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Here's proof of insanity in the famly

R Rk b Ik S S R R R Ik I S S b Sk b S R R Ik O b O O

Chapter one

The man in the Antares bar-lounge didn't quite bang his bead on the curved star-ceiling on this,
his fourth attenpt. O maybe it was his fifth. This failure cane as a di sappointnment to a nunber
of the luxurious |ounge's nore vocal occupants.

When standing erect-a rare happenstance, of late-the fellow stood just under two neters tall. A
haberdasher worth his salt would have estinmated his nmass at about two hundred kil os. This not
counting the booze he'd been putting away at a prodigious rate. That he'd even nanaged to comne
close to the roof of the lounge and its sinulacrum Terran sky was due in part to his considerable
stature.

Starting fromthe far end of the |Iounge he'd make a nad el ephant sprint toward the bar, |eap onto
the polished mapl e-wood counter, and soar ceilingward fromthat deep-grained | aunch pad. A reach
stretch, grab, and down he'd cone in a spectacul ar di splacenent of plastic bottles, glasses, and
swi zzl e sticks. Wereupon he'd fight off the angry Miilings of the robot bartender, now on the
verge of el ectron psychosis, stagger be-tween the tables, and try again

Now he struggled to his feet, downed another slug of what-ever it was he was currently drinking,
and stunbled toward his launch point. His elegantly clad, youngish cheering section spurred him
al ong. Anong this group, the sporting blood was up. Bets continued to be exchanged. Wuld he
finally kill himself by falling on his swozzled skull this fifth (or sixth) time? O would he
simply knock hinself out by successfully cracking it against the roof?

Thr ee- di mensi onal cunul us clouds, fat and fleecy, drifted across the donme. 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 woul d
surely win out.

There was a stir at the back of the room Bobbing Iike enerald corks anmong the | aughing,

appl audi ng ganbl ers and the outraged but intrigued patrons were the first mate and two sub-

engi neers of the Antares. For the last fifteen mnutes their prinme objective in |life had been to
bring down this galloping, great, aged siman with as little danage to self and conpany property
as possible. So far their efforts had cone to zilch. And they were beginning to draw a few | aughs
t henmsel ves.

Now the first nmate, who was an educated nman and spent nost of his work tinme planning overdrive
maneuvers and juggling the grav field of a small artificial sun-nmass, 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. Com pany regs specifically forbade shooting a
payi ng passenger, no matter how obnoxi ous. Other nethods had so far net with abject failure. One
of the sub-engineers had already taken a steel-like straight-arnming fromthe hurtling acrobat. He
wi ped his lower lip and considered braining the anthropoid sot with a chair. He could al ways pl ead
tenporary insanity. Pension or no pension

"Spread out, boys, here he cones again."

Waving a half-filled bottle of Uiah's Heep and howing at the top of his astonishing |lungs, the
incipient lcarus started at the bar again, picking up speed with each step. Wth agility amazing
for one so old and so soused, the nman soared high and gained the top of the '"oar in a single
bound.

Up he went, up, up, an armoutstretched for the ceiling. Barely he m ssed one of the floating
pseudo-cl ouds. There followed a satisfying and by now fam liar crash fromthe other side of the
bar. Plasticine jugs and unbreakable glass joined in a rai nbow col ored fountain and bounced to
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the. floor. Mney exchanged hands in the crowd.

After a lingering pause, the first nmate deci ded on a new course. He would try reason. Besides, the
fellow hadn't gotten up yet. Perhaps he'd gone and croaked hinmself. That woul d save everyone a | ot
of trouble.

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

No such | uck.

True, the fellow was nmonentarily incapacitated, Having entangled hinself in the now conpletely
i noperabl e mechbar. Put he was snorting and nmunbling wth di smayi ng energy.

"Sir, | appeal to your noral sense. Public drunkenness is bad enough. Elimnating our evening bar
busi ness, not to nmention the bar, is worse. But your refusal to heed the adno-nitions of a ship's
crewin free space is insulting. What have we done to offend you?"

After a short search in the region of the floor, the nan seened to find his feet. Staggering nore
or less upright, he put two huge fists on the bar and | eaned forward.

"Ofend ne? OFFEND ME!"

The mate shrank from that spiritual effluvia and tactfully turned his head to one side. It was
pure sel f-defense. Surely they could put the man away. He was obviously flamrabl e 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
t he remai nder.

"Offend me!" be blurted again. "Listen, you unmentionable hazard to navigation, that piddle-pot
swi ne over there," and he jabbed a great knobby finger in the direction of an espe-cially smug-

| ooki ng young ganbl er, "that piece of plith-seed laid claimto a greater know edge of posigravity
than I. Than ne. ME! Can you fancy that?"

"I"'mnot sure," the mate replied. He was experiencing sone difficulty in followi ng the other's
train of thought. Maybe the |ocal change in the atnosphere had sonmething to do with it. The two
sub-engi neers were edging around to one side of the bar. If he could keep this creature tal king

"Sexactusly,” the nman said, then belched. "So we are en-gaged in a scientific experinent to settle
the matter once and fen all. You ain't one of themanti-enpiricists, is you, bub?"

"CGood lord, no," the mate adnmitted truthfully enough

"Yeh. Well, we calculated a bit of the ship's field, see? An' according to ny cal cul ations, |
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 | ook, matey. Now you unnerstand what |'m doi ng,
eh?"

"OfF 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 yachts-man and
sonet hing of an interplanetary sprinter hinmself. He just might know what he's tal king about."

He stared across at the exploding shock of white hair, a virgin corona; at the great hooked beak
of a nose, chin Iike a hatchet-head, oil-black eyes under break-wave brows, and the gold ring in
the right ear. The hair on the nman's bare arms, though, was blond. And there were fewer winkles
in that tanned face than you woul d suppose at first glance. The ones that were there, though, were

really canyon winkles, genuine gully-gapers. No question but that the nose bad cone first, like
Bererac's, and the face had been constructed around it, bits and scraps sewn on here and there.
The winkles fell neatly in place, like seans in |eather
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"1'"'mnot sure, however,'
he thought.

continued the mate, "who you are.” And the court will want to know, too,

For a nonent 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 whol e | ounge i n general

"By the Heavenly Hosts and the whol e Horse's Head, |'m Skua Septenber, be who! In the manner of
men and all other beings | 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

Sept enber seened nore than willing to continue this cata-logue of dubious attributes til the
m |l ennium The tirade, however, was interrupted by a belch of such brontosaurian proportions that
it nonentarily rattled everyone in the |ounge.

At that point the two |esser ratings both hit himfrombe-hind and the resultant nmenage a trois
crashed to the floor in front of the bar. One of them snatched up a bottle full of noul d-gold
sonmet hing 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 tine in quite a while. It was broken by a single pair of hands,
clapping politely. The mate turned to the yachtsnman's son, who was applauding themall ... whether
respectfully or sardonically, he couldn't tell

"Bravo," trilled the playboy.

Not a creature was stirring, not even a nmus nuscul us.

The sentiment was proper but the subject inappropriate, thought Ethan Frome Fortune as he noseyed
toward the rear of the passenger's blister. Mce and rats had not been able to handl e the
exigencies of interstellar flight. Oh, they could get on board shuttles and fromthere to a ship,
and they'd been a problemat first.

Then sonmeone got the bright idea of turning off the posi-grav field for half an hour in the
passenger sections. One nman with a net swam around collecting the badly befuddl ed vermin and that
was sufficient for pest control til next port of call

It was just as well, Ethan nused wyly. If said rodentia had been able to nake the adaptation, the
conmpany mi ght have stuck himw th nousetraps to peddle.

As a noderately successful |uxury goods sal esman for the House of Ml aika, his stock ran nore to
j ewel ed kni ck-knacks, perfunes, and intricately wought, expensively priced nechanical gadgetry.
Jewel ed mousetraps would not be a prinme seller

He passed a small observation port, paused to |ook at the planet piroueting heavily below Such
ports were |less frequent at this rearnost end of the passenger's conpartment, but then, so were
passengers. He was tired of idiot snmall talk and there were no bulk sales to be made with this
bunch.

Most of Tran-ky-ky still swamin darkness. Probably coin-cidence that nightside happened to fal
on the ship as it orbited in sleep period. Ethan seenmed to be the only non-crew nember up and
about .

Tonorrow, slimas chances for business seened fromthe tapes; he'd take the shuttle down. That
woul d nean enduring the usual gaggle of tourists. Ch well, shoving was all. a part of existence,
no matter which [aw you indexed it under

Tran-ky-ky was a figurative whistle-stop on the Antares, run. The giant interstellar transport
would. renmain a day or two in the planet's vicinity. Mst of that tinme would be spent transferring
down cargo for the single humans out post on the forbidding surface.
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The fact that the outpost was Terrangl o-nanmed didn't nec-essarily nean the world had been

di scovered by humans. It could have been a nixed crew or all thranx. The fornmer seemed nore
likely, though. No tidy-mnded thranx would be likely to nane a Commbnweal th out post "Brass
Monkey." Be-sides, the heat-loving insects would consider the gl obe beneath a choice slice of icy
hel I .

VWhat little of -the planet sat in sunlight forned a bright, alnost painfully white crescent at its
edge. Mestaped infor-mation on the dark sphere floated to the: surface of his mnd

Tran-ky-ky lay on the fringes of humanx settlement and was a recently di scovered world. Anbng
,other nore signif-icant things, that made it fresh territory for eager types |like hinself.
However, it was not classified as a potential colony.

Whil e humans could live on it, as they .did after a fashion in Brass Mnkey, it was far from
hospitable. No New Riviera, this! Besides, it was classed 4-B. That. neant it was inhabited by a
native race of fair intellectual potential living at a pre-steam|evel of technol ogy and probably
| ower .

Topogr aphically, the planet boasted a few small continents, large islands, really, and thousands
of small ones. Sone were reasonably level, |ike Brass Monkey's Arsudun, others precipi-tous and
tectonic in origin. Al lay scattered about the planet's shallow seas, which. were permanently
frozen to depths as great as three kiloneters in sonme places and barely ten neters in others.

Gravity .92 T-standard, day about twenty is hours, distance from sun-too nuch. This charmni ng
resort world, he thought sardonically, reached a positively balny three degrees centi-grade at the
equator. A heat wave in Brass Monkey. Tenp averaged around mnus fifteen and dropped to an absurd
nm nus ninety some nights.

Movi ng away from the equator, things began to get chilly.

Ch yes, a charming stopover on our tour of the frayed, flayed edges of civilization, yes! Qher
sal esmen 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 warn inner worlds of the
Commonweal th, always his profit margin poking hesitantly, narrowy, thinly, anong enpty places in
strange spaces. Nuts!

Ch, there were sone mnor conpensations. For exanple, he nade a very good living.

And he was still the insane side of thirty. Doubtless any day now someone in the hone office would
take note of his incred-ible, astonishing record under inpossible conditions. Then maybe he'd be
handed sonething better suited to his excep-tional talents. Like nmarketing jewelust lingerie to
the faned ecdysiasts of Loser's Wrld, or to freshly-m nted debutantes on New Pari s.

Fee blinked, turned fromthe al nbst hypnotic white sickle, and tried to concentrate on nore
prosai ¢ considerations. Like how he was going to explain the workings of an Asandus portable
del uxe catalytic heater to the |ocals. Mestape gave hima worki ng know edge of the | anguage-he
al ways pre-pared for each new world as thoroughly as possible-but offered. little in the way of
crucial tidbits like local custons and tradi ng nuances. Tran-ky-ky was too new for tapes to be
avai |l abl e on anyt hing but basic facts. Anthropol ogical studies would have to cone later. So his
range woul d be |inited.

At | east he had one item he should be able to unload completely on the natives. The Asandus |ine
was nmade on Anrop-ol ous and was a narvel of power and miniaturization. One of the pocket-sized
heaters could maintain a fair-sized roomat sunbathing tenperature even in trannish climte. Since
the natives were adapted to extreme cold, an Asandus ought to last alnmost indefinitely. Just keep
the heat up to zero and |l et grandpaw and the ki ddies, |uxuriate.

Wt hout some such device, and with winds up to 300k pro-ducing a really ridiculous chill factor, a
human caught unpro-tected on the surface of Tran-ky-ky for even a few minutes would be good for
not hi ng but snow scul pture afterward.

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

H's mind was already well into a sales pitch of heroic pro-portions when he turned the corner to
the. personal baggage area and canme upon a tableau that was all very wong.

Fi ve humans were clustered around a |ifeboat port. Said port was open. Very, very wong. Had a
Iifeboat drill begun while he'd | ead a | apse of deafness? He could hear his heart beating. Well
ears fine, but nessage fromeyes still wongo.

Ah yes, it was definitely the eyes. Two of the nen were waving | asers about w th drunken
nonchal ance.

One of the. gun-wielders, a short ferret-faced chap with a bad case of the digests, kept his |aser
nore or |ess focused on an older man attenpting to put up a bold front. That worthy was clad in an
exquisitely cut suit of snappy eneraldine laid over a ruffled shirt of deep azure. To, the left of
this nattily -attired sexagenarian, a nousey-looking little guy was eyeing the gun alnost as if he
was considering tackling its owner.

The ot her gunman was a huge chunk of brown with flat face, rainbow hued teeth, and forni dable

bi ceps. Right now he was. trying to control his |aser and subdue a package of squalling,
scratching fem ninity that was apparently human. Apparently, because it seemed to have eight |egs
and twelve arnms, all pinwheeling at once. The curses that issued from some-where within the
bundl e, though, were undeni ably Terrangl o.

Et han caught a few and bl ushed. Her handl er was cursing al so, a basso profundo-or profano-
counterpoint to the girl. Ethan wondered what she | ooked |Iike. She was moving so nuch he coul dn't
tell

H s attention was, drawn back to weasel -face, who was tal king to- the ol der man.

"I"'mnot going to tell you again, du Kane! You want us to knock you out?" The hand . hol ding the
beaner was shaking slightly. "Get in that boat, now" A nervous glance at one wist. Both gunnen
i gnored their other prisoner.

"Well, now, | don't know ... 1'd like to oblige you, but it's so hard to renenber what the right
thing to do is, anynore. Maybe 1'd better wait ..."

Weasel -face threw up his hands and | ooked to heaven for hel p-not caring that its position in the
uni verse was only relevant to the tenmporary set of the ship.

The big man said "OM ", in no uncertain ternms. He pronptly dunped the girl to the floor. She
rolled over fromthe ungentle [ anding and sat up slowy. Her-curses dimnished in volume but not
originality. Ethan slunped a little. She weighed at |east two hundred pounds and she was not
es-pecially tall.

"Bit me," said the big man unnecessarily. He sucked at the injured nenmber. "Listen now, du Kane.
W're running out of time. It's out of our hands, see? First this shrinp shows up,” he indicated
nmousey, still watching attentively, "and now you've got to be obstinate. Wn't do you any good."

"Well, | don't know ..." du Kane said hesitantly. H s eyes noved to the girl.

"You stay put, father." She |ooked up at the big man and Ethan noticed that that plunp face had
two startlingly green eyes peering out of it. "If you hit ny father, you'll likely kill him...
he's an old man. Gve this idiocy up. 1'll see to it that you' re not shot out of hand, at |east.
And father won't press charges. He's too busy to bother with your variety of scum”

Du Kane! Well, that placed himand the girl . . mghty calculating type, her ... ganbling on her
father's frailty like that. Hellespont du Kane was chairman of the Board of Kurita-Kinoshita Ltd.
Anmong ot her things, they nade the drives for interstellar ships. To say he was wealthy was to say
the planet bel ow tended away fromthe tropic. No doubt here was a man of whomit could be said, he
really was nmade of noney.
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A good sal esman, Ethan rapidly summari zed the situation by categorizing the players. Two
ki dnappers, two ki dnappees, and one trapped i nnocent bystander. He wondered why they didn't shoot
the little fellow

The question was now of nmore than academi ¢ concern be-cause the big man with the sore thunb was
staring right at him It occurred to Ethan as he stared down the nuzzle of the beamer that he'd
spent a little too nuch tinme gaping and far too little in disappearing. He took a step backward.

"Just on ny way to luggage bay three ... sorry to intern-"
"Hold it right there, flotsam" The big nan turned to his partner. "Wat now, Walther?"

"Rama not another one! Is everyone on this ship nocturnal?" !nother glance wistward. "W've got
to get out of here! Take him along, far now. Wiffing expressly said not to | eave any scraps,
Katabit."

Et han didn't like being referred to as a "scrap." It sounded downright threatening. R ght now,
however, he was stuck

"CGet over there, you," ordered Walther, gesturing toward the ether captives with his beaner

"Listen, really, | can't join you. |I've got a very inportant sales conference in half an hour and

Walther nelted a snall hole in the deck between Ethan's feet. Ethan pronptly wal ked fast, stood
next to the little man on du Kane's left. The nan seened to be adjusting a contact |ens.

"I's this really a kidnappi ng?" he. whispered as the two gun-men conferred anong, thensel ves.

"I'mafraid so, friend." His accent was soft, the words precise. 'W are new technically
accessories to a capital crime." He sounded very like a schoolteacher instructing his students.

"I"'mafraid you' ve got things confused," .than corrected. "An accessory i s soneone who aids or
abets the crime. You and | are victins, not accessories."

"It's all a matter of viewpoint, you know. "

"Everyone, get in the boat!" Walther baw ed, not caring anynore if anyone heard.
"Way not just knock 'emall out?" queried Kotabit.

"You heard, fatso ... dangerous. Especially goin' down."

Col ette du Kane was staring at Ethan. Maybe that name fit-ted her as, a child, but now ... well
sonething like "Hi lda" m ght have been nore apropos. Those remarkable eyes chilled him She didn't
smile.

"Way didn't you go for help, whoever you are?"
"I just walked in and | wasn't sure right away what ..."

"You weren't sure? On, never nmind." She sighed and baked resigned. "I suppose | shouldn't have
expect ed ot herwi se. "

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

"Way aren't you beautiful ?" he said idiotically. "Danmsels in distress are always beautiful." Ire
smled, intending it as a joke, but she saw it otherw se. Those eyes came around sharply, then the
whol e body sagged, quivering, bl oated.

"Now you listen," growl ed Kotabit. His voice was steadier, nore self-assured than that of has
conpani on, even though the smaller man seened to be in charge.

"If I were to cut off your daughter's |legs, say, starting at the big toe and working slowy
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upward, | don't think it would inconveni ence our plans. Does that convince you?"
"lgnore him father," said Colette. "He's bluffing."

"Dear nme ... !" The old man, for all his billions, was a pitiful aged sack of indecision. Then
somet hing seened to rise out of his mnd and into his tone. He stood straighter and spat once at
Kotabit. The big man dodged it easily, his watch-ful ness undi m nished. Du Kane seened pl eased with
hinmsel f. He turned and entered the tiny flexible lock leading into the |ifeboat.

Et han thought of taking a swi pe at Walther's gun, but Kot-abit showed no signs of the other's
jerkiness. Wiile his death night conplicate their schene, Ethan entertained no illusions about
what the other would do if he charged either of them Ire followed the snall roan with the
contacts into the boat.

"My name's Wlliams, by the way ... MIliken Wllians," offered the latter conversationally, as he
entered the | ock ahead of Ethan. "I teach school. Upper matriculation.”
"Ethan Fortune. |I'ma salesman.” He gl anced back at the girl. She was foll owed too closely by the

two gunmen. Thoughts of shutting the Iifeboat door in their faces had occurred to him but they
pressed too cl ose.

It was dark in the lifeboat. The only light came fromthe fore instrunment panel, which was al ways
kept on. Neither of the two, gunnen made any effort to turn on the boat lights. Ooviously they
were afraid of triggering a telltale in the con-trol bubble. He considered hitting the switch
regardl ess of consequences, but was bal ked by one fact. He'd never been on a |ifeboat except
during drill and wouldn't know the interior light toggle fromthe self-destruct swtch

So they stunbled around in near-night, strapping themselves into the couches at threateni ng words
fromthe gunnen. There were twenty seats, in addition to the two pilots' couches for-ward. Walther
was al ready in one, doing unseen things to the main console. Kotabit was | azily strapping hinself
into the other. He'd swiveled his couch around to watch the rest of them Ethan didn't feel Iike
testing the other's night vision.

There was no warning siren when the boat door snapped shut. That, at |east, had been cut in
advance to prevent warn-ing the ship's conputer. It seened certain they'd be noticed as soon as

the boat left the ship's hull, but Ethan was no engi neer and couldn't be certain.

Wal ther was nuttering sonething that sounded like, “s. . e 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 | anely.

"Two Ei nsteinian deductions in a row. Father, | don't think we've a thing to worry about. Not with
a genius of this peas-ant's caliber along. Next he'll astound us with the knowl edge that these two
megal ocephal i ¢ proteinoids nean us no good."

"Listen," Ethan began., trying to locate her in. the dark. Ills eyes were grow ng accustomed to
the dimlight. How Walther could manipulate the controls in it he couldn't inmagine. They nust have
rehearsed this a hundred tines.

"I"'mstill not entirely sure what's going on here. Along | cone intending to inspect ny sanples,
m ndi ng ny own busi-ness, and your little famly problemhas to intrude."

"l hypothesize a ransomattenpt,” said the elder du Kane. "As these thersitical traducers are no
doubt aware, | amnot w thout resources."”

"Watch your nouth," blurted the hulking Kotabit, not quite sure what to nake of the manufacturer's
char ge.

"l amsorry you and M. WIllianms had to be drawn into this. Cearly those two did not expect to be
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interrupted at this hour."

"I"'msorry too," said Ethan feelingly. A low vibration passed through the little vessel, then
anot her. Soon there was a continuous, steady thrunm ng 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 woul d concur, young nman, except the thoroughness which our vile conpanions have displ ayed thus
far "

There was a lurch and Ethan found hinself rapidly becoming lighter. They'd detached fromthe ship
and were noving out of its passenger field.

"We've left the ship,"” he began. A famliar tone interrupted him
"Ch god, | am anazed once again!" Colette said with nock piety.

"Wel |, you go ahead and interpret everything for yourself, then!" Ethan replied peevishly.
"Nothing's likely to happen until we're ready for setdown."

al e was wrong, of course.
In fact, several unlikely things happened right away.

Sonet hing hit the boat a giant hamrerblow on its side, set it tunbling crazily. Ethan got a fast
glinpse of the planet running all around the circunference of a port, nmuch too fast. Colette
started scream ng. Forward, \Walther was cursing and groani ng as he worked the controls, yelling
about the tine he no | onger had and the time he' d wasted.

Anot her sickening |unge brought the sunlit Antares into view It was far oared receding rapidly.
“hut not so rapidly that Ethan couldn't nake out the gaping hole in its near side.

He turned back to the interior of the boat. Al of a sudden there seened to be a fifth figure in
t he passenger section. It was not strapped in and |urched about drunkenly back near the storage
section. For a noment Ethan thought his eyes hadn't become properly adapted.

The boat rolled insanely and Walther yelled helplessly. WIllianms shouted "® ny!" And this strange
rearward apparition bellowed in slurred Terranglo, "Ajoke is a joke, but by all the Black Hol es
and Purpling Proninences, enough is enough!"

At that point Ethan's eyes unadjusted to the darkness and everything el se.

Chapter Two

He was indisputably dead, frozen alive. He shivered.

Wait a minute. If he was dead he shoul dn't have been able to shiver. To nmake sure, he shivered
again. Hs body jerked, once, twice. It occurred to himthat there was an external source behind
the jerks. Blinking, he turned his head. The ebony face of MIliken WIllians stared down at him

How are you feeling, nmy dear Fortune?" he inquired so-licitously. Ethan noticed that the
school teacher was wearing a thick coat of some heavy brown material. It had orange patching and
was puffed in snots, but |ooked warm

Ire rolled over and sat up. The effort nmade himdizzy and it took another minute for his eyes to
focus. Immediately he noticed that he was clad in a simlar garnment, that it extended well bel ow
his knees, and that it was at |east two sizes too large for him

WIllians offered hima cup of black coffee. It steaned fero-ciously. Ethan took it in the coat-
gl oves and downed hal f the. boiling liquid in two gulps. At the noment he didn't care if he
vul cani zed hi s esophagus. Sonething at his back seenmed willing to support his weight, so he | eaned
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back, sighed. deeply, and inspected his surroundi ngs.

The du Kanes sat across fromhim They wore the sane brown-orange overcoats, only theirs ht. The
el der du Kane poked thoughtfully at a tin of something in front of him A w sp of steamfl oated
fromit. Selecting fromthe contents, he popped sonething into his nouth, frowned, swallowed, and
resumed his poking. H s daughter sat to one side, |eaning on one armand glaring at nothing in
particul ar.

They were sitting in a small room of sone sort. The floor was covered here and there with a thin
coating of white. Even to his dazed mind it was obviously snow or sone other frozen liquid. He
knew t hey were on the surface. The tenperature told himthat. A questioning glance at Wi ans.

"We're in the rear storage conpartment of the lifeboat. It stayed fairly airtight."

Fairly was right, for air was clearly coning fromaround the edges of the single door. The netal
wal | s were badly dented, especially the rearnpst section |eading to the engines. He finished the
cof fee and crawl ed to the access door. Door and wall |eaned inward at the top. There was a single
smal | wi ndow t hree-quarters of the way up

St andi ng, he peered out the glassite, not caring that he was cutting off nost of the light to the
little conmpartnment. Colette offered a suitably cutting coment of this |ack of con-sideration, but
Et han was too engrossed in the view fromthe little port to pay any attention to her.

He was staring down the center aisle of what had been the shuttle's passenger conpartnent. Huge
gapi ng hol es showed sky where the roof had been. A waterfall of brilliant, blind-ingly clear
sunlight filtered into the hull. He becane aware of the goggles and face shield built into the
hood of the coat he was wearing. Modre 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 netal-shreddi ng gouge.
He was no mechani c, but even a nechanical idiot could see they'd be flying a new ship before
they'd be repair-ing this one. R ght now, his expense account was the worthier vehicle.

A light dusting of snow covered the floor of the cabin and nany of the tunbled seats, especially
on the torn left side. The airbrushed whiteness nuted the rented duralloy and con-vul sed fl oor
Here and there ami dst the snow, shards of fractured glassite threw crippled rai nbows about the
interior. If a single viewort had survived intact, it was out of his line of sight.

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

"Are you all right, M. Fortune?" WIlliams inquired again. H s face showed concern

"Yes ... just a little queasy there for a monent." He blinked. "It's okay now, | think." Pause.
"Al though all of a sudden it seens | can't see too well."

"You were staring out the port too long without protection,” surmsed Wlliams. "I expect it wll
pass qui ckly enough. Don't worry. It has nothing to do with your head injury."”

"That supposed to be encouragi ng news?" He could feel the lunmp at the back of his scull. At |east
it was intact. H's skull, not the lunp. By rights it ought to have as many holes in it as the
boat's hull.

"You shoul d use those.
prevent snow bl indness,'

The teacher pointed at the goggles resting high on Ethan's forehead. "To
he added unnecessarily.

"Thought of everything, didn't they?" Ethan grunted. He shivered again. "Any idea what the
tenperature is?"

"I'd guess about twenty bel ow zero, centigrade," WIllians replied, as though it were the nost
natural thing in the world. "And | believe it's dropping a bit. But you can tell for yourself.
There's a thernonmeter built into your left cuff.” He grinned slightly.

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...20Dean%20-%20Icerigger%201%20-%20Icerigger.txt (11 of 179) [1/16/03 7:07:11 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%620-%20I ceri gger%201%20-%20I cerigger.txt

Sure enough, a tiny circular thernoneter was sewn into the fabric, just behind the end of the
glove. At first he thought the teacher nust be m staken. The red |ine seened al nost all the way
around the dial. Then he noticed that the highest reading on the nmeter was the freezing point of
water. Fromthere it went down, not up. This was inpressive for what it inplied, not what it read.

Sonet hi ng very funny occurred to him He laughed. In fact, he roared. It did not seem anusing, nor
particularly natural, to the others. They watched hima nite apprehen-sively, especially du Kane
Col ette | ooked as though she'd been expecting sonmething of the sort all along. He forced hinself
to stop when he found that the tears were freezing on his cheeks.

Then he noticed the way everyone was | ooking at him

"No, | haven't gone crazy. It just struck me that anong ny trade goods on board the Antares | have
an even four dozen Asandus portable del uxe nodel catalytic heaters. For trading to the poor
backward natives, you know. |'d trade ny grand-nother for one of 'emright now "'

"If wishes were fishes we'd never want for food," said WIlians phil osophically. "Russel
twentieth-century Eng-lish phil osopher.™

Et han nodded, drew a snow spiral on the floor with one finger ... real leather in those gloves, he
noti ced. A thought occurred to himas he surveyed the little group. H s mind was running a few
paces behind his eyes, still.

"Speaki ng of the Antares, there was sonmething very wong with it when we blasted free. Yes, a
hol e, back of the passen-ger blister! | sawit as we tunbled."”

°"Very wong and nuch too blasted," echoed a nervous, vaguely famliar voice froma dark back
corner. A small, nmorose figure edged out into the dimlight. Its right armwas crooked up in a
makeshi ft sling and there was an ugly scar healing slowy on one cheek.

You sure got a way with words, chum" it finished

"Hey, | renmenber you, all right," said Ethan with certainty. "Your nane 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 conmpartnments "peaking of the big guy ..."

"The bigger guy ... Septenber ... did himin," in-formed Colette du Kane. "Consol e |ighting went
out, but I"'msure it was him It sure wasn't y-" She checked herself. "I wonder where he cane
fronf"

Et han t hought back, recalled the ghostly, cursing apparition that had risen in the cabin behind
himjust before he | ost con-sciousness.

"I think I know who you mean. Seared ne half out of the wits | had left ... his popping up in the
.mddle of everything Iike that."

"I't certainly was interesting," began du Kane. "I remenber a tinme when-"

"Be quiet and eat your food, father," said Colette. Ethan | ooked nore closely at the girl, who
| ooked |i ke a pink Buddha in her survival suit. Who was chairman of what, here?

She returned her gaze to Ethan. It was a frank, open, unconprom sing stare. Sizing himup. No no
that was supposed to be his prerogative. He turned away and she nust have sensed his
nervousness.

"You got the hardest knock of us all, | think, M. Fortune,” she said consolingly. Ethan knew she
was deliberately trying to nake himfeel better. But the knot at the back of his head con-ceded
the truth of her coment.

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

"No, as a matter of fact, | think he broke his neck. Neat job."
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"Ch," said Ethan. "Look, | want to apol ogize for calling you f ... |I mean, for what | said back
there."
"Skip it," she nuttered softly. "lI'mused to it." And that, he reflected, was the first obvious

untruth she'd uttered.

Du Kane seened to sense the awkwardness. He cleared it away nicely. "You' re wearing the dead.
chap's coat, | believe."

"Doesn't fit very well, does it?" Ethan nmurnured absently. He held up his arnms. |If he wasn't
careful he could lose the gloves. But his funny |ooks didn't bother hire. It was warm Though not
as warmas Col ette du Kane probably was. He gl anced around.

"Where is this guy ... uh ..

" Sept enber. Skua Septenber," supplied WIIians.

"Yeah, him™"

Colette gestured loosely in the direction of the door. "After we discovered that this conpartnent
was still fairly intact ... he carried you in, by the way ... it seened the nat-ural place to take
refuge. Conserve body heat, get out of this wind. The enmergency boat rations are in this tw sted

| ocker behind me. I"'mglad to say they survived, by and large. He had a bite to eat and

di sappeared outside. That was sone tine ago. Ire hasn't conme back."

"Quiet sort," put in du Kane. Food dripped fromhis nouth and he suddenly nopped at it
enmbarrassedl y.

"l expect he'll be all right,” put in Wlliams. "He took one of the two beaners with him 1|," he
continued, holding up the little weapon, "have the other. He suggested | use it to discourage any
antisocial actions left in our nenesis, here." He indicated the sullen Walther

The latter eyed the gun, a bit wistfully, Ethan thought. "Huh! Fat |ot of good it'd do ne, too!"
He shivered. Apparently he was even col der than Ethan. Several bunched-up shirts, plus an
energency thermal poncho fromthe |ifeboat's stores gave hima squat |ook, like a fat frog. But

t he poncho hadn't been designed with tenperatures like this in mnd and the little hood was havi ng
a hard time of it. Well, that was just too bad.

Et han considered the clothes worn by du Kane and his daughter. They fitted al nbst perfectly, as if
they'd been made to order in a thranx tailor-shop. Wich they m ght have been. Cearly the

ki dnappers woul dn't want their charges to freeze to death. WIllians, then, was probably wearing
Walther's fur. He'd already noted the grisly origin of his own.

Vell, if someone was destined to freeze to death, he bad no conpunctions about nom nating the ugly
little man with the busted wi ng. Wien 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 WIIlians was using Walther's, and
the du Kanes had their own-then that nmeant the odd M. Septenber was prow i ng around outside
somewhere without a coat. Unless the kid-nappers had carried extras, and that didn't seemlikely.
Well, that was Septenber's problem Just now there were other itenms uppernost in his mnind.

"Any idea," he asked WIllianms, "where we are?" It was Walther who replied, however.

"We were supposed to land,” he began bitterly, "about 200 kil oneters southeast of Brass Mnkey.
The rendezvous was all arranged. Thanks to several danm del ays though, and sone bad fusing, we got
caught in the explosion we set in the Antares. Chewed hell out of our navigational capacity. |
can't be sure, the way all those instruments were whining, with a busted 'puter, but 1'll bet
we're hal fway around the planet. And if you want to buy ny chances of getting out of this, you can
have 'emfor a 'Sine."

"Set expl osion?" prodded Ethan. But Wl ther had obviously said all he intended to for now. He
| apsed into glumsilence and slid further back into his corner
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"Probably a fair-sized bonb, set to go off after we'd left the Antares," commented Colette
professionally. "Since no alarns went off when we entered the lifeboat or sealed fromthe ship, |
assune they took care of that earlier. Cbviously the bonb was a cover maneuver, designed to

convi nce rescuers that anyone in that section of the ship had been vaporized- especially father
and nysel f."

"I see," nodded Ethan. "That way everyone woul d assune you two were dead ... until these two were
safely away and ready to put their denmands. And no pursuit. Very clever. O course, anyone wal ki ng
that section of the ship when the bonb happened to go off would just be plain oat of |uck." He

gl ared at Walther, who ignored him

"That's about it," continued Colette. "But with all the hemmning and hawi ng, they ;blew their
timetabl e and didn't quite get away in time. Wuldn't have gotten away at all if Father hadn't
" She shrugged.

"You ought to thank himfor saving your life," Ethan said reprovingly.

Sl ue gave himanother withering stare. "What life? Cot any idea what it's like to be rich, M.
Fortune? It's great. But to be rich and | aughed at ..."

"Why don't you re-?" He bit his tongue. But she noticed.

"Reduce? Can't:. dandular- irreversible, the docs say." She turned away irritably. "COh, go freeze
yoursel fI"

"Listen," nut in Walther, sticking his head out into the Iight. "Regardl ess of what you think, we
pl anned it so nobody woul d get caught in that bl owp. That's the only reason | didn't shoot you,
and you, the minute you stuck your faces into that |ifeboat 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" mnot thrilled about dying in your conpany, chum" said Ethan with as nmuch toughness as he
could muster, which wasn't nuch. "And | sure don't plan to. Anybody think of checking the boat
tridee?" Ire didn't leave to ask if it was in working order

Col ette du Kane was shaking her head slowy. "Just scrap. That's what Septenber told us, anyhow. |
woul dn't know about such things nyself, but I"'minclined to believe him"

"It certainly seems that we have nothing capabl e of even rudi mentary comruni cation," agreed
WIllians heavily. "Let alone sonething that can transnit a continental distance.”

Briefly, then, they were stuck.

Less briefly, they were stranded on a barely known world, thousands of kilonmeters fromits only
humanx settlenent, in weather that would nake a corpulent walrus dive for his winter woolies. And
the only people they could informoff their predicanment were each other

Wrse, unless by a very long, |ong chance soneone had seen the boat tunbling toward the surface,
no one woul d cone | ooking for them no one would believe they were alive. Including Walther's
partners, who'd be expecting hima few kil oneters fromthe town.

Et han didn't mind frozen food-but he wasn't ready to becone sone!

Thinking it over, he had to confess that his prospects for the i mediate future were anything but
heartwarnm ng. O any-thing warnm ng. On the other hand, he never made a sale by sitting on his duff
and waiting for the custoner to come to him At |east noving around woul d keep his blood from
getting any funny ideas about going on strike.

He scranbled to his feet. The hood fit |oosely over his head but the goggles and shield were
adj ust abl e and nugged down tight.
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"Where do you think you' re going?" asked Colette.

"Qutside, to have a | ook at the nei ghborhood. And to see if there's a store around that sells
el ectric beds."

He snapped the top snap on the coat, tried to tighten the floppy hood and failed. Flip went the
goggl es. Things i me-diately grew darker. He had to funble twi ce before he got a hand on the door
| atch. Turn and push-so.

It didn't budge-so.

He shoved again. "Stuck."

Oh deity!" she began, "save us from such awesone, over-whelmng, analytic ... !I'"

That was anot her good reason for getting outside. The door received a good swift kick and a coupl e
of choice curses.

Ei ther the kick knocked it free, or naybe the curses had a warnming effect on the frozen joints. In
any case, it popped open a few centinmeters. Fromthere it noved, reluctantly, on its bearings.

He shut the door carefully behind himand turned. Making sure of his footing-the snow coul d 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 wal ki ng on glass. The wi nd nbpaned and how ed t hrough
the torn metal. H's breath forned a tiny cumulus cloud, a small shadow of |ife that stayed just
ahead of ham

He could feel his lungs expanding and contracting. They seenmed pitifully tiny in the frozen air
Each breath was pain-ful, full of bee-stings and wi re-wool.

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

Then he did what m ght have been considered by sone a foolish thing. But he was a purveyor of

cul tured 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 |ooked |ike regular, old-fashioned,
smack-in-the-face type snow. It caught the [ight Iike snow

He brought it to his nmouth, felt a sudden nonentary chill greater than the air. It dissolved in
the oral furnace, went down, stayed down. Plain old usual terran-type H20 snow. He knew fromthe
tapes that Tran-ky-ky's atnosphere was practically Terra-nornmal. What he did not consider was the
possibility that the snow mi ght contain acquired traces of toxic el enents.

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

By way of experinent, he raised his goggles just a smdgin. It was a short experinent. He had to
blink away a couple of freezing tears before sliding the dark glass back into place. The glare was
fierce and unyielding. Wth the goggles, every-thing showed as clearly as before, but he could

| ook at the snow w thout having his optic pathways turned to nush.

He reflected that a man caught here wi thout goggles could go blind without even being aware the
process was going on. It was far nore 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
m nute he didn't nove, just stood, caught his breath. Watch it, stupid! This was no place to tw st
an ankl e.

He reached the end of the aisle. A fast glance back to the total destruction in the passenger
conmpartnent, and then he turned to look into the pilot's cubby. The door had been bent inward |ike
the Iip of a can. The shuttle's nose was buried. The lensless ports were filled with a mixture of

| oose earth and snow. It poured into the snall forecabin oozing over the panel and

i nstrument ati on.

What he coul d see of the mangl ed console and the precision switches nmade hire wonder that the
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little kidnapper had been able to bring them down safely at all. As for the boat tridee, it was so
battered he barely recogni zed it

Turning to | eave the cabin, he stunbled again. Once nore he was lucky and didn't hurt hinmself. But
be was beginning to get mad. He turned with the intention of visiting a few suitable gripes on the
twi sted hunk of metal that had so cleverly insinuated itself between his |l egs. The gripe got as
far as his lips, fizzled there when he saw the obstacle wasn't netal

It was tw sted, however.

The body was nude, lightly dusted with snow, and had be-gun to turn a color that did not inply a
state of advanced good health. The back was facing him He'd apparently stunbl ed over the head.

Kneel ing, he put a hand on the back of the notionless skull. It noved 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 themgently if they were open, just like the fictional heroes. However, he
opted for backing away carefully, w thout even checking.

Brushi ng the snow fromhis knees, he averted his eyes fromthe half-frozen corpse. Instead he
tried to i magi ne how this Septenber fellow could go ranmbling about outside the protection of the
boat wi thout one of the special coats. Then it occurred to himthat he'd have a doubl e set of

cl ot hi ng.

Not hi ng in the cabin | ooked operabl e, useful. However, if one took the extent of his engineering
knowl edge into ac-count, this observation nmeant nothing. He lift w thout touch-ing anything.
Slipping and sliding, he made his way to the gaping tear which dom nated the left side of the
boat. Torn insulation puffed out fromthe double walls. Bracing hinmself against it, he cautiously
| ooked out.

The snow dusted ground lay only a hal f-neter down. To the right he could see where the boat had
burrowed its crunpled snout in what seened to be a hill of good, solid earth. It didn't |ook |ike
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.

Fromthe hill, what | ooked |ike stunted evergreens stuck their bristly crowns sunward. They hardly
bent at all in the stiff gale. By now he was so nunb he hardly felt the wind anynore. Needl es
shifted their position relative to the sun. A few flakes of snow scudded | azily from one pebble to
alittle hollow The trunks of the trees were thick and | ooked solid as durall oy.

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

It 1 ooked 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. Hunman eyes expected sonething slightly blurred or
wavering on nost inhabited planets. Not here. You could grab that lint and pluck it.

Overhead, the sky was a deep cerul ean blue, pure as old pewer dishes. The even oil color was
unsul I i ed, the donme of heaven snooth as a baby's bottom It was utterly devoid of clouds, which
was just as well. Acloud in that pit of ice-blue

woul d i mredi ately surrender its aspect of |ightness and take
on the character of solid white rock. A real cloud floating overhead woul d be upsetting,

Wth the exception of their tray blot of dirt, there was nothing else in any direction but hat,
sparkling, virgin ice, lightly dusted now with snow. Another bit of taped know edge drifted upward
to the surface. Mstly shallow seas, frozen solid. They were adrift on an ocean of ice.

The gl are of the unchall enged sun on that unwavering sea woul d have been intol erable w thout the
goggl es.

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...20Dean%20-%20Icerigger%201%20-%20Icerigger.txt (16 of 179) [1/16/03 7:07:11 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%620-%20I ceri gger%201%20-%20I cerigger.txt

He junped down to the ground. MIdly worried that the snow nmi ght make things awkward, be was
relieved to discover it was barely a centineter deep. Inside the boat it had piled a little,
formng tiny drifts.

He wal ked a few paces away fromthe ship. Looking back toward the tail he could nake 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 setdown. The | anding struts had probably been torn
away or worn down to stubs. Then the boat itself slid who knew how nany neters on its belly, unti
it had chanced to run up against this swept-together dustpile of dirt and rock

A few steps brought himdown to where the ground van-ished. Brushing away the snow, he found that
he could see for a few centimeters into the ice. There the ground sl oped 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, how ever small, between each bl ade
and its neighbor.

None of this told himhow big the island-for such it had to be-was. The inside of his nmouth was a
frozen crust. Run-ning his tongue along it was |ike caressing cardboard. Wth thoughts of circling
the island, he took a step out onto the ice.

Anot her facet of Tran-ky-ky pronptly introduced itself. Any man trying to wal k normally wi thout
speci al equi pnrent woul d soon find hinself in closer contact with the surface.

Fortunately, he didn't slide very far on the freezing ice. But he had to craw back on his hands
and knees. By the tinme he'd regained solid ground his pal ns and knees were thor-oughly nunmbed.

The boat's energency supplies were designed mainly with nedian range humanx-type worlds in mnd.
Therefore, if anything they tended to |l ean nore toward the upper register of the thernometer in
supply executi on.

He didn't believe ice skates had been included in the in-ventory.

As if to insure that he shouldn't get any nore confortable than was necessary, the wi nd picked up
and was now pro-ceeding to cool things down a bit. The planet was clearly deternmned to freeze him
solid and then bl ow away the rem nant.

Toni ght, when it first grew cold-the very concept of cold was taking on new neaning in Ethan's
m nd-any real gust would add a chill factor that would make things very danger-ous. They'd have to
take care to prevent being thoroughly cubed-and not in the mathematical sense, either

Wthout the relative shelter of the boat, of course, they'd probably freeze to death even with the
speci al coats.

Hi s vision was inproving or the cold was starting to work its way into his brain. The horizon
remai ned sharp as a paper cut on a fingertip. But now he thought he could nmake out what mnight be
| arger |land masses far off in the distance. He couldn't be certain.

For a nonent he thought they might be inperfections in the material of the goggles. But when he
moved his head, the distant objects stayed in the sane pl aces.

He turned to his right and froze. Figuratively, this tine. Sonething el se was visible off in the
di stance, coning around the side of the island. Wen he noved his head this tinme, though, the
figure not only didn't stay in the sane place, it got |arger

As it canme closer, it resolved into a fairly human figure. But there were discrepancies. The feet
were bl oated, 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 neeting it in a stance nore suitable for
absenting onesel f rapidly.

It was human, all right, although the figure was huge. The double set of clothing it wore nade it
seem even | arger. That made Et han think again of the coat he was wearing, designed for a nuch
bi gger man. That size man. He felt a little bit guilty.
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At | east Septenber had snow goggles with him The gog-gles gave hima faintly anphi bi ous
appear ance. Ethan won-dered if he | ooked as silly. Probably nore so. If the nan minded the intense
chill he didn't showit.

As he cane closer the bl oated feet explained thensel ves. Apparently Septenber had ripped up one or
two of the ac-celeration couches. The |uron uphol stery had been shaped into a pair of fat pads and
strapped to his big dogs. It seened 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 nore than just cushion his feet: it also put sone crucial distance
bet ween t hem and t he heat - sucki ng i ce.

The i mprovi sed snow shoes | ooked awkward, but as a nmethod of tenporary transportation it far
exceeded sliding on one's fundanent.

Et han took a closer | ook at the personage who'd saved or condemmed them Not exactly a giant, but
dammed | arge, bigger even than the recently deceased Kotabit. A good two neters up, broad in
proportion.

He tried to take the other's neasure, failed and was upset w thout imediately knowi ng 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 |ord about him

with a |l ot of Terran-Arabic. Bedouin stock, maybe.

Sept enber stopped, his breath comng in short heaves. A miniature fog-bank, swirled about that
scimtar proboscis. He extended a hand and grinned down at Ethan. The hand was sandwi ched in
bet ween | ayers 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 nmuch watch-nmeking for a
while."

"That's for sure." Ethan grinned back and shook the hand. O rather, allowed hinself to be shaken
by it. "You nust be Skua Septenber."

"Better be," the other replied, "or else soneone badly fooled Ms. Septenber. Although she
preferred a climte nore on the toasty side."

He stared over Ethan's head into the distance. Slapping both hands together a couple of tines, he
blew intently between the |l ayers of foam H s eyes never |left the horizon while he spoke.

