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Brant's job was to check the robot relays on tiny stations scattered through space. It was not his job to risk death after an attack from—Pirates Of The Void
 
-
 
              WAYNE BRANT huddled tensely in the rack of spacesuits, down in the storage hold of Planetoid Relay Station 3391, pretending to be just another spacesuit and hoping desperately that the man with the gun in his hand wouldn't notice anything odd about this one suit.
 
              The man with the gun looked casually around the storeroom, his face set grimly. Brant struggled to keep his eyes from blinking, to keep his body from making any kind of motion that would reveal his location.
 
              Suddenly, another man appeared at the door of the storeroom.
 
              "Anybody in here, Bert?" the newcomer asked, his voice reverberating loudly in the quiet relay station.
 
              "Not that I can see," the man with the gun said. He looked around the brightly-lit room once more, his eyes passing over Brant with-out noticing him. Shrugging, he turned to the man at the door. "Nobody here. I guess the station is empty, all right."
 
              "All these subradio relay stations are 'robot controlled'," the other said. "There wouldn't be anyone here unless there was an emergency." He chuckled harshly. "Who'd want to live on an airless asteroid a light year from the nearest planet?"
 
              The man called Bert grinned and holstered the gun. "Okay, the place is clean. There'll be trouble soon enough—let's hope we don't run into anything we don't expect."
 
              "Don't worry. When the Colonel figures out a job, he covers every angle. Now let's go; he's waiting for us in the control booth. We haven't too much time."
 
              I don't have too much time either. Wayne thought. He slackened his taut posture in relief as the two left the store room.
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              It had been a near thing, and it wasn't over yet. The danger was just beginning. In a way, he thought, he was both lucky and unlucky. If he hadn't made it to the storeroom in time—
 
              But that didn't matter now. He had made it. His problem now was to stay alive on a station less than half a mile in diameter. That was the first job. To stay alive. There was also the problem of who these pirates who had taken over the station were, what they wanted, and what—if anything—Wayne Brant could do to stop them. Uneasily, he tensed his arm muscles. It would be eight days before the pickup ship would be here to get him. Eight days. He couldn't hide for eight days. Flexing his tired arms, he realized he couldn't remain hanging in the spacesuit rack another five minutes, let alone eight days.
 
-
 
              SERGEANT WAYNE BRANT was a subradio technician for the ISC—the Interstellar Space-ways Commission, the semi-military organization that regulated interstellar travel and communications. His job was to make periodic checkups on the relay stations that dotted this sector of the Galaxy.
 
              Normally, a robot station should be able to function and repair itself for fifty years without a check, and if anything did go wrong, there would be an alarm sent to the nearest ISC base.
 
              But even the best of robots can make mistakes. If the alarm failed, or the error were too slight to send an alarm—a thousand things could happen. And that was why Wayne Brant had to go from one to another—just checking. He'd been doing it for five years without running into anything but minor troubles—until now.
 
              Well, he thought to himself, straining his ears to pick up the sound of the pirates in the station, When I run into trouble, it's a doozie!
 
              Brant had been dropped off on Planetoid Relay Station 3391 by an ICS ship. It took better than ten days to check a relay station, section by section, so the ship would not be back until then. Eight more days, on Planetoid 3391, swinging in airless space a few hundred million miles from a blue-white star. The star had no planets; it floated alone in space except for a few insignificant asteroids.
 
              The pirates had come an hour before. The smallspacer had settled itself to the surface of PRS 3391 and clamped itself there with metamagnetic anchors. Then, Wayne remembered, a call had come over the radio.
 
              "PRS 3391, this is ISC Ship 54; is anyone there?"
 
              Brant had been surprised. ISC ships weren't in the habit of making unscheduled calls. Still, he had thought the spacer was telling the truth; the ship certainly looked like a Commission ship. But he had dismantled the transmitter for a checkup and had been unable to answer.
 
              The call was repeated. This time, Brant decided to signal by blinker light from the porthole.
 
              And then the voice had said: "No answer, Colonel. There's no one there."
 
              "We'll go in then," had come the faint reply. "If there is anyone there, kill them."
 
              And Sergeant Wayne Brant had known he was trapped. He carried no armament—a repair technician had no need for it. He could only hide.
 
              But where?
 
              He had decided on the space-suits for two reasons. Besides being a good hiding place—they wouldn't suspect one suit out of several—the suits would afford protection. The pirates couldn't get in without blowing open the airlock and letting the air out.
 
