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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




I


The man in the Antares bar-lounge didn’t quite bang his head on the curved star-ceiling on this, his fourth attempt. Or maybe it was his fifth. This failure came as a disappointment to a number of the luxurious lounge’s more vocal occupants.


When standing erect – a rare happenstance, of late – the fellow stood just under two meters tall. A haberdasher worth his salt would have estimated his mass at about two hundred kilos. This not counting the booze he’d been putting away at a prodigious rate. That he’d even managed to come close to the roof of the lounge and its simulacrum Terran sky was due in part to his considerable stature.


Starting from the far end of the lounge he’d make a mad elephant sprint toward the bar, leap onto the polished maplewood counter, and soar ceilingward from that deep-grained launch pad. A reach, stretch, grab, and down he’d come in a spectacular displacement of plastic bottles, glasses, and swizzle sticks. Whereupon he’d fight off the angry flailings of the robot bartender, now on the verge of electron psychosis, stagger between the tables, and try again.


Now he struggled to his feet, downed another slug of whatever it was he was currently drinking, and stumbled toward his launch point. His elegantly clad, youngish cheering section spurred him along. Among this group, the sporting blood was up. Bets continued to be exchanged. Would he finally kill himself by falling on his swozzled skull this fifth (or sixth) time? Or would he simply knock himself out by successfully cracking it against the roof?


Three-dimensional cumulus clouds, fat and fleecy, drifted across the dome. For all their apparent reality they were only clever projections on treated duralloy. Still, while this kangaroo-brother’s head was clearly solid bone, in any conjunction of the two the gentle clouds would surely win out.


There was a stir at the back of the room. Bobbing like emerald corks among the laughing, applauding gamblers and the outraged but intrigued patrons were the first mate and two sub-engineers of the Antares. For the last fifteen minutes their prime objective in life had been to bring down this galloping, great, aged simian with as little damage to self and company property as possible. So far their efforts had come to zilch. And they were beginning to draw a few laughs themselves.


Now the first mate, who was an educated man and spent most of his work time planning overdrive maneuvers and juggling the gray field of a small artificial sun-mass, didn’t think it was even a tiny bit funny. Matter of fact, he was just about fed up.


There was no point in re-checking the book, though. Company regs specifically forbade shooting a paying passenger, no matter how obnoxious. Other methods had so far met with abject failure. One of the sub-engineers had already taken a steel-like straight-arming from the hurtling acrobat. He wiped his lower lip and considered braining the anthropoid sot with a chair. He could always plead temporary insanity. Pension or no pension.


‘Spread out, boys, here he comes again.’


Waving a half-filled bottle of Uriah’s Heep and howling at the top of his astonishing lungs, the incipient Icarus started at the bar again, picking up speed with each step. With agility amazing for one so old and so soused, the man soared high and gained the top of the bar in a single bound.


Up he went, up, up, an arm outstretched for the ceiling. Barely he missed one of the floating pseudo-clouds. There followed a satisfying and by now familiar crash from the other side of the bar. Plasticine jugs and unbreakable glass joined in a rainbow-colored fountain and bounced to the floor. Money exchanged hands in the crowd.


After a lingering pause, the first mate decided on a new course. He would try reason. Besides, the fellow hadn’t gotten up yet. Perhaps he’d gone and croaked himself. That would save everyone a lot of trouble.


Gesturing to the sub-engineers, he tiptoed up to the badly scuffed maplewood and peered cautiously over the top.


No such luck.


True, the fellow was momentarily incapacitated, having entangled himself in the now completely inoperable mechbar. But he was snorting and mumbling with dismaying energy.


‘Sir, I appeal to your moral sense. Public drunkenness is bad enough. Eliminating our evening bar business, not to mention the bar, is worse. But your refusal to heed the admonitions of a ship’s crew in free space is insulting. What have we done to offend you?’


After a short search in the region of the floor, the man seemed to find his feet. Staggering more or less upright, he put two huge fists on the bar and leaned forward.


‘Offend me? OFFEND ME!’


The mate shrank from that spiritual effluvia and tactfully turned his head to one side. It was pure self-defense. Surely they could put the man away! He was obviously flammable and constituted a real danger to the ship.


The eyes waggled until they came to rest on the bottle gripped tightly in one paw. He drained half the remainder.


‘Offend me!’ he blurted again. ‘Listen, you unmentionable hazard to navigation, that piddle-pot swine over there,’ and he jabbed a great knobby finger in the direction of an especially smug-looking young gambler, ‘that piece of plithseed laid claim to a greater knowledge of posigravity than I. Than me. ME! Can you fancy that?’


‘I’m not sure,’ the mate replied. He was experiencing some difficulty in following the other’s train of thought. Maybe the local change in the atmosphere had something to do with it. The two sub-engineers were edging around to one side of the bar. If he could keep this creature talking …


‘Sexactusly,’ the man said, then belched. ‘So we are engaged in a scientific experiment to settle the matter once and fer all. You ain’t one of them anti-empiricists, is you, bub?’


‘Good lord, no,’ the mate admitted truthfully enough.


‘Yeh. Well, we calculated a bit of the ship’s field, see? An’ according to my calculations, I ought to be able to touch the roof, there.’


‘That one over our heads?’


‘Yeh, that’s the one. You ain’t so stupid as you look, matey. Now you unnerstand what I’m doing, eh?’


‘Of course.’ The sub-engineers were not quite in position yet. ‘Still, while I’m sure you know your computations, that young chap you pointed out is the son of a well-known yachtsman and something of an interplanetary sprinter himself. He just might know what he’s talking about.’


He stared across at the exploding shock of white hair, a virgin corona; at the great hooked beak of a nose, chin like a hatchet-head, oil-black eyes under break-wave brows, and the gold ring in the right ear. The hair on the man’s bare arms, though, was blond. And there were fewer wrinkles in that tanned face than you would suppose at first glance. The ones that were there, though, were really canyon wrinkles, genuine gully-gapers. No question but that the nose had come first, like Bergerac’s, and the face had been constructed around it, bits and scraps sewn on here and there. The wrinkles fell neatly in place, like seams in leather.


‘I’m not sure, however,’ continued the mate, ‘who you are.’ And the court will want to know, too, he thought.


For a moment he thought the other might be having an attack. Still clenching the bottle in one hand, the man shook his fist at the first mate and the whole lounge in general.