"How are you getting on, young Teller? That was quite a swack you took. Couple of mnutes there, I
was afraid you weren't going to cone out of it. Be hard enough to rouse yourself here without
piling a coma into the bargain.”

"Perchance to drean? No, a prolonged sleep certainly wouldn't be a good idea, here," Ethan agreed.
"You' d never know quite when you finally froze. And | don't want to nmiss that when it happens.”

Sept enber nodded. "Qught to he interesting at that. Wn-der how a body'd freeze here. Fromthe top
down or the inside out?" He crossed arms and sl apped opposite shoul ders. "Wat do you know about
this refrigerated habitat? | only took the standard general tourist mestape- |anguage, highlights,
so forth. So did the little fellowWIlians. | think he'll be okay. Quiet. Not taciturn, just
likes to keep to hinself. And that un-speakable fernmentation, Walther, can surely nmanage the | oca
patois. Although |I'd sooner renove his tongue before |I'd | et himdo any translating. You?"

"Wll |I'"ma sal esman, and-"

Septenber didn't let hire continue. "And so you've stuffed yourself as full of verbs and
prepositional phrases and epiglot-tal stops as a grilled pepper! Excellent, young feller."

Et han shrugged. "It's no nore than anyone else in ny position would have done. | also had a few
general planetary tapes on native conditions-cultural stuff, flora and fauna, the |ike. Just
busi ness. "
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"Or survival." He gave Ethan a friendly pat on the back that made hi m cough even with thick
padding to insulate the blow "Fine foresight, |ad. Exenplary! As of now, you're in charge."

"Hub?" Sonmehow Et han got the feeling he'd m ssed an inportant paragraph or two in anongst the
prai se. "In charge of what?"

"Way, in charge of seeing our little party return safely to civilization, of course. Expedition's
got to have a leader. | hereby appoint nyself your faithful deputy. When can we expect to cone in
sight of the nearest bar, commander?"” Under the brows, there was a twi nkle.

"Now wait a minute," put in Ethan hastily, "I think you' ve formed sone wong ideas about ne. |'m
not the | eader type. Anyway, what about you? You seem plenty conpetent. The way you handl ed that
chap Kotabit-"

"Yes, well, that's a nice ability to have .certain tines," Septenber agreed, studying his clunsy
mttens, "but rather limted. Besides, he's dead. That particular problemw |l not require further
attention. Now, | have this tendency to get inpatient with people and break heads when patting

them woul d be nore practical. Darned if | can figure out why, but they seemto feel threatened by
me when |'ve but the kindest of intentions in mnd.

"What is needed is a cool, reasonabl e hand experienced at working with people and changi ng quickly
inunfamliar situ-ations without making folks feel threatened. Doesn't it take all that to
change in md-pitch fromone sales talk to another? Presence of mind and quick thought, lad."

"Sure, but-"
"Persuasi ve wi thout being overbearing. .A diplonmat."
Et han finally succeeded in stalling the unendi ng enuner-ation of his virtues.

"Look, I'mnot sure selling Poupee-de-Qui Scent No. 7 exactly qualifies me as a conbination of
Metternich and Amundsen.”

"But it's hel ped you convince people that white is black and good for '"em Here all you, have do
to is convince emwhite is white. Duck soup.”

"Al right, all right. | accept."
"Thought you woul d."

"Only because you think it's necessary. And only temporarily, mind." He started funbling with the
catches on his jacket. "Now as | eader of this expedition, nmy first order, effective now, is that
you put this suit on. It's obviously built for someone constructed nore along your lines. If
there's anything | despise, it's waste, and "'mswinmrming an it."

"Sorry, lad." September put out a hand and halted the unsnapping. "You' re in charge, agreed. But
this is still a free society, not a dictatorship. That neans any decision ought to be ratified by
a majority vote. Since you and | are the only ones present, it's up to us. Wll?"

"I vote for you to put this coat on."
"And | vote for you to keep it. How rmuch do you wei gh?"

"Hub?" That was Ethan's second use of that brilliant ex-pletive in a fewmnutes. Ali, the dazzle
of a rapier-sharp wit! He nurnured a reply.

"I thought about that ruch," said Septenmber. "You | ose."

"Look, you'll make better use of it," Ethan argued. "You're nore the explorer type than | am |
can nanage wthout it."

"No, you cannot nmanage without it," Septenber said sharply, not grinning. "And if this wind gets
much worse," he continued, turning into the rising breeze, "we're all going to wish for a
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dammsi ght nore in the way of clothes."

"Besides, if | amnore the “explorer type,' as you claim | should be able to stand the cold
better than you.

"You're contradicting yourself," Ethan pointed out.

"Don't be obtuse when |'mbeing illogical. Anyhow, that Kotabit fella was wearing special thermal
underwear. It's a mte snug in a few wong places, but it keeps nme fairly confortable with this
doubl e | ayer of top gear. That Walther has it on also, no doubt. He's not as cold as he nmakes out
to be.

"Maybe it's not as cozy as those special jackets, but | won't freeze, feller-me-lad. A glass of
good brandy, now, but " He licked chapped lips wistfully. "You worry about yourself and not
ol d Skua."

"dust bow old are you, anyway?" asked Ethan curiously, eyeing the |Iong ropes of nuscle that bul ged
the fabric. He hoped the other woul dn't be of f ended.

He wasn't. If the broad snile that creased his face was any indication, he was nore tickled than
anyt hi ng el se.

"I''molder than that pudgy pullet du Kane has for a daughter, and a bit younger than the noon. But
about gar-nents, again. Al your survival suits are a dark brown. My own outer clothing is white
You stand out against this |and-scape like an old raisin in | enpon cake frosting. Me, 1'd just as
soon be a little chillier and a nite | ess conspicuous. O d habit.

"Those tapes give you any way to judge how cold it's likely to get tonight?"
Et han squinted up to where the sun hung like a failed flare in one corner of the sky.

"I'f we cane down anywhere on a line with the settlenent, neaning on the equatorial belt, it wll
probably only drop to mnus 30 or 40 tonight. You can add to that a steady wind of anything from
80 to 100 kph. W seemto have cone down in a positive calm™

"Absol utely sybaritic, hmm?" Septenber nurnured. "Re-nmind ne to stay out of drafts."” He kicked at
the scruffy thin snow "Wnder if the du Kanes know anyt hi ng?"

"I dunno," replied Ethan. "They're a funny pair. The old nman seens pretty shaky for soneone

hol ding the reins of empire. And the girl " Ethan's expression winkled in confusion when he
t hought about Colette. "She seens com petent enough ... naybe even nore than that. Put she's so
full of bitterness and bile ..."

"About her | ooks?" pronpted Septenber. Ethan nodded. "Too bad ... all that credit and built like a
mar shmal | ow. Sinful, positively sinful

"But she won't be a burden on us, | don't think, and on this world I wouldn't mind a few extra
kilos of insulation nmyself." His thought changed abruptly. "M ght be an idea to nobunt a watch
tonight." He put both hands on either side of the hole and heaved hinself up into the boat.
Turni ng, he knelt and gave Ethan a hand up

Et han noticed a flash of dark brown forward as he was haul ed aboard. He gestured toward the
pilot's conpartnent.

"What exactly happened? As we were coning down, | rmean.

"Umm? GCh, that." Septenber gave a shrug. "It was bloody peculiar. See, |'d been drinking a tinge
not that | was drunk you understand!"

"Perish the thought," said Ethan placatingly.

"Yeah, well, 1'd been sipping a little. And while it's difficult to believe, it's not entirely
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i nconcei vabl e that | m ght have gone just a teensy bit over ny limt. Anyway, an assortnent of

m sbegotten crewnen of indeternminate ancestry got it into their lighter-than-air skulls that | was
acting in a manner not conducive to the general well-being of your usual nilksop passenger. So

t hey junped ne.

"Next thing I know, I'mthrown out of a sound sleep into near total darkness and zero-gee while a
bunch of dwarf mners are using my skull for sinking an exploratory mne shaft. And to top it, I'm
all tied up.

"Well, there were several possibilities. One, | was having the DT's, which | haven't run across in
a long age, lad. Or maybe | was paddling through the great-grandfather of all halluci-natory
hangovers. Wen it finally dawned on ne that ny misery had purely human causes, | was pretty
upset."

"I see," said Ethan. "The crew tied you up and dunped you into the lifeboat to sleep it off."

"Sure!" agreed Septenber. "If they'd taken ne to the brig, or whatever they use for a brig on
those big luxury ships, they'd have had to get formal about things. Swear out affi-davits, make
out forns in triplicate. Mich easier to chuck ne into an enpty I|ifeboat.

"At first | thought all the tunbling and jolting was a gag. But knocking about in freefall back in
those seats hurt, dammit! Wasn't a bit funny, no. Then it occurred to nme that the boat had
separated fromthe ship and was diving on an un-schedul ed jaunt dirtward. | don't |ike kidnapping
on principle. It's worse when |'mthe ki dnapee.

"Pretty soon the boat is skipping through atnosphere like a rock on water. And none too gently, as
you know. | wasn't sure what was going on, but | hadn't been consulted. So | broke | oose and went
forward to find out. Mdst of you had been slung around pretty bad. | don't renmenber who was

consci ous and who wasn't, but no one offered any advice.

"That fella in there," he jerked a thunmb in the direction of the pilot's cubby, "was awful
surprised to see me. First thing, he goes to pull a beanmer on ne. Now right away | know |'m not
going to be able to reason with this bloke. So we had a bit of a tussle. Meanwhile that punk
Wal ther can't nmake up his mnd whether to stick by his controls for the landing or pull his own
beaner and hel p his partner

"He ended up trying to do both and did neither very well. He did get his beaner out and he did get
us down. The ship got broke and so did his arm As for the other chap, | didn't intend to kil
him It just happened. He was sure trying to kill ; ne, though."

He dug into a pocket, showed Ethan the other beamer. "Want it?"
"No thanks. |I'd probably shoot nyself in the foot. You keep it."

"Ckay." Septenber shoved it back into a fold of clothing. "If it really gets rough tonight we can
heat one of the walls. |I'd rather not do that, however. | don't know how nuch of a charge is left
in these things and we've no way of re-primng them"

Et han had handl ed beanmers before, despite his refusal of this one. Business occasionally nade it
necessary. There were ~ planets where the natives would decide in a stroke of prim-tive
brilliance that the best bargain was to do away with the trader and confiscate his goods, thus
apparently proving the ol d adage about getting sonething for nothing.

This time, however, the gun would prove nore useful for warnm ng his own backside instead of sone
i gnorant savage's. Better that Septenber kept charge of it.

The latter broke into his reverie. "How about food?"
"You nean local? | don't know. Don't you think there's enough in the ship?"

"A shuttle of this size is built to hold about twenty peo-ple," infornmed Septenber. "There are
only six of us. But it's presunmed by the powers that be in their infinite wis-domthat such ships
as these will only be used to get from an uninhabitable ship to an inhabitable planet. Wereas we
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seemto have gone vice versa, what? So | wouldn't count on finding nore than a couple of weeks
concentrated survival rations back in there, with plenty of vitamn pills.

"That ought to give us enough food for about four terran -length nonths. Longer, if we husband the
stuff. That's assuming," he added, "that everything came through the | anding in edible condition.
At | east we don't have to worry much about spoilage. Not in this climte."

There was a question Ethan had put of f asking | ong enough

"What do you think of our chances?”

Sept enber | ooked thoughtful. "Two weeks plus concen-trated food for twenty people will mass a fair
anount. We've got to find a way to transport it. And also a better way to get around on this
frozen cue-ball than this:" He indicated the makeshift ice-shoes. "' That woul d be a begi nning.

"Then we'd have to find a way to keep warmduring really cold nights, and to block off dais
damabl e wi nd. W have to figure a nethod of deternining where we are now, where Brass
Monkey is, and how to draw a straight |ine between the two we can stay gl ued to.

"Assumi ng we can do all that, we might make it in four nonths. But | wouldn't lay a tenth-credit
onit. Could take a year, toe. That's why |I'm curious about |ocal foods."

"Well," Ethan tried to renenber details fromthe tapes that were not pertinent to sal esnanship,
"there's that."

He hopped onto the ice and wal ked over to the island. There he stooped, plucked a few bl ades of
the "grass" fromthe frozen surface. He heel to pull hard, several tines. Even then it cane up
with the greatest reluctance

The thick stem or leaf, or whatever it was, grew no longer than ten centineters. The further out
onto the, ice it grew, the shorter the stens. It. wasn't a sharp-edged bl ade, |ike terran grass,
but thick, fat, and substantial. Rather a bit like a pointy triangul ar sausage. Even the coloring
was different.

There was a large proportion of red mxed into the green. Gt her stalks varied in color froma
bright enerald to a deep nest. In formit probably canme closest to resenbling terran iceplant,
anot her incongruity. It was taller, straighter, and did not farmclunps nearly as thick as the
fam |iar Mesem bryant hemum crystallinum

"I'f I remenber the tape correctly, dais stuff grows wild all over the planet," Ethan said. "It's
call ed pike-pine and is edible, although nutritional value is still uncertain. But it's high in
m neral content and bul ks a fair amount of raw protein. It's not a true grass, but |lies sonewhere
m dway between them and the nmushroons. Even grows on bare ice. Very complex root system

"Needl ess to say, it's not a flowering plant."

"I can believe that," asserted Septenber. "No self-respect-ing bee woul d be caught dead on this
worl d." He took one of the thick sprigs awkwardly in one nmittened hand, stared at it with
i nterest.

"High in protein you say? That's good. We're going to need all the rough fuel we can manage if and
when we run out of supplies." He bit off the stal k hal fway down, chewed reflectively.

"Not as bad as sone,
dandel i ons. "

he said after a nonment. "Long way from spinach sal ad, but better than

"Dandel i ons?"

"Never mind, feller-ne-lad. We're not likely to run across any." He swal | owed, popped the
remai ning half in his mouth and finished that al so.

"Tough skinned, and it's got a consistency like old shoe. But the taste is kind of interesting.
Sweet i sh, but bland. Parsley and not celery. If we had the fixings, a good dressing m ght nmake
this stuff alnost civilized. | don't suppose we've got any vinegar?"
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"No, unless you count du Kane's daughter." Ethan snorted. "I think some of those other plants on
the island are sup-posed to be edible too, but | don't recall for sure. It's hard to trust

mest aped information on only a single sitting. | was nore concerned with the [ ocal nonetary system
and rules of barter, |I'mafraid. Put pika-pima, | renmenber that."

"How about animals? I'd be willing to try a steak

"I can't seemto remenber the section on fauna at all." Ethan's forehead winkl ed as he poked at
his menory. "There are aninmals, though. And fish, of a sort. | do remenber that the fish are
edi bl e. Supposed to be extrenely tasty, too. They've evol ved a | ow oxygen netabolismthat enables
themto survive beneath the surface."

"Fish, humm® |'d even prefer that to a steak.”

"There is the problem" Ethan reminded him "of getting at themthrough eight or nine meters of
ice, at the mninum?"

"Ch," said Septenber, the great beak dipping a little. He | ooked crestfallen. "I'd forgotten that
little detail."

"That do you suggest we do now?" asked Ethan. It was all very well and good to be able to dish out
interesting facts about the planet, quite another to propose i medi ate ap-plication

"First thing, we've got to start preparing for the night as best we can. I'mnot afraid of getting
to sleep here. Put | want to do it with sone assurance |'mgoing to wake up. If we can get through
the night without too nuch troubl e, maybe tonmorrow we can see about rigging up sone sort of sled
and i nprovi si ng navi gati onal gear

"Qur friendly kidnappers might have had |ocal charts, though | doubt it. Depends where we cane
down. | got a look at the beacon | ock just before we hit and we were so far off it barely
registered. No, the settlenent's definitely not around the corner. But charts are a possibility.
Remenber to ask cur surviving poorslip about 'em

"Think he'll cooperate?”

"Why not, young Teller-ne-lad? De's a candidate for the big deep-freeze, too. Meanwhile, dig into
that mestaped know edge of yours and see if you can position Arsudun with respect to any major
| andmar ks or outstandi ng surface features. -

"Me, I'mgoing to think about keeping warmtonight. 1'd rather not build a fire inside our
conpartnent. Close quarters. But | don't see a way around it. | suppose we should be thank-ful we
ran up agai nst a wood supply, of sorts. If we'd cone to rest in the mddle of this,"” he indicated
the endl ess ice- ocean, "we'd really be in trouble."”

It occurred to Ethan that nothing on the shuttle was burn-able. Naturally not. Nor was the
packagi ng for the self-heating neals, nor the padding in the accel eration coaches. Patrick

O Morion hinself couldn't have made a fire with the mate-rials available an the shuttle. You m ght
start a fire with the heater fromsone of the energency rations, but you still had to have

sonet hing to burn.

A man woul d be better off back on old Terra, in the days when transportati on was nade of organic
wood and burned organic residue for fuel, too.

Sept enber gestured at the island. "W can cut trees with the beamer. | hope they're not too foi
of sap or we'll never get 'emto burn. Wonder what they use to keep it from freezing?"

The nmention of freezing made Ethan take another | ook at the sun. He was alarnmed to see how far it
had dropped. Wth it went a good deal of the day-heat-no, you couldn't rightly call it heat-of the
nore nanageabl e cold. He recalled that the day here was about two hours shorter than Terra's, or
shi p-tine.

The door to the storage conpartment opened with a squeaky protest. Colette du Kane stuck her head
out into the wind. A big badger or woodchuck checking out of hiberna-tion, Ethan thought. He was
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angry at hinsel f-what had she done to hin? But he couldn't keep thinking al ong those |ines.

I can't help nyself!, he thought in silent apol ogy. She wasn't psychic, and didn't |ook over at
him Instead, her gaze seened intent on the drowsing sky.

"Fi nd anyt hi ng?" she asked. The question was directed past Ethan's right ear. He shouldn't have
resented it, but he did.

"Sone trees. But it'd be rough cutting 'em now. "

"Come on, Skua," blurted Ethan unthinkingly. "Let's take a whack at those trees. Gve ne the
beaner."

"Thought you didn't want to bother with it," said the big man, surprised.

"I changed ny mind. I'll cut and you carry ... and don't do that!" Septenber's hand paused in m d-
air. "Another friendly pat on the back fromyou and I won't even be in condition to lift this." He
took the beaner and held it tightly in one gloved hand.

"All right, Ethan. 1'd like to get a decent cord cut soon as possible. Before it gets nuch darker
anyway. O wi ndier," he concluded, hiking multiple collars higher on his neck

They turned to | eave the ruined boat, Colette watched themthoughtfully until they disappeared.
Then she shook her head and sniled ever so slightly before closing the door be-hind her

The sun had vani shed into a frozen grave and exchanged itself for a baleful icy eye of a nobon by
the tine they pushed into the small netal room Ethan was concentrating completely on not shaking
himsel f to pieces. He was shivering so violently he could visualize bits and pi eces of hinself
flying' off and bouncing across the duralloy floor. A finger here, an eyeball there. At |east they
were out of that infernal wind. Only the protective face heaters set in the hood of his sur-vival
suit bad kept his skin fromfreezing. How Septenber had stood it he couldn't imagi ne

And it was going to get worse. Mich worse

Somet hi ng bunped from behi nd and he managed to stunble out of the way as Septenber staggered in
behind him The big man was buried under a huge | oad of wood, cut cleaner than the finest axe
coul d manage

Et han shifted to one side, away fromthe door, and sank slowmy to the floor. If he got out of this
with all his conmponent parts intact, he was going to take a nice, peaceful, worm desk job
somewhere within the bureaucratic bowels of the organ-ization and toast his tootsies in peace. The
beanmer he slung into a far corner

Wal t her, who by now bore sone resenbl ance to a trap-door spider, pounced on the weapon in mnuch
that fashion. Imediately he whirl ed and made stabbing notions with it in Septenber's direction
That worthy was unconcernedly stacking the cut wood next to several enpty food crates-al
nonf | anmabl e pl astic, of course.

"That wasn't very bright of you, buddy," the kidnapper said to Ethan, not taking his eyes off
Septenber. "Don't you try anything either, sourpuss!"” he warned WIlianms. The school t eacher
however, hadn't budged. Nor had Col ette, nor her father

Et han edged back into the cartons, trying to find a warm spot and failing niserably. Septenber had
arranged sone of the wood and smaller twigs on a pile of greenish-brown needles in the. center of
the door. There were also a few clunps of what |ooked like dried |ichen but. probably weren't

Col ette sat up thoughtfully, turned to her father
"Father ... your lighter."

"Eh?" The old man | ooked confused, then brightened. "Wy, of course!™
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He reached into a pocket inside his jacket and tossed sone-thing small and shiny to Septenber

"That should help, M. Septenmber. It's not full, I"'mafraid. No point in hoarding it. | can do
without a snoke for awhile." He sniled hopefully.

Septenber flipped on the tiny, solid-fuel lighter-solid irid-iumfiligree plating, Ethan noted.

"Thanks, du Kane." The old man | ooked pleased. "This is better than using the heater from one of
the food parcels, and easier."

The snal |l needl es caught al npost instantly, and Ethan re-flected that there would be little need
for nmuch fire-proofing on this world., The wood spat and crackled |like a Chinese holiday at first,
but it was going to catch.

It would | ave been easier to gather pika-ping than cut trees, but that tough ground cover held far
too nmuch noisture to burn very well. It would have been like trying to light a wet sponge.

"You!" Walther began, having had about enough of this byplay. He was supposed to be in control of
the situation, but no one was acting like it. It nmade himnervous. At first he listened to them
all with puzzlenent. Now he was nad.

"I"mgoing to blow your head off,
t hrough your skull."

he grinned at September. "Drill a nice little hole right

Sept enber prodded the fire a little nore, meking sparks junmp. He | ooked over at the door, shifted
the blaze with his foot so that it drew on the breeze seeping in past the bent edges. Then he
| ooked idly over at Walther

"Not with that, you aren't.”

"I'f you think you can bluff me ..." the ki dnapper qua-vered.

"Dry up, runt. Crawl back in your hole. Can't you see |I'mbusy trying to keep you alive?"

Wal t her shook. His eyes w dened and he clenched his teeth. Isis finger tensed on the hooked
trigger.

"He's going to shoot you," said Colette calnmy, "the poor sap."
There was a tiny flicker of green at the tip of the beaner. Then not hing.

Wal ther glanced at it in disbelief, pulled the trigger again. This time the gl ow was hardly
visible. On the third attenpt, not even a hint of |ight cane fromthe barrel

Wth a little gasp that night have been fear or anguish, he dropped the usel ess weapon and
scuttl ed back into the shadows, favoring his bad arm The wi de, now frightened eyes never |eft
Sept enber. '

It was quiet for a few minutes. Then Septenber stirred the fire again.

"Cal m down, Valther. While |'d cheerfully wing your chicken-neck and toss you next to your rigid
conmpadre up forward, |I've no intention of doing it just now |I'mtired and cold. |I might fee
differently tonmorrow, or the next day. Fact is, |'d ve done it earlier, but you re such a pitiable
excuse for a man it hardly seemed worth the exertion. So | only broke your arm Now don't bother
nme anynore."

He settled hinmself next to the door and concentrated on stuffing several narrow strips of shredded
seat-padding into the crack on the hinged side. The other crack he left un-blocked, to circulate
air both for themand the fire.

Maybe we can keep a little of the wince out, anyhow," he nmuttered half to hinself.

Col ette' was rumagi ng anong the other food cartons. She pulled one out and | ooked down at the
| abel .
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"Escal | oped chicken.” She grunted. "N ce for us, but dammed unprofitable. naive the condemed a
hearty |l ast neal. Sonebody on this shipping Iine has a sense of hunor."

Et han | ooked up in surprise. It was the closest thing she'd said to a joke since this'd happened
to them If it had a deeper neaning, it escaped him

She started passing out the self-heating rations and he was so hungry he finished the first before
he thought to | ook at the |abel

Sept enber grunted as he continued to jamand press the recalcitrant nmaterial into the fissure. He
| ooked over at WIlians, huddled quietly to one side of the fire.

"You handl ed yourself very well there, schoolnmaster. | was kind of interested to see what you'd
do."

Wl lians acknowl edged the conplinent with a barely per-ceptible nod.

"I did not expect that M. Fortune would be so tired or foolish as to throw a useabl e weapon in
the direction of that person. Therefore | assumed it nust have burnt out or otherw se been
rendered useless. This is a very nice fire you' ve nmade here."

"Enjoy it and welcone, while it lasts," Septenber an-swered. "I think we've got enough wood to
| ast the night, anyway. You did say the nights were shorter, young feller--nme-lad?" Ethan nodded

Et han rolled over, trying to set hinself as close to the flames as possible barring sudden
i mol ation. He hadn't found that warmspot. And if there was a soft piece of duralloy, that had
escaped his notice as well.

Troubl e was, there were six of themto crowd around the energetic but tiny fire. That neant you
couldn't get too much of you next to it. It was inpossible to remain both polite and warm So when
one end of you was partly defrosted, the other was still in the figurative freezer. It was nost

di scon-certi ng.

Chapter Three

They di sposed of the packages by stacking themin the enpty shipping carton and shoving it into a
far corner. Septenber was for taking all the garbage outside and tossing it to the w nds. He
wanted to keep their hideaway neat, as long as they were stuck init.

By now, though, the gale outside had risen to brobdi ng-nagi an proportions. That wi nd carried
qui ck, freezing death, despite the protection of their suits and face heaters. Qutvoted four to
one, the big man assent ed.

"Wsh | knew nore about these natives," he nuttered. An-other |og was sacrificed to the greedy
flanes. Fuddled in their survival suits around the orange-red kinetic scul pture, they |ooked Iike
so many frozen carcasses awaiting the butcher's saw. But the wood continued to burn confortingly,
al t hough sonetines the fire took on an eerie purple halo. Anice little pile of coals was grow ng
beneat h. Even the supporting dural-loy seened to be taking on a reddish tinge under the steady
throb of flamne.

"I't's not surprising we haven't encountered any yet," said Ethan. "For all we know, we night have
come down in the mddle of the biggest desert on the planet."

"It's all right, father,"” Colette was nmurnuring to her sire. "Your flowers are being well taken
care of ... and Inter-national Lubricants of Goldin IV was up six points, last | |ooked."

"You'd think they would have -noticed the boat com ng down," Septenber grunted. "As clear as this
air is, we ought to have been visible for hundreds of kiloneters."

"W m ght have been seen," Ethan conceded. "Even so, it mght take days or weeks for the locals to
organi ze an expedition to reach us. Assunming they are so inclined."
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"Still, we should post a watch," said the big man.

"I haven't taken anything but the basic nestapes,"” WI-lianms began, "but it seens to ne that your
natives, no matter what their nmakeup, wouldn't be abroad on a night like this." Another gust
rattl ed the door, as though in support of the school master’'s theory.

"This could be a tropical evening to them" Ethan coun-tered. "But if we're as far away fromthe
settlement as we seemto be, then the locals couldn't be famliar with flying craft. W can't tel
how they m ght react. W m ght have conme in over the local netropolis, too, and scared the

popul ace half out of their wits. In which case they night declare! this section of ice forever
taboo, or the local equivalent. |1've seen it happen before."

"Let's hope not," said Septenber fervently. "I'mbeginning to think we're going to need outside
aid if we're ever going to see the inside of a brandy snifter again. But that's not why | think we
shoul d stand wat ch.

"And it has nothing to do with him" He gestured at Wal-ther. A thin whine fromthe ki dnapper's
| ocation was the only reply, a nouse of a snore. Already sound asl eep

"Al t hough, as long as he entertains thoughts of attack, and as |long as we still have one
operational beaner"-he patted his vest pocket-"it would be a good idea if everyone didn't drift
off to slunberland all at once.

No, my main concern is keeping that fire going. If that goes, it's liable to get downright
chilly in here. And we m ght never wake up."

"Quite so," agreed Colette pronptly.

"I usually remain awake late at night," .Wllians infornmed them "If no one objects, | would be
pl eased to take the first, uh, watch."

"Very well ... and | shall take the second," volunteered Colette. "But you will have to excuse ny
father fromsuch duties ... he's not uptoit, I'mafraid."
"But my dear " the elder du Kane began. Colette kissed himperfunctorily on the forehead.

"Hush, old man. Lean on ne."
"But your nother would think-"

Colette's eyes grew suddenly so wild that Ethan nissed a breath. She | ooked about to scream but
i nstead her voice canme out under airtight control-barely.

"Don't nention that woman to ne now," she snapped out.
"But - "

"Don't!" There was nore than just a hint of warning in that voice. Ethan thought about putting a
subtl e question to her, took another |ook at those penetrating green orbs, and deci ded agai nst
butting in. Mnd your own business, stupid! He rolled over twice, facing the fire.

It seenmed he'd only just put his head down after con-cluding his two-hour watch when he was
suddenly awakened. He was facing the fire a half-nmeter away. For a noment sonething very primtive
deep inside himwas badly startled. It did wake himquickly, though. He rolled over and found

hi nsel f al nost nose to nose with WIIians.

The school teacher held fingers to lips. Ethan sat up slowy and stifled his questions. Across the
glow of the fire he could see Colette du Kane. Her expression chased the rest of the sleep from
his eyes. She was chewi ng on one set of knuckles. Her father was kneeling tensely next to her, an
area around her shoul ders.
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The Hephaestean form of Skua Septenber, outlined by the fire, stood to one side. He was staring
intently at the door. The remmining beamer was clutched tightly in his right fist. It hadn't grown
much col der inside, thanks to the fire, but you could feel the alien darkness pressing close on
al | sides.

Et han was aware of something new and unpl easant in the tiny cabin. Hunans are not as adept as
their dogs at snelling fear, but they can recognize it in each other

"I't was during M. du Kane's shift," the teacher whispered softly. "He woke fix. Septenber, who
thought it best to rouse the rest of us." Ethan turned just enough to see Walther sitting alertly
in his corner, hands tw tching uncontrollably.

"It seens M. du Kane thought he heard sonet hing nmoving around outside," WIIlians continued. "And
whil e he confesses to a | ack of know edge of the local life, he doesn't believe it's one of your
natives. He cannot be certain, of course.”

At that point, as abrupt as ship ignition, there was a ring-ing bong as of sonething heavy
striking netal. It came from outside. Septenber dropped into a crouch. Back in his corner, \Walther
gi ggl ed unnervingly. Septenber hissed for himto shut up or he'd get his neck broken.

Et han coul d make out a distant scuffling and rattling. It sounded a thousand niles off.
Unfortunately, that was not likely. In addition, above the wind, he distinctly heard a | ow npani ng
sound. It was like the noise people make when waki ng suddenly froma bad dream It went off and
on, off and on like an idling engine. Very deep it was. Cccasionally it was broken by a bass
cough.

There was a loud thunk. Then uninterrupted silence. The bit; man hadn't noved, hadn't shifted.
Et han wat ched hi m

Sept enber stayed in his crouch, straining for sounds of the uni nagi nabl e.

The wind continued to carry its | oad of |onesone song-- a | owi ng, an unceasi ng nonophony that drew
a cold white chalk line dowmn Ethan's spine. A ready he was half believing there was nothing
outside but wind whistling through torn netal. It nmight be a | oose couch bouncing around in the

rui ned hull.

He cramed slowy over to the door. Putting an ear near the open crack, he ignored the w nd that
bit at him He was careful not to touch the netal, though. By now even the in-side of the door was
quartz-cold. Skin would stick to it.

He | ooked back at Septenber and shook his head to indi-cate he couldn't hear anything new
Sept enber nodded once. The hand hol di ng the beamer renmi ned steady.

Et han t hought he could hear a thudding sound outside, realized it was his own heart. He felt very
out of place here. This was all silly, of course. If there had been anything out there it had
gotten tired of snuffling around and wandered of f. Though it was not pleasant to consider what
coul d be noving around in this mdnight Ragnarok

He started to stand, straightening his half-frozen knees and wondering if the joints would stiffen
solid before he made it. He desperately wanted to get back close to the fire. Slowy, easily, he
cane up to the level of the window He peered out.

The porous hull admtted enough of the light fromthe planet's single noon to bathe the ruined
interior in ghost-light. Alittle nore new snow had seeped in, burying a few other hunman synbol s
and gestures under virgin white. The wi nd had apparently carried off nore of the |eft side of the
boat's wall and roof. That was no surprise. It was amazing that the rest of it had held together
at all in this gale.

He turned to the others, let out an unconscious sigh

"It's okay. If there was anything out there, it's gone now. " Tension nelted, slipped out of the
cabin. It wouldn't be hard getting back to deep, no. He turned back to the glassite port for a
| ast gl ance outsi de.
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He found hinself staring into an unnoving bl ood-red eye not quite the size of a dinner plate. A
vicious little inkblot of a pupil swamin its center

He was too shocked to faint. But he was frozen speechless to the spat. Cold had nothing to do with
it.

The horri bl e noani ng cane again, faster now, excited. The eye noved. Sonething hit the dear like a
two-ton truck. The hinges bent in alarmngly and he stunbl ed backward a few steps. A triangul ar
pattern appeared in the tough glassite.

Dimy he heard soneone screanming. It might have been Colette, it might have been Walther. O maybe
both. He was hit fromthe side and shoved out of the way. Septenber. The big man had a | ook
through the bent door at whatever was outside and it nmade even himflinch away. He shoved the
beaner through the gap, pulled the trigger

Not hi ng happened.

The door was struck again and Septenber was jolted back, cursing at the startling rate of three
curses per step. They'd been carefully hoarding a dead beaner.

A loud, nervous rasping cane fromboth sides of the dan-gerously bent door, a nonstrous scratching
and pawi ng. The door took another blow. This tinme the top hinge snapped off |like plastic and the
upper half of the metal was folded in-ward. Ethan was |lying on his back and had a fine view

t hrough t he new openi ng.

What he saw was a big rectangul ar head. Two horrible red eyes, like wild | anterns, stared straight
at him A nmouth not quite as big as an earth-nover filled with what | ooked |ike a couple of
thousand | ong, needle-like teeth gaped open. The teeth grewin all directions, |like a junble of

j ackstraws.

It either saw himor scented him The huge skull plunged downward. It pushed, and janmed hal f way
into the fresh opening. Ire could have reached up and touched one of those gnarled fangs. It was
cl ose enough for himto snell its breath -cloves and old | enon.

Metal groaned in protest as the thing twi sted and pushed agai nst the doubl ed door like a staring
dog, noaning wantonly. Of to one side he saw Septenber edging right up next to the door. He
junped across, threw sonmething in the non-ster's searchlight eyes and ducked just as the steam
shovel bead snapped at him The teeth clashed Iike a gong just above flying white hair.

It blinked, and there was the nbst awful bellow ng scream i magi nabl e. The head di sappeared with
astoundi ng speed. As it thrashed about in the ruined. hull it shook the entire boat. Ethan was
hard- pressed to keep froth being tunbled into the fire.

Then, all at once, it was qui et again.

Sept enber was trying to force the strained door back into place. The weakened bracing gave a
little, but a gaping hole retrained. He picked up a large chunk of torn couch padding and stuffed
it into the gap, janming it down into the cracks on either side. It stayed.

"Sonebody open some coffee. None of us are going back to sleep right away anyhow, | think."
Sept enber shoved a great fist down into the padding. "I could use a nug. We that it's but the
juice of the brown bean and not sonething stronger.”

"Lord!" panted Wlliams. It was the first time Ethan had seen the schoolteacher excited about
anything. But only a robot could sit through what they'd just experienced w thout missing a.
heart beat or two. "Wat was it?"

Surprisingly, Ethan found hinmself answering, after the first choke on his coffee.

"The section on fauna cones back to ne now. That was a nocturnal carnivore. The natives consider
it quite dangerous ..."
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"Do tell," comrented Septenber. He was still westling with the padding and the door. "No single
critter has a right to that many teeth ... Dam this wi nd!"

"It's called a Droom " Ethan added, turning. Then he no-ticed that Colette was still sitting close
to her father ... and damed if she wasn't shivering, a little. She |ooked frightened, too. O

course she woul d be-anyone woul d be-but it was so unlike her.

She noticed his gaze. Defiantly, she sat straight and let the old nan's arns slip away. He didn't
protest. She tried to turn that overwhelnmng glare on himbut it wasn't there this tinme, and she
| ooked away awkwardly.

"l suppose you think I was frightened of that thing."

"“Yell, that's okay," began Ethan. "Nothing to be ash-'

"Well | wasn't!" she shouted. Then she grew quiet again. "It's just ... I'mnot afraid of anything
real, anything tangible. But since |l was small, I've ... |I've always been afraid of the dark."

"I't's her nother, you see-“ du Kane started to explain, but she cut himoff.
"Be quiet, father ... and get sonme sleep. |'ve got think-ing to do."

Et han roll ed over and stared at a place on the floor that sent the firelight back into his eyes.
He t hought, too.

The wi nd had dropped sone but still blew steadily fromthe west. The sun had been up for a couple
of hours already, though Ethan thought anything that put out so little decent heat unworthy of the
nane. He took his own good tinme get-ting up. After all, there was no great hurry. Hs first

appoi nt-ment wasn't for half a day, yet.

In an attenpt to conserve their rapidly dw ndling supply of wood, the fire had been allowed to
pass on to wherever it is dead fires go. WIllians was industriously arranging tw gs, needles, and
dried lichen-substitute for the evening bl aze. The du Kanes were devouring a breakfast of hot
cereal without either making a demand for eggs Benedict. Colette, he no-ticed, was apparently on
her third hel ping. He sighed for |ost dreans.

He got off his el bows, sat up, and trapped knees to chest.
"Moni ng, school teacher. Were's our beastmaster?”

"Gone outside again. Ills tolerance for this weather is absolutely amazing., don't you think?" He
reached across the ready pyre, tossed a cylindrical package back at than. "He told ne he doesn't
sl eep much. Wastes tine."

"Huh." ,Ethan grunted, started to tear at the top of the package. At the last noment he noticed
that the red arrow on its side was pointing dowmn. Nastily he reversed the con-tainer. Sighing at
his own cl unsiness, he gripped the tab again and tugged.

Of cane the top, activating the tiny heating elenment in the packagi ng. Sixty seconds |ater he was
si pping the hot soup he'd al nost dunped into his I|ap.

After finishing nost of the pack, he stood up. Either he was adapting to the tenperature or his
nerve endi ngs had become so nunb that he was divorced now from such nun-dane concerns as know ng
when he was frozen

Wiy, it was a perfectly lovely day? Couldn't be nore than, oh, fourteen or fifteen bel ow
He downed anot her swal |l ow of the soup, which was al-ready barely | ukewarm

"I'"'mgoing out," he announced to no one in particular, "for a breath of fresh air. It's getting
positively tropic in here."
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"I'f that's an attenpt at hunor," Col ette began, pausing with spoon in nmid-flight, "I never

but ,than was al ready doggi ng the crunpl ed doer shut behind him

He flipped down his snow goggl es and peered along the center aisle of the boat. He found.
Sept enber exam ning the edges of the big gap on the port side of the vessel. It was indeed | arger
than it had been yesterday.

W shi ng he could shrink hinmself and go swnming in the cup of soup, he strolled over. The self-
heating liquid was struggling manfully. But it was badly overmatched in this super-arctic clinate.
He gul ped down the | ast.

"Good nmorn, Skua." He had to nove closer and repeat himself before the other | ooked over at him

"Hhmm®? Ch, | suppose it is, since we're all still about to see it, young Teller-ne-lad. \What do
you think of that, eh?" He stepped away fromthe wall and pointed.

Et han didn't have to | ook closely, nor ask for explanation, to see what his conpani on was
studyi ng. The wind hadn't nade those deep, curved gouges in the duralloy. There were six of them
spaced in groups of three. Others were visible high up on the plating.

"At first | thought it was the wind done it," Skua said acadenically. He shook his marred head.

"You think we could expect a return visit fromthat ... what did you call the thing?"

"A broom" Ethan replied. He ran a gloved thunb al ong one of the grooves in the nmetal. It fit
snugly.

"The. tapes didn't go into detail on aninmal life. | don't know anything about its habits." He

paused, staring at the rough surface of the stripped wiring running through the hull wall.

"Look, | know | wasn't nuch help last night. That screaming and tearing, |-" A big hand canme down
on his shoul ders confortingly.

"Now don't you waste another thought on it, nme lad. Wy, that nonster would ve chilled the guts of
many a dozen pro-fessional soldiers |I've known."

Et han turned to face the other. "You didn't freeze, though. Are you a soldier? O what? W don't
know much about you, do we? W know the du Kanes, and WIllians and certainly Walther, and |I've
tal ked about nyself. What abort you?"

Sept enber shrugged, turned away and stared out across the bleak | andscape. The wi nd had bl own away
nost of the light snow None |lead fallen last night, since early evening. The endless icefield
sparkled froma billion flaws, except where red-green patches of the hearty pike-ping grew. They
wer e marooned on a di anond.

"Let's just say |'ve seen worse than that thing," he nmuttered softly. "I mght also tell you
though | don't know why | should, that I'ma wanted man. On at |east four planets ny head, not
necessarily delivered in conjunction with the rest of nmy corpus, could bring you upward of a
hundred thousand tines ten credits.” He turned and stared down at ,than with shining eyes, the
thick frosted brows crashing together

"What do you think of that?"
"Very interesting," replied Ethan levelly. "Wat did you do?"
"That's enough for you to know, ne lad ... far now. Maybe sonmetime ['Il tell you nore."

Et han was a good sal esnman. He knew when to press for a comm tnent and when to change the subject.
He aj udged correctly this was the right time for a change.

"What did you throw at the thing, anyway. The screamit |et out was enough to chill your blood ..
if it wasn't frozen already."

"Salt," replied Septenber, as though they'd been tal king of nothing else. "Fromny dinner pack
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There wasn't much of it left. But then | don't expect the creatures on this world have nuch
contact with it anyway, especially in the raw state and powdered."

"l suppose they can get all they need fromlicking the ice," nused Ethan, "since it's frozen sea
water. But try your tongue on it and it might never cone |loose. |'d have tried a brand fromthe
fire."

"That woul d have cone next. The salt seened as good a bet, and safer."
" Saf er ?"

"Sure. Listen, ne lad. There are worlds where fire is a lot rarer than it is on humanx-type

pl anets. This would seemto be one. It's only a guess, but on sinmlar wands |'ve seen beasties
charge straight for a flane and attack it. They think it's sone new kind of eneny. Iv living
creature. Saw one roll over and over with a burning log in its nouth. Caw ng and chewing at it.
The fire, not the log. If your Droom"

"It's not nmy Droom" Ethan protested.

- had reacted likewi se, it mght have charged even harder instead of backing off fromthat busted
door: W won't know, because the salt worked. The fire might even have attracted it. On a world
like this I'lIl bet plenty of aninmals can sense heat at a fair distance. Qur fire mght have put
out as nmuch as an-other Broom say. Are they territorial?"

"l don't know that, either," confessed Ethan.

"Lard to | eave nuch of a spoor on naked ice." Septenber pulled a now famliar red-green stemfrom
a jacket pocket, started nmunching on it. Ethan could hear it crunch.

"Roes taste rather |ike parsley. How does it grow so far out onto the ice?"

Et han reached under the hood of his coat, rubbed his scalp. "As | remenber the tape, the root
system extends out to a certain distance, putting out branch roots and surface stenms all the way.
When it reaches that point, growh halts and the end of the main root begins to swell. Nutrients
are de-livered fromwhatever central |and mass the plant is based on. In that way it builds up a
good sized food-rich node at its far end.

"The plant puts out just enough heat to slowy nelt its way through the ice. The new nodul e acts
as a springboard, or ad-vance base, putting out new roots in several directions. If the roots from
one node encounter another they grow together, whether they're fromthe sanme parent plant or not.
Thi s broadens and strengthens the network, insuring survival of the whole if a central branch is
knocked out .

"There's a giant variety called pika-pedan that grows up to three and four nmeters high. Its nodes
can grow to be several neters in dianeter."

"I see." Septenber hunmmed to hinmself a nmonent. "Then if we follow an outcropping of this weed,
we'll eventually come to | and?"

Et han smiled. "Good thought. Trouble is, there are reports fromthe single Comobnweal th survey of
green patches growing fifteen hundred kil oneters and nore fromthe nearest body of |and.”

"Ch," said the other sinply. He | ooked disappointed.
"Look, | haven't had ny breakfast. You?"

"Just some soup. | could do with sonething solid." He tossed the enpty cylinder out of the boat,
wat ched it bounce and tall across the pale surface.

"Ckay, after breakfast, what do you think we ought to do, |eader?"

"Wl | ," Ethan considered, "I definitely think we shouldn't renmain here." He | ooked at the other
for confirmation, but the big man just stared back. He conti nued.
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"We're not naking any progress toward Brass Monkey by sitting here. Areally first-class bl ow
could send this whole boat spinning. | think the first thing we should do is | ook for some nore
substantial shelter. Maybe a cave on a big island. You circled this one the other day?" Septenber
nodded.

"As | said then, it's not very big. Certainly saw nothing we could use as shelter, unless we dig
our own. Gven the likely consistency of this frozen earth, | wouldn't care to try."

"Swell. After you eat, then, | think if you'd clinb-"
"dinmb? Unh-uh, not ne."

"Al'l right. One of us ought to clinb the tallest tree on the island and get a good | ook around.
Maybe we'l|l see sone-thing."

"Li ke an i ce-cream stand?"

Sept enber guf fawed, slapped Ethan on the back. "A good thought, young feller-ne-lad. But first |I'd
better get about putting sonething substantial in nmy belly. Gtherwise | won't have the strength to
wat ch you fall."

"Even if we shoul d spot another body of |and," asked Co-lette du Kane, "how do you propose
reaching it?" Septenber worked on his oatneal while he considered her question

You said yourself that walking on this ice is damed tough even with makeshift aids," she
continued doggedly. "Since there's nothing within easy wal ki ng di stance, any trek we try will
measure in the kiloneters. This may be swell for you, but I'mnot built for cross-country hiking.
And father would never nake it."

Du Kane started to protest, but she raised a hand and sm | ed.

"No, father. | know you're willing, but corporate direc-torship doesn't inure one to much physica
hardship. "

"Somet hing nore corporate directors should note," said Septenber, putting down the enpty
cont ai ner.

"Despite what you may think, young lady, | don't relish trying such a hike nyself. W'I|l have to
try and rig up sone kind of sled. Maybe we can break | oose a torn section of hull. If we could
sharpen sone | ong branches to a good point, nmaybe tip 'emwth nmetal, we m ght kind of pole our
way al ong. Be slow and ugly, but better than wal king. Not exactly the Intercity Central on

H vehom but we ought to be able to take al ong nost of our supplies."

"The weat her woul d have to hold," said Colette thought-fully. "I don't know if | could take
anot her night like the last, and out on the bare ice."

