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*PROLOGUE*.
It all began with a bungled kidnapping.

The two men who'd attempted to abduct the wealthy Hellespont du Kane and his daughter Colette
from the KKdrive liner orbiting the ice world of Tran-ky-ky had been forced to take along two
witnesses, a diminutive schoolteacher named Milliken Williams and a salesman, Ethan Fortune.

They hadn't counted on the additional presence of the white haired giant who'd been sleeping off a
drunk in the back of their intended escape lifeboat. Skua September had not taken politely to being
abducted. His resultant action caused the lifeboat to crash thou sands of windswept kilometers from the
only human settlement on the frozen planet below. Those actions also caused the death of one kidnapper
and the immo bilization of the other.

Crossing the perpetually frozen oceans of Tran-ky-ky, with their subfreezing temperatures and
unceasing winds, seemed impossible until a party of curious locals from the native city-state of Wannome
reached them. Cautious and wary at first, human and Tran soon became friends, aided by the actions of
one re markable young Tran, the knight Hunnar Redbeard.

The arrival of the humans and their lifeboat of rare metal on metal-poor Tran-ky-ky served Redbeard
well. It enabled him to use it as a sign that Wannome and its island of Sofold should resist the coming
dep redations of Sagyanak the Death and her Horde. Such wandering tribes of nomadic barbarians,
whole cities living on their icerafts, periodically visited the perma nent towns and city-states of
Tran-ky-ky demanding tribute and ravishing all who dared refuse payment.

With the aid of crossbows and one other critical invention concocted by the teacher Williams and the
local court wizard, Malmeevyn EerMeesach, the

Horde was defeated utterly. Then reluctantly, Torsk KurdaghVlata, Landgrave and ruler of
Wannome, agreed to keep his promise to help the shipwrecked humans reach the Commonwealth
outpost of Brass Monkey.

Using duralloy metal from the ruined lifeboat to provide unbreakable ice runners, and employing
de signs adapted from the ancient clipper ships of Terra's seas, a huge raft rigged for ice running was
constructed: the _Slanderscree .

With Sir Hunnar and a crew of Tran sailors, the survivors set out on the dangerous, lengthy journey.
They surmounted the threats posed by the remnants of the Horde, perilous local fauna such as guttorbyn
and rampaging stavanzers-some the size of small space craft, a monastery of religious fanatics and the
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explo sion of a gigantic volcano.

More troublesome to Ethan were his relationships with Elfa KurdaghVlata, the daughter of the
Land grave who had stowed away aboard the _Slanderscree , and with the affectionate but sarcastic
and domineer ing Colette du Kane.

None of which prevented the Slanderscree from reaching the island of Arsudun, its human outpost
and shuttleport of Brass Monkey, where they hoped they would find immediate transportation off the
hellishly cold, windswept world of Tran-ky-ky -

*I*

Ethan Frome Fortune leaned over the wooden railing and screamed. The wind mangled his words.

Below the railing, the tiny two-man ice boat strained to maneuver close to the side of the racing
icerigger. One of the men inside leaned out an open window to shout querulously up at Ethan, who then
cupped both hands to the diaphragm of his thermal survival suit and tried to make himself understood. "I
said, we're from Sofold. Sofold!"

Spreading both arms, the man in the boat shook his head to show he still couldn't understand. Then he
had to use both hands to clutch at the

window edge as the little craft swerved sharply to avoid one of the _Slanderscree's  huge duralloy
runners.

Five curving metal skates supported the great ice ship: two nearly forward, two nearly aft where the
arrowhead-shaped vessel's beam was widest, and a last at the pointed stern. Each towered nearly four
meters, large enough to slice the cautious patrol boat in two if its driver wasn't careful or quick enough to
stay out of the path of the two-hundred-meter ice ship.

Ethan slid back the face mask of his survival suit without shifting the glare-reducing goggles he wore
beneath and reflected on what he'd just yelled. From Sofold? He? He was a moderately successful
salesman for the House of Malaika. Sofold was the home of Hunnar Redbeard and Balavere Longax and
other Tran, natives of this frozen, harsh iceworld of Tran-ky-ky. From Sofold? Had he grown that
acclimated to the unforgiving planet in the year and a half he and his companions had been marooned
there?

Blowing ice scoured his burnished epidermis like a razor, and he turned to shield the exposed skin. A
glance at the thermometer set in the back of his left glove indicated the temperature a balmy -18° C. But
then they were not too far from Tran-ky-ky's equator, where such tropical conditions could be expected.

A furry paw rested on his shoulder. Glancing around, Ethan found himself looking into the lionesque
face of Sir Hunnar Redbeard. Hunnar had been leader of the first group of natives to encounter Ethan
and his fellow shipwreck victims where they'd crashed, several thousand kilometers distant. Ethan studied
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the lightly clothed knight, envied his adaptation to a climate that could kill most unprotected humans in an
hour.

The Tran bundled up in severe weather, but more temperate conditions allowed Sir Hunnar and his
com panions to shed their heavy hessavar furs for lighter attire, such as the hide vest and kilt the knight
cur rently wore. Although he stood only a few centimeters taller than Ethan, the Tran was nearly twice as
broad, yet his semi-hollow bone structure reduced his weight to little more than that of an average man.

Slitted black pupils glared from yellow feline eyes; shards of jet set in cabochons of bright topaz. They
were split by a broad, blunt muzzle which ended above the wide mouth. Pursed lips and twitched
forward triangular ears combined to indicate curiosity. Hunnar's right _dan , a tough membrane
extending from wrist to hip, was partly open, bulging with the force of the wind, but he balanced easily on
his _chiv_, the elongated claws which enabled any Tran to glide across ice more gracefully than the most
talented hu man skater.

While Hunnar's reddish beard and rust-toned fur caused him to stand out in a crowd of his steel-gray
fellows, it was his inquiring personality and natural curiosity that raised him above them in Ethan's
esti mation.

"They want to know," Ethan explained in Tran while gesturing at the small scout boat skittering
along side and below them, "where we've come from. I told them, but I don't think they heard me."

"Mayhap they heard you well, Sir Ethan, and sim ply do not know of Sofold."

"T told you to stop calling me sir, Hunnar." The titles the Tran of Wannome city had bestowed on the
humans after the defeat of Sagyanak's Horde still made him uncomfortable.

"Remember," Hunnar continued blithely, "until you and your companions landed near Sofold in your
metal flying boat, we had neither seen nor heard of your race. Ignorance is a two-edged sword." He
waved a massive arm at the scout boat. "It would be surprising indeed if your people here in this nearby
outpost you call Brass Monkey, the only one of its kind on my world, had heard of so distant a nation as
Sofold."

A cry from above and forward interrupted them. It came from the lookout's cage set atop the
patriarchal tree which served now as the _Slanderscree's  main mast. Many months of living among the
Tran had given Ethan the ability to rapidly translate the look out's words. After half'a day's careful travel
down the frozen inlet from the vast ice ocean beyond, they were finally coming into the harbor of
Arsudun, the Tran citystate where humanity maintained its shiver ing outpost on this world.

Ethan and Hunnar stood on the helm deck. Other than the three masts, it was the highest point on the
ship. Behind them, Captain Tahoding hurled rapid-fire directions at the two Tran wresting the great wheel
connected to the duralloy runner which steered the _Slanderscree . In accordance with the captain's
or ders, other Tran were manipulating the two huge air foils at bow and stern to slow the icerigger still
more.

Meanwhile the laborious and dangerous process of reefing in sails was proceeding rapidly. Ethan
mar veled how the Tran crew had mastered the rigging of the enormous ice ship. Only their claws and
thick chiv enabled them to hold their footing on the icy spars above.

Though Hunnar slid easily over the icepath border ing the ship's railings Ethan struggled to remain
up right as they moved forward for a better look. The helm deck reached as far as the broad end of the
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main arrowhead shape of the Slanderscree . Standing just above the muffled screech of the port-aft
runner, they could now look straight at the harbor, since from where they stood the icerigger narrowed to
a point some hundred and seventy meters ahead.

Arsudun was a bubble-shaped harbor located at the end of the long strait leading from the ice ocean.
Like the ocean, the strait, and all other freestanding water on Tran-ky-Ky, the harbor was frozen solid. It
was a flat sheet of many shades of white, covered with a thin layer of snow and ice crystals. Where the
snow had been blown away, grooves marked the routes other ice ships had taken.

Ethan was eighteen standard Commonwealth months late arriving. Brass Monkey was just another
stopover on the new territory he'd been assigned to cover. But his involvement in an abortive kidnapping
aboard the interstellar liner Antares and the subse quent crashlanding near Wannome, Hunnar's home
city, had lengthened his stay considerably.

Arsudun was an island, larger than Sofold, probably smaller than some. As far as Ethan knew,
Tran-ky-ky was a world of islands set like metamorphic hermits in a cluster of frozen oceans.
Somewhere nearby was the humanx settlement of Brass Monkey, with its shuttleport and promise of
passage off this inverted hell of a world. Andrenalin-Arsudun? they went together. What a pleasure it
would be to stop playing explorer and return to the simple, gentle business of purveying manufactured
goods from warm world to warm world!

He wondered about his companions, fellow survi vors. Excusing himself, he left Hunnar and went to
find them, searching the deck before entering the two double-tiered cabins set forward of the helm.

The would-be kidnappers who had abducted him were now dead. The individual principally
responsible for their death was standing up forward, looking out over the bowsprit. Distance reduced
even his impres sive frame to a perpendicular spot of brown against the deck and the white ice ahead.

Of all of them, Skua September seemed most fitted for this world. Over two meters tall, massing
nearly two hundred kilos, with his biblical-prophet visage and flowing white hair offset by the gold ring in
his right ear, he resembled something that had slid off the front of a glacier. There having been no survival
suit on the Antares' lifeboat large enough to fit him, he'd resorted to native clothing. In hessavar fur
coat and cape and trousers he looked very much like one of the natives, his glare goggles
notwithstanding.

In the lee of the fore cabin, Milliken Williams stood chatting with his spiritual and intellectual soul
brother, the Tran wizard Malmeevyn EerMeesach. The di minutive schoolteacher's manner was as dark
and quiet as his coloring. September might be suited phys ically to Tran-ky-ky, but Williams melded into
it men tally. There was more he could teach here than in any Commonwealth school, and more to learn
than from any tape. Williams possessed a silent soul. If the weather was not to his liking, the tranquility of
intel lectual adventure surely was.

Somewhere in one of the two cabins slept Hellespont du Kane and his daughter Colette, the objects
of the kidnapping. Colette was also the reason for Ethan's present personal distress. She had proposed
marriage to him; recently, bluntly. Despite her gross physical appearance, Ethan was seriously
considering the offer. The prospect of marrying one of the wealthiest young women in the Arm was
sufficient to overcome such superficialities as a lack of physical beauty. She was supremely competent as
an individual, too. Ethan knew she ran the du Kane financial empire during her father's periodic attacks of
senility.

But one had to consider her acid tongue, capable of verbally slicing one into neat little fragments of
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shrunken ego. And hers was a very high-powered per sonality, accustomed to manipulating corporation
heads and ordering about Commonwealth representa tives. Spending one's life with such an
overpowering individual was something to be weighed carefully.

Somewhere below also slept the drugged Elfa KurdaghVlata, daughter of the Landgrave of Sofold,
who was Hunnar's ruler/chief/king. The royal stow away had snored through much of the dangerous and
eventful voyage from Sofold, but when she awoke Ethan would have another problem to deal with.

Despite certain obvious differences in physiology, there were enough similarities between human and

Tran for Elfa to have developed a distressing attrac tion to Ethan, much to his discomfort. It had
caused unspoken but obvious pain to Hunnar. Both he and Ethan had managed to lay a veneer of honest
friendship over that potentially explosive situation. The problem would crop up again when the royal
offspring awoke.

Ethan had made his feelings in the matter known to Elfa. But that hadn't discouraged her from
attempting to change his mind. If she would sleep just a few days longer, he would be off the planet and
spared the problem of dealing with her personally. That would be just as well, because despite his
declared feelings, there was an unavoidable feline animalness about Elfa that?

Using information relayed from the masthead look outs and the bowsprit pointer, Tahoding skillfully
directed the Slanderscree toward an open dock pro truding from the harbor shoreline. The dock was
sim ply a wooden road built out onto the ice. Its pilings were necessary to raise it to iceship deck level,
not to keep it above the frozen water.

Smaller ice boats were beginning to cluster curiously around the _Slanderscree . They complicated
the task of maneuvering the colossal ship up to the dock. But Arsudun owned a wide harbor, much wider
than the _Slanderscree's home port of Wannome. Tahoding did a masterful job of maneuvering around
and through the curious locals.

A few awed sightseers were warned off by the icerigger's crew. Their stupefied amazement was
justified, Ethan knew. The _Slanderscree was likely twice the size of any ice ship they had ever seen.

No doubt the crowd gathering on the shore included admiring shipwrights and envious merchants.
They would be hard to keep off the ship, once it docked. Their natural curiosity would impel them to
inspect the strange rigging arrangement, a modification of ancient Terran water clippers adapted by
Williams for Tran-ky-ky's ice oceans. Surely they would clamber all over the five massive duralloy
runners on which the icerigger rode. Metal was a scarce commodity on Tran-ky-Ky. The other, smaller
ice ships Ethan had seen were outfitted with runners of wood and, more rarely, of bone or stone.

Some of the ship's sailors cursed when the docking crew was slow to help them. The dockworkers
too were dazed by the size of the Slanderscree . Mates had to direct their men to jump over the railings
and down to the dock to man the cables and braces themselves, but once the process of tying up had
begun, the land crew swung into action and began to help.

It was a tricky process. The Slanderscree was nearly three times the length of her dock, and no
other docks in view were longer. There was no need for them. Ships the size of the Slanderscree
simply did not exist on all of Tran-ky-ky.

Tahoding, however, was prepared to cope. As soon as his vessel's bow was secured he ordered the
stern ice anchors released. They locked in place and would keep the huge vessel from swinging tail-first
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with the steady aft wind.

Wind, wind and cold. Ethan slid the protective face mask back down over his goggles to shield his
deli cate human flesh. The lee of an island or indoors were the only places you were out of the wind on
Tran-ky-ky. It blew here the way the sun shone on paradisical New Riviera or on one of the thranx
worlds such as Amropolous or Hivehom. It blew steadily, varying but never wholly ceasing, across the
empty places and frozen seas. It blew steadily down the strait against his back now, sucked inward by
the rising, slightly warmer air above the island.

A few clouds scudded in puffy formation across a sky of cobalt blue. Ethan turned his gaze as he
moved forward. Grizzled and goggled, a seamed face turned to look back and down at him, to smile with
teeth white as chips of the harbor around them.

"Upon my word, young feller-me-lad, if we haven't gone and made it in one piece!" Skua September
rubbed one side of a nose as big in proportion to its face as the ship's bowsprit was to the hull. He turned
away to study the town, its winding icepaths forming shiny ribbons between the buildings, the busy Tran
walking or chivaning along them. The locals who didn't stop to gawk at the icerigger held their arms
out stretched parallel to the street, the wind filling their membranous dan and scooting them along
effortlessly. Smoke curled skyward from a thousand chimneys. Multistoried gambreled structures swelled
haphazardly up the gentle island slope until they crested against the stark gray bulk of a substantial castle.

While Arsudun seemed to contain a population considerably larger than Wannome, Ethan noted with
interest the smaller size of the castle. Its diminutive proportions bespoke either the relative impecuniosity
of the local government or the becoming modesty of its Landgrave.

Sir Hunnar offered a third possibility. "It looks not more than a dozen years old, Sir Ethan? Ethan.
And it appears unusually well built." Hunnar clam bered awkwardly over the railing and down the
boarding ladder. He relaxed visibly when he was able to step onto the icepath covering the center portion
of the dock. Like all Tran, he was much more at home on the ice than on any unslick solid surface.

Ethan and Skua joined the knight and his two squires, SuaxusdalJagger and Budjir. The latter were
discussing the town and the assembled crowd in sus picious mutters. They kept their arms tight at their
sides, lest a gust of wind catch their dan and send them unexpectedly rocketing forward.

A voice called from the ship to the landing party. Squinting reflexively into the wind, although the suit
mask kept his eyes safe, Ethan made out a rotund, survival-suited figure waving down at them from the
bow.

"When you get to the port, use the number twenty-two double R if the authorities give you any
trouble!" The voice was crisp, insistent, yet feminine for all its controlled power. Colette du Kane paused

to murmur something to the wavering figure alongside her, then put an arm around her father to support
him.

"That's our family code. Any processor unit will recognize it instantly, Ethan. From a personal
cardmeter to a Church ident. It will give us priority booking on the next shuttle off here and cut through
any red tape."

"Twenty-two double R, okay." Ethan hesitated when she seemed about to add something else, but
then her father bent over suddenly and she had to at tend to him. They couldn't hear anything, but the
fig ure's movements hinted at wracking, heaving coughs.
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They turned, started for the town. Hunnar and the squires kept their speed down to a crawl to keep
from outdistancing the humans. They were nearly reduced to walking.

"Strong woman," September murmured easily. Hun nar spoke to a local who directed them to the
left. Following the harbor, they turned in that direction.

"Yes, she is," Ethan agreed. "But she tends to be a bit domineering."

"Why fella-me-lad, what do you expect from a scion of one of the merchant families? 'Course, it ain't
fer me to say. You're the one she proposed to, not me."

"T know, Skua. But I respect your opinion. What do you think I should do?"

"You want the opinion of a wanted man." Septem ber grinned broadly. Then the smile vanished and
Sep tember became unexpectedly, unnaturally solemn.

"Lad, you can ask my advice where fighting is concerned, hand-to-hand, ship-to-ship,
machine-to-machine. You can ask where politics are concerned, or religion, or food or drink. You can
ask my advice on any hundred matters, any thousand, and though I don't know amoeba-spit about half
that many I'd still venture you a reply.

"But," and here he looked at Ethan so sharply, so furiously intent that the salesman missed a nervous
step, "don't ask my advice where women are con cerned because I've had worse luck with them than
fighting or politics or any of the thousand others. No, feller-me-lad," he continued, some of his perpetual
good humor returning, "that's a choice you'll have to make for yourself.