‘By the Heavenly Hosts and the whole Horse’s Head, I’m Skua September, be who! In the manner of men and all other beings I can out-drink, out-fight, out-fly, out-sleep, out-eat, out-whore, out-run, out-talk, out-shout and out-love any man in this end of the Spiral Arm!’


September seemed more than willing to continue this catalogue of dubious attributes til the millennium. The tirade, however, was interrupted by a belch of such brontosaurian proportions that it momentarily rattled everyone in the lounge.


At that point the two lesser ratings both hit him from behind and the resultant ménage à trois crashed to the floor in front of the bar. One of them snatched up a bottle full of mould-gold something or other and hefted it over his head. But the first mate extended a restraining arm.


‘No need, Evers. He’s out cold.’


There was silence for the first time in quite a while. It was broken by a single pair of hands, clapping politely. The mate turned to the yachtsman’s son, who was applauding them all … whether respectfully or sardonically, he couldn’t tell.


‘Bravo,’ trilled the playboy.


Not a creature was stirring, not even a mus musculus.


The sentiment was proper but the subject inappropriate, thought Ethan Frome Fortune as he moseyed toward the rear of the passenger’s blister. Mice and rats had not been able to handle the exigencies of interstellar flight. Oh, they could get on board shuttles and from there to a ship, and they’d been a problem at first.


Then someone got the bright idea of turning off the posigrav field for half an hour in the passenger sections. One man with a net swam around collecting the badly befuddled vermin and that was sufficient for pest control til next port of call.


It was just as well, Ethan mused wryly. If said rodentia had been able to make the adaptation, the company might have stuck him with mousetraps to peddle.


As a moderately successful luxury goods salesman for the House of Malaika, his stock ran more to jeweled knickknacks, perfumes, and intricately wrought, expensively priced mechanical gadgetry. Jeweled mousetraps would not be a prime seller.


He passed a small observation port, paused to look at the planet pirouetting heavily below. Such ports were less frequent at this rearmost end of the passenger’s compartment, but then, so were passengers. He was tired of idiot small talk and there were no bulk sales to be made with this bunch.


Most of Tran-ky-ky still swam in darkness. Probably coincidence that nightside happened to fall on the ship as it orbited in sleep period. Ethan seemed to be the only non-crew member up and about.


Tomorrow, slim as chances for business seemed from the tapes, he’d take the shuttle down. That would mean enduring the usual gaggle of tourists. Oh well, shoving was all a part of existence, no matter which law you indexed it under.


Tran-ky-ky was a figurative whistle-stop on the Antares’ run. The giant interstellar transport would remain a day or two in the planet’s vicinity. Most of that time would be spent transferring down cargo for the single humanx outpost on the forbidding surface.


The fact that the outpost was Terranglo-named didn’t necessarily mean the world had been discovered by humans. It could have been a mixed crew or all thranx. The former seemed more likely, though. No tidy-minded thranx would be likely to name a Commonwealth outpost ‘Brass Monkey’. Besides, the heat-loving insects would consider the globe beneath a choice slice of icy hell.


What little of the planet sat in sunlight formed a bright, almost painfully white crescent at its edge. Mestaped information on the dark sphere floated to the surface of his mind.


Tran-ky-ky lay on the fringes of humanx settlement and was a recently discovered world. Among other more significant things, that made it fresh territory for eager types like himself. However, it was not classified as a potential colony.


While humans could live on it, as they did after a fashion in Brass Monkey, it was far from hospitable. No New Riviera, this! Besides, it was classed 4-B. That meant it was inhabited by a native race of fair intellectual potential living at a pre-stream level of technology and probably lower.


Topographically, the planet boasted a few small continents, large islands, really, and thousands of small ones. Some were reasonably level, like Brass Monkey’s Arsudun, others precipitous and tectonic in origin. All lay scattered about the planet’s shallow seas, which were permanently frozen to depths as great as three kilometers in some places and barely ten meters in others.


Gravity .92 T-standard, day about twenty is hours, distance from sun – too much. This charming resort world, he thought sardonically, reached a positively balmy three degrees centigrade at the equator. A heat wave in Brass Monkey. Temp averaged around minus fifteen and dropped to an absurd minus ninety some nights.


Moving away from the equator, things began to get chilly.


Oh yes, a charming stopover on our tour of the frayed, flayed edges of civilization, yes! Other salesmen were assigned tours of territories like the twin pleasure worlds of Balthazzar and Beersheba, or even Terra itself. Ethan Fortune? Always his back to the warm inner worlds of the Commonwealth, always his profit margin poking hesitantly, narrowly, thinly, among empty places in strange spaces. Nuts!


Oh, there were some minor compensations. For example, he made a very good living.


And he was still the insane side of thirty. Doubtless any day now someone in the home office would take note of his incredible, astonishing record under impossible conditions. Then maybe he’d be handed something better suited to his exceptional talents. Like marketing jewelust lingerie to the famed ecdysiasts of Loser’s World, or to freshly-minted debutantes on New Paris.


He blinked, turned from the almost hypnotic white sickle, and tried to concentrate on more prosaic considerations. Like how he was going to explain the workings of an Asandus portable deluxe catalytic heater to the locals. Mestape gave him a working knowledge of the language – he always prepared for each new world as thoroughly as possible – but offered little in the way of crucial tidbits like local customs and trading nuances. Tran-ky-ky was too new for tapes to be available on anything but basic facts. Anthropological studies would have to come later. So his range would be limited.


At least he had one item he should be able to unload completely on the natives. The Asandus line was made on Amropolous and was a marvel of power and miniaturization. One of the pocket-sized heaters could maintain a fair-sized room at sunbathing temperature even in trannish climate. Since the natives were adapted to extreme cold, an Asandus ought to last almost indefinitely. Just keep the heat up to zero and let grandpaw and the kiddies luxuriate.


Without some such device, and with winds up to 300k producing a really ridiculous chill factor, a human caught unprotected on the surface of Tran-ky-ky for even a few minutes would be good for nothing but snow sculpture afterward.


Come to think of it, there’d probably be a few humans in the settlement who’d be glad of a little luxury heater they could pack along in their scooters. They couldn’t see his class of merchandise too often out here. Now if he could only keep his hands from shaking while he set the burner up …


His mind was already well into a sales pitch of heroic proportions when he turned the corner to the personal baggage area and came upon a tableau that was all very wrong.