Sept enber | ooked troubled. "I've no way of knowi ng that myself, Mss du Kane. It's not a pretty
thought. And if an-other of those snaggl e-toot hed ni ght mares happened onto us, why, we'd be just
so many cold hors d' oeuvres.

"One thing's for sure, though. W wouldn't be any worse off than we are in sitting here. And at
| east we'll be maki ng sone sort of progress toward the settlenent.”

"But what if soneone should send over a rescue shuttle?" put in du Kane plaintively.
Et han surprised hinself by answering.

"It's nmost unlikely anyone would think to search the surface for survivors, sir. If they did,
they'd have the whol e planet to choose from Not nuch chance of picking us out against this ice,
us with no power, nothing casting. But if by some wild chance soneone did cone | ooking for us and
did find the weck, they'll assune we've started off toward Brass Monkey. They'll trace us back
along, the nost likely routes. W can leave silts. At least we knowit's sonmewhere to the west."
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Well, he said to hinmself, a bit startled, you' ve just articu-lated your own probabl e denise, M.
Fortune. Father a sad end for the fair-haired young sal es genius of Ml aika Enter-prises, hnm?
That's right, go ahead and shiver. Tell your-self it's the cold.

"Like it or not, we're on our own, as the young fella says," Septenber added.

Et han heard hi nsel f speaking again. "There is one other possibility, of course." Even Septenber
| ooked startl ed.

H s people m ght decide to conme |ooking for us." Fromhis corner Walther glared back at him

"Not a chance,"” the little kidnapper spat. "They're not that inaginative. W' re as good as dead
right now. Al thanks to him" He | ooked at Septenber with bitter hatred

"There's enough rough nmetal around,” the big nan replied easily. "You can cut your throat any tinme
you want to."

"Or yours, maybe?"

Septenber just sniled slightly. "You're welconme to try, any hour of any day you choose. One way or
the other, it would be a solution of sorts for you, wouldn't it?

"Ri ght now, though,"” he said briskly to themall, "I think we should all take a little strol
around the chunk of dirt we've run up against. It's not very big, but it's hone. For another day,
at | east. Besides, npbst of you haven't been outside. It's time you started getting used to the
kind of country you'll be spending a long, long time with."

There were no argunments, not even from Colette. It was Ethan who noticed the obvi ous probl em
"Wait a minute. We only have four sets of ice goggles.™
It was true. Both WIllianms and the kidnapper were without the vital pair of protective |enses.

The teacher, however, had his own sol ution

"I don't need them M. Fortune. That's why | gave mine to you." He dug under his coat, showed
Ethan a tiny black case. Carefully shielding it fromthe steady breeze that blew in past the bent
door, he crouched over. Wen he stood again, he was squinting.

"I wear protoid optical contacts." Ire put the case away. "The ones |'mwearing now are high-glare
configuration. They're supposed to be used for intensity sunbathing. | don't expect to be doing
much of that, but they should do for out-side, if not as well as the goggles. |I'll nanage. They're
nore confortabl e, anyhow. "

Despite his small stature and soft | ook, Ethan had to adnmit that the little teacher certainly
sounded conpetent. He ex-pected they'd have to count on himas a third man if the going got really
t ough.

Just as he woul d be depending nmore and nore on September. On a wanted man. Very wanted, by his
own description.

Vell, time enough for that later, if there was a later. He put a hand on the door |atch
A voi ce piped nervously fromthe back
" Hey, what about me?"

"You're coning too," Septenber growed. "I don't trust you by yourself with the food or the wood.
Not til I'"ma lot surer of your mental bal ance.”

"But | haven't got any goggles or special glasses," Walther pointed out pleadingly. Cearly he
knew what woul d happen to his eyes under outside conditions.

"A coupl e of days unprotected and I'lIl be blind as a cave cricket! A week or two and it becones
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permanent." Despite the cold, he was sweating.

"Tear some cloth fromyour shirt or underwear," Septentber suggested, "and tie it around your
head. Use thin dark stuff to cover your eyes. And keep 'em closed as nmuch as pos-sible. You won't
see nuch, but you won't go blind, either. Damm sure you won't try anything."

"Il freeze, too," Walther persisted. "I haven't got a survival coat or double set of clothing
like you."
"Too bad. When we get the sled put together, we'll do what we can to keep you out of the wind.

woul dn't expect you to do any honest work anyway. Personally, you can stay with the boat and
freeze to death, if you prefer. But if you' re coming with the rest of us, you' re com ng outside
now. "

The ki dnapper gave a little npan and unbuttoned his jacket. Shivering, he began funmbling with the
material of a shirt sleeve.

Et han found hinself feeling sorry for the man. It was not reasonable, considering what the fellow
had done to them or planned for them Nonetheless, it was soothing to his own conscience.

"WAit a minute. Before you start ripping up your clothes, |ook around in the cabin for a |arge
pi ece or two of |oose pad-ding fromthe couches. There seens to be plenty lying around. Also |oose

hull insulation. Try stuffing it between your jacket and shirt. It'Il be clunsy, but it night keep
you warm "
"Thanks. Really, thanks," Walther beaned, closing his jac-ket. "It might at that."

"Way bot her with, hinP" asked Septenber casually. "Wy not |et himfreeze?"
"Have you ever listened to a nman slowy freezing to death?" countered Ethan

Sept enber started to say sonething, halted, |ooked strangely at himand turned away. |f pressed,
Et han woul d have had to confess that he'd never seen a nan freeze, either

"Have it your way, ne lad. WIlians, keep an eye on himand nake sure torn padding is the only
thing he picks up. The rest of us will hike."

If anything, the little island proved to be even snaller than Septenber had inplied. Mstly rocks
and frozen soil, it didn't ook rich enough to support a bachelor toadstool. Not to nen-tion
ground cover, bushes, and fair-sized trees. But they were there. A couple of the scruffy bushes
even supported an iron-red fruit that resenbled a cross between raspberries and stringbeans.

Et han considered the fruit, but the parent plant was a blank in his stored nenory. He pulled one
fruit |oose and shoved it in a | oose pocket for later consideration. It | ooked edible, which neant
absolutely nothing. It mght contain con-centrated nitric acid for all he could tell.

There was also aninmal |ife on the island, the first they'd seen besides the Droom Especially
little balls of dark fur with bright pink eyes and short, stubby |egs. They popped in and out of
gopher-si zed holes with startling speed.

And once whil e Septenber was inspecting a particular tree, a pair of creatures |like bats wearing
m nk coats swooped and darted at him It was all bluff but he noved away. \Watever they were, they
probably had a nest somewhere in the upper branches. They continued to insult himfrown a safe

di st ance.

Ethan tried to i magi ne what kind of nest arboreals could build that would withstand a good bl ow on
this world. Say, a 200 kph gale straight off the ice. Lie failed, turned to exam ne a bl anket of
thick red noss that grew in the shelter of a rock clunp.

Hel | espont du Kane was studying the sane growth. " You know," Ethan said to him "there's a |lot of
red in the pika-pina ... and now this stuff, it's alnost crinson."

"Beautiful, isn't it?" said du Kane. The old man was obvi-ously enraptured. To Ethan it was only
an alien fungus. The old man | eaned close. "You know, | raise flowers. Onh yes! Considered quite an
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expert in sone circles." Then sonething seened to go click again behind those eyes and the voice
turned nmercenary. "It might nean there's a lot of iron or nmanganese on this world."

"l don't know," Ethan replied, trying to separate flowers fromore. "The tapes didn't say nuch
about internal geology." "Ah well, an interesting supposition," said du Kane. He stooped to

exam ne the greasy-Looking plant nore closely. "I wonder if it's as soft as it |ooks. Many plants
concentrate in-teresting nminerals in their substance in comercial quanti-ties."

He stuck a finger into the mddle of one patch, pushed ... and junped away w th such surprising
speed that Ethan junped hinself.

Sept enber and Col ette nmust have heard the little screech du Kane gave, because they were there
seconds | ater.

"Father ... what happened? Are you all right?"

Since du Kane was sitting on the .ground, gritting his teeth in obvious pain and hol ding his
wrist, Ethan was tenpted to offer sone suitable comments on fenale semantic brilliance. At the
monent, though, he was too concerned with the ol der man's welfare.

"He stuck his finger in that bed of nbss ... or whatever it is," Ethan replied.

"Felt like acid,"” said the industrialist tightly. "It hurts rather intensely."” Cick. "Colette?"

"I'"'mhere, father," she said evenly.

"Can you nake it back to the boat?" Septenber asked. Du Kane stood, still holding his wist, and
began edgi ng the gl ove down.

"Moat? Yes, | believe so. |'mnot dizzy or anything. It just pains.”
"I't was a foolish thing to do, father," scolded Colette.

"Now, |ook," said Ethan, "it |ooks harm ess enough, and your father had no idea it m ght be
| ethal."

"And you had no idea, period," she said, slipping an armaround the old man. Ethan started to
object. After all, it wasn't described on any of his tapes. M ght even be an un-known species. But
she wasn't interested.

"Let's just hope it isn't toxic," she said quietly.

Du Kane was controlling hinself with an effort. Ethan wondered about the ol dster's on-again-off-
again moments. One second he was a tower of power, steel-haired duralloy- spined master of a
hundred i ndustries. The next, he was a half -senile old man desperately hungering for approval and
protection. Wiich was real, which was shan®? Probably only Col ette knew the answer to that one-and
she wasn't volunteering any information

"No way to tell,"” said Septenber, jarring Ethan's thoughts back to the problemat hand. "It m ght
be no worse than a bad bee sting. On the other hand, you could keel over for good in the next
mnute. But | doubt it. Rich folk only die fromover-working or overeating." Colette threw hima
furious | ook, but du Kane came close to smiling.

"Animals and plants that live in cold climates rarely carry poison. Wen they do it's usually
nowhere near as powerful as that toted by their tropical counterparts. And this is a completely
alien ecosystem It mght be instantly fatal to other plants and animals and harm ess to us. O
vi ce-versa. That's enough talk, now Get back to the boat and put something on it. To kill the
pain, at |east."

Fat her and daughter started slowy back toward the weck. Ethan watched them go.
"You really think he'll be okay?"

"Yep. It does look a little like a mild acid burn. Can't be certain. Know better tonorrow. But
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it's a damed good thing he had that gl ove on
"And now | think it's about tinme you clinbed that tree,"
"Il try," sighed Ethan. "I'mnot mnmuch for this kind of ath-letics. Tow, tennis or poef or golf-"

"Do you good, young feller-me-Lad. Besides, if the branches get dense near the top, you can slip
through thema I ot easier than | could. And you can go higher, as welt."

Et han refrained from pointing out that Septenber could snap off the branches that Ethan woul d have
to dodge.

They found the highest spot on the island by the sinple ex-pedient of walking uphill until they
were going dowmn. Fromthere they circled a couple of neters to a |likely-looking tree. One | eg went
to the trunk's right side and Ethan prepared to scranble to the | owest branch. Lie needn't have
bot hered. The shove Septenber gave himsent himflying into the | ower branches.

After catching his breath and soothing a slightly scraped |eft hand, he started up. The branches
grew very cl ose together and nade for easy clinbing. The tree topped out at perhaps twenty neters.
Trunk and stubby branches alike were thick and covered with a dense bark, to conserve heat and

wi t hstand the hurricane-force winds that swept the tiny islet.

Et han was able to scranble within a meter of the crown, which swayed slightly in the steady w nd.
In fact, the wind had not ceased howing since their initial setdown.

Fromthe top he was a good thirty nmeters above the ice, perhaps nore. He | ooked down to his left.
Fromthis vantage point he had an excellent view of the crunpled |ifeboat and the arrow straight
skid marks in the ice that extended un-broken to the horizon

Of to his right, he thought he could nmake out in the dis-tance a greenish tinge to the ice. Mre
pi ke-pi ne, or maybe its giant relative, pike-pedan. Further off, there were one or two bunps on
the horizon that mght be large islands. Unfortu-nately, they |lay due east. Not that they woul dn't
head for themif they proved to be the only land in sight, but he'd pre-fer to nove in the
direction of civilization

He turned, keeping a firmgrip, and was gratified to see what | ooked tike simlar bulges off to
the west. They appeared to be just as large-if indeed there was actually sonething there besides a
mrage or a figment of his wind-chilled sight. It was harder to see on this side because he was

| ooking di-rectly into the wind. Wile the tree remained thankfully solid, the ice goggles
expressed a perverse tendency to shift position under the shield on his face. He reached around
and funmbled with the strap, managed to tighten thema little.

Ire squinted harder.

On the ice between their island and those distant hunps, he thought he could see a dozen or so
dark spots on the ice. They weren't pike-pine, because they seenmed to be noving.

Septenber's voice floated up to him "See anything, |ad?" The wind nade it sound farther away than
it was. Ire turned out of the breeze and yell ed downward.

"I"'mnot sure! Maybe a pack of animals. Then again, we mght be due for an invitation to a feast."

"Ckay!" A wide grin split the shrunken upturned face. "Let's hope we're offered a nenu and not put
on one."

Et han had another ook at the distant dots. He assured himself that they were really noving
toward the island before be-ginning to pick his way down the ice-hard trunk

Little clouds of frozen breath, the two nen jogged their way down to the boat. WIlians and the
others were waiting for them The school naster hel ped Septenber close the com partnment door behind
t hem

Et han saw that Walther's jacket and pants were full of awkward bulges. It gave hima fal sely
ghomi sh appearance. Hi s head was swathed in torn cloth anti black eyes peered out through a snall
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slit. It wasn't pretty and coul dn't have been very confortable, but nmaybe it was warm And the
ki dnapper was in no position to qui bble about fashion

"How s that finger?" Septenber asked Col ette about her fa-ther's injury.

"We put some anesthetic creamon it," she told them "It seens to have brought the swelling down.
The pain is still there, but it's not as severe."

"Beautiful creature,” breathed du Kane. "Fascinating de-fense nechanism O it night be of fensive.
W pul |l ed several dozen tiny stingers out of the tip of the glove. 1'd very nuch dislike to step
on it barefoot."

"Alot like the terran jellyfish," added WIIi ans.

"Speaki ng of stingers," offered Ethan as casually as he could, "I think we're due for a visit from
the local welconming coimmittee." Wuld that shake her up?

"About tine," she grunbled. "Damed inefficient."

"M ght be a hunting party," Septenber added cheerfully.

"Natives!" blurted WIlianms excitedly. "How marvelous! | nust try to note as nuch as possible. M
students will be fas-cinated." He seened utterly oblivious to the fact that he might be sonme other
student's main course before the day was out.

"Do you think they'll be friendl y?" asked du Kane hesi-tantly.
"Not much we can do if they're not," said Colette coldly.

"M ght even be cannibals," added Septenber, apparently determned to |lighten the atnosphere. "Lad,
you' ve had the tapes, you do the talkin'. 1'll stand to your right and try to ook friendly.
WIllianms, you take his left, since you had a tape too."

"If the dialect isn't too thick, | should be able to understand them pretty good, too," piped
Wal t her.

"I assuned that," Septenber replied. "You stay in the back and keep your nouth shut."
"I couldn't try anything," said the little nan, hurt. "You all understand as nuch as |.”

"I't's not your |anguage that worries ne, it's your ravishing appearance. It's sufficiently
distorted to frighten even a well- balanced primtive. 1'd rather show a little surface symetry
until we know them better. They m ght be skittish. W can't take a chance on frightening away
potential help."

Wal t her grunbl ed but couldn't fend an argunent to counter with.

Sept enber turned to the du Kanes. "Wth all due respect, neither of you understands the | anguage
So you stay behind us, too." That seemed to suit the two cosnopolitan travelers quite weal.

"Everyone knows his or her place, then? Cood!" He turned to Ethan. "fill right, young teller-ne-
lad, it's yours."

Et han put a, hand on the-door |atch, spoke to Septenber.

"Know any good opening lines for interspecies contact? They' ve probably never seen a human bei ng
before.”

"No but huma few bars and |'Il wing at." He chuckl ed, shoved. "Now get going."
Fortunately Ethan had al ready opened the door. The shove m ght have sent himthrough it.

Chapt er Four

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...20Dean%20-%20Icerigger%201%20-%20Icerigger.txt (38 of 179) [1/16/03 7:07:11 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%620-%20I ceri gger%201%20-%20I cerigger.txt

Sir Hunnar Redbeard squinted hard, but they were stilt too far away to nake out the nunber of
figures standing next to the mass of odd shaping. It truly seenmed to be nade of :petal

When Eer- Meesach had come running into the Great Hall. babbling his hysterical tale of a fiery
thing of metal falling fromthe sky, Hunnar had been one of the skeptical ones.

The wi zard had .insisted that his tel escope told himthe out-side of the thing was at |east coated
with solid netal that shone like a dancer's tiara. And on top of that, he'd insisted he'd seen two
creatures energe fromthe netal and wal k onto the island.

Now he could see it for hinmself and he nonentarily forgot about the creatures. So rmuch netal! |If
it were as good as steel it would be a valuable prize indeed. They woul d need every scrap they
could gather if the Longax's plan to contest the Horde were to pass in Council

It would be crucial to deal correctly with the strange be-ings. It would also be nice nerely to
chivan up and lop off a few heads. But not necessarily practical. For one thing, Eer--Mesach
woul d never forgive him Hunnar nade a Sign. He didn't want his bed turned into a rollicking
Gutorrbyn in the mdst of a mating.

Al so, any beings who could make that nuch netal stay up in the sky fright be able to do unpl easant
things to a person. No doubt they knew the value of their netal

One thought had troubled himall the way out from Wan-none. Could they be gods? G ay-nmaned,
omi potent, imnortal gods? It could not yet be ruled out.

However, the wi zard's description of the way in which their craft had descended inplied | ack of
control by infallible immortals. Rather it sounded nore |ike cubs caught on a runa-way sl ed.

But he would reserve his final judgrment until after view ng. That woul d pl ease his teachers.
But so rmuch netal

He stared at the. fallen thing. One fact seened certain. Wiatever they were, their eyesight seened
as good as his own. A group of them appeared to be assenbling just outside the ship-he'd
reluctantly come to consider it a vessel of sorts. They were standing on the edge of the island.
This initself was an odd thing to do. But by voluntarily restricting themselves to |and, they

m ght be making a friendly gesture. Hun-nar had the right idea but the wong reason

Ire grinned ferociously. It night nmean that these strangers were afraid to do battle with him
O herwi se they woul d have conme out to nmeet him

There were five ... no, six of the beings. It |ooked like only one was built along warrior |ines.
Better and better

"Suaxus!" he shouted to his first lieutenant, "break left! Vasen, Smjor, with him" He turned,
eating air. "Budjir, break right with Avyeh and Hivell!"

The nine tran immediately split into three groups. They woul d nake a three-pronged approach. Not
only was it a sen-sible precaution, it should also inpress their visitors. He'd given Suaxus the
left and slightly less wind. The squire was inpatient and sonething of a problem but basically

one of the soundest in training.

And you, Hunnar? \Wose grandfather are you, eh? Matu-rity, he rem nded hinsel f, was not
necessarily a function of age.

He signaled. On one side of the arrowhead formation, three tran abruptly dropped their left arns.
The tough nenbrane that stretched fromwist to hip folded and the three soldiers |eaned slightly
to the left. The wi nd pushed hard and steady into the right wing as three sets of claw bl ades dug
hard into the ice. The squire and two soldiers made a neat sixty-degree turn to port. Budjir and
his nmen duplicated the maneuver to starboard.

They were getting close already and Hunnar wondered if he'd del ayed too | ong.
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"Haf el down!" he ordered his conpanions. They all lowered their arnms and cut speed. It wouldn't do
for themto reach their objective in advance of their flanking conmpanions. Cer-tainly Eer-Mesach
and possibly the Landgrave hinself were watching fromthe wizard's tower. This was no tinme for

sl op- pi ness.

"And be careful when you brake!" he added. Greeting their visitors with a shower of sharp ice-
chi ps woul d not be facile diplonacy either.

His lance felt light in his right paw. They were alnost on top of the strangers, who'd nade
not hi ng resenbling a hostile nove. They were pink-faced and seened a surprisingly |light color
except for one who was a dark brown. VWile their color varied fromindividual to individual, by
and large it was like that of a fresh-born cub.

He saw Suaxus approaching rapidly fromthe left and let out his own wings a little nore. Budjir
woul d notice the speed-up and match pace perfectly. Looking ahead to the strangers, Hunnar coul d
not make out a single sword, axe, lance, even a knife. O course, he rem nded hinself, there could
be fifty others arned to the teeth hiding within the netal bottle.

Still, if they wanted to fight they'd have to nove fromland to ice, and Hunnar had both w nd and
sun behind him Let themtry sonething! These first six, at least, would go down Iike a herd of
mewi ng hoppers.

Be careful, idiot! You re not thinking diplomatically again. Then the tine for daydreani ng was
past.

"Up lances!" he conmanded | oudly, "and brake in!"

Suaxus and Budjir arrived al nost sinultaneously. Neatly done, he conplinented hinself. Anyone in
the castle observ-ing the maneuver couldn't be anything but pleased.

Hunnar and his nmen raised their weapons to the perpen-dicular, tuned slightly left, and dug in.
Torn free by the sharp claws of the tran soldiers, a shower of ice fragnents flewin a glittering
cascade to the left. They m ssed the aliens conpletely. A couple of themflinched, but the ones in
front held proper ground.

One in the rear, however, did utter a short, high-pitched sound. It sounded a little like a yip of
uncertainty to Hunnar. But for all he knew of these odd folk it could have been | aughter. The sane
being had i medi ately clutched tight to another. Mates, he deci ded. Another good sign. As yet it
was difficult to tell male from fenal e.

It might be inpossible to tell without a dissection. There you go again he cautioned hinself. If
only this had happened a year ago, his mind would nove nore easily.

Well, if there were nore of the odd creatures concealed in the netal ship, then these were
excellent bluffers. Not a one had thrown a ook in that direction. Wth one exception, these al
appear ed badly undernouri shed. None of themwere chil-dren, either. No, they were not that short,
but they were dreadfully thin. And nuch of that seermed to be cl othing.

For their part the little knot of hunans was suitably impressed by Sir Hunnar hinself. But then
the knight was an inpressive speci nen even anong his own people. He stood as tall as Septenber and
was nearly twice as broad. Geat thick arns ended in hands with three fingers and thunmb. These
supported fol ded menbranous wi ngs between wist and hip.

The feet were short, with thick, elongated toes. Each of the three toes held a greatly stretched
single claw that narrowed to a sharp blade at the base, formng a kind of triple skate on each
foot. The fourth toe was short and had shifted around to the back of the heel. It sported a squat,
stubby point that served as a brake when dug into the ice.

While traveling toward the lifeboat, the tran had presented a shorter appearance. This because
they nmoved in a crouch, offering less surface in proportion to wing area. It also helped to
mai ntai n bal ance in the tricky w nds.

The barrel -chested torso was covered with short, soft fur. Each soldier wore a thick coat of rich
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unber fur fromthe hessavar. This was cinched at the waist by a belt of hammered gol d di sks and
tool ed | eather. A short, doubl e-bl aded sword was strapped securely to Hunnar's left leg. An evil-
| ooking dirk rode on his right hip

A neckl ace of ugly saw edged teeth fromthe krokimfell fromthe thick neck onto the coat. The
hood cl osely resem bl ed the hoods of their own survival parkas, with the exception of twin slits
made to admit the furry, triangular ears. A strap ran around the front edge of the hood and tied
beneath the chin to keep the wind frompulling it off the wearer's head.

The face that stared down at them was unconpromisingly feline, with slitted eyes of bright yellow.
The pupils were a startling deep-space bl ack. A broad flat nose, high brow, and wi de mouth filled
with flat and pointed teeth conpleted the portrait. The trap were ommi vorous.

Body fur was steel-gray, a couple of the soldiers sporting patches of black over the nuzzle and at
the tips of the ears. One other besides Hunnar possessed a short beard. Hunnar's beard and faci al
fur were distinctive in their rust-tinge, alnbst ochre.

"Say sonething to 'em young feller," whispered Septem ber out of the side of his nouth.

Et han hurriedly tried to assenble a proper opening sen-tence, dropping verbs into place, shoring
up uncertainties with the right pronouns.

"We are a ... uh ... caravan that has lost its sails,"” he began. "The wi nd blew us fal se and we
travel now on the breath of nercy." He took two careful steps onto the ice -this was no tine for a
pratfall-and stood on tiptoe. Then he took a deep breath and exhaled right into the native's face,
praying all the while that none off the gerns in his body could effect this nountain of fur in
front of him

Everyone renai ned notionless for a nmonent. Then the ferocious-1ooking prinmtive relaxed his nouth
into a wide grin -without showing his teeth. He | eaned over and breathed a fog of frozen air back
into Ethan's face.

"My breath is your warnth," he said, not with a little relief hinself. At |east these strangers
were civilized. Tactical ad-vantage or no, he was gratified that a fight didn't seemin the

of fing.

" Put up your lances," he instructed the others. "They ap-pear to be friendly." The last wasn't
really necessary. They'd all heard Ethan's little speech and observed the greeting.

"We are very trusting today," Suaxus grunbled, but nostly to hinself. He did not rel ax.

The tran eased, retracting their blades alnpbst entirely. At that point Ethan al nost made a fata
ni st ake.

"Wuld you like to go inside our ship," he offered smoothly, "and get out of this infernal w nd?"

Hunnar jerked back and two of his men reached for their swords. He wi shed he could read the
alien's expression.

"Why?" Hunnar asked tightly, his palmitching, for his own weapon. "Wy would we want to get out
of the wind?" he pronpted, since the other seened dunbstruck by their reac-tion

"I think |I understand," said Ethan finally. "Were we cone from up there," and he pointed
skyward, "our world is nuch warmer than this. Your unending hurricane is hard on us. | didn't
think you'd regard it otherw se. Honest, that's all | thought.” The soldiers rel axed agai n. Hunnar
didn't bother to correct the alien's reasoning. Leaving ice and wind would take away their snal
tactical advantage. But it seemed the other was truly ignorant of this.

"1 accept your words," he said, "but find some of themhard to believe. This is a very pl easant
sunmer day. One coul d even travel confortably coatless. But in truth, I would like to see the
i nsi de of your vessel."

He'd put that awfully crudely, after his initial reaction. But that was one of their prine
obj ectives. He was a knight and not a herald, dammt.
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"I't would nmake things easier for us," Ethan replied. "OF course you nay."

Sept enber cl anbered into the wi ndswept boat, |eaned out and gave Et han a hand up

"1 caught nost of that,"
them on guard at first?"

he said softly. "Way did that |ine about 'getting out of the. wand' put

"I don't know," Ethan answered, struggling for a foothold. He got in, turned to help WIIians.

"No, wait, | think I do know. Obviously this is a bunch of local troops, or mlitia, or whatever.
Once out of the wind they nust sacrifice a great deal of maneuverability. The way they can nove on
that ice! Did you notice that none of then cane up onto the island?"

"That's true," Septenber agreed. "A large scale battle on this world nmust conbine the actions of
infantry with old-tinme sailing ships. Fascinating!"

"I'"ve no desire to see even two of themangry," Ethan countered. "Look at their size. Better not

to provoke them"

"M ght be different than you think, lad." The humans were aboard and now the trap were naking

their cautious way up. "I noticed sonething a nmite intriguing nmyself."

"Do tell," asked Ethan, watching Hunnar. Watching the way his eyes tried to drink in every detail
of the rained boat.

"Well, their weight should have driven those claws of theirs a | ot deeper into the ice than it
does. They may be the great-est nuscul ar speci nens since the Pitar, but I'Il wager a plat-inum
doubl oon that their bones are |ight. Maybe even partly hollow, like birds. |I'msure they' re nuch

lighter than they | ook.

"You, young feller-me-lad, may be only half as big as one of those bl okes. But you m ght come out
ahead in a shoving match."

"I've no desire to test that theory," Ethan replied feelingly, "not even by friendly arm
westling."

Whil e Hunnar wasn't in the wizard's class when it came to rapid cogitation, even a ten-year cub
could tell that this amaz-ing vessel was in no condition to fly anyplace. The great open holes in
roof and sides, the shredded accel eration couches and twi sted fixture nmountings; everything

i ndi cated the vessel had not set down as its designers had intended.

He al so noticed the instantly recogni zable scratch marks on one wall and the roof of the boat and
| ooked at the aliens with new respect.

"You had an encounter with a Droom"
"I"'mafraid we did," said Ethan. "Scared the crap out of us.”
Candi d, too, Hunnar filed away mentally.

O course, no true warrior would confess to fright in a bat-tle situation--even when confronted by
a Droom If they'd been attacked by a ranpagi ng stavanzer, now But that was a special case. Wy,
even he m ght

Your vehicle,
not witness your

he began innocently, "seens to have in-curred sonme damage. | nyself, since |I did

arrival, find it hard to believe that this nmuch netal (keep the envy from your tones, knight!)
truly descended fromthe sky."” Then he couldn't keep the awe out of his voice. "Is it really a
flying machi ne?"

"It is,"” answered Ethan. "W cane froma ship many hun-dreds of times |arger than this one."
Hunnar couldn't repress a little start at that.
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"I't was bringing us to this world from another, where Iive sonme of our nunber, and thence to
others. W paused in the ... above the air of your world, when a small disaster over-took us. W
were forced to flee our ship in this tiny lifeboat. A second m sfortune befell us and we were
unable to | and properly. One of our nunber," he added by way of after-thought, "was killed in the
| andi ng. "

"My sorrow ngs," said Hunnar politely. OF course, he didn't believe this creature's fantastic
story. Gther worlds, indeed! Every child who'd studied with a Know edgabl e One knew that Tran-Kky-
ky was the only world in this star systemthat could harbor life. No, they nmust be a stunted,
nearly hairless variety of tran fromthe far side of the globe. Ethan's next words tended to
support this assunption

"There is a small settlenent of our people many ... many satch to the west of here. That is where
we were trying to | and when our craft went out of control. If you could aid us in getting there,
our ancestors woul d dance your praises through eternity."”

"How many satch?" inquired Hunnar, not inpressed by the flattery.

Et han did sonme furious figuring in his head, utilizing their |ast beacon reading and Septenber's
guesswor k.

"Ei ght or nine thousand, | think."

One of the soldiers made a muffl ed whining sound. Hunnar glared at him But he was hard put to
keep fromsmling himself. Ei ght or nine thousand satch. Just a quick chivan around the province
and back.

"Such matters are best discussed with the Landgrave,"” he replied snoothly.
"The Landgrave?"
"Yes. At the great castle of Wannonme. You will neet him-and the Council-when we arrive."

"That suits us," Septenber said, speaking for the first time. "And | think, laddie, it's time we

all introduced ourselves."
"Agreed," said Hunnar. "I hight Sir Hunnar Redbeard, son of Stonsbruk Redbeard's Son, grand-
grandson of Dugai the WIld. My squires, Suaxus-dal-Jagger"- a tall, slimrer soldier stepped

forward stiffly-"and Budjir Hotahg. H s Landgrave's nmen-at-arnms and truemen," and he proceeded to
nane the soldiers in turn, "Vasen Tersund, Snjor Tol, Avyeh-let-O-kanmo, and Hivell Vuonislathi."

"I hight Ethan Fortune. This hight Skua Septenber, MIli-ken Wllians ... " and he went down their
little group.

"Only one calling?" Hunnar said, indicating Wilther

"Acrimnal, uh ... consigned to our care,"” Ethan improvised hastily. "As such, he is entitled to
but one."

As to the du Kanes, Hunnar was mildly discouraged to |earn they were father and daughter. He'd
badly m sjudged ages and rel ationship. A small point, but it piqued him Sire and cub, then, and
not mates. That was interesting.

"Despite your greeting, friend Ethan, | nust be certain you are of the true warm bl ood and not
deviants like the hop-pers. Before we can think of aiding you freely, this vital thing nust be
settled."”

Budjir chivaned over and whispered to his | eader. "What needs this, sir? They would clearly seem
to be-"

"Be silent, squire. The stjorva appears as a bush, but it bites." Taken aback, Budjir growed to
hi nsel f and stepped away.
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"What now?" Septenber was asking Ethan

"I think they want to be sure we're of the sane basic stock as they are. W're not, of course, but
| think he's hunting for conforting simlarity." He turned to the knight. "How can we prove this
smal |l thing to you, Sir Hunnar?"

The huge tran wal ked past Ethan and confronted Colette. She held her ground well but stared up at
the carnivorous face apprehensively.

"What does this thing want?" slave stuttered in Terrangl o.

Et han conversed briefly w th Hunnar. Septenber sml ed.

"Qur very lives are at stake," the big man rasped. "You'd better cooperate.”" |In Trannish, he
addressed Hunnar. "Be careful, the She's a nite skittish."

The kni ght nodded. Ethan noticed that the native's coat fastened at the shoul ders with | eather
ties. He spoke in Terranglo to Col ette.

"I think you'll have to open your parka, Colette. You'll only be cold for a mnute."

"Open ny ... are you out of your mind? You think for one mnute I'"'mgoing to let this el ephantine
pussycat |eer at nme?"

"He just wants to nake certain that we're faintly manma-lian," said Ethan easily. "You're our best
and only convincing proof. Wuld you rather be barbecued?"

"Now Col ette," began du Kane, "I'mnot sure-"

"Very well," said Colette evenly. She began working at the snaps on her parka. Ethan noticed that
the other tran soldiers were observing the operation with sonmething nore than clin-ical interest.

She shook a little when Hunnar put those great clawed paws on her, but otherw se she bore the
brief inspection stol-idly.

"Satisfied?" Septenber asked himthe nonment he'd finished. Colette had turned away and was
resnappi ng her jacket.

"Em nently." Privately he felt this only added validity to his theory that these people were
merely thinner variants of his own stock with a nmuch nore advanced technol ogy.

"You okay, Colette?" Ethan inquired in solicitous Ter-ranglo.

"Yes, | think so." She was shaking a little and didn't even insist that he call her Mss du Kane
"I just hope these aborig-ines don't carry lice or fleas."

"What did the She say?" Hunnar asked.
"That she was flattered by your attention,” Ethan replied snoothly.

"Unph. Well, friend Ethan, it is for the Landgrave and the Council to decide if anything can be
done about your request for help in reaching your hone."

"I't's not our home," said Ethan, unconsciously avoiding the other's neat trap. "Just a single
settl enent our folk have established on your world."

"To be sure,"” Hunnar nmurmured. "In any case, the full Council should debate it." Actually, with
the Horde only a

mal et or two away, any request for so nmuch as a sword bl ade or scrap of spare sail was apt to be
treated with kindly indif-ference at best. He didn't say that, of course. Possibly these people
coul d be of some help. There was no point in discour-aging themearly.

Now, if they voluntarily agreed to contribute the weck of their boat, that would surely be a
point in their favor. A point he ought to bring up about now.
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"I's your vessel truly no |onger capable of flight?"
"That is so," said Ethan sadly.
"Can it not be repaired?”

"I fear not,'
parsecs away."

Septenber put in. "It would take the facilities of a full O G dock. The nearest is

Hunnar | ooked across at him He already felt at ease with Ethan. Less certain was he with this
stranger who was nearly as big as hinself and whose accent was even nore aboni na-ble than Ethan's.

The big human seened only anmused by the intent scrutiny the knight was giving him

"Then," he continued casually, "would you object to our making sone use of it?" He waited tensely.
He didn't wish to spill blood here, but for so nmuch worked netal

He did not bother to point out that they were in no position to deny it. Even so, Ethan's ready
answer surprised him

"Sure. Help yourselves." Even Suaxus | ooked startl ed.

"One thing you ought to know, though," added Septenber. "I don't think your people will be able to
work it."

" Qur smiths," replied Suaxus, drawing hinmself up to his full height, "can work bronze, brass,
silver, gold, copper, junite, iron, visiron, and good steel."

"Very inpressive. Believe nme, | wish themonly the best of luck. If they can nold duralloy in your
| ocal version of a manual forge, 1'll be the first to applaud. Now, if you could train a Droomto
manhandl e the stuff ”

That was one several of the soldiers could not keep fromlaughing at. It Iightened the atnosphere,
| essened the tension born of acquisition

"I'f we could do that," smled Hunnar, "we wouldn't need the netal ."

"There are sone bits and scraps already torn free that you m ght be able to make sone use of,"
Sept enber continued. "Like the accel eration-couch franes, heating units, and such. 1'd like to

of fer you a couple of nmiles of wire, but I"'mafraid there just isn't much in the boat." He wasn't
about to try and explain solid- and fluid-state nechanics. A frustrated warrior could beconme an
angry warrior, apt to relieve his frustration by :raking short choppy notions with sharp objects.

"We shall see," said Hunnar. He | ooked at Ethan. "You surely have no objections then, friend
Et han?"

"No, the boat's all yours, uh, friend Hunnar."

"Fine. Now !l think it be time to go neet his Lordship." He was exhilarated. Not a drop of bl ood
shed to win such a prize! And mayhap sone allies as well. Tiny allies, 'twas true.

"We're ready as you," said Ethan. He took a step forward, then stopped. A | ook of consternation
came over his features.

Un ... how do you propose to get to this castle of yours?"

Hunnar reconsi dered. Perhaps he'd been wong. Maybe these really were children, or at |east
adol escent s.

"W will sinply chivan over," he said patiently. "It is only a short 'lide. Fifteen nminutes out,
perhaps three tinmes that back, against the wind."

"By “chivan' | guess you nean to skate?" Hunnar said noth-ing, confused. "I'mafraid we can't do

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...20Dean%20-%20Icerigger%201%20-%20Icerigger.txt (45 of 179) [1/16/03 7:07:11 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%620-%20I ceri gger%201%20-%20I cerigger.txt
that."
"Way not ?" blurted Suaxus, hand noving slowy toward his sword-hilt again.

"Because," Ethan continued, opening his coat and raising his arms, "we don't have any w ngs and,"
resnappi ng the coat and lifting a foot, renoving the boot, "we haven't any claws, or skates." He
repl aced the boot hastily as the cold bit at his heel

Hunnar stared at the now covered foot and rapidly nmade sonme astoni shed reappraisals. Firstly, his
pet theory that these people were but slimrer varieties of his own vanished |ike a sweetclub down
a cub's gullet. And then the full alien-ness of themthe way they noved, tal ked, their inpossible
sky-ship -all came down on himat once with a solid nmental crunch

I nvinci bl e kni ght of Sofold though he be, he was still shaken

“I'f ... if you have neither din nor chiv," he asked hel pl essly, "how do you nove about? Surely you
do not walk all the tinme?"

"W do a lot of that," Ethan admitted. "Also, we have snmall vehicles that nove fromplace to
pl ace." He denon-strated a walk, feeling ridiculous. "W also run." He forbore denonstrating this
ot her human activity.

"W too "walk,' with our chiv retracted," nuttered Hunnar a little dazedly. "But to have to wal k
to cover any distance ... how terrible!"

"There are plenty of humans who feel exactly the sane way. They do as little of it as possible,"”
confessed Ethan. "On our world there are few places to chivan, anyway. Qur oceans are not solid,
like this, but liquid."

"You nean, like the inside of the world?" Hunnar gaped.

"That's interesting.” WIliams spoke for the first time. "Clearly they have seen or have nenory of
occasional breaks in the ice. Since it's as rmuch a part of their surface as these islands, it's
easy to see how their wi se men woul d conclude that the world was hollow and filled with water."

"What a sad pl ace your home must be," conmi serated Hunnar, honestly synpathetic. "I do not think
should like to visit it."

"Ch, there are places on many of our worlds, including Terra, where you'd feel right at hone,"
Et han assured him

"Can you not chivan at call?" pressed the knight. It was hard to accede to such a nonstrous
abnormality.

"Not at all. If I were to try and chivan ... W do have artificial chiv of netal on sone worlds,
but brought none with us. It's not standard survival gear on our |ifeboats. And | wouldn't know
how to use them anyway. | think |I could nake a few neters fromhere into the wind before falling

flat on ny face."
"Couldn't hurt," said Colette. He ignored her

"I will call for a sled,"” Hunnar said decisively. "Pudjir, you and Hivell see to it!" The squire
i ndi cat ed acknowl edgnment and headed for the ice, the soldier follow ng.

The hunmans watched their departure with fascinated stares. Wllianms in particular was utterly
enr apt ur ed.

Once on the ice, the squire dug into the soldier's backpack and drew out a highly polished mrror
about a third as big as his torso. It was set in a dark wooden franme and had what | ooked |ike a
| arge metal screw set in the base of the wood.

Wiile the squire aligned it with the sun and balanced it, the soldier janmed it into the ice and

began twisting until it. was screwed in tightly. It was facing those sane western islands Ethan
had spotted fromhis treetop vantage.
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There was a sinple baffle-shutter arrangement that slipped over the mrror. Wile the soldier
steadied it against the wind, Budjir began opening and closing the baffles in a distinct pat-tern
Al nost i medi ately there was an answering series of bright flashes sonewhere along the horizon, at
whi ch the squire began fluttering his shutters nore rapidly and for sone tine.

"Clearly, any kind of aural conmmunication," Septenber nused, "like druns or horns, are out of the
question here. This wind would swallow up a good druminside a half-kilometer or |ess."

Wl lianms asked Hunnar, "What do you do at night?"

"Torchlight reflected by mirror serves well enough," the knight replied. "For |ong distances we
have devel oped a sys-temof relay stations with bigger mrrors. Except, of course, where they have
been destroyed.”

"Destroyed?" said Ethan. It was the inflection in Hunnar's voice and not the word itself that
pronmpted his curiosity.

" Yes. The Horde burns them so that no word can be given of their passage. |ndeed, it forbids
their construction. But many feign ignorance and rebuild them"

"Horde?" probed Septenber disinterestedly. "Wat Horde?"

"I fear you will have chance to discover,"” replied Hunnar. "We have a while to wait. | should like
to learn nore about you, and your amezing sky-raft, in that tine."

"There isn't a great deal you would under ... find inter-esting, Sir Hunnar," said Ethan. "But
I"1'l be happy to show you around. Now, if | had my dammed sanple case with ne..."

In the discussion that preceded the arrival of the sled-raft, Hunnar revealed a fair know edge of
basi ¢ astronony. Tran--ky-ky rarely had cloudy weather for any length of tinme, Ethan reflected
t hought ful ly.

After WIllians had answered several pointed questions about his home world and the ship, Hunnar
asked if the little schoolteacher was a w zard. Wen informed that he was a teacher, the knight
shrugged off the difference. No doubt, he reflected, WIlians and Mal nmeevyn Eer-Meesach, wi zard to
the Landgrave hinsel f, would have things to say to one an-other. Certainly Wllianms did not try to
hi de his own enthusi-asmat the prospect of such a neeting.

Wllians tried to explain a full-sized KK-drive ship to the knight. Hunnar woul d have none of it.
Not hi ng that big could be made out of netal

"Way does it not land to pick you up?" he asked.

"Little reasons aside," answered Wllians, "it can't. No KK-drive ship could. It would nake an
awful nmess of this part of your world."

"Ha!" grunted Hunnar. A ship of netal that large. Did they take himfor a conplete fool?

Li kewi se he could not grasp the concept of weightlessness. But gravity he understood. Wen you cut
a man's head off, it fell down. Colette |ooked a little ill when Septenber help-fully translated
this for her. Al so, he knew of the gutorrbyn and kroki mand other flying things that were odd but
clearly not weightless. He'd killed enough of themto know that.

The Iran exanined the inert body of the dead Kotabit with interest. In the icebox climate it
hadn't decayed at all, for which Ethan was grateful. An experienced warrior m ght have been able
to tell that the human's broken neck had not come from say, being thrown agai nst the consol e. But
corpses, even alien ones, were not the itens of prine interest. The control board, with its now
frosted knobs and dials; drew |onger stares. At the sane time, Ethan and Septenber were | earning
about Tran-ky-ky from Hunnar.

Wannone, it devel oped, was the capital and only near-city of a large island naned Sofol d. Sofold
| ay oh-so-many kijat to the west. It also clained sovereignty over a nunber of snaller nearby
islands. This tiny islet they'd smashed up agai nst was one. A few, larger than this, were
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garri soned and settl ed.

Wazut one Sound was an excellent natural harbor and sup-ported a flourishing conmerce. There were
active hot springs on the island crest. These provided a natural location for the small but vita
foundry and the smithies. The island was also rich in deposits of certain netals but had to trade
for others.

Cul tivation was wi despread. Like nost inhabited islands, Sofold was virtually self-sufficient
foodwi se. Gathering of wild pika-pina, which grew back as fast as it could be harvested, was al so
a mgj or industry.

When Et han asked if they also harvested the much |arger pika-pedan, Sir Hunnar threw himan odd
stare. Suaxus whined mirthfully.

Only the foolishly brave or the ignorant tried to make a |living gathering the pika-pedan, he
expl ai ned. 3t was on the pika-pedan that the stavanzer grazed.

"Stavanzer? What's a stavanzer?" asked Septenber inter-estedly.

Agai n Ethan's nestaped nenory came up with a blank on fauna. "I don't renenber. | get the feeling
| should, but there's nothing ... It's all on the edge ... nust be a nental block. Wn't cone.
Why? You pl anning on starting a ranch?”

Septenber smiled. "Farming isn't one of nmy nultitude of talents,"” he said.
"Oh, wait a sec. | do renenber what the name neans.”

"Yeah?" pronpted the big man.

"Thunder - eater."

Sept enber pursed his |lips. "Sounds harm ess enough. Ckay, so we don't volunteer for any pika-pedan
pruni ng expeditions, what? Ask hi mabout the local thieves ... governnent."

The much-nentioned Council, it seened, was conposed of |ocal dignitaries and nobl es who served as
adm ni strators, mayors, and justices-of-the-peace of the countryside. The Council was presided
over by the hereditary Landgrave, whose word was final but could be challenged in Council

The Landgrave's hereditary power was rooted in his ances-try. A great portion of his persona
weal th and treasury was derived fromcustons fees and comrerce taxes.

"What sort of bird is your Landgrave?" asked Septenber

"Fearless, brilliant, a genius at admnistration and a true w zard of decision," replied Hunnar
He | eaned over and whispered to the two humans. "He's as tough as a year-old piece of vol jerky,
but if you talk true with himfromthe first, you'll do well enough."

"He sounds nost inmposing ... a true leader," replied Ethan |oudly. Then he |lowered his voice in
return.

"l understand. W've one like that ourselves ... sone-tines."

Hunnar nodded, then | ooked uncertain. "Sonetines?"

"I do not fully understand nyself, Sir Hunnar. Sonme day soon, perhaps ... He has a disease of age
and sonme-thing nore, | think." He | ooked up, sniled, stopped when he noticed Hunnar draw away.
"Sorry. | forgot that showing one's teeth is not a sign of friendship anong neat-eaters.”

"Truly a strange custom of yours," agreed the knight.

