
carnivore became a floating glide, which slowed into immobility
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A.U.’s faint traces indicated the convergence of heavy units of
the Haterakan Navy.

“Looks like old Hikop's getting in position for a full-scale
takeover!™ Jack blurted. “Well, there's one consolation: that
won't leave him much to hit Waterhole with.”

“How much will he need?” Clem inquired, frowning. “From
what you say, the rebel general can’t have more than a couple
hundred men with him.”

“We'll find out soon,” Retief said. “l just picked up
Waterhole on the forward screens, forty-one minutes dead
ahead.” He cut all power, neutralized all radiation sources, and
erected the radar screens. “Let's see how close we can get before
they spot us.”

2

“Boy,” Jack Raskall muttered half an hour later, staring into the
screens alight with the glowing red blips that indicated
Haterakan gunboats. “The Lobsters are in around that rock like
sugar-flies on a jelly flower.”

“All small stuff,” Retief said. “l have an idea Hikop’s
planning on doing a little face-saving by cleaning up Waterhole
with the minimum of fuss and bother.”

“Sean’s only got nine boats,” Jack mourned. “Hikop must
have fifty!”

“Hey!™ Clem looked up from the shielded communicator on
which he had been microbeaming the Legion’s recognition code.
“I got a beep on locus 476..." He twirled vernier knobs on the
screen on which Waterhole was now a gleaming point against
the blazing backdrop of the cluster. “Yeah! I'm reading their ID
echo, Mr. West! They're down there!”

“Anyway, they’'re still alive,” Jack muttered. “Which is more
than we'll maybe be in a few minutes.”

The rock known as Waterhole swelled to an irregular disk, as
the tiny courier craft swept inward, ignored so far by the
swarming gunboats ahead. Then, abruptly, the IFF chattered in
response to a probing beam from an enemy vessel.

“Here it comes,” Jack said between clenched teeth. “They got
us on visual now.” Again the IFF clucked its automated
response. As it clicked off, a Haterakan voice burst from the
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“Not bloody likely,” Lou spat.

“Good, 1 sshould disslike to ensslave a former guesst.”

With a snarl, Lou started toward the Haterakan. The latter
moved swiftly, but Retief was quicker; he slammed his doubled
fist, with one knuckle projecting, in a short, powerful jab to the
man’s short ribs. Lou doubled over, sank to the floor.

“Ah, rogue, doubtless untamable.” Fleetmaster Harrumph
peered down at the casualty. He plucked what was obivously a
gun from a jeweled shoulder holster, aimed it negligently at Lou.
Retief took a step and stood straddling the fallen pirate. “It
wouldn’t do to dispose of him, Fleetmaster. He’s vital to the
harmony of our vibrations. Represents the eternal dissonance of
the sturm versus angst and all that sort of thing. Without him the
rest of us will get peckish, pick at our slops, and turn in a
miserable performance litterwise.”

“Ah, s00. Curiouss—but as for yoursself, you look forward
with delight to prosspect 1 outlined,eh?”

“Sounds like the workingman's dream,” Retief said
admiringly. “When does the program get under way?””

“Soon. It remainss merely to complete certain arrangementss
for the acquissition of grazing landss and ssuitable herdss—
arrangements which even now near fulfillment—and then you
will be released among your cowss and natural increasse will
ssoon inssure contented flockss gamboling on brown! How
proud you'll be to see sturdy little ones about you!”

“A charming prospect,” Retief agreed. “But without our
chum here, it's all a dream.”

“Well, in that case, I ssupposse I musst let him carry on— but
I'll hold you other two unitss sstrictly ressponssible! Any
violenss, and sskorff! Into grinderss he goess.”

“I heard you Hatracks killed Terries on sight,” Jack spoke
up. “What makes us different?”

“You, my dear creature, are ssurvivor typess—a valuable
trait—as demonstrated by your pressent survival.” He rasped
his shredding hooks together. “You see, 1 confide in you,
hopeful that you will be content in the cozy den I will provide
aboard sship, remembering the merry outlook before you!™

“Hey,” Jack Raskall muttered. “What's he talking about,
Bully? Why’s he interested in fixing us up with like bachelor’s
paradises?”

“Didn’t you hear him?” Lou gasped, as the guards hauled him
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while the avalanche of sound ran down to a rumble, died into
utter silence.

Retief released his stave; it stood, suspended. Twenty feet
away, the charging dire-beast poised, its forepaws, armed with
nine-inch talons, clear of the ground, its large, greenish eyes half
closed. Beside Retief, Harrumph posed, stiffly erect, staring
with glittering eyes toward the unmoving tableau.

“Don’t go away,” Retief said. The words sounded muffled,
distorted. The air was as thick as syrup on his tongue. He
stepped past the Haterakan, plowing through the dense air as if
through hip-deep mud, feeling the heat of friction scalding his
skin. The film of water, set in static riffles, was as hard underfoot
as ice.