Five humans were clustered around a lifeboat port. Said port was open. Very, very wrong. Had a lifeboat drill begun while he’d had a lapse of deafness? He could hear his heart beating. Well, ears fine, but message from eyes still wrongo.


Ah yes, it was definitely the eyes. Two of the men were waving lasers about with drunken nonchalance.


One of the gun-wielders, a short ferret-faced chap with a bad case of the digifits, kept his laser more or less focused on an older man attempting to put up a bold front. That worthy was clad in an exquisitely cut suit of snappy emeraldine laid over a ruffled shirt of deep azure. To the left of this nattily-attired sexagenarian, a mousey-looking little guy was eyeing the gun almost as if he was considering tackling its owner.


The other gunman was a huge chunk of brown with flat face, rainbow-hued teeth, and formidable biceps. Right now he was trying to control his laser and subdue a package of squalling, scratching femininity that was apparently human. Apparently, because it seemed to have eight legs and twelve arms, all pinwheeling at once. The curses that issued from somewhere within the bundle, though, were undeniably Terranglo.


Ethan caught a few and blushed. Her handler was cursing also, a basso profundo – or profano – counterpoint to the girl. Ethan wondered what she looked like. She was moving so much he couldn’t tell.


His attention was drawn back to weasel-face, who was talking to the older man.


‘I’m not going to tell you again, du Kane! You want us to knock you out?’ The hand holding the beamer was shaking slightly. ‘Get in that boat, now!’ A nervous glance at one wrist. Both gunmen ignored their other prisoner.


‘Well, now, I don’t know … I’d like to oblige you, but it’s so hard to remember what the right thing to do is, anymore. Maybe I’d better wait …’


Weasel-face threw up his hands and looked to heaven for help – not caring that its position in the universe was only relevant to the temporary set of the ship.


The big man said ‘Owl’, in no uncertain terms. He promptly dumped the girl to the floor. She rolled over from the ungentle landing and sat up slowly. Her curses diminished in volume but not originality. Ethan slumped a little. She weighed at least two hundred pounds and she was not especially tall.


‘Bit me,’ said the big man unnecessarily. He sucked at the injured member. ‘Listen now, du Kane. We’re running out of time. It’s out of our hands, see? First this shrimp shows up,’ he indicated mousey, still watching attentively, ‘and now you’ve got to be obstinate. Won’t do you any good.’


‘Well, I don’t know …’ du Kane said hesitantly. His eyes moved to the girl.


‘You stay put, father.’ She looked up at the big man and Ethan noticed that that plump face had two startlingly green eyes peering out of it. ‘If you hit my father, you’ll likely kill him … he’s an old man. Give this idiocy up. I’ll see to it that you’re not shot out of hand, at least. And father won’t press charges. He’s too busy to bother with your variety of scum.’


Du Kane! Well, that placed him and the girl … mighty calculating type, her … gambling on her father’s frailty like that. Hellespont du Kane was chairman of the Board of Kurita-Kinoshita Ltd. Among other things, they made the drives for interstellar ships. To say he was wealthy was to say the planet below tended away from the tropic. No doubt here was a man of whom it could be said, he really was made of money.


A good salesman, Ethan rapidly summarized the situation by categorizing the players. Two kidnappers, two kidnappees, and one trapped innocent bystander. He wondered why they didn’t shoot the little fellow.


The question was now of more than academic concern because the big man with the sore thumb was staring right at him. It occurred to Ethan as he stared down the muzzle of the beamer that he’d spent a little too much time gaping and far too little in disappearing. He took a step backward.


‘Just on my way to luggage bay three … sorry to interr –’


‘Hold it right there, flotsam.’ The big man turned to his partner. ‘What now, Walther?’


‘Rama, not another one! Is everyone on this ship nocturnal?’ Another glance wristward. ‘We’ve got to get out of here! Take him along, for now. Whitting expressly said not to leave any scraps, Kotabit.’


Ethan didn’t like being referred to as a ‘scrap’. It sounded downright threatening. Right now, however, he was stuck.


‘Get over there, you,’ ordered Walther, gesturing toward the other captives with his beamer.


‘Listen, really, I can’t join you. I’ve got a very important sales conference in half an hour and …’


Walther melted a small hole in the deck between Ethan’s feet. Ethan promptly walked fast, stood next to the little man on du Kane’s left. The man seemed to be adjusting a contact lens.


‘Is this really a kidnapping?’ he whispered as the two gunmen conferred among themselves.


‘I’m afraid so, friend.’ His accent was soft, the words precise. ‘We are now technically accessories to a capital crime.’ He sounded very like a schoolteacher instructing his students.


‘I’m afraid you’ve got things confused,’ Ethan corrected. ‘An accessory is someone who aids or abets the crime. You and I are victims, not accessories.’


‘It’s all a matter of viewpoint, you know.’


‘Everyone, get in the boat!’ Walther bawled, not caring anymore if anyone heard.


‘Why not just knock ’em all out?’ queried Kotabit.


‘You heard, fatso … dangerous. Especially goin’ down.’


Colette du Kane was staring at Ethan. Maybe that name fitted her as a child, but now … well, something like ‘Hilda’ might have been more apropos. Those remarkable eyes chilled him. She didn’t smile.


‘Why didn’t you go for help, whoever you are?’


‘I just walked in and I wasn’t sure right away what …’


‘You weren’t sure? Oh, never mind.’ She sighed and looked resigned. ‘I suppose I shouldn’t have expected otherwise.’


He would have given her an argument except for the awkward fact that she was absolutely right. He’d really overdone his watch.


‘Why aren’t you beautiful?’ he said idiotically. ‘Damsels in distress are always beautiful.’ He smiled, intending it as a joke, but she saw it otherwise. Those eyes came around sharply, then the whole body sagged, quivering, bloated.


‘Now you listen,’ growled Kotabit. His voice was steadier, more self-assured than that of his companion, even though the smaller man seemed to be in charge.


‘If I were to cut off your daughter’s legs, say, starting at the big toe and working slowly upward, I don’t think it would inconvenience our plans. Does that convince you?’


‘Ignore him, father,’ said Colette. ‘He’s bluffing.’