"I _will_tell you this: never confuse physical form and beauty with the capacity for passion. That's a
mis take far too many men make. Beauty ain't skin deep? it goes a damn sight deeper.

"Now let's hurry up the pace a bit. Sir Hunnar and his boys are practically fallin' asleep trying to hang
back with us, and I'm as anxious as you are to get to the port?"

They topped a slight rise. Below and just ahead lay the humanx community of Brass Monkey. At the
mo ment, Ethan had eyes only for three concave depres sions scooped from the frozen ground and
neatly lined with opaque, icefree metal. Shuttleboat pits. Just their metal linings, those three perfect bowls,
contained a fortune in Tran terms, yet none of them seemed dis turbed or in any way vandalized. Of
course, he re minded himself, that might be due to the fact that the Tran didn't possess tools strong
enough to cut through duralloy or metalceramic crystalloids.

Aligned in one of the pits was a small metal shape that bore a remarkable resemblance to the
_Slanderscree , save for the absence of masts and its more aero dynamic design. The little boat made
Ethan's stomach flip. He could be on it very soon.

An enormous wall of frozen earth and blocks of ice and snow had been heaped up east of the
commu nity to shelter it from the steady wind off the harbor. The port buildings lay close by the near end
of the harbor, and the group started down toward an L-shaped, two-story edifice. Two glowing signs
shone in recesses above the snow-free main entrance. One read: _Brass Monkey - TRAN-KY-KY
administration_ . In jagged local script below it were words translating roughly as sky outlander's place.

An intermittent stream of bundled humans and an occasional Tran were presenting themselves at that
entrance. Glass-alloy windows, thick enough to be used in starships, offered the building's inhabitants
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views of the frozen world outside. Ethan could see in. Some thing was keeping the inside of such
windows free from condensation.

"What do we here, Ethan?" Hunnar sounded un certain. No doubt he was wondering if the strange
hu mans in this place would have icepaths within their structures or if he would be forced to walk any
dis tance.

"We have to book passage off your world. Back to our homes."

"Your homes," Hunnar echoed. "Of course." The knight's tone indicated a contradictory meaning.
Ethan understood the language well enough now to discern such nuances. Hunnar was expressing sorrow
at their imminent departure and at the same time, a profound gratitude. Or maybe he was just thinking of
the sleep ing Elfa KurdaghVlata back on the Slanderscree .

Once more Ethan thought to reassure Hunnar that he had nothing to worry about in the way of
com petition for the favors of the Landgrave's daughter. But booking passage should provide sufficient
reas surance.

There was an icepath ramp leading to the entrance, bordered by smooth metal for human use. It was
grooved for traction despite the present absence of ice. Two sets of doors barred the way in.

They passed the first easily enough, despite the rise in temperature. But when they passed the second
set and entered the building proper, Sir Hunnar reeled and the moody Suaxus nearly fell. The cause was
immediately apparent. The Tran liked to maintain the temperature in their dwellings perhaps five degrees
above freezing. The temperature inside the building, set for the human optimum, was devastatingly higher.

It was then that Ethan noticed there were no Tran inside the building itself. Those they had seen
entering had stopped in the area enclosed by the two sets of doors, a small lobby lined with windows.
There, Tran exchanged packages or held conversations with humans at windows installed for the
purpose. The area was kept cool there for them, and tolerably warm for the humans behind the windows.
Even so, the Tran there concluded their business hurriedly to rush out into the comforting arctic air
outside.

"With- your permission, friend Ethan, friend Skua?" Hunnar staggered erect. Without waiting for
Ethan's acknowledgment, the knight and his two companions turned and stumbled outside. Through the
transparent doors, Ethan could see Suaxus sit down hard, holding his head with both hands, while
Hunnar and Budjir gulped deep icy breaths and ministered to him.

"I can see where they'd get heat stroke quick enough in here." September was rapidly divesting
himself of his hessavar furs. Ethan didn't have that problem. He simply slid back his face mask and
goggles, plus the hood of his survival suit. The suit itself automatically adjusted for the warmer air inside
the building, the suit material being naturally thermosensitive.

They walked to the information grid. Politely, a voice informed them of the portmaster's name and the
location of his office. Directions were displayed on the map set alongside the grid.

A small, olive-skinned man with tightly curled black hair greeted them in the office. He displayed an
air of relaxed efficiency. His eyebrows rose slightly at their entrance, otherwise he didn't appear too
surprised at
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their presence. His gaze stayed mostly on September, which was no surprise at all. Skua had to duck
to enter the office.

They were on the second floor of the building. Broad windows opened on side and back, showing the
launch pits and the roofs of Arsudun. The contrast of frozen medievality and sleek modernity gave the
win dows the look of solidos, artificial and unlikely.

"Good morning, gentlesirs, good morning. Carpen Xenaxis, portmaster. We had a report from one of
our harbor scouts that a large native vessel with humans aboard was coming in." He stopped, awaiting
confir mation.

"Yes, we were aboard." Ethan introduced himself and September, then launched into a rapid
explanation of their presence on Tran-ky-ky, the failed kidnapping of the du Kanes- and was cut off at
that point.

"Just a moment- sorry." Xenaxis turned to the tridee screen set into one side of his desk, chatted
briefly and softly to someone unseen. Then he turned back to them with a pleasant smile.

"It was assumed the du Kanes had died during the misfunction of the lifeboat, which you now tell me
was no misfunction. I just reported them alive and well. We've had many inquiries. A large number of
individ uals will be most interested in this news." Xenaxis appeared suddenly uncertain. "They are alive
and well?" Ethan nodded.

"The kidnappers themselves are dead," September added. "I killed one of 'em myself. If there's a
reward I'd like to lay claim to it."

"Naturally. That is your right." The portmaster touched another switch, prepared to make a fresh
recording. "If you'll just give me your name, world of origin, home address and financial code I'm sure
We‘"

"Actually, that wouldn't be the fair thing to do." September gestured at his companion. "It was this
here lad who was responsible for most of what happened. He deserves any credit."

Ethan turned a startled look on September, opened his mouth to comment. An experienced salesman
is a specialist in reading expressions. A multitude of mean ings were available for interpretation on the big
man's face just then. To his credit, Ethan picked up most of them.

"If there is any kind of reward, I'll worry about that later." September relaxed ever so slightly. "The
main thing we're concerned about is getting off this place as fast as possible."

"I can imagine." Xenaxis sounded properly sym pathetic. "I do not myself find the company of the
natives particularly pleasant. One can do business with them, but it is next to impossible to socialize.
Besides the differences in temperature each race is accustomed to, they are argumentative and combative
by nature." Ethan said nothing, maintaining a blank expression.

"The local trade is profitable then?" September somehow sounded as if there was more behind his
question than just polite conversation.

Xenaxis shrugged. "Keeping the commercial end of this post open is my principal task, sir. There are
three large warehouses here in Brass Monkey whose contents change frequently. Of course, I'm only a
civil em ployee, straight salaried." Ethan thought he detected a note of envy in the portmaster's voice.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"But some companies or individual entrepreneurs are certainly making money off this frozen wasteland."

"What kind of trade?" Xenaxis shouldn't find that question suspicious, Ethan thought. It was his
business.

"What you'd expect." The portmaster leaned back in his chair. Ethan heard the faint hiss of posturic
compensators. Xenaxis had a bad back, it seemed. But he appeared anxious to talk. New faces were no
doubt an infrequent sight in Brass Monkey.

"Mostly luxury goods: art works, carvings, furs, gemstones, handicrafts, some of the most remarkable
ivory sculptures you'd ever want to see. The natives look clumsy, but they're capable of fine work."
Ethan thought of a stavanzer tusk and what a good local art ist might make of one.

"You know all about such things, of course," the portmaster continued. "When a civilization grows as
modern as that of the Commonwealth, excellently crafted machinery and the mechanisms necessary for
day to day living become cheap. People have a lot of excess credit to dispose of. So they spend on
luxuries and art works and other nonessentials." His chair re turned to the vertical, his tone to
businesslike.

"As far as your taking passage off-planet, I'm as suming you require shuttle space for the both of you
and the du Kanes."

"And one other, a teacher, name of Williams," Ethan said.

"Five. Should be able to manage that, given your unusual circumstances. I don't know a shipmaster
who'd refuse you space." He turned to his tridee screen again and pushed buttons. "I'll put out notification
of your survival to anyone you want to know about it, place it on the outpost bill. You've probably both
got friends and relatives who'll be happy to hear you're still around. Maybe you're not as important to
others as are the du Kanes, but you're important to your selves."

Despite his possible dislike of the Tran, Ethan decided he liked the little portmaster very much. "I was
told by Colette du Kane to use the code 22RR. She said it might help you expedite matters."

"[f that's the family financial code, I'm sure it will," agreed Xenaxis. He checked a hidden readout.
"The next ship due in stop orbit is the freighter Palamas . I'll make your boarding arrangements via
satellite relay as soon as the Palamas_is in range." He sounded apologetic. "We're not nearly big or
important enough here to qualify for a deepspace particle beam. The Palamas is a border-run ship, if [
remember right. But she eventually orbits Drax IV, and you can make pas sage to anywhere from there."

"When's she due in?" Ethan was startled by the lack of enthusiasm in his voice.

"Oh, six fifteen on the twenty-fourth." Xenaxis studied the two blank faces a moment, then smiled
slightly. "Sorry. I forgot you probably haven't been aware of local time since you touched down."

"A couple of us had chronometers," Ethan explained. "They didn't survive the crash. Those that did
didn't survive the climate. Mine survived both, but didn't survive - " He held out his right hand, showed

the portmaster where the gash in his survival suit had been patched from hand to shoulder.

"Lost it to a stavanzer."
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""Y ou mean those ship-sized herbivores that weigh a couple of hundred tons each? Never seen one
myself, only tridees taken by the scientific survey."

"We had to turn one around."

"Yes." Xenaxis eyed them both respectfully. " Palamas should break out of spaceplus in a couple of
days. Leave another two days, three at most for her to decelerate and insert. I'm sorry I can't offer you
pas sage out of here any sooner. We don't even have a hab itat station I can ferry you up to. Butif I can
break away from my own duties, I've a request to make."

"What's that?"

Rising and walking around Ms desk, the portmaster moved to the side window, stared out across the
roofs of Arsudun. Snow skipped like fat white fleas across the insulated transparency. "I can see the
masts of the ship you arrived in from here. It's much bigger than anything we've recorded so far. I'd love
to have a close look at it."

"Talk to her Captain, Tahoding," Ethan advised him. "I'm sure he'll be glad to show you around. He's
proud of his ship."

"He has reason to be." Xenaxis turned reluctantly from the window. "I suppose I'd better get back to
work. Forms to fill out." He made a face.

"If you like, you can stay the five days until de parture here in the post. We'll make room for you."

"Can't speak for the others." September was moving toward the door. "Myself, I think I'll stay with
our Trannish friends."

"As you like." Xenaxis resumed his seat, turned toward Ethan. "Just a moment, Mr. Fortune. As |
re call, there are two or three small cases consigned to you waiting in Number Three warehouse."

"My sample goods. One of them contains a dozen or so small, inertelement heaters. A year ago I'd
have given a thousand credits for one. I guess I'll try and sell a few over the next couple of days. Thanks
for reminding me." Odd, he mused as they exited from the portmaster's office, how he'd completely
forgotten his sale goods. For some inexplicable reason, things such as profit margin, customer acceptance
and terri tory expansion seemed childish to him now. Had Tran-ky-ky modified more than his tolerance
to cold weather?

When they reached the first floor, September put a restraining hand on Ethan's shoulder, halted him.
"Sir Hunnar and his companions won't mind waitin' a bit longer, feller-me-lad." He pointed down the
corridor, in the direction away from the main entrance. "Let's go have a gander at your samples."

"Skua, I've got so much fighting for attention in my skull right now I really couldn't care less about
those cases."
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"T don't want you to open up shop in front of me, lad," September spoke softly. "I've another reason
for wantin' to get inside that warehouse."

Ethan eyed him curiously, but the big man had al ready turned and was moving down the hallway.
Ethan hurried to keep up with him.

"Should be a heated tunnel taking us out to the stor age complex, once we find the right lift.
Warehousing should be above surface like everything else."

Warehouse Three was a utilitarian rectangle of windowless metal. September was right about its
location. Despite the cold, it was cheaper to build above ground on Tran-ky-ky. Easier to put up a
prefabricated struc ture that could withstand the wind than to excavate the permafrost and frozen ground.

The warehouse was insulated but not well heated in side. Ethan would have been shivering without his
sur vival suit. A glance at a wall thermometer indicated the interior temperature was just above freezing.
Outside, that would amount to a severe heat wave.

Two guards were posted at the warehouse doorway. When pressed for an explanation of their rather
incon gruous presence, one explained readily. "There've been stories about the natives stealing anything
they can get their paws on." The man looked indifferent. "It's a cold job, but what the hell ain't on this
world?"

"Have you ever caught a local stealing?" Ethan couldn't keep the anger out of his voice, and the guard
noted it.

"Hey, look, I don't make policy, friend. I just enforce it, me and Jolene here." The other guard put a
self-important hand on her beamer. "Let's see your authorization slip."

"Call the postmaster." Ethan wasn't feeling too co operative. Maybe the Tran weren't the most
outgoing people in the galaxy, but it didn't seem to him that anyone here was making much of an effort to
learn otherwise.

"Oh, dierd ! What's your name or crate code?" Ethan told him. "Yeah, your stuff's about four rows
back, then turn right. Section twenty D." He stepped aside. Sep tember gave him a pleasant smile, his
co-guard a larger one. She didn't smile back.

"I don't understand this," Ethan grumbled as they made their way back through the tall shelves of
crates and packages. "All the Tran we've encountered have been honest; in fact, I never heard Hunnar or

anyone else even mention thievery in Wannome."

"They haven't had sufficient interaction with the corrupting influence of an acquisitive civilization,"
September commented half-seriously. They turned right at the fourth row.

Ethan found his three small seamless plastic crates. Only his sealkey could debond the molecular
structure of the blue material forming the square shapes. The house of Malaika overseals looked intact
and untampered with.

"I can pick them up anytime, Skua. What did you want to look at in here?"

"I'm already looking at it, lad." September's gaze was taking in the ceiling-high stacks of crates. "I've
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seen what I wanted to. Time to go."

They left the chilly chamber, passing under the hos tile eyes of the guards. September didn't speak
until they were nearly back to the main port entrance.

"Something bothered me about Xenaxis' comments concernin' the local trade," he explained. "Now
that I've seen inside, it bothers me more. According to the markings on those crates, the trade going on
here strikes me as awfully one-sided."

"One-sided how?"

"Lad, those crates back there were new moldings, and the markings on them confirmed it. There's a
lot more going off this world than is comin' in. Course, it's hard to measure how many duralloy or
ceramisteel knives equal one carving. But I don't think the Tran know the value of their exports. How
much is a hun dred liters of water worth to a man in a desert? For that matter, how much is a hundred
liters of dirt worth to a man in an ocean?

"Someone's making a lot more than an honest profit here, feller-me-lad. Y our packages were the only
ones I saw in the whole place with a merchant family crest on 'em. Someone else, maybe unlicensed, is
running a fine little monopoly here, and cheating the Tran in the bargain. Of course, they don't think
they're getting cheated, because they don't know any better. But 1 know, and it makes me mad, lad.
These folks are my friends."

"Our friends," Ethan said quietly.
"Sure, our friends- for another five days."

"So what can we do about it? No, wait. I do represent the House of Malaika. I've never met the old
man himself, but from what I know he's a bit more honest than many of the family heads. The injustice of
the situation here wouldn't move him to action. Profits would. I'm sure he'd be willing to come in and
make the Tran a better deal.”

"I'm thinking of something a bit different from spreading the lucre, lad. Tell you about it later." With
that the giant lapsed into introspective silence as they made their way toward the entrance.

Just before reaching the doors they passed a pair of thranx. The meter-tall insects who with mankind
co-dominated the Commonwealth were bundled almost beyond recognition in survival suits designed for
their eight-limbed bodies. Even within the building they wore specially woven fur-lined sleeves over then
feathery antennae. Apparently they were willing to forgo a loss of sensitivity for acceptable warmth.

Hailing from hot, humid worlds, the thranx were especially uncomfortable here on Tran-ky-ky. They
walked past, muttering to each other in High Thranx. Ethan wondered what horrible misdemeanor the
two had committed to be assigned to this world. Tran-ky-ky would be a fair realization of the thranx
concept of Hell.

"Wonder what's going on?" September pointed out side as they passed the inner set of doors.

A crowd had gathered on the entryway ramp. There seemed to be an argument taking place in its
center. The two men hurried through the outer doors.

It seemed as if a million lumens hit Ethan's eyes photonson. The exterior doors were chemically tinted
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to make the outside glare bearable. Passing through, Ethan had neglected to pull down his goggles.
Quickly he lowered them, opened his eyes. Gradually his sight returned and he could discern something
besides white. It still felt as if someone had taken a file to his optic nerves. He lowered his face mask, not
quite fast enough to prevent a couple of tears from freezing solid on his cheeks. The face shield melted
them away.

Words of the argument reached him as he followed September forward into the crowd. Some of
them he couldn't translate. The ones he could embarrassed him. A couple of Tran were expressing
enormous dislike for one another.

One of them was Hunnar. The other Ethan didn't recognize. The combatants faced each other in a
small open space, exchanging imprecations with unfaltering volubility. Suaxus and Budjir stood nearby,
fingering the hilts of their swords nervously, their teeth half showing. Those in the crowd nearest them
were mur muring threateningly.

"- offspring of a crippled k'nith!" the strange Tran growled at Hunnar. Ethan noted with some
sur prise that the stranger was taller than the knight, though not nearly as muscular. In fact, he looked
soft. Green and gold metalfabric sashes were draped importantly across his chest in diagonal pattern,
shoulder to hip below the dan.

Metalfabric: imported trade goods, he knew. Strapped to the richly-dressed Tran's left leg was a
short sword made of stelamic instead of the barely adequate local steel that formed Hunnar's blade. Its
han dle was made of intricately molded plastic.

"T will not fight with you." The stranger tried to muster some officious dignity. "I do not fight with-" The
last word he used had an ambiguous meaning, one which could identify any outlander, or indicate the
lowest form of peasant.