              Moving quickly, Brant had run toward the storeroom, taken one of the suits, climbed into it, and then hung himself back on the rack with the rest. The heavy light filters in the helmet made it look black from the outside. He could see out, but no one could see in.
 
              And then the pirates had entered. There had been no explosion, no rush of air from the airlock. That had surprised Brant. He had been even more surprised when the pirates came in without suits on. Evidently, the man who called himself The Colonel had been able to get the combination of the photonic lock that opened the outer door.
 
              The ship they had landed in carried a crew of four—but more could have been aboard. Anyhow, Brant knew, there were at least four pirates aboard the tiny relay station—and he faced quick death if any of them found him first.
 
-
 
              HIS ARMS ACHED. He had to get down from the space-suit rack, or he'd cry out in pain and end the conflict before it had begun. He decided to quit his hiding-place. He couldn't hide for eight days; he'd have to handle the situation actively if he wanted to stay alive.
 
              Carefully, Brant eased himself down and stepped over to the door. The space station was utterly quiet; evidently the intruders were up ahead, in the communications room. He paused nervously in the storage hold.
 
              Suddenly, an idea occurred. Next to the main storage room, there was a smaller room also used for storage—a room which contained a circuit-panel. There were many of these circuit-panels scattered throughout the station. They could be opened to expose the circuits of the robot machinery in order to repair them. As a repair technician, Wayne was as familiar with the circuits of a relay station as he was with the letters of his own name.
 
              If he could get into this adjoining room and open up that panel, he could tune in on whatever was being said in the communications room. If.
 
              He stepped outside into the bright corridor. A stocky man with close-clipped brown hair, a dull gray uniform, and a thick black pistol strapped to his hip stood outside Mt, staring coolly off into the distance.
 
              Brant took three quick steps, clamped a hand down on the man's shoulder, whirled him around.
 
              "Who—?"
 
              That was all. Brant ripped a savage right to the man's chin and he slumped to the floor. Moving quickly, Brant dragged him back inside the main storeroom, dumped him behind a packing-case, shut off the lights, and slammed the door. Then he returned to the adjoining room.
 
              He entered and speedily found the panel in the wall. He slid the panel aside and located two of the trace leads. Working carefully, he plugged in his helmet phones, and then shorted through an actuator switch which turned on one of the sonic pickups in the communications room.
 
              "—Get them here. That will be the easiest."
 
              It was the voice of one of the pirates.
 
              "That's well enough," said another voice smoothly, "but we'll do it my way; I happen to know what I'm doing."
 
              "Sure, Colonel, sure," said the first voice apologetically.
 
              There was silence for a moment. Brant wondered what they were up to. The Colonel—if it was the same man, this "Colonel" was responsible for half a thousand robberies in the galaxy over the past years. And now what?
 
              There came the sound of radio dials being turned. The pirates were preparing to send a message.
 
              "Interstellar liner Thannis—liner Thannis, do you read me?"
 
              "We read you." came the reply after a pause. "Identify, please."
 
              The Thannis! Brant sucked his breath in sharply. The Colonel believed in going for big game, evidently.
 
              Brant had seen the routing sheets for the giant liner; he knew what was aboard. It carried a cargo of Valdusian narconite, worth a fortune. Narconite, in carefully-controlled doses, was used as an antidote to ordinary sense-deadening drugs such as morphine. In overdose, though, it heightened perception and at the same time suppressed inhibitions—making it the galaxy's most desirable narcotic, and most valuable.
 
              "This is Sergeant Wayne Brant aboard Planetoid Relay Station 3391," the pirate's voice continued. "We compute that you'll be passing near Giador, the local sun, in your route. Will you be able to stop off at the relay station to pick up a special cargo for ISC?"
 
              The radioman aboard the liner was silent for a moment, then replied: "We'll make the detour as requested."
 
              Brant heard a click as the sub-radio set was shut off. The message was complete; the trap had been set. The Colonel's voice came again. "Excellent. Now we wait for the Thannis; it should be—"
 
              "All right, you! Put up your hands!"
 
              The voice came from directly behind him, not from the phones that were tapped into the communications circuit. Brant realized that he had allowed himself to become so absorbed in the tapped conversation that he had forgotten to keep an eye out for patrolling pirates.
 
              He turned and leaped in the same instant toward the man who stood at the door. Taken by surprise, the pirate was unable to fire the pistol. He yelled. Brant's fist smacked into the man's midsection, and the pirate grunted in pain. Another punch; the man swung around.
 