‘Dear me …!’ The old man, for all his billions, was a pitiful aged sack of indecision. Then something seemed to rise out of his mind and into his tone. He stood straighter and spat once at Kotabit. The big man dodged it easily, his watchfulness undiminished. Du Kane seemed pleased with himself. He turned and entered the tiny flexible lock leading into the lifeboat.


Ethan thought of taking a swipe at Walther’s gun, but Kotabit showed no signs of the other’s jerkiness. While his death might complicate their scheme, Ethan entertained no illusions about what the other would do if he charged either of them. He followed the small man with the contacts into the boat.


‘My name’s Williams, by the way … Milliken Williams,’ offered the latter conversationally, as he entered the lock ahead of Ethan. ‘I teach school. Upper matriculation.’


‘Ethan Fortune. I’m a salesman.’ He glanced back at the girl. She was followed too closely by the two gunmen. Thoughts of shutting the lifeboat door in their faces had occurred to him, but they pressed too close.


It was dark in the lifeboat. The only light came from the fore instrument panel, which was always kept on. Neither of the two gunmen made any effort to turn on the boat lights. Obviously they were afraid of triggering a telltale in the control bubble. He considered hitting the switch regardless of consequences, but was balked by one fact. He’d never been on a lifeboat except during drill and wouldn’t know the interior light toggle from the self-destruct switch.


So they stumbled around in near-night, strapping themselves into the couches at threatening words from the gunmen. There were twenty seats, in addition to the two pilots’ couches forward. Walther was already in one, doing unseen things to the main console. Kotabit was lazily strapping himself into the other. He’d swiveled his couch around to watch the rest of them. Ethan didn’t feel like testing the other’s night vision.


There was no warning siren when the boat door snapped shut. That, at least, had been cut in advance to prevent warning the ship’s computer. It seemed certain they’d be noticed as soon as the boat left the ship’s hull, but Ethan was no engineer and couldn’t be certain.


Walther was muttering something that sounded like, ‘… set enough apart … hope …’


‘Better strap in tight, everybody,’ Ethan advised the others. ‘I don’t think we’ll be setting down at the regular port.’


‘Brilliant!’ Colette du Kane’s voice was as easily defined as her shape.


‘And it will probably be rough,’ he concluded lamely.


‘Two Einsteinian deductions in a row. Father, I don’t think we’ve a thing to worry about. Not with a genius of this peasant’s caliber along. Next he’ll astound us with the knowledge that these two megalocephalic proteinoids mean us no good.’


‘Listen,’ Ethan began, trying to locate her in the dark. His eyes were growing accustomed to the dim light. How Walther could manipulate the controls in it he couldn’t imagine. They must have rehearsed this a hundred times.


‘I’m still not entirely sure what’s going on here. Along I come intending to inspect my samples, minding my own business, and your little family problem has to intrude.’


‘I hypnothesize a ransom attempt,’ said the elder du Kane. ‘As these thersitical traducers are no doubt aware, I am not without resources.’


‘Watch your mouth,’ blurted the hulking Kotabit, not quite sure what to make of the manufacturer’s charge.


‘I am sorry you and Mr. Williams had to be drawn into this. Clearly those two did not expect to be interrupted at this hour.’


‘I’m sorry too,’ said Ethan feelingly. A low vibration passed through the little vessel, then another. Soon there was a continuous, steady thrumming at their backs.


‘They’ll find us once we’re down,’ he continued, trying to encourage the other. ‘It shouldn’t be hard to plot our descent.’


‘I would concur, young man, except the thoroughness which our vile companions have displayed thus far …’


There was a lurch and Ethan found himself rapidly becoming lighter. They’d detached from the ship and were moving out of its passenger field.


‘We’ve left the ship,’ he began. A familiar tone interrupted him.


‘Oh god, I am amazed once again!’ Colette said with mock piety.


‘Well, you go ahead and interpret everything for yourself, then!’ Ethan replied peevishly. ‘Nothing’s likely to happen until we’re ready for set down.’


He was wrong, of course.


In fact, several unlikely things happened right away.


Something hit the boat a giant hammer blow on its side, set it tumbling crazily. Ethan got a fast glimpse of the planet running all around the circumference of a port, much too fast. Colette started screaming. Forward, Walther was cursing and groaning as he worked the controls, yelling about the time he no longer had and the time he’d wasted.


Another sickening lunge brought the sunlit Antares into view. It was far off and receding rapidly. But not so rapidly that Ethan couldn’t make out the gaping hole in its near side.


He turned back to the interior of the boat. All of a sudden there seemed to be a fifth figure in the passenger section. It was not strapped in and lurched about drunkenly back near the storage section. For a moment Ethan thought his eyes hadn’t become properly adapted.


The boat rolled insanely and Walther yelled helplessly. Williams shouted ‘Oh my!’ And this strange rearward apparition bellowed in slurred Terranglo, ‘A joke is a joke, but by all the Black Holes and Purpling Prominences, enough is enough!’


At that point Ethan’s eyes unadjusted to the darkness and everything else.




II


He was indisputably dead, frozen alive. He shivered.


Wait a minute. If he was dead he shouldn’t have been able to shiver. To make sure, he shivered again. His body jerked, once, twice. It occurred to him that there was an external source behind the jerks. Blinking, he turned his head. The ebony face of Milliken Williams stared down at him.


‘How are you feeling, my dear Fortune?’ he inquired solicitously. Ethan noticed that the schoolteacher was wearing a thick coat of some heavy brown material. It had orange patching and was puffed in spots, but looked warm.


He rolled over and sat up. The effort made him dizzy and it took another minute for his eyes to focus. Immediately he noticed that he was clad in a similar garment, that it extended well below his knees, and that it was at least two sizes too large for him.


Williams offered him a cup of black coffee. It steamed ferociously. Ethan took it in the coat-gloves and downed half the boiling liquid in two gulps. At the moment he didn’t care if he vulcanized his esophagus. Something at his back seemed willing to support his weight, so he leaned back, sighed deeply, and inspected his surroundings.


The du Kanes sat across from him. They wore the same brown-orange overcoats, only theirs fit. The elder du Kane poked thoughtfully at a tin of something in front of him. A wisp of steam floated from it. Selecting from the contents, he popped something into his mouth, frowned, swallowed, and resumed his poking. His daughter sat to one side, leaning on one arm and glaring at nothing in particular.