"I hight Sir Hunnar Redbeard," the knight replied with a half-snarl. "Conqueror of Sagyanak the
Death, destroyer of the Horde, and knight of Wannome of Sofold."

"Never heard of either," someone in the crowd snickered. There was degrading laughter all around.
Suaxus and Budjir tried to spot the quipster, failed.

"You will hear soon of it," Suaxus muttered. "It will make a fine inscription for your wandering time."

"Speaking of fertilizer," Hunnar continued, "that is undoubtedly what your family trades in, to obtain
those shiny trappings you wear and that flashing new sword. So new, in fact, it seems not to have seen
use. But then what use has one who dabbles in shit for a sword?"

The Tran opposite stiffened. Ethan knew that on Sofold, at least, natural wastes froze instantly as
soon as they were exposed to the outside air. They were then collected by people who dealt in such
produce and resold to various farmers, to be reheated and spread as fertilizer. The precarious island
ecologies of Tran-ky-ky were kept in balance only by rigorous recycling of any available soil nutrients.
The necessity of the profession, however, did not mitigate the offense of Hunnar's remark.

Everyone in the crowd recognized the insult. Snickers and comments gave way to angry mutterings
and the movement of hands toward weapons. No adult Tran and few cubs were ever seen without at
least a dirk attached to outer thigh. Though Hunnar and the squires were considerably more
battle-trained and ex perienced than the mob of citizens, they were badly outnumbered.
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September and Ethan stepped into the circle. "We are visitors here and we wish no trouble." Ethan
studied the assemblage. "These three are our friends."

At that announcement a remarkable change came; over the mob. The one Tran who had been arguing
with Hunnar made apologetic gestures to Ethan. His man ner changed abruptly from offensive to
obsequious.

"May my cubs be taken by guttorbyn if I have of fended you, sky outlanders! I did not know that
these," he almost used the word for peasant again, " others_ were your personal friends. Had I so
known, this would not have happened. I beg my family's forgive ness."

"Well," Ethan began, a bit confused by the un expected speed of the other's apology, "I forgive you, if
that's what you want."

"Tell Hunnar you're sorry." September grinned.

The brilliantly bedecked Tran stared at September. For an instant Ethan saw a glimmer in the native's
eyes of something other than respect. It vanished quickly. "As the sky outlander desires." He turned to
Hunnar.

"I ask forgiveness, friend." The last word was forced out like a recalcitrant belch.

"Finish it properly." Ethan threw the giant a warn ing look. They'd obtained an apology, for heaven's
sake! What more did September want?

"My- my breath is your- your-" He looked uncomfortably at September, avoiding the eyes of the
crowd.

"Tell him," insisted September coolly.

Assuming a remarkable expression of distaste, the native put out both arms and approached Hunnar.
Placing a hand on each of the knight's shoulders, he exhaled toward his face. "My breath is your
warmth," he said quickly. Then he retreated into the crowd.

The sympathy of the onlookers, Ethan decided, lay with the departed and not with Hunnar. The knight
wrinkled his broad muzzle." Pagh ! That smells of falf lard."

"Anyone else have anything to say?" September stared at the crowd. With murmurs and mutterings,
the assembled citizens began to move off. Like crumbs falling from a cake, they fell away in different
direc tions and smaller and smaller groups. The murmurs included distinct apologies, but all had been
directed to Ethan and September.

"What was that all about?" Ethan asked the knight.

Hunnar looked upset. "We were waiting patiently for you and friend September. Local people were
going back and forth from the building you entered. Many of them made comments to us. None were
pleasant to hear, Ethan. Some would have caused blood to freeze in the streets of Wannome." He took a
deep breath.

"But this is not Wannome and we did not wish to do something that might give you trouble or
embarrass ment. It was very hard, but we ignored all such com ments. At least, we did so until that last


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

_pash_made a reference upon my family line which could not be ig nored.
"Had you not intervened, Ethan, I would have dec orated the street with his insides."

"You are quick to forgive," Suaxus said softly. Hun nar turned and glared at him, but the squire
looked back defiantly. Suaxus had always been fast to take offense, Ethan recalled.

"We hardly intervened," he said, trying to mollify any discomfort Hunnar might feel for not having
fought his opponent. "We were ready to fight alongside you if need be. Why did they all simply apologize
and melt away as they did?"

September began scratching the earring-decorated ear. "I'm not sure myself, lad. None of the Tran in
Wannome acted like that toward us. They were po lite, but independent."

Hunnar gestured at the locals chivaning to and from the building. "Not warriors." He said it
disdain fully.

"Skua, did you notice the other's clothing?" Ethan asked.

"No. All I was watching was his face and sword arm."

"He was wearing metalfabric sashes and other offworld decorations, and his sword was stelamic."
"Apologetic hi proportion to commerce. Interesting." September looked thoughtful.

"They think," Suaxus said bitterly, "they are supe rior to us because of their association with your
people here."

"That's ridiculous." Ethan felt acutely uncomfortable. "Why should they?"

"It's happened often enough in our own past, lad." September divided his attention equally between
Ethan and Suaxus as he spoke. "When the great, rich explorers from beyond, wherever beyond
happened to be at the time, set up a trading post, the local natives were quick to consolidate the trade
monopoly on their own behalf. Nor were they averse to showing off the trade wealth in front of their
excluded brethren.

"So though someone else is making the big money off the Tran-ky-ky trade, the Arsudunites are quite
content with their own small corner on the market. It makes them feel big and important, just as Suaxus
claims."

Budjir was as quiet as his companion squire was talkative, but when his spit hit the ground it
possessed a certain nonverbal eloquence admirable in its conciseness.

They started back to the ship. The three Tran kept slightly to themselves, moving just ahead of the
humans.

"I said inside the port, lad, that something else has got to be done to open up this world so all the
locals benefit." He nodded back in the direction of the port complex. "That little altercation back there
between Hunnar and one citizen is going to form the pattern for interTran relationships unless this local
monopoly is broken. Both of 'em. The one the Arsudunites enjoy, and the bigger one behind it."
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Ethan slipped slightly, just catching his balance on the frozen ground paralleling the icepath. "You told
me you had something in mind. Me, I'd set up another trading post with shuttlecraft facilities somewhere
else, maybe on Sofold. From there trade could be conducted that would be fair to all Tran, giving them
fair value for their goods while still making an honest profit in return.”

September shook his white-maned head. "No of fense against our friends up ahead," and he gestured
at Hunnar and the squires, "but as much as we may've come to like 'em personally, inside they're no
different than any other Tran. Pretty soon Sofold would be just like Arsudun, jealous of its little
monopoly. Oh, maybe Hunnar wouldn't go for it, but there're plenty of merchants in Wannome who'd
fight to preserve it.

"No, something else is needed. Something that'll pre vent any fiscal insularity from even getting
established. And something that'll just incidentally slice this present unfair setup into pieces the size of
those the _Slanderscree's runners cut out o' the ice.

"Young feller-me-lad, the Tran need Common wealth representation."

Ethan halted. "That's impossible, Skua! It would've been done by now if survey had thought it
possible. Sure, associate membership would be wonderful for them. They could deal with traders on a
worldwide basis, spread the wealth and advances they could obtain evenly across the entire planet. But
it's just not feasible."

"Better to try than to leave them open to the kind of exploitation that's goin' on here, lad. I think it can
be done. First we've got to talk to the local Commissioner. "But you're leaving in a few days. No need to
worry yourself about something you're convinced is impossible anyway."

"T've got a few days, like you say." Ethan resumed walking. "It won't give me a depressex if I tag
along and see the Commissioner with you."

The office of the Resident Planetary Commissioner was located in the main administration building,
north west of the port complex. Privately, Ethan thought it too ornate for a world where humanx
population and interests were comparatively slight.

Five single-story buildings projected outward like the spokes of a wheel from the central structure, a
three story pyramid of white and black stone done in checkerboard pattern broken only by windows.
The five subsidiary structures were living quarters for the administrative staff.

The main entrance to the pyramid was another double-door arrangement with the halfway climate
maintained between for interaction between human and Tran. That section was smaller than the one
they'd previously encountered, and logically so. There was little need for Tran to come here, since all
trade and commerce were handled at the port.

Inside the circular main lobby a small, glowing di rectory hung suspended in midair. The
Commissioner’s office was located on the third floor. They had to wait their turn at the small lift.

At the top they discovered that the Commissioner's suite was_ the third floor. They stepped from the
lift directly into busy outer offices occupied by a great many large machines and two sub-sized humans,
one male, one female. No one else was in sight.

Ethan's first impression of excessive ornateness was reinforced by the carpet. A glance showed his
trained eye that it was strictly luxury material, an import- probably from Mantis or maybe Long Tunnel.
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Genetic manipulation had produced a natural substance with the look and feel of grass, the resistance of
rubber, and the durability of dilyonite. The result was a pleasant-smelling and remarkably buoyant floor
covering. It was very expensive. And though he wasn't conver sant with diplomatic purchasing guidelines,
somehow he didn't think that verdidion weave was standard decor for minor offworld offices, even
that of a Resident Commissioner.

A young man who looked as if he could stand a dozen good meals occupied the desk nearest the lift.
His fingers danced over and across machinery and consoles with controlled jerkiness.

Ethan's eyes rose ceiling-ward, encountered the ex pected mosaic. Four circles of equal size met to
form a crude square. The two nearest him were marked with stylized representations of continents,
showing both hemispheres of Terra. Tangent to these two, the other pair had similar maps inlaid. These
represented the two hemispheres of Hivehom, the home world of humanity's partner in the
Commonwealth, the insectoid thranx.

Centered among these four larger circles and tangent to all of them was a single smaller circle. A
vertical hourglass of bright blue, symbolizing Terra, was crossed by a horizontal hourglass of brilliant
green sig nifying Hivehom. They formed the shape of the ancient Maltese cross, and where they merged
the colors blended into aquamarine, the signet hue of the United Church. Since this was a
Commonwealth and not a Church installation, the cross was surrounded by a field of crimson, the color
of the Commonwealth.

The straw man seemed to take notice of them. He turned, greeted them indifferently, hands still
jerking and darting as if hunting for a rest never to be granted.

"May I help you, sirs?" His eyes narrowed slightly then and he concentrated a touch more intently on
them. "I don't think I know either of you." He had as sumed a faintly disapproving air. "I thought I knew
everyone in the outpost."”

"We didn't arrive via the usual channels," Sep tember said.

Ethan tried to make himself sound important. "We'd like to see the Resident Commissioner."

The man wasn't impressed. "Concerning?" He spoke to Ethan, but his gaze remained fixed on
September.

Ethan thought a moment. "Possibly crucial de velopments involving native affairs."

"What kind of developments? Are you two attached to the xenology team here?" A hand brushed
back straight blond hair, rubbed at the side of a small sharp nose, moved down to pull at the hem of his
shirt and work up the other side to brush once again at the unruly hair.

Actually, the itch was concentrated not in hair, nose, or shirt. Instead, it was permanently located in
the man's mind. Since he couldn't scratch that very well, he settled as did many others for rubbing parts
of his anatomy that had nothing to do with his condition.

"We'd rather tell it to the Commissioner," said Ethan, trying his best not to sound difficult.

"Do you have an appointment? I don't recall any appointments scheduled for this afternoon."

"Blessed!" snapped the woman at the other desk, speaking for the first time. She was a stout lady
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who looked slightly older than September, and she sounded exasperated with her colleague. "If they're
strangers here, then they must have come in on that big native ship." The straw man showed no reaction.
"Didn't you hear about it?"

"I've been at my desk for the last several days, Eulali. You know I don't listen much to post gossip."

"No wonder you never learn anything," she sighed. "Anything they have to say could be important.
Never mind that they came in on that ship. Just the fact that they're strangers."

"Okay," the man replied doubtfully. "I guess they can see Trell. But I won't break procedure."

"You and your damn procedure." Eulali turned back to her own complex instrumentation resuming her
work.

"Procedure says you've got to have an appointment," the man insisted, rubbing the other side of his
nose.

"Oh, all right." Ethan couldn't keep the impatience from his voice. "We'll make an appointment."

Turning back to the console before him, the man punched a button. Scribbled words appeared on a
dis play screen. "Don't get excited. I said I wouldn't break procedure, and I won't. You can have an
appointment for- five minutes from now be okay?" He smiled. It changed his face completely.

"That'll do," Ethan admitted.

"The nature of your business involves native af fairs, right?" Ethan nodded once. "Names please?"

"Ethan Frome Fortune."

"Y our home world or planet of origin?"

"Terra."

"Profession?"

"Salesman, general manufactured goods, small, re presenting the House of Malaika."

"Thanks." He glanced perfunctorily over at September. "Name?"

"Skua September." The words were grunted out, reluctantly.

"World of origin or birth?"

"T don't know."

"Now look here-"

"I'm telling you honestly, son. I don't know."

"Well, what does it say on your cardmeter?"
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"It identifies me as a Commonwealth citizen. That's all."

"T've never seen an ident like that." The skinny interrogator chewed his lower lip, moved to tug the
hem of his shirt and decided not to.

"Profession?"

"Freelance fehdreyer."

Again the youth hesitated. "That's not a Terranglo word, 1s it?"
"No, it's not a Terranglo word," September assured him.
"What is it in Symbospeech?"

"There's no Symbospeech direct equivalent. It's a phonetic rescription of an old Terran word from a
language called yidish."

"Oh well, it doesn't matter anyway."

"When do we go in?" Ethan eyed the large wooden door nervously. September's replies were likely
to provoke the skittish clerk if they continued much longer.

"I'll check." He touched another switch. "Sir?"

"I've been monitoring since you keyed me, Avence," a rich baritone responded. "They can come in.
Be care ful, Mr. September. You may have to duck. Our ceil ings are designed for average human
beings and thranx, not athletes or sifters."

Ethan looked startled™ but September simply smiled, pointing to a spot in the ceiling between the
Commonwealth symbols and the top of the wooden door.

"Don't worry. I'm used to duckin'. And I'm neither athlete nor sifter."

They rose and walked to the entrance. September's finger continued to point until Ethan spotted the
spy-eye in the ceiling.

"Then he's been listening to and watching us the whole time?"
"Naturally, feller-me-lad. What do you expect from a good politician?"

The pyramid building had three sides, the room they entered three corners and walls. Both exterior
walls were perfectly transparent, providing a sweeping and by now familiar view of the harbor and the
city of Arsudun backed against uneven, white-clad hills. Be tween hills and harbor the steep-roofed
houses looked like a vast spill of gray paint.

Much to Ethan's surprise, the usual desk was ab sent from the room's furnishings. Several large
couches in freeform design were positioned around the three-sided chamber. Each was covered in a
different variety of local fur. Without knowing anything about their durability, Ethan tried to estimate their
worth on the open market based on color and thickness alone. It was substantial. Any life-supporting
world as cold as Tran-ky-ky was bound to produce some extraordin ary furbearing creatures. The
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treated skins in the room gave ample proof of riches no synthetics could match.

"I'm Jobius Trell," the room's sole inhabit ant told them, moving to shake his visitor's hands in turn. He
was tall, quite tall, standing midway in height between Ethan and September. His mouth seemed
po sitioned naturally and permanently in a gentle, almost boyish grin. That saved him the necessity of
worrying about when to smile in ticklish situations. Blue eyes, a square face, small if unlikely dimpled chin,
and thick gray hair combed straight back. Ethan estimated his weight at around a hundred kilos,
distributed on the build of an ordinary athlete. That is, one blessed with no athletic ability other than what
was provided by more than usual size and weight, coupled with average coordination.

Between the Commissioner and September, Ethan felt dwarfed in the room. A gesture directed the
visitors to one couch. Trell took the recliner opposite. Ethan could now pick out numerous controls and
devices, even thick tape files, set cleverly into the furniture.

A casual wave at September, and Trell spoke. "You noticed my small preview eye, Mr. September.
Have you been familiar with espionage work and equipment in the past?"

"Nope. But I've been in the offices of a lot of politicians."

The Commissioner not only didn't take offense, his laugh sounded quite genuine. "So there's a sense
of humor floating around inside that enormous frame of yours. Good. Let's see if I can save us some
time." Leaning back into the couch, he ticked off points on his fingers as he talked.

"One: I've already heard the report you gave the postmaster, so I know everything you've told him.
Rest assured I agree with him completely on expediting your passage off this world. After what you've
been through, it's the very least I, as Resident Common wealth representative, can do. You must've had
a ter rible time of it among the primitives."

"Not as terrible as everyone seems to think." Sep tember spoke easily, inviting challenge.

Trell chose not to accept, or perhaps didn't per ceive the giant's comment as challenging. "Two, that
ship you arrived in. I've had tapes made, solidos formed. Quite a piece of engineering." His voice
al tered, became slightly more intense as he inquired, "Where did the natives get the duralloy for five
runners of that size? Surely the locals haven't mastered nuclear metallurgy somewhere out in the snow?"

"No." Ethan explained. "They cut them as best they could, with our help, from the hull of our wrecked
lifeboat."

That apparently satisfied Trell. "I suspected some thing like that. While our Commonwealth charges
here aren't stupid, they're much longer on muscle than brains."

"Yes, that's true," said September.

Ethan shook inside. Instead of the expected protest at this slur on their friends, September had
reacted with agreement and a beatific smile.

He thought furiously. Since September did nothing without good reason, it followed that he had one
for concurring with the Commissioner. As Trell nodded in response, he saw that the Commissioner had
been wait ing for precisely the answer the big man had given him. But if their purpose in coming here was
to convince the Commissioner that the Tran were worthy of associate Commonwealth status, they
weren't off to a very good beginning.
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Or were they? Come to think of it, reacting emo tionally instead of with reason would be the worst
way to get the Commissioner on their side. "Longer on muscle than brains, but not stupid", was an
evalua tion of the Tran with which Sir Hunnar himself might readily have agreed.

"Native affairs, you mentioned?" Trell looked at Ethan.

He rose. "We spent quite a number of months among them, sir." Pacing the plushly carpeted room, he
felt himself relax. As always, he was most at ease when punching a product he believed in. He believed in
the Tran.

"Environment and ecology have conspired against the natives, sir. They're widely dispersed, forced to
cling to scattered, often barely accessible islands for survival. While they've adapted well to this harsh
climate, their numbers don't seem to be great. I don't know why, but they aren't as numerous as they
should be. That also works to their disadvantage.