He reached the guarded door under the VIP box; the sentries
beside it stood like grotesqueries carved from polished hard-
wood. He tried the elaborate latch. It resisted for a moment;
then cracks opened in the tough plastic to which the hardware
was mounted. Retief released the handle, already hot to his
touch, stood back and watched the heavy metal fold and
crumple as the entire assembly bulged from the door, bringing
shards of the panel with it. Trailing chips, it traveled slowly past
him on a flat trajectory.

He gripped the edge of the door, gave it a gentle tug, slid past
its edge and stepped into a wide passage lined with doors. At the -
far end ruddy sunshine shone in through a fancifully arched and
filigreed entrance. Beyond, on a wide terraced porte-cochere, a
number of liveried doorkeepers stood frozen in the timeless
poses of tip-ceremony around a long, glossy ground car,
reaching for door handles, wielding superfluous whisk brooms,
making ushering motions to a party of richly caparisoned
patrons descending from the vehicle. Retief threaded his way
among the group, taking care not to brush against them, looked
the car over. It was, he decided, a trifle ostentatious, as well as
being too large for maximum maneuverability. He went down
the curving drive, fighting a tendency to float, stepped over a
white-painted chain bordering a colorful fungus bed. The cars
parked here in careless rows were obviously expensive models,
bright with chrome and color, no two alike. Retief went along
the line trying Rukktooey’s keys, on the tenth try opened a
low-slung two-seater parked near the exit gate. It was a custom
export model of Gaspierre manufacture, fitted with metal-rod
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“Just as you twitched—there wass gusst of wind! And dire-
beast sseemed to halt in mid-sstride, whirl, and leap in one
prodigious bound—there!™ He pointed to the VIP box, where
the aroused beast was tossing expensively enameled Haterakans
left and right like jackstraws, howling furiously the while. Horns
blew shrill blasts of alarm; metallically decorated cops appeared
and, unable to shoot effectively because of the crowd, fired
aimlessly into the air. Apoplectic livestock handlers swarmed
about the scene of carnage, swinging power lariats and wielding
electric prods in frantic attempts to control the rampaging carni-
vore, as the band started up a brisk, discordant tune to cover the
confusion.

“I've never been believer in poltergeisstss,” Harrumph said
shakily, “but in thiss case I'm going to make exception!”™ He
stooped, came up with a fragment of door latch. “Look at thiss!
It assailed passt me like chunk of sshrapnel!”

“I’'m afraid the diversion didn’t buy us much time,” Retief
said, indicating the barred door of a second animal chute hastily
swinging open.

“They’re russhing act little to distract cassh cusstomerss from
accident,” Harrumph said. “Now, indeed, we face end, Bully! It
i1ss ssaid, bull-devil can take bite from hull plate, chew it up, and
sspit out rivetss!™

“Don’t despair,” Retief called as the mob noise rose to a
frenzy. “I’'m working on arrangements for a way out of this—but
before we make our break I think we need a little more activity in
the wings to keep our hosts’ attention occupied elsewhere.”

“Arrangements? What arrangements?” Harrumph snorted.
“Only arrangements we have time for now are extra twirl of
prayer Yo-Yo—"

He broke off as from the shadows a massive form half the size
of an Indian elephant paced forth, striped, fanged, tusked,
hooved, bearing on its reptilian head a pair of yard-long
chrome-bright horns.

“Right again,” the ex-Fleetmaster said shakily. “Bully-
devilss it iss...” A second great predator emerged as the first
paused, swinging its head from side to side to bring first one eye,
then the other, to bear on the scene. The second animal spotted
the bait first. With a snuffling grunt, it shouldered its fellow
aside and threw its enormous bulk into a swift canter that broke
almost at once into a trot, then a full gallop, its hoofs raising a
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“Only few minutes now,” Harrumph croaked nervously,
pressing his horny skull against the bars to observe the patch of
sunlight glaring at the end of the passage. “I'm not ssure whether
I’'m impatient to have it over with, or petrified at prosspect..."”
He recoiled abruptly, his eyes quivering with sudden panic.

“I've made up my mind,” he said. “I'm petrified; they're
coming!”

A moment later, there was a stealthy rasp of feet; the gaudy
blue and. orange color scheme of Rukktooey appeared. The
speculator’s manner was distinctly furtive.

“Quick!” he hissed. “I was unable to manage any firearms on
such short notice, but I’'ve got something better—and far less
conspicuous.” He fumbled under his rib-cape.

“Bully—don’t trust rasscal!” Harrumph exclaimed—too
late. Rukktooey had already whipped out a small pistoi-shaped
object, aimed the slim, silvery barrel at Retief and pressed the
firing stud. There was a soft tsssp! of compressed gas and a jet of
something cool, smelling of mint, sprayed in his face, stinging
his eyes and nose.

“It’s a potent drug—a neuronic sensitizer,” the bookie hissed,
looking over his narrow, sloping shoulder. “Quite illegal, of
course, but much favored by groog players and other sleight-of-
hand artists. Probably fatal in the end to Terries, of course, but
in your case it hardly matters, eh?” As the gambler spoke, Retief
felt a curious sensation sweep over him—as if the air in the room
had suddenly thickened. The shadows deepened to a dusky,
somehow luminous crimson gloom. The sound of the crowd had
taken on a remote, wailing quality that sank to a lugubrious
moan

.find . .use...ful...innn...deeteectiiinnngggg ..
The gambler s voice, sinkingto adeep. bantone thena rumblmg
bass, wound down like a failing tape recorder to a thrumming
which dwindled to a profound silence. The entrepreneur himself
stood frozen in mid-motion, the gas gun half lowered, his
vocalizing orifice gaping comically.