They were sitting in a small room of some sort. The floor was covered here and there with a thin coating of white. Even to his dazed mind it was obviously snow or some other frozen liquid. He knew they were on the surface. The temperature told him that. A questioning glance at Williams.


‘We’re in the rear storage compartment of the lifeboat. It stayed fairly airtight.’


Fairly was right, for air was clearly coming from around the edges of the single door. The metal walls were badly dented, especially the rearmost section leading to the engines. He finished the coffee and crawled to the access door. Door and wall leaned inward at the top. There was a single small window three-quarters of the way up.


Standing, he peered out the glassite, not caring that he was cutting off most of the light to the little compartment. Colette offered a suitably cutting comment of this lack of consideration, but Ethan was too engrossed in the view from the little port to pay any attention to her.


He was staring down the center aisle of what had been the shuttle’s passenger compartment. Huge gaping holes showed sky where the roof had been. A waterfall of brilliant, blindingly clear sunlight filtered into the hull. He became aware of the goggles and face shield built into the hood of the coat he was wearing. More than half of the acceleration couches had been torn or twisted off their mounts.


Turning his head and craning his neck, he could see that the right side of the vessel had been badly pitted. The left side was ripped open along half its length, a single metal-shredding gouge. He was no mechanic, but even a mechanical idiot could see they’d be flying a new ship before they’d be repairing this one. Right now, his expense account was the worthier vehicle.


A light dusting of snow covered the floor of the cabin and many of the tumbled seats, especially on the torn left side. The airbrushed whiteness muted the rented duralloy and convulsed floor. Here and there amidst the snow, shards of fractured glassite threw crippled rainbows about the interior. If a single viewport had survived intact, it was out of his line of sight.


Maybe he overdid the straining and turning. In any case, the dizziness returned. Bracing his back against the door, he sat down carefully, put his head in his hands until it cleared.


‘Are you all right, Mr. Fortune?’ Williams inquired again. His face showed concern.


‘Yes … just a little queasy there for a moment.’ He blinked. ‘It’s okay now, I think.’ Pause. ‘Although all of a sudden it seems I can’t see too well.’


‘You were staring out the port too long without protection,’ surmised Williams. ‘I expect it will pass quickly enough. Don’t worry. It has nothing to do with your head injury.’


‘That supposed to be encouraging news?’ He could feel the lump at the back of his skull. At least it was intact. His skull, not the lump. By rights it ought to have as many holes in it as the boat’s hull.


‘You should use those.’ The teacher pointed at the goggles resting high on Ethan’s forehead. ‘To prevent snow blindness,’ he added unnecessarily.


‘Thought of everything, didn’t they?’ Ethan grunted. He shivered again. ‘Any idea what the temperature is?’


‘I’d guess about twenty below zero, centigrade,’ Williams replied, as though it were the most natural thing in the world. ‘And I believe it’s dropping a bit. But you can tell for yourself. There’s a thermometer built into your left cuff.’ He grinned slightly.


Sure enough, a tiny circular thermometer was sewn into the fabric, just behind the end of the glove. At first he thought the teacher must be mistaken. The red line seemed almost all the way around the dial. Then he noticed that the highest reading on the meter was the freezing point of water. From there it went down, not up. This was impressive for what it implied, not what it read.


Something very funny occurred to him. He laughed. In fact, he roared. It did not seem amusing, nor particularly natural, to the others. They watched him a mite apprehensively, especially du Kane. Colette looked as though she’d been expecting something of the sort all along. He forced himself to stop when he found that the tears were freezing on his cheeks.


Then he noticed the way everyone was looking at him.


‘No, I haven’t gone crazy. It just struck me that among my trade goods on board the Antares I have an even four dozen Asandus portable deluxe model catalytic heaters. For trading to the poor backward natives, you know. I’d trade my grandmother for one of ’em right now.’


‘If wishes were fishes we’d never want for food,’ said Williams philosophically. ‘Russell … twentieth-century English philosopher.’


Ethan nodded, drew a snow spiral on the floor with one finger … real leather in those gloves, he noticed. A thought occurred to him as he surveyed the little group. His mind was running a few paces behind his eyes, still.


‘Speaking of the Antares, there was something very wrong with it when we blasted free. Yes, a hole, back of the passenger blister! I saw it as we tumbled.’


‘Very wrong and much too blasted,’ echoed a nervous, vaguely familiar voice from a dark back corner. A small, morose figure edged out into the dim light. Its right arm was crooked up in a makeshift sling and there was an ugly scar healing slowly on one cheek.


‘You sure got a way with words, chum,’ it finished.


‘Hey, I remember you, all right, said Ethan with certainty. ‘Your name is … let’s see … the other guy called you “Walther”. The big guy.’ He tried to see behind the other into the furthest recesses of the compartment ‘Speaking of the big guy …’


‘The bigger guy … September … did him in,’ informed Colette du Kane. ‘Console lighting went out, but I’m sure it was him. It sure wasn’t y –’ She checked herself. ‘I wonder where he came from?’


Ethan thought back, recalled the ghostly, cursing apparition that had risen in the cabin behind him just before he lost consciousness.


‘I think I know who you mean. Scared me half out of the wits I had left … his popping up in the middle of everything like that’


‘It certainly was interesting,’ began du Kane. ‘I remember a time when –’


‘Be quiet and eat your food, father,’ said Colette. Ethan looked more closely at the girl, who looked like a pink Buddha in her survival suit. Who was chairman of what, here?


She returned her gaze to Ethan. It was a frank, open, uncompromising stare. Sizing him up. No no … that was supposed to be his prerogative. He turned away and she must have sensed his nervousness.


‘You got the hardest knock of us all, I think, Mr. Fortune,’ she said consolingly. Ethan knew she was deliberately trying to make him feel better. But the knot at the back of his head conceded the truth of her comment.


‘He had a gun?’ Ethan asked her. Her reply was coldly matter-of-fact.


‘No, as a matter of fact, I think he broke his neck. Neat job.’


‘Oh,’ said Ethan. ‘Look, I want to apologize for calling you f … I mean, for what I said back there.’


‘Skip it,’ she muttered softly. ‘I’m used to it.’ And that, he reflected, was the first obvious untruth she’d uttered.


Du Kane seemed to sense the awkwardness. He cleared it away nicely. ‘You’re wearing the dead chap’s coat, I believe.’