"And yet," he continued enthusiastically, "Consid ering their extreme climate they've not only staved
off extinction, but have advanced to a fair level of civili zation. Their technology is unusually advanced in
cer tain areas, such as iceship building and cold weather farming. Races inhabiting more pleasant worlds
have not done as well"

"T agree with you." Ethan stopped pacing, aston ished. First Trell described the Tran as having more
muscle than brains, and now he was all but concurring with Ethan's optimistic assessment of their
accomplish ments.

"Well then?"'
"Well then what, Mr. Fortune?" Trell was watch ing him closely.

Ethan was forced to discard all the arguments he had mustered mentally to build a case for the Tran's
abili ties and jump ahead. "If you agree with my assessment, sir, consider the benefits to this world of
associate Com monwealth membership. They could send delegates to Council as observers. They'd
learn a great deal and would be eligible for all kinds of government assist ance for which they presently
can't qualify. That would raise the planetary standard of living, which in turn would?"

Trell raised a hand, and Ethan stopped short. "Please, Mr. Fortune." The Commissioner's gaze
switched from Ethan to September, then back again. "Don't you two realize that I would have been
working for that very thing myself? Despite the natives' obvious drawbacks, I admire them very much."
He gestured at his office.

"Look around you. I work here, relax here. Every item in this room not of an electronic nature is of
local manufacture. The couches and chairs you rest upon, the decorative arts on walls and tables,
everything. Personally I would enjoy nothing better than nominat ing my charges here for associate status.
But," and he shook an admonishing finger at Ethan, "though I agree with you where the locals' scientific
and artistic progress is concerned, let us objectively consider their handi caps. Social progress has
lagged far, far behind every thing else here." He stood, unconsciously exchanging pacing territory with
Ethan, who resumed his seat. Except that Trell moved straight to the nearest window-wall and stared out
over town and harbor.

" You_wish the Tran to have associate Commonwealth status. I wish them to have it." He glanced
back over a shoulder. "Which Tran, Mr. Fortune, do you refer to?"
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Ethan started to reply, found his thoughts tangled by facts, and said nothing. September stared at him,
silent and unhelpful?

*IIT*

"I see the problem has struck home." Trell turned from the window and the view beyond. "Arsudun
was chosen to be the site of the Commonwealth outpost here because it was one of the larger islands
located by first survey, and because it has a protected harbor which helps shield us here from the
stronger winds off the ice ocean. However, further surveys could, I am certain, turn up forty other
locations of equivalent suit ability for Brass Monkey. Arsudun was lucky, not superior.

"Tell me? would it be fair to your friends from-?"
"From Sofold," September told him.

"From Sofold. Would it be fair to them if all the delegates from Tran-ky-ky to Council were to be
elected or appointed from Arsudun?"

"Of course not," Ethan put in immediately. "All would vote and-" His voice trailed off.

Trell slumped back into his couch across from them. "Vote, Mr. Fortune? I don't know if there's a
word in the Tran dialects for voting."

"They elect Landgraves from time to time," Ethan countered.

"Yes. When the offspring of former rulers are un acceptable. But you have a point, if what you say is
true. I myself have never ventured from Arsudun. But if the sociologists who go out with the scouting
parties are agreed on anything, it's the Tran's unwavering suspicion of his neighbor. They are belligerent
and jingoistic." He shook his head slowly.

"No. I'm sorry, Mr. Fortune. If the Tran are to claim associate status in the Commonwealth, they must
present such a claim in some united fashion. There is no planetary government to deal with here. In fact,"
he leaned forward, spoke with seeming excitement, "I won't even require that. A dominant re gional
government would be sufficient, one comprised of a fairly diverse population and reasonable number of
city-states. If that existed, then many of these other futile feudal states would fall into line. But you're not
going to find any such organization on this world. You're just not.

"Hostility is a way of life on Tran-ky-ky. Not only don't the inhabitants of one state care a k'nith's
hind quarters for their neighbors, what about these nomadic warrior groups?"
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"We know about them," Ethan admitted, thinking back to the siege of Sofold by the horde of
Sagyanak the Death in which he and September and the others had participated in the destruction of that
ancient enemy of Hunnar's people.

"They're entitled by the Commonwealth charter to fair representation also." Trell stared expectantly at
Ethan, as if the outcome of the discussion had already been decided. "Can you see the island dwellers
allying themselves politically and culturally with those blood-hungry migratory bandits?" He shook his
head again.

"No, I'm afraid not, gentlesirs. In a few thousand years, maybe even in a few hundred, they might
ma ture enough to exchange breath with all their neigh bors. But not now." He threw up both hands in an
unnecessarily melodramatic gesture.

"As things stand now there is no way I in my posi tion as Resident Commissioner can recommend
them for associate membership. Or even for wardship. They are too independent and advanced to
qualify as char ity cases. A large regional government even-but these bellicose little island states, no. It's
not workable or fair." He rose. Ethan and September did likewise.

"I thank you for your interest, gentlesirs. I think that on reflection you'll have to admit that personal
emotion has played some part in your reasoning." He was chiding them gently. "You've spent
considerable time among these people. It's only natural you'd want to help them. First, however, they
must help them selves.

"Your ship will insert orbit in a couple of days, I believe. I'll be at the port to see you off personally.

If there's anything I can do for you in the meantime, any service I can perform, please don't hesitate to
call on me."

"Thank you for your time, Mr. Commissioner." Ethan didn't try to hide his disappointment. They
shook hands all around once more.

Trell spoke as they were halfway out the door. "You'll stay in the Administrator's quarters, of course.
At government expense."

"That's right kind of you, sir." September smiled back at him. "Considerin' the distance and dangers
our hosts have brought us through, however, I think they'd be downright insulted if we didn't spend our
last few days with them. You understand."

"Of course." Ethan couldn't tell if Trell was dis pleased by this announcement or not. "Anytime you
change your minds, want to switch from the barbaric to the civilized, your accommodations will be
waiting for you."

"Thank you again," Ethan said, closing the door behind them.

Jobius Trell watched the door for a minute, then resumed his seat on the couch. Fur tickled the back
of his neck and he shifted his position slightly. His mind was occupied by something other than the room's
de cor. Eventually he touched a nearby control, spoke into the room.

"Note: discuss visitor's psycho-verbal orientation with compudex file. Compare intensity gradient with
recording of conversation with portmaster Xenaxis. Request computation of likely action tendencies,
based on available data."
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Trell felt better after that, well enough to return to his real work. Always better to keep up with what
he was supposed to be doing, so he could enjoy his apol itical machinations to the fullest.

Though the breeze off the harbor was comparatively mild, Ethan felt chilled through the artificial skin
of his survival suit. Several local Tran sped past on the icepath they were paralleling. None turned to
gawk. Humans were an accepted sight here on Arsudun.

"T guess that's that, Skua. Give him his due, his arguments against granting status to Tran-ky-ky were
strong."

"They sure were, feller-me-lad. For instance, he was right when he said we were emotionally involved
in this matter. What he didn't add was that he's equally involved. More than emotionally, I'll wager. He
said so with his face and his modukeys."

"Modukeys?"

"Every word can be pronounced a lot of ways, lad. Each way carries an emotional key. I can
recognize a few of 'em. Enough to tell me our friend Trell wouldn't be too disappointed if the Tran stay
just as divided and combative as they are now." He had the facemask of his suit up. September liked to
have free dom to grimace. He did so now.

"Tell me, lad. Who would stand most to profit from the present situation, from keeping Tran-ky-ky
backward and unrepresented in Council? Who could keep a nice, private eye on every bit of off-planet
trade and regulate it to suit his own personal accounts?"

"I didn't get that impression from Trell at all, Skua." Ethan kicked at the icepath, sent a few pale
splinters flying. "That's a strong accusation to make against a Resident Commissioner."

"There's an informal law, lad, about political ap pointees. The smaller the post, the less often they're
inspected, and the more opportunity there is for foolin' around with the books." He clapped Ethan on the
back, nearly knocking him down. "Wouldn't be the first time good manners have shielded a larcenous
heart." He frowned. "Course, he's right about this feudal setup. We'll have to do something about that."

Ethan stopped, the snow swirling around him trying to find a way to penetrate his survival suit. "Do
something about it? We can't do anything about it. What are you thinking?"

"I'm thinking, young feller-me-lad, that we've several days left to think about it?"

"Three there are it is not possible to do." Sir Hunnar Redbeard spoke with conviction as he gazed at
hu mans and Tran seated around the long galley table of the Slanderscree .

"It is not possible to kill a stavanzer. It is not possible to stand against a westwind Rif. And it is not
possible to keep the Tran from warring among them selves." He turned his feline stare on Ethan. His
voice was as cold and assured as the slight storm howling outside the ship, making squeaking sounds in
the cracks between rafters and planks.

"What you propose, friend Ethan, cannot be imagined, far less can it be done. A union of islands, a
confederation of states? A council of Landgraves?" His triangular ears switched nervously. "More likely it
would be for water to run freely across the seas."
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"It has_to be done, Hunnar." Ethan was half plead ing with the assembled knights. "Don't you
understand how things have been set up here? The people of Arsudun and more importantly, their
leaders, have a monopoly on all offworld trade and information. They profit tremendously, unfairly from
it. It should be shared equally among all the Tran."

"Aye, the metal," a gruff voice added. Eyes turned in its direction.

Balavere Longax was Sofold's most respected living warrior. An older, stockier version of Hunnar,
his gray fur turning to white in patches, he commanded silence on the rare occasions when he chose to
speak. Though less excited than those of his colleagues, his words carried considerably more weight.

"The metal. Never have I seen so much metal as the people of Arsudun possess. Nor do they seem
deserving of it." That brought irritated murmurs of agreement from several other members of the crew.
"Not only their weapons, my friends, but yea too their household implements, water pots, and others are
pure metal."

Ethan nodded enthusiastically. "And they're still being cheated, I think. Stelamic is cheaper than
duralloy."

September pushed back his chair, making the floor boards creak. "Hunnar, if the Tran will spill blood
for metal, why are you so damned sure they won't cooperate to get it?"

"It is considered degrading to cooperate with people from a less noble state," the knight replied, as if
that explained everything. "Do you remember when Sagyanak's Horde assaulted Wannome? The
shedevil's tribe was a threat to all states. How much help was volunteered to us? How much aid did our
neigh bors provide to help fight the common enemy?" He sat down, mumbled, "Profit is not sufficient
reason for forgetting old hatreds and suspicions. Your own Commonwealth thing, there is no word for it
in our language. The closest I can come is family."

"That's just how you have to start thinking of all Tran," Ethan interrupted excitedly. "You're a family.
That's all any race is, an extended family. Like it or not, Tran-ky-ky is destined to take its place as a
member of the Commonwealth. You can't go back to Wannome and look up at the night sky from your
homes without realizing you're a part of something much bigger and grander than Sofold. You might as
well gain the advantages that are yours by right, now ." A little out of breath and a bit embarrassed at
the strength of his unexpected polemic, Ethan sat back down.

"Advantages which should be spread among all Tran," September added more quietly, but just as
emphatically.

"My good friends with whom I share my warmth, I recognize the truth of your words." Hunnar looked
despondent. "Would that I could will the spirit of this world otherwise. But the Tran are good at arguing
with knives, not with words."

"Then you must achieve the same end with knives." Colette du Kane entered the room. She waddled
gracefully to the far end of the long wooden table, placed both hands on it and leaned forward. "If
rea son and logic aren't enough to cement this confedera tion you must make, then do it with knives. The
end is justified by what you will gain." She threw Ethan and September a rather disdainful look.

"Only profits have so far been mentioned, material things. Commonwealth membership will force you
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to mature as a people. Soon you won't need knives to discuss with. But if you fail," and she paused for
em phasis, "you'll remain just as you are, frozen in ability and evolution as well as in daily life. You'll stay
ignorant farmers and fighters and your cubs will grow up just as inefficient and deprived as you all are."

Wind hammered insistently at doorways and port holes, the only sound in the room.

Eventually Hunnar spoke, choosing his words carefully. "You have ventured enough insults to result in
a shortened tongue, woman. Yet you did so, I believe, in the hope of benefiting us. What you say is
truthspeak." Several of the other nobles now looked askance at, Hunnar, then at one another. There
were some un happy mutterings and a few threatening looks in Co lette's direction.

"Listen to you all." Ethan thought he had seen someone else behind Colette when she stepped through
the cabin portal. Now that other person also entered.

Elfa KurdaghVlata looked like a bewhiskered Amazon in cloak and light robe. Her translucent dan
caught the back light of oil lamps beyond and turned to curved sheets of orange flame when she raised
her arms.

"You confirm what the human woman says every time you speak. She calls you ignorant and in
response to her reasoning words you make stupid

threatening sounds, like mewling cubs caught stealing vegetables."

"We grant the wisdom of her speaking," grumbled one of the other nobles at the table. "It was the
man ner of such speaking." While Elfa was the inheritor of the Landgrave's title, the noble had used no
honorific in addressing her, Ethan noted. Such informality be tween rulers and ruled was one of the
Tran's most heartening characteristics.

"But would PhulosTervo or any of our other bor der rulers do likewise?" the noble finished bluntly.
There was murmur of agreement from around the table.

"Perhaps not." Elfa conceded the point readily. "But a total stranger might. PhulosTervo would be
suspicious of anything my father might agree to. A stranger would know him not." She gestured at the
humans in the room, pointing at each in turn.

"Here are our offworld friends, proof of the truths we will seek to convince others of. No one can
dispute their existence. Therefore it may be that others will accept their words as have we."

"That is possible," agreed a swaggering knight named Hesoidn. "If they will come with us." He eyed
Ethan expectantly.

"Oh, I'll be staying." Milliken Williams sounded surprised that any other possibility could be seriously
considered. The ancient Tran seated next to him spoke through a white beard.

"Sir Williams and I still have much to discourse upon to one another. He could not leave now."
"Of course [ couldn't." Williams' guileless enthu siasm did much to boost the confidence of the

assem bled Tran as he gazed blithely around the table. "Y ou're much more interesting than any of my old
pupils, and there's more here for me to learn. I couldn't possibly leave."
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"Y ou must realize, all of you, that as an educated citizen of fair achievement, citizen Williams is giving
up a vote." September sounded as solemn as he could. "That is something no qualified inhabitant of the
Com monwealth does lightly, I can assure you."

"What of you, friend September?" asked Hunnar.

"Oh, I guess I'll hang around a while yet." He picked at his teeth with a triangular fork left from the last
meal. "Can't say much for your climate, but the food's good, the liquor is first class, and the com pany's
agreeable. Can't ask for much more than that. Besides, nobody asks me too many questions." He turned
to his right. "What about you, young feller-me-lad?"

Ethan found he was the object of everyone's atten tion, found himself wishing he was beneath the
table instead of seated at its side. He gazed into his lap, fumbled for a reply.

"I don't know, Skua- Hunnar." His mouth felt like someone had suddenly substituted glue for saliva. "I
have other interests, other obligations. There's my contracted job and-"

"All is understandable, friend Ethan." Hunnar smiled that simple Trannish smile, without showing his
teeth.

For some reason, Hunnar's timely words of empathy made Ethan feel even worse. Wasn't he the
sophisticated member of the advanced galactic civilization? Then why should he feel so devoid of
worth while thoughts and meaningful feelings?

"Even if I could go with you, I'd only slow you down." Colette du Kane looked back toward the
door way. "My father's in our own cubicle, asleep. I can't turn him loose to manage the family affairs, not
while he journeys from one island of sanity to another across an ocean of senility. There'd be too many
who'd take advantage of him. Someone is obligated to take care of business. That obligation devolves
upon my shoulders-and I've got the shoulders for it."

Even the Tran understood that joke, though Colette's width was no greater than the average native's.

"And there could be other obligations."

Ethan did not look up, but he knew exactly where she was looking when she said those words.

"T will tell you all this. If you have the good sense and the ability to organize enough of a government
to qualify for associate Commonwealth status, then the House of du Kane will establish itself on
Tran-ky-ky immediately and will treat fairly with all who treat fairly with it."

Elfa made a sign signifying agreement and compli ments. The women had had run-ins before, both in
Wannome and on the ship; but they could and had put their personal differences and feelings aside when
logic dictated. Ethan wondered if the males in the room could do as well.

"It is settled then." Hunnar assumed a pose express ing determination and challenge. "We will try," he
told Ethan, "because we believe in you and in what you say, friend Ethan. You have never lied to us in the

past. I do not believe you lie to us now."

There was a rumble like that of an underground transport as chairs slid back from the table and the
various knights, nobles, and squires broke up into smaller discussion groups. Some talked loudly and
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with considerable animation while others chatted in hushed tones. Every so often one or two of the
de baters would exit through the door opening onto the deck, admitting the planet's eternal participant in
all conversations-the wind.

Ethan left early, anxious for the solitude offered by his own cubicle. In a few days he could trade the
poorly warmed box he shared with September for the cycle-heated atmosphere of a starship cabin. It
was strange that the prospect no longer excited him the way it had when the Slanderscree had first
entered Arsudun harbor.

Something like a hot summer breeze touched him on the shoulder, unnervingly warm and light in the
chill air of the ship's corridor. Whirling, he found him self staring down at Colette du Kane. Behind him,
the voices of the arguing Tran, September’s intermit tent bellow, William's gentle but persuasive murmur-
all faded and merged to form a distant background hum. Small crystals of emerald focused unblinkingly
on his own eyes, verdant craters in that moon face. Despite the survival suit face mask her pink flesh had
been tanned umber from occasional exposure to Tran-ky-ky's harsh arctic sun.

For just a moment, he had a glimpse of sinuous beauty writhing to escape that gland-trapped coffin of
fat. Only through the eyes could that exquisite self impinge on the world.

"Are you staying or coming?" No hint of coquetry there, no mock-embarrassed lowering of lashes.
There was no room for it in a personality founded on bluntness. Though the door to the deck outside was
closed, he felt something curl 'round him anyway, slowing his circulation, chilling his guts.

"Well? We've gotten along well these past weeks."

"I know, Colette." For one as perceptive as Ethan knew this woman to be, that should be answer
enough. She elaborated anyway, rushing, hurrying her words so as to be rid of them as fast as possible.

"I asked you to marry me. Are you going to, or are you staying here?"