Retief turned to Harrumph—not without effort; his head
seemed suddenly as unwieldy as a Halloween pumpkin. The
Haterakan was poised eerily in mid-air, his feet clear of the floor,
arrested in mid-leap toward the bookie. From somewhere, a
deep subsonic beat seemed to reverberate ponderously through
the floor and walls.

"
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pair of expensive-looking but battered ship boots, a short mili-
tary 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 entrecéte 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 ina 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
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pink, then yellow, then flashing into metallic vapor.

“Power!” Retief called. “Everything you've got!”

“Alass, my poor enginess have taken their deathblow,”
Harrumph groaned. “But they yield up yet tiny trickle of mighty
torrent that once they knew.” The ship shook itself, fighting to
swing into a tangential trajectory as she plunged deeper into the
atmosphere. The shrilling of the thickening air became a bellow;
far below, the surface of the planet rushed upward with frightful
speed. A high cloud layer whipped past. Now the ship was
hurtling on a long slant, stern foremost. Retief féd her power in
short bursts, braking the falling derelict’s velocity, forcing her
into a flatter and flatter curve.

“That’s all water down there,” he called to Harrumph.

“Chartss sshow nearesst land mass liess four hundred miless
disstant,” Harumph trumpeted. “Too far!™

Now the ship was in an aerodynamic glide on her tiny emer-
gency vanes, traveling at 1600 miles per hour at an altitude of
120,000 feet. Far ahead the horizon was an arch of blue against
the black of space. The ship flashed on, into the darkness of the
planet’s night side; and still only the limitless dark sea lay below.
On the panel, a faint glow indicated a distant planetary
navigation beacon.

“Down to fifty thousand,” Retief said. “We're good for
maybe another couple of hundred miles.”

“Insufficient,” Harrumph grunted, watching the instru-
ments.

The ship slowed, losing altitude rapidly now. Far ahead,
ghostly whitecaps paced the ship, fell astern.

“We'll be about a mile short,” Retief said calmly.
“Harrumph, better go aft and get ready to jump.”

“Sshall Fleetmaster of Haterak abandon hiss sship while
mere Terry sstands by her?” the alien hooted. “No, smalleyed
one; | sshare your folly!”

“In that case, give me one more boost astern and I'll admit
you're a Powerman.”

“l sshalltry...” A moment later a faint surge lifted thedying
vessel, palmed it forward; then, with a sharp explosion, all
power died.

“Lock 1n!” Retief called, and threw the lever which dropped
an ill-fitting shock frame over his chair. There was a long
moment of suspense; then a violent impact, and the ship was
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clatter of harsh laughter.

“One day villain will pay for thiss,” Retief’s fellow sufferer
gasped out. “Bully, do you still live?”

“Just barely,” Retief said. “That last one almost did the job.
Unless I'm mistaken, it was the authentic odor of sanctity.”

“He'’ss done hiss worsst now,” Harrumph said weakly.
“Future can hold no terrorss, sstink-wise.”

“It looks as though he’s shifting his attack,” Retief pointed
out, as the busy torturers removed the racked tubes and replaced
them with a sturdy easel. One lifted a covered retangle into
place, then carefully averted his oversized eyes and whipped off
the cover to reveal a garish composition of pink and yellow
lozenges.

“l might have known,” Harrumph said in a tortured tone.
“Now we face trial of Abominable Pigmentations! At thiss
moment | envy you your retractable eyeskinss, Bully. As for
me—1] musst ssteel mysself to endure unprotected impact of
vissual mightmares on my naked ocularss!™

“We're in this together,” Retief said. “I'll demonstate Terran
endurance by staring fearlessly at whatever he throws at us.”

“Nobly sspoken, Bully! But 1 warn you—Admiral Hikop,
once aroussed, i1s merciless!” He watched in fascinated horror as

the first visual torture was removed and a second took its place,
this one a pattern of sour green and muddy orange.

“Thiss vile concatenation of chartreuse, tangerine, gorfal,
bleem, and tizrall iss product of a dissordered mind!” Harrumph
choked. “I'm not ssure I can sstand up to pace, Bully! If |
collapse and begin babbling, try to find it in your circulatory
pump to forgive me!”

“l wouldn’t blame you, Harrumph,” Retief reassured the
distressed alien. “At the last exhibit of neo-pop art sponsored by
our CulturalAttaché, strong men broke down and cried, and
some of the pieces weren’t much worse than this.” |

For a nerve-wrenching quarter of an hour, the ocular
bombardment continued, while Harrumph whimpered and

groaned piteously. At last, after a pecuharly hideous
presentation featuring Mexican pink and jade green spirals, the
ordeal ended. The easel was set aside, and an ominously massive
apparatus erected in its stead. A technician flipped switches, and
a deep growling noise started up, slowly ascended the scale to a
shrill screech, then faded to inaudibility. Harrumph quivered,
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a Departmental Deep-Think Team for just such an eventuality.”
He slipped a sheaf of papers from a flat briefcase on the table.
“It might even be, Mr. Retief,” Foulbrood’s blue-veined
eyelid quivered in a phantom wink, “that a role might be found
for you in the climactic ploy—provided you show a proper
appreciation of the gravity of the situation, that is.”