              Then, with savage force, he brought the butt of his pistol down on the side of Wayne's helmet. Brant reeled and toppled backward, then barely managed to hold his balance. But it was too late to regain the offensive. There was a heavy, black-snouted Brekmann Twelve in the pirate's hand, pointed straight at Brant.
 
              The pirate walked over to Wayne and searched him with one hand, keeping the deadly pistol levelled at his midsection. Then he reached out and jerked the helmet phone leads out of the circuit.
 
              "Let's take a walk," he said. "I think the Colonel will want to see you."
 
-
 
              THE COLONEL WAS A TALL, lean, ascetic-looking man with a mild mouth and cold, heavy-lidded eyes. He looked up as Wayne marched "into the room ahead of the pirate.
 
              "Ah, the technician," he said smoothly. "I knew you were here as soon as I saw your testing equipment." He gestured at the small kit that lay open on the floor near the console bank.
 
              Then he looked at the pirate, and shook his head regretfully. "I thought I told you to kill him, Bert."
 
              "But—maybe you wanted to talk to him first," the pirate stammered. "He was doing something with the equipment back there. Maybe we ought to know what it was." He told the Colonel what he had seen.
 
              The heavy-lidded eyes frowned in concentration. "I believe you're right, Bert. Take his helmet off and tie his hands behind him."
 
              The helmet was unfastened, and as two of the men tied his hands behind him, Wayne said, "You're going to get caught pretty quickly after you pull this. You know that, don't you?"
 
              The Colonel allowed a faint smile to cross his face. "The technician talks to gain time, I see. I know what you're thinking, young man: after the robbery, the Thannis will be found missing. The ISC will check along her route and find the message sent from here, which is recorded inside the robot where I can't get at it. Eh?"
 
              Brant stared stonily without making reply. The Colonel smiled again. "Unfortunately," he said, "that isn't what will happen. The Thannis will have a regrettable accident. It will smash into this planetoid—and the resulting explosion, I'm afraid, is going to destroy all the evidence. The ISC won't even know that the narconite is missing." The eyes narrowed. "Did you think I'd plan something like this without taking all these matters into account?"
 
              Wayne's lips curled derisively. He opened his mouth to reply, but before he could say anything the Colonel's palm lashed out, cracking against his cheek.
 
              "Don't speak unless you're spoken to." The Colonel's voice was still calm. "I have no desire to be tied up in fatuous conversation. Suppose you tell me, now: what were you doing back there in the storeroom?"
 
              "Listening to what was going on in here," Wayne said truthfully, knowing the Colonel wouldn't believe anything so simple as the truth.
 
              The Colonel flicked a finger and Bert's fist lashed out, catching Wayne on the point of his jaw. Wayne saw it coming and rolled with it. He had already picked the spot where he wanted to land.
 
              The blow hurt. Wayne staggered back against one wall and slid down to a sitting position, as though Bert's fist had dazed him.
 
              The Colonel stepped over to him. "Don't lie. I want to know what you were doing."
 
              "Just what I said," Wayne told him, making his voice sound as though he were dazed and groggy.
 
              Bert stepped forward to kick at Wayne's ribs, but the Colonel waved him back.
 
              "That's not the way. We don't have that much time. The Thannis will be here in twenty minutes." He surveyed the room with his eyes, stopping as he saw Wayne's tool kit. Wayne stiffened. The Colonel's cold eyes sparkled a little, and a flicker of a smile crossed his face.
 
              He walked over to the kit, picked it up, opened it, and began sorting through the tools and test equipment. After a moment, he pulled out an instrument that looked something like a pistol and looked at it thoughtfully.
 
              "I think this will do," he said reflectively.
 
              Wayne, meanwhile, had been working furiously. His hands were behind his back, and his back was against the wall—the wall which contained another panel that opened to the robot circuits of the relay station. If he could get that panel open—
 
              The Colonel hefted the pistol-like thing in his hand. "Yes, indeed. I think this will do admirably."
 
              "What is it, Colonel?" asked one of the men.
 
              The Colonel looked at Wayne as he answered; "It's a welding gun—for welding tungsten plate. At the orifice, it has a temperature of well over six thousand degrees."
 
              He pulled the trigger. A glowing ball of white light appeared at the tip of the muscle. "That will cut through almost anything—including bone," the Colonel said, his voice low and even. He locked the trigger into place and stepped toward Wayne.
 