‘Doesn’t fit very well, does it?’ Ethan murmured absently. He held up his arms. If he wasn’t careful he could lose the gloves. But his funny looks didn’t bother him. It was warm. Though not as warm as Colette du Kane probably was. He glanced around.


‘Where is this guy … uh …’


‘September. Skua September,’ supplied Williams.


‘Yeah, him.’


Colette gestured loosely in the direction of the door. ‘After we discovered that this compartment was still fairly intact … he carried you in, by the way … it seemed the natural place to take refuge. Conserve body heat, get out of this wind. The emergency boat rations are in this twisted locker behind me. I’m glad to say they survived, by and large. He had a bite to eat and disappeared outside. That was some time ago. He hasn’t come back.’


‘Quiet sort,’ put in du Kane. Food dripped from his mouth and he suddenly mopped at it embarrassedly.


‘I expect he’ll be all right,’ put in Williams. ‘He took one of the two beamers with him. I.’ he continued, holding up the little weapon, ‘have the other. He suggested I use it to discourage any antisocial actions left in our nemesis, here.’ He indicated the sullen Walther.


The latter eyed the gun, a bit wistfully, Ethan thought. ‘Huh! Fat lot of good it’d do me, too!’ He shivered. Apparently he was even colder than Ethan. Several bunched-up shirts, plus an emergency thermal poncho from the lifeboat’s stores gave him a squat look, like a fat frog. But the poncho hadn’t been designed with temperatures like this in mind and the little hood was having a hard time of it. Well, that was just too bad.


Ethan considered the clothes worn by du Kane and his daughter. They fitted almost perfectly, as if they’d been made to order in a thranx tailor-shop. Which they might have been. Clearly the kidnappers wouldn’t want their charges to freeze to death. Williams, then, was probably wearing Walther’s fur. He’d already noted the grisly origin of his own.


Well, if someone was destined to freeze to death, he had no compunctions about nominating the ugly little man with the busted wing. When he thought of the commissions this little detour was going to cost him …


Wait a minute. If he was wearing the dead Kotabit’s jacket, and Williams was using Walther’s, and the du Kanes had their own – then that meant the odd Mr. September was prowling around outside somewhere without a coat. Unless the kidnappers had carried extras, and that didn’t seem likely. Well, that was September’s problem. Just now there were other items uppermost in his mind.


‘Any idea,’ he asked Williams, ‘where we are?’ It was Walther who replied, however.


‘We were supposed to land,’ he began bitterly, ‘about 200 kilometers southeast of Brass Monkey. The rendezvous was all arranged. Thanks to several damn delays though, and some bad fusing, we got caught in the explosion we set in the Antares. Chewed hell out of our navigational capacity. I can’t be sure, the way all those instruments were whining, with a busted ’puter, but I’ll bet we’re halfway around the planet. And if you want to buy my chances of getting out of this, you can have ’em for a ’Sime.’


‘Set explosion?’ prodded Ethan. But Walther had obviously said all he intended to for now. He lapsed into glum silence and slid further back into his corner.


‘Probably a fair-sized bomb, set to go off after we’d left the Antares,’ commented Colette professionally. ‘Since no alarms went off when we entered the lifeboat or sealed from the ship, I assume they took care of that earlier. Obviously the bomb was a cover maneuver, designed to convince rescuers that anyone in that section of the ship had been vaporized – especially father and myself.’


‘I see,’ nodded Ethan. ‘That way everyone would assume you two were dead … until these two were safely away and ready to put their demands. And no pursuit. Very clever. Of course, anyone walking that section of the ship when the bomb happened to go off would just be plain out of luck.’ He glared at Walther, who ignored him.


‘That’s about it,’ continued Colette. ‘But with all the hemming and hawing, they blew their timetable and didn’t quite get away in time. Wouldn’t have gotten away at all if Father hadn’t …’ She shrugged.


‘You ought to thank him for saving your life,’ Ethan said reprovingly.


She gave him another withering stare. ‘What life? Got any idea what it’s like to be rich, Mr. Fortune? It’s great. But to be rich and laughed at …’


‘Why don’t you re –?’ He bit his tongue. But she noticed.


‘Reduce? Can’t. Glandular – irreversible, the docs say.’ She turned away irritably. ‘Oh, go freeze yourself!’


‘Listen,’ put in Walther, sticking his head out into the light. ‘Regardless of what you think, we planned it so nobody would get caught in that blowup. That’s the only reason I didn’t shoot you, and you, the minute you stuck your faces into that lifeboat bay. If a search team found your body, or his, or bits and pieces, then they’d start wondering just maybe why there was no sign of theirs,’ he indicated the du Kanes. ‘A small chance, but Kotabit and the others wanted to be sure. Yeah, good and sure! And now,’ he concluded with acidic finality, ‘we’ll all freeze good and surely dead.’


‘I’m not thrilled about dying in your company, chum,’ said Ethan with as much toughness as he could muster, which wasn’t much. ‘And I sure don’t plan to. Anybody think of checking the boat tridee?’ He didn’t have to ask if it was in working order.


Colette du Kane was shaking her head slowly. ‘Just scrap. That’s what September told us, anyhow. I wouldn’t know about such things myself, but I’m inclined to believe him.’


‘It certainly seems that we have nothing capable of even rudimentary communication,’ agreed Williams heavily. ‘Let alone something that can transmit a continental distance.’


Briefly, then, they were stuck.


Less briefly, they were stranded on a barely known world, thousands of kilometers from its only humans settlement, in weather that would make a corpulent walrus dive for his winter woolies. And the only people they could inform of their predicament were each other.


Worse, unless by a very long, long chance someone had seen the boat tumbling toward the surface, no one would come looking for them, no one would believe they were alive. Including Walther’s partners, who’d be expecting him a few kilometers from the town.


Ethan didn’t mind frozen food – but he wasn’t ready to become some!


Thinking it over, he had to confess that his prospects for the immediate future were anything but heartwarming. Or anything warming. On the other hand, he never made a sale by sitting on his duff and waiting for the customer to come to him. At least moving around would keep his blood from getting any funny ideas about going on strike.


He scrambled to his feet. The hood fit loosely over his head but the goggles and shield were adjustable and snugged down tight.


‘Where do you think you’re going?’ asked Colette.