“We can’t allow these bandits to lounge at ease in their strong-
hold,” Overdog put in quickly. “If the Haterakans, ah, make
contact with them there, innocent blogd might be spilled.”

“It will accordingly be necessary to coax them out into the
open,” Fouldbrood pressed on. “Now, there is only one consid-
eration which would tempt these troublemakers to abandon the
comparative security of a well-supplied base in the face of a
superior force of Haterakans: the hope of making contact with
the reinforcements they've been awaiting.”

“They’ll be messaged—in a most convincing fashion—that a
concentration of volunteers is massing on a small body known
as Waterhole...” Foulbrood keyed his board, and alone purple
light gleamed in the triagram, at a point half an A.U. inadvance
of the frontier line. “Communications on the frontier being
somewhat difficult at the moment”—he twitched a corner of his
mouth—"the outlaws will have scant possibility of checking on
the information—information which they will be all too eager to
accept at face value.”

“They’ll embark their forces from Blackstrap,” Overdog said.
“They will reach the rendezvous—and find nothing. Only a
bleak and airless orb.”

“Not quite ‘nothing’ Eucrustes.” Foulbrood quirked his
mouth. “A word to Grand Admiral Hikop should suffice to
ensure that these Bolsheviks will not be disappointed in their
desire to confront the Haterakans. There should be little
trouble: the rebels will be without reserves, poorly armed, and
vastly outnumbered.™ »

“Very workmanlike.” Retief blew smoke across the table,
watched Miss Latestitch bat at it with cimson-nailed hands.
“But why all the elaborations? Why not just station a couple of
P.E.’s off Blackstrap and pick them off as they come out? Or
even take them on the ground at Blackstrap?””

“A naive question, sir,” Foulbrood said drily. “These
so-called Legionnaires won't be taken without a struggle. I'd
hardly like to have my name associated with an armed encounter
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There are a couple of other things you’ll want to do for us —just
as an expression of good will.”

“But—of coursse.” Harrumph eyed the guns calculatingly.

“Check the corridor, Jack,” Retief said.

“All clear, Bully,” Raskall reported a moment later.

“We're going to the control room now, Fleetmaster,”Retief
advised the alien captain. He motioned the alien ahead of him
into the corridor, now silent and empty. “Better play it real
pretty now,” he advised. “After this asuspicious start, lwouldnt
want our friendship marred by having to shoot you."”

3

In the navigation room of the captured ship, Harrumph
concluded his explanation of the controls.

“It 1ss really mosst disstressing,” he growled plaintively. “I
wass assured by Hikop, my Grand Admiral, that you Terriess
were most docile of domesstic beasstss; and now here am I,
giving piloting instructions at gunpoint to my own livestock!”

“I’'m afraid the Admiral fell for our propaganda,” Retief said.
“We like to spring these little surprises, just to lend a spice to the
formal proceedings.”

Harrumph sighed heavily. “To think that | permitted myself
to be sso grossly missled. Sstill, all iss not losst. Ass you ssee, the
sysstem iss ssimplicity itsself. Jusst employ reassonable care and
you will bring uss all ssafe to port. I ssuggest you correct coursse
now; we approach patrolled territory and lt would be pity to
precipitate unfortunate incident.”

“You’re too palsy by half with that Lobster,” Lou said. “He
acts like he’s on his way to a rest home instead of a jailhouse. |
think he’s got an angle up his cuff.”

“The curiouss cusstomss of your Terrestrialss with regard to
prissonerss of war iss well known,” Harrumph pointed out. “l
antissipate a resstful internment—until the arrival of my
associatess, who will releasse me, after which the iron boot will
be on the other foot.”

Retief examined the gun he had taken from Harrumph’s

desk. “Odd.”he said. “This seems to be a conversion from a
standard Bogan 3 mm.”
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“A cogent point,” Retief conceded. “ 1 hope you'll keep it in
the forefront of your thought during the coming minutes.”

“What you going to do, Bully?” Jack stared into the screen on
which the enemy fleet was growing rapidly closer on a
converging course.

“We can’t get through them, as Lou pomted out,” Retief said.
“So we'll join them.”

“Wha—?" Lou rounded on Retief. “Why, you lousy
renegade—!"

Jack took a quick step; his fist, describing a short arc, thud-
ded home against the big-nosed man’s jaw; Lou slammed to the
floor face-first, lay like a corpse.

“That evens up for the boot in the kisser,” Raskall said
cheerfully, rubbing his fist. “l1 was about tired o’ his yapping.
Now, what was you saying, Bully?”

“We'll fall into formation and let them convoy us as long as
we're all going in the same direction, They won't fire on us unless
we make a false move. Harrumph, get on your fleet microband
and try to raise your admiral.”