"That's sonething el se we've got to attend to." He | ooked evenly at Hunnar. "Wile |I'm sure your
chefs are the noblest practitioners of their art on the planet, we do have a certain amunt of our
own foodstuffs we'd Iike to bring along."
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"If the quantity is not great, there should be plenty of space on the raft.”
"And it's about tine we set to nmoving it outside," said Septenber

"I was afraid you m ght bring that up," Ethan sighed.

The sled-raft was awkward-I| ooki ng but solid. Twenty me-ters long by ten wi de, a bluff, no-nonsense
triangul ar shape in hard wood, it was built from heavy tinbers. There was a matted floor of sone
vegetabl e material and a wooden rail running around it at waist |level. Tran wai st |evel

There was a crew of four. The owner, a nerchant naned Ta-hoding, stared at the ruined |ifeboat
with an open and un-abashed greed that Ethan found positively honey.

A single nast was set about a third of the way back fromthe pointed bow. This supported a single
| arge square sail held between two sturdy crossbeans top and bottom The raft rested on three
shar pened runners of gray stone, two at the rear corners and a slightly snaller one at the front.
The two at the stern were connected to a double wheel that took two sailors to handle.

"A handsone ship," Ethan said to the captain.

"My ancestors are forever honored to have you on board ny pitiful craft, great visitors fromthe
stars! My sire is for-ever in your honor. My famly shall bask in the glow of your radi ances
forever. My cubs and mate ... "

Ta- hodi ng continued to heap suffocating praise on his pas-sengers until Septenber whispered
sonmet hing to Hunnar that Ethan m ssed.

"No, it wasn't supposed to be made known to the general public,” replied the knight. "Actually,
the Landgrave desired it be kept as quiet as possible. However, where noney is con-cerned ... " He
shrugged, a very human gesture. Ethan was beginning to get an inkling of just how nuch wealth
their ruined |ifeboat represented hereabouts.

"l see,"” said Septenber. Ire caught another crate of sur-vival rations the soldiers were passing
up and stacked it on the wooden deck. It took two soldiers considerable effort to lift the box up
to him Hunnar watched the operation silently. September wasn't sure whether or not the kni ght had
caught the ease with which he'd handled the first crate. Damm! The big man strai ned al nost
theatrically on the next ones.

"A beacon that will shine ... " Ta-hoding was foll owi ng the other humans around, still spouting
hosannas.
"Pardon ne," began WIlians, and Ethan gratefully slipped away as the school teacher rescued him

fromthe seeningly endl ess assault of frozen platitudes.
"Why are your vessel's runners made of stone?" WIIlianms asked.

"Alas," said the captain, "wood wears away too qui ckly and netal is beyond the reach of even

weal thy nmen, which | as-suredly amnot ... There is a great raft, owned is whole by the people of
Vad Ozero, six tines the size of nmy poor craft. Its sails would cover a large inn and it has
runners made from solid stavanzer backbone.” He shook his head nournfully. "The ease with which it
turns, yea, even into the wind. The maneuverability, the sensuous 'lide of it under full sail, the
speed, the profits ... ah, the profits!"

Yes, alien though he may be, here was a being that was one with himin spirit, Ethan reflected. A
race of philosophers with |ong beards who scorned material wealth nmight exist in the gal axy-
somewhere. Thus far they renmi ned undi scov- ered.

"l think that's it," said Septenber with satisfaction, and it was. Ethan found hinsel f | ooking
forward to the sight of Hunnar's hone.

Hunnar wat ched the | ast of the hunmans clanber aboard. "W are ready then?" He turned to the

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...20Dean%20-%20Icerigger%201%20-%20Icerigger.txt (49 of 179) [1/16/03 7:07:11 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%620-%20I ceri gger%201%20-%20I cerigger.txt
capt ai n.
"Let out, Ta-hoding! W are aboarded!"
"As your bol dness commands," effused the skipper. "I basis in the light of-"

"I'"'mnot one of your custoners, Hoding," Hunnar barked in reply. "The Landgrave is paying you, so
don't waste any of your flattery on nme." He turned to his first squire.

"Suaxus, take Snzjor and report in for us. If the wind blows true, we should follow you by ten
tuvits. Make also a report to the Longax and see that the wizard is aroused. |If he awaits you not
already with slavering tongue. Straight this time, with none of your bloodthirsty enbellishments,
m nd. "

"Done, sir," acknow edged Suaxus, a trine coldly, Ethan thought. "Thou canst depend on ne."

Hunnar replied with another of those tight-upped sniles. He exchanged breath with the other
Al t hough there was no obvious difference in their age, Hunnar seenmed to Ethan years the el dest.

"I know | can, Suaxus. Wnd with you."

Suaxus cl apped his knight on one shoulder. Then he yelled for Snjisr and di sappeared over the side
of the raft. Leaning over the rail, Ethan could see them streaking off at an angle to the

sout hwest. Soon they'd probably begin tacki ng back against the wind, eating up the distance to
their hore.

It was no surprise that a single native could grove faster than the bulky raft. Ire turned away
fromthe wind and rubbed at the ice crystals that had forned on his upper linp.

The raft boasted a single wooden cabin. It rested squat agai nst the back of the single thick mast.
A sunmer day to the locals it mght be but he was just plain cold. Inside, the du Kanes were
huddl ed up agai nst a residual pile of trading goods, well away fromthe tiny w ndows.

The purpose of sonme of the objects in the pile was obvious. And what | ooked |like a small stove had
a pipe leading into the fiat roof. It wasn't lit.

WIllians was sitting by the door. As usual, Walther had cramred hinmself into the furthest, darkest
corner.

"Well, it's a long way fromfirst class,
short notice ... "

Et han essayed in a feeble attenpt at hunor, "but on such

Colette just glared back at him WIIlians said nothing either. He was totally absorbed in
examning the interior of the cabin.

"See?" he said pointing to a joint in one wall. "They use notched | ogs and wooden pegs, reinforced
in the difficult places with iron and bronze nails. Mst of the inplenents on that stove are
bronze, but a few are beaten copper and the stove itself is iron. There are one or two steel-

ti pped spears in that |ocker, back there. The handl es have the nost beautiful scroll-work."

"Must be Ta-hoding's pride and joy," Ethan comented, nentally guessing at the artifact's curio
val ue.

"I should not be at all surprised,” the school naster agreed. "I found nothing like pottery. Water
woul d freeze on the pot-ter's wheel."

The raft gave a sudden lurch. Colette squeaked.
"Now what's happeni ng?" she noaned.

"I," said Ethan with commendabl e enterprise, "will go and see."
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"I think the captain has turned his vessel slightly into the wind," informed WIlians. "Shortly we
should ...~

Hi s voice faded as Ethan left the sheltering cabin. He rounded the side and stepped into the wi nd.
He wasn't used to it but it was no |l onger unique enough to warrant a curse. Septenber was up near
the pointed bow, in conversation wth Hunnar

The sail cracked. They were followi ng the course taken by Suaxus and Snjor, who by now were well
out of sight. The two turned as he cane up to them

"Be your conpanions well?" inquired the knight solici-tously.

"As well as can be expected, Hunnar." He gl anced up at September. "Walther sits in his corner and
glares at nothing in particular. Colette is alternately brazen and scared, her father says nothing
until he has to, and Wllians is too busy taking nental notes to notice nuch of anything."

"And you, young feller-ne-lad?" The wi nd whi pped a single |oose strand of white hair across his
f or ehead.

"Me? Vll, I'm... " Cone to think of it, he'd been so busy he hadn't had tine to consider his own
feelings. "I'"mcold."

"A pithy sunmation, lad." He nove:: to clap Ethan on the back again. This tine Ethan avoided it,
grinning. The wind clawed at his face.

"We're really picking up speed.” The sail fluttered and rattl ed between the bracing spars.

One sailor was positioned at either end of the | ower spar while Ta-hoding and the other manhandl ed
the doubl e wheel. The captain was carefully trying to match wind speed with desired direction. His
eye noved continually fromsky to sail to ice.

"Stand ready!" he bell owed above the how i ng atmosphere. Then, "Hard over!" and he was straining
furiously at the wheel, forcing it to the right.

The raft slowly began to nove to starboard. There was a split second when it was facing directly
into the wind and the mainsail snapped back against the mast with a crack |ike shattered pl anki ng.
The two spar nmen pushed and pull ed as one, the sail snapped into a new configuration, and they
were traveling at high speed to the northwest.

"Ni cely done!" yelled Septenber adnmiringly. He pulled hinmself sternward, bracing against the
railing. Ethan followed curiously. He wanted to have a closer |ook at the sail. Any-thing that
could take the kind of continuous pounding it was being subjected to nmi ght have comercial val ue

It was thicker than sailcloth, a material. Ethan had no formal know edge of. Despite this it
seenmed flinmsy for taming the high winds it had to take on this world. It was a bright yell ow
surely not the natural color. Hunnar cane up behind himand confirmed it.

"The inside of the pika-pina is soft, but the exterior is tough and thin. Wen dried, treated, and
drawn out through |oons, it makes a very strong fiber. Sails, ropes, a dozen useful things."

"You don't say?" commented Septenber, who'd returned fromhis brief exanination of the raft's
steering nmechanism Then he did sonething that al nbost gave Ethan inpetus to scream

Gipping the | ower edge of the sail in two powerful hands, he wenched suddenly in opposite
directions. At any nonent Ethan expected to see the big nman go down under a swarm of four angry
sail ors.

No one paid himthe | east heed. Ta-hoding didn't even. glance up fromhis post at the wheel
Neither did the other sailors. Budjir and the other soldiers continued their story -swapping.

Eventual |y Septenber let out a deep breath and let go. As near as Ethan could tell, he hadn't nade
so much as atiny rip in the naterial

"Strong is the word," Septenber wheezed. "I'd think that several layers of this stuff, tightly
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woven and | aid over each other, would nmake a very respectabl e shield, what?" Hunnar | ooked at him
with new respect.

"You are a nmilitary man, then, friend Septenber?"
"Let's say |'ve had occasion to do sone scrapping.”

"It mght," admitted the knight, "except that treated hessavar hides laid to wood or bronze or
iron are better. For one thing, they're harder to burn."

"Un | didn't think of that."
"Whuld you like to try ny sword?" Hunnar offered, leaning into a particularly violent gust.

Sept enber | ooked tenpted. But rather than risk exciting attention, or give away any hi dden
abilities, or lack of same, he politely declined.

"Not today, friend Hunnar. In the future, in |ess awkward surroundi ngs, should there be another
opportunity-'

"When the Horde cones you'll have plenty of opportuni-ties," said the knight grimy. He wal ked
bet ween them and stal ked off to chat with the captain.

"What's this "Horde' he keeps referring to?" Septenber asked Ethan

"I don't know." He stared after the knight. "I've got this feeling, though, that we're not going
to get much nearer Arsudun until we find out."

Chapter Five

.Actually they nmade slightly better tine than Hunnar had estimated. The wind rose to a steady 60
kph, but under the skillful paws of Ta-holing and his tiny crew, the ungainly raft fairly flew
across the ice. The nerchant night be coni-cally effusive, but he was a master seaman-or icenan,
rat her.

It was an exhilarating experience just to stand in the sharp prow of the raft and let the w nd
shriek past your face. It battered at the snow goggl es and whi pped the too-Large hood whi ch now
envel oped Ethan's entire head and face. The angry air had all the softness of a newmy mnted

scal pel . Exhilarating, yes. But how rmuch nore exhilarating it would have been to be warm again ..
woul d he ever be warm agai n?

He grew aware that Hunnar was standing next to him "Wnnone," the knight nurnured, "and Sofold
Island. My hone. ''ours, too, for a while, friend Ethan."

For another nonent there was nothing but a blur on the horizon. But as the little raft flew
closer, the scene seened to leap across the ice at him Before he knewit, they were cruising
beneath towering stone walls anmidst a swarmof sinilar craft. All were built along the triangle
design. Most were about the same size as their own ship.

There were a few two and three tinmes as long, and one great raft that nust have gone at |east
ninety nmeters. It had a two-story central cabin with smaller cabins fore and aft.

Decks were piled high with crates and boxes, all securely | ashed down against the wind. Many were
protected with ma-terial nmade fromthe sane stuff as the sails. The big raft's fittings were
brighter, with here and there decorative flashes of netal and bone. Sails were splashes of rainbow
against the ice. Ethan realized that any color other than white or green could be easily spotted
many kil ometers off.

Movi ng with the westw nd behind them several ships shot past themat trenendous speed. Al were
nmoving fromor to the same spot, an opening in the walls. The entrance was flanked by two nmassive
towers of gray stone. Geat walls stretched off to right and left, curving into the distance.
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Et han staggered over to the cabin entrance, yelled inside. "M. du Kane, Colette, MIIliken, you
can cone and | ook. W're here.”

"Wherever that is," grunbled Colette.

A nonent |ater they were all clustered along the bow of the raft. Wth delicate handling and
el aborat e curses, Ta-hodi ng was maneuvering themskillfully through the swarm of shi pping.

Along the tops of the flanking towers patrolling tran were visible. The raft slid between the
wal | s, edging near an ex-iting merchantman with orange sails, and ornately carved handrailing.
Once, the nerchantnan's | ow spar, riding higher than their own, alnost clipped the raft's sail. Ta-
hodi ng hurled a stream of invective at the other, of which Ethan nanaged to understand perhaps
hal f .

Bow in hand, the first mate of the other vessel cane to the rail. It was the first indication
they'd had that archery was known to the natives. He nade threatening gestures with it in their
direction until Hunnar wal ked over and spoke quietly -as quietly as one could above the wind-to
the other. That worthy shut up fast and di sappeared.

"How do you cl ose off the harbor?" Ethan inquired. "I don't see anything resenbling a gate."
"Wth nets of woven pika rope,” replied the knight. "A gate would have to rest on the ice."
"What's wong with that?"

"A good fire on the ice would easily underm ne such. The walls thenselves are built deep into the
ice but a gate, nat-urally, could not be so. Also, there is the Great Chain. It is passed from one
gate tower to the other and can keep out all but the tiniest ships. The nets serve to keep out nen
on foot."

The wal l's, Ethan observed, were several neters thick, with plenty of roomon top for maneuvering
troops. They stood about twelve neters high, with battle towers slightly higher

Once inside the gate he could see that the walls conpletely encircled the harbor. It was a very
respectabl e feat of basic engi neering.

Wannonme was ideally suited for an iceport. The island itself lay on the east-west axis, with
harbor and city at the eastern tip. Once within the harbor, ice-sailors would have: the island to
shield themfromthe constant westwind. O: |eaving the harbor they would pick up the prevailing
gale imedi ately. Travelers com ng fromthe east would have a nore difficult time of it, but would
still find the same quiet |anding and protective wall.

Et han t ook anot her survey of that inpressive construct. He wondered what threat could nmake an
i ndi vidual |ike Hunnar worry despite it.

Dozens of rafts, including snall pleasure craft, plied the broad harbor. The nmerchantnmen tied up
at long, narrow piers which were built directly out onto the ice. Since the ice-ships had no draft
and did not bob up and down on nonexi stent waves, the piers were barely above the "water." Woden
cranes and pulley hoists added to the confusion in the harbor

At the eternally unchanging tide-line where ice net |and, a farrago of small buil dings began. Tran
of all sizes and shapes noved about the ice-front.

The humans were by now turning quite a few heads on passing rafts, but Ethan was too engrossed in
the approaching scene to notice. The ground sl oped sharply upward fromthe piers. It disappeared
in a crazy-quilt junble of two- and three-storied stone buildings and houses.

Near the houses, narrow streets paved with snooth flat stones were visible. Each had a broad swath
of snmooth ice running stripelike down its mddle. Al of the buildings seened to sport chi meys of
stone or black netal and high ganbrel roofs. If Ethan had spent nore time thunbing through history
tapes instead of sal es catal ogues, he might have been struck by the town's resenbl ance to nedi eva
Eur o- pean citi es.

The ice nmedian strips were artificial, having been made by nelting ice and then allowing it to
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refreeze in the desired place and pattern. Even at a distance Ethan could see furry dots-dropping
har borward at high speed. It was equally clear that the ice ranps were for descent only. It would
take a mighty powerful eastwind to pernit upward chivaning.

Rapid transit in Wannone, then, was no problemas |ong as you were goi ng downhill.

Above the town, steep crags rose to right and left. There was a | ow saddl e between them i nging
to the .rocks on the left and seemingly a part of the nountain itself was the great castle of
Wannone. It descended in stone levels to merge with the harbor-girdling wall.

The castle, Sir Hunnar inforned them had been founded by a wandering knight, one Krigsvird-ty-
Kal stund, in the year 3262 snc. Ethan's know edge of the trannish dating systemwas nil, but the
castl e | ooked awfully ol d.

The island was built Iike a doorstop, with the harbor and town of Wannome at the high end. From
the town the ground rose abruptly to the island' s high point. Fromthere it dropped in a |ong,
gentle sweep to the ice and a great field of pika-pina. A steady stream of black snoke rose from
t he nmoun-tai ns.

"The pi ke-pine," Hunnar had expl ai ned, "protects us fromattack fromthe west, out of the w nd.
The great wall and castle does |likew se for the town and the eastern island.”

"What about your north and south?" asked Septenber.

"There is wall around nuch of the island, but far |ower and weaker than this. Put the granaries,
ships, and foundry are all at this high end of Sofold, protected by the wall and by steep cliffs.
An attacker could come fromnorth or south and snake a successful landfall. Then he could
devastate the fields and herds, the country downs. This would gain himnaught but pleasure. Fields
can be replanted, houses rebuilt, es-pecially with the wealth of the province intact.

"Wannome can support and shelter the entire popul ation of Sofold should it prove necessary."
"What about an attack on the city fromthe [ andward side," continued Septenber.

Hunnar gave hima patronizing |look. "I see you do not understand us. No trap will fight on | and
when he can nmaneu-ver four tinmes as effectively on the ice. It nmust be different with you, since
you have no chiv or den. That is why ships and caravans are at their greatest danger when out at
ice. Few can nove faster than a fighting man with a good west- wind behind him T "o try and take
a high position fromland ... no, such an attack coul d never succeed.

"A landing aright be nade as part of a siege-plan, to pre-vent the townsfolk fromgetting supplies
fromthe rest of the island. But never with the thought of taking the city fromthat side. No one
could nmove fast enough. For one thing, there are ice paths ins all around the island. They give us
the ability to nove rapidly on | and. These woul d be destroyed be-fore any invader coul d nake use
of them W would still re-tain those in the heights and the town. Thus we woul d have great
mobility while an invader would struggle clunsily about in the dirt."” He pointed at the encircling
harbor wall as they pulled up to an enpty pier.

A large gray pennant fluttered at the end of the pier. It was divided into four squares. A large
tusk occupi ed the upper right-hand corner, crossed by a sword. An anvil and hanmer decorated the
|l ower left, while the opposing squares were a solid red and yellow, respectively. An exquisitely
carved and appointed raft with an unusually tall mast was tied up at the pier nearby.

"The Landgrave's yacht," Hunnar expl ai ned.
"About the wall," pronpted Ethan

"Yes. An ice path also runs along its top. So the nen above have equal nmobility with those on the
i ce bel ow. And except on unusual days, an eneny has the wind in his face and side at best, and the
sun in his eyes in the evening. Not the best conditions tender which to pursue an assault."

The two spar :nen reefed in the single sail. One side of the triangular raft struck the pier with
the slightest of jars. Imnediately young tran appeared beneath the raft. They placed | arge stones
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in front of and behind the triple stone runners.

Suaxus was there to greet them

"I have given your messages and ny report to the Pro-tector,” he intoned, after he and Hunnar had
exchanged breath and shoul der-claps. "You are to bring themto his presence inmediately."

"Has the Council been informed?" Hunnar asked. Ethan thought he detected nore than mere curiosity
in the knight's voice. It was hard to tell. Mestaped | anguage was hard on inflection. Still, there
was sonet hing going orb here that was bei ng kept fromthem

Suaxus grinned tightly. "The Landgrave in his wisdomfelt that a private audi ence m ght better
serve the present needs of the province ... at the first. No point is there in shocking the other
nobles with the sight of these strange ones."”

"Cone along, nmy friends," said Hunnar. "It is a substantial walk, although perhaps not for you."

The harborfrout had an easy famliarity to Ethan. He'd worked in dozens of such on half a hundred
wor |l ds. Sone had been nore, some less, civilized. Al were concerned with the task of acquiring
material wealth.

Busi ness proceeded all about them 'trading, bargaining, |oading of rafts, unloading, fighting,
pi ckpocketing, with ev-erywhere nasses of children sonehow finding space to play. A seething nob
of sentient greed. Ch well. The universe was not physically perfect, either. Hundreds of furry
trap filled the harborfront with a warm nusky snell. It was not unpleasant, but in hot or humd
air it could have been over-poweri ng.

Many of the |locals paused in their business and chatter to eye the alien procession. But no one
ventured to stare very long, or to pose comrent that mi ght be overheard. This was probably due,
Et han considered, to the presence of Hunnar and his sol diers.

The chil dren, however, were not so shy. Mniatures of the adults, many clad in just jackets or
short coats in the gentle breeze, stopped and stared at themwi th wi de cat eyes, compact fluffs
of light gray fur. He had to forcibly resist an urge to cuddle them contenting hinmself with an
occasi onal pat on an adol escent head.

"The townsfol k don't seemoverly friendly," Septenber finally comented.

"Being in ny care," Hunnar replied, "it is apparent to all that you are royal guests. It would not
be seemy for you to mngle with the cormmon fol k. "

"Well, I"'mafraid |"mgoing to have to ningle for a mnute, tradition notw thstanding." And before
Hunnar or anyone el se could nake a nove to stop him he'd broken away fromthe tight little group
and sauntered over to halt before a snmall open shop.

Stal Pommrer, the elderly proprietor, |ooked across at the snooth-skinned alien, then hel plessly to
right and left. H's normally | oquaci ous nei ghbors studiously ignored him

"How much?" asked Septenber, pointing.
“I ... uh, that is ... noble sir, lord, | don't know that-"

"You don't know?" Septenber interrupted, aghast with nock outrage. "A shopkeeper who doesn't know
the price of his own nerchandi se? Bow do you stay in business?" Be tugged at his doubl ed-up
shirtfront. "I, as you can clearly see, desperately require a good warmcoat. |'d |ike to purchase
that one."

"Yes, lord," Pomrer stamered, regaining a little of lair conposure. Be |ooked in vain for
Sept enber's wings, then gave up in disbelief when he finally realized there was not hi ng between
the big strange one's wist and waist but enpty air.

"won't just stand there gaping," urged Septenber inpa-tiently. "Take it off the rack and let ne
try it on."

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...20Dean%20-%20Ilcerigger%201%20-%20Icerigger.txt (55 of 179) [1/16/03 7:07:11 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%620-%20I ceri gger%201%20-%20I cerigger.txt

"Surely, lord, surely!" Pomrer went over to the revol ving wooden rack, drew off the indicated
coat. Be handed it to Septenmber. The latter stepped into it and drew the back half up over his
shoul ders. Then he bent and brought up the front. Bolding it closed with a hand at the shoul der

he tied first the right and then the left side with the leather ties. The length was all right but
it was a mte too broad. Ethan would have swamin 1t.

"Alittle loose at the sides. As | have no need of a wing-slit, why don't you just sew them shut?
That should bring it in enough. Leave ne just enough roomto get ny arns through, eh? The |eg
holes are fine."

“Ye ... yes, lord."

Under the watchful eyes of the soldiers, the rest of the humans, and half the children in Wannone,
Stal Pommer set up the unnatural task of sewi ng closed the sides of the hes-savar coat.

"You will not, be able to opera these now, lord, even to don the garnment."

"That's the idea, tailor. It'Il be like slipping into a turtle shell, but I'd use rivets if | had
to. Clover, it's the first tinme |'ve been hal fway confortable since we canme down."

Pommer ignored the itching tenptation to inquire into the nature of turtles and rivets and
concentrated on his sewing. The needl e he used could have doubled as a small sword.

Pomer stepped back. Septenber swung his arns, did a few deep knee bends.

"Not bad a'tall. Wsh it had sl eeves, though. How nuch?"

Un ... eighty foss," suggested Pomrer, hesitantly peeking around the alien bul k.

Sir Hunnar grow ed softly and put his hand to sword hilt.

"But for you noble lord," he squeaked hurriedly, "only sixty, only sixty!"™ Hunnar grunted and went
back to studying the pavenent.

"Well, | haven't any of the local lucre,” nused the big man, rubbing at the ice mat on his chin
That woke the old tailor up. For ,a mnute there the human took on the appear-ance of a shifty
type that transcended race, Landgrave's nen-at-arns or no. "But maybe this will do." He renpved
sonething fromhis shirt, blocking it fromHunnar's viewwith his body. "This," he explained, "is
conbi nation knife and fork. Very sinple instrunment. Made of duralloy. Standard survival kit issue.
W' ve others.”

"What knife?" asked the oldster, intrigued. "I see only a little square of.netal."

"Press this depression, here, in the center of the square." Pomer did so, hesitantly. He junped a
little when knife and fork sprang from opposite ends of the square.

"I can't for the life of me inmagine what you'll do with the fork," said Septenber
conversationally. "Put that blade ought to-be useful in your work. It's a darnnsight better than
your best steel. And it'll never lose its edge, nor break. Should | ast you and your kids a |ong

tinme, what? That survival stuff is built to take it."

The tailor didn't understand this odd creature conpletely. Put be could tell the bargain of the
age when he saw it.

"Uh ... it surely seens an equitable exchange, lord." He was so excited and nervous he nissed tree
square in his first grab at it. Ire pulled it out of sight quickly, before Hunnar or any of the
other soldiers could see what it was. "Thank you, lord, thank you!" he nuttered, bow ng

obsequi ously. "Please visit ny hunbl e shop again."

Hunnar was fidgeting aimessly. "Are you quite finished?"
"Yes, thanks," replied Septenber.

A famliar voice piped fromthe little knot of humanity.
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"Hey, what about nme?" said Walther

"What about you?" replied Septenber coldly. He turned back to Hunnar. "This is the first tinme
since we | anded on your world that |1've been warm | couldn't wait any longer. Sorry if | upset
your protocol. Say," he finished innocently, "aren't we going to be late for that appointnent?”

"I should not be surprised," Hunnar snapped, turning away. Ethan noticed that the big man kept the
kni ght answering questions all the way up the hill. Probably to keep himfromthinki ng about what

Septenber had paid the tailor with. It mght occur to the knight later, but by then it would be a
little late to invalidate the exchange.

The wal |l s of Wannome castle were surrounded by a deep, narrow noat. Enmpty, of course. This was
spanned by a short drawbridge. The walls thensel ves rose vertically for fifteen meters and nore,
solid gray and bl ack rock and masonry. Wannonme had its share of craftsnen, Ethan reflected, and
not only smths.

Two | ancers flanked the sides of the bridge entrance. They wore coats of inscribed tool ed | eather
with shields of |eather and worked bronze. Each carried a slim steel-tipped spear. The hel nets
had openings for the ears, and a nose-pi ece down the center. They swept out and down in a backside
flare to protect the neck.

The young tran who met themjust inside the high gate was garbed in sinilar fashion. Only his

| eather was inlaid with silver in sharp relief and he wore a sword ruch |ike Hunnar's strapped to
one leg. Also, his helnmet was- nade fromsilver-inlaid | eather and had imtation silver flanes
wor ked al ong the crest. A four-square gray patch, a tiny double of the pennant at the pier, was
sewn over his left breast.

He arrived panting for breath. "The Landgrave bids you to himquick."

Sir Hunnar frowned; made a half turn to Ethan. "Not good. | hope we haven't gotten you off on his
Lordshi p's bad side." He glared over at Septenber as though that worthy were personally
responsi ble for any forthcom ng dire consequence. Septenber whistled cheerfully and sm | ed back

"Now | nust ponder on a fair excuse," Hunnar nuttered.

"Way not tell himthe truth?" queried Septenber as they followed the garishly-clad herald across a
courtyard. "That | stopped to buy nyself a coat because | was freezing to death?”

"On a day like today, of pleasing warnth? No, even | still cannot realize that you are used to
living in fire itself. But to confess that you stopped to converse with a tailor before the
Landgrave hinself ... ?" Hunnar |ooked horrifed. "No, no! He would have you all spitted out of
hand. "

"Easier said than done," replied Septenber, unnoved. "Be-sides, if I'd frozen solid | wouldn't
have presented much in the way of avail able conversation, would |?"

"There is that,"” admitted Hunnar seriously. "H s Lordship does appreciate candor. W'll see. He
may be so curious about you he will forget to be insulted.”

They passed t hrough another small open area. Ethan noticed a snmith taking the dents out of a
bronze shield in a glowing cubby off to their right. The attraction was in the fire. A few
soldiers leaned idly at arns to the side of another door, a far cry fromthe ranrod-straight
troops they'd encountered at the drawbridge entrance. Another bunch were seated in the shade
pl ayi ng what appeared to be a variant of the uni-versal gane-dice.

They entered the inner keep, wal ked d through a long hall to a wi de staircase.

Up they went, then a turn, then up another. They'd gone hal fway up the second when there was a
sudden squeal of surprise from behind. For a second Ethan thought they'd | ost Colette. But she'd
only strayed too far to the center and stepped onto the gleaming ice path. Fromthere it was a
short but fast slide back to the bottomstep. H's dignity and one other part were bruised, but
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there was no lingering danmage.

After renmounting the stairs their guide nade a hard left. They passed another set of ubi quitous
guards. Then a right turn down another hallway, and another, and they entered a | ong, vaulted
hall. A group of three trap awaited themat its far end. To one side a great fire blazed in a huge
fireplace. The tenperature in here might even be slightly above freezing, Ethan reflected.

"No, | shall announce you," the herald cautioned. He strode off down the tong, brightly dyed rug
that covered the bare stone floor. There was a seenmingly endless table to each side, with chairs
and odd withing candl esticks.

"Renenber," Hunnar whi spered to Ethan as they wal ked slowy behind the herald, "he's tough and
stringy, but not vi-cious. Not intentionally so, anyway. |'mtold we've had harder rulers. At
| east he's not an idiot, like his half-brother."

"WIl we get to neet this half-brother?" asked Wllians clinically.

"Not unl ess you've even stranger means of transport than your netal ship. Wen his fault becane
obvi ous, he was put to death."

"Dear me," replied the school naster, taken aback. "That seens rather extrene."”

"Qur way," said Hunnar sinply.

"This is an extrene world," added Septenber. "Who don't get supported by others here, what?" Then
he spoke to Ethan. "Take your tine, young Teller, and say what you think best."

The heral d had stopped ahead of them Now he turned and boomed, "Sir Hunnar Redbeard, Squire
Suaxus-dal - Jagger, and Squire Budjir Hotahg, with the party of outlanders!"

"Qut | ander s?" Septenber | ooked askance at the knight.

"' That is what they've been calling you,"'
wat ch ne."

Hunnar replied. "For lack of a better term Slowy now

They followed the knight the | ast dozen nmeters. Ethan had a nonment to scan those awaiting them
Then Sir Hunnar boated |ow, crossing his arnms over his head and covering hinself with his w ngs.
They all imtated the novenent as best they could, not rising until the knight had done so.

"My lord," he began, "these folk crave nmercy for intruding open the province of the people. They
seek protection and mayhap service. They are en a ... " he hesitated for a second, "a pilgrimge
to far parts of the world. Their metal sky-ship was disabled as though by the Father of R fs and
they are cast upon us for deliverance."

An old tall tran with solid gray fur put both hands on the arns of his throne. The Landgrave stood
erect. Ethan noticed that the back of the throne was carved fromwhat seenmed to be a single
unbroken pillar of ivory that rose all the way to the high roof. It was inscribed with synbols and
etching as far up as he could see. The thing was as big as a good-sized tree.

The Landgrave was dressed in flowi ng | eather and silks. Hammered netal plate decorated with silver
thread forned a conplex, flashing breastplate. A single |eather hand with a bright nmetal rectangle
of gold set in the forehead was all that passed for a crown. He did, however, wield an

el abo-rately carved wooden staff nearly two and a half neters tall. It was thin, a polished
mahogany-col or, studded with cabo-chons in red and bright blue. A few faceted gens adorned the
knob at the top

"Sir Ethan Frome Fortune," declai med Hunnar, pointing Ethan out before he could protest the
undeserved title, "I present you to the right-true-and-just Torsk Kurdagh-Vl ata, Landgrave of
Sof ol d, and ''rue Protector of Wannone."

"W are honored in the presence of your father's father and self, son-of-the-w nd," Ethan intoned,
gi ving the rehearsed speech his best sales pitch

"You are wel conme, outlanders," the Landgrave replied. His voice was startlingly high for a trap
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conpared to those they'd already encountered. The Landgrave gestured to his right at an incredibly
shrivel ed but bright-eyed old individual dressed entirely in black silks. He wore a bl ack
headband.

"My personal adviser, Ml neevyn Eer-fvl eesach."

The honor is nmine, noble sirs," responded the wi zard smoothly. He was eyeing themw th such

obvi ous naked an-ticipation that he made Ethan a little nervous. 'shat sanme stare had been applied
to laboratory rats with uncertain fu-tures. As it devel oped, he was doing the old tran an

i njustice.

"And this," continued Kurdagh-Vlata, turning to his left, "is ny daughter and only cub, the Elfa
Kur dagh-Vl ata. "

The gesture was directed at a surprisingly lissome and nearly raked female tran. She gazed down at
Et han with a stare far nmore disconcerting than the wizard's. Considering the tenperature in the
great hall, her garb seenmed an open invitation to pneunoni a.

Sonething hit hima sharp rap in the shin and he spun. Septenber sniled at him

"Time enough later for sight-seeing, ne lad," be murmured in Terranglo. "No wonder friend Hunnar
was convinced of our simlarity."

"What ?" he said brilliantly. He returned his gaze to the throne, found the Landgrave watching him
i mpatiently.

"Your conpani ons," whispered Hunnar urgently.

"Ch, yes."

He stepped to one side and nade a grand sweep-ing gesture. "Um Sir Skua Septenber

Sept enber perforned a bow full of intricate hand gestures. It confused Ethan but the Landgrave
appear ed del i ght ed.

"Hel | espont du Kane, a ... ah ... nerchant of great renown on his world. H's daughter, Colette du
Kane ... "

Du Kane executed a marvel ously supple bow that surprised both Ethan and Septenber. Colette
hesitated, then followed with an awkward curtsey.

"And Wal ther, um...”

"You're still not going to learn ny |last nane, buddy, until it's too late to do you any good," the
ki dnapper nuttered in Terrangl o.

"Yes?" pronpted the Landgrave.
Et han | ooked uncertainly to Septenber.

"Acrimnal in our custody," said the big man easily. "One not to be. trusted and to be wat ched
every noment. He secreted hinself aboard our ship and ... "

"I't's all a lief" shouted. Walther abruptly. "'They're the crimnals, not nme! | was taking them
all to justice, when Septenber turned on him "Quiet, punk," he said in Ter-ranglo. "I can break
your head right now. The Landgrave and | can argue about who was telling the truth afterwards.
I"1l let your spirit know how it comes out."

The little kidnapper shut up
"Sir Hunnar?" queried the Landgrave. "What neans this outburst?

“I believe what Sir Ethan and Sir Skua say to be the right truth, your Lordship. The hysterica
one is evil and clever.” "Well then, can we not do our new wel comed guests a service? Order him
di spat ched out of hand!"
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"Ah, that is not the way of our people, your Lordship,"” put in Ethan hastily. "He nust present
hinsel f and his crines before a special nmachine. The nmachine, being inpartial and, unenotional
will give justice fairly."

"Where is justice if your enptions are not involved?" the Landgrave countered. "Not to mnd. W
have but just net and here find |I discussing the fine points of jurisprudence. Gther matters
attend. | welcone you as friends and allies. You shall be given roons and whatever you need for
per-sonal confort. Tonight dine with nmy knights and |I. Your home is here now " Wereupon he sat
down with great dignity and obvi ous satisfaction.

Et han paused. "There is one matter we shoul d di scuss now, your Lordship. The question of aid for
our continuing journey westward."

"Journey? Journey? What is this, Sir Hunnar?" said the Landgrave gruffly. "Squire Suaxus, you said
nothing to me of a journey."

"l did not have time, ny Lord, for-*

Sir Hunnar broke in "They do not understand, nmy Lord. Remenber, they are truly from another
world."

"Be that as it may," said Kurdagh-Viata stiffly, "we know nothing of noving fromone world to
anot her . "

"That is so, nmy Lord," continued Hunnar. "Yet they say their folk have a town aways from Wannorne.
Tis there they wish to travel. Sone eight or nine thousand satch."”

"An afternoon jaunt, yes."
"But if they could reach their friends, Lord, they nmight bring nore metal and perhaps other-"

"Enough!" snorted the Landgrave. "They woul d no doubt require a raft for this journey, perhaps
several ?"

"Possibly nore than one, Lord."

"Wth full crews, and provisions, and soldiers to protect from pirates?"
"True, ny Lord, but-"

"Tis out of the question!”

"But your Lordship-" began Ethan

"'They are gifting us with their vessel, ny Lord," said Hun-nar. "A veritable nountain of netal.
Wt hout obligation. 'Twould pay for such a trip many, nmany tunes over."

"Yes it would. Tis generous of them to give away what they can no | onger use. Nor protect."

Et han started to protest, but guessed rightly that was just what the Landgrave was hoping he'd do.
He kept silent.

"Absol utely inpossible-at the nonent. Perhaps in a nales or so. After we have treated with the
abomi nators, "

"Yes, ny Lord!" booned a huge voice fromthe back of the hall. "How are we to deal with the
abomi nat or s?"

Everyone turned to the source of those stentorian tones.

A tramthey hadn't seen before was striding toward them He was resplendent in azure and enerald
silks, overlaid with fine | eather bindings and straps. H s beard was |onger than Hunnar's and
tinged with white over the steel-gray.
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The eyes were sunken deep under hairy brows. As he drew cl oser another aspect of his person was
made clear. Here was the frst really fat tran they' d encountered.

"Dar nuka Brownoak," announced the herald, rather after the question. "Prefect of \Wannone!"
"What's all this nean?" Septenber whispered to Hunnar

"Darnuka is prefect of the city and a powerful menber in Council besides," the knight replied. " A
very forceful and stubborn individual. Al so anbitious and greedy. And very wealthy, which in the
long run tis nore inportant than all the others. There are few richer than he. The Landgrave is
one, of course. O the others, sone support him sone Dar-nuka."

"Hmm Political conflict," murrmured Ethan to no one in particular. "I thought the Landgrave had
absol ute power ?"

"I'n all decisions the Landgrave has final power," said Hun-nar. "This does not nean he inprudently
acts against the wishes of a magjority of influential citizens." The knight quieted as the prefect
came within hearing distance.

Dar nuka put one foot up on the dais and surveyed the gathering with interest and undi sgui sed
cont enpt .

"So these are the strange ones who cone on a raft of flying nmetal, eh?" be said al nost
chal l engingly. "They surely are strange strangers."

"You're no interstellar sex god yourself, fatso," countered Septenber. Ethan w nced, but the
prefect nmerely grunted satisfaction

"There will be no insulting of guests in ny presence," de-clared Kurdagh-Vlata rather |anely.

"Insult?" The prefect put both paws delicately on his chest and drew hinself erect. "I, insult a
visitor to the Council Chanber? |1?" He turned and | ooked intently around the roomthen, so hard
that the herald and even the Landgrave couldn't resist doing the same.. The prefect stared at the
ceiling and even raised the corner of a -throw fur to glance beneath it.

"By the by," he continued in nock surprise, "where is the Council? | do believe a quorumis not
present. Here we have six alien creatures of unknown power and intentions. They bring with thema
ship of nore forged nmetal than Wannonme has seen since the G eat Sack. And not a nenber of the
Council present ... other than nmy poor, hastily arrived self, of course.” He |ooked innocently at
the Landgrave. "lIs this in accordance with the Charter of Council ? Perhaps the Council should be
called into session, to discuss their absence. Since they are not here, it cannot be debated. Dear
me, a paradox."

"I did not feel it necessary yet to trouble the full Council with such an odd matter," replied
Kurdagh-Vl ata. It sounded mnighty feeble to Ethan

"I see," said Brownoak. "As is well known, his Lordship's w sdom exceeds all. of ours conbined.
bow to his decision." Darnuka executed a sl oppy hal f-bow. "However, as | en-tered, | think twas
nmenti oned sonething about "dealing with the Horde.' Wuld you say, nilord, that anything which
re-lates to that matter is of nore than odd nature? Wrthy perhaps even for discussion by Council
as it does affect every adult and cub in the great |and of Sof ol d?"

"Yes, surely," Kurdagh-VlI ata responded

"Then might it not be prudent to postpone any discussion of matters relating to such until ful
Council has been gat h-ered?" Kurdagh-Vl ata said nothing and Darnuka pronpted, "Is this agreed,
m | ord?"

"I ... oh, very well, Darnuka! Confound your inmpu-dence!" He stood abruptly and struck the floor
twice with the base of the jeweled staff. Sir Hunnar and Darnuka both bowed. The humans copi ed
them The Landgrave then retired, taking his daughter and advisor with him

"Tis good to see you returned safe and whole, Sir Hunnar," said Drownoak. "Did your expedition
i ncl ude any successful nassacres?"
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"W -net no one, so we fought with no one, spineless messenger,"” replied the knight stiffly. He
snmled slightly at the other. But this tine a flash of white was visible between his lips. Cearly
he was controlling hinself with an effort.

"How very fortunate. | should be distressed to see one of our finest knights injured over such an
odd matter. Especially with a crisis approaching. Good day to you, outlanders.” He bowed toward
Et han. "We shall undoubtedly see nore of each other.™

Wth a fluttering of sea-colored silk and rich brown hides, the prefect stal ked off down the hall

"Well," said Hellespont, "I may not have the grasp of the |ocal |anguage that you gentlenen
possess, but that chap is of a type | need no words to recognize."

"Hess a character, all right," Septenber commented in Tranni sh, nodding. He | ooked over at Hunnar
and grinned. "You two aren't exactly bl ood-brothers, | take it:"

"' The Brownoak has | ess blood for battle than a jelly-nbss,"” spat the knight, staring after the
other. "' That one so bereft of heart should wield so nuch power ... Wrse, be is an unconscionable
but cher who woul d dress the whole province for rape, content in the rightness of his way!"

He sighed. "Cone. | will take you to roons. And there is sonething of great significance you
shoul d be inforned of before we can discuss your journey any further. O before you are put before
the Council ... | will see to the transfer of your, food to your apartnents. The Council, however

will expect you to dine with them Can you eat our food?"

"It's a long way fromthe Honeybucket Roomin the G and Hotel on H vehom but | think we can
manage, " replied Septenber.

"That one," said Ethan, rem nding Hunnar of Walther's presence, "should dine alone in his room
with a guard in at-tendance. One who is not susceptible to bribery."

Whi t her shook his head but said nothing. "I'meven snmaller than the | ady du nmane and you're al
frightened of ne."

Sept enber just |aughed.

"I will see toit," said Sir Hunnar.

Chapter Six

Et han's room was neatly furni shed. He suspected his accom nodati ons were fancy by | ocal standards.
I f Wannone was a typical province capital, then the trade prospects for the planet were far better
than anyone had guessed. Wiy, in precious netalwrk alone ... and these nmarvel ous coats

Now, if he could only find a way to file a report!

The big canopi ed bed had damask-1i ke draperies and covers. He wondered how such material was nade.
Al'l of the wealthy tran they'd encountered so far had been clad in simlar na-terial. Neatly

wor ked, too. He doubted the material cane fromsilkwornms. If there were insects on this world they
kept thensel ves scarce. Any self-respecting silkwormwould turn to a small lunp of frozen flesh in
a short day. And they didn't seem advanced enough for artificial fabric. Another nystery to

unr avel

The bed was probably intended for a single occupant, but it was three tines the wi dth of any
single bed he'd ever slept on. The wooden chest at its foot was intricately carved. A huge mrror
covered nmuch of one wall, no doubt just the right size for an adult trap

A real double bed must be an ocean of norphean confort.

The door bolted solidly-fromthe inside only, he noted -although the bolt itself was made of
hardwood and not netal. Wannone's designers had |left nothing to chance in creating their guest

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...20Dean%20-%20Icerigger%201%20-%20Icerigger.txt (62 of 179) [1/16/03 7:07:11 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%620-%20I ceri gger%201%20-%20I cerigger.txt

suites. The door would hold well enough to keep out the casual thief, but not well enough to
resist a concerted charge froma couple of well-nmuscled guardsnen.

He al so noticed a snall but elaborately set whetstone. It was placed near the foot of the bed and
could be operated with one foot. Its purpose escaped himfor a nmonent. It was too lowto

conveni ently sharpen a knife, for exanple. Then he realized it was for putting an edge on one's
own chiv.

That must be the nornmal routine on awakeni ng, he nused. Rise early, wash, clean, and sharpen your
feet.

Somet hi ng el se was troubling himnmore, until he chanced to open the heavy chest. It was filled
with thick, wide furs. They weren't as snooth-1ooking as the odd di aper-1like coats everyone wore,
but they were heavy and warm There was no fireplace in the room and the single w ndow was open
to the sky. Wthout the furs there would be no way he could sl eep through the tenperature drop at
ni ght .

He wal ked over to the wi ndow, which was high and narrow. There was a conplicated wooden shutter
arrangenent that would serve to keep out the wind if not the cold.

It woul dn't keep out a determ ned eneny, though. Then he | ooked out and down. He'd forgotten how
many steps they'd nounted.

The south side of the island was precipitous here, and the castle of Wannone was built right to
the edge. It was a killing fall to the ice below. Wth a little inmagination he could al nost see
waves breaking against the cliff. Perhaps they had once, millions of years ago. This side of the
castle, at least, was invul nerable.

Leaning out into the biting wind, he squinted and saw that the high cliff continued westward for a
fair distance before dropping down to the ice. An occasional flash of green broke the whiteness.

A look at the sky. Let's see, he thought. The tran have their evening nmeal at sunset. That shoul d
| eave hima couple of local-tinme hours before he'd be expected to put in an ap-pearance. \Wien he

had time it might be a good idea to revisit that tailor. Maybe he coul d make undercl ot hes as well
as coats. The outfit he'd been wearing on the Antares when he'd been abducted-was that one or two
t housand years ago?- was not conducive to strenuous living.

The special survival parka he was wearing was hol ding. up beautifully. But below the surface, so
to speak, things were beginning to get a bit raunchy. There was a knock at the door

"I't's open,"” he said wthout turning.

The voice that replied did make himturn. It said, "Good wi nd," and wasn't human

The Elfa Kurdagh-Viata, heiress to the throne of Wan-nome, closed the door gently behind her. Her
caution was dis-concerting. She bolted it. That was om nous.

"l apol ogi ze for these roons." Her speech was husky. "' They were the best father could do on such
short notice. And we've little idea of your needs."