‘Outside, to have a look at the neighborhood. And to see if there’s a store around that sells electric beds.’


He snapped the top snap on the coat, tried to tighten the floppy hood and failed. Flip went the goggles. Things immediately grew darker. He had to fumble twice before he got a hand on the door latch. Turn and push – so.


It didn’t budge – so.


He shoved again. ‘Stuck.’


‘Oh deity!’ she began, ‘save us from such awesome, overwhelming, analytic …!’


That was another good reason for getting outside. The door received a good swift kick and a couple of choice curses. Either the kick knocked it free, or maybe the curses had a warming effect on the frozen joints. In any case, it popped open a few centimeters. From there it moved, reluctantly, on its bearings.


He shut the door carefully behind him and turned. Making sure of his footing – the snow could have covered all kinds of holes – he started down the center aisle of the ship. Cold flakes crunched under his feet. It sounded as though he was walking on glass. The wind moaned and howled through the torn metal. His breath formed a tiny cumulus cloud, a small shadow of life that stayed just ahead of him.


He could feel his lungs expanding and contracting. They seemed pitifully tiny in the frozen air. Each breath was painful, full of bee-stings and wire-wool.


The center aisle was tilted downward. Nose down, the shuttle had come to an abrupt halt.


Then he did what might have been considered by some a foolish thing. But he was a purveyor of cultured gee-gaws, not a planetary scout. And his taped information said nothing against it. So he knelt and scooped up a small ball of snow. It certainly looked like regular, old-fashioned, smack-in-the-face type snow. It caught the light like snow.


He brought it to his mouth, felt a sudden momentary chill greater than the air. It dissolved-in the oral furnace, went down, stayed down. Plain old usual terran-type H2O snow. He knew from the tapes that Tran-ky-ky’s atmosphere was practically Terra-normal. What he did not consider was the possibility that the snow might contain acquired traces of toxic elements.


But it didn’t, and nothing happened. The snow and his stomach got along just fine.


By way of experiment, he raised his goggles just a smidgen. It was a short experiment. He had to blink away a couple of freezing tears before sliding the dark glass back into place. The glare was fierce and unyielding. With the goggles, everything showed as dearly as before, but he could look at the snow without having his optic pathways turned to mush.


He reflected that a man caught here without goggles could go blind without even being aware the process was going on. It was far more deceptive than night blindness. Being caught in the light, it seemed, was worse than being caught in the dark.


A slick part of the floor and he slipped, had to catch himself with his gloved hands. For a minute he didn’t move, just stood, caught his breath. Watch it, stupid! This was no place to twist an ankle.


He reached the end of the aisle. A fast glance back to the total destruction in the passenger compartment, and then he turned to look into the pilot’s cubby. The door had been bent inward like the lip of a can. The shuttle’s nose was buried. The lensless ports were filled with a mixture of loose earth and snow. It poured into the small forecabin, oozing over the panel and instrumentation.


What he could see of the mangled console and the precision switches made him wonder that the little kidnapper had been able to bring them down safely at all. As for the boat tridee, it was so battered he barely recognized it.


Turning to leave the cabin, he stumbled again. Once more he was lucky and didn’t hurt himself. But he was beginning to get mad. He turned with the intention of visiting a few suitable gripes on the twisted hunk of metal that had so cleverly insinuated itself between his legs. The gripe got as far as his lips, fizzled there when he saw the obstacle wasn’t metal.


It was twisted, however.


The body was nude, lightly dusted with snow, and had begun to turn a color that did not imply a state of advanced good health. The back was facing him. He’d apparently stumbled over the head.


Kneeling, he put a hand on the back of the motionless skull. It moved freely when he touched it. Too freely. Du Kane had been right.


He experienced a sudden, sickening urge to see if the eyes were open or closed, like in the tridee shows. He could close them gently if they were open, just like the fictional heroes. However, he opted for backing away carefully, without even checking.


Brushing the snow from his knees, he averted his eyes from the half-frozen corpse. Instead he tried to imagine how this September fellow could go rambling about outside the protection of the boat without one of the special coats. Then it occurred to him that he’d have a double set of clothing.


Nothing in the cabin looked operable, useful. However, if one took the extent of his engineering knowledge into account, this observation meant nothing. He left without touching anything. Slipping and sliding, he made his way to the gaping tear which dominated the left side of the boat. Torn insulation puffed out from the double walls. Bracing himself against it, he cautiously looked out.


The snow-dusted ground lay only a half-meter down. To the right he could see where the boat had burrowed its crumpled snout in what seemed to be a hill of good, solid earth. It didn’t look like much of a hill. Probably you could walk around it. But it had been high enough and solid enough to arrest the forward slide of the boat.


From the hill, what looked like stunted evergreens stuck their bristly crowns sunward. They hardly bent at all in the stiff gale. By now he was so numb he hardly felt the wind anymore. Needles shifted their position relative to the sun. A few flakes of snow scudded lazily from one pebble to a little hollow. The trunks of the trees were thick and looked solid as duralloy.


Much of the ground to the west and north of the land was covered by a greenish down. It looked like short, very thick grass. Turning and raising his head, he looked out into the west, toward the horizon. That supplied another interesting discovery.


It looked as though it had been drawn with a pen. The line dividing earth and sky was straight, flat, and altogether too sharp to be real. Human eyes expected something slightly blurred or wavering on most inhabited planets. Not here. You could grab that line and pluck it.


Overhead, the sky was a deep cerulean blue, pure as old pewter dishes. The even oil color was unsullied, the dome of heaven smooth as a baby’s bottom. It was utterly devoid of clouds, which was just as well. A cloud in that pit of ice-blue would immediately surrender its aspect of lightness and take on the character of solid white rock. A real cloud floating overhead would be upsetting.


With the exception of their tiny blot of dirt, there was nothing else in any direction but flat, sparkling, virgin ice, lightly dusted now with snow. Another bit of taped knowledge drifted upward to the surface. Mostly shallow seas, frozen solid. They were adrift on an ocean of ice.


The glare of the unchallenged sun on that unwavering sea would have been intolerable without the goggles.


He jumped down to the ground. Mildly worried that the snow might make things awkward, he was relieved to discover it was barely a centimeter deep. Inside the boat it had piled a little, forming tiny drifts.