Harrumph busied himself coughing and barking at the

intership screen. An answering burst of snorts and gasps came
back.
“All i1ss well sso far,” the captive announced. “ Admiral Hikop

congratulates me on my timely arrival and orders me to take up
my position.”

Retief studied the enemy fleet. “These gunboats of yours are
pretty small bore for taking over a planet,” he commented.

“It 1ss known from our preliminary intelligence surveyss that
frontier worldss enjoy little in way of defensess,” the alien
replied. “We have planned our assault accordingly.”

“Maybe you’d better fill me in on the details of the attack
plan,” Retief suggested. “Just to avoid accidents.”
~ “A moment, while I check on latest order of battle.” There
was another exchange in Haterakan, while the captive boat
forged on, closing on the rearmost units of the advancing fleet.
Beside Retief, Jack Raskall chewed the inside of his cheek and
stared into the screens at the host of small but deadly craft that
comprised the Haterakan flotilla. On the floor, Lou groaned
and stirred.

Harrumph concluded his conversation and turned to Retief.

“Ssimplissity itsself,” he croaked cheerfully. “We will make
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performance with a stirring affirmation from an old comrade,
c¢h? And we have the tiger caged!”

“I'm monitoring him now, sir.” The communications
technician looked up from his console. “A weak signal—about
two by two—but you make it out.” At a curt gesture from
Overdog, he flipped a switch.

“...thereon...awbone.” Sean’s voice, attenuated by half a
light-year, broke from the speaker.“l read. .. confirm... thirty-
five hours...0.K.7"

“Ah, he's cautious,” Foulbrood showed teeth carved from
mummy bone. “Well, we'll lay hisdoubts to rest, eh, Mr. Retief?
And 1 think | can say”—he spoke in a tone of one imparting
confidences—"that if this turns out well, I'll see my way clear to
quash those charges against you, eh?” His eyelid nictated in a
travesty of a comradely wink.

“Sure,” Retief said. “I'll talk to him.” He stepped past the
broad-shouldered Marine guard standing by, fingering the strap
of his nifle, leaned over the output panel.

“I'm holding my beam dead on him,” the technician said.
“Better make it fast. Punching through all that scrambled
garbage and holding on target is like painting watch faces with a
ten-foot brush!™

“CDT station Emponium to General Braze at Blackstrap,”
Retief said. “Sean, this is Bully West. You've just heard a
transmission calling you to a rendezvous at Waterhole nght””

“West?” Sean's voice came back, distorted by the hyperlight
beam that carned it. “...that...got the...talk to me?
As. .. believe anything you'd say...”

“Listen to me, Sean,” Retief said. “Listen carefully. Don’t go!
Repeat, ignore the message! Don’t go to Waterhole! It’s a trap!™

With a yell, Overdog leaped for the panel, slapped the master
switch. Foulbrood yelped and barked a command. Retief turned.
The power gun in the hands of the young Marine was aimed at
the center of his chest. There was an astonished look on the
guard’s face, sweat on his upper lip—but the gun held firm.

“Now we see the full extent of your treachery!”™ Foulbrood
hissed. “You’re under arrest, Retief, for high crimes and gross
breach of security! If it's the last thing I do, I'll see you shot for
this like the mad dog you are!™
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Retief nodded. “No wonder Braze’s reinforcements haven't
shown up.”

“Yes,” Foulbrood nodded complacently. “We've succeeded
in pinching off the supply of new blood to the pirates by pinning
down all would-be volunteers on their home worlds—"

“Tell me,” Retief broke in. “What line will you take with the
Haterakans when they move in to take over those same worlds””

“It is hardly the place of the Corps to interfere with a natural
readjustment of populations,™ the diplomat said smoothly.

“l see.” Retief took out a dope-stick and puffed it alight,

ignoring a chilling glance from Miss Latestitch. “It’s all right if
the Lobsters take over Terry-occupied worlds, but if the Terries
fight back—"
. “Terries! Lobsters!” Overdog's pale jowls quivered. “See
here, there’ll be no ruffian’s cant tolerated at this Board! As for
CDT policy, 1t’s hardly the place of a discredited malfit of your
stripe—" |

“Calmly, Eucrustes,” Foulbrood said blandly. “There’ll be
time later for a look at Mr. Retief’s situation vis-a-vis the Corps.
For now, sir"—he fixed a small, watery eye on Retief—*suffice
it to say that it is well within the scope of CDT capability to
restrain any aggressive tendencies displayed by Terrans, but to
seek to interfere with the sovereign acts of 'nonhuman
governments is hardly in consonance with our Galactic Image!™

“Uh-huh. Feeding the cluster to the Haterakans is just one
small chord in the background music Sector is wooing some
bigger operator with. Too bad that wasn't mentioned in my
pre-mission briefing. It might have made some difference in the
way | handled my end of things.”

“It's not use seeking to justify your failure by casting
reflections on your superiors,” Overdog snapped. “You're in
serious trouble, sir.” He rolled his eyes sideways at Foulbrood.
As 1If on cue, the senior Board member raised a skeletal finger.