Et han wal ked away from the wi ndow and not incidentally put the bed between them If that was
supposed to faze her she didn't showit. She wal ked over and sat on the end. The human cont our
anal og was astoundi ng. She drew swirls in the silken coverlet.

"Do you really cone from another worl d?" she asked breathlessly. Her outfit was done up like
hol i day packagi ng by a clunmsy six-year-old. The fact that the skin beneath was covered with |ight
gray fur nmade it appear no | ess naked. Excepting the feline head and broad feet, and those
piercing vertical pupils, she night have passed for a tridee starlet clad in skin-tight nink

"Yes, we do," he replied eventually, with sone enphasis on the "we." |If she was expecting himto
prol ong the conver-sation she was sorely nistaken. He couldn't for a nonent forget that her father
was not only a grouch with a reported short tenper, but also had the power to renove head from
shoul ders with a wave of his hand. Until he knew a great deal nore about |ocal nores, he was goi ng
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to be as quiet as a nonk. This was no place to depend on nestaped information.

Besi des, she was as tall as he was and nuch broader, which nade for rather an intimdating
personality.

"lIt's surprising. You' re not so terribly different fromus, it seens,
yel |l ow eyes fixed on him

she said, her flashing

Damrit, if only she weren't so farking attractive! Now watch that, he told hinself. She isn't even
of the sane species. O course, there were aberrant humans who had a thing for other species. He
knew one chap who ..

Quit that!

"I think this is all very exciting," she said finally into the growi ng silence. The finger paused
inits silken whirlpool. " You don't even have any fur on your bodies, except on top."

"Actual ly," Ethan responded, trying to be scientific, "that's not entirely true. W do have sone
el sewhere.” He was about to nention "chest" when she interrupted him

"Real ly? Let ne see." She made a spring that carried her hal fway across the bed.

In dreamtroubles nost folk are the epitome of suaveness and sophistication. Ethan was no
exception. Reality-cold reality, to say the |least-had too many inprovisations.

First of all, he couldn't quite deci de whether she was trying to kill himor kiss him Apparently
| oveplay on this world was as aggressive as its climte.

He'd have told her to stop it, but his nouth kept getting full of gray fur. It seenmed certain she
was trying to bite him At least, those four nmajor canines gave that inpression. Now, if someone
like that Darnuka fellow or her father were to stroll in, bolt or no bolt

He redoubl ed his efforts. Putting both hands out to push her away, his pal ms encountered sonething
soft and warm Human or not, it wasn't a shoul der. She noved even faster. Shifting his hands, he
shoved frantically.

The result was both gratifying and educati onal

She seened to fly off the bed, land on her feet, and slaminto the far wall, where she crunpl ed
slowy to the floor. For a horrible nmonment he thought she'd hit too hard. If he'd killed the
Landgrave's only cub, that would renove all the uncertainties fromtheir immediate future

Fortunately, she was only shaken, and stayed consci ous.
"M... nmy, you are strong!"
He was torn between offering her a hand up and refusing further body contact. "Are you okay?"

"Y ... yes, | think so, good knight." She rose slowy and felt the back of her head and neck. Then
she did sone re-arranging on her clothing, which had becone delightfully disheveled. Wth a
shoul der against the wall for support, she | ooked at himoddly.

"I hadn't expected quite so ... overwhelnming a rejec-tion," she nurnured.

"I"'msorry," Ethan replied, unable to forgo sonme sort of apology. "Qur situation is very serious
and it's hard for me to take anything lightly right now |'mafraid, I, uh, don't know my own
strength."

"Well 1 certainly do." She blinked. "I shall retire and con-sider this further," she said
cryptically. "I will see you again, Sir Ethan. Good day."

Putting hand to forehead to wi pe away the freezing sweat, he becane aware that it was shaking
badly. He grabbed the of fendi ng nenber. That only nade the whol e arm shake. Its conpani on was none
too steady either. He let out a |long breath, then put both hands under his backsi de and sat on
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them That stopped the shaking and kept them warmtoo boot, but now he couldn't do anything about
the sweat.

Hopeful ly he'd handl ed the situation correctly. Now he'd worry about Elfa's reaction and future
feelings toward them It was a damable thing to have happen

He was still pondering and sitting when Septenber wal ked in.

"Well, young feller-me-lad," he began, glancing back the way he'd cone, "I just passed her
hi ghness in the hallway. Seens you've made sonething of a conquest, what?"

"Or a nortal enemy. I'mnot sure. It was nore on the order of an opening skirm sh. Hey, how come
you're sure she came frommny roonf"

"You've just confirnmed it."
"I't mght have been a veiled nurder attenpt, too, you know "
"I understand the penalty for playing around with the off-spring of nobility is-"

"Dammit, Skua, | wasn't playing around!" he said indig-nantly. "She was playing around with ne.
That is-"

"-death by slow torture, with all sorts of intriguing local variants on tinme-honored thenes.
Hunnar's been filling ne in on sonme bl anks, since you were occupied."

"Ch God. hoes he know too?"

"I don't think so. Soneone was sent to fetch you, tried your door. Finding it bolted, they assuned
you wanted privacy. Good thing, too."

"Phew! Say, | found out sonething interesting, too. W were right about body conposition. Al nost
certainly their skeletal systemis less solid than ours, or whatever the proper nedical termis.
gave her what | thought was a sharp shove and ended up throw ng her hal fway across the room.
Scared the hell out of ne."

"Real | y?" grinned Septenber, the gold ring in his ear flash-ing. "Tell ne nore. Are they covered
with that fur all over? O are there certain places where-"

"For Harnony's sake, Skua!" Ethan said disgustedly, "nothing happened."”
"Then why'd you find it necessary to toss her across the roon?" he pressed, |eering.

"I didn't find it necessary," Ethan continued patiently. "'That's what |'mtrying to tell you. She
was so much lighter than | expected.”

"That ought to be interesting.”
" WII you stop, already?”

"Ckay, young feller. Relax. I'mjust joshing you," September continued in a serious tone. "So
despite their greater size, their actual body weight is |less. Then a good-sized human |ike
yourself is probably as -strong as nost of 'em"

"Not necessarily," said Ethan. "Just because they're lighter doesn't nean they're not stronger

There's an awful lot of nmuscle on those frames. | just took her by surprise.”
"Still," considered Septenber, "in any kind of westling match, you'd have a trenendous advant age.
Useful . "

"What did Hunnar tell you?" Ethan sat back on the bed and curled his hands behind his head. "By
the way, did everyone get single roons?"

Yes. Except the du Kanes. Colette refused to be alone, so they arranged for her to have a bed in
with her father. That nold Walther has equally sunptuous quarters- only his door bolts fromthe
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outside and there are bars on the wi ndows. Not that he's going anywhere that way. Have you | ooked
outside? | wouldn't care to try a descent without a good strong cable and cranpons."”

"In this wind?" said Ethan. "I wouldn't like to try it even then."

"Hrfm Now according to Hunnar, nost of the people on his world, hereabouts anyway, are peaceful
Aside fromfun things |like sw ping soneone's daughter now and then or bash-ing in a few heads.
Fi ne, upstanding folk."

"Me, | want a nice quiet bar or nullball course with my old clubs and shooti ng conpani ons," said
Et han dreamily. A blast of frozen air cut his checks. "Ckay, they're all charnming fell ows. So?"

"I said nost," Septenber continued, inspecting the wooden chest at the foot of the bed, "There are
al so, it appears, bands of nonmadic barbarians. Usually these do no nore than attack an occasi onal
raft, sonmetimes successfully, sonetinmes not."

"There had to be a reason for the castle and the soldiers," said Ethan

"Qther than protecting everyone from his nei ghbor, you nmean? Sure. Anyway, over many years a
coupl e of these bands have grown | arge enough to acquire the status of na-tions in thensel ves.
They migrate on a fairly predictable circuit, living off tribute fromthe peoples they encounter.
Hunnar told me what it's |like when they nove in. It doesn't make for pleasant |istening.

"In addition to the standard tribute of nobney and food and clothing and such, they take over the
town or raft or what-ever for about a week, l|ocal-tune. They take what they like fromthe shops
and aren't above broiling the occasional shop-keeper who might venture an objection. Raping or
carrying off the local girls who haven't been safely hid, killing a few kids for fun ... oh
they're your usual happy primtive innocents, free fromthe corrupting bane of civilization

"I'f there's any hint of opposition or resistance, the town is put to the. torch and the entire
popul ace down to the young-est cub nassacred. Excepting a few wonen, they don't even take sl aves,
so they've no-compunction about killing. No wonder everyone elects to pay tribute."

Et han grunted. "They sound al nost hunman."

"Don't they? They nmove in long columms perpendicular to the wind and sonetines three and four
shi ps deep. They've dozens of sleds, on which they spend their whole lives. Even carry |ivestock
and feed for sane ... the nales take turns running scouting patrols, but the rafts never stop
except when they've noved in sonepl ace."

"Like army ants on Terra," said Ethan

"Yes, or Turabisi Del phius fromthat new thranx world, Drax |IV. Hunnar |likens themto other

el enental forces they have to endure, like the wind and |ightning. The nonmads are the sane people
physically. But culturally and maybe even nentally they're throwbacks to an earlier, |ess
civilized age."

"flow often do they have to undergo this?" Ethan asked, staring out the wi ndow. He could hear the
full -bodied wind how i ng outside. The wi ndow franmed an unmarred rectangle of glacier blue.

"About every couple of years, sonetinmes three."
Et han | ooked away fromthe sky. "The Horde that every-one keeps nentioning."

""That's it," Septenber nodded. "This group has been tak-ing tribute fromthe people of Sofold for
a hundred years or so. Also nost of their neighboring provinces. Seens we arrived at an
interesting tinme. Hunnar and a | ot of the younger knights are sick of paying tribute: They want to
fight."

"That sounds |ike sonething they've been through before," said Ethan
of getting perms-sion?"

Have they got any chance

"Well, as you would figure, such a proposition has to be approved by this so-called Council. By
t henmsel ves, Hunnar and his fellow bucks woul d just anuse the noneybags. But there's a chap named
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Bal avere the Longax who's the number -one general-type in this dunp and he's thrown in with 'em
Hunnar says he's convi nced Wannone has a fifty-fifty chance of standing an attack and siege."

Et han whistled. "Not very good odds with the survival of your entire people at stake.”

"Maybe not. But this old boy has gone through sonething |like twenty-odd tribute periods hinself.
He's good and fed up. As you mi ght guess, the opposition to the fighters is conposed of those who
have the least to | ose. Country -mayors and growers, this prefect fella Darnuka, others. Bal avere
and Hunnar have the support of a lot of the |local nerchants and traders. During tribute tine the
country folk are spared nmuch of the burning and ranpagi ng that goes on, since the barbarians
natural ly concentrate where nost of the people and goods are, neani ng Wannoi ne."

"I"mbetter at haggling prices," said Ethan. "Flow do our host's chances | ook?"

"Well," said the big man, sitting down on the edge of the; bed, "as is typical in such cultures,
nost of the abl e-bodi ed nmal es on the island have had sone sort of combat training, however

i nformal . Hunnar says they can put About eight thou-sand arned nen in the field. O these, naybe
two thousand have had sone formof advanced military training. There's a standi ng permanent
garrison of about five hundred, under the direction of sone fifty or so kni ghts aided by about a
hundred squires anal another hundred squire-apprentices.”

"Three thousand soldiers and five thousand nilitia," said Ethan. Septenber nodded.
"And this Horde?"
"At least four times that."

Et han sai d not hi ng.

"According to Hunnar," Septenber continued, "this tribe is led by an especially nasty son-of -a-
bitch with the charm ng noni ker of Sagyanak the Death, Scourge of Vragan. Vragan was a snall
hunti ng community they razed about ten years ago. The Death has the interesting hobby of taking
folk he doesn't care for and nailing themto the ice. 'they have these short |ances nounted ob
tiny double stone runners, with l[ittle sails. The Death and ot her assorted uppers go upwi nd until
they can barely see the stake-out. Then they set their |lances and rel ease them

"By the tinme they reach the condemmed, those sail-powered | ances have built up enough speed to
drive hal fway up sone-one's body. The head of the victimis always propped up so he or she can see
the I ances coning. Isn't that cute?"

"I wish you could have saved that little anecdote til after dinner," Ethan nunbled. He believed he
had a reasonably strong stonach, but this world ... "Okay, you've convinced nme he's not a nice
fella. What does Hunnar want from us? He wants sonething, that's sure, or he wouldn't have spent
all that time telling you about it. Nor describing what a bastard this Sagyanak is. Sal es

techni que. And he said there was sonething inportant he wanted us to know about before dinner

toni ght."

"Good | ad," said Septenber approvingly. "Here it is, then: As you would expect, Hunnar and this
general Bal avere are being very careful about the whale idea. They'd nuch rather convince the
Council that tribute isn't a paying proposition and it's nore logical to fight, But if they can do
it by creating so much enotion for fighting that no one will speak agai nst them then by the Bl ack
Hole, they'll do it that way."

"Whi ch neans?" asked Ethan, digging his toes into the warnmth of a fur blanket.

"That when they put their proposition forward, it would be appreciated nuchly if we spring up Iike
good chappies and swear to fight to the last dribble of blood al ongside 'em"

"Um Don't you nean that they want us to support their idea of fighting?"

"No," said Septenber bluntly. "We are to agree to pick up swords and spears and make suitabl e
hacki ng notions al ong-si de our Sofoldian brethren.”
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Et han sat up quickly. Al thoughts of napping remained stuck to the bl ankets.

"' They want us to fight? But why? We're not citizens of Sofold and we're surely nest warriors ..
at least, I"'mnot."

"*That will change," Septenber replied placidly. "While the |locals seemto have responded to our
appearance with a great deal of cal ns, Hunnar assures ne that we've created quite a sensation

O herwi se their attitude night |lead one to think that strange aliens dropped in on them every day.
Hunnar woul d |i ke the opposition tan' believe we're sonme kind of omen, what? The signs for battle
are auspicious and. all that sort of thing ... But if we cower in the castle while the rea
fight-ing is taking place, all potential psychological lift will go down the tubes. So we'll be
expected to march happily into the action, spending the blood of the eneny left and right with
nmysterious alien devices. Eh, ne |ad?"

Et han had gotten stuck in a nmental cul-de-sac several sen-tences back.

"Fight?" he murnured wonderingly to hinself. "I can handle a nullgee club or a tennis racket. And
I'"mnot bad at ricochet golf, if | do say so. But as to standing up and exchangi ng ax blows with
one of these super-nuscl ed pussycats-*

“In return for this mnor physical but major noral support,"”
"Hunnar has pronised us all the aid we need to reach Axsudun."

Sept ember continued snoot hly,

Et han threw up his hands. "Ch great! Assuming that any of us are left alive to take advantage of

his munificence. | suppose in that event he'll personally see to a splendid Tuner splendid funera
cortege. W'll be deposited with much weepi ng and heavi ng of angui shed breasts at the foot of a
reluctant Landgrave, | know one thing. There'll be no snile on ny corpse. Suppose we don't go

al ong?"

He expected Septenber to counter with sonething like "we can't refuse,” or "they'll chop off our

fingers until we agree." His reply was a surprise.

"Not hi ng." He shook his lead slowy. "They'll just do the best they can to persuade the others,
wi t hout our commitment. if we want, we can | eave for Brass Mnkey tonorrow and nmake our own way as
best we can."

"Ch." He thought again of Hunnar's face when, at last, the chance to fight had been nenti oned.
"When are you going to ask the ot hers?"

"l already have. Colette du Kane thought it over real hard. Then she said we had no alternative.
I"mbeginning to think that girl's got a mnd as sharp as |eer torso is flabby ... You know how
the old man is. Odd fella, One mnute he was try-ing to tell ne about how he's got to take care of
hinsel f no's he can get back to his bloody flowers, the next it's "down with the cowardly

i nvaders, up Sofold!" He went along ... Walther said no, not surpri-"

Et han was surprised hinself. "You asked hin®"

"Sure | asked him He started to spy no, but clanged his mnd. Just wanted to make it unani nous."”
The big man snil ed.

"And WIlianms?" Ethan was trying to visualize the school-master in helnet and arnor with battle-ax
in hand. The pic-ture served to cheer him

"He's been holed up with that top-dog wizard ... what's his nane?' ... Eer-Meesach. Barely | ooked
up fromtheir confab | ong enough to nod at ne before diving back into a stream of chatter |
couldn’t follow. Don't know if he's even

aware of what | asked. One of us seenms to have made a real pal anong the locals.”

"It's hardly surprising,” said ,than thoughtfully. "Think of the things soneone |like this Eer-
Meesach could I earn froma Commonweal th plain citizen-let alone a teacher. W can use an open-
ni nded native or two on our side. A man of science is helpless by hinself, but two of them

constitute an entity capable of ignoring starvation, freezing, and prospects of imrnent death
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just by chatting about some item of mu-tual interest," he concl uded.

"Real | y?" nocked Septenber, caterpillar eyebrows arching. "Are you in that category too, young
feller-me-1ad?"

"Who, me?" He chuckled. "Right now nmy greatest scien-tific aspiration is to annihilate the biggest
steak in this quad-rant. Wth Hanmond's barbecue sauce, crisp-turned reshka, and a bottle of
Lafitte Cal m Nursery Blend '96, or maybe '97. Speaking of which," he continued, turning on his
side, "what are we going to do for food tonight?"

"A question of real significance," agreed Septenber, nod-ding. "I suggested to Hunnar that we use
our own food fromthe boat. Looked positively shocked, he did. Wuldn't hear of it. Cainmed our
alien odors and snells mght nake sone inportant councilman ill. | pointed out that if one of us

threw our dinner all over said councilman it wouldn't do his con-tingent any good either. He

woul dn't buy it. Said it would be a poor way of showi ng our solidarity if we refused to tear neat
with them... at least, that's how | mangle the neta-phor he used ... So we're stuck w th whatever
the chef has in mind. | didn't have a chance to wangle a copy of the nenu. You said we shouldn't
have any troubl e handling the food, right?"

"1 hope not," Ethan replied thoughtfully. "I don't antici-pate any, fromwhat | remenber. That
doesn't rule out the possibility of there being one or two just bad goodies in the banquet. 1'd
advi se sticking to one or two plain dishes and not trying to play the interstellar gournet.
Probably nmost of it will be hearty and. bland. D d you happen to find out any-thing about |oca
etiquette?"

Sept enber snil ed. You eat with your fingers. Beyond that you inprovise. And arnor is optional."

"I asked Hunnar about the |ocal nmanners nyself,"” Etha nentioned to Septenber. He was nervously
trying to adjust the brilliant gold sash that swept diagonally across his brows spotted-fur dress
jacket. The royal tailor had gone through a triple funk trying to fit themw th clothing suitable
to the occasion.

Since, with the exception of Septenber, the humans were as tall as tran adults but not nearly as
broad, any fornmal outs fit was big enough to swimin.

Stitching and cutting at children's clothing with near |ight-speed, the royal tailor had sonehow
managed to outfit themall.

Sept enber whi spered back at Ethan. "Don't worry about it." Ire winked in a way Ethan didn't fancy.
"Just watch our neighbors and do as they do. I"'mtold that fighting for a choice section of haunch
is permssible, so long as no one spills blood on his neighbor or gravy on the Landgrave."

Du Kane plucked at his nodified coat unsteadily, but Coalette seened to have himwell under
control. As to her own "gown," it at |east served to mninize her bul ki ness- though it would pass
unnoti ced anmong the. broad-beaned tran. As to its conposition, all she could say was that it

i t ched.

Ahead, sounds of Trannish chatter nmingled with rough bel-lows of good hunor, defiance, anger
outrage, enjoynent. Cccasionally a sonorous belch would rise above all

There was al so nusic fromstringed. instruments, drums, and sonething close to a profoundly sick
oboe. (Odors of broiled neat and boil ed vegetabl es tweaked other senses. Ad-miration and
uncertainty at the presence of strange visitors apparently did not extend to waiting dinner for
t hem

Hunnar nmet them outside the entrance to the G eat Hall. He appeared nore nervous than Ethan coul d
recall.

"'There you area By the great wild Rifs, what took you all so long? | was starting to believe that
perhaps after all you had decided to ... to go your way by another path."

"Not a chance, Hunnar old plan or whatever," said Septem her, clapping the knight on the
shoul ders. It didn't faze the, tran, Ethan noted with a tw nge of envy.
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Hunnar | ooked past the big man. "Were is the little quiet one?"
"Ch, Walther's here too," replied Septenber, jerking a thunmb to the rear.
Even in splendid silks and furs the ki dnapper still man-aged a ratty appearance.

"l don't thin Huanar neans him" added Ethan, |ooking over their little assenblage. "Were's
WIlians?"

Sept enber had a. gl ance hinsel f. Yes, where is-"

"Rest at ease, gentlenen, here | am" The fanmiliar voice cane fromthe far end of the hall. The
school t eacher appeared with the wi zard, Eer-Meesach. WIlians sniled apol ogetically as he drew
next to them

"I"'msorry for ny tardiness, friends. | hope |I haven't upset anything."
"No, no," said Septenmber. "Confound it, man, nmust you apol ogi ze for everything?"

"I'"msorry,
be of great inport.

WIllians replied automatically. "Ml neevyn has given ne sone information that could
" The wi zard bowed slightly.

"Ya, sure," grunted Septenber, uninpressed.

"Tis tine," interrupted Hunnar, before the teacher could continue. "Follow ne and be at your ease.
| don't believe many will stare at you anyway. In that respect your arriving late is benefici al
But those with interested eyes will note who you enter with."

Mal meevyn obvi ously had standards of his own, because he'd left themalready. As they started in
Et han sidled over to WIIians.

"What's your news?"
"What do you know of Rex Plutonicus?" whispered the school naster.

"Rex Pl utonicus?" Ethan's brow crinkled. He | ooked know edgeably at the other. "That's the nonster
vol cano they spotted on the first survey, isn't it? Active, about eleven kilometers high?
didn't know you'd taken a terrain tape."

"l didn't,"” WIlliams replied. "That was broadcast as part of a general passenger orientation-to

sell shuttle-down tick-ets, | suppose. It's the npbst outstandi ng single topographical feature on
the planet."

"l must have been asleep,” Ethan answered. "I only re-nmenber it fromthe tapes.™

"Do you recall its |ocation?"

"No. Wait ... yes. It's about four hundred kil oneters due east of Brass Monkey."

"Correct. Sight-seeing trips are run fromthe settlenent."

"I may be dense, but | don't see the inport yet."

"The wi nd here bl ows alnost continually fromthe west,"” said Wllians with carefully controlled
excitement. " Mainmee-vyn says that on very w ndy days great clouds of black snoke and ash descend
on the earth. They darken the |and and make the crops bitter. The snoke and ash come al ways from
the sane southwesterly direction. No one from Sof ol d has ever been there, but occasionally a
trading ship will arrive that has passed near. Its a great burning nountain. The Tranni sh nane
nmeans "~ The- Pl ace-' here-The-Earth' s-Bl ood--Burns."' "

"Damm! | see what you nean. Reach the volcano and fromthere to Brass Mnkey is easy. Southwest
and then we're warm again!"

"There could be variations in the snoke pattern," cau-tioned WIlliams. "But the wizard was quite
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i nsistent about it always conming fromthe same direction. Mst of the time the wind bl ows due
east, so snoke and soot from many eruptions woul d pass far south of here."

Et han was rubbi ng nental hands together. "At | east we have a direction now for our raft ... if we
can get a raft." Suddenly he found hinself beside a chair. Septenber was whispering in his ear

"For O Morion's sake, young feller, sit down!" He tugged at Ethan's jacket. "Sit down! Want 'em

all staring at you?"
Et han sat. Then he becanme aware of the Boschian scene he'd been drawn into.

They were seated on the outside of a great table shaped Iike a long letter "U. " Tran of all sizes
and descriptions were seated both inside and outside the arns of the 'cable. The Landgrave, his
daughter, and Eer-Meesach were sitting at the base of the U, on the outside, facing three enpty
chairs.

"For the Landgrave's ancestors," explai ned, Septenber.

Hunnar was-seated across the table fromthem on the in-side and several seats down the U. Ethan
noticed that their little group was positioned well down the armof the table, close to the
Landgrave. A location of sone honor, probably. The richness of silks and furs was dazzling. Ethan
saw nei -ther fashion nor couture, only credit signs with lots of lovely zero's trailing behind

i ke newborn puppies. The attire of Sofolds nobility offered every color. CGold, deep blue, and
scarl et predom nated.

G eat nmetal and polished wooden platters piled high with snmoki ng meat, baskets of breads and
fruits, and caul drons of pungent soup filled the tables to overflow ng. Light cane from huge,
thigh-thick candl es set on posts around the table. He took notice of the controlled war that took
the place of plate-passing and reflected wyly that no one woul d put candles on the table for risk
of total conflagration over a stuffed olive, or whatever those little green things were.

In addition, light came from baskets of oil burning in wought-iron cups set into the walls. And
the great fireplace sported a blaze that would have violated every fire regula-tion a humanx hot el
manager coul d envi sion.

H s own plate was wi de and forned of sone coppery na-terial. He also had a cloth napkin not quite
as big as a two-man tent and a knife nore suitable for a cavalry charge than a di nner

In spite of sone lingering hesitancy over the alien cuisine, his nmouth was beginning to water. At
| east, between his furs and the fire, it wouldn't freeze.

Next to him Septenber was gnawi ng happily on a neat -1aden bone with all the delicacy and
comportnent of a famished hyena. He nudged Ethan in the ribs, gently this tine.

"Dig in, young feller. By the Dying Dead Red, these people know how to cook."

"Pardon ne if | don't share your enthusiasm It's ny tender unbringing and respectabl e charge
account holding nme back." He turned to his other side.

Wl lianms was ni bbling absently on sonething that |ooked |ike a cross between a carrot and a stick
of emergency space protein. Next to him Walther seened to be displaying about the sane anpunt of
gusto in downing his neal.

Across the table, Hellespont du Kane was doing his best with a pair of knives to slice sone neat
froma small bone

for both himself and Colette. The neat stayed off his clothes. Also off his plate.

Et han | ooked around, then reached uptabie for sonmething that resenbl ed corned beef but could just
as easily have been the pickled Iiver of a pregnant krokim Nonetheless, it |ooked inviting and
smel l ed better. A knife came down and just missed his fingers. It was wielded by a rangy tran
several seats up fromthem tran several seats up fromthem The native gave him a good natured
cl osed-nouth grin and carved off a choice portion for himself.
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Et han gritted his teeth, half-closed his eyes, and made a | ong-range stab with his own knife. When
in Rone-Vatican-... Surprisingly, he came back with the rest of the roast, or whatever it was, and
nobody' s hand.

Two good-sized tankards sat in front .of his plate. The neat, he discovered, had a flavor |ike
roast pork, although it was nore heavily seasoned than he'd expected. It certainly wasn't bl and.

He tried the larger tankard and found that it contained a drink like thick hot chocolate with a
faint hint of pepper.

He al nost choked on it when Septenber |et out a whoop and cl obbered himwith a flying el bow He
thrust his own small tankard at Ethan and his eyes sparkled. "Now here, young feller-nme-lad, is
sonething worth fighting to preserve. Put sonme of this liquid starlight into your gullet. The
thranx thensel ves never brewed half so good!" He turned and bel -1 owed something to Hunnar.

Et han stared at his own small tankard with a m xture of lust and terror, chewing slowy on soave
i ndefi nabl e vegetable. He picked it up and peered inside. The contents were dark and had a
startling silver color.

"Cal | ed Needle," Septenber inforned hire. "needl e-de-deedle-de ... " he sang as Ethan hesitantly
put netal to |ips.

It went easily down his throat and into his stomach. There it nust have encountered sonet hing

fl ammabl e, because it burst |ike a stretched bubble and spewed tiny fireballs all. over the place.
One of themcrawl ed right back up his throat and burned itself to a miniscule cinder right between
his eyes. Ire let out a | ong whoosh

"Reed ... raw ... reedle, huh?" Septenber didn't an-swer him He was otherw se engaged, nentally.
Shortly there after, Ethan was too.

Alittle while later he noticed a cloying sweetness in the air. It wasn't a by-product of his
dinner. Instead he discovered it emanated fromseveral of the rather provocatively clad | adies
seated nearby. The trap used perfune, then. Inter-esting. By Terran standards it was pretty crude
stuff. By thranx standards it was a total |oss. Here was another oppor-tunity for trade, olfactory
desires being equal.

For the hundredth-or maybe it was the thousandth -tine, he | anented the | oss of his goods, out of
reach on board the Antares. He took another gulp of reedle and turned his concentration to the
nmore interesting types seated at the great table

Eventually his eyes traveled to the far corner of the U and to Darnuka Brownoak. The prefect was
well into his own neal. Ire appeared to be enjoying it without beconi ng over-exuberant or soused.
Mostly he was sniling and nodding at the shouts and comments of those seated around him A cool
sharp, dangerous customer, Ethan reflected.

Hi s gaze continued around the table and was startled to encounter a pair of glow ng yell ow eyes
staring back into his own. They bel onged to a beautiful, overpowering, hirsute val kyri e naned
El f a.

Geat credit! He'd al nbst managed to wipe his distressing -well, awkward-encounter with the
Landgrave's daughter fromhis mnd. Hurriedly he averted his eyes and concen-trated with ful
attention on dissecting a second chop- “vol," Hunnar had called it.

He was on his third hel ping and second tankard of reedle when Sir Hunnar rose abruptly and bounded
onto his seat. Ethan poked Septenber, who'd subsumed enough reedle to float an el ephant, and
whi spered across to the du Kanes.

"Now s the tinme. Don't do anything or say anything even if provoked. Brownoak and his cronies wll
be | ooking for the slightest opening."

Hunnar put both paws in the air. Gradually the roar and how ing subsided to a steady nurnur, a
grinding like surf
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on gravel. VWen it dropped further, to where a single voice could be heard easily, he began

"So. Here you sit. The pride of Sofold. The wealth of its minds, the deciders of its fate,
arbitrators of destiny. Pagh!" He spat. "You collective dung-heaps! Ofsprings of vols! Hoppers.
d eaners of |avatories!"

Angry murnurings swelled around him There were a few cries in Trannish of "Bring himdown!"

"Ch, you claimto be otherw se, eh?" Hunnar continued. "Wiile we sit gorging our fat selves, at
this nmoment the Horde noves on its trail of sline and blood to visit our hones. Yes, the Horde
comes. Like it or not, the Horde comes. Straight as the path of a thunder-eater grazing, the Horde
cones ... What will happen when it reaches us? WIl you sit and | augh so heartily, nmerrily, then?
"When your purses are enptied and your daughters filled? Wat then?"

An old tran rose hal fway out of his seat across the table.

"W will pay our assigned |evy, as we always have, Sir Hunnar, take a few weeks of misery and
burden, as we always | eave, and survive, as we al ways have!"

Hunnar whirled and faced the oldster. "He does not “sur-vive' who |lives on the sufferance and
hunor of another. What if this time our offerings should not satisfy the Death, eh? What if ill
hunor should visit Sagyanak in the night and tell himto raze Wannone to the earth-ice? For

pl easure, mayhap. Bumthe fields and towns of Sofold, for amusenent? What then of your "survival,
old man?"

"My!'" interrupted a familiar, penetrating voice fromacross the table. "Don't berate poor

Nal hagen, " conti nued Darnuka Brownoak easily. The prefect paused, took a tiny sip fromhis tankard
of reedle. It was quite enough in the great hall for Ethan to hear the container hit the table
gently as the prefect set it down. Sone things, Ethan reflected, were the sane fromplanet to

pl anet. On the surface. this was a conflict of philos-ophy. In reality it came dowmn to a battle of
wills between young and old, between the rich and content and the talented and inpatient. Everyone
in the hall knew it. They waited to see what woul d devel op

“He only wants to live, like the rest of us. Mst of us, anyway." Brownoak gl anced around the
table and there was a nurnur of assent fromthe cromd. "Wy," the prefect continued, "such a thing
as you postul ate has not happened in the hundreds of years of Sofoldian history. Wy woul d

Sag- yanak have reason to do such a thing now?" H s stare was one of profound amazenent. "To
destroy Wannone and So-fold would be to destroy forever the tribute the Horde re-ceives fromus at
regul ar intervals. Wuld the Scourge cut out the bottom of their purse?"

"' They have done this to other towns," Hunnar said.
"But never to Wannone."

"So we continue to dig our noses in the dirt, year upon year, to gratify this nonster?" the knight
snorted. "I say no longer. Fight, this tine!" He opened his claws and nmade tearing no-tions at the
other. "Fight once, and have done with ignonminy and hardship forever!"

"I think I should agree with you in that," said Brownoak

"What ?" Hunnar was taken aback

"I'f," the prefect continued, daintily wiping his mouth with one of the rag-napkins, "I did not
di sli ke suicide. Indeed, we would " have done with it.' You and | would be no nore. "Truly, death
woul d end i gnom ny and hardship, but I am not anxious to enploy such a solution yet. |I'mas brave

as the next man," and he glared sharply up at Hunnar, "but | amalso a thought-ful being and a
pragmati st. W woul d be outnunbered many tines by a foe whose whole life is spent not in trading
and growing, mailing and crafting, but in killing and fighting. W'd have as nuch chance of

Wi nning as a hopper caught in the path of a stanpeding thunder-eater."

Hunnar countered instantly. "In spite of what you nmay think, prefect, |I too ama thoughtfu
person, and | say we would win. The walls of Wannone have grown too high for the Horde to scale,
too thick for the Horde to break, these past years. Nor could they breach the nets and the new
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chain that guards the harbor entrance."
"What of a siege?" asked Brownoak, sipping reedle.

"Wth a little preparation we could stand such far |onger than they. No barbarian can sit on his
haunches and stare placidly at his enenmy. He is not nentally equipped for it. Sag-yanak's own
tribesnen would throw out any | eader who

ordered such. The Scourge knows that as well as you or |"

"You say all this," canme a fiat voice fromuptable. A niddle-aged tran with a short steel-wool
beard | ooked up at Hunnar. "Yet you are but a cub conpared to nost of us, risen rapidly in the
ranks of his elders. If you are the thoughtful one you claim you can see ny point. Wiy should we
agree with you, a mere youngster? How nuch of your dec-laration is fueled by anmbition and yout hfu
i npati ence rather than careful reason?"

"Because |-" Hunnar began, but he was interrupted.

"I will have none of that, Hellort," runbled an abyssal voice fromdown the table.

The tran who rose was stocky-no, even short-by tran standards, but so nmassively built that he was
al nost square. The powerful torso was bent and knotted with age. But the voice was |ike a scal pel
ina field of butter knives. Tiny slit black pupils peered out of bony eaves from beneath
over-hangi ng brows. The tran was all smashed and crunpl ed, al-nost deforned.

"I meant nothing insulting," apologized Hellort quietly. "I've no questioning with you, Bal avere."

Et han peered at the other nore intently, not caring that he was staring. This, then, was the
fanobus Bal avere Longax, the nobst respected mlitary nman in Wannone. From Hunnar's bri ef
description of himEthan had expected a giant, not a blocky dwarf. But the tran general was
clearly a giant in ways other than physical

"Yes, you do, Hellort. Because, you see, | too have con-sidered this question painfully. I find
mysel f in agreement with the good Redbeard- his youth notw thstandi ng. He nay appear inpetuous. Do
not perceive that as anbition. He has a sound mlitary head on his shoul ders, yes, and nobves
snmoothly over difficult ice.

"Sofold is the strongest province in the area,"” he continued pridefully. "If any can nake a

deci sive stand against the Horde, tis we. It should be Sofold. But we nust do this thing on our
own. No one-not Phul os-tervo of Ayhus nor Veg-Tuteva of Meckl even-will send a single soldier from
his land to aid us, for fear of their being recognized and invoking the wath of Sagyanak."

"Are you so confident of victory, then?" broke in Brownoak. "Of course | am not confident of
victory," the general re-plied softly. "I will not lie to you, sirs. A battle of such mag-nitude
contains too many uncertainties. No intelligent soldier wiuld venture a prediction on the outcone.
But | say this," he continued, as the prefect seened ready to add nore, "l've seen Wannone rise
and strengthen over these | ast few goad years. Dangerously so, and Sagyanak should realize it.
There is your reason for bringing us down, at least a little. But the Horde has grown fat and | azy
on tribute. They've not fought a real battle in sone tine."

"And we also will have the aid of the strangers fromthe stars,"” added Hunnar, "for who can
believe their coning at this crucial tine to be accidental ?"

A hundred pairs of slitted cat-eyes | ooked straight at Ethan. They all seermed to be focused on a
point just below his hair. He wanted to reach up and scratch the place but didn't dare. He
squirmed a little, though. The crowd waver ed.

"Strange in form perhaps," said the inperturbable, thrice -dammed Brownoak, "but not in ability.
Perhaps less so, in fact. And ability is what we need, not cries of star-sent onens."

"Ha!" said Septenber. Ethan |ooked at himin surprise, as did nany others. \Wich was the idea.

The big man put one foot on the table, stepped up, and wal ked across. He just nissed a neat pie
here, a tankard of needle there. When he hopped down on the other side, every eye in the hall,
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human and trap, was focused on him

Bendi ng, he gripped the rear legs of Hunnar's chair. Wth a single, flowing notion, he lifted both
kni ght and chair chest -high off the floor. There was a gasp of surprise fromthe crowd. It was
followed by a few cheers and a babble of excited conversation

Sept enber put Hunnar down, recrossed the table, and re-suned his seat.
"Quite an exhibition," than conplinmented.

"You coul d probably have nmanaged it yourself, young feller-ne-lad. | thought it worth doi ng. But
Hunnar and | didn't have a chance to practice that in private. I'mglad the execution nmatched the
theory. Woul d have | ooked awful |y

funny out there if I'd gone and tipped 1-dimover." He took a |long draught of needl e and snmacked
his lies. "Though he went up a |l ot easier than sone folk I've hoisted. Now, if I'd dropped him...

Et han didn't nmention that he thought Septenber probably could have made the Iift even if the tran
kni ght wei ghed as nmuch as a hunan of sinilar size. Soneone up by the Land-grave was wavi ng for
attention. It was Eer-Mesach.

"l can say," intoned the wizard in strong voice, "that anmong these strangers is else a being of
great knowl edge. A wizard equal to . . , well, nearly equal to ... ny own person in powers of
intellect." He painted dramatically down the table.

"Stand up, WIllians, dammt," Septenber munbled around the Iip of his tankard. The school naster
rose quickly and stood staring at the table, looking far all the world |ike a kid caught snitching
at the cookie jar. He sat down al nbst in-stantly.

And there are others anong them of abilities even nore astounding," continued Hunnar excitedly,
"all pledged to as-sist us in this holy endeavor!"

"What's he tal king about?" asked du Kane from across the table. "I1've picked up a bit of the
| anguage, but not enough to translate what he's raving an about."

"He's telling everyone how terrific we are," said than absently, trying to concentrate an Hunnar's
speech.

"Oh." said the industrialist. He | eaned back, |ooking satis-fied. Ethan decided the trap could
interpret that as over-whel ni ng confi dence.

"I am not so convinced," began Darnuka Brownoak, but Hunnar tal ked hi m down.
"A hosing, a loosing, then!" The cry was picked up, carried around the table |ike sherbet.

"Yes ... nowtine ... fight ... but if we should lose? ... weapons? ... how nuch time? ... famly
a leasing!" eventually the Laudgrave stood. There was inmmedi ate and respectful silence in the
great hall.

"A proposal of grave consequence has beep put to this gathering. Council men and kni ghts of Sofold,
the call has

been nade for a |oosing. Whatever else can be said, it is sure there is enough interest for such
| socall it."

"Is this loosing |ike taking a vote?" Ethan queried Septentber

"*That's it, me lad. You pledge your booze, is what." He grinned. "That's serious. My kind of
folk."

The Landgrave picked up his chalice. He held it at armis length, ranrod straight away fromhis

body. Everyone stood and did |ikew se, including the |ladies, Ethan noted. The little band of
humans was tardy in copying the gesture, but no one seened to nind
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"W have no vote in this, of course," Septenber told them "but we can participate. It |ooks
better that way."

Into the silence the Landgrave said, "So that each may know of his nei ghbor

At that, Septenber and a | arge nunber of the assenbled dignitaries inverted their tankards,
spilling magni ficent reedl e over table, food, floor, boots, and selves. The other hunans did
i kewi se a second | ater

A herald had wheeled a high chair to the right of the Land-grave. Now he began a sl ow count, but
Hunnar had started ahead of him Before the herald could finish, the knight roared with joy and
threw his tankard clear to the beans of the vaulted ceiling.

"WE FI GHT!" be bel | owed.

The cry was picked up by dozens of throats. "W fight, we fightl" Hunnar ran and enbraced old

Bal avere. Then every-thing degenerated into a confusing, heaving nass of hairy bodies, sharp
questions, and endl ess toasts. The nusicians added to the erunpent revelry with a sprightly sem -
martial tune. A few tran noved into the U and began dancing. O hers seened intent on flattening
their companions with crippling slams to the shoul ders.

In the noise and confusion, Brownoak rose and said sone-thing to the Landgrave. A frozen smile on
his face, he retired. Those tran who had been seated close to himacconpanied the prefect in exit.
In the expl osion of congratul ati ons and excitement hardly anyone noticed their withdrawal.

Et han finally succeeded in drawi ng Hunnar's attention. Ire pointed out the prefect's abrupt
departure.

"You're going to have trouble with that guy," he warned. But the knight was too overcone at the
final realization of his hopes to take cogni zance of Ethan's warning.

"The vote in Council is against him" he said absently. "Wat can he do now? Nothing! He is nore
hel pl ess than a cub, and enbarrassed besi des. Forget him Do you not under-stand? W're going to
fight!"

Et han turned away and noticed General Balavere standing in a circle of older tran. Solemly there
was a gentle touch on the shoul ders, quiet conversation with first one, then an-other. d oser

i nspection reveal ed another interesting anthro-pological fact about their hosts, which was that
they did actually cry. Ethan turned away.

Meanwhi | e, the Landgrave had been attenpting al nost desperately to restore sone senbl ance of order
since the prefect had left. He pounded his staff on the floor and en-listed the vocal services of

the herald. Then, apparently deciding it was hopel ess, he signaled sonething to the nmusi-cians in

t he bal cony.

A wld, strongly rhythmc tune replaced the pseudo-march. Wth a yell, the council nmen and kni ghts
separated the two long arns of the great table, turning it into a wide " V' shape. Instantly the
funnel ed dance floor was occupied by swirling, flying couples.

It was interesting to note that the dancing, while highly energetic, did not last long at all by
terran standards. No matter how husky-1ooking, many of the dancers seened to get quickly out of
breath. Apparently, with the wind to nove them the tran had not devel oped their | ung-power
overnmuch. By the same token, the acrobatics of the lighter-than-they -|ooked dancers verged on the
appal ling. Their sense of timng and bal ance, |ogically enough, was inhuman. He'd keep that in
mnd if he ever found it necessary to dodge the local police. It had happened before.

On the ice, they would run circles around him

Laught er and handcl appi ng added to the feeling of nerri-ment. Right row everyone was in the best
of spirits. Later, when the enornmity of their decision had sunk in, there would be tine for quiet
contenpl ati on and t hought.

Et han was thoroughly enjoying the scene when there was a tap on his shoulder. He turned and was
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confronted copi ous bosom of Elfa Kurdagh-Vlata. He hurriedly el evated his gaze, finding no
relaxation in the return stare at the top

"As thou can see, good Sir Ethan," she purred, "I have not yet been asked to dance." This was not

entirely true, as several young tran with bruised shins could attest.

"Perhaps Sir Hunnar? . Et han suggested desperately.

"Foo! He's too busy accepting congratul ations for the way in which he out naneuvered the prefect.
Anyhow, | want to dance with you." She |l owered her voice. "I have not forgotten your mastery at
hand-t o- hand conmbat. Are you equally adept at danci ng, mayhap?"

"(3h no," he said, shrinking back and finding the table blocking his retreat. "I know nothi ng of
your |ocal dances. |'ve got two left feet. And |'mnaturally clunmsy besides."
"' That, for sure, | cannot believe," she said snokily. She reached out and grabbed his armwith a

paw t hat mi ght have been lighter than his own, but was backed by nuscles of iron. Rather than be
yanked fromthe chair, he got up peace-fully.

"Come then, and we will disport ourselves with the others."

Bef ore he could protest he found hinmself in the mddle of the floor, trapped in a whirlpool of fur
and gi ant shoul ders. The nusic was alien but not inpossibly exotic. The steps of Sofol di an dance
were fairly sinple. After a bit he was actually enjoying hinself. Never mnd that he was flirting
with disaster.

A strange sort of rescue was provided by Sir Hunnar. The kni ght stepped up behind him put a paw
on his shoulder, and said in the cheeriest voice inmaginable, "Sir Ethan, | challenge you."

"Beg pardon?" Ethan responded, stunbling over his own feet.

"A chal l enge! Yea, a challenge!" came the cry fromthe crowed. Al nost as soon as he caught his
bal ance, it seenmed, the fl oor had been cleared around them Everyone was staring expectantly at
hi m and Hunnar .

Meanwhi | e, the knight was renoving his cloak, decorations, and dress Jacket.

"Wait a mnute," began Ethan confusedly. "I was just starting to get the hang of the dance. what's
this chal |l enge busi ness?"

"In truth, tis really nothing, friend Ethan," replied Hunnar, flexing his nmassive ains and
stretching his wings. "Just a. sinple custom Tis good manners for guests and hosts to fight. |
uses rem nded that this pleasantry had not yet occurred, Tis an opportune tine as any to perform
such. "

"I disagree," countered Ethan cautiously. "Anyhow, " 'he continued, backing up a couple o€ steps,
"why pick on me? Why not exchange bl essings of good fellowship with sir Sep-tenber?"

"I would have," the knight grinned. "But |ook."

Et han turned. Septenber reclined fuel-length across the table. His flowing white hair lay half-in
and hal f-out of a bow of cold soup. A tankard was gripped linply in ors,: massive hand. He was
snoring with the nel odious buzz of a. broken bearing.

"Il waken the goad knight," Ethan stapled. "Really, Sir Hunnar, |I'mnot cut out for this sort of
thing. Now, if you'd like to have a go on the links ... would there be a course about?"

"Ah, your nodesty is truly worthy of you, Sir Ethan," said Hunnar admringly. He was now naked to
the waist. The re-sulting pectoral panorama woul d gi ve any barber pause.

"Let us to conbat!" He cane barrelling across the room arns formng a great hairy crescent.

