



[image: Cover Image]





MISSION TO MOULOKIN


Alan Dean Foster


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com




      

      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.
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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 KK-drive 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 thousands of wind-swept kilometres from the only human settlement on the frozen planet below. Those actions also caused the death of one kidnapper and the immobilization 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 remarkable 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 depredations of Sagyanak the Death and her Horde. Such wandering tribes of nomadic barbarians, whole cities living on their icerafts, periodically visited the permanent 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 Eer-Meesach, the Horde was defeated utterly. Then reluctantly, Torsk Kurdagh-Vlata, Land-grave 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 designs 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 spacecraft, a monastery of religious fanatics and the explosion of a gigantic volcano.


More troublesome to Ethan were his relationships with Elfa Kurdagh-Vlata, the daughter of the Landgrave who had stowed away aboard the Slanderscree, and with the affectionate but sarcastic and domineering 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 …




CHAPTER ONE


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 manoeuvre 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 metres, 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-metre 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 kilometres distant. Ethan studied 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 companions to shed their heavy hessavar furs for lighter attire, such as the hide vest and kilt the knight currently wore. Although he stood only a few centimetres taller than Ethan, the Tran was nearly twice as broad, yet his semihollow 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 human skater.


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


‘They want to know,’ Ethan explained in Tran while gesturing at the small scout boat skittering alongside 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 simply do not know of Sofold.’


‘I 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 mainmast. Many months of living among the Tran had given Ethan the ability to rapidly translate the lookout’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 harbour of Arsudun, the Tran city-state where humanity maintained its shivering 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 Ta-hoding 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 orders, other Tran were manipulating the two huge airfoils at bow and stern to slow the icerigger still more.


Meanwhile the laborious and dangerous process of reefing in sails was proceeding rapidly. Ethan marvelled 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 bordering the ship’s railings Ethan struggled to remain upright as they moved forward for a bettter look. The helm deck reached as far as the broad end of the main arrowhead shape of the Slanderscree. Standing just above the muffled screech of the port-aft runner, they could now look straight at the harbour, since from where they stood the icerigger narrowed to a point some hundred and seventy metres ahead.


Arsudun was a bubble-shaped harbour located at the end of the long strait leading from the ice ocean. Like the ocean, the strait, and all other free-standing water on Tran-ky-ky, the harbour 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 subsequent crash-landing 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 survivors. 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 impressive 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 metres 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 Eer-Meesach. The diminutive schoolteacher’s manner was as dark and quiet as his colouring. September might be suited physically to Tran-k-ky, but Williams melded into it mentally. 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 tranquillity of intellectual 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 shrunken ego. And hers was a very high-powered personality, accustomed to manipulating corporation heads and ordering about Commonwealth representatives. Spending one’s life with such an overpowering individual was something to be weighed carefully.


Somewhere below also slept the drugged Elfa Kurdagh-Vlata, daughter of the Landgrave of Sofold, who was Hunnar’s ruler/chief/king. The royal stowaway 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 attraction 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 lookouts and the bowsprit pointer, Ta-hoding skillfully directed the Slanderscree toward an open dock protruding from the harbour shoreline. The dock was simply a wooden road built out on to 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 manoeuvring the colossal ship up to the dock. But Arsudun owned a wide harbour, much wider than the Slanderscree’s home port of Wannome. Ta-hoding did a masterful job of manoeuvring 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.


Ta-hoding, 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 with the steady aft wind.


Wind, wind and cold. Ethan slid the protective face mask back down over his goggles to shield his delicate 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 harbour 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 outstretched 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 grey 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 clambered awkwardly over the railing and down the boarding ladder. He relaxed visibly when he was able to step on to the icepath covering the centre 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, Suaxusdal-Jagger and Budjir. The latter were discussing the town and the assembled crowd in suspicious 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 attend to him. They couldn’t hear anything, but the figure’s movements hinted at wracking, heaving coughs.


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. Hunnar spoke to a local who directed them to the left. Following the harbour, they turned in that direction.


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


‘Why, feller-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.’


‘I know, Skua. But I respect your opinion. What do you think I should do?’


‘You want the opinion of a wanted man.’ September grinned broadly. Then the smile vanished and September 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 concerned 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 humour 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 mistake 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 moment, Ethan had eyes only for three concave depressions scooped from the frozen ground and neatly lined with opaque, ice-free metal. Shuttleboat pits. Just their metal linings, those three perfect bowls, contained a fortune in Tran terms, yet none of them seemed disturbed or in any way vandalized. Of course, he reminded himself, that might be due to the fact that the Tran didn’t possess tools strong enough to cut through duralloy or metal-ceramic 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 aerodynamic 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 community to shelter it from the steady wind off the harbour. The port buildings lay close by the near end of the harbour, and the group started down towards an L-shaped, two-storey 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. Glassalloy windows, thick enough to be used in starships, offered the building’s inhabitants views of the frozen world outside. Ethan could see in. Something was keeping the inside of such windows free from condensation.


‘What do we here, Ethan?’ Hunnar sounded uncertain. No doubt he was wondering if the strange humans in this place would have icepaths within their structures or if he would be forced to walk any distance.