“However, all is not yet lost,” he stated. “ As you have stated,
the ringleader of these dacoits has been isolated with only a few
of his hard-core adherents in an essentially untenable position.
Now, it remains only to snuff out this last pernicious pocket of
decay, and we’ll have a clean slate to show the Undersecretary.™
He showed his Yorick-like smile.

Overdog cleared his throat. “As it happens,™ he said, looking
past Retief’s shoulder, “a contingency plan has been prepared by
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“But of course! My admiral and | are boon companions!
Many time we've caroused night away together, uttering subtle
witticisms and fingering oddly-shaped kiki stones, while soaking
our toes in scented soda-water!™

“With a bond like that, you can't miss,” Retief conceded.

Harrumph made the series of rubbery sounds which
indicated mirth.

“As for you, Bully, I'm ssure your baroque ssense of humor
will endear you to him. He'll ssecure memorable yock when |
recount to him your parting word to that atrocious Tully
creature!”™ The Haterakan emitted snorts and hisses expressing
uncontrollable hilarity. “Commandeered by Corps Diploma-
tique, indeed!™ he hooted. “Imagine simple, uncouth creature of
violence such as yourself in role of diplomat! Hroomph,
roomphfff, unnphffs, phsumphs! It iss priceless jape, Bully!”
Abruptly the laughter ceased. The alien rolled a faceted eye
reflectively at Retief.

“On other hand,” he said, “why not? My people are not noted
for their hosspitality to sub-Haterakans, | musst confess; but if |
present you as official emmissary of Terranss my admiral will of
coursse resspect protocols due alien envoy!™

“Well—if you really think I could carry it off . . ." Retief said.

“It'ss worth a try,” Harrumph said. “Jusst look mscrutable
and let me do talking.”

He turned to the screen where a flock of fast-moving blips
were coming up from the planet, flipped his mike key, grunted
out a message In his native tongue. A sharp reply broke from the
speaker.

“Ah, Admiral iss planning ssomething little sspecial for me,”
the alien said in a pleased tone. “He directss me to rendezvous
with escort at ten thousand miless out. Probably he planss to
award me new decoration for unussual sservicess to the
Archarch! Knee-clasp with pendant to bubble of Order of Ip-1p-
hashoo perhaps!™

“A heart-warming prospect I'm sure,” Retief commented.

They watched the screens as the swarming vessels rose to
meet them, formed up to englobe the launch. There were more
exchanges via phone. Harrumph made a contented buzzing
noise, rasping his vestigial wings together.

“It sseems Admiral iss going all-out to do me honor,” he
confided to Retief. “We have esscort fit for Archarch himsself!”
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penetrated the inner councils of these, um, freebooters? That
you, in fact, accompanied them on a foray, and personally
witnessed the commission of atrocities against the persons of
non-Terrestnals?”

~ “Almost right, Mr. Overdog,” Retief corrected. “1 spent a few
days with the Terran Defense Legion; | saw them fight off an
~ armed attack by a greatly superior force of the Haterakan Navy
and thereafter re-occupy a small body the Haterakans had
grabbed.”

“Spare us these connotational subtleties,” a purse-faced
female DSO-1 with hair like a bleached sponge spoke up
sharply. “Grabbed, indeed!”

Overdog placed his fingertips together carefully. “And now
you say these, er, persons are plotting further, ah, violence—"

“Openly boasting of the intent to commit an aggressive act
against an extra-Terrestrial people!™ the lady member cut in.

“Please, Cirrhosa.” Consul General Foulbrood, a spider-lean
man in a drab gray midafternoon formal cutaway, raised a
transparent hand, fixed a mouth like a torm pocket in a blood-
chilling smile. “We must keep anything so subjective as personal
emotion out of the discussion. Now, Mr. Retief: As | understand
the situation, the main body of these ahem, irregulars, are for the
moment licking their wounds at Blackstrap....” He turned,
fingered a button, displaying a triagram of the frontier regions;
Blackstrap and its two moons glowed a pale yellow. “While a
second force waits at Blue Moon.” The planet winked to a blue
glow. “Meanwhile, the leader of the malcontents is soliciting
collaboration in further unlawful acts of Jawbone™—a green
light—*“Mule Kick”—amber—*Saddlesore...” He enumerated
the frontier worlds, arrayed in a loose crescent around Blue
Moon.

“Aside from the loaded terminology, that's about it, Mr.
Foulbrood,” Retief agreed. “To which you might add the fact
that a Haterakan fleet is disposed—"

“The CDT is not for the moment so concerned with
justifiable responses of our neighbor races to the threat of
violence,” Foulbrood cut in, “as with the scope of the
delinquency within our own ranks.” He poked at another
button; a scattering of tiny white lights appeared. “At present,
CDT Peace Enforcement units are on station at the points you
sce designated here.”
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2

From a distance of fifty yards, Retief surveyed the bright-lit
stretch of turf where the small ERP vessel was parked, bathed in
the harsh glare of its polyarcs. Two armed men patrolled at
opposite sides of the area.