Well, at least it wasn't supposed to be a lethal conflict, Ethan rationalized. It was the | east he
could do in the interests of good fellowship, wasn't it? Besides, he'd seen the ease with which
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Sept ember had hoi sted the knight, chair and all

He tried to ignore the roar of the crowd-they sounded just |ike a bunch of inebriated
conventioneers, he decided- and duck the roundhouse bl ow Hunnar threw at him Ho stepped in and
tried to get a grip on the knight's waist. What he got instead was a solid buffet on the side of
the head. His vision was nonentarily restricted to sights gal actic--black spaces and col ored
stars.

He sat up and refocused his eyes. Sir Hunnar was standi ng several neters away, panting and
grinning down at him

Qbviously nore subtle tactics were required. Cries of ""Fell struck!" and "Good blow " cane from
the appreciative crowd. Hi s opponent night not weigh in as heavy as he, but he could still knock
your head off while you were | ooking up the proportionate di screpancies, ,than reflected.

Al right, he would try something else-if he could renmember that far back

Sir Hunnar carne on again. He feinted with his left paw and swng the right. Ethan stepped to one
side, blocked the blowwith his left arm and hit the other gently in the ribs, just behind the
wi ng nmenbrane, and then in the Jaw. He spun and hit himin the |l ower back with his heel, al nost
falling down in the process.

Hi s own wei ght and the bl ow conbined to send the knight sprawing. For an awful noment Et han
t hought he'd broken sonething. The Iran were tougher than that, however. Hunnar rolled over and
grunt ed.

"How did you do that, Sir Ethan?"
"Conme on and find out," invited Ethan, breathing heavily.

Hunnar clinmbed to his feet and advanced again, nore cau-tiously this bane. Ethan let himgrab his
ri ght shoul der. Then he spun into the other's charge, driving an el bow up and into the broad
chest. Hunnar let out a whoosh, surprised. Ethan bent and grabbed a bl aded foot by the ankle,
yanked and strai ghtened up, putting the knight on his back. Ethan turned and drove the heel of his
foot into the other's mdriff -gently. He wal ked away whil e Hunnar was trying to catch his breath.

The crowd was deafening. On Terra his novenments woul d have seened slow and clumsy. But here their
al i enness seened to verge on the magical

Sir Hunnar sat up, holding his mddle. Ire smled. "I could see that one, | think. WII you teach
me that last trick, Sir Ethan?"

"Sure. Here, you start like this ..." But he didn't have a chance to continue, because a nonent
| ater massive palns were literally pounding congratulations into hint. If it con-tinued he'd be
asking for nmercy fromtheir adnmring as-sault.

Even worse, he noticed that Elfa was staring across at himw th gl eam ng, al nost worshipful eyes.

Soneone is the crowd pressed a tankard of reedle into his hand. His left leg hurt where he'd
pul | ed somet hing. He drained several swallows. He did not notice Colette du Kane, who was staring
at himwith a nost peculiar expression

Chapt er Seven

He woke in the mddle of the night, and it wasn't fromcold. The icy night air was sharp enough to
keep himfrown falling asl eep again, though. After several futile attenpts, he put his hands under
his head and stared up at the canopy which covered the bed. H s suit crinkled under him and he
edged up against the bulk of his survival parka.

Sonet hi ng was going to have to be done about the at-tentions of the Landgrave's daughter before a
fatal m sunderstandi ng occurred.
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He knew next to nothing of local customin such matters. But if soneone should devel op the w ong
idea or walk in on them at another nonment like that first one, it could be very awkward i ndeed.
They' d be rem nded very quickly of their alienness. Even Hunnar's friendship m ght evaporate with
sur-prising speed.

Finally he rolled over and felt under the blankets for the parka. It was difficult to put it on in
the light fromthe single renmaining candle. The thernoneter had plunged to regi ons where no hunan
shoul d have stirred frombed. But with his mnd thinking furiously on other matters, he hardly
noti ced.

Once he'd donned the parka, he unbolted the door and slipped out into the hall. He had a fair idea
of the location of the Landgrave's roons. Tracing the proper steps and turns in the sub-freezing,
wi ndswept hal | ways was sonething el se again. Only a few candles and oil lanps |it the way.

At night, with the wi nd noaning through the corridors and everyone but a few uncommunicative
guards asl eep, the castle seened as forlorn and enpty-cold as the nountains of the noon

The whol e thing was ridiculous. What was he going to do, rouse the Landgrave in the niddle of the
night? On the other hand, it mght be the best tine. In secret, wthout nosy cour-tiers around. An
unguar ded, unwatched di scussion. It mght also help nmnimze his enbarrassnment. And it was

sonet hing that ought to be dealt wi th soonest.

Ah, the Landgrave's quarters were just around that turn, there. He would tell the guards ..

He | ooked down the hall, peered harder. The flickering, uncertain |light nade it hard to be sure,
but there didn't seemto be any guards. That was odd. He sl owed as he approached the door to the
i nner chanbers.

The guards were there, it turned out. Both of them Immaculately clad in inlaid arnor and

| eather. One was pinned neatly to the wall by a pair of long pikes. Iris expression was frozen in
shock and surprise. The other's head lolled on the floor at an unnatural angle. Ibis blood flowed
over the snooth stones.

Several possibilities suggested thenselves right away. None of them nade any sense. In the shock
of the nonment he didn't stop to consider that where two conpetent arned guards had been neatly
di spat ched, he m ght prove singularly uneffective. He stuck his head inside the open door and

| ooked into the room

The tabl eau that greeted his eyes night have been drawn from an ancient Terrussian opera. It was
crowded enough.

In the great canopied carved bed, the Landgrave |lay pinned to the blankets by two husky tran
wearing sinple masks. A third stood over himw th a standard shi p-issue survival knife poised to
strike. Hellespont and Colette du Kane sat to one side, securely gagged. They were tied to a
couple of chairs much too big for them A fourth tramw el ding a bl oody saber, watched them

Et han turned, reached down, and hefted the pike of the fallen guard. Two courses of action
suggest ed t hensel ves. He could charge in and dispatch the four assassins, free the du Kanes, and
earn the eternal admiration of all. O he could turn and run down the hall screaming |like a broker
whose credit had submarined until he'd roused enough help to be effective.

Logic, plus the fact that he could handle a garden hoe nore readily than a pike, inclined hire
toward the latter

course. Not as glorious, but snore practical. He turned and took several steps down the hall

"Alarm rmurder nost foul, assassins, cutthroats! Rouse yourselves? Help, help, the Landgrave is
bei ng nurdered! Guards, knights, priests, depression, devaluation, conpetitions”

Confused murnurs sprang up throughout the castle as the cold walls bounced Ethan's cries up
corridors, around turns, down iceways. The pile of stone started to stir |ike a beehive poked with
a stick.
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Replies also came fromwithin the roomin the formof a string of curses. One of the assassins, a
huge burly fellow with a sword slash on one armand fur knotted like an old rug, came out with
weapon at the ready. He looked to his left. This was a fatal mistake, since Ethan was waiting on
his right.

It took little skill to skewer the killer through the mniddle.

The trap screaned like a girl, which added a satisfying note to the grow ng pandenonium At one
end of the hail, figures could be seen running toward them Ethan started for there.

And tripped over the prone guard in the half-dark.

He roll ed over on his back, stunned. Above hima tall, shadow garbed figure raised a red saber
over its head. Fangs glowed in the oil-light. The saber descended. He could hear the air it cut.
The wi el der grunted questioningly and Ethan heard the steel hit the stone floor at his side, so
close that it cut his shirt and struck sparks fromthe rock. Sonething blunt hit himin the

st omach.

It was the feathered end of the arrow that was buried in the other's gut. Another mllisecond and
he was buried in are aval anche of bl ood and fur.

It might be lighter than it should, but it was dead weight. In a mnute, though, there were hands
to help him He stared into the gloom Hunnar was anong the crowd. Feet ran past him Shouts rang
like bells fromthe hallway walls.

"Very close, Sir Ethan," said the knight, giving hima muscular armup. "Qur thanks."

"Mne to you," he replied breathlessly. He fingered his middl e where the back of the arrow had
struck before snapping in half.

"Not to ne." Hunnar pointed to another figure standing in the twlight beside them

Suaxus-dal - Jagger was holding a bow half again as tall as hinself, an arrow notched in the gut-
string. He nodded curtly, turned, and started down the hall

Hunnar knelt and rolled the body of the saber-hol der over. He exanined the silent face while Ethan
tried to wi pe sone of the blood from his parka.

"Do you recogni ze hinP" he asked curiously.
"No, but that is not surprising strange. Such nen take care of their anonymty. Wat happened?"

Wthout replying, Ethan turned and led himinto the roomhe'd seen so briefly. At |east twenty
armed tran were now clustered inside. Their faces were not pleasing to | ook upon. Ri ght now t hey
were giving the rooma thorough search, even hunting for hollow places in the walls.

The du Kanes had been rel eased. Colette was rubbing her wists. In the freezing air Ethan could
i magi ne how pai nful the ropes nust have been. Wen she saw Et han, she took a step in his
direction, caught herself, and stared at the floor

Crazy twit, he thought uneasily.

"You happened along at a propitious time, sir," said du Kane. "Those bl ackguards rudely assaulted
us in the nidst of a sound sleep. Before we knew it we were trussed tighter than a good copyright.
Ve-"

The Landgrave stepped roughly between them He put a paw on each of Ethan's shoul ders, gently but
firmy.

"*This | do now promi se you, Sir Ethan. 'tee are bound to this fight that approaches and there is

no help for it. But should Wannone triunph, | swear to you on ny ancestor's honor that all our
abilities and wealth shall be bent to the task of taking you to wherever you should wi sh, be it
hal fway around the world. | owe you ny life. Few in Sofold carry such a valuable curam" He turned

to greet his daughter, who had just arrived. She ran into his arns, her face twisted into an
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unr eadabl e al i en expression

Et han turned away. That ought to do as a |lever for trade concessions, he thought, trying to push
the sentinental scene fromhis mnd

"I"'mnot sure | understand, Sir Ethan,"” said Hunnar, rubbing his own arm Mybe he'd literally
fallen out of bed. Ethan becanme aware for the first tinme that the kni ght was naked except for his
sword. "Wy did they take your two friends?"

"It's obvious enough,” explained Ethan tiredly. "They were going to nurder the Landgrave and nake
it appear as though the du Kanes had done it. Not only would that have finished your plans to
fight this Horde, but it would put us in a pretty fix, wouldn't it? C nbn, Hunnar, you know as
well as | who's behind this."

Hunnar hesitated, then | ooked shocked.
"The prefect? But he wouldn't dare!"
"Soneone did. Wiy not hinP"

"For one thing, ny friend, you are m staken in your thoughts. Should the Landgrave die it would
have no effect on our decision to fight the Horde. The Landgrave's daughter would inherit the
throne and a new Landgrave woul d be chosen to sere beside her. Having been duly deternined, the
Council's declaration would stand."

"I see," said Ethan reflectively. ""Tell ne. Does Elfa get to choose her own Landgrave?"

"Certainly not! Should the Landgrave | eave naught but female offspring, then the el dest receives a
suitor selected by the Council. Someone to perpetuate a strong line."

"Really." Ethan was thinking furiously. "And who woul d the Council be likely to pick as a good
mat ch?"

"I had not given the matter any thought,"
many years before himyet. In such a case | night hope it could be nyself.
"But twoul d probably not be."

" replied Hunnar. "I doubt anyone has. The Landgrave has
" He averted his gaze.

Hi s head cane up and his eyes wi dened. He | ooked thought-ful. "I understand you now, Sir Ethan
Yes, for the sake of seeing hinself on the throne, or his children, he could do that."

They stood quietly for a few nonents. A soldier appeared at the doorway, his arnor askew fromthe
speed at which he'd donned it.

" Nothing is found of the other Unnentionables, sir,
pursuit and left the castle.”

he gasped out. "Tis feared they have el uded

"Keep at it," replied Hunnar angrily. “They may be hidden in a box somewhere, or in the kitchens.
Search every corner, even the cataconbs. Find them " He turned back to Ethan

"Did you see their faces?"

"Sorry. I'mafraid | didn't see nuch of anything after stick-ing this one." The thought of what
he'd just done suddenly hit him "I ... sorry, Hunnar, | feel alittle sick."

"l did ... see one," said Colette. Ethan turned sur-prised eyes on her

"I thought you didn't understand the | anguage."

She | ooked at himpityingly. "Did you think I'd waste ny tinme studying patterns in my quilts? |'ve
been studying the | anguage with our servants. So has father. H's mind ... wan-ders, sonetines. But
when its all present, it's a shockingly conpetent one. He has a photographic nmenory, | night add

I think I understand what this Hunnar said. He wanted to know if you could identify those who
got away, didn't he?"
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"Yes. And you think you coul d?"
She nodded.
"What does the She say?" asked Hunnar interestedly.
"She believes she can recogni ze your two assassins if she sees them again."

"' That woul d be excellent!" The knight's eyes sparkled. He showed his teeth. "Tis sonething, at
| east."

"Look, why not pick up the prefect for questioning? It's certainly the best |ead you' ve got."

"head? Ch, | see. Arrest the prefect?" Hunnar | ooked shocked. "On only personal supposition? It
cannot be done! ... No, not even the Landgrave would consent to it, though no love is |ost between
hi m and Br ownoak. "

"Don't you have protective custody?" Ethan asked.
“What ?"
"Never mind. Well, that sticks it, then," he said disgustedly.

"I amsorry, friend ,than. | do not understand."

"Forget it, Hunnar." He patted the knight on one massive, hairy arm "I hope you find your
assassi ns. Wul d-be assas-sins." On Terra, he nused, he'd be a prune suspect.

H s reason for paying a nocturnal visit to the Landgrave was conpletely forgotten. Anyhow, dais
wasn't the proper tine to discuss it.

He | ooked around at a sound fromthe doorway. Septenber was standing there, swaying slightly and
looking a little be-rmused. Ethan didn't find the big man's drunkenness a bit funny just now.

" Now, what's all the racket here?"

"The du Kanes were ki dnapped by a bunch of local nasties. They intended to kill the Landgrave and
frane the du Kanes for it." He eyed Septenmber intently. "I broke it up."

"Bravo, young feller-ne-lad, bravo!" He bel ched |oudly.
This dammed rack-et's given ne a devil of a one-practically shook ne out of bed.

“wonder what they do for hangovers here

"Then why don't you go back to it?" Ethan spun away in di sgust.

Septenmber stared at himsharply for a nonment, then sagged. Yerse, young feller, | believe that's
exactly what |'mgoing to do." He turned and stunbl ed of down the hall

It was much, much too soon when the servant woke Ethan politely and brought in his breakfast. A
carton of their own energency rations, thank Rana! Not that the local food |ast night hadn't been
edi ble. Even tasty in spots, but it was good to snell real terran food again even if fast frozen

He searched through the case and came up with a can of self-cooking bacon and eggs, a smaller
cylinder of coffee, and a fiat, two-sided slab that when keyed down the mi ddle broke into two hot
slices of buttered toast.

He wolfed it all down, rearranging the nore persistent itches within the parka. Preparing to don
his shoes, he found a pair of fur-lined boots next to them They were a little large, but then the
royal tailor no doubt had a hell of a tinme with their foot shapes. Not to nmention the odd task, as
the tran didn't wear footgear

Probably Septenber had slipped himinstructions and a rough sketch or two. So they were ill-
fitting and awkwardly stitched, but they were warmand that was all that counted. The sol es were
even studded with tiny netal shards, to give themsonme grip on the slick ice.
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Unfortunately, he was still stuck with the too-large sur-vival suit. He might do better with a
native coat |ike Septenber's.

The castle that nmorning was a carnival of conversation and gossip. It centered around the
attenpted assassination and the role played by the visitors fromthe sky. Septenber went off
somewhere with Bal avere and Hunnar to inspect the city and harbor defenses and nake perti nent
suggestions. Ethan wondered about the big man's profession for the nth tinme and finally gave it
up. An admitted. crimna

No, he cautioned hinself. Being wanted on several worlds did not automatically convict him Church
and Commonweal th notwi t hstandi ng, the legal tenets of planets varied hugely fromsystemto system
They had to. Monolithic |aw woul d nake the gigantic humanx Commonweal t h unwor kabl e.

So the sanme act that m ght condemm a man to death on one world could make hi m hero on anot her

A servant told Ethan that on awakening Wl lians had been visited by no | ess a personage than the
great wizard hinself. So those two were off again somewhere tradi ng anecdotes and i nfornation.

The du Kanes were keeping to their room As for Walther, he was allowed out under guard for
exerci se only.

That left himalone to explore the town and the castle.

Several days of conparative freedomfrom official dinners and such gave himtinme to exam ne
Wannore in nore depth. In many ways it resenbled a host of small ancient terran walled towns.
Especially those few that had been preserved as historical nonunents. Ethan knew a little of them
from school and the travel dees.

Personal ly, he'd never been able to afford a trip to the home world. Nor had the conpany found it
fit or necessary to send him Soneday, perhaps ..

But there were endl ess differences.

For exanpl e, there were none of the fountains that dec-orated so many human and thranx towns.
Naturally not. Not when it would require constant heating to keep the water flow ng.

Al ternatively, many of the houses sported fantastic roof decorations carved in ice, often by very
young cubs. The inhabitants were gruff, but friendly. By the second day they'd gotten over their
fear/ uncertainty and had grown positively effusive .Clearly the word had been passed that the
humans were not only guests but special favorites of the Landgrave. And he who favors one favored
by the Landgrave favors himself-a universal tenet, if differently expressed, he reflected.

The cubs were a total and unexpected delight, rolling, bouncing, chivaning balls of far that
surrounded hi m wherever he went and threatened to get all tangled up in his clunsy |egs. The

bl atantly displayed fact that he possessed neither chiv nor don both astounded and delighted them
No doubt they | ooked on himas a new variety of friendly freak, a silly goblin called up just to
pl ease and deli ght them

He visualized then lying in the street, running blood, impaled on pikes, and decided that if he'd
been in Hunnar's place be would have fought for this chance to resist as soon as he'd grown old
enough to articulate his position

O would you, -ny good sal esman? Sure you woul dn't have found it nore expedient to buy another two
or three years of safety, of good business? Eh? So certain of your con-science?

The t hought bothered himand he shook it off without resolving it. O course it was tough to get
out of the habit of buying peace. But it could grow too conforting, too de-grading. A dedicated
paci fist, he found hinself shocked at what a few days on this backward world had done to his
confortabl e picture of the universe. Wren't the conmercial practices of sone of the great
conpani es just as bloodthirsty and ruthless, if nore discreet? Didn't Sagyanak have his
counterparts in polished boardroons and his spirit back of nmajor stock mani pul ati ons?
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By the end of the first week he'd already grown a little bored with Wannone. Even the harbor, wi de
its over-shifting panorana of rafts and cargoes, was growi ng stale. Heart and soul he was a big-
city boy. Wiile he could trade, and trade well, on the nost prinmtive worlds, it was the thought
of mechani zed confort and sybarytic civilization awaiting his return that pushed himalong. Isis
was nost definitely not the soul of an outdoorsman.

None of the captains he talked with, nor any of their crewnenbers, had ever heard of Arsudun
I sl and or Brass Monkey. Nor had they visited The-Place- Were-The-E arth's- Bl ood- Burns.

It was a fine, sunny day-neaning that the tenperature was within cozy di stance of freezing and
soave tran were going wthout coats. And you didn't have to lean into the wind to stay in one
place. Ire met Colette in. the hall. Wen she finally confessed to boredom exceeding his, he
proposed that they explore some nore @ the island.

Hunnar took a few -mnutes away fromhis frantic prepa-rations to provide themw th instructions
on how to get around. Certain sections of the island would be easier for themto see than for a
tran, while others would be just the reverse.

A set of rations fromtheir store of food, and they were off.

It was steep clinbing to the saddl e between the nountain tops. But fromthere the view, as Colette
described it in one of the few conplinentary adjectives Ethan had heard her use, was
"magni ficent."

From here one could | ook up to the sharp crags on either side that forned the high points of
Sofold Island. To the east you could | ook down across the tightly packed, steep-gabled roofs of
the city, then out over the busy harbor, with its ever-noving comrerce and dozens of flashing
painted sails, to the great harbor walls and the endl ess ice beyond.

This they'd anticipated. What surprised and pleased themwas the viewin the other direction.

Conming eternally fromthe west, the wind hit them hard when they topped the last rise. Below them
a long, broad plain spread out, dotted here and there with farns and clusters of little stone
bui | di ngs. Herds of vol and nonkey-like hoppers were visible in distant fields. Squares of crinson
larval, the local substitute for wheat, were patches of billowing flame in the bright sunlight.

Beyond, he could make out a field of green extending as far as he could see in a great fan shape
toward the horizon. like the tail of some nonstrous bird-of-paradise. Of to the left, kilonmeters
across the ice, he thought he could detect another patch.

Their guide, a sprightly adol escent nanmed Kierlo, explained what it was. "There, noble sir and
madane, grows the great pika-pedan, in a field greater than several Sofolds. There the thunder-
eater comes to browse."

"I'"ve heard so nuch about this thunder-eater," said Ethan as they strolled along the broad path
that ran along the crest, "that I'd |ike very nuch to see one close up."”

The youngster |aughed. "No one goes to | ook at the thun-der-eater close up, noble sir."
"I't's vicious, then?"
"No sir. Tot vicious. But it can be very irritable, like sore k'nlth."

Et han- knew the k'nith. A small animal like a hairy rat. He found it repul sive, but it was
apparently a favored pet anobng the cubs of Wannone. They seemed affectionate, despite their

f ear sone appearance, and tended to explode into frenzied squalling at the tiniest upset. The cubs
found such outbursts anusing.

Clearly they were nore tolerant of their pets than a human child, who woul d have grown di sgusted
with a k'nith in a day or two. The climate even made for hardier pets, he nused.

"I"'d like to see the foundry," he said suddenly. It dawned on himthat they nust be quite close to

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...20Dean%20-%20Icerigger%201%20-%20Icerigger.txt (84 of 179) [1/16/03 7:07:11 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%620-%20I ceri gger%201%20-%20I cerigger.txt
this maj or source of Wannone's weal th and power.

"Yes, lord." The youth turned down a narrow path that Ethan woul d have wal ked ri ght past. Once
around a bend in the rock, he could see snoke fromthe nountaintops once again.

The foundry itself occupied a little valley. It was snmall to the eye, even tiny, at first. But
once they drew nearer, he could see that nmuch of it was cut into the naked rock and built into
caverns to take advantage of the heat rising fromdeep within the planet's crust.

Fromthis area of the crest he could see that several of the crags were old vol canic cones. Most
were dead or dormant, but a few puffed bl ack snoke skyward. Al of the crater:, sloped to the west
and had been invisible fromthe city side.

Wannom an snelting arid netal -working turned out to be an odd m xture of prinmitive technol ogy and
sonme surprisingly advanced techni ques. The drawi ng and tenpering of sword bl ades, for exanple, and
of spear points.

The foundry head was in Wannone conferring with the mlitary councilors. They were nmet by Jaes
Mul vakken, the assistant chief.

"W are nost honored, noble sir and |lady, that you have found time to inspect our poor-"

"Skip the flattery and fornal self-deprecation," smiled Ethan. He'd al nost perfected the techni que
of smling without revealing his teeth. "W just want to have a casual |ook around."

Mul vakken was all business when it carne to explaining the operation of the foundry. He even
managed to get Colette interested. Ethan was inpressed by the tran's efficiency and know edge.
He' d nake a fine district supervisor for a major mne

whil e he preferred tal king about finished products, he had to admt the foundry was fascinating.

In order to get close to the heat vents and geysers within the nountain, lIran workers were first
doused with ice water. Mwving their arms and |l egs to keep the joints free, they soon wore jackets
of transparent arnmor on torsos, arns, and legs. It gave Ethan the shivers just to watch it.

It was strange to see sonmeone donning special outfits to re-tain the cold. Everything backwards.
"Where are your mnes?" he asked Mul vakken

"At the west end of the island, sir. Sone of our shafts and tunnelings extend out even under the
ice."

"Don't you have trouble digging into this super-perna-frost?"

"Ch no, sir. The deeper we go, the softer it gets. And the mners are out of the wind. But the

pi ka-pina is rooted in that end of the island. Cutting through the roots is worse Cutting through
the roots is worse than try-ing to cut through rock. Usually we just renove the dirt and work
around the roots thenselves. The ice is easily nelted and the water renoved ... Sometines we can
cut through an old or weakened root here, a dying linkage there. But it is so entwi ned and grown
upon itself that tis near inpossible to separate one bit from anot her

"Nor would we want to kill it. The pika-pina gives us food, while the netal gives us wealth."

"An attack on that end of the island by an enenmy would capture the mnes, then," said Ethan
unnecessarily.

"Ch yes! But a lunmp of iron ore is a poor weapon, noble sir. Even were an eneny so inclined, and
know edgeabl e enough to work the mines, he could not with us continually harassing him W' re well
protected here in the mountains, sir, even better than the city folk."

"Ch, | don't know. This western slope doesn't |ook so bad.

"perhaps not for you, sir. But | have heard you are built differently fromus and that clinbing
uphill without wind aid does not give you as nuch difficulty."
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That was probably true, Ethan reflected.

He was examining the huge windmlls that powered | athes and grindstones and brought air to the
forges when he felt Colette's hand on his arm

"Ch | ook. There's professor Wlliams," She'd taken to call-ing him"professor" WIIians now,
though they didn't know exactly what |evel of upper school he taught. He'd not volun-teered the
i nformation. Sonetinme Ethan woul d have to ask.

The school master was seated at a table along with the ever -attendi ng Eer-Mesach. Both were so
engrossed in a pile of diagrans that they didn't notice the arrivals until Ethan and Col ette had
st ood behind them for several m nutes.

“I''ll leave you, noble sir and |lady, to the conpany of the wi zards. | have nmuch work to do. Tis
sure no one knows hose to put a decent edge on a sword these clays."” Ml vakken gave them a
bl oodt hirsty grin and bowed politely.

In other words, Ethan reflected wyly, |'ve wasted enough tinme showi ng you alien V.l.p.s around
and it's tine | got back to some serious work. Ire waddled off in the direction of snoke, heat,
and ringi ng noi ses.

""wWell, MIliken. Eer-Mesach."

"Greetings, sir and madane," the wizard said with sprightly enthusiasts. Hi s eyes were shining
"Your friend has been showing ne many things. Geat things. 1 haven" been so ex-cited since | was
a fanmul us!"

“What have you been up to, MIIliken?”

"Mal neevyn has been hel ping me with nmechani cal equiva-lents and local term nology. |I'mnot rmuch of
a fighter and thought | mght be able to help sone other way."

"Nor aml," said Ethan sincerely.

"Ch, but we all saw the way you handl ed Sir Hunnar that night." He couldn't keep the adnmiration
out of his voice. "Even M. du Kane is a better fighter than | ... But | did think | might be able
to aid in other ways. |'ve. read quite ex-tensively, you know. |'ve been trying to help out the
Wannomian arnorers with an idea or two gleaned fromterran and centaurian history. My first idea
i nvol ved catapults, but both sides already understand and utilize the principle. Very powerfu
devi ces they have, too."

"They'd have to be," Ethan conmmented, "to do nuch in this wnd."

"Yes. Also swords, pikes, axes, l|ances, hal berds-all kinds of things for cutting and stabbing.
Spears and bows for throwing. But |'ve been working closely with Mal neevym and the netal workers
and | believe we've managed to conme up with a couple of beneficial devel opnents."

He reached under the table and brought out an object the like of which Ethan had never seen

It had a long, straight body of wood, with a short bow set on one end. There was al so an obvious
trigger and sone sort of pulley and crank nechani sm at the other end.

"Very interesting," said Ethan, conscious of his historical cretinism "Wat is it?"
"An ancient terran weapon. It's called an arbal est, or crossbow "

"A marvel ous invention!" shouted the wi zard, unable to contain hinself. "I showed it to Leuva
Sukonin's son, a knight of archers. Wen | outdi stanced his best bowrman he fell on the icepath and
nearly slid all the way into town!" The w zard chuckl ed at the nenory.

"It can throw twenty to forty zuvits further than the forest archer,"” WIllians said, "and it's
'pore accurate and powerful besides. It cannot be |oaded as fast, it's true. But it wll
pene-trate the thickest of |eather-bronze shields at close range. | nmade the bows extrenely tough
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I think this version is nore powerful than anything ever used on old Terra. These tram have truly

awesonme arm and shoul der rmuscles ... fromholding their clan against the wind, | suspect."
Et han hefted the weapon uncertainly. He tried the crank but could hardly budge it. "It's
i mpressive, all right. | don't suppose you've succeeded in coning up with maybe a pocket |aser or

a nice portable thernonucl ear device, hmm®? It would nmake things a lot sinpler.”

"I'mafraid not." WIllians snmiled slightly. "But we are still working on other devel opnents. |
hope one or two will be ready in tine to do sone good."

"That's right," nmuttered Ethan, "-tine."

"No one's said anything to me about time either," protested Colette. "Wien is this Horde or
nonster or whatever due to arrive?"

"No one knows, Colette. It could be several nmalets yet. O they night be sighted tonorrow norning.
Hunnar says they night even decide to pass Sofold conpletely for another year. | can't tel

whet her that possibility pleases or disappoints him Now |let's have another | ook at that chap who
does the inter-esting nmarketable scrollwork on the sword-hilts ...~

In the weeks that followed Ethan got to know the peopl e of Wannome as well as those of blew Paris
Drallar, or Sam stead. Preparations for battle continued apace, but the flow of comerce in the
har bor never slackened. 'there was still no word of the Horde.

One evening he wondered if the whole story of the Horde mightn't be a gigantic fraud-a cleverly
concocted story de-signed to keep these useful and interesting strangers fromthe sky in Sof ol d.
He quickly discarded that as a thought not only unworthy of people |ike Hunnar and Bal avere and
Mal nee-vyn, but also illogical. A though he wouldn't put it past the Landgrave.

No, there'd been too much obvi ous passion di splayed that night, when the inhabitants of Sofold had
determined to fight their tornentors instead of groveling to themtoo spontane-ous, too genuine,
even an its alien setting, to be a nere dunmb show created for such ignoble purpose.

He, Hunnar, and Septenber were seated at a. table in the general castle dining hall, down near the
scullery. This was where nost of the castle folk took their meals. Hunnar then suggested a wal k
al ong the sky bal cony and the two humans agr eed.

The sky bal cony was the highest open pathway in Wannone Castle, excepting only the Hi gh Tower.
Fromits w nd-lashed parapet one could stare down a sheer drop to solid ice below, and far out
across the great frozen sea to the south.

Their sojourn was interrupted by the breathless arrival of one of the apprentice-squires. He
scraped to a halt, gulping freezing air, and al nost forgot to bowto Hunnar. H's face was wild.

"N ... nobles ... sirs ... I'"

"' Take it easy, cub,"” Hunnar adnoni shed him "and catch your breath. Your words ride the wi nd too
far ahead of you."

"Not thirty or forty kijat to the southwest, noble sirs-the thunder-eater cones!"
"How many?" asked Hunnar sharply.

"On ... only one, sir A Geat Od One! A caravan ... three ships ... blundered into it, hoping to
find some shel-ter in the pika-pedan and then ride the wind-edge in. Only one escaped. Its naster
sits even now in audience with his Lordship!"

"Come," Hunnar said curtly to the two men. He started for the stairs w thout even bothering to see
if they followed.

"So one of these “thunder-eaters' finally shows up," said Septenber. "Excellent! |'ve been listing
slowy to starboard sitting on ny butt here. At |east now we'll have a chance to see one of these
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t hi ngs, what ?"

"I don't know," Ethan commented carefully. "From Sir Hunnar's attitude, | don't drink they run out
day excursion rafts. And that apprentice did nention sonething about two ships being |ost."

"Ah, that could have been fromthe storm" countered Septenber. "Say, Hunnar!"™ "they hurried to
keep up with the knight. Hunnar was being polite in not making use of the downward ice-paths. If
he had, they'd have lost himin sec-onds. "WI|l we have a chance to see this thing?"

For Hunnar, the reply was unusually curt.

"You must understand that this is not a frivolous matter, ny friends. In its own unthinking way,
the stavanzer can be as dangerous as the Horde."

"Ch, cone on now," Septenber replied in disbelief. "It can't be that big. No land aninmal on a
Terra-type planet can. There's not even any water to buoy it up. Areally big animl couldn't
wal k. "

Hunnar halted so abruptly that Ethan bunped into him bounced off the iron-hard back beneath the
furs.

"You have not seen a thunder-eater, stranger fromthe sky," he said quietly. It eras the first
time since their initial neeting he hadn't used their nanes. "Do not judge til then." He started
of f again as suddenly as he'd stopped. Ethan followed, surprised. The knight was really worried.

"A stavanzer," Hunnar continued as they descended yet an-other stairwell, "could destroy the great
harbor nore completely than any Horde and would do so wi thout thought or conpassion for life. .A
barbarian wi shes to conserve in order to enrich hinmself. The thunder-eater has no such thoughts."

"I see," said Septenber, abashed. "Look, | apol ogize, Hun-nar. | shot off ny big nouth w thout
havi ng anmuni ti on. Moratoriumuntil | see the thing, okay?"

"You do not know so naturally you cannot imagine," said Hunnar, nollified. "There is no need to
apol ogi ze for such." He didn't say anything about Septenber's shooting off his nouth. "There wll
be no chance to "l ook'-only the Hunt."

"You nmean you're going to try and kill this thing?" asked Ethan. "After making it sound not hing
short of invincible?"

"I did not say twas invincible, friend Ethan. Only very big. But no one kills a stavanzer. Not in
recent nenory, anyway. We nust try to drive it off. Were it a herd | should not worry so nuch."

"Way not? |'d inmagine a. herd would be a hundred times worse," Ethan comment ed.

"No. A herd would nove only for its grazing grounds-the great pika-pedan fields to the south. They
mgrate on a north-south polar axis, nostly in the enpty regions to the west. As a group they have
little curiosity. But a lone one, and a Geat Od One at that, night investigate Sofold from sheer
perver-sity. It takes sonething extraordinary to excite a herd. Sone-how, we nust turn him"

"You say you can't kill it, but you speak of turning it,'
was not hi ng nocking in his voice.

' said Septenber. "How? Wth pikes?" There

"No. There is one way to fight the thunder-eater. |If your souls are sound, you nay have a chance
to try it. Many who do claimit is the suprene nonent of their lives. For sone tis also the |ast.
Yet it nust be tried," he concluded as they topped a rise in the passageway.

"Just how big is this boojum anyway," Ethan finally asked, exasperated.
"The thunder-eater has been granted but two teeth. Do you know the Landgrave's throne?"

"Yes." Ethan recalled the chair, inlaid with stones and pol-ished netal set into a tower of pseudo-
ivory. It would fetch a fine price froma certain decorator on ..

"The back of the throne itself, the white pillar ... what did you think it was?"
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"Some kind of stone,"” Ethan replied. Then he paused. "You aren't trying to tell ne that ... ?"

He held onto the thought as they left the castle, barely aware that other knights and men-at-arns
had joi ned them They passed the du Kanes. Septenber barely had bane to shout, "W're a-going a-
huntingl”™ to them Colette yelled something in return but Ethan didn't hear it.

Down at the harborfront, kettledrums were. droning like fat beetles. A knot of noving,
busi nessli ke tran had coll ected around the Hunnar-nucl eus. Ethan caught occasi onal glinpses of
sol erm-faced -t ownsf ol k.

As they continued downhill, he couldn't help noticing that the soldiers and knights carefully
avoi ded the ice-paths out of deference to their crippled visitors.

He wondered if anyone el se would be able to see what was going to take place. The wi zard had a
tel escope in his roonms, but it might not be able to scan the area they were heading for. But
MI1liken woul d be there, and maybe al so the Land-grave.

All this fuss over one animal. And it wasn't even a neat- eater, |ike the Droom

They reached the harbor. The crowd parted to reveal three of the oddest craft he'd seen since
their | andi ng.

Three small rafts with large sails sat ready by the docks. Their sails and bodi es were painted
pure white. Arrownarrow and |long, they were clearly designed to stay hidden agai nst the ice.

To the rear of each was tied a second, even stranger craft. Each consisted of a single tree-trunk
averagi ng about twenty neters in length and one or two in dianmeter. A single small sail was
mount ed on each. The front end was cut and shaped down to a needl e-sharp point.

The bottom cross-spar of the sail ended on each side in a tiny wooden ship or |arge skate,
dependi ng on how one chose to view them Each was equi pped with an even smaller runner to its
outside, naking each into a stubby, one-lran outrigger. The cross-spar was connected to each skate-
boat by a single pole.

There were two wooden runners under the tree itself, a sin-gle solid one near the bow, and a third
skat e-boat at the rear.

The sails on each of these nassive |ances-for such they clearly were-were furled. Three wi nd-
powered spears suita-ble for battling a goliath.

Et han had a thousand questions. Hunnar was al ready on board the first raft, giving directions and
i nspecting |ashings. Ethan foll owed Septenber on board. Al npst imediately the strange little
convoy started toward the harbor gate. Al other ships gave themrespectful clearance and sone of
their sailors carne to the rail to watch quietly.

A noment |ater they were through the great gate tower. As they rode out of the |Ice of Wannone and
its sheltering nountains they picked up speed. The sails crackled and the hel neman set course
slightly into the wind, to the southwest.

"We nmust circle well behind the beast," Hunnar explained; "to allow the lightnings to build up
speed. When they have, the towing raft casts free and noves clear."

"Those spears are naneuverable, then?" asked Septenber over the how of the wind. Sailors fought
the rigging.

"Only a little,” Hunnar replied grinly. "Once set on course, they can be turned only to right or
left, and only with the wind. There is no turning about."

"What happens," asked Septenber finally, "when you nake contact with the creature?"

"Here Jai por, take over!" Another tran hurried over to take a rope fromthe knight. Satisfied, he
led themtoward the stern of the fast-noving raft. Ethan could feel the tension building anong the
crew. They stood behind the hel msman and Hun-nar pointed to the followi ng raft.
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"A strong but sinple latch ties the lightning to the three skate-boats. Each is a tiny raft in
itself, but without sails. See the high, padded back? That is to protect the rider and to catch a
little of the wind."

"They |l ook Iike big wooden shoes,” commented Ethan. He recall ed Ta-hodi ng nentioni ng that wooden
skates woul dn't hold nmuch of an edge on the ice. But then, these weren't in-tended for |ong
j our neys.

"Monmentum shoul d carry the three steersnen clear of the thunder-eater,” Hunnar continued, "and to

safety." Ethan peered closely at the tiny boats.
"Once you' ve released fromthe main |ance, how do you steer the things?"

"Wth your body weight. The skates are well bal anced. The rel ease should take place in plenty of
time to give the rider anple opportunity to veer wide of the target."

"OfF course, the closer you get before giving yap control,
strike."

sai d Septenber, "the nore accurate the

"Of course," agreed Hunnar
"Then if you've no objection, 1'd like to be one of your sparnmen."”

"I would be honored, Sir Septenber." They exchanged shoul der cl asps.

"Ch, well," said Ethan, "l suppose I'll have to take the other, then."
"Bl ow young feller, this is no gane, what? If you don't really want-"

"Ch, shut up, Skua. I'Il take the opposite spar." He felt like a fool, but he'd be dammed if he'd
back away when Septenber had vol unt eered

"Tis settled then." Hunnar turned and pointed toward their conpanion rafts skimr ng al ongsi de.
"Sir Stafaed will comnmand the first bolt and Sir Lujnor the second. W will have the last."

"Does this thing have a weak spot?" asked Septenber over the roar of the w nd.

"I't may. If so, none have found it. There is no hide protect-ing the eyes and they are nerve-
centers if naught else. Tis best to strike there. They are small and set low If we could blind
him that would be better than turning himfromthe city.,,

"I'f he has good vision it neans he'll see us coning," added Septenber thoughtfully.

They continued to swing in a wide curve, until Ethan real-ized all at once that they were now
running with the wind. He | ooked over the sharp prow of the raft. Sonewhere far ahead was a
wavering green blur, the huge field of pika-pedan. They'd cone a | ong way fast.

The sailors brought in the sail. Sharpened ice-anchors of dark iron stabbed ice. The three rafts
with their trailing death slowy skidded to a halt, shaking and straining in the w nd.

"Now we ride the lightning," said Hunnar solemly. He scranbled over the side of the raft.

According to the surviving nerchantman's report, the sta-vanzer was novi ng northeast. They woul d
try to turn himsout hward again.

"You take the port side, lad, and I'lI|l have at the starboard,' Septenber shouted to him
"What ?"
"The left side, the left! And don't let |oose your latch-piece til Sir Hunnar gives the sign."

"Think 1'lIl freeze at the wong nonent and | et go early?” Ethan stared up at that buttressed
vi sage. The eyes tw nkl ed.
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"No man can deny the possibility, young feller."

"Well ... | mght," he replied, alnost defiantly. "But it won't be fromfear. It'll be fromthis
delightful climate."

The wi nd was bl owi ng harder than usual for mdday. That neant he had to grab twi ce at the wooden
rail of the raft to keep from being blown away |ike an enpty sack. It was bit-terly cold out here,
di vorced fromthe castle's sheltering walls.

He was relieved just to scranble into the conparative shelter of the skate-boat.

The broad wooden back of the skate was thickly padded. It vibrated steadily in the perpetual gale,
but the worst wi nds how ed harm essly past. Leaning forward slightly, he could see just over the
central trunk. Septenber waved and he waved back

He | eaned out, sticking his face into the wind again, and waved back at Hunnar. The kni ght woul d
steer while he and Septenber nanaged the sail

The | atch-piece that held the skate-boat to the | ower cross -spar was a sinple wooden pull. It was
set into a pole which was based in the door of the skate and the bottom of the spar. He noticed
with satisfaction that it had been well greased. There would be no last-mnute frantic tuggi ng.
The sail was harder to work, with only the single rope to keep it steady.

Two sailors fromthe big raft were on the tree-lance itself. They raised the lightning's own sail
in unison with the sail on the raft. Both began nmovi ng together. Somehow the two sail ors kept
their balance in the wind until the pure white |ance-sail was up. They noved carefully to the
shar pened end of the log, junped free, and chivaned up to the raft where ready hands pulled them
in. Since both raft and towraft were now noving at appreciable speeds, it was a delicate bit of
wor K.

The sailors and soldiers on the raft carried pi kes and bows, nore for their psychol ogi cal val ue
than out of any expecta-tion of usefulness. It wouldn't do for a tran to go into battle
weaponl ess. Not even if his only task was to watch and pray.

On the other hand, Ethan didn't feel the need for even a very snall dagger. Despite Hunnar's
expositions, he had only the vaguest idea what to expect. They were going to strike the stavanzer
broadsi de. Hunnar would aimfor the head. At his signal, a loud, sharp whistle, they would each
rel ease their skate-boats and shear off, to be picked up by the trailing, wait-ing rafts.

That was the theory.

Despite the obvi ous danger, Ethan couldn't contain a cer-tain perverse curiosity. Ire wanted very
much to see what sort of |and animal could take the wired-drivers inmpact of a twenty neter

shar pened tree that wei ghed maybe half a ton without being killed outright. There was a certain
weal thy collector of rare animals on Plutarch who m ght conceivably ..

But, he remi nded hinself, they would break off |ong before that. His only glinpse of the thing
woul d probably be brief and distant.

Still, stavanzers did die, Hunnar had infornmed them O what? Od age? How long did the virtually
i ndestructabl e thunder-eaters |ive?

There was a jerk and he | ooked up. The raft had cast then | oose and was al ready sw nging south to
get out of their path. The other two | ances had cast off seconds earlier and were speedi ng down
the unyi el di ng sea ahead of them He squinted through his goggles, isolated in a world of ice,

wi nd, and wood.

Ahead, a green blur gradually took form and substance, grew |larger. Their speed continued to
increase as they ran wildly before the wind. Now he could rmake out the size of the pika-pedan
conmpared to its pygmy cousin. His breath froze in his throat then. It wasn't fromthe cold.

There was somet hi ng nmoving on the outer edge of the green. Then he saw the thunder-eater, and was
afraid.
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The Great O d One was over a hundred neters long-a gi-gantic slate-gray nountain that heaved and
pul sed like a great slug on the clean ice. Its back and sides were studded with grotesque ridges
and spines, a bizzarre |iving topography.

There were no legs, no arnms, no visible linbs of any sort. The belly of that awesone bul k was a
horny pad thicker than the skin of a starship, as tough, and worn snooth as glass. A nouth as w de
as a driveship dock inhaled air which was ex-pelled through two |ifeboat-sized val ves near the
tail, noving it like a squid.

It noved slowy now. But Hunnar had told themtal es of stanpedes, |like steel-gray storns. A herd
woul d strike a small island and | eave nothing but a greeni sh-brown stain against the ice.

He shrank. He was a dog-no, an ant-attacking a whale. Only this vas bigger than the biggest whale
that ever wag. It expanded in ail directions, all dinmensions, late; a tridee projec-tion

Fromthe side of the biblical behempth projected a tiny splinter of wood. It |eaked crinmson. One
of the lightnings had struck hone, then

He couldn't find any sign of the other and assuned it had mi ssed. He was wong. Later, a searching
raft found part of the mast. That was all they ever found of raft and crew

Sonewhere, distantly, there was a shout, a whistle. Then a bl ackness grew ahead of him Sonething
dark as space at the Rim gaping like a cave. A nonstrous ebony cavern, two co-lossal stalactites
of white hanging fromthe roof. Tons of veg-etable matter vanished into that yawning abyss every
day.

It was turning toward them to the north. The wong way. And they woul d miss.

Anot her, nore distant, whistle sounded. The eager wind bit at it, tore it away. The latch rested
tightly in both hands, sail forgotten now. Hunnar and Septenber had cast free. But if he waited
just alittle longer, past a little anore weight on the outside of the skate ..

He stood. Bracing against the wind and the side of the skate, he | eaned out over the ice, to his
| eft. The huge | ance began to shift, slowly, agonizingly, centineters at a tinme, to port. Ethan
| eaned hard into the side, straining for just an-other nillineter of drift. Protesting wool
shifted fromits original course

The bl ack chasmgrew until it blotted out ice, pika-pedan, sky. A dark hole swallow ng the
uni verse. It was opening and closing with a mechanical, slownotion intensity, a ponderous
cycl opean bell ows. Above the wind came a dull roaring, like a dying stardrive. Eating air and

excreting thunder, the sta-vanzer was novi ng.

Crosslatch ... pull ... whistle ... get round . . left ... left ... no, port-left . . left-port?
!

The bl ood on his lower |ip was beginning to freeze. Sud-denly sonething or soneone-he wasn't sure
it was he jerked convulsively at the latch. The tiny skate-boat heeled far over on its side,

al nost touching the ice. He had to scramble to keep fromfalling out. Alnmost calmy he saw t hat
he'd del ayed too | ong. He would not clear the creature.

Ire would not clear the nouth.

It woul d be open when he reached it, he knew instinctively. A prayer would have been ,appropriate
but what he nunbl ed instead was, "Mve over, Jonah. Here | cone."