He walked a few paces away from the ship. Looking back toward the tail he could make out a pair of deep grooves in the ice. They ran straight toward the southern horizon. He couldn’t see under the boat, but it had obviously skidded badly on set down. The landing struts had probably been torn away or worn down to stubs. Then the boat itself slid who knew how many meters on its belly, until it had chanced to run up against this swept-together dustpile of dirt and rock.


A few steps brought him down to where the ground vanished. Brushing away the snow, he found that he could see for a few centimeters into the ice. There the ground sloped away beneath, to unknown frozen depths. The grass, he noticed, grew right out into the ice itself. It clustered thickly, but in a very orderly fashion. There was always a little space, however small, between each blade and its neighbor.


None of this told him how big the island – for such it had to be – was. The inside of his mouth was a frozen crust. Running his tongue along it was like caressing cardboard. With thoughts of circling the island, he took a step out onto the ice.


Another facet of Tran-ky-ky promptly introduced itself. Any man trying to walk normally without special equipment would soon find himself in closer contact with the surface.


Fortunately, he didn’t slide very far on the freezing ice. But he had to crawl back on his hands and knees. By the time he’d regained solid ground his palms and knees were thoroughly numbed.


The boat’s emergency supplies were designed mainly with median range humanx-type worlds in mind. Therefore, if anything they tended to lean more toward the upper register of the thermometer in supply execution.


He didn’t believe ice skates had been included in the inventory.


As if to insure that he shouldn’t get any more comfortable than was necessary, the wind, picked up and was now proceeding to cool things down a bit. The planet was clearly determined to freeze him solid and then blow away the remnant.


Tonight, when it first grew cold – the very concept of cold was taking on new meaning in Ethan’s mind – any real gust would add a chill factor that would make things very dangerous. They’d have to take care to prevent being thoroughly cubed – and not in the mathematical sense, either.


Without the relative shelter of the boat, of course, they’d probably freeze to death even with the special coats.


His vision was improving or the cold was starting to work its way into his brain. The horizon remained sharp as a paper cut on a fingertip. But now he thought he could make out what might be larger land masses far off in the distance. He couldn’t be certain.


For a moment he thought they might be imperfections in the material of the goggles. But when he moved his head, the distant objects stayed in the same places.


He turned to his right and froze. Figuratively, this time. Something else was visible off in the distance, coming around the side of the island. When he moved his head this time, though, the figure not only didn’t stay in the same place, it got larger.


As it came closer, it resolved into a fairly human figure. But there were discrepancies. The feet were bloated, distorted pads. It waved. Not having anything else to do, Ethan waved back. He stood up. If the thing weren’t human, he’d be better off meeting it in a stance more suitable for absenting oneself rapidly.


It was human, all right, although the figure was huge. The double set of clothing it wore made it seem even larger. That made Ethan think again of the coat he was wearing, designed for a much bigger man. That size man. He felt a little bit guilty.


At least September had snow goggles with him. The goggles gave him a faintly amphibious appearance. Ethan wondered if he looked as silly. Probably more so. If the man minded the intense chill he didn’t show it.


As he came closer the bloated feet explained themselves. Apparently September had ripped up one or two of the acceleration couches. The luron upholstery had been shaped into a pair of fat pads and strapped to his big dogs. It seemed the luron was sufficiently rough to give some purchase on the ice. Tough and long-lasting, the artificial material would not wear off no matter how rugged the surface. And the padding did more than just cushion his feet: it also put some crucial distance between them and the heat-sucking ice.


The improvised snow-shoes looked awkward, but as a method of temporary transportation it far exceeded sliding on one’s fundament.


Ethan took a closer look at the personage who’d saved or condemned them. Not exactly a giant, but damned large, bigger even than the recently deceased Kotabit. A good two meters up, broad in proportion.


He tried to take the other’s measure, failed, and was upset without immediately knowing why. After all, he wasn’t going to try and sell this guy anything. He took in the white hair, predator beak of a nose, and the incongruous gold earring. There was a deal of the old English lord about him, with a lot of Terran-Arabic. Bedouin stock, maybe.


September stopped, his breath coming in short heaves. A miniature fog-bank swirled about that scimitar proboscis. He extended a hand and grinned down at Ethan. The hand was sandwiched in between layers of torn seat-foam. Ethan stared at it.


‘Not as good as those survival gloves you’ve got on, maybe, but it keeps a body warm … after a fashion. It’s hard to handle things, but then, I don’t expect to be doing much watch-making for a while.’


‘That’s for sure.’ Ethan grinned back and shook the hand. Or rather, allowed himself to be shaken by it. ‘You must be Skua September.’


‘Better be,’ the other replied, ‘or else someone badly fooled Mrs. September. Although she preferred a climate more on the toasty side.’


He stared over Ethan’s head into the distance. Slapping both hands together a couple of times, he blew intently between the layers of foam. His eyes never left the horizon while he spoke.


‘How are you getting on, young feller? That was quite a swack you took. Couple of minutes there, I was afraid you weren’t going to come out of it. Be hard enough to rouse yourself here without piling a coma into the bargain.’


‘Perchance to dream? No, a prolonged sleep certainly wouldn’t be a good idea, here,’ Ethan agreed. ‘You’d never know quite when you finally froze. And I don’t want to miss that when it happens.’


September nodded. ‘Ought to be interesting at that. Wonder how a body’d freeze here. From the top down or the inside out?’ He crossed arms and slapped opposite shoulders. ‘What do you know about this refrigerated habitat? I only took the standard general tourist mestape – language, highlights, so forth. So did the little fellow – Williams. I think he’ll be okay. Quiet. Not taciturn, just likes to keep to himself. And that unspeakable fermentation, Walther, can surely manage the local patois. Although I’d sooner remove his tongue before I’d let him do any translating. You?’


‘Well I’m a salesman, and –’


September didn’t let him continue. ‘And so you’ve stuffed yourself as full of verbs and prepositional phrases and epiglottal stops as a grilled pepper! Excellent, young feller.’


Ethan shrugged. ‘It’s no more than anyone else in my position would have done. I also had a few general planetary tapes on native conditions – cultural stuff, flora and fauna, the like. Just business.’


‘Or survival.’ He gave Ethan a friendly pat on the back that made him cough even with thick padding to insulate the blow. ‘Fine foresight, lad. Exemplary! As of now, you’re in charge.’
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