“How fast can you run?” Retief inquired in a whisper of his
companion. |

“Not very, |1 fear. At last physsical tessting, 1 turned in
misserable performance; almosst ten ssecondss for hundred-
yard dassh.”

“Good enough,” Retief encouraged. “Suppose you go to the
far side of the pad and create a small diversion; then make it
back as fast as you can. I’ll try to have the door open.”

“And if not?”

“Then just keep going.”

“Very well; I'll do my besst ...” The alien slipped away in the
darkness.

Retief lay low; the nearer guard paced past, craning his neck
back across the field toward the spot where smoke was still rising
from the smoldering car. He halted suddenly, brought his gun
up as a faint cry rang from the dunes a hundred yards away. Ata
second cry, he set off at a run, as did the other sentry. At once,
Retief came to his feet, sprinted to the launch’s entry lock,
exposed in the full glare of the lights. The outer door, a standard
Gendye Mark XI installation, was firmly locked.

From one of the pouches clipped to the belt of his shipsuit,
Retief took a small steel tape; quickly, he scaled dimensions on
the panel, located a point, marked it with a fine-pointed marker.
From the dunes a shout rang out, followed by a shot.

Retief tucked the scale away, took out a minaturized laser
cutter, focused the needle-fine beam at a precise angle on the
metal. Under the sun-bright point of ruby light, the metal hissed
into vapor. Now Retief could hear confused yelling, punctuated
by a yelp of pain.

The hole bored, he took out a six-inch length of fine wire,
~inserted it in the aperture, delicately tickled the mechanism
inside the massive door. There was a decisive click/ and the panel
swung outward. Retief swarmed up inside the boat as pounding
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to be laid at the doorstep of the betrayed frontiersmen...”
Magnun poonched out his lips, stared coldly from one of the
speechless men to the other. |

“Enough of this beating about the bush,” he said. “Thanks to
a coded dispatch from Mr. Retief, 1 took the precaution of
visiting Emporium for a few hours, in company with a special
CDT inspection team. |1 have in my briefcase complete docu-
mentation of the entire unsavory affair—sufficient evidence to
place both of you—and all your accomplices—in durance vile
for the forseeable future—"

“Kransnik—Lutchwell!” Foulbrood snapped his fingers and
the two guards in the room jumped to his side, guns ready. The
consul pointed a shaking finger at Magnan, whose mouth
opened into a lopsided O and froze that way. “Shoot this spy
down!™

Bloodblister yelped and dived for cover. Overdog started up
from his seat. The two guns came around—

From where he was standing, ignored, at the side of the
room, Retief took three quick steps, caught the two armed men
by the backs of their collars and slammed their heads together
with a sound like overripe melons hitting linoleum. As they
slumped, Overdog bleated, made a dash for the door, tripped
over the outflung leg of one of the fallen gunnersand wentdown
hard, to come up with blood streaming through his fingers from
a bruised nose.

“Great heavens, Retief!” Magnan wheezed, flopping back,
limp, in his chair. “For a moment 1 thought you'd missed your
cue!” :

“He did indeed!” Foulbrood snarled, kicking his chair back
and rising, a tiny vest-pocket needler glinting in his bony hand.
“Very clever work, Mr. Undersecretary. A pity it’s all wasted.
My crew are loyal—meaning well-paid—and i1n an hour this
vessel will be across the frontier and into Haterakan territory. 1
have friends there—also well-paid. Thanks to our mutual friend,
Mr. Bloodblister, I'm well aware of the disbanding of the so-
called Terran Defense Legion. A new, determined Haterakan
assault now will reverse the position quite neatly—and next time
it will be my little group who dictates peace!”

“You're a fool!™ Magnan gasped. “I've already filed my
report! Your role in this dastardly affair is already known—"

Foulbrood dismissed the remark with an airy wave of his
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least as long as the supply of trade goods lasts— the PAUPER
agreement has been signed, I'm in line for my full
Undersecretaryship, and you've successfully avoided being
court-martialed.” |

“A diplomatic triumph all along the line,” Retief agreed.
“Too bad we couldn’t include your bulletproof vest in the report.

It would have added a whole new dimension to your personnel
“profile.”

“Good heavens, Retief, never mention it!” Magnan glanced
critically at Retief’s face. “I'm happy to see your bruises are
about gone. I trust they're the only remaining evidence of your
rather rude variety of diplomacy.”

“Except for the other guy,” a hearty voice boomed as the tall,
wide figure of Sean Braze loomed up beside them, with Lisobel,
radiantly gowned, on his arm. Magnan inclined his head to the
girl, smiled somewhat sourly at the former general, eyeing the
scarlet tunic with its silver aiguillettes, three rows of medals,
gold Guards’ buttons and Austrian knots, the broad silver-mesh
belt buckled with a black and gold eagle, the black yodhpurs with
their gold satin stripe, the polished silver-spurred black boots.

“I see you've lost no time in designing ceremonial garments
suitable to your new post, Mr. Braze,” the Undersecretary said
primly. “At Corps expense, 1 assume?”