"[-I don't know. I suppose I need more time to think. I'm not stalling you, Colette, I'm telling you the
truth."

She snorted derisively. "Every man I've ever known concluded any bad talk with that last homily."

"T'll tell you before the shuttle lifts, I promise." He grabbed her shoulders, held her as long as he dared.
She was warm.

"If that's the way it has to be." He let her go. "That's the way it has to be." She forced a slight smile. "I
guess that's better than an outright refusal. See you." She turned, flounced out the door. A gust of wind
brought a few ice flakes swirling inward, dying even as they struck his face. Two Tran knights followed
her out, conversing eas ily as they ignored the bitter cold. To the natives they were reposing in a
sheltered harbor, where they could stroll about outside almost naked. Only Ethan and the other humans
had to hurry into their cabins before unprotected skin froze solid and crisp as a honeycomb.

It was an indication of the readiness with which the local Tran had accepted humanx-kind and
manifesta tions of its advanced technology that the natives in the shuttleport did not look up in awe when
the shuttle's braking engines fired and it settled snugly into its berthing pit, tight as a snail withdrawing into
its shell.

As the engines died, the internal supercooling elements built into the skin of the delta-winged
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atmos pheric craft went to work. Soon hull and engines them selves were cool enough to touch.

Suspensors moved out from waiting bays. Business like words were exchanged between the shivering
shuttlepilot and the landing crew. Packages and crates began to move from concealed storage bins into
the shuttle, while in return the tiny ship gave birth to a multitude of smaller sealed shapes.

Local handicrafts were traded off for knives and lamps and stelamic weaponry. Fragments of poor
qual ity but still immensely valuable green ozmidine bought radios and tridees and hand communicators.
Ethan thought back to the immense volcano known to the Tran as ThePlaceWhereTheEarth'sBloodBurns
and the cavern filled with ozmidine they'd discovered inside. He wondered what whoever was dominating
the local trade would have thought of that breath taking deposit of the ultra-precious green gem.

Nearby, Hellespont du Kane began chatting cheerfully with the physician the starship captain had
thoughtfully sent down in the shuttle to attend his unexpected, famous passenger. Colette stood watch ing
him, responding perfunctorily to September's gruff and somewhat obscene goodbye and Williams' more
polite, deferential one.

Then there was nothing else to do, no one else to talk to, and Ethan found himself walking over. She
moved to meet him.

Several silent moments passed. Perhaps the fact that his mind was now made up enabled him to
match her stare more resolutely.

"How's your father?" he finally said lamely.

"As well as can be expected." She had to force her self to blunt her natural sharpness. "I keep trying
to get him to consent to a body switch- he refuses additional revivifications. He won't do it. I don't think
it's a death wish. The psychostics say it's not. But he won't agree to it even when he's senile, let alone
during his occasional bursts of full lucidity. Keeps telling me it's time I took over, that he's held the reins
long enough."

"You are ready to take over, Colette." Ethan spoke softly yet with enthusiasm. It was extremely
difficult to sell Colette on herself. "I know how the merchant families work. I have to. I work for one
myself."

"Ready or not, I have to." Her reply was so soft it was hard to believe it came from her. "What do
you have to do, Ethan?"

He smiled. It wasn't easy. "I'm sorry, Colette. Truly lam."
"First they say they're telling the truth, then they always say they're sorry."

"Colette?" Ethan fought for words. "I'm not a teller, I'm a told. You were raised, trained to give
or ders. I've matured learning to take them. Advice I can offer, but never orders. I don't think I'd be any
good at it. I'd mess up any executive position you gave me, and then you'd be forced to cover for me.
You'd have to explain me to my colleagues, the really qual ified executives and compusymbs." He shook
his head dolefully. "I couldn't handle the kind of snickering I'd be subjected to. And I won't accept a life
as an inef fectual parasite."

"You have a peculiar conception of what being mated means." She sounded almost desperate without
appearing to beg. "You could do whatever you wanted to, anything at all. Travel, hobbies- it doesn't
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even have to be with me." The gaze lowered just a little. "You could- even have other women on the
side, if you so desired. I'd fix it so you could afford the best." She looked up again.

"You're a good man. You could do what you wish, so long as you?" she hesitated, "came back to
me."

"No, Colette. I have something I have to see through, here."

For an instant something flared in her eyes. "It's that muscular teddy bear, isn't it?"

"No." Ethan's denial gained strength from his hon est, obvious surprise.

"Elfa's not a factor. I don't know what she sees in me, but she's a member of another race."

"That hasn't stopped people in the past," she countered accusingly.

"It stops me. Where Elfa KurdaghVlata is con cerned, any interest other than anthropological is
strictly one-sided. Her side. I gave you the real reason. I could never be a professional student,
professional traveler, professional hobbyist. Or a professional husband."

She seemed ready to leave, then grasped him so suddenly and hard he had to fight to regain his
bal ance. She broke away just enough to plead, speaking so softly no one but Ethan could have heard.

He found himself momentarily mesmerized by those metal-bright green eyes.

"You're the first man I ever met who treated me like a human being. You were good to me, and you
were honest with me. [ know I'm ugly."

"You're anything but that, Colette."

Her smile was full of pain. "For months I was the only human woman around. I enjoyed the isolation.
I'm conversant enough with physiopsychology to read in your eyes my loss of five kilos for every month
of that isolation. As soon as we reached any outpost of human civilization you'd see me for what [ am, for
what no doctor can correct. It's happened since we've been here, at this outpost. I'm obese, sarcastic,
and bitter to the point of dissolution."

"The last two you need to survive the important position you're going to assume," Ethan told her. "As
for the first, that's an image you have of yourself." He thought of something September had told him.
"Physi cal shape and attractiveness have little to do with each other. In the dark, all mankind looks alike.

"No, the reasons I can't marry you have to do with our mental makeup, not our physical."

She let go of him. His arms would show red where she'd gripped him. "House du Kane has
businesses and branches on most of the populous worlds and many of the colonies. If you ever change
your mind, Ethan Frome Fortune, you can get in touch with me." She grinned tightly. "Twenty-two double
R, Ethan. It'll expedite anything."

"You'll find someone else."

"With my attractions? I can offer my cardmeter balance and my position. Those won't buy what I
want. I've asked and pleaded, Ethan. [ won't beg."
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"T know. Begging's not part of your makeup, Colette."

A steward was gesturing from alongside the motion lounge her father was strapped into. A faint voice
called her name. It came from the throat of a powerful human relic.

"Time to go. Goodbye Ethan. Remember me if you change your mind. Remember me if you don't."

She spared him the worry of whether or not to kiss her by turning and striding purposefully toward
her father, toward the people and machines helping him stay alive. He watched as the motion lounge
maneu vered itself up the rampway leading into the access tube of the shuttlecraft. Snow speckled the
window he stared through.

Fifteen minutes died. Then the exchange of cartons and packagings was complete. A muted chemical
bub bling sounded through the thick glassalloy window. Redorange streaks, like spilled oil paint,
emerged from the stern of the shuttle. It rose rapidly until it had shrunk to a size no bigger than any of ten
thou sand other bright ice flakes swirling through Tran-ky-ky's cold, cold atmosphere.

He rubbed his right arm where she'd clasped him, and thought.

September let him stand like that for nearly an hour. Then he moved to join him.
"Not easy, feller-me-lad?"
"No, Skua. Not easy."

"Better this way, though," the giant said cheerily. "Money's not everything. She would have gotten
tougher before sweeter as the years roll down. There's a universe full of fledglings waiting to try their
wings who are a good deal softer."

"Skua."
"What is it, lad?"
"Shut up." He walked away, moving rapidly down the port corridor, hands jammed deep into his

pockets. After a shrug, September followed, keeping the distance between them constant. There was a
dark muddy wall raised around the young salesman, and it could only be taken down from within.

Sir Hunnar and his two squires were waiting pa tiently for them outside the shuttleport building.
Sep tember had tried to argue them into coming inside to watch the liftoff of the shuttle from closer range.
But the Tran had elected to forgo that pleasure, since it meant enduring the unbearably high temperatures
inside.

"We saw it rise from out here, Ethan," the Tran knight said. "It was bigger than the skyboat you came
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to us in." A note of childlike wonder crept into his voice. "Does it truly chivan to a ship bigger still?"

"Much bigger, Hunnar." Ethan was reminded by the Tran's curious, open stare of the reason for his
remaining here. One of those reasons, anyhow. "Let's find a place in town and have a tankard of reedle."
At least the super pseudomead would salve his throat, if not his confused conscience.

The tavern they located had been smuggled in among more respectable looking two and three-story
structures on a narrow lane. It did not serve reedle, but they found an ample supply of nontoxic
intoxicants. Most were derived from varieties of the omni present pikapina or pikapedan, a few from
other plant life. All filled Ethan with an equally warm glow.

"How are we to proceed to form this necessary con federation, friend Ethan?" Suaxusdallagger
sounded thoroughly discouraged, and the expedition hadn't be gun. "We know nothing of this country.
No one from Wannome or Sofold has ever been this far from home."

"So many _satch ," murmured his counterpart Budjir.

"That can be to our advantage." September hunched over the table. "The other states we will visit will
know nothing of Sofold, but it's possible they will have heard of Arsudun, and consequently, of the
humanx station here.

"We've already seen indications that there're entirely too many local goods goin' offplanet to have
come from Arsudun alone. That means the Arsudunites are trading with the surrounding states. What
better way for them to make themselves look big and important than to constantly claim extratrannish
wizards-that's us-for allies?

"So how are they likely to react, when we show up and tell them they'd better confederate for their
own good?"

Ethan put down the tall goblet of liquor, used the oversized spoon at his wrist to dip up another
helping of the heavily spiced soup in front of him. He sipped at it carefully, the end of the spoon being too
wide for his small human mouth. Soup had never been a favor ite of his. He preferred more solid food.
But Tran-ky-ky's climate could make anyone a lover of hot food in any form.

"I would rather," Hunnar replied petulantly, after considering September's logic, "begin in the
neighborhood of Sofold." He pushed back in his chair, bal anced on the two hind legs. Ethan knew the

knight wouldn't fall. He'd never seen a people with such per fect, innate sense of balance.

"No. I think we'll have the better chance, Hunnar, here where we're all strangers to the folks we'll be
tryin' to convert, and where humankind's dubious rep utation has maybe preceded us."

"Tahoding should have voice in this too." Budjir put in a word for the Slanderscree's captain. "It will
be he who will bear considerable responsibility for taking us safely across uncharted ice, and for

maneuvering us to safety should trouble arise."

"That's incidental," September countered vigorously. "T'll grant old Tahoding his piece, but it's more
important that we?"

"I detect an odd smell in here, Baftem." Conversation at the table ceased.

The speaker was a richly dressed Tran standing very close to their booth. His dan spines were
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lac quered silvery chrome and pink, and he was nearly smothered beneath the impossibly thick fur of
some slick white-striped and black-spotted creature. Next to him stood one of the largest Tran Ethan
had seen, well over one and two-thirds meters tall and broad in proportion to a normal Tran physique.
The latter had one paw resting lightly on the butt of some weapon banded to his left leg. It was dull white
and gray and looked like the femur of some walking animal, possi bly that of another Tran. Intricate
bas-relief covered the club. Its knobby bottom end had been shaped into points.

"An offensive odor-I smell it too," said the giant, smiling unpleasantly. Ethan noted that conversation in
the tavern had dropped to a steady, low susurration. Most eyes were on them.

The wealthy local performed an elaborate gesture through the air in front of his nose, accompanying it
with much expressive grimacing. Continuing to shield his muzzle from some imaginary olfactory offense,
he made a show of searching the area around the booth, peering beneath chairs, sniffing the table,
checking the floor. On all fours he approached Hunnar's seat, stopped sniffing, and stood. For effect, he
sniffed once more, loudly enough for all the onlookers to hear.

"I believe I've found the source, Baftem," he told his companion. "Someone has had the bad manners
to bring a castrated bourf into the room."

The quiet became total. When no one at the table reacted, the giant wrinkled his own muzzle
distinc tively, squinted at Hunnar and made a disgusted sound.

"You know how the enoglids drain once they've been neutered. Awful smell!" He looked around the
table, exclaimed in mock surprise, "Yet the source seems to be more than one."

"Gentle, Baftem. It behooves a citizen to be polite, even to a fixed bourf ." He bent over the table,
leaning between Ethan and Hunnar. "Would you get out?"

Ethan admired Hunnar's control as the knight looked over his right shoulder, shouted. "Innkeeper,
whose tavern is this; yours or his?"

With admirable prescience the innkeeper had already retreated to the vicinity of the cook-room
doorway. In response to Hunnar's query he made some incomprehensible gabbling noises and ducked
inside before further elucidation could be requested.

"Perhaps you are the innkeeper after all." Hunnar gazed nonchalantly up at the interloper. "Yet you
look more like a rockworm to me." His gaze dropped to the other's feet. "But the slime you trail behind
you leads from the entrance, not the back rooms."

Stepping back and pulling his sword in the same motion, the offended citizen slashed down. Hunnar
was still balanced on the rear two legs of his chair. As the blade descended he shoved back. The sturdy
back of the chair hit the attacker in the midsection, sending him stumbling away.

Ethan had managed to slide from behind the table and draw his own weapon. It weighed more than a
cardmeter, but he'd been forced to learn how to use this new persuader in the past months. He didn't see
the Tran who'd slipped up behind all of them, but dalJagger did. The would-be assassin threw Hunnar
oft-balance as he stumbled into him, clawing blindly at the squire's dirk which protruded between his
eyes.

Everyone in the tavern, it seemed, charged them then. Ice swords and axes of bone and metal flailed
wildly at the newcomers. Ethan found himself on the floor, trying to avoid the lance a husky customer was
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thrusting at him. He rolled, and the lance point struck sparks from the stone paving. The lance wielder
tried raising his weapon for another strike when a table hit him in the face.

After throwing the table, September found himself wrestling with the giant Tran who'd backed up the
wealthy insultmonger. The enormous bone club thrummed through the air. September skipped agilely out
of its path. It took a head-sized chunk out of the wooden wall of the booth.

September moved in, hitting his feline opponent hard in the midsection. The giant grunted in surprise
but didn't fall. He raised the club over his head, his expression turning from furious to foolish. September
lifted the lightly-boned colossus into the air and threw him halfway across the tavern.

Knowing full well his own limitations where physi cal combat was concerned, Milliken Williams
crouched low in the booth and did his utmost not to draw atten tion to his presence.

Ethan ducked a sword swing, grabbed the Tran by the neck and wrenched him off his feet. He struck
the wall hard, went limp, and collapsed. Between the unexpected strength of the heavy-bodied humans
and the professional fighting skill of Sir Hunnar and his squires, the large but undisciplined group of
attackers was having a difficult time.

The aroma of blood began to be overpowering.

Ethan blocked a wide saber swing with his arm, felt the impact reverberate up to his shoulder
muscles. Trying to bring as much of his weight to bear as pos sible, he swung his own sword over and
down. His op ponent parried, but the force of the blow knocked his blade from his hand. He knelt and
recovered it before Ethan could strike again. But instead of resuming his assault, he backed away and
hunted for help.

The most effective combatant of all proved to be not September, Sir Hunnar, or any of the rampaging
citizens, but the innkeeper.

A massive circular band of black wrought iron hung from the rafters. It supported eight large
oil-burning lamps. When September pulled it out of the ceiling and began to swing it as a weapon, the
proprietor decided the time had come to make a stand for fiscal sanity. Being metal, the chandelier was
the most valuable single furnishing in the tavern. It wouldn't do to have it broken and bent. Risking his life,
he charged across the battlefield and emerged on the other side unscathed.

The fight continued only a few minutes more, until, with admirable speed the innkeeper had located a
group of constables. One of the combatants near the door announced their impending arrival and the
inter locked fighters instantly separated and began searching out unorthodox exists.

"The kitchen!" Hunnar shouted.

"Why?" Ethan wanted to know. "We didn't start anything."

A hand shoved him forward. "Police are usually the same everywhere, feller-me-lad. Best to avoid
them when you can."

They raced through the malodorous cook-room, emerging into a back alley lightly carpeted with
snow. Following Hunnar's lead they ran a short distance to the left, then slowed.
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"Why are we slowing down?" Ethan looked back expectantly. But there was no sign of pursuit in the
narrow passageway. "We're still fairly close to the tav ern."

"They will not come looking for us this way, friend Ethan." Hunnar was panting steadily, his breaths
much shorter and faster than that of the three humans.

"Why not?"

Hunnar indicated the surface they were traversing. With a clawed foot he kicked away the pale white
ve neer of snow to reveal stone blocks beneath. "There is no icepath here. No Tran in a hurry to go
anywhere would leave a fast icepath. This idea I take from you." His breath condensed, vanishing with
mathematical regularity in front of him.

"We do not think of 'running,' as you are naturally wont to do," he added. "Tran do not walk or run
where they can chivan. The local authorities will not think of this, and will pursue those who chose the
icepaths."

They continued to follow the stone-paving until they came to a wider road. There they blended into
the daily traffic. Only their troubled thoughts distinguished them from the Tran moving busily around them,
and they kept those as well concealed as their stained weapons.

Back on board the _Slanderscree the other sailors and soldiers crowded quickly around dalJagger
and Budjir, inspecting their slight wounds critically, all the while questioning them about the fight. Hunnar
and the three humans moved off to the railing, staring back at the innocent harbor scene. "They attacked
US."

"That's pretty obvious, Milliken." The school teacher shook his head impatiently.
"No, no-I'm not restating the obvious. I mean they attacked us - humans."

"What's so signif-" Ethan stopped, thoughtful. "I see. Ever since we've been here the locals have
treated us with courtesy, even deference." He glanced up at September excitedly. "Skua, remember that
incident a few days ago when we first went to visit the portmaster? The crowd that confronted Hunnar
outside but backed off when we looked ready to intervene? What happened to that protection today?"

"[ can only think of one thing, lad." September con tinued to stare at the town, one newly
survival-suited hand picking at the ice on the wooden railing. "It was a preplanned attack. We were
deliberately provoked. Or rather, Hunnar and his boys were, in the hope that you and I and Milliken
would be drawn in-as we were. Somebody wants us dead, as well as Hunnar. I thought some of the
customers fought awfully well for a bunch of spontaneously irritated townsfolk."