‘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 sleeping Elfa Kurdagh-Vlata back on the Slanderscree.


Once more Ethan thought to reassure Hunnar that he had nothing to worry about in the way of competition for the favours of the Landgrave’s daughter. But booking passage should provide sufficient reassurance.


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 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 windows the look of solidos, artificial and unlikely.


‘Good morning, gentlesirs, good morning. Carpen Xenaxis, portmaster. We had a report from one of our harbour scouts that a large native vessel with humans aboard was coming in.’ He stopped, awaiting confirmation.


‘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 individuals 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 meanings 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 sympathetic. ‘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 port 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 employee, straight salaried.’ Ethan thought he detected a note of envy in the portmaster’s voice. ‘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 artist 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 returned to the vertical, his tone to businesslike.


‘As far as your taking passage off-planet, I’m assuming 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 yourselves.’


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.’


‘If 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 deep-space particle beam. The Palamas is a border-run ship, if I remember right. But she eventually orbits Drax IV, and you can make passage 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.’


‘You mean those shipsized 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 space-plus 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 passage out of here any sooner. We don’t even have a habitat station I can ferry you up to. But if I can break away from my own duties, I’ve a request to make.’


‘What’s that?’


Rising and walking around his 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, Ta-hoding,’ 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 departure here in the port. We’ll make room for you.’


‘Can’t speak for the others.’ September was moving towards 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 I recall, 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, inert-element 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 territory expansion seemed childish to him now. Had Tran-ky-ky modified more than his tolerance to cold weather?




CHAPTER TWO


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.’


‘I 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 already turned and was moving down the hallway. Ethan hurried to keep up with him.


‘Should be a heated tunnel taking us out to the storage 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 structure that could withstand the wind than to excavate the permafrost and frozen ground.


The warehouse was insulated but not well heated inside. Ethan would have been shivering without his survival 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 incongruous 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 in 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 portmaster.’ Ethan wasn’t feeling too cooperative. 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. September gave him a pleasant smile, his coguard 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 seen what I wanted to. Time to go.’


They left the chilly chamber, passing under the hostile 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 now?’


‘Lad, those crates back there were new mouldings, 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 knew the value of their exports. How much is a hundred litres of water worth to a man in a desert? For that matter, how much is a hundred litres of dirt worth to a man in an ocean?


‘Someone’s making a lot more than an honest profit here, feller-me-lad. Your 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 I 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 towards the entrance.


Just before reaching the doors they passed a pair of thranx. The metre-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 their 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 misdemeanour 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 outside 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 centre. The two men hurried through the outer doors.


It seemed as if a million lumens hit Ethan’s eyes photons-on. The exterior doors were chemically tinted 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 beside 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. Suaxas and Budjir stood nearby, fingering the hilts of their swords nervously, their teeth half showing. Those in the crowd nearest them were murmuring threateningly.


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


Metal-fabric: 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 handle was made of intricately moulded plastic.


‘I 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 tine.’


‘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 offence of Hunnar’s remark.


Everyone in the crowd recognized the insult. Snickers and comments gave way to angry mutterings and the movement of hands towards 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 experienced than the mob of citizens, they were badly out-numbered.


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 manner changed abruptly from offensive to obsequious.


‘May my cubs be taken by guttorbyn if I have offended 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 forgiveness.’


‘Well,’ Ethan began, a bit confused by the unexpected 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 warning 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 towards 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 directions 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 embarrassment. It was very hard, but we ignored all such comments. At least, we did do so until that last pash made a reference upon my family line which could not be ignored.


‘Had you not intervened, Ethan, I would have decorated the street with his insides.’


‘You are quick to forgive,’ Suaxus said softly. Hunnar turned and glared at him, but the squire looked back defiantly. Suaxus had always been fast to take offence, 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 towards us. They were polite, but independent.’


Hunnar gestured at the locals chivaning to and from the building. ‘Not warriors.’ He said it disdainfully.


‘Skua, did you notice the other’s clothing?’ Ethan asked.


‘No. All I was watching was his face and sword arm.’


‘He was wearing metal-fabric sashes and other off-world decorations, and his sword was stelamic.’


‘Apologetic in proportion to commerce. Interesting.’ September looked thoughtful.


‘They think,’ Suaxus said bitterly, ‘they are superior 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 Suaxas 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 their 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 inter-Tran relationships unless this local monopoly is broken. Both of ’em. The one the Arsudunites enjoy, and the bigger one behind it.’


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 heir goods while still making an honest profit in return.’


September shook his white-maned head. ‘No offence 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 prevent 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 Commonwealth 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 world-wide 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.’


‘I’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-storey buildings projected outward like the spokes of a wheel from the central structure, a three storey pyramid of white and black stone done in a 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 directory 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 subsized 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. 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 conversant 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 ceilingward, encountered the expected 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.


Centred among these four largest 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 signifying Hivehom. They formed the shape of the ancient Maltese cross, and where they merged the colours 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 colour 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 assumed a faintly disapproving air. ‘I thought I knew everyone in the outpost.’


‘We didn’t arrive via the usual channels,’ September 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. ‘Possible crucial developments 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.
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