“You don’t expect the new Grand Exalted Commander of
The Veterans of Unfought Wars to go around looking like a
hobo, do you, Magnan?” The big redhead lifted a glass from a
passing tray. “Here’s to all the boys that would have gone to bat

for home and hearth if they’d had to!™ he toasted.

“Hiya, Bully, fellers.” Jack Raskall pushed between two
portly matrons and grinned at the group. “I mean, uh, Retief,”
he amended. “l can’t get used to you having two names. Hey,
Sean—did you tell him about our new gunboats—"

“Not gunboats, Jack,” Sean corrected. “Floats, Remember?”
He tossed back his drink, replaced it with a new one offered by a
waiter at his elbow. “We’re planning lots of parades,” he
confided as Magnan gasped, nonplused. “We figure to run one
past the Hatracks every month or so. And you can’t have a
parade without floats. We've rigged ours up pretty nifty, with
lots of big cardboard guns and torpedoes showing. Froma little
ways off, you'd swear they were the real thing. As a matter of
fact,” he added offhandedly, “in a pinch we could make a switch
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hand. “You're as aware as | that the Corps will accept the fair
accomplj. As for my popularity among my fellow Terrestrials—
that, Mr. Secretary, is a luxury I've never enjoyed.” He raised
the gun, took careful aim at Magnan's chest—

“No!™ Bloodblister screeched, and lunged from his position,
under the table, missed as Foulbrood jumped back quickly. The
latter took aim again—

“I’'ll have to ask you to give me that.” Magnan rose and
stepped calmly toward Foulbrood. On the other side of the
table, Retief saw the renegade consul's finger tighten on the
firing stud...

The gun went off with a whispery hiss. Magnan checked as
the burst of needles plunked at his jacket front; he looked down
at a tear in the purple cloth.

“Tsk!™ he said, reached and lifted the gun from the astounded
plotter’s nerveless fingers and laid it gently on the blotter.

“l had a feeling this chest armor might be useful in dealing
with a bounder of your stripe.” he sniffed. Behind him, thedoor
swung in. A pair of Marines with CDT shoulder tabs stepped
into the room.

“All secure, sir.” One of them touched his cap to Magnan,
swept the room with a quick glance, returned to attention.

“Very good, Albert,” the Undersecretary said blandly. “You
may take these two along and lock them up.” He indicated
Foulbrood and Overdog. “As for you, Retief,” he added in an
aside as the Marines took over, “I think you and 1 had best sit
down together for a few minutes and agree on a story—that is,”
he corrected himself, “finalize the details of my report.™

“Good idea, Mr. Secretary,” Retief said. “And while we're at
it, 1 have a couple of proposals for tying up some loose ends.”

S

“On the whole, 1 think the affair turned out rather well,”
Magnan said in a complacent tone, twirling the stem of his
champagne-colored soda-water glass between his fingers, and
glancing about contentedly at the glittering crowd thronging the
mirrored Grand Reception Hall at Sector HQ. “The frontier is
pacified, the settlers have been assured of territorial integrity,
the Haterakans are firmly enrolled in the roster of our allies—at
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“Of course,” Overdog spoke up, rubbing his hands together
briskly. “No sense in dawdling, eh, Foulbrood? So if—"

“But...but...I protest! The man, for all his deficiencies, is
an official of the Corps Diplomatique! True, he was condemned
by a provincial Planetary court, but in deep space such a finding
can hardly be considered as legal. If I'd had any idea you
planned anything of this sort, I'd never have consented to act
as...as.

“Fmgerman I believe the term is, Mr. Bloodbhster " Retief
supplied, as the guard snarled and gestured menacingly.

“I think on reflection you'll find we’re on firm ground,”
Foulbrood snapped. “If there are no further objections, I think
we can adjourn now and be in time for first lunch call—"

There was a clatter in the cornidor, a shrill voice raised in
indignant command. A moment later the outer door flew wide
and the slight figure of Undersecretary Magnan burst into the
room, yanking his lapels in line. His sharp gaze swept the room,
ignored Retief, half through the side door, impaled Foulbrood
as the latter opened his mouth.

“You, sir! Are you responsible for this outrage””

“You—you mean, the, ah, hearing...?7” Foulbrood
stuttered, clutching at the papers before him.

“The specific outrage to which I was referring was the total
lack of protocol accorded me since my arrival aboard this vessel
half an hour ago! Why, 1 had to seek you out unassisted! Not
only unassisted, but actually impeded by armed persons!™ He
glared at the guard standing in the doorway looking
dumfounded.

“Hey, chief,” the man started. “This jasper—"

Recovering himself, Foulbrood gestured the fellow to
silence. “Just who are you, sir?” he demanded. “I happen to be
conducting an official inquiry into matters of grave import,
and—"

“Tish-tush, my man!™ Magnan said sternly. “If you'd read my
TWX, you'd have been aware of my impending visit!™

“This—this i1s Undersecretary Magnan, from Sector,”
Bloodblister choked, mopping his forehead. “Goodness, Mr.
Magnan, what are you doing w-way out here?”

“Reports have reached my ears of certain events on a minor
world known as Emporium,” the senior diplomat replied
chillingly. “You, sir"—he glanced at Overdog—"*are a function-
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