"But why?" Ethan's thoughts were as steady as the wind, which is to say, not at all.

"Have you not learned this truth by now, friend Ethan?" Hunnar glared at the city, his tone sardonic.
"This is the kind of reception we will likely encounter everywhere we go with this plan of confederation.
All Tran have a natural suspicion of outlanders. Only your presence might mitigate this, and if it does not
do so here in Arsudun where your people are known as ben efactors, surely it will do us no good
elsewhere."

"Sorry, Hunnar." September ran his gloved hand up from the rail to grip one of the thick pikapina
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shrouds. "You're right about your people being naturally sus picious of strangers, but I doubt that's why
_we_were attacked.

"Someone thinks we're dangerous-Ethan and Milliken and 1. They'd like us out of the way. Why?
That's pretty obvious, isn't it? Some folks here- maybe Arsudunite, likely both-have a nice little profitable
monopoly on offworld trade. We've declared our intention of breaking up that monopoly. Some sailors
must've talked." His voice dropped. "Wasn't sure it was important enough for someone to chance killin'
us, though. Not til this afternoon."

"Then why don't we report that, Skua?"

"feller-me-lad," September said gently, "don't be naive. What does it matter if a few humans are killed
in a local brawl? Oh sure, you and I know it was no accidental encounter, but how do we prove that to a
thranx judge?" He shook his head. "Not much we can do except be glad they weren't better swordsmen
and step up our preparations for getting under way."

"It was a fight to speak well of." Hunnar's eyes gleamed. "Five against twenty-five."

Ethan looked with distaste at the bloodstained sword on his own suit belt. He'd tried wiping it clean in
the snow, but the frozen red crystals adhered accusingly to the blade.

"You're too proud of killing, Hunnar."

The Tran knight cocked his head to one side, look ing for all the world like an inquisitive tabby. "That
be true, Ethan. I come not from your advanced civilization, though. You must find it in your heart to be
patient with us." Wind rose and moaned around them as he gestured back down the strait leading out
toward the ocean.

"My world is perhaps not so conducive to gentleness and understanding as is yours. Here we fight
best with our hands and not our mouths."

"I didn't mean to be insulting," Ethan replied testily.

"That's enough." September looked disgustedly from human to Tran. "We're supposed to be forging a
great alliance on this world, not testing the puny one we al ready have." He jerked a thumb at the harbor.
Smoke rose from a thousand chimneys. "The sooner we leave here, the less we'll be disturbed, I hope."
He eyed Hunnar.

"Where do we start?"

Hunnar grumbled a reply. "As it is so many satch back to Sofold, and since you are so set on
beginning this great undertaking here, and since it is not my idea but yours, but most especially since I am
certain we will have no better luck here than near home, I suppose we may as well look for our first allies
in this part of the world.

"Besides, were we to return home with this bi zarre conception, we would have difficulty keeping our
crew. Men will not remain loyal when given a choice be tween reaching for a glorious madness or

retaining their simple homes." He spun angrily and chivaned away.

"Y ou shouldn't have made him mad, lad," September chided his friend.
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"T know. I'm just not used to sticking things in peo ple, and have a hard time sympathizing with
anyone who does." He smiled crookedly. Odd, how the unex pected shoved its way into one's thoughts
at the most unlikely moments. "Colette would be better at it than I am."

"If you feel so strongly about it, feller-me-lad, why are you staying here to help with this when you
could be on your way to more civilized climes, where people only stick one another, as Hunnar said, with
sharp words?"

Ethan thought just a moment. "So that some day Hunnar's grandchildren won't feel the need to pick
up a knife to settle an argument." Behind and above them on the helmdeck, Tahoding was conversing
with several mates. "Let's go arrange a course. We're going to bring maturity and knowledge to this
world if it kills us."

"Which it very well is likely to, lad." They started aft. "Hunnar's probably right about the trouble we'll
have tryin' to sell this confederation to the inhabitants of outlying city-states."

Ethan walked faster, more assuredly. "That's my business?"

Jobius Trell opened his mouth slightly inside the survival suit, listened to the candy laugh and smiled as
he sucked. At the moment the flavor was per simmon, the laugh invitingly female.

The slim, mature Tran standing on the hillside next to him gave him a questioning look, puzzled by the
obviously masculine human's ability to produce such a lilting chuckle.

Pausing in his study of the work going on in the little vale below them, Trell flipped back the face
mask of his suit and turned his face from the stinging breeze. Using his gloved hand he picked the
remainder of the candy from his mouth and showed it to his curious alien companion.

"Giggle drop. Sweet food," he explained.

"Iggel drup." The Tran stumbled over the unfamiliar phonetics as the Resident Commissioner popped
it back into his mouth and resumed sucking. "But the sound I heard, friend Trell?"

"Candy's formed in layers," Trell told him with a sigh. It was so boring, having to constantly explain
the most common features of Commonwealth civilization to these barbarians, even one as curious and
quick to learn as his companion of today. His attention wandered back to the work going on below.

The earthquake generated by the explosion of the great volcano known as
ThePlaceWhereTheEarth'sBloodBurns had caused some damage, mostly to the native town but also a
little in Brass Monkey. As Commissioner, it was his duty to supervise personally the necessary
reconstruction work. Doing so also made him look good in the eyes of the locals.

That the collapsed native food storage house in the depression below constituted the only serious
damage was a tribute to native engineering skills. But then, he reflected that even within Arsudun's
comparatively sheltered harbor, a normal Tran structure had to be built well to stand up against the daily
weather.

"How can food talk?"

"What? Oh. As each layer of the hard candystuff dissolves in your mouth, it releases a different flavor
and a different laugh." He turned to face the Tran standing next to him.
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He was slimmer than most of his brethren. In places -long streaky patches and spots-his steel-gray fur
turned to coal-black. Other dark smudges colored his left ear, muzzle, and left cheek, running like a
splotch of soft tar down his side to disappear beneath his brightly dyed blue cape and vest. His
comparatively slender build was very similar to the Commissioner's.

These two had more in common than external con struction, however.

Trell finished his explanation. "The laughs are recorded from real people-you've seen our recording
devices throughout the port?" The Tran made a gesture of acknowledgment. "A computerized-a
thoughtsmart machine-then sonically embeds the sounds in tiny bubbles of air which are not quite just air
bubbles, as the candy food is being solidified. As each layer of encoded laugh bubbles is exposed to the
air in your mouth, the sound is released." He grinned behind his mask at the obvious discomfort this
explan ation produced.

"Tell me, why shouldn't food sound as good as it tastes?"

"I do not know," the Tran responded gruffly, "but it is a strange thought to me, and not altogether
agreeable."

"Perhaps, but we've brought many strange things to you and even the strangest have proven
themselves profitable. We have an archaic expression-like my candyfood, money also talks."

The Tran brightened. "Something both our peoples agree upon, friend Trell. 'Money talking'-good,
but I still think I like my own food to lie decently quiet."

Any onlooker could have told from the Tran's lavish attire-richly inlaid with valuable metal thread and
thin, foil ornamentation in the vests, metal strips set in his dan that flashed when he raised an arm-that he
was exceptionally well off even by Arsudun's standards.

What they might not have recognized as important was the band of metal encircling his neck.

From time to time a human aiding the locals below in the rebuilding of the storehouse would climb the
slight slope in search of Trell's instructions or advice. Occasionally the questioner would be a Tran. And
the inquiries were not racially exclusive. Sometimes a human would ask the Tran for advice, while a
native would address the Commissioner.

The storehouse had been constructed partway down the strait and close to the ice's edge, where it
had received more of the shock than comparable struc tures in the town. Several other buildings close by
had been knocked slightly askew or had had windows cracked out. Only the storehouse had suffered
complete destruction.

Trell knew that was because the Tran buildings were made mostly of stone and they had not yet
mastered the art of constructing the dome. So any structure with a large open interior, such as the
storehouse, was far less stable than those cut into smaller rooms and cham bers whose inner walls served
to support the roof. The Tran did not have the material for enclosing large areas.

Structural metals and plastics were required. The Tran knew nothing of plastics, and would never
have considered wasting precious metal on construction, save for an occasional bolt or nail.

In fact, the only metal of consequence in any Arsudun building and possibly on all of Tran-ky-ky-
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except within the humanx station-was the double, solid brass door which now formed the entrance to the
Landgrave's castle built back of the town. When the sun was right, one could see reflection down in the
harbor.

It had been an inspired gift on Trell's part. The modest cost had been more than repaid in less tangible
but far more valuable ways by the grateful Landgrave of Arsudun, Callonnin RoVijar. Ways that ought to
be preserved.

Trell turned to the Tran standing next to him. "I understand, friend RoVijar, that some of my people,
the newcomers who arrived on the great ice ship, were involved in a very nasty fight in a city tavern."

He indicated the harbor, where the towering masts of the Slanderscree rose above all other.

"I heard similar reports." The Landgrave of Arsudun performed the Trannish equivalent of a help less
shrug. "Outsiders are not popular here. Does this news disturb you?"

"It does disturb me," replied Trell. "It disturbs me, my friend, because it took place here, where news
of it could reach other humans, including members of my own staff. If harm befell any humans so close to
the outpost, it could create trouble. I could be discredited among my superiors. That could lead to
disagreeable meddling by my government in the salubrious com mercial covenants we have concluded
here."

"That is to be avoided." RoVijar kicked at the light snow. Sharp chiv sent bright flakes flying. "It is
rumored that these newcomers talk of organizing a large number of independent states to apply for higher
status within your government, your Commonwealth."

"So it's rumored." Trell smiled behind the face mask. Of course, it was he who had informed RoVijar
of the strangers' plans, but both men enjoyed their subtle wordplay. It was a good habit, just in case
anyone else happened to overhear.

"If they were to succeed in such an endeavor," the Landgrave continued, "would it not mean that any
from the outlying regions could come and trade freely with many different representatives of your own
island states?"

"Merchant families," Trell corrected him, "not island states. But the effect would be the same.
Person ally, I don't feel that's necessary. The present commer cial arrangements are satisfactory to all
concerned. Unless you think someone other than myself can super vise our trade better."

"I too, find the existing understandings agreeable."

They fell silent then, each absorbed in furious think ing while ostensibly concentrating on the
construction which continued below them. Noisy crews raised the first new wall, bracing the unfamiliar
pre-stressed plastic against the wind. Once it was molded in place, the work could proceed rapidly
behind the windbreak it would provide.

"What then is to be done, friend Trell? Can you yourself do nothing?"
"I'm afraid not, my friend. I can conceal credits and crates and alter listings and manifests. Three

citizen corpses would be dangerous to try and make disappear. Yet we must do something- and not
clumsily visible, this time.
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"These three humans are strangers to Arsudun, but not to your world, Landgrave. They have lived
among the Tran for many months. They are intelli gent. Their grasp of your language and nuances is
firmer than that of my own specialists. While I am informed that a union such as they contemplate is
ex tremely unlikely, they should not be given the oppor tunity to prove my xenologists wrong. They
should be discouraged."

"Discouraged," echoed the Landgrave, mimicking the human vowels as best he could. "But not here. |
un derstand. As soon as they are fairly on their way, I will muster the best arguments at my disposal.”

"I'm sure they'll be effective."

Both turned back to watch as the second wall was raised into place and the human engineers
commenced heat-sealing the corner where they joined. Nothing more was mentioned about the
_Slanderscree's  crusad ing crew. Nothing more needed to be. While they were of different races, they
understood one another perfectly?

"What do you know about this Poyolavomaar?" Ethan held onto a shroud as he spoke to Tahoding.
They were making their laborious way southward from Arsudun harbor, tacking into a stiff breeze.

"Only what the other captains on the icefront told me, friend Ethan. Four stars to port!" Responding to
his command, the two burly helmsmen fought to turn the huge wooden wheel. A screeching sound slightly
higher than usual came from the stern of the immense icerigger as the fifth duralloy runner, used to steer
the vessel, cut sideways into the ice. Slowly the ship came around to a new heading.

For several days now they had been racing parallel to the island of Arsudun. They'd already covered,
by Williams' estimates, over a hundred kilometers. It was evident that Arsudun was many, many times the
size of Sof old, Hunnar and Tahoding's home island.

The lowlands around the city and harbor had long since given way to cliffs which rose steeply from
the ice to heights of thirty meters or more. Trees and shrubs grew to the edge of the cliffs, forming an
un even fringe at their tops, making the weaving cliffline resemble the spine of a nervous green cat.

"You told me," Tahoding went on, "we should begin our quest with some nearby yet important state.
All of the captains and merchants I talked to agreed that Poyolavomaar was the most powerful in this
region save Arsudun itself. It sounds like an interesting city to visit."

Safely clear of other ships, Tahoding was feeling conversational. "According to Zho MidanGee, the
captain who was most helpful to me, Poyolavomaar is a cluster of ten or more closely grouped and very
steep islands. He said they are so near to one another that all but the very youngest cubs can safely
chivan from one to the next. Having made two trips there him self in past years, he most remembers that
these is lands form a circle, enclosed island to island by great walls much like the one which protects our
own har bor at Wannome."

"It sounds very much like a place that could de velop into a center of commerce," Ethan admitted.
Tahoding made a gesture of agreement. "Trade is the most important business there, MidanGee told
me. If the walls all have gates, a captain could take his ship out of the enclosed harbor in any direction he

chose, without worrying about where he would pick up a trailing wind.

"Still we must remember that many of these captains produce much of their own wind," Tahoding said
portentously, blithely excluding himself from the com pany of icegoing prevaricators. "They like to boast
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of their abilities and expertise. This Poyolavomaar may be naught but a cluster of metal-poor villages. Yet
I think MidanGee as honest as most and am inclined to trust him."

"We have to trust someone," Ethan reminded him.

Tahoding studied the setting sun. The thermo-nuclear candle was almost straight ahead, its flaming
upper curve beginning to settle beneath the martingale of the ship. He glanced down at something set just
be hind the great wheel.

"According to compass, Ethan, we have been chang ing heading from south to southwest for the past
two hours." He gestured at the land mass of Arsudun, which was still to port. Only now port had become
north instead of west.

"We have rounded the southernmost part of the is land," Tahoding continued. "As the winds on the
open ice will become stronger and the day is almost done, with your permission I would suggest
anchoring for the night."

"You're the captain, Tahoding. This ship is your charge. Do what you think best."

"Thank you, Sir Ethan." The portly Tran moved forward of the wheel, leaned over the helmdeck
rail ing and shouted forward. Sailors turned immediately to listen. Tahoding was deferential and meek in
private conversation. But when giving orders to his crew, he made certain his words were audible above
the wind.

"Kilpit, Monslawic!" Two mates acknowledged. "Reef in all sails and prepare to anchor!"

These orders were voice-relayed back down the ship to the last sailor at the bowsprit. Each crawled
his way up into the rigging. Once more Ethan marveled at the ability of the Tran sailors, who constantly
had to set, adjust, and take in sails while walking on narrow spars in a perpetual gale.

When all the sheets were furled and the icerigger had come to a near halt, the fore and aft ice anchors
were released. These clusters of metal thorns and spikes were usually set into a heavy globe of cast iron.
Those of the Slanderscree gained additional holding power from the chips and shards of duralloy
gleaned from the remnants of the cannibalized lifeboat in which Ethan and his friends had crashed.

There were nerve-tingling shrieks and crackings as the anchors snubbed themselves deeply into the
ice fore and aft. The ship slipped slowly to the west, shoved by the persistent wind, until the pikapina
cables holding the anchors grew taut. The creaking and groaning ceased. The Slanderscree had come
to a halt.

Immediately, blocking teams went over her side. They secured the ship by placing stone slabs in front
and behind each of the five runners. Now the ship would not move unless struck by an abnormal wind.
Guards at stern and bow were posted more to warn of such an approaching weather front than of any
flesh-and-blood peril.

Ethan remained on deck, watching the last glow of sunlight shift steadily from yellow to red to purple.

"Not hungry, friend Ethan?"

Startled, his head jerked around. Yellow-framed black slits set in a furry face glowed back at him,
flaming with sunset light.
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"Not right now, Hunnar." He turned back to lean on the railing and stare out across the ice.
Tran-ky-ky's two moons had risen. There was little snow or ice in the air tonight and just enough stratus
cloud to mark the difference between atmosphere and deep space. Moonlight knocked double shadows
off the trees clinging tenaciously to nearby cliff edges. The ice ocean itself had lost its daytime harshness,
lay hard and unmoving while cloaked in ethereal blue-white moon glow.

Ethan glanced at his wrist thermometer. The ex quisitely still landscape shivered in twenty-eight below
zero C weather. By midmorning dark, several hours before the sun rose once again, it would fall to minus
sixty-two or three-plus the ever-present wind chill factor. He could remove his survival suit and blend
fully with the land. His body would freeze in a couple of minutes.

Hunnar chose that moment to ask exactly the wrong question.
Pointing skyward, he inquired of Ethan, "Which of those is your home world?"

It was several minutes before the salesman could answer, and not all those minutes had been spent in
studying the unfamiliar constellations overhead. "I don't know. It's far, unimaginably far from here,
Hunnar."

"How many satch?" the knight asked guilelessly, his own gaze roving the night sky.

"Too many to count," Ethan told him, repressing a smile and wondering why they were both
whispering. "The sun it circles is not a very big one." He gestured upward. "It's off in that general
direction, too far and faint for us to see with our eyes. And there are other stars between yours and mine,
some of which have worlds that my people and our friends the thranx inhabit.

He indicates a faintly reddish spot of light. "Far out from that star circles a land where water never
freezes anywhere except in machines my people must make for only that purpose." Hunnar shook his
head in wonder.

"So warm. A terrible-sounding place."

"My people don't like it much either, Hunnar. But our good companions the thranx thrive there. It's
called Drax IV, and the land tries to eat the people. It's a strange place. I'll tell you about it some time."
He returned his attention to the silent wind-scoured ice sea. Snow and ice particles were scudding about,
tiny whirlwinds twisting them in the moonlight. Ethan saw invisible dancers in gem-studded gowns
prancing beneath twin moons.

"I think I am a little hungry now." He slapped both hands on the railing. "T'll join you for supper."

They went down to the eating quarters for officers and knights inside the central cabin. When the door
closed behind them, the only light on deck other than moonlight came from a few thick portholes. There
was no movement except at opposite ends of the ship, where the weather watchers paced patiently, their
faces muftled with furs. When the sun vanished, it grew cold enough in the night of Tran-ky-ky to chill
even a native.