Then, startlingly, he missed, was past. Ire glinpsed an eye bigger than the whol e skat e-boat
shooti ng past at blinding speed, black pupil like an onyx mirror reflecting his nunbed stare. He
was speedi ng past endl ess acres of roiling, heaving gray flesh

The stavanzer's nmouth was enornous. The throat itself was not. Myving at nearly two hundred kph,
the half-ton lance struck the back of that gapi ng maw. Several seconds passed while the inpact

travel ed down nmiles of neurons. A shudder passed through the gargantuan bul k. The thunder-cater
heaved the upper half of its body of the ice, an Everest of dimy felt agony. It dropped with a
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force that snapped Ethan's speedi ng skate-boat off the. ice like a coin on a taut bl anket.
He sailed past an alien gray |andscape, a vast confusion of ice and cold sky. Ni ght cane hard.

Chapt er Ei ght

He renenbered vanilla wafers. Then he opened his eyes and saw a familiar fair-framed face with a
uni que nose. Septenber was staring at himanxiously. Qther nenories hooded in and he sighed.
Likely there wasn't a vanilla wafer within half a dozen parsecs of where he |ay.

Where he lay was in his bed in his roomin Wannone Cas-tle. He tried to sit up and was nmade aware
of a fascinating phenomenon. Every square centineter of his body was put-ting in an inpolite claim
for attention.

"I," he announced slowy, falling back onto the fur blanket soneone had bunched beneath his head,
"hurt. Al over."

"Not surprising, young feller-nme-lad," said Septenber, the concern vanishing fromhis face. "But
other than that, how are you feeling?"

Et han chuckled. It was nentally satisfying, but it also compelled certain sections of self to
protest violently. He followed the ensuing silence with a, question of characteristic wt,
scintillating brilliance.

"What happened?"

"Why didn't you let go your |latch when Hunnar gave the signal?" the big man asked instead of
answeri ng.

Et han t hought, renenbered. "We woul d have missed. It was turning the wong way and we woul d have
m ssed. Shot right past " He tried to rise again. Septenber put a hand on his chest and gently
forced hi m back.

"' That particular beastie is no longer a problem Lord, what a sight! I've seen a |lot of big and
bi ggests, lad, but that hunk of ugly nmeat tops themall. Couldn't believe how fast sone-thing that
bi g can nove."

"Hunnar told nee, before."

"I thought we'd seen the, last of you for sure when you didn't let |oose with the rest of us,"
Sept ember continued. "Gone forever down that unholy gullet. Ch, by the way, you turned it fair and
proper. Took off southward with a roar you wouldn't believe. Near to shake a nman's skin off, what?
Though how it could even nove with that Iog down its pipe | don't know. Tough? Ch my, yes!"

"I don't nean what happened to it. 'hat about nme?"

"Ch, you? Well, | didn't see nuch nyself, being a-scooting fast in the opposite direction. But
there was a wel |l -positioned | ookout in the front-running raft. Said when the thing rose off the
ice ... unheard of thing to do ... and whacked down, it tossed you into the air like a ballooning
spi der.

"You cane down on the other side of the beast in the high. pedan. That and the padding in 'the
boat probably saved you. After contact, though, it was every chip and splinter for itself. If

you'd | anded on bare ice | expect we'd still be scraping up pieces of you. As it devel oped, you
shoul d have seen how nuch wood they pulled out of your skin. Good thing those survival parkas are
tough. How you got out w thout busting anything, let alone everything, |I'll wonder over til ny

| ast days. You took a powerful sock in the head."”
"I feel tolerable now," he lied. "How | ong have |I been out?"

Sept enber grinned. "Of and on, about a week."
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"A wee-!"

"Twas a near thing, | don't mind telling you, lad," he said solemly. Then, nore cheerfully, "Sure
didn't hurt our stand-ing with these folk, though. | expect they consider you the greatest thing
to cone along since warm" He scratched at his pants. "But it's just as well you're up ... if not

exactly about. It seens it's tinme."

If they'd just take the anvil off his head he'd feel alnost do-cent.

"' Tune? That tine?"

Sept enber sl apped his head with a blow that woul d have taken an ordi nary man's head off.

"Idiot! Forgot you couldn't understand anything while you were nunbling. Minbled sonme weird
things, too, you did. The Horde's comi ng, of course. Captain from soneplace called Yerni-yin
pulled into the harbor yesterday on his way to sonewhere unpronounceable. Stayed just |ong enough
to give the Landgrave the word before skiming out again. Poor fella was as white as the ice. a
headed due south arid didn't seeminclined to change course even when we told hire he might run
into a mad stavanzer. Alien or no, anyone could see he was plenty scared.”

Et han determi nedly heaved hinself up on his el bows and found that w thout warning the room had
gone triplicate ... just like everything at the honme office.

"*Then 1've got ... to get ready. W're going, to fight too ..
Agai n Sept enber eased himdown into the nmattress

"You just lie there ... alone, I"'mafraid ... and take it easy, young feller. They're at |east a
week's fast sail away. So there's no need to run around screeching and squawki ng |ike a plucked
poonu. Hunnar and Bal avere are organizing the mlitia. The populace is storing grain, pika-pina,
vol, and suchlike like crazy, for a siege. Everyone is doing what they're supposed to. You're
supposed to rest."

"Can they really stand a siege, Skua?"

Sept enber | ooked thoughtful. " Hunnar seenms to think so. Says the enemy's sure to crack nentally
before the Sofol di ans run out of anything vital. The general agrees with him though he's not as
vocal about it. Crafty old bird ... They're ever stockpiling firewood ... although with those
natural fur coats they've got, they can do, without it. Yes, when you start stockpiling | uxuries
I'd say that indicates a certain nodicumof confidence ... No, | don't think there'll be much of a
si ege. Just one doubl e-helluva fight."

"Hunnar seened sure he could beat them"

"According to that captain,"” Septenber nused, "they cover the ice fromone end of the horizon to

the other. 1've beer talking tactics with the general staff. A think |I've nade a few points.
Frankly, any change in nornmal procedure ought to confuse that bunch. If this Sagyanak's as
stubborn as sone of Sofold's best, then we shouldn't expect much new fromthe Horde ... But it's a

new situation for the Sofoldiaris. They're willing to try new ideas. Just takes a little subtle
con-vincing, a bit of reasonable; explanation. A so, Balavere threatened to crack a few heads ...
If I were in the spot they're in, 1'd be willing to experinent too. Wuldn't you, nme | ad?"

"We are in their place," replied Ethan quietly. Septenber grunted.

The battle arnmor was clunsy and too | arge, but Hunnar had insisted Ethan wear it. The | eather
I eggings jolted and pulled at each step and the bronze breastplate was an un-relenting drag at his
chest.

He' d absolutely refused one of the flaring, ornate helnets, though. Even a child's size wouldn't
have fit well. Ibis head would ring around inside like a clapper in a bell. Wiile it wasn't
designed for fighting, the parka at |east wasn't a bur-den
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The wi nd whi stled around him Ire wal ked back over to where Hunnar and Septenber stood together at
the edge of the High. Tower. Septenber was pointing into the distance.

They mi ght heave had a better and clearer view fromthe w zard' s tel escope. But then they would
see only one thing at a tine. Besides, the learned m asma of the wi zard's chanbers palled after a
while, along with the very real one fromaro-matic chenicals and hal f-vivisected ani mal s.

According to their |ong-since-departed informant, the Horde woul d appear out of the northeast. Put
for now there was only the invisible thread that divided cold-ice |land fromice-cold sky.

"No sign of there, Hunnar?"

The kni ght paused in conversation with the big nman and | ooked down at Ethan. "Your eyesight tis
good as nmy own, Sir Ethan. Yet | do detect naught of the assenbled sw ne."

"Could they be circling to take you fromthe rear?" asked Septenmber. Ire scratched at a persistent
itch with the edge of a, big doubl e-bl aded sword.

Hunnar dropped a deprecating hand.

"No. They might try such a nmaneuver later, to annoy us if for naught else. But Sagyanak is unlike
many barbarians. Nothing will be done without purpose ... or so we are told. ,Still, any nonad is
unpredi ctabl e. "

"Li ke you," suggested Ethan

"Perhaps, like ne," the knight replied, not upset by the conparison. "As | said, all it would
acconplish would be to anger us-hardly a sound notive. No, they'|ll parade up to the gates and make
a fine show of thenmselves. They've no reason to think we'd be so foolish as to offer resistance.”
Ire grinned wol fishly.

"What a surprise the Death is going to get! Perhaps the Scourge will rave and rant enough to burst
a skull-side blood vessel. That would spare us the necessity of a formal execu-tion."

"Ah, there," said Septenber. "lIsn't that a sail? O have | been dipping too deep into the reedle
agai n?"

No, certainly that was a spot of blue far, far out on the ice. It grew, was joined by others of
different size and shape and col or. Every inagi nable shade was represented in the con-catenation
of sails. Soon the far ice was a rai nbow of barbaric coloring: nmagenta, unber, jet, crinson-there
was a lot of crinson and other reds-azure, carnelian, sand ..

Some of the sails were dyed in swatches of random color. Ot hers boasted intricately designed
noti fs and nosai cs. Some were woven, others painted-all of a bloodcurdling nature.

A few sported railings decorated with dull white trannish skulls

They didn't cover the ice as the captain had warned. But they filled a disconcerting portion of
it.

"Must be nearly a thousand rafts out there," nurnured Septenber. But the big man's nonchal ance
fooled no one. Even he was a little awed.

"More than we expected," Hunnar adnmitted. "Yet it only nmakes ne gl adder, for there will be nore of
the vernmin to dispose of."

Beating into the wind, the nonad fl eet noved closer. One by one they took up position along four-
deep lines. One by one the sails came down and ice anchors went out.

"Settling in for a relaxing stay," Septenber said.

Even at this distance, Ethan thought he could detect sone rafts that were crowded with |ivestock
others with crates and supplies. It was a nobile city.
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Soon all the sails were furled but one, which belonged to a small, rakishly set little raft, lay
al ongsi de a huge ship with a double-storied, garishly painted central cabin. The small raft broke
of f and skinmed slowy for the harbor gate.

Et han coul d make out toy figures straining at the nmecha-nismthat raised the obstructing nets and
the Great Chain barrier.

"Parley raft," said Hunnar with satisfaction. "The Land-grave and menbers of the Council should be
preparing to re-ceive it. Let's go."

They followed himdown the winding stairs into the castle proper

"This will be something to tell one's grand cubs,” he said back over a shoul der

They were not part of the official greeting conmittee. Also, it had been decided that it would be
better if the Horde did not have a | ook at the humans until it could upset themthe nost. Let them
think then, as sone of the Sofoldians still did, that the aliens were gods or daenobns, not just
skinny trap with severe haircuts.

The musi ci ans' bal cony was deserted a-rid gave them an ex-cellent view of the Geat Hall. Down

bel ow, the Landgrave waited on his throne. This time he was dressed not ire comfortable silks but
in bronze and | eather arnor, steel helnet and breastplate. He was an inpressive sight, but Ethan
had to concede that Bal avere or Hunnar or even Brownoak woul d have carried the royal arnor with a
good deal nore effect.

El fa, he noticed, was resplendent in arnor of her own. No decolletage this tine.

G ouped. around the throne were the nmenbers of the Council, town representatives, and the nore
senior knights and their squires. Sunlight gave the assenbl ed hel mets and pi kes and axes the
aspect of the inside of a jewel. Mgrating circlets of |light were cast onto the bare stone walls
and vaulted ceiling as they turned and shifted. They were an i m pressive group.

Curious, Ethan gave the huge, curving white colum that formed the back of the Landgrave's throne
anot her | ook. Rather puny, after all

I bis eyes dropped anal roved over the crowd as they waited. The du Kanes, of course, weren't
present. Nor did they intend to participate in any actual conbat. Hell espont begged off on his

age, and Colette because it wasn't |adylike. He wi shed she could have a good | ook at Eifa Kurrdagh-
VI ata. But Septenber had nmanaged to convince themto don arnmor, at |east.

Wal ther was safely | ocked away in his gilded cubicle, where he couldn't do anything foolish to
hi nsel f or anyone else. And WIlianms was off with Eer-Mesach sonmewhere, seeing to sone kind of
mysterious al cheny of their own. Having seen the crossbow in action, Ethan awaited their next
revelation with anticipation and not a little | eeriness.

There was a conmotion at the entrance to the Hall. Al eyes turned in that direction. At the sane
time, it occurred to Ethan what had been bothering himabout the assenbly. He turned to Hunnar

"Shoul dn't the prefect of Wannonme be present for this"

The kni ght spoke wi thout turning. "The prefect has ex-pressed his manifest displeasure at the
entire proceeding. He has confined hinself to his manor until an unspecified tine. |, for one,
don't miss him"

Sonet hi ng was nagging still. It was shoved aside by a rhyth-mc boom ng of drums from outside the
Hall. A herald's voice rang out.

"Here approach those representing Sagyanak the Death, Scourge of Vragan ..

" ... All-powerful Destroyer of Ra-Yilogas," finished a powerful voice. It rolled and runbl ed off
the walls. "And Ruler of the World!"

A group of three tran cane into view, striding dow the central carpet. The | eader of the
triunvirate was the biggest native Ethan had yet seen, a towering figure resplendent in flane-
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col ored cloak and coat. Under his left arm snug into the din, he held a helnet in the shape of
the gutorrbyn, the flying dragon. His armor was nearly as red as the cloak itself, a burnished
bronze crossed by polished vol -1 eather strappings and gol d-silver buckles. A long, broad sword was
fastened se-curely to his left leg. As he swng his arns Ethan could see that designs in gold dust
had been glued to his tough w ng -nenbranes.

His stride was long and hurried, as though he cane on dis-tasteful business best concl uded
qui ckly. Inpatient to get on with the | ooting, no doubt, arid upset at the, delay.

H s two conmpanions trailed slightly behind, one to either side. They were nearly as brilliantly
clad, one in blues, the other in yellow and bl ack. Neither had the physical presence of their
superior, however.

Et han | eaned over and whi spered to Hunnar

"I's that Sagyanak?"

Hunnar gave himan odd | ook. "OF course not, Sir Ethan. Wat a strange question!"
"Wy ... ?" he began, but Septenmber shushed him The | ead nonmad was speaking.

"I am dox, right hand and first servant of the Destroyer. It has been far too | ong since we |ast
visited our gracious friends in Wannone. Far too long. And when we finally rec-tify this
unfortunate oversight, are we greeted properly?" He expressed outrage and bafflenment; his
conpani ons wore woe-ful expressions.

"No!" He | ooked up at the Landgrave. "We are not. Wiat do we find i nstead? Arned nen on the wall s!
Many armed nen. Nets and chain bar our free entrance, passage to an open harbor

"The Destroyer chooses to graciously assune, though, that this is done in error, perhaps through
our own fault at not identifying ourselves sufficiently. O perhaps,"” and here his tone changed to
one of brutal coldness, "our friends in Wan-none are subject to a peculiar forgetful ness. The
Scourge has hel pful ways aplenty to jog a | oose nmenory here, a slipped re-nenbrance there."

"Yet surely tis all a mistake, tis all unintentional!" he said cheerfully. " find now that we are
truly nade known to you, the Death expects pronpt paynent of the standard tribute ... with mayhap
a few thousand additional foss by way of conpensating for enbarrassment and upset nerves at your
unki nd greeting."

The Landgrave | eaned forward into the silence that fol-1owed and shook an old fist at the three.

"Now listen well to me, butcher O ox. Yes, we know you. Those arnmed nmen on the wall who upset your
nerves will do nore, if you wish. Chain and net return as soon as your pu-trid self has taken

| eave of us. Then |I can order this Hall cleaned thoroughly to renove the stench that will |inger.

Go back and tell your bug-master that the people of Sofold and the city of Wannome pay tribute no
| onger, lest you seek to collect a fortune in the edges of axe-blades and the points of spearsl”

The one called Aox had stiffened at the first word. Ethan felt he could count every hair on the
anbassador's head. But, surprisingly, he said nothing and waited until the Landgrave had concl uded
hi s speech

"I have considered," said dox slowy when the Landgrave had | eaned back, "and answer that
relish your every word, every syllable."

"l amglad," grinned Kurdagh-Vlata. "Wuld you |ike to hear them agai n?"

"Twi Il not be necessary," replied O ox the Butcher, "for each and every word has been forever set

down in my mind. They will be repeated to the Death with every inflection, all timng, intact and
exact."
"Good, " said the Landgrave. "Should you require any aid, do but send for it. | shall forward any

| apses of nenory in witing, with whatever suitable enbellishments nmy courtiers can concoct."

"' Then, Torsk Kurdagh-Vl ata, Landgrave of Sofold, ruler of Wannone, | end thusly: put firmpawto

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...20Dean%20-%20Icerigger%201%20-%20Icerigger.txt (97 of 179) [1/16/03 7:07:12 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%620-%20I ceri gger%201%20-%20I cerigger.txt

sword and have an eye to your wonenfol k, for when |I next see you |l will not find you so talkati ve,
I think."

Cloak flying, the nomad general turned and strode fromthe Hall. Ills two servitors were hard
pressed to match his stride without breaking into a run

No one noved. Then, fromthe far side of the silent hall. General Bal avere's voice shook them all
"Well, will you sit there contenplating your fat bellies til doonsday? Get to your posts! See to
your men!"

The hall dissolved in a flurry of sudden activity and excited conversation

"Not quite as anticlinactic as | expected," Ethan comnented. "Was it, Hunnar? Hunnar?"' He and
Septenber, turned together, but the knight had already slipped quietly away.

The big man rubbed his face. "Gone to his own post, | sus-pect. Probably wanted to use the ice
paths to nove fast,

take up position. He's in charge of the southeast third of the harbor wall, fromthe gate-tower to
the castle. Didn't want to wait for us. W'd slow himto a walk and there are nore inmportant
things on his mnd now than courtesy."

Et han turned, alnost tripping over the sword strapped to his right leg. "I guess we should join
him™"
"Mght as well."

The two humans passed snall squads of troops running through the hallways or chivaning at
seem ngly reckl ess speeds down the stairway ice-paths. Mst of the soldiers and militia were
al ready on the wall.

As they left the inner keep and wal ked al ong the outer bat-tlenments of the great castle, they
could peer down into the courtyards. Gadually these filled with clunps of well-dressed civilians
and many wonen and cubs.

These were the weal thier country folk, evacuated fromtheir inpossible-to-defend hones about the
i sland. They woul d spend the coming troubles in the relative confort and safety of the castle
itself. The great majority of country refu-gees would have to nmake do with the facilities
available in the town.

Those woul d be badly overcrowded, but while food and heat held out there would be no problem And
according to Hunnar, Wannone had little to fear in those respects. Every-one would be
unconfortabl e, but they' d nanage.

They passed t hrough anot her |ong, dark hallway, rounded a bend, and nearly collided with a troop
of archers who were noving to higher positions within the castle. Another turn and they were out
in the brilliant sunlight and faniliar, con-stant w nd.

They jogged easily along the broad top of the wall that sheltered the harbor, protected the city.
There seened to be an archer or pikeman at every slot in the stone. At regular in-tervals there
was a war-tower, through which they ran. huff-ing cold clouds, Ethan could see one and soneti nmes
two crossbownen perched atop each tower. They seenmed woe-fully few

They were approaching the great gate now. The Geat Chain was in place, enmeshed in a spider's
ni ght mare of anti

personnel netting. Hunnar shoul d be conmanding this section
Hal fway down the wall Septenber had grunted with satis-faction and tapped Ethan on the shoul der
"Have a | ook, lad, to our left."

Et han peered over the wall and saw nothing. for a nonent but the harbor itself. Then he spotted

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...20Dean%20-%20Ilcerigger%201%20-%20Icerigger.txt (98 of 179) [1/16/03 7:07:12 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%620-%20I ceri gger%201%20-%20I cerigger.txt
what the big man was referring to.
Hal fway off the ice on the far side of the harbor lay the crunpled hulk of their |ifeboat.
“How ... ?" began Ethan

Septenber smiled. "Bal avere said he'd see to it. Told himit would be a sensible precaution if
they expected to hold on to it, so he ordered out a dozen nerchant rafts to drag it in. They nust
have had a helluva tine getting it free. Once it was nov-ing | expect it slid along okay. Thank
the No- Spaces for this ice!l If they'd had to pull it over any kind of rough country they couldn't
have noved it half a kilometer."

"I wonder," nused Ethan as he dodged a | ong pol e de-signed for pushing off scaling |adders, "if
Sagyanak even knows about it."

"Well, it wouldn't startle me," Septenber replied. "You'd think the Sofol dians woul d have tried to
camouflage it fromthe eyes of that envoy. | suppose they figure it doesn't matter in the |ong
run. "

"You think AQox sawit, then!"

"Don't | et appearances fool you, lad. That character m ght have been constructed |like a senile
grizzly, but he had weasel eyes. | watched himclose. Wile the Landgrave was feeding himinsults
he was taking in the arnmor and attitude of every knight and noble in that hall. Probably had tine
to count the percentage of netal weapons, too. That's one advantage the Sof ol dians do have, a
decent supply of bronze and iron weap-ons. If we get through this ... " He paused. "I hear you had
a | ook-see through their foundry."

Et han nodded. He was getting winded fromthe |Iong run. Septenber didn't seem fazed. The younger
man felt an unrea-soning disconfort at this and tried to seem fresher

"Then you know t hey' ve got plenty of heat available. A lot snore than | guessed. Good access to

vol cani ¢ chi meys, and those windmills too. | think | might be able to rig an el ec-trodyne forge,
by Contusion! Scrap a few parts fromthe boat ... Yes, if we survive this we night |eave the
Sof ol dians a way to work that duralloy after all. Ah, there he is."

They slowed to a wal k. Hunnar was resting at a pi keman's slot, staring out across the ice. They
carefully crossed the ice-path that ran down the center of the wall-top. He turned at their
appr oach.

"Well ny friends, before very long we shall discover things."

"Don't |ook so npbody. What are they about?" Septenber asked.

Hunnar turned away. Have a | ook for yourselves." He noved over and the two humans were treated

to an uninter-rupted view of the icefield.

Bet ween the barbarian rafts little white could be seen. The ice was covered with shifting,
sparkling, multi-colored furry bodies. Swords, shields, bucklers, and helnets flashed |ike night
sky in the heavy sunlight. The Horde was | eaving the rafts.

"There's a slight crosswind up fromthe south,” Hunnar in-formed them glancing at the sky. "I
expect the main body will come fromthat direction. They'll slant due west and then up at us. The
brunt of the attack will fall on this line."

Sure enough, clunps of nomad troops began to detach thenselves fromthe main nass and tacking
agai nst the wind to gain distance to the west.

Et han saw that they stood nearly at the end of the wall. The Geat Gate Tower was to their
i medi ate left, another battle tower to their right. He | ooked back the way they'd come. Al along
the wall, curving back to the castle Iike a gray snake, there was notion. Knights strove to adj ust

their nen in accordance with the eneny's novenents, made |ast ninute changes, hopefu
preparati ons.
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"WIIl they attack only this section of wall?" asked Ethan a little apprehensively.

"That woul d be foolish. As they outnunber us by so nany, they will assault the entire |length of
the harbor in strength, hoping to find a point we have vacated or weakened. O her-w se we could
concentrate our strength here alone and have a better chance of beating themoff. But they can
spread themselves thin and still outmatch us four and five to one at every kijat. Tis nerely that
fromthis side they will have slightly bet-ter wind, therefore better speed and naneuverability
Al so, we nust keep troops to guard the nountain passes. They may try a thrust there, though |

doubt it. Still, sonme of our strength nust stay there, though Sagyanak has no reason to resort to
subtlety. They will come to us with great confi-dence."

He paused and | ooked at Septenber. "Friend Skua, you have no weapon."

"Way bl ess ny soul, so | don't! Forgot the damm sword."” He turned and hurried to the battle tower
on their right.

"I see you carry a sword, friend Ethan. Can you use it?"

"I guess I'"'mgoing to learnin a hurry. 1'd feel a lot better with a nice new w de-aperture
| aser."

"I should feel better if you had one of your magical weap-ons, too," the knight replied, nmanagi ng
a slight grin. stared out across the ice. The raft-head was grow ng huge, horns to south- and
northwest. Half to hinself, he nuttered, "There will be archery fire to cover, despite the w nd.
WIIl they try to nove in close and shoot |inear, or stay above us and fire downw nd? Di stance or
accuracy?" He shook his hel-neted, red-maned head uncertainly.

Sept enber reappeared, carrying the biggest battle-ax Ethan had ever seen. O course, he didn't
have a wor ki ng know edge of such devices, but it |ooked godawful big to him It was doubl e-bl aded
and nade of black iron. Septenber swung it back and forth and over his head and behind his

shoul ders, mimcking an action of a |ong-vanished terran sport.

A nunber of the nmen-at-arns gave a cheer when they saw the ease with which their alien- ally
handl ed t he nonstrous cl eaver.

"You throw that axe around like a cub's toy, friend September,"” said Hunnar admiringly.

"Well," said Septenber, taking a friendly swipe with it at Ethan and nearly giving the sal esnan
heart failure, "I'"mnot nuch on thrusting, but | appreciate finesse. So | tried to select
sonmething suitable to ny delicate sensibilities.”

Hunnar stared at hi m unconprehendingly for a monent, then let out a jerking trannish |augh.

"I see. You joke. You grill tell it in nore direct fashion to our verm nous friends when they cone
over the wail."

"I'"ll be as entertaining as possible," Septenber pronised. He took a deep breath. "Wen are they
going to get on about it? O do we wait until after |unch?"

The answer canme several mnutes later in the formof a | ow basso runbling fromacross the ice. It
sounded |i ke distant thunder. Ethan thought he could detect an odd swirl of nop-tion near the big
raft, but it was too far off to make out de-tails.

A weird sound was that deep drone. It reached right down inside a man and caressed the bones.

"The Mardan," explai ned Hunnar quietly. "'That nmeans no quarter and no prisoners. Wll, we
expected no | ess."

Hunnar's nen stood frozen at their stations along the wall. Ethan coul d understand their feelings.
Death made its own mnusic.

Surprisingly, it was Septenber and not the nenory-stuffed Ethan who was able to identify the
sound.
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"I've heard something like this on Terra and a few other worlds,"” he said, "only on a nmuch smaller
scale. On Terra they call it a bull-roarer. The natives of the northern conti-nent on G Dim call
it a Dane. But this version nmust be much, much bigger to carry this far against the wind. Cone to
think of it, the device itself night be w nd-powered."

Abruptly, the sound ceased. Ethan could hear hinself breathing. Only the wind noved. Only the w nd
tal ked. Ethan drew his sword, the rasp of netal against scabbard gratingly Ioud.

The peace was split asunder by a nmonstrous howing fromall sides. Ethan had never heard the |ike
before. It cane from everywhere, had no one source. And the eneny was barely in sight, since they
were noving far west to gain w nd

"Wor ki ng thensel ves up good and proper, what?" Septem ber whispered. "I expect when they've huffed
and puffed thenselves into a really fine old-fashioned frenzy, they'Il cone at us."

The howl i ng and noani ng continued for ten mnutes, and seened nore |ike an hour. Then there was a
single great simultaneous bell ow that shook the stones of the wall. A living -gray blanket, the
limtless nmass began to nove toward them They cane in a wi de, easy curve up fromthe sout hwest,
slanting up into the w nd.

Soon he coul d pick out individual figures within the Horde. No two sets of arnor |ooked the sane,
contrasting with the formal uniforns of the Sofoldian soldiery. The nore garish the better, it
seemed. Many of those in the forefront carried scaling |ladders. Qhers held | ong knotted ropes
with bone or netal grapnels on the end.

"Down!" roared Hunnar unexpectedly. Along the wall the defenders bugged thensel ves to the stone,
trying to bury thenmselves in their arnor. A hail of arrows, like the flight of a billion bees,
came sailing over to clatter against the stones. There were a few screans from sonewhere down t he
wal | .

One arrow canme whi zzing through the slot a few cen-teneters in front of Ethan's scrunched-up face.
It shot across the stone to hit the far side of the parapet, ricocheted back to die against the
heel of his boot and lie peacefully next to the | eather. The bone tip was shattered.

Anot her angry swarm hummed overhead. It occurred to himthat despite four years of university,
anot her year of ad-vanced sal es training, and on-the-job experience, he was ut-terly helpless in
the face of a bunch of hysterical primtives.

There was very little time for thought. Hunnar yelled, "Up now " and Ethan stood, turned.

He was confronted al nost immediately by a snarling face framed in netal and | eather and a pair of
slitted yell ow eyes that stared hypnotically into his own. He stood frozen in shock, unable to
move, the sword dangling linply fromone hand. The nonmad rai sed a heavy mace in seening slow
nmo-tion over his head whil e Ethan watched, unmoving.

A long pike thrust out of nowhere and skewered the other through the chest. It gurgled, coughing
bl ood, and dropped fromview. That broke the ennui that had coated Ethan. An-other ninute and he
was swinging his own sword rhythm -cally, jabbing and slashing and cutting at anything that showed
itself above the clean gray stone. He never did. Have a chance to thank the pi keman who’ d saved
his life.

The yelling and shrieking, crying and bell owi ng drowned any coherent speech. In one harried noment
he got a glinpse of September. Roaring like a pride-leader, the white-haired old giant was

SW ngi ng the nonstrous ax in great arcs, |opping off hands, arns, and heads |like a thresher taking
up wheat.

Hunnar seenmed to be everywhere, dropping alongside for a quick thrust with his own sword, stepping
back and running down the wall to rearrange a |line of spearnen, offering en-couragenent to the
fighting and sol ace to the wounded, al-ways appearing where the fighting was heaviest, red beard
bobbi ng in and out of the norass of blood and fur, receiving informati on fromdown the wall and

of fering sonme of his own.

Al along the harbor wall |ights were blinking demandi ngly as both Sof ol di an and nomad fl ashers
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threw silent tirades of anger and agony at each other. Carnage was reported by peaceful sunlight.

Et han thrust forward again, felt something hard and cold along his right side. Septenber saw him
falter and was at his side in a mnute. He caught Ethan as the younger man stag-gered, dazed.

"Where you hit young .feeler?" he asked anxiously. He had to shout to make hi nsel f understood over
t he noi se.

"I ... 1 don't know " Really, he didn't. He'd felt some-thing strike, but he wasn't weak or faint.
He | ooked down at hinself, felt has body. Nothing. Septenber had himturn slowy and exam ned his
back. Ethan heard, "less ny soul!" for the second tinme that day.

"Don't keep ne in suspense," said Ethan tightly. "What is it?"

He felt a tugging at his back. Septenber grunted once. Then he was grinning and showi ng Ethan a
| ong barbarian arrow. "This was sticking out the back of your tunic, three- quarters through. Mist
have gone right down your sleeve. Sonuvabitch."

Et han wanted to say sonething appropriately clever, but didn't get the chance. In the next mnute
it seemed that a solid wall of screeching, howing nomads were swarning over the top of the wall
In places some of the eneny had actually at-tained the top and were fighting inside. But
reinforcenments, using the ice-paths to nove quickly along the wall, chivaned up arid down to
repair such cracks in the line.

Then, abruptly, the screans and bell ows of defiance turned to howls of frustration. The great nass
of eneny troops was novi ng backwards and down, retreating across the ice. Yells of derision
acconpani ed them along with arrows and cross-bow bolts.

Sept enber wal ked over to Ethan, pulled his helnet off, and slung it across the wall. It bounced
off the stone with a netal-lic chink:. Hs face was red and running with sweat. A tiny trickle of
bl ood ran down one cheek, dribbled lazily off 1s. chin. The huge ax was stained crinson.

"You' re bl eeding," said Ethan

"Eh?" Septenber paused, put a hand to his face, brought away. "So | am Wll, just a scratch, it
is. Right now, young feeler-me-lad, |'mtoo tired to care.”" He let out a long, ex-hausted breath.

"l had a dozen brand-new pocket medikits in ny baggage," began Ethan, but Septenber waved hi m of f
and frowned.

"I'"ve had enough of listening to you talk about the marvel ous trade goods we haven't got, young
feeler.”

"Sorry," said Ethan contritely.
"Getting too old for this sort of thing ... what?" the big man nunbl ed.

Al'l down the wall and across the harbor, the Sofoldian sol-diers and mlitia were singing and
celebrating their victory with a fervor that nmatched their fighting intensity. As word spread, a
simlar tintinnabulation arose fromthe town itself, as the townsfolk and their country visitors
slow y received the news.

Hunnar joined them The knight's eyes were glowing and his once-i mmacul ate uni form was st ai ned
with dark splotches. "By the Running Plague of Deinhorst, we beat themi W beat them"

"' They' Il be back, y'know, " wheezed Septenber.

Hunnar gl anced down at him "Yes, | know But consider for a nonment what has happened here. Ah no,
you cannot. You cannot feel the sane. For hundreds of years no one his dared to chall enge the

m ght of the Horde or any of their bl oodsucking ilk. Watever happens now, even shoul d Wan-norne
be razed to the ice, the word will be spread. Wiether fromus or froma garrul ous drunkard anong
the eneny. It will be known that the barbarians can be beaten!”

"It wasn't exactly an overwhel mi ng victory, you know, " added Septenber dryly. ""That |ast charge
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al rost rolled us over."

Hunnar took a long, slow breath of his own. "I know, friend Septenber. It was a near thing." He
| ooked around, wal ked over to the body of one of the enenmy. "If it had not been for this, | fear
we woul d i ndeed have broken. Look."

He stuck a foot under the corpse and shoved. It rolled over onto its back. Ethan could see the
stubby hilt of one of WI-lians' crossbow bolts protruding fromthe soldier's chest. It had gone
right through the thin layer of bronze and the dou-ble |eather backing.

"Twas not so nmuch the greater range of your w zard's weapon, though that was inportant, but the
fact that it car-ries so nuch striking power. Even, yea, into the w nd?"

"You' ve |lost that surprise now, though," Septenber comnented pointedly. " Next tinme they'll know
what to expect.”

"All the anticipation in the world will not slow one of these," the knight observed. He prodded
the hilt of the bolt. Alittle blood oozed out as he noved it around in the dead tran's chest.

"And Mul vakken and his craftsnen are turning out new bows and nany dozens of bolts constantly.
Though we still have four trained nen for every crossbow that is finished. That is our greatest
weakness. "

"WIIl they attack again today?" asked Ethan curiously.

Hunnar gl anced at the sun, then | ooked down at him "No, friend Ethan, | think not. The Horde," he
explained with rel-ish, "are not used to retreating. It will take their |eaders some tinme to
absorb what has happened to them Tis conpletely foreign to their experience. For the first tine
they will have to ponder a real strategy. | cannot guess what that nmay be, ex-cept that it wll

not be another open frontal attack!" He snmiled ferociously. "The ice is sick with their bodies.”

"Well, I"'mglad to hear we can rest awhile," said 'than, "because | amconpletely and totally
finished. Qut of it.

Tired." His right hard was resting in a pool of ice water. He raised it and patted a little gently
under his eyes, wiped it free with the back of a gloved hand before it could ... wait a mnute.
Ice water? At this tenperature?

He | ooked down. Hi s hand had beers resting in a large pool of rich red blood, which was just now
begi nning to congeal and thicken in the sub-freezing air. H's survival glove and jacket sleeve had
beers soaked to a point halfway up his fore-arm It |ooked like a scrap froma sl aughterhouse.

"Darn! Now ['lIl have to find a fire and nelt this out." Then he fell over in a dead faint.

Chapter N ne

The foll owi ng norning dawned cl ear and | ovely-and windy. It was so beautiful that it was al nost
i mpossible to i magi ne the horror of the previous day. It was not necessary to call on the mnd
however. All one had to do was gl ance over the harbor wall. The ice was littered for hundreds of
meters in all direc-tions with tiny clunps of fur and wi de frozen ponds of dark red.

Warriors on this world, he reflected, were spared at | east one of the great horrors of war. Since
every engagenent took place in a perpetual deep-freeze, there would be no lingering stink of
nol deri ng corpses.

"How do you feel, young feller?" asked Septenber. "You keel ed over so quick-like yesterday you had
me worried a second."

"lI"msorry about that," Ethan replied.

"No need to apologize ... " began Septenber, but Ethan halted him
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"No, |'ve seen nen killed before. And these aren't even humans or thranx. | thought I'd seen quite
a bit, but this ... " He indicated the ghastly litter on the ice before them
Septenmber put a great hand on his shoulder. "In the uni-verse, ny young friend, it's always the

fam liar sights that shock the nost. W' re always expecting the unfamliar."

Hunnar joined them but his eyes were on the ice. Cone to think of it, so were those of nobst of
the men-at-arnms stationed along the wall

"What will they try today?" asked Ethan, aware that he was ni ssing sonet hing.
"Don't you hear it?" the knight replied.

"Hear what ?"

"It has been sounding for several mnutes now Listen."

Et han waited, straining to hear something fromacross the ice. As usual, there was only the
eternal infernal wind. Then there seened to be sonethi ng nore.

"I hear it," grow ed Septenber. "Sounds |ike singing."

"Yes Hunnar agreed. "Singing ... Ah." He pointed. " There.”

Far out across the solid sea, a strange object of truly nonstrous proportions was noving toward
them Four long lines of nomad warriors were harnessed to four thick cables of woven pika-ping.
Et han coul d nake out individual words now. The singing was acconpani ed by a deep-throated
thrumming fromsnaller versions of the great Margyudan

"Hayeh, chuff ... haych, chuff!" intoned the strain-ing barbarians, “Haryen abet hayeh
chuff ... hoo, hoo,

chuff.l ... "

They swayed in rhythmto the song, pulling first to the left, then the right, left, then right.
After they'd noved anot her dozen neters closer, the design of the engine they were draggi ng becane
clear even to Ethan's untrai ned eye.

Hunnar said quietly, "'That's the biggest noydra ... cata-pult ... |'ve ever seen.”

Bot h singing and machine halted a few mnutes later. The long lines of warriors rolled up their
green cables. A crew of busy nonads began worki ng about the base of the great war engine.

""Throwi ng out ice anchors," said Septenber, staring into the distance, "and bl ocki ng down the
skates. | don't wonder. The recoil on that thing nmust be terrific."

The singing resumed, on a nmuch smaller scale this time. Ethan could see the huge cycl opean arm
gradual Iy sinking toward its base. It was hard to get a true sense of scale at this distance, but
the crossbeam of the catapult was many tunes the height of a nman

There seenmed to be a lapse in the activity. "Wat are they doi ng now?" he asked anxi ously.
Hunnar yelled, "Get downs"

The cry was echoed by dozens of other voices along the wall. Ethan dropped as he had, yesterday.
Not hi ng happened. He raised his head slightly. There was a |l oud whistle in the sky and it wasn't
arrows, and it wasn't the wi nd. Sonething went crunch in the distance, behind them

Wthout waiting for an "all clear" he was on his feet, across the ice-path, and looking into the
harbor. He al nost stunbled on the ice.

Across the harbor, near the second tower down fromthe harbor gate, a section of wall at |east
five meters wide and three deep had been knocked fromthe back section of stone as though by the
bite of a giant shovel.
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Several tw sted tran-shapes sprawl ed on the ice anobng the broken stone. From both walls troops
were converging on the spot. A few started to scranble down the open break onto the ice.

There was a line in the harbor ice forned by three succes-sive gouges, each about twenty neters

apart. They lay in line fromthe broken section of wall. Twenty neters beyond the | ast gouge |ay
an enornous chunk of solid basalt. It sat placid and innocent in a slight depression of its own

maki ng.

Hunnar uttered sonmething vicious that Ethan couldn't translate and started running toward the
castle. Fromseveral towers, Sofoldian catapults began to twang in response. Their snaller stones
fell far short of the huge barbarian war engi ne

A broad crescent of nomads had assenbl ed next to the catapult. Wien it became clear that their own
machi ne was i npregnable they set up a great cheering and screaming that didn't stop until the next
stone was rel eased.

Thi s one | anded short of the wall, took one bounce, and slamed into the masonry not ten neters
down from where Ethan was standi ng. The concussion threw everyone stationed on that section off
his feet.

I mredi ately, Ethan was standing and | eaning over the side to inspect the damage.

A respectabl e portion of rock had been snashed free. Now it lay scattered on the ice |ike so nany
pebbl es, the boul der a col ossus anmpong t hem

"I't's a damm good thing it takes themso long to wind that thing up," said Septenber. "Just the
same, Hunnar's going to have to do sonething about that toy-and fast. Qtherw se, near as | can
figure, Sagyanak can sit out there and enjoy the party while that one piece of oversized artillery
slowy turns these walls into gravel."

The flickering candles illumnated the map spread before them but did nothing to lighten their
spirits. Balavere, Hunnar, Ethan, and Septenber sat at the table. They were joined by the
Landgrave and several other of Sofold' s nost inmpor-tant nobles, the latter form ng Bal avere's
general staff.

One of the nobles was using a |long stick of polished wood to indicate crosses and circles on the
map, gesturing here and there at the line representing the harbor wall

"The wall has been nearly breached-here, here, and here. Severe damage to battl enments has occurred
here, here, here, and here. Werever you see a sting sign there is mnor damage of varying
degree. This is not to nention our personnel casualties nor the damage to the spirit of the nen.
There is some talk of surrender and throwing the city on the mercy of Sagyanak. It is small as
yet, but will surely grow unless sonme-thing is done."

"Better to throw oneself on the sword," said Balavere. "But | understand their talk. Tis
intolerable to sit hel plessly and snatch one's conrades flattened, unable to fight back." He shook
his great maned head.

"W cannot endure nore than another two or perhaps three days of this bonbardnent before they wll
have weak-ened us at so nany points that it will becone inpossible for us to keep themfromthe
harbor. Then it will be all up."

"So we nust keep themout ... sonehow, " responded Hunnar tightly. "W could never survive an open
battle on ice with them W killed thousands today, but they still out-nunber us badly. Do any
t hi nk ot herwi se?" he concl uded hal f hopefully.

No one saw fit to dispute this depressing bit of truth

Fi nal |y Bal avere gave a sigh and | ooked up. "Tis a poor |eader who does not solicit advice when he
hi msel f has naught to offer. Gentl enen?”
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One of the nobles spoke up inmediately.

"Surely our technology is greater than that of these bar-barian primtives! Can we not build
oursel ves a weapon of equal, if not greater power?"

"In a few magnet, nost surely we could, Kellivar,"
days. "

replied Bal avere. "But we need one in two

"Could we net," proposed one of the ol der nobles, "estab-lish several of our own smaller noydra
within range of their owmn? Fromthere we could throw ani mal skins of burn-ing oil onto it."

"Have you seen how they surround it?" said Hunnar tiredly. "W could not disguise such a plan from
them W could never muster a protective force of sufficient strength to stave off an attack on
such an advanced position.”

"BEven if it were protected," the noble added, "by all our new crossbownren, who woul d have only a
single small bit of ice to defend?"

"Well ... " hesitated Hunnar. He | ooked questioningly at Bal avere

"The idea has nerit, Tinyak," the general replied. "Yet, should we fail to fire the barbarians
engi ne qui ckly, even the crossbows woul d net be enough to prevent an encirclenment. | cannot take
the risk of losing themin such an enterprise. They were the difference on the walls yesterday."

"By the Krokinms tail, is it not understood that in a few days there will be no walls!" shouted
one of the nobl es.

"The way | see it,"’
words, noble sirs?"

said Septenmber calmy, "is pretty simple, if | night have | eave to say a few

"You proved yourself the equal or better of any at this table," said the Landgrave, speaking for
the first time. "W will give close attention to whatever you counsel."

"Al'l right then." Septenber |eaned back in his chair, propped one foot on the table and began
rocki ng hack and forth. "Near as | can tell, there's only one thing to do. That's put on your warm
wool i es, friends, sneak out the dog-doer, and set fire to that ginctrack by band, yourselves,

toni ght."

"Fighting at night is unmanly," said one of the nobles disdainfully.

"So's getting termnated by a fat slab of street paving," Septenber countered.

"Tis not worthy of a gentleman!" the other grunbled, puss certainly this tinme. "At night."
Et han gl anced around tine table, saw the sane indecision mrrored in the faces of others.

"Look," said Septenber, taking his foot off, the table and | eaning forward intently. "I've been
anply supplied with the details of what this Sagyanak is going to do if and when the Horde gets in
anong your wonen and kids. You won't have to worry about the fact that such atrocities will be
conducted in an unmanly and ungentl| emanly fashion, because none of you will be around to condemn
it. That's if you're lucky ..

Now, you can try this long shot with nme, because | intend to try it whether any of you cone al ong
or not. O you can get around this question of etiquette by sending al ong sone of your w ves or

m stresses in your place. | don't think noral considerations will trouble them"

"Everything we hold dear and true is at stake," interrupted the Landgrave suddenly, "and there are
still some anbng you who would sit at |eisure and debate fine points of obscure protocol ... Dam
and hell!" He stood up, old and shaky all of a sudden. "Sir Septenber and Sir Hunnar will take
charge of an expedition to nove against the eneny this very night. However, | will force no one to
take part in this who would feel his honor forever inpugned. Should the expedition be successful,"”
and here he | ooked hard at Hunnar, "and it nust be successful ... there will be no question as to

t he honor of those who went
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"Ceneral Bal avere," he continued, |ooking over at that stocky individual, "you will see to al
necessary details. | nust retire.”

They all stood. Staff in hand, the Landgrave wal ked of f into the dark, trailing a pair of
bodyguards. The others sat down, nmuttering. Gadually they all cane to | ook expectantly across at
the alien being who sat as equal in their council.

"How many?" inquired Hunnar firmy. "How many will you need, Sir Skua? Tis certainly a bold
undertaking for only the finest of knights."

"I think no nore than twenty," replied Septenber thought-fully. "Ten to pull the oil raft and ten
to act as escort. Also, see that everyone is outfitted in arnor and outer dress taken from
captured material. At night, even a superficial disguise can make all the difference. As for
nyself, well, we'll have to figure out sonething else."

"And for ne," added Ethan with finality.

"Get ne a helmet with a |low front,
di ssolved in a buzz of conversation.

the big man concluded. He turned to Ethan as the table

"Listen, young feller-me-lad. There's no need for you to take part in this. It's going to be the
m ddl e of the night out there. The tenperature will be down in the pit's own l[evel and cold enough
to sear the skin off your face if your heater breaks down. |If soneone got blown away on a ni ght
like that we'd never find himagain."

Et han consi dered. The | ast night-expedition he'd been on had been in the conpany of a delightfu
young | ady on the colony world of Gestalt. She'd spent a balny noonlit night introducing himto
certain exquisite variants on Church theol ogi es. Her conversion of himwas short, but ecstatic.

Now t here was the bare clean surface of a different sort of world. A man would freeze to death in
seconds without special defenses. The cold bit into your teeth Iike an old den-tist's probe.