              And it was that step that completely reversed the situation.
 
-
 
              WAYNE HAD FINALLY opened the small panel at his back, and his groping, sensitive fingers had found the leads to the paragravity unit. Like, all relay stations, Planetoid 3391 was small, less than half a mile in diameter—and therefore its surface gravity was almost negligible. Only the paragravity unit below the relay station kept normal grav within.
 
              As the Colonel stepped forward, Wayne jerked the leads loose from their terminals, cutting the power flow from the paragravity unit.
 
              Suddenly, everything in the station became almost weightless. The Colonel's step, instead of just pushing him forward a few feet, catapulted him up and forward, slamming him against the wall over Wayne's head.
 
              The others, too, were in trouble. When a man is standing still, his leg muscles are braced to support the weight of his body; when that weight is removed, the reflex action of the legs lifts him automatically, as though he had jumped. The pirates were floating in the air.
 
              They tried to draw their guns, but the jerk of their arms started them spinning, and made aiming difficult. Wayne grinned at the sight of the pinwheeling pirates.
 
              But he had other things to worry about. The welding gun, its muzzle still glowing with the white ball of heat, had dropped from the Colonel's hand and was drifting down toward Wayne's head. Held as it was by the globular forcefield, there was little heat radiation from the sphere of light, but if it should touch his skin—He eased himself to one side, being careful not to move too fast and thus put himself in the same predicament as the airborne pirates. Then he held his hands out behind him, directly in the path of the slowly drifting welding gun. He grasped the handle, reversed it, and with one stroke severed the plastic cords that bound him.
 
              Suddenly a beam sizzled over his head. One of the pirates had managed to get off a shot from his Brekmann Twelve.
 
              Wayne dived for the open panel and jammed the leads back into the terminals of the paragravity generator. The sudden return of full gravity slammed the pirates to the floor—all except the Colonel, who had recovered from the shock of hitting the wall and had grabbed a handhold. His four henchmen were out, but the Colonel was very much awake—and angry. He released the handhold, dropped to the floor near Wayne, and charged savagely.
 
-
 
              WAYNE MET THE CHARGE full on, and the heavy man's body drove him backward. They hugged for an instant, body against body. Wayne could hear the Colonel's fierce breathing. After a decade-long career of successful piracy, the Colonel was probably livid with rage at being trapped by a single spaceman—and an unarmed technician, at that.
 
              Wayne grunted as a fist ripped into his midsection. He caught breath, stepped to one side and swung the Colonel against the bulkhead door. There was a metallic clang, and the older man shook himself dazedly and returned to the fray.
 
              He broke through Wayne's guard and landed two quick but ineffectual punches. "Damn you! Why don't you go down!"
 
              It was the cry of a man who had his orders obeyed too long and too often.
 
              Wayne smiled grimly. The stunned pirates were beginning to come to, and he knew he couldn't continue fighting with the Colonel for much longer. With a final fierce flurry, he drove the Colonel up against the wall and crashed through with a powerful blow to the jaw that slammed the pirate chief against the metal bulkhead.
 
              Standing over the prostrate Colonel, Wayne wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand and looked around. There was still plenty to be done.
 
              He snatched a Brekmann pistol from the nearest pirate and trained it on the four henchmen. "Okay, stand up and get against the wall," he ordered. "You can leave your pistols in the middle of the floor."
 
              Sullenly, the men complied. Brant scooped up the three weapons and tucked them in his suit-belt, feeling oddly like a pirate himself with so many guns.
 
              "March!" he snapped, and they marched, off into a corner of the communications room where Wayne could keep them under surveillance while repairing the radio transmitter.
 
              He set to work, keeping one eye on his prisoners. Fifteen long minutes later, the Thannis finally arrived. The interstellar liner's bulk registered in the mass detectors on the wall, and Wayne Brant flicked on the screen.
 
              He watched as the big ship anchored itself near the small pirate vessel.
 
              "PRS 3391, this is the Thannis. You have a cargo for us to pick up?"
 
              Wayne leaned toward the transmitter. "That's right," he said. "Send in four armed men. I've got five pirates here who seem pretty eager to stand trial."
 
              "Pirates? Right away."
 
              Wayne grinned at the five men who glowered at him. Keeping his Brekmann leveled steadily, he said, "You said you had a cargo for them, Colonel, and I know you're always a man of your word." 
 
 
 
The End
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