They were watching for dark clouds. They did not see the dark paws that grasped the railing
amid ships-


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

*V*

Alert, nervous eyes darted across the deck, looking and spying nothing animate. One hand
temporarily let go its grip to make a gesture to figures below. Then the figure pulled itself onto the deck.
It was fol lowed by companion shapes, indistinct in the darkness.

They walked to center deck, between the two main cabins. Other shapes, coming up on the side
opposite, met them there. Soft words were exchanged, firm in tentions resolved. Several figures split off
from the growing group and moved forward, another chivaned aft. It was quiet on the decks for several
moments.

A choked scream sounded from the helmdeck. Within the large group amidships a leader cursed.

A door to the central cabin opened and a figure emerged, silhouetted in the light from inside. Looking
about and seeing nothing, the figure turned to go back inside when a clanking sound stopped it. Drawing
his sword, the sailor cautiously moved onto the deck to investigate. Then he saw something which made
him shout.

"Boarders! The ship is boarded! Wind aboard, men of Sofold- ukk!" His screaming was silenced by
a metal shaft which pierced him from sternum to spine.

But the alarm had been raised. In seconds the deck and cabins were filled with milling, cursing,
shouting shapes. Figures continued to pour over the railings onto the decks. The situation looked bad for
crew and passengers.

Three brown-suited shapes mounted the second story of the main cabin and surveyed the carnage
tak ing place below them.

"Fighting too close-in to pick out friend from en emy," September declared above the awful sounds of
murder, "but if we can keep the rest of them from getting aboard? You and Williams take the star board
side, feller-me-lad. I'll take the port."

"T don't like this." Nevertheless, Williams unlimbered his own small beamer. They had acquired the
three hand weapons through unoftficial channels in Brass Monkey, not because it was illegal for humans to
carry modern weaponry on Tran-ky-Ky, but be cause September had insisted they'd be better off
keeping their capabilities hidden until they knew who was on whose side.

Three shafts of bright blue light jumped down from the cabin roof, struck the ship's railings and moved
along them. The high-intensity coherent light beams swept incipient boarders from the Slanderscreed
sides, piercing one after another. They hardly had time to scream. They did not have time to get into the
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fighting,

Seeing this small victory produced a renewed surge of confidence in the crew, despair among their
opponents. The sailors redoubled their efforts.

September shifted his beam from the charred top of the railing and played it intermittently on the ice.
One burst revealed three ice craft mounted on bone run ners waiting nearby.

Changing the intensity setting on his beamer he played it across the deck and sails of one icecraft.
Flames lit the night, illuminating the other two craft and their now panicky crews. Those boarders still
alive had to fight their way back to the railing. Some made their way back down the boarding ladders
they had brought, others jumped and trusted to powerful leg muscles to absorb the shock of landing on
the unyielding ice.

Ethan stopped firing, moved across the roof to grab September's shoulder. "Stop it, Skua, they're
leaving."

September sighted carefully, fired again. "Just a few more bursts, lad." A distant scream penetrated
the darkness. "I can get a couple more of 'em."

"Skua, stop it." Using both arms, Ethan managed to bring September's gun arm down. The giant
gazed back at him. For a brief instant another person stared out of those deep-set eyes and Ethan took a
couple of uncertain, frightened steps backward. Then the unearthly glare disappeared and September
was himself again.

"Sorry, young feller-me-lad. Been in so many simi lar confrontations I tend to forget myself,
sometimes." Ethan wondered if the giant meant it literally. "If we let them get away, they may try and kill
us another day. However," he shrugged amiably, "I defer to your gentler sensibilities."

"Thank you." Both men looked back to see a dis gusted Williams clipping on his own weapon and
hur rying below.

Ethan and September used the exterior walks to make their way down to the deck. They found the
Tran wizard EerMeesach in intense discussion with Hunnar.

"T don't recognize their trade insignia at all," the elderly Tran was saying.

Hunnar grunted, nudged a corpse with his foot. "That is not surprising, so far from home. Emblems
and insignia would naturally be different and carry different meanings." He walked away, muttering to
himself.

Hunnar joined the two humans as they moved to the railing. September used his beamer on low
power wide beam to reveal an irregular path of crumpled hairy forms lying on the ice. Lightly stirred by
the wind, they formed a grotesque trail leading toward the distant cliffs.

"The tip of this island would be a good place for raiders and pirates to lair," Hunnar declared. "Here
they could ambush commerce traveling from the west side of Arsudun and lands lying thereto en route to
Arsudun city. [ would not have thought they would be so bold as to attack anything the size of the
_Slanderscree , through."

"Neither would I, Hunnar." September scratched at the back of his head, trying to run his fingers
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through his hair, then remembered the new survival suit he wore now. "Maybe it was too much of a
temptation for 'em. They would've done all right, too, if we'd only had swords to fight with."

A mate approached Hunnar, chatted with him a moment, then moved on, holding a bandaged arm.

"Our losses are not severe," Hunnar informed them. "We may encounter more such assaults, friends. I
would hope such sacrifices are not in vain."

"T hope so, too, friend Hunnar." Ethan was glad it was night. He didn't have to watch the sailors using
meltwater to swab the blood from the decks.

Cleaning the decks produced three bodies who'd been offspring of Sofold. In accordance with
custom, the deceased were carried into the body of the ship. They would remain in the unheated under
deck until the _Slanderscree returned home, preserved by the subfreezing temperatures. Following
departure ceremo nies attended by their families, the corpses would be defrosted and reduced to a fine
meal which would be spread across the cultivated fields of inner Sofold. Thus would the dead enrich the
soil of their homeland which had supplied food to nourish them when alive. This was a necessary as well
as spiritual tradition. The island states of Tran-ky-ky were not rich in nat ural fertilizers.

Tradition likewise deemed the bodies of the fallen enemy unhealthy. Being likely to spiritually poison
the fields, these chilled torsos were unceremoniously dumped over the side. While the ship's shaman
re paired fleshy wounds, her carpenter set about fixing the railings where the skyoutlanders' light knives
had burnt through.

Repair operations under way, a far larger and more alert guard was mounted and the rest of the crew
returned to their hammocks or supper, whatever they were doing when interrupted.

When everyone else had resumed downing cold food, an empty seat was noted in the chamber. The
seat was the one located between Hunnar and Ethan.

"Who has last seen the Landgrave's daughter?" Hunnar's gaze met the curious stares of knights,
squires and mates. Individual denials combined to create an air of anxiety in the room. It seemed that no
one could remember seeing Elfa since they had first come to eat.

One sailor ventured that he'd seen her on deck fighting with the rest of the crew. Being occupied fully
with preserving his own life, he hadn't been able to watch her for long.

Hunnar rose. "Search the ship. Begin with the three cabins, then the interdeck storage bins, then the
rigging"

For a second time the meal was abandoned as the inhabitants of the chamber spread out across the
ves sel. Every centimeter of wood was examined, every yard and sail locker combed. What the last
areas searched lacked in likelihood, they made up for in the unanimity of response they produced.

Elf a KurdaghVlata was no longer on the ship.

It was suggested she'd fallen or been knocked over the side. Scrambling over lines and ladders, the
crew flooded the ice around and beneath the icerigger. Sep tember, Ethan and Hunnar quickly joined the
search. Oil lamps carried by chivaning sailors suggested a conclave of fireflies, darting and weaving
irregular search patterns over the ice. Several followed the line of inert forms stretching unevenly toward
the nearby cliffs.
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Once more all reports were negative. Elfa was nei ther alive aboard ship nor dead on the ice.

"They would not?" Hunnar paused, collected himself. "They would not have taken her corpse." His
teeth showed and he was not smiling. ""She would be of no use to anyone in any- capacity? if dead. We
must assume she had been taken by those who escaped."

Senior warrior among all the assembled Tran, Balavere Longax half-grinned in the direction of the
dark island. "Sympathy to them, then."

"Suaxus, Budjir, choose twenty crew, volunteers all, for an attempt." Hunnar glanced at the quiescent
icerigger. "We can spare that many and still leave the ship safely protected, should this abduction be a
diver sion to weaken our defenses."

"You realize," September growled, raising his voice to make himself heard above the wind, "that if
they hole up in any kind of fortified camp, we're going to have a helluva time worming her out."

"Would you think of not trying?" Hunnar spoke calmly, but Ethan could see the knight was holding
himself together with great effort.

"Of course not." Ethan couldn't tell if the big man was being sarcastic or not, and he couldn't see his
ex pression beneath the survival suit mask. He tapped the tiny weapon attached to his waist. "If you're
going to have any kind of chance, you'll need our fire power." Hunnar turned his attention to Ethan.

"This is not your fight, my friend."

"Hunnar, in the eighteen months I've known you, that's the stupidest thing you've ever said."

Hunnar's expression said thanks, his gratitude no less eloquent for being nonverbal.

"We must get the other things we brought with us from Brass Monkey," Ethan continued. "It won't
take us a minute to get ready."

"It will take time to assemble the party," Balavere said.

The two humans reboarded the ship. On returning to the ice, they sat down and began to do strange
things with their feet. Hunnar's curiosity took his mind off Elfa for a moment.

"Williams will stay on board," Ethan told him, puft ing with the effort of what he was doing. "We
should leave at least one beamer on the ship in case they try another attack."

"I do not think they will," said Hunnar, staring at Ethan's feet. "But it is a wise man who leaves one
trap by the door of his house when he goes hunting." Unable to resist any longer, he gestured at
September.

"What is it you do to your feet?"

Ethan stood, rocked awkwardly, but kept himself upright. "They're called ice skates, Hunnar." He
bent, adjusted a strap. "They're artificial chiv, that fit over our own chivless feet. These are kind of
special. We found out some of the workers in Brass Monkey had them made in the station metalforming
shop. They have gyroscopic compensators built into the soles."
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"I do not understand this gyoscopek. But what do they compensate for?"

"For our clumsiness." He stumbled, seemed about to fall, when his feet suddenly shifted fluidly to help
him regain his balance.

Hunnar wondered if they would compensate enough. Perhaps they needed more gysocopeks.
The assembled crewmembers wore uniformly grim expressions.

"] think this expedition will run smoother," Sep tember said, "if Ethan and I concentrate on just stayin'
upright."

"Tunderstand." Hunnar called up to someone lean ing over the railing. Several lengths of pikapina
cable were tossed over the side.

One end of both cables were braided together. Hun nar handed the thick joined end to Ethan. Two
sailors picked up the other two ends, opened their arms. Wind rilled their dan, and Ethan found himself
starting to move forward. September was alongside, like wise making use of the tow.

And suddenly they were racing toward the cliffs at nearly sixty kilometers an hour.

Ethan gritted his teeth behind the mask. If he lost his balance or his grip at this speed, a rough place
on the ice ocean might rip even the tough material of the survival suit, admitting air cold enough to freeze
skin on contact. Somehow he managed, though his bent knees ached and his hands throbbed.

Suaxus yelled at him from nearby. "Ready, friend Ethan! We are going to turn."

He tried to strengthen his grip, but his hands were numb from the strain and he couldn't tell if his grip
was growing any stronger. On command, every Tran in the group dropped his or her left arm, leaned to
the right, and swerved sharply in that direction.

Ethan worried about the strain on the cable as he snapped around like a rock on a string. But the
cable held, and so did his wrists. They were running toward the cliffs in a wide arc. A glance between his
feet showed they were following the ice paths cut by the retreating survivors of the assault on the ship.

It was nearing midnight, and the incredible cold of the Trannish night began to penetrate the
im mensely efficient thermo-tropic material of his suit Once he slid open the face mask of his suit just a
fraction, and a thin blast of air hit him like a tenkilo boulder. He closed it immediately, shivering not from
the cold. How quickly out here his blood could freeze solid in his veins.

There were shouts from the head of the group. Suaxus, noting Ethan's curious stare through his face
mask, pointed upward. They were nearly below the cliifs now. Twenty-five meters above, the irregular
sil houette of trees growing at the edge thrust black spines into the moonlit sky.

A small fortress rode the edge of a spire of rock. It was separated from the main island by a
five-meter-wide gap spanned by a wooden drawbridge.

The group swung off into shadow. "We'll try to go up an unguarded side," Hunnar was saying. "There
should be only one walkway cut into the rock, and it is bound to be watched."
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Such a walkway would be cut into the sheltered lee of the rock spire, on its eastern side. The little
knot of armed Tran and humans decelerated on its dark, windswept, western flank.

Ethan let go of the cable, tilted his head back and struggled with feet intent on flying out from under
him. The wall of the small fortress above was built of mas sive stone blocks. There were no turrets or
peaked roofs for the wind to tear at.

"It does not seem possible," one of the squires fi nally declared. "It is too straight."

"No it's not." The squire stared at September.

"Do we fly up like the guttorbyn, skyoutlander?"

September walked-skated rather-to the base of the rock pillar. The stone tapered toward the top.
"It's only about twenty meters. We could climb it."

"You mean, leave the ice?" Hunnar's eyes widened.

It occurred to Ethan that the Tran, who moved so easily and gracefully across the ice ocean but found
even walking burdensome, might find the concept of climbing an unprepared surface terrifying. While
their sharp chiv would give good purchase on the wooden spars and masts of a ship, they would only
slide on smooth rock. And their comparative inflexibility would keep them from probing for a foothold
the way the ape-foot of a man could.

"All right. Then Ethan and I will go."

"Just a minute, Skua."

"I'm open to suggestions, feller-me-lad."

Ethan had to admit, finally, he couldn't think of anything better.
"We'll have surprise on our side, lad. Remember that."

"We will if we don't splatter ourselves all over the ice."

"You are both crazy." Hunnar exchanged shoulder grips and breath with both of them in turn. "We will
trust your madness because we have no choice. Go with the wind."

"Thanks, Hunnar. But not this time." Ethan turned, removed his skates. Then he followed September
up the first ledge, concentrating on where his feet and hands went and not looking down. The last thing he
wanted was a steady breeze blowing him around while he was crawling like a fly up a wall.

But the wind turned out to be an ally. It blew stead ily against his back, shoving him into the cliff. And
the spire was not as sheer and smooth as it had appeared in the darkness. There were ample cracks and
ledges where a human hand or foot could find a hold. They made steady progress upward.

Halfway up the granite wall Ethan waited while September hunted for an elusive handhold above. As
he caught his breath and stared single-mindedly at the giant's backside he found himself wondering what a
moderately successful salesman was doing glued like a bag of meat to cold rock on this frozen and
inhospita ble world, trying to rescue an argumentative princess who was more manx than man. Perhaps
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there had been more truth in Hunnar's appraisal of their scheme as madness than he'd been ready to
admit.

September was moving again. Panting like an old engine, Ethan started up after him. It seemed the
cliff extended, grew higher instead of shorter with each painful step upward. Once, he looked down.
Dark blotches against the ice suggested the location of the waiting Tran. He missed a breath, forced his
gaze sky ward again.

He pulled himself up onto still another ledge, lay there for several minutes before he was aware that he
was lying next to September's recumbent bulk and that the giant was motioning for him to be silent.

Ahead, he saw square-cut stones fitted carefully together.

The ledge was two meters wide, the wall of the for tress set that far back from the spire's edge.
Looking up, he saw that the walls of the fortress, in keeping with its modest size, were not particularly
high. There was no reason for them to be. The Tran would not consider a serious attack from this, to
them, sheer side.

Holding tight to the stone and gravel ground, Ethan pulled himself to the edge and peered over the
side again. Only bare ice was visible, which meant that the Tran had moved off toward the leeside
stairway. Ac cording to plan, they would wait there until Ethan and September had cleared the way for
them.

The two men moved to the base of the wall and began to crawl around the pinnacle, staying close to
the stonework. The wall was five meters high, the drop off the edge considerably more.

Ethan considered their chances. Their assailants would still be treating their wounds. They should not
expect an organized assault on their fortress so soon after their own attack. After all, as far as they knew,
they'd only taken a single prisoner, and that was hardly worth risking a suicidal attack, was it? They
should be tired from chivaning at top speed back to their base and climbing the stairway to it. They
would have to have climbed, Ethan knew. No icepath could wind a practical course upward at the steep
angle the hidden stairway suggested. Such a climb would be slow and painful for them to make. That
same climb would also serve to discourage attackers. It would not have the same effect on more agile
humans.

"We'll use our knives where possible, lad, beamers only if we have to." After disposing of the sentries
guarding the pathway down to the ice, they'd signal Hunnar and the assault party, then hold the open
walkway against any who might attempt to retake it.

So went the theory.

Five more minutes of crawling brought them around into the sheltered side of the fortress. They found
themselves gazing at what had to be the top of the walkway.

On this side the pinnacle was several meters lower. Moving slightly away from the wall, Ethan could
see stairs laboriously cut from the naked rock of the stone pillar wending their way down into darkness.
Crawling to the edge of the cliff, he peered over. No sign of Hunnar and the others. That was as it should
be. He felt confident they were waiting silently below, part of the shadows and hollow places, awaiting
the human's signal.

Two armed Tran flanked the top stair. Their atten tion was directed down and out, their lances
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pointed threateningly at the stairway. From his position next to the edge, Ethan was able to obtain a good
view of the parapet directly above the entrance.

"No sentries above," he whispered to the waiting September.

"Why should there be, feller-me-lad?" The giant was a brown-suited lump, just another rock
buttressing the outer wall. "Sentries at the stairway and maybe at the drawbridge are guard enough."

Ethan reflected again on the Tran inability to climb smooth surfaces. There was no place to hide on
the length of exposed stairway spiraling downward. One Tran could spot an attack party, give the alarm,
have breakfast, and return before the fight began. A few soldiers with bows and arrows or spears could
hold off an attacking army.

September was whispering to him again. "I'll take the fat one on the far side, lad. You take the other."
He was fumbling for the small axe at his belt. Ethan would use a dirk. He hoped they wouldn't need to
use beamers. Not that they would make any more noise than axe or knife, but the intense beams of light
might be visible to someone within the fortress.

He crawled back next to the giant. Together they started to make their belly-scraping way toward the
guards, keeping to the shadowy regions close by the wall. The wind helped to hide the noise of their
pas sage; the Tran had excellent hearing.