"I'm goi ng. "
"On your own head be it, young feller.”

"I'"mgoing, too," cane a voice fromthe back of the hall. Everyone turned quietly. Ethan stood to
see over the wi de shoulders of one of the nobles.

Dar nuka Brownoak, prefect of Wannome, wal ked slowy toward them patiently buckling on his silver-
inlaid, arnor.

At night the open icefield seemed nore than ever like a white desert. They'd gone over the
nmountai n pass and arrived at a deserted little icefront town on the south side of Sofold.
Hopeful ly, no eneny sentry had seen them depart fromthe single tiny pier

Ethan I ay on his stonmach, the odd-shaped arnor digging unconfortably into his ribs, and dug his
gl oved fingers into the rough wood of the sled. The splendid barbarian hel met jounced awkwardly on
his head, held there by facemask and straps. Goggles protected his eyeballs fromfreezing.

Ten Sofol dian soldiers pulled the sled, set in waist harness five on either side. The wi nd was

al nost directly behind themand they'd shot off at a speed that literally pulled the breath from
Et han's lungs. Even the wi nd seenmed stronger than usual tonight. At least the flared hel net gave
him some protection. Now if it would only stop chafing.

Laboriously he turned his head, the fur-lined netal scrap-ing against the wood, and nanaged a
glinpse of the lights shining within the nmagi cal castle of Wannone. It rode the sheer south cliff
of the island like a dream

But they were running for other lights, a thousand tines as many |lights, scattered anong the
bar bari ans' unendi ng expanse of canp. It nade an endl ess gl eani ng parade to south and east.
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"Now renenber, |ad," Septenber had explained to him "if anyone speaks to you, play like you're
deaf and dunb. Let Hunnar and his two knights do all the talking." Ethan had barely nanaged a half-
frozen nod.

If they were intercepted, their story was to be that they'd been one of the small patrols which
had been raiding the deserted towns and villages in hope of uncovering sone for-gotten cache of
foodstuffs, utensils, or anything else worth carrying off. They'd broken into an underground

war ehouse half full of supplies-barrels of vat oil, for exanpl e-and had spent too nmuch tine
guzzling the small stock of good liquor they'd found. Before they knew it, the ice-that-ate-the-
sun had perfornmed its ugly act. Now they were trying to sneak back to canp before captain-killer
Sl attunved coul d di scover their absence.

As the official surveyor of shifty stories, Ethan had picked over the plot and pronounced it at
| east plausible. He knew a decent sales pitch when he heard one.

Still, one wong gesture, one word out of place, and they'd go down under ten thousand aroused
nomads.
"There, | think | can see it, young feller."

Et han | ooked up, squinted through his goggles. Sure enough, a black silhouette | oonmed agai nst the
speckl ed sky. There was no mi staking the outline of the great catapult. Al of a sudden, then
they began to sl ow

One of the unharnessed knights dropped his right wing a little, skated close to the sled.
"Careful now. A patrol cones.™

Bel ow t he how of the wind-at |east 60 kph, he ibought, shivering-he could nake out Hunnar and the
other knights scraping ice as they strove to brake to a halt. He |owered the hel met over his
facemask, pulled his arnms tight up against his sides, and tucked his hands under his chest,
flattening hinself to the cold wood.

Up ahead he could hear Hunnar speaking in gruff tones to someone unseen, explaining the
provisioning party's strange luck in turning up a great supply of oil for the Scourge's tent, but
no food to speak of.

Then he heard one of the barbarians ask, in a strange dia-lect, "Wat about those two?"

He coul d imagi ne the feet conming closer, a hand lifting off the helnmet. Then a cry of shocked

surprise at the sight of his alien face ... and surely their presence was known to the eneny after
yesterday's battle on the wall. A sudden 'sw ft descent of the sharp blade, cries, spurting bl ood
"Ch, then?" countered Hunnar snmoothly. "Well, the dwarf there is so ashanmed of his snmall size that

he tried to down twice the reedle of any of us. Even dipping himin fresh nelt had no effect. The
ot her one had just enough to nake himthink he was a gutorrbyn. He tried to fly off the roof of
some dirt grubber's barn. He flew all right-straight down."

There was a tense pause. Then the patrol |eader let |oose a hoarse series of jerking |aughs.

Eventual | y he nanaged to contain hinmself. "Tis best you get themback to canp, then," he finally
snorted, "before your captain does find them or he'll skin themalive. |If Death-Treader should
breach the walls of the Insane Ones, we will attack tonorrow "

"Truly," replied Hunnar, "they would be forever sorrowful should they mss the Sack."

There was anot her short exchange of pleasantries, too |low for Ethan to hear. Then they were noving
forward once nore, though nuch slower this time. He raised his head just slightly, saw that they
were alone on the ice again. The patrol bad evidently continued on its way westward, tacking into
t he w nd.

"Everything linear?" whispered Septenber so sharply that Ethan nearly lost his grip on the sled.
He'd conpletely forgotten about his big conpanion. Septenber had lain |ike a dead man t hroughout
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the entire exchange.

"You wouldn't think to have any trouble talking," he re-plied, "but nmy stomach's halfway up into
my throat." Sep-tenber chuckled. "For a minute there, when he asked about "those two,' | saw
nmysel f spread across the ice |ike bread- dough."

"You' re |ucky,"’
forgot to go to the john

replied Septenber, "I was so busy organ-izing things before we pushed off that I

The nmeeting with the patrol nust have been an onmen, for they didn't encounter another soul the
rest of the way. An attack by night was apparently as unthinkable to the nonads as it had been to
the cultured coterie of knights back in the castle.

Al'l but one of the guards at the great siege-engine were enjoying a deep sleep in the severa
tents at its base. These were pegged into the ice and benefited fromthe w ndbreak the catapult
provi ded.

The one duty guard observed their approach and chivaned over, conpletely unsuspecting. He was
probably curious as to what a group of his fellows were doing out on the ice so late at night with
araft full of barrels and two unnovi ng bodi es.

Hunnar ant him Ire offered himthe sane explanation he'd given the patrol |eader, explaining
their partly successful raid. Then he presented the other with a "stolen" sweet-stick. The guard
accepted it with thanks.

"Deat h-Treader did well today," Hunnar said conversation-ally. "Wuld that | had been closer, to
better see the fear on the faces of those stupid town dwellers." The |ast word Hunnar uttered in
t he contenptuous tone the barbarians held for anyone fool enough to live in one place instead of
moving free with the wi nd.

"The crew had sonme difficulty ranging hi mtoday," adnitted the guard, "but all will be perfected
for tonorrow. We will surely breach the walls, perhaps in several places. Some say it will not
even be necessary to attack. Wth their walls down, the fools may finally realize their inpossible
position and surrender. That will be even better." He grinned horribly. "There will be nore
prisoners to play with."

"True," Hunnar agreed. "But | hear the strain on Death-Treader was great today." He pointed
upward. "lIs that not a crack in the bindings | see? There, on the Arm After not having worked for
so long, it may have rotted."

The guard turned to look. "I see no crack. But wait, Death-Treader was used only four kuvits ago,
in practice for the usual care." He started to whirl, his voice rising. "Wo-?"

Hunnar's dirk went right through his throat, ripping up into the larynx. The guard choked on the
bl ood, staggered, and sank to the ice without a cry. Hunnar wi ped the blade on his |eggings.

"That's it, young feller!" said Septenber, scranbling to his feet and sl appi ng Et han on the
shoul der. "Let's go!"

"If you don't mind, I'd just as soon skip this part. I'Il stay here.”
"Ch." Septenber | ooked at hi munderstandingly in the dark. "I know, ny lad. No problem"

Et han and four others began unloading the raft. Hunnar, Septenber, and the other knights and
soldiers entered the tents on the far side of the catapult and silently set about the bloody job
of disposing of the sleeping guards. By the bane they'd finished their grisly work, Ethan and his
com pani ons were already scranbling up into the wood and fiber framework.

"Pass it up!" he yelled down, holding tight to the super-structure with both |l egs. The wind tore
and battered at him angrily trying to sweep himoff his perch.

"Qui ckly now " sounded Hunnar's voice. They were very close to the main body of the nomad canp.
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Thi ck, syrupy vol oil was | adled over the wood, bracings, and bindings until the ol eagi nous ness
became dangerous to wal k on. The aromatic stink seened sufficient to wake the dead. Fortunately,
the wind carried nost of it away.

There was a shout in the distance. Two of the knights stopped passing oil upward and ran toward
the source. They returned a few nonents | ater

"Two, " one of the knights told Hunnar and Septenber. "Oficers. Apparently they were just
returning to their tents.

I don't know if they could tell who we were, but they roust know there aren't supposed to be
peopl e clinbing on the noydra at night. They ran before we could reach them"

A few mnutes later this was confirmed by yells, queries, and concerned shouts fromw thin the
nonad encanprent. The noise nmultiplied rapidly.

"OfFf, off, get off!" ordered Septenber frantically. Slipping and sliding on the greasy wood, Ethan
and the other soldiers scranbled down to the ice.

A dozen torches were readied. They' d been well soaked in oil and the wi nd woul dn't quench them
They were thrust in a circle at Septenber, who paused nonentarily.

"I't's not the highest product of our technology, nor the one I'd like to have right now, but |I'm
glad we've got it." He held out Hellespont du Kane's expensive, filigreed, iridiumplated |ighter

One torch and then another blazed, stark shadows explod-ing onto the ice. The shouts behind them
grew | ouder. Cane of the non-torch-bearing knights had noved toward the encanp-nent. Now he
turned. to shout back at them

"Hurry! Sonmeone cones.”

"Scatter themwell, mnd," ordered Septenber. Twelve arms spun, released in unison. Only two of
the bl azing brands were blown out. Wth the wind behind them the others carried well up into the
superstructure.

They seermed to flicker there, tiny spots of isolated flane. For a horrible noment Ethan feared
they woul dn't catch and the whole risk had been taken for nothing. Then, al nost to-gether, they
went up.

Wth a roar that briefly drowned the wind and the rising shouts fromthe canp, the great wooden
frane virtually ex-ploded into orange flame so brilliant that the little knot of watching humans
and tran were forced to shield their eyes.

"Onto the sled now, young feller!" bell owed Septenber, giving Ethan a shove and not trying to keep
his voice down. The tran took up their harnesses and in a nmonent they were speedi ng northward and
west in a wide curve that should bring them back to Wannome and in through the main gate. If they
didn't nake the curve, Ethan reflected, they'd plow full bore into the far side of the eneny
encanpnent .

Now it didn't matter if every sentry in the canp was alerted. The how s and shrieks of rudely
awakened nonmad sol di ers sounded loud in their ears as they raced before the w nd, buil ding speed.
Cautiously, keeping a tight grip on the raft, Ethan turned on his side to | ook behind them

A tower of flavescent orange, crackling and splitting, clawed at the black sky like a nad thing,
while the wind tore away ragged shreds of its head and swept them westward.

He coul d make out snall dark shapes sil houetted agai nst the base of the pyre.
"Look at it burn, look at it burn!" he yelled to Septenber al nost boyishly.

"No need to shout, young feller. I"'mright here.” He too was on his side, |ooking rearward. "Poor
chaps don't seemto know what hit 'em what?"
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Sonet hi ng whi zzed over head.

"Whup! | withdraw any synpathy. Seens they do." A second arrow thunked into the base of the raft.
"Dam!" the big man nuttered. "Wsh |'d thought to bring one crossbow." He turned and hollered to
Hunnar who was chi vani ng al ong- si de.

"Leave us if you have to, Hunnar! This thing sl ows you."
"Not a chance, ny friend."
Sept enber | ooked ahead, then back into the night. "You'll never nmake it with us."

"'Tis as good a tine and place to die as any," the knight replied easily. Then, ignoring
Septenber's curses, he let hinself fall slightly behind the raft.

Et han put his hand on his sword hilt. Ire peered desper-ately into the darkness, but couldn't
determ ne how many were followi ng them There seened to be nore than twenty, in any case.

Sonet hi ng struck Septenber on the side of the head and dropped hi mas though pol eaxed.

Et han turned, alarned. "Skua! Are you hurt bad?"

"Rel ax, young feller." The big nan propped hinself up on one elbow, felt his head. "' That snarts.
Good thing they nade these hel nets tough. Goddamm arrows." Ethan peered closer, saw the dent in
the nmetal just above the forehead. |If Septem ber had been a. trap he'd have | ost an ear

Their pursuers were cl ose enough now for Ethan to nmake out individuals. There was sonething
surreal in watching them nove closer and closer with painful slowness, as they nade up distance
| ost on the clunsy sl ed.

A coupl e of other soldiers had dropped back to forma rear guard. Now they were flailing behind
thensel ves with swords and axes, trying to run and fight at once.

One of the pursuers shoved a |ong pi ke forward, caught a Sofol dian soldier in a wing. The
barbarian jerked and the soldier, pulled off balance, fell to the ice. He vani shed be-neath the
eneny and the night as they sped on

One of the nomads had gained the end of the raft. He grabbed hold of the wood, thrust forward with
a spear. Septenber brought his sword down-he'd |left the heavy ax be-hind in the castle. The thick
wood of the spear shaft shattered. The other cursed, swung the wood hilt first. Septenber parried
it, slashed, and opened an ugly cut on the barbarian's arm He dropped away fromthe raft,
clutching at the bleeding |inb.

It was growi ng crowded around the sled. One of the har-nessed soldiers was down, a dead wei ght
draggi ng them back. The others were too pressed to cut himloose. It was becom ng inpossible to
keep speed and fight at the sane tine.

They were circling in toward the harbor gate now. Ethan did some quick figuring. They' d never nake
it. They'd be over-powered before they got close. Perhaps the du Kanes and WIIlians m ght
eventually nmake it safely to the settlenent.

One nomad chivaned in fromthe west and fairly flew onto the raft. Ethan swng clunsily with his
sword but it only glanced off the other's arnmor. The broad muscul ar body hit Septenber, knife at
the ready, and the two grappled on the pitching, swaying sled. The other was trying to pull the
big man off the raft onto the ice.

Desperately Ethan reached over. He caught Septenber's leg just in tinme to prevent that fatal roll
Qut of the sweat- distorted cornea of 'an eye he saw another of the eneny nove in close to the
storm of the sled, spear held ready.

He was trying to decide whether to |l et Septenber go to parry the spear or hope that his arnor
woul d ward off the first thrust, when sonmething hit the barbarian with such force that ha was
al most cut in half. In a mcrosecond the confusion surrounding themhad rmultiplied tenfold.
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Sept enber had managed to break free of leis persistent as-sailant and | ead shoved himfromthe
sl ed. He gave than an exhausted snile.

"What's gong on?" asked Ethan bewi | deredly,
"*That fells was tough(" gasped the big man. "They nust be sortieing fromthe city!"

Yes, now than could recognize the arnmor of the Sofoldian troops as they swept and battered away
the sled's pursuers. Mnutes |ater they dashed under the gate chain and nets and were inside the
cold wonb of the harbor. The wind shrank to a bearable gale. Uterly w nded hinmself, Ethan
col l apsed on the sled, not caring if he fell off. He tugged off the unconfortable barbarian hel net
and slung it far out onto the ice.

He lay there as they noved slowy toward the Landgrave's pier and the cheering nocturnal crowd.
Whil e the hysterical popul ace screaned and sang, he stared up at the strange stars and tried to
guess whi ch one was hone.

When they finally tied up to the dock and were greeted by the Landgrave hinself, not even
Sept enber coul d expl ain why than was crying.

"They're not going to be throwi ng even dogfood with that thing for a long tine," Septenber
commented. The big man had had his cuts and brui ses attended to and now, several days after their
desperate sally, |ooked good as new.

There had been no sign of activity on the part of the nonads after their great noydra had been
destroyed. It |ooked as though, contrary to Hunnar's expectations, they were settling in for a
si ege.

It had been nearly a week now, though, and Ethan cues as bored as any Sofol dian sentry after days
of sitting on the wall and staring out over the ice.

He'd taken to learning sale, a local kind of chess. Elfa was serving as instructress, on strict
warning fromhimthat sale was the only thing she would try and teach him

Surprisingly, Colette kept interrupting their sessions with requests for a walk, or correction on
a point of translation- she was getting good at the |anguage---or sonme other trivial excuse. Once
she'd even nade a couple of attenpts to learn the rudi nents of the game hersel f. Standi ng behi nd

hi m and | eaning cl ose over his shoul der, she gave the board her un-divided attention.

However, she'd refused to have a dress nmade of the local materials; her shipboard outfit was by
now ragged and thin, and whenever she | eaned over hi m Ethan was subjected to several distractions
of a nonverbal nature. Al though he'd been the distracted one, it was Elfa who had quit in disgust
and stal ked off in a royal huff.

Frankly, it would have been pleasant to say that he was conpletely unaware of what was goi ng on
But he'd worked too many fine cities and operated anong plenty of sophis-ticated folk. He didn't
like the way things were devel oping, but there wasn't nuch he could do about it. And darned if he
wasn't a little flattered.

Today, however, Septenber had had to cone for hire in the local library, a fascinating place
despite the maddening | ack of pictures in the books. But he'd gone qui ck and qui et when he saw the
|l ook on the other's face. They headed for a section of the castle Ethan rarely visited.

"What's up, Skua? And why the sour expression?"

"Hunnar once said that he couldn't picture our nemesis sitting on their backsides for very |ong
wi t hout corning down with a severe case of the fidgets. Wll, he was right. They haven't been
sitting. In fact, it appears they' ve been working 'round the clock."

"Smal | area. On what?" They turned a corner and started up a ranmp. "Another ,catapult?”

"Uh-uh. Hunnar says it would take nmonths for themto rebuild sonething like that. After having
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seen it, | can believe him No, it looks like this Sagyanak has come up with another surprise, and
it's a damm good thing we found out about it when we did. Though | don't see what we can do about
it in any case,"”

Et han was badly upset by the big man's pessim sm Through-out the battle he'd never been so dour-
an island of confi-dence in oceanic chaos. He sounded nore di scouraged than Ethan had ever heard
hi m

"How do we know about this “surprise' ?" he asked finally.

"Wzard's tel escope,” canme the curt reply. As they turned another corner Ethan saw that they were
i ndeed headi ng for the old nagician-scholar's apartnent.

It hadn't changed fromthe one bane he'd visited it, and it still stank. It wouldn't |eave been
very diplomatic to point it out, but the expressions on his face should have been suffi-ciently
el oquent .

Hunnar was waiting for them wearing a face that matched Septenber's own. So was Wi amns.

Et han had seen very little of the school master since the fighting had begun. They'd passed in
hal | ways and occasionally joined for a nmeal. But as their fanmliarity with the | anguage and peopl e
of Wannome grew, the need for the humans to stay together at all tines had dim nished. Ethan
assunmed that the teacher had been up in the foundry, helping the tran craftsnmen in the vita

busi ness of turning out a steady stream of crossbows and bolts. He was a little surprised to see
hi m here.

"It appears they are nearly finished, friend Skua," said Hunnar in a worried tone. He | ooked
resigned.. "Have a look, Sir Ethan." ,

Et han seated hinsel f behind the crude, baroquely deco-rated tel escope and applied his right eye to
the eyepi ece

"The little knob at the right side is the focus, lad," offered Septenber hel pfully.

"Thanks." Ethan twi sted the knob slightly and the inage snapped suddenly into sharp relief. It was
still fuzzy, but that was due to the crudely ground | enses and not his own eyesight. Considering
what the Wannomi an | ens-nmekers had to use for sand, the tel escope was a remnarkabl e achi evenent.

Far back ami dst the solidly anchored barbarian fleet, a great open space had been cl eared.

Consi derabl e activity was occurring around a single huge, lowraft. Many big logs, |ike those used
in the stavanzer-fighting Iightnings, had been tied together with heavy crossbeans. The resultant
raft was one huge, crude, open deck mounted on gigantic stone skates.

"We found out about this only this norning," Septenber told him

Eer - Meesach spoke fromthe background. "Tis fortunate indeed that | detected the vermn, else we
shoul d have no warning at all."

"What's it for?" asked Ethan, w thout renoving his eye fromthe scope.

"I think it's pretty obvious, young feller," replied Septenber, "Look off to the left, at that big
pil e of rocks they've assenbled. You m ght have to nove the scope a bit."

Ethan did. Yes, to the left a swarm of nonmads was unl oad-ing great stones from heavily |aden
rafts, arranging themneatly on the ice. Sonetines two rafts were |inked together to transport an
especi al Iy huge rock

"l see them" he said.

"They're building a helluva big raft, there,"” the big nman continued. "Bigger than anything Hunnar
or anyone here has seen. Its size and the construction that makes such size possible render it
practically unmaneuverabl e, but that won't matter." His nouth tightened, the protruding chin cut
air.
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"They' Il load it to the breaking point with rocks and boul -ders, tons worth, put a couple of
monstrous sails on the thing, haul it upwind and let it go. Wth the wind behind it and a good
start, it'll build up a pretty speed, what? It's an ob-scenely big ram is what it is."

"Can it breach the wall?" Ethan asked quietly.

"I fear such is the case, friend Ethan," answered Hunnar. "There is enough stone assenbl ed now,
and still they bring nore. | think twould penetrate the wall like vol butter."

Et han took his face fromthe tel escope.
"Can't you be ready to block the hole with nets and chain once the ram s gone through?"

"There is no other chain like the Geat Chain that guards the harbor gate," replied Hunnar
ruefully. "They will cone close behind this nonster. W will try the nets, of course, but it wll

be very difficult. We will not know the size of the hole, nor will it be easy to bridge such a gap
and secure the nets before the Horde is upon us. And still we nust be ready to defend all sections
of the wall, lest they swarmover us at some too-weakened point. Once they break into the harbor

we are done. They will attack the town and we will be forced to abandon the perineter to them"
The knight |ooked ter-ribly depressed. Ethan didn't feel too good right then, either.

Wl lians spoke to the ensuing silence: "I think we'd better tell them now "

"But we have done it only on such a snall scale,
you. It may help."

the wizard replied. "Still, | nust agree with

"What are you two babbling about?" asked Hunnar sharply.

"The great wizard WIllianms has shown ne many things," said Eer-Meesach, ignoring Hunnar's |ack of
respect. "The crossbow of which your archers are so enanored, youngster, is the result of but one
such thought. W have sonething el se which nay be of sone use."

"But I'mnot sure howto apply it!" said WIllians al nost pleadingly. "W don't have the proper
facilities, or tine, or anything!"

"Ch well," sighed Septenber, "let's have a ook at it, any-way. You never know. "

Chapter Ten

Many of the people in the city had been working double and triple shifts, day and night, but there
was even nore activity than normal in Wannome that night. If Sagyanak's spies had been able to see
inside the walls of the harbor, they surely would have been puzzled at the activity that filled
the shoreline and enclosed ice. Vol-o0il |anps and torches shed a cautious |light on the scene.

They woul d have been even nore puzzled at the strange activities taking place in certain crannies
of the nountains, sections of dark abandoned countryside and ol d-town, and at the huge bonfires
that shocked the main square with |ight.

In a roomfar up in the great castle keep, the war council of Sofold was nmeeting in heated
di scussi on.

"I say tis far too dangerous!" one of the nobles exclained. He slamed a fist onto the thick
table. "Tis too new, too alien. Tis not of us."

"Nonsense! " countered Mal nmeevyn Eer-Meesach fromhis chair near the Landgrave.
"The crossbows are equally new and alien,” Hunnar riposted.

"They are not. They are but variations on our famliar |long-bow But this ... this is the work of
the Dark One!™

"I"'mnot at all that dark," said Eer-Mesach
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"Do not be flippant, old man," snorted the noble. "I, for one, amnot overwhel ned by your | earned
nonsense. "
"You'll be overwhel med, good sir," adnonished Hunnar, "if we fail to prepare for when that ram

bursts into the harbor tonorrow "
"Can it truly breach the great wall?" asked one of the knights disbelievingly.

"You have not seen it, Suletja," said General Balavere solemmly. "It will breach the wall. Unless
it should hit at too acute an angle, and | think there is little chance of that. Though," and he
paused thoughtfully, "once the ramis nov-ing, it would take a thousand nmen to correct or change
its course."

"I'f this new thing of yours does not work as you describe,” said the old mayor of one of the
| arger country towns, "we shall all fall into the center of the earth."

"I keep telling you," Septenber began, but he halted, spreading his hands hel pl essly-they'd been
through this very question twice a dozen tinmes already. "Sofold is as solid as the Landgrave's
throne, and nore so."

"Al'l this may be true," replied the old nayor, scratching the back of his neck, "but we have only
your word for it. You ask us to believe a great deal."

"1 know, | know," Septenber said. "If we had nore time ... and this is the only chance | see."
"Yet you say this will not stop the rare frombreaching the walls."

"No. There's no way we can stop that thing. | don't think they'd | et another night expedition
within a satch of the ram But this may save us all, afterwards.”

"And if it should fail?"

"Then you're wel cone to whatever Sagyanak | eaves of my corpse," the big man fini shed.

"Fi ne conpensation, fine satisfaction!" l|aughed the other hollowy.

"General ?" The Landgrave | ooked over at his principal mlitary adviser, thrusting the problem
squarely onto his shoul ders.

"This is the nost difficult decision | have ever had to make," the old sol dier began. "Mre so
even than the first decision to fight. Tis because there are questions here that go above nere
mlitary matters. | must go agai nst everything | was taught about the world as a cub. And yet

yet ... our strange friends have been right about so nmany things. And there is always the outside
chance that they will align the raminproperly, or that the wind will shift on themand it wll
strike the wall at an angle and not breach, mayhap even miss conpletely."”

"Do not avoid ne, Bal," chided the Landgrave gently.

The two old tran | ooked at each other carefully. Then Bal avere sniled slightly. "I wouldn't do
that, Tor. | recommend Sir Septenber's plan. | should |like to see this thing he promses ... even
if we do all fall into the center of the world."

"Let it be so, then," pronounced the Landgrave.
Al rose.

"By your Patience, gentlenen," said Septenber, "the wizard WIllians and | nust get down to the
| andi ngs. W¢'ve a great deal to do ere the ice disgorges the sun." He turned to Ethan. "Young
feller, you'll see to the assenbly of the nate-rial ?"

"Ri ght away. Oh, du Kane wants to help, too.

"Not really?" said Septenmber. "Well, take himw th you, then. | can't have the old bastard
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underfoot, but it's encour-aging to see himrecognizing the real world, at last."

But as he started off down the hall, Ethan found hinself synpathizing with du Kane and not

Sept enber. He knew the financier wasn't useless, only a victimof culture shock and belief in his
own omi potence. He'd felt nmore than enough of similar enotions ever since they'd smashed into
that first little island.

The wind fromthe west the next day was powerful and steady-perfect for the nomads' needs. Ethan
hugged the castle wall against the gale.

The great ram had been conpleted sonme tinme during the night and noved out of range of even the
wi zard' s tel escope.

"Shifting it far enough to the west to get roomfor build-ing speed,” Hunnar explained. "It wll
take that nmonster a dozen kijat just to build to raft speed.”

"l don't know why they bother," said Spetenber. "Even half that should be enough to knock down the
wal | ."

"Wth all respect, friend Septenber, | suspect they desire not nerely to knock down a section of
wal |, but to nake a cl ean breach | arge enough to drive a good-sized raft through."

"You don't think they'Il try to come in on rafts, do you?" Septenber asked. "Not that we could
change t hi ngs now any-way. "

"No. That would require skillful handling i ndeed. Even a few good-sized rocks could catch a raft,
tunble it, and block the breach. As we might try to coo. But individual warriors could get through
despite such obstacles, and before we could bring up anything to block the gap.”

"Thi nk not encountering sonething like that will make 'em suspicious?" continued the big nman

"Sagyanak, or A ox, or one like those mght be taken by such thoughts. But | do not think those
nmurderers so brave that they will be in the front line of attackers. The sinple warrior will see
naught but open ice between hinself and the defenseless city. For animals like these, that is an
irresistible tenptation.”

"Let's try that flasher once again," suggested Septenber.
"Very well."

There were two of the brightly polished devices at their observation position high up on the
castle's south parapet, in case one should fail or break. Septenber gave orders to the two
operators.

"Tell WIllians there's still no sign."

I nmedi ately the skilled communi cators had the flashers in operation. Side mirrors brought the sun
into the central re-flector. An answer was blinking at themfromdown in the harbor al nost before
they'd finished.

"They acknow edge "very good and waiting,' Sir
"Fine. Thanks," replied the big man.

They had anot her hour to wait before the ramwas sighted. The nonad soldiers were drawn up in
their famliar crescent parallel to the harbor wall. As it had been days ago, the line was solid
and unbroken. There was no indication of where the ramwould come from The concentration was, as
al ways, heavier on the south side. No one expected the ramto cone fromthe north or the east,
into the wind. There would be no feint to this attack

Despite the toll they' d taken ampbng their tormentors on that first terrible day, the Sofol di an
defenders were still badly outnunbered. But there were heartening signs in the barbar-ian line. It
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was still unbroken, but it no longer seened to stretch to infinity as it had that first tinme.
As usual, it was Hunnar who nade the first sighting.
"There! Over their heads by that dark spot on the ice."

Et han | eaned over the wall, squinting. Alnost imediately the eneny began to nove away, split. A
huge gap opened in the lines.

The ramwas a tiny dot at first, but it grewrapidly larger. Soon it seened as big as a stavanzer
though it was not nearly so. Still, it was plenty big, bigger than the biggest raft Ethan had yet
seen. It sparkled oddly in the sun-glare.

"What's that reflection fron? Not the stone, surely.”

"It isand it isn't, friend Ethan," replied Hunnar evenly. "They've taken neltwater and poured it
over the stones. Letting it freeze has turned the load into a solid, unbroken mass."

There was silence anong the Wannom an wat chers, human and tran alike. The ram noved cl oser and
closer with the deliberateness of an eclipse. No sound came fromthe distance, no pounding
engi nes, no flanm ng rockets. The juggernaut noved mnute.

W t hout turning, Septenber spoke to the flasher operators. "Signal “standby' to the w zards."

The ram grew |l arger, seened to leap into sharp focus. It passed through the waiting gap in the
nomad ranks. Rocking with sheer speed, it came hurtling on at close to 200 kph. Wth a roar, the
barbarian crescent started forward in its wake.

"Brace All!" sounded the cry fromseveral places along the castle battlenents.
The ram struck.

The concussion clinbed the walls and threw men within the castle to the ground. Ethan could heal -
masonry falling in the inner roons, an occasional tinkle of breaking glass. A section of wall two
towers west fromthe main gate erupted in a shower of stone shards. The sound of dammed stone
crawl ed inside the head and battered ears from both sides.

A rain of rock and wood splinters descended and everyone covered as best they could. Large chunks
were thrown all the way across the harbor into the far wall, taking pieces out of the interior
si de.

The ramslid two-thirds of the way across the harbor to-ward that interior wall on its five
remai ning runners, trailing two broken masts and a sea of shredded pi ka-ping sailcloth. Boul ders
and raped wood formed ugly bl em shes on the clean ice.

A clear gap showed in the wall, broad enough for tran to chivan through twenty abreast. A close-
packed nob of screamni ng, ax-waving barbarians, thousands strong, had fol-l1owed cl ose behind the
ram They reached the walls and the breach

Dozens of grappling hooks and scaling | adders assailed the walls, ropes were snugged tight.
Bowl i ng bl oodthirsty cries, others swarned into the gap, ready to overwhel many attenpt to cl ose
it.

Those at the walls clinbed up, and over. They found only enpty spear-slots, deserted battle-
towers. Deafening cheers rose fromthe entire perineter. The interiors of the great gate towers
were gai ned. The Great Chain was nelted into place, but the antipersonnel netting was cut |oose
and a fresh stream of angry warriors poured in via the main gate.

Et han saw a gaudily arnored officer gain the open gap, hesitate, and | ook about hi muncertainly,
clearly puzzled at the absence of the defenders. Ethan's hand tensed on the castle parapet. But
the cautious officer was swept away and into the harbor by the tight-packed river of attacking
nonads.
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Sone of the barbarians began to run along the tops of the walls toward the castle and the city.
They ran because the ice-paths had been nelted and hacked into usel essness. They reached a point
where the wall entered the castle itself: and were halted by a solid barrier of stone and a hai
of arrows from above. A few began to batter ineffectually against the walled-up entrances.

Sone tried to clinb the raw stone itself. They were easily picked off by the archers above. Post
turned and, spreading their wings, dropped in a sem -glide to the uncontested ice bel ow

The harbor was rapidly filling with scream ng, thrashing warriors all mlling about and | ooking
for soneone to fight. Confusion and uncertainty was beginning to take hold. The mass vacill at ed,
shifted. Then, as one, they rushed on toward the undefended city with a horrible cry.

The entire remai ning strength of the Sofoldian arnmy net them at the shoreline.

Canoufl aged barriers of rock and |ines of sharpened stakes appeared, tied together by cables of
bar bed pi ka-pina rope. The tough, nearly unbreakabl e cord had been | aboriously stud-ded with
shar pened bits of glass, wood, and netal. Septenber and not WIllianms had been the one who had
shown the locals howto nake a fair inmtation of concertina wire. A hail of crossbow bolts and
arrows and spears felled hundreds of the surprised eneny in that first startling counterattack.

But it was only a last-ditch defense, screamed the nomad officers to their nmen! One nore effort
and the soft city-folk nmust surely collapse! The great wave swept forward again -to | ose nore
hundreds to a barely covered deep ditch filled with sharpened stakes, tipped with vol dung, and
ot her poisons. The conceal ed npat was quickly filled with noaning, tw sting bodies.

Yes again, urged the garishly garbed captains, the re-splendent field officers! A last charge to
sweep away the fatally weakened defenders! Yet a third time the nonmad nmass trundl ed forward,
slanmed into the Sofol dian line. hand-to- hand conbat sprang up at isolated points along the
shore, the barbarian Horde gaining a centinmeter at a tinme, the I ength of every spear and sword
bitterly contested.

From high on the castle battlenents, Septenber calnmy said, "Ready now' to his comruni cators. An
acknow edgi ng se-ries of flashes cane froma tiny house now perilously close to the front I|ine.

Meanwhi |l e nore of the eneny poured into the harbor, slowed as they ran into their fellows. There
must have been ten thousand pressing i nexorably against the thin Sofol dian de-fenses, with nore
arriving each second, every tran a pillar of hatred and fury.

"Now, " said Septenber quietly. The nessage was flashed to the waiting receivers. The fl asher
operators had guts. '"they didn't drop and kiss stone until they were certain the comand had been
recei ved.

There was a pause.

For one terrifying noment, nothing happened. Ethan raised his head slightly and peered through an
arrow sl ot .

The ice convul sed.

Concussion lifted himfromthe ground and sl amred hi m back into unyielding rock. He felt wet
sticki ness on his cheek, but he'd only scraped hinself. A microsecond |ater he tried to

met anor phose into a tiny ball. Down cane a bitter squall of ruptured ice, nmixed with pieces of
barbari an arnor and pi eces of barbarian

Far out on the southwest icefield, Eorda-Lane-Anst, knight of Sofold, felt the ice-earth shake
under him saw the huge colum of flame and snoke erupt in the harbor, of his home. H s nind
rejoi ced because the nmagic of the alien magician had worked. But deep inside he was frightened
near to death.

The earth did not open beneath them Pulling at the pure white cloak that he'd been |ying under
all norning, he rose and waved his sword to right and left. Then he and six hun-dred picked
Sof ol di an troops spread their damand started grinmy for the rear of the nomad encanpnent. Al
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carried torches in addition to swords and spears.

The Dant esque scene in the harbor was reveal ed as the snoke was borne away by the wind. There was
no dust, but stinging, blinding particles of ice still hung in the air, and Ethan was grateful for
t he goggl es.

Bel ow, an awful cacophony had begun, not of defiance this tine, but of pain and fear and terror
The two humans wat ched, conpletely oblivious to the antics of Hunnar. Usually dignified to the
poi nt of col dness, the sol emm young kni ght had shed his reserve and was | eapi ng about |ike a cub,
huggi ng every man-at-arnms within reach and whooping with joy.

Uncount abl e mul titudes of barbarian soldiers, who had stood within the harbor a nonent ago, now

| ay dead or dying fromterrible wounds. The ice sheet had cracked fromthe hundreds of charges but
had not broken through to the freezing depths bel ow Eer-Meesach and Wllians' estimtes had been
proven correct. The ice was nmuch too thick here to be affected by such ancient expl osives.

Not as sound was the harbor wall, which had been sub-jected to another violent shaking. Severa
sections | ooked dangerously near collapse. The school master's fuse and firing nmechani sm

canni bali zed fromthe wecked |ifeboat, had done its task efficiently. The hundreds of charges had
gone of f within seconds of one another

During the night, funnel-shaped holes had been nelted in the ice, then filled with glass, netal
bone, and wooden frag-nments, and a year's accunul ation of bronze, iron, and steel filings
originally destined for re-nelting in the volcanic forges. Filled with anything that could cut or
rend or tear.

Wat er had been poured over the pockets of crude shrapnel and allowed to refreeze during the early
nmor ni ng. The bar-barians had been cut down |ike grass.

Now t he battered, weakened armnmy off Sofold came boiling out frombehind its barriers and tenporary
ranparts, how ing and shouting as barbarically as their supposedly less civilized tornentors.
Axes, swords, and spears fell indiscrimnantly anmong heal thy and wounded ali ke.

Et han stood shakily and turned away fromthe sickening slaughter

Many of those who'd survived were in shock. They were conpletely incapable of putting up effective
resi stance to the ready, prepared Sofoldians. It nust have seened |ike a hun-dred |ighting bolts
had | anded anobng t hem

Now archers and crossbowren broke fromthe castle and the stone barrier at the other end of the

wal | , began retaking their positions atop the ancient masonry. Only now they were firing into the
harbor, picking of: those still fighting and any trying to retreat.
The still considerable body of eneny warriors surged dazedly back and forth, wi th dozens dropping

every mnute.

Et han stared .out over the now cleared ice. Then he turned and got Septenber away from his survey
of the massacre.

The enemny raft fleet was burning. Sone were raising sail and struggling to escape even as they
went up in flanes. Fanned by the uncaring, indiscrinnate wind, the blaze spread rapidly from one
raft to its neighbor, thence to three or four others. Ethan saw one sail rigged, only to be struck
by a ball of flane blown froma burning storage craft. Pika -pina and mast went up |ike nmatch and
paper in the thirsting w nd.

Di stant screans drifted over the ice to Ethan and chills raced up his spine. He put his hands over
his face and sank in stunned silence to the ground. Septenber put a gentle hand on his head and
tried to confort him

"I know what you're thinking, young feller-ne-lad,"” he muttered softly. "But you've got to
consi der what these folk have suffered. The only difference between themand their traditiona
enem es out there is a little book |earning and another philosophy of life. Underneath, they're
very nuch the same animal ... just like nost humans are, when we're pushed. To them the nomad
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wonen and cubs are as dangerous as the menfol k. Not because of what they can do, but because of
what they represent. Do you understand that ?"

Et han sat still as the stones. He | ooked up. No.

Sept enber grunted and wal ked away. To the end of his days, Ethan woul d hear the far-away
shri eki ng.

Confronted with a murderous, unstunned enemy in front of themand fire behind, the once proud,
i nvinci bl e Horde of the Death dropped hel nets, weapons and arnor, broke, and fled toward their
flam ng hones. Septenber was trying to get Hunnar's attention. The knight finally cal med down
enough to listen

"Your tane-Anst did his job well, what? WII| he have enough sense to watch for those who escape?
They're scared and many are weaponl ess, but hysterical humans, and prob-ably Iran, have little
regard for their own lives. Makes for difficult fighting."

"Tane- Anst is a good soldier,"
t oget her. "

said Hunnar thoughtfully. "He'll take care to keep his nen

Finally Ethan stood and had a | ook at the retreating snob of surviving nomads. "This tane-Anst
only took about six hundred men with him Skua. Wn't they be badly outnum bered by these?"

"No group of well-organized, disciplined soldiers is ever outnunbered by a nob, Ethan. Renmenber
that."

Et han turned and | ooked down into the harbor again. The ice was literally blotted out by a vast
array of twi sted, broken furry forns and a snmall |ake of rapidly freezing blood. Hunnar canme up to
him The knight was trenbling now and Ethan thought he saw a little of what Septenber had neant
reflected in Hunnar's face. After hundreds of years of hel pl ess genuflection, reaction to what he
and his people had done today was beginning to sink in.

"The Landgrave watches from his roons and can see well for hinself what has been w ought this
hour," said the knight, his voice slightly shaky. "I go to give himofficial word of his troops
and to renmind himof his promise to you, ny friends. WIIl you come?"

"No, this is your nonent, Hunnar," said Septenber.

The kni ght exchanged breath and shoul der clasps with both of them then departed at a run into the
castle. Septenber strolled to the edge of the parapet and | ooked down into the harbor. The
fighting had degenerated into a bl oodcurdling noppi ng-up operation, wth Sofol dian sol diers and
mlitia ex-amning each corpse and nethodically slitting the throat of any who |ived.

"I't may not be a gesture of the norally highest," he began, "but for better or worse, by

i ntroduci ng gunpowder here we've brought a whole new kind of warfare to dais decidedly bellicose
peopl e. And you know?" He turned and glanced at Ethan. "Try as | mght, | can't convince nyself
we' ve done a bad thing."

"Bad or not," replied Ethan drily, dabbing at his cut cheek, "it's always one of humanity's first
gifts, isn't it?"

There was a ball to end all balls in the great castle that evening. It served to cover the fact
that many of Sofold' s finest young nmen had passed to the Warm Regi ons that day. Sadly, the brave
and net hodi cal tane-Anst had been anong them felled as he personally led a squad in pursuit of
just one nmore fleeing raft.

At least three quarters of the barbarian fleet had been burnt or captured, together with a
province's ransomin ar-bor, weapons, and treasure. And those ships which had es-caped had not
departed overcrowded.

To everyone's intense di sappoi ntnent, Sag-yanak had been anbng the successful escapees.
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The Scourge's power, however, was forever broken. From a near god, the Death had been reduced to
si mply anot her an-noying pirate, whose strength had been scattered with the w nd.

By way of partial conmpensation, the head of O ox the butcher was prominently on display atop a
jewel ed pike at the dinner table. It was joined by the crania of assorted com panion warriors.

The little knot of humans sat in an honored position, far up the table near the Landgrave hinself.
But they'd seen too nuch blood to fully enter into the merrinent of the night. Only Septenber,
sitting next to him seened able to throw himself into the spirit of the occasion w th honest
gust o.

Et han stared curiously across the table at Hell espont du Kane. One of the wealthiest nen in the
arm Yet he still wore the sane expression Ethan had observed hack on the Antares, the day they'd
had their private destinies inextri-cably altered by a pair of indecisive kidnappers. Nor was his
appetite affected. He downed. a delicately carved slice of roast with the sane precision he
doubt| ess enployed in the finest restaurants of Terra or H vehom

Et han felt an urge to put a fist in that robotic face. For a wild nonment he thought du Kane m ght
really be a clever robot, and that the flesh-and-bl ood du Kane was sonmewhere el se, perfectly
confortabl e except for a mld upset at the | oss of one val uable piece of machinery. It would
expl ai n several of the odder things about the industrialist.

But no. He nmay have been robot-like in sone respects, but he was definitely human. hike his
daughter. He was just a nice, slightly dotty, schizophrenic old man with several hun-dred mllion
credits and a daughter as cool -headed as |ie probably was-once.

Et han was di scovering the interesting side effects which the steady consunption of reedle could
produce in the human system when Hunnar canme over. Standing between the two humans, the tran put
,a paw one each nman's shoul der and | eaned cl oses

"It is necessary that | see you both in private," he whis-pered.

"Aw, don't be a party-popper," Septenber huffed. "Sit yourself down with us and-'' He broke off in
n d- sentence when he saw the | ook on the knight's face. It was solemm -and sonethi ng nore.

They left the grand hall, the masquerading torchlight, the flashing, jeweled cloaks and bl ouses;
| eft the polished dress arnmor of the nobles and knights and the gowns of their |adies; left them
to foll ow Hunnar down qui et cold hallways and nocking stairs.

"Isn't this the way to our roonms?" said Ethan unquestion-ingly.
"That is so," Hunnar replied, but Ethan's probe failed to elicit any nore information.

From di stant chanbers Ethan coul d hear shouts and | augh-ter. The other inhabitants of the castle
were cel ebrating the victory in their own fashion. Once, when they passed a chill open bal cony, he
had a glinpse down into the town itself. Bon-fires blazed in open squares, and every torch and

| anp and candl e in Wannone was burning. The city wore a neck-lace of light.

Cel ebrating would continue for days, Ceneral Balavere had told him O until everyone was too
drank to lift another tankard or mug.

He wondered where WIlianms had gone. The school naster hadn't been seen since he'd been introduced
as a co-guest of honor. Wen the Landgrave had presented himand pro-ceeded to nake a flowery
speech full of lavish praise and sugary conplinent, the little professor had fidgeted and squirned
like a five-year-old posing for his first preschool sol oid.

On the other hand, old Eer-Meesach had expanded in the Iight of praise |like a fat sunflower.

"Sul fur fromthe vol canic vents and springs,” WIlIlianms had nervously explained to the rapt
audi ence of chromatically clad nobles and | adies, "saltpeter fromdry old vents, and charcoal from
t he t ownspeopl e burning cut wood and even furniture:"

"But not any of the beds!" a voice had bellowed fromdowntable. Wllianms's voice was drowned in
raucous | aughter and he'd slipped away quietly.
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Only to reappear behind Ethan and whi sper, "Later per-haps ... sonething rem... show you th ..
big ... okay? ... "

Et han had rmunbl ed a clever reply, sonething along the lines of "Yeah, sure," and ignored the
school master. WIlians and Eer-Meesach had then | eft the room Maybe to resune the trannish
wi zard's | essons in galactic astronony or to do new work on the big tel escope WIlians had
prom sed to hel p himdesign

They turned down a hail that in the past weeks had became as fanmiliar to Ethan as his hone
apartnment on Moth. They passed his room then Septenber's, then the du Kanes', and continued on
down a slight ranp, around a corner

Alittle knot of soldiers was clustered just ahead. The pas-sage here was brightly lit. A heavy
door to an apartment Ethan had never entered stood w de open

The group parted when one of its menbers spotted Hunnar and the two humans. Parting reveal ed a
single soldier crumpled on the floor. He lay on an uneven frame of dark scarlet. It centered at a
spot on his back and the snmall but fatal stiletto inbedded therein.

"We've | ooked all over the castle for him" Hunnar ex-plained awkwardly. "We've no idea of where
he has gone to, nor how, or why. He may have slipped out sonme tine during the fighting and caught
an arrow, tunbled over the cliffs. Tis little point in searching fully til norning."

"You think Walther killed this