Triangular furry ears flipped in their direction and one of the guards turned, squinted. The two humans
became part of the landscape.

"Be that you, Smigere?" The guard's double eyelids flickered against the wind. "You are not due on
watch for three vate ." Ethan held his breath. The curious guard took several steps toward them.
"Smigere, are you sick?"

Although the sentry was staring straight at Ethan, he apparently still couldn't conceive of the possibility
that any enemy could be behind him. The other guard was looking curiously at his companion.

There was no time for antique weapons. At such close range, it was impossible to miss with the
beamers. Both Tran were punctured by thin ropes of azure light. Smigere's friend went down with an
expression of surprise and hurt on his face, as if he couldn't quite believe what was happening to him. He
looked down at the hole in his chest, dropped his lance, and stared curiously into the shadows. His eyes
closed and he fell over onto his side. His beamed colleague had stum bled backward and tumbled over
the side of the cliff.

After another glance at the moonlit ramparts above, September rose, walked over to the remaining
body. He examined it briefly, then picked it up by one arm and leg. A single swing consigned it to the
night and the ice. Wind and distance combined to prevent them from hearing the corpse strike the surface
far below. That was fine with Ethan, though he wondered ab sently if the falling shapes had accidentally
struck any of the waiting attack party. No time to worry about that now.

They ran to the doorway. Entrance to the fortress was blocked by a single outward-opening door of
thick wood. It was large enough and wide enough for Tran to enter only in single-file. Any opponents
fortunate enough to survive the stairway could be picked off one at a time if they tried to force their way
into the keep.

Their task was only half finished. It was reasonable to expect a gatekeeper posted inside, if not
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another pair of guards. But no one had appeared to question the sudden manifestation of blue lights in the
night sky. The sentries' demise had gone unwitnessed.

September had replaced the beamer at his waist, redrawn his small axe. "No chance we can use
beamers inside," he murmured. "We've been lucky so far, but someone's sure to see any lights inside the
wall." Ethan had his knife out already.

"What now? Do we just walk in and check for guards?"

"Mebbe we do just that, lad. No reason for them to lock the door. Plenty of time to do that when the
stair way guards give warning."

Ethan moved to stand with his back pressed against the wall flanking the door. September put a
gloved hand on the horizontal lock bar of the gate, slid it out of its wall socket slowly. To Ethan it
produced an ab normally loud screeching sound in the darkness. As soon as the bar was clear,
September grabbed the single handle and pulled. When nothing happened, he pulled again, harder.
Hinges creaked, but the door didn't budge.

"Locked from the inside after all. Damn!" He was heaving with the effort he'd expended on the
handle. "One more good try." He handed Ethan his axe. Brac ing his legs against the wall, he put both
hands on the handle, pulled and shoved simultaneously.

Metal hinges groaned again. The door moved out ward a couple of centimeters. Something went
_ping_ on the other side. The door came open a half meter, then a full meter- and metal flashed in a bath
of moon light.

"Look out!"

September let go of the handle, fell back onto the paving as Ethan stepped clear and fumbled for his
beamer. No time for a knife, since he couldn't tell how many swords might be behind that gate. The giant
was already on his knees, ready to confront whoever came charging out the forced door.

"I'm sorry- it's hard to see in this light." Elfa KurdaghVlata put up the sword she was carrying, stared
at the pair of startled humans.

"You!" Ethan blurted out.

She turned, glanced back at hidden sights, then looked anxiously from one man to the other. "I don't
see anyone inside. Where are the two sentries?" When neither human replied, she made a curt gesture of
understanding. "Good. I've been huddled inside for ten vate , trying to decide what to do. I knew they
were out here and could not conceive of how to cut two throats at the same time without raising the
alarm. The guard will be changed soon, but now we have time." She appeared to encounter a sudden
thought.

"Forgive my preoccupation, Sir Ethan. I am remiss in manners. My thanks to you both for rescuing

n

me

"I wouldn't take credit for somethin' you seem to have practically pulled off by yourself," September
replied. " Ton my word, you're a resourceful gal."

"I do my best, Sir Skua." But she was gazing at Ethan as she spoke, her yellow eyes glittering in the
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dim light.

He turned away hurriedly. "We'd better get moving. No sense tempting luck by hanging around."

"One moment." While Ethan and September ex changed questioning glances she vanished into the
unseen courtyard. To Ethan's immense relief, she re turned a moment later. Something bulky and
indistinct was slung over her right shoulder. Two extensions hung slackly from the rest. Arms.

"What? who's that?" he asked.

"I was granted the opportunity to take a prisoner." If the weight of the body was troubling her, she
didn't show it. "I believe he is a squire or higher. Would you not wish to learn who attacked us and why?"

"So you don't think it was common piracy either?" September smiled at her, though she couldn't see
his grin behind the mask, not in the poor light.

"I do not know for certain, but I would like to."

"So would 1." September started toward her. "Let me take him."

She glared at him. "Do you not think I can manage a simple load?"

"I wouldn't be surprised if you couldn't handle any thing you wanted to, m'ladycat. But you're not
de signed for descending steps, and we've a helluva lot of 'em to make our way down in the darkness. If
we were on open ice, I wouldn't have opened my mouth. Do you not think," he finished, mimicking her,

"that we can make better time?"

She hesitated only an instant before passing the limp form over. "Rightness of your words, knight."
Her attention turned back to Ethan. "So brave of you to challenge the fortress alone."

"We were the ones best built for climbing," he said uncomfortably. "Let's go."

It was Elfa who had the foresight to close and bolt the damaged door behind them.

"Quiet." Hunnar made shushing gestures at the sailors assembled behind him. He peered around the
curve of the pinnacle at the base of the stairway. "Someone comes."

The noise of feet on stone sounded for a few minutes more, inaudible to human ears but clear to those
of the waiting Tran.
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"I recognize Sir Ethan!" one of the squires said, and then they were all rushing from concealment to
greet the Landgrave's daughter and her saviors. As they crowded around her, exchanging words and
Jjokes, Ethan mused again on the informality between ruler and subject that was common among the Tran.
In fact, he thought some of the joyful embraces between Elfa and sailors overly familiar. Hunnar didn't
take exception to them, so Ethan kept his peace.

"So keep you all the glory of this adventure to your self," the redbearded knight said to Ethan. But
there was no anger, only happiness in his voice as he spoke.

"Don't give us credit for anything except clear ing the way." He indicated Elfa. "She was waiting for us
at the door."

"With this." September dumped the unconscious prisoner onto the ice. At the sight of one of the
kidnappers, angry mutters came from the fight-ready assembly. There was a gentle, dangerous surge
toward the motionless shape.

Hunnar motioned them away. "If it is our pleasure we can kill him later." He looked down at the
unfortunate warrior. "And I think that will be our pleasure. A wise man can learn even from a burning
book."

A pikapina rope bound the captive's ankles to gether, a second tied his wrists in front of his groin.
Two Tran picked up ropes attached to his feet, opened their dan, and started back toward the distant
_Slanderscree .

As they picked up speed, Ethan wondered at the strength and toughness of Tran hide. The prisoner's
back must be feeling the effect of friction between body and ice. He remarked on his concern to Budjir,
who was chivaning alongside. The soft-voiced squire replied solemnly that the skin on the prisoner's back
was of no interest to anyone, so long as his mouth re mained operative.

Considering the mood of the group, Ethan decided it wasn't the time for him to insist on civilized
treat ment of the captive. He had enough to do keeping his balance as two other Tran pulled him over
the ice.

He glanced at his wrist. It was sixty centigrade below.

Happy embraces and greetings were exchanged en masse when the little group reached the ship,
greetings made doubly fervent at the news that the party had suffered not a single casualty.

Ethan had been expecting furious cries and shouts from behind for the past ten minutes. Evidently the
guard still hadn't been changed back at the unsuspect ing fortress. Or if it had and Elfa's escape had been
discovered, the inhabitants were still debating what to do. By the time they made up their minds to attack
again, if they did so, the _Slanderscree should be far out of reach.

Tahoding was already directing the recovery of the anchors. While the captain didn't like the idea of
ma neuvering the great ship at night and grumbled about it unceasingly, for once his icemanship took

second place to military necessity.

Questioning of the captive began the following morning, when the icerigger was far from the cliffs of
Arsudun Isle and the glaring sun showed only clean bare ice behind them.

Though Ethan was interested in most aspects of Trannish culture, he elected to remain far from the
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bow where the inquiry was taking place. The wind swallowed most of the screams that deck distance
didn't. As he fought to ignore those faint, ululating cries he found himself unable not to think of the gap
that separated him from his Tran friends. That gap would not vanish, for all that he would have given his
life for Hunnar and vice-versa.

Possibly Ethan's great-grandfather many generations removed would have been more empathetic,
would have participated in the questioning process with the same cruel indifference of Elfa and Balavere
and the others. Such barbarisms were common enough to man's past, up through the twenty-first century,
old calendar.

On reflection, though, he was forced to admit that the differences between modern Commonwealth
civili zation and the feudal methodology employed by the Tran were not so very great. All that
distinguished the former from the latter were some informal, mutual understandings known as morals and
a few encoded as laws.

There were plenty of citizens in his society who ig nored the first while trying to subvert the second.
He ought not to raise himself too high, lest the hypocrisy of current civilization make him fall too far. At
least the Tran's methods had the virtues of directness and simplicity, even if they were messy. One
particularly lengthy, quavering moan reached him across the deck and he found himself unable to repress
a shudder.

Troubled, he mounted the steps parallel to the icepath ascending the helmdeck. Tahoding, as always,
stood like a part of his beloved ship close by the great curve of the wheel, staring forward. Occasionally
he would snap a command to his helmsmen and the wheel would move, or he would shout to the nearest
mate some instructions which found their way up the rigging to the sailors working there.

He was the fattest Tran Ethan had encountered, an easygoing, pacifistic sort, less bloodthirsty in
manner than the common sailors or professional knights and squires.

"What are they doing to him?"

"The captive?" Tahoding kept his gaze on the ice far ahead, sliding beneath the bowsprit. "They are
questioning him, friend Ethan."

A faint hissing as of frying bacon sounded above the wind, the noise produced by the five huge
duralloy runners slicing across the ice. "I know that, but- how?"

Tahoding appeared to consider the question seri ously before finally responding. "I do not know how
it is with your people, or with the people here, but in Wannome and its neighboring cities the procedure
for interrogating a war prisoner is quite standard ritual.

"To demonstrate his bravery and the strength and honor of his family, the captive will lie eloquently or
refuse to answer at all. Thus he issues a challenge to his captors that he is more resourceful and
courageous than they. Questions will be put to him, or her, with increasing intensity until the captive can
no longer resist. He will then provide proper answers.

"The amount of time and effort the captors must employ to finally force those correct, honest replies
will determine how much merit the prisoner earns for use in the afterlife."

"What happens when there are no more questions?"
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Tahoding looked surprised. "The captive is killed, of course."

"But that's inhuman!" Ice crystals scoured his face mask.

Tahoding turned his gaze temporarily from the ocean ahead. "We do not lay claim to virtues of being
human, friend Ethan. We are Tran. I saw your own sword turned red at the battle of Wannome. Tell me,
how do you obtain answers from someone in your own culture who does not wish to cooperate with his

captors, or authorities?"

"He's put on a stress analyzer," Ethan replied. "A machine. It monitors his answers _painlessly and
can always tell when a subject is telling the truth."

"Suppose," said Tahoding thoughtfully, "the prisoner refuses to reply at all?"

"In that case he's bound over under constraint- locked up until he decides of his own accord to
answer."

"And if he decides never to answer?"
"He stays under constraint, I suppose."
"And you never obtain the answers you require. Very inefficient. Our way is better."

"Just a second," Ethan said. "How do you know his final answers aren't lies? That he's only pretending
to tell the truth after you've tort-questioned him?"

Tahoding's surprise was greater than before. He looked and sounded deeply shocked. "A captive
would lose all the merit he'd gained by his resistance. He would die without merit to carry him through the

afterlife!"

Ethan changed his own questioning. "After he has answered all the questions put to him, honestly and
truthfully, if what you claim actually is the case, then why kill him?"

"Not all are killed."
"Well, why kill this one?"'

"Because he deserves it." Was there a note of pity for Ethan in the captain's voice- Nuances of Tran
speech could still give Ethan trouble.

He decided to say something, changed his mind. Better to drop the discussion when the subject of it
was still undergoing ordeal.

Or was he? Ethan strained, heard only the rush of wind and sizzle of runner against ice.
September and Hunnar made their way onto the deck. Ethan wondered if his oversized companion
had actually watched the procedure. At times he felt a tre mendous fondness for the giant, for his easy

good hu mor, his utter disregard for danger and willingness to risk himself for a friend. At other times?

Skua September, he reflected, was kin to the Tran in ways other than physical size. When those ways
man ifested themselves, they made Ethan and Milliken Wil liams more than a little uncomfortable. He
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viewed September's personality as an apple. The skin of civil ization was bright and polished, but very,
very thin.

"Well, young feller-me-lad, we've learned what needed to be learned.”

"I'm sure you did," Ethan replied, trying to keep his voice neutral. But he couldn't keep himself from
ask ing, "Who did the final killing? You, Sir Hunnar?"

The Tran knight looked upset. "I, friend Ethan? I would not break courtesy so! It was not my place,
the honor of dispatching one who had gained much merit not rightfully mine. That was left," he added
casually, "to the one most offended in the matter."

Refusing to allow Ethan to ignore the obvious, Sep tember finished with fine, indifferent brutality, "The
girl did it. Who else? She wanted to do it slowly," he continued conversationally, "but Hunnar and
Balavere overruled her. Since the captive held out long and bravely, she had to be satisfied with cutting
off his-"

Ethan put his hands over his ears beneath the suit, moved them only when September's mouth
stopped moving. He felt sick.

"You didn't hear," the giant said gently, "how they treated her."
"What items of enormous value did you beat out of him?" Ethan muttered disconsolately.

September moved to the railing, looked down at the lightly snow-dusted ice whisking past beneath
the ship. "That attack on us was about as accidental and un premeditated as the one back in the tavern in
Arsudun.

"Our prisoner held a rank somewhere between knight and squire. The commander of the fortress was
not quite a full knight. They received orders-the prisoner didn't know exactly when-to assault the
_Slanderscree _as it rounded the island's southern headland and take it if possible."

"He did not know," Hunnar broke in, "who sent the orders. His commander never told him. But when
it was mentioned that you and friend September were aboard, human outlanders, there were questions
from the common garrison. They had been taught that hu mans were not to be harmed."

September, turning from the railing, continued. "For the purposes of this one attack, it seems that that
spe cial admonition was to be ignored. Such instructions suggested to our prisoner and to us that the
order for the attack came from someone very important and influential, perhaps even the Landgrave of
Arsudun. The prisoner refused to believe this.

"I suspect something more than that, feller-me-lad." The railing groaned with his weight. "The
_Slanderscree's _ a rich prize for any locals. But for the lo cal Landgrave to countenance the murder of
us happy hairless ones, he must feel pretty confident of his posi tion. Matter of fact, he'd have to be
almost positive that if the attack failed and word of it got back to Brass Monkey, he wouldn't be subject
to reprisals from the local Commonwealth authorities. Which suggests to me that there's collusion
between this Landgrave and someone mighty important inside the station hierarchy."

"Trell?"

September considered Ethan's suggestion uncer tainly. "I dunno. He was nice enough to us. I'd think
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someone immediately below him, maybe even that portmaster Xenaxis. He supervises every kilo of
trade. It could be anyone with a stake in maintainin' the present monopoly on Tran trade.

"What's important is this means we can't expect help from anyone in Brass Monkey while we're
out side the station confines. It's open season until the next Commonwealth ship arrives in orbit. That's
two months away. If we return and report now, we'll spend two months fending off assassinations in one
form or another. Now that we've been openly attacked, whoever's covering for the Landgrave or high
Arsudun na tive official will take steps to cover his tracks." He glanced down toward the central cabin,
where EerMeesach and Williams were engaged in frenetic conversation.

"T'd like more discussion, though, before we decide for sure."

Ethan had to give September that. He wasn't afraid to ask for another's opinions, and to change his
own if their arguments proved better.

"I think our best bet is to proceed with our origi nal plan and try to get this confederation of
island-states started. If we go back to Brass Monkey and present Trell with a fait accompli, I don't think
he or whoever's behind all this will try anything. No point in killing us when the monopoly's effectively
broken. Leastwise, I hope he'll be that sensible."

"Of course, this may all be so much endophin-swill and it may've been a local attack pure and simple."
He looked astern, to where the southern cliffs of Arsudun Isle had shrunk to the size of a modest bump
on the horizon.

"We would have taken the ship," the half-angry, half-frightened voice insisted, "were it not for the
in tervention of the skyoutlanders. They had with them the short knives that fight with pieces of sun."
Disgust colored the voice now.

"Of what use is sword or arrow against weapons that can pierce shields and set rafts afire?"

Calonnin RoVijar slumped against the back of the massively timbered armchair and gazed out the
third floor window of the castle. From here, he could see down across the irregular roofs of the city and
out across the harbor, could see up the strait almost to the open ice sea. By moving to another window
near by he could study the strange, smooth buildings of the humans and the three glassy bowls where
their tiny vessels touched down out of the sky, vessels which brought riches beyond conception every
time one arrived.

Riches now threatened.

He became aware of the other's waiting stare, turned to face the worried noble who attended on him.
They were alone in the Landgrave's private quarters. This was necessary. The words they exchanged
now were too dangerous to be overheard even by the most trusted members of his court. Hence he
chose to receive Obel Kasin here and not in the chamber of formal au dience.

He knew his continued silence was increasing Kasin's nervousness. Still he did not speak, but
watched the slim noble, noting the bandage across the side of his neck, the ragged tear badly patched in
the membrane of his left dan, the bare places on his body where fur had been cut away.

"Be at your ease, noble Kasin. You did the best you could."

"I am not," the noble asked unsteadily, "to be pun ished for my failure?"
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"I so promise." Using both hands to help himself rise, RoVijar then walked to stand next to the
window. The glassalloy pane stretched from floor to ceiling and framed him unintentionally. It was larger
than any other single piece of glass either made or imported in to Arsudun. It was larger than any piece
of glass Calonnin had ever heard of or imagined. Yet it was here, in _his_ castle, come down to him from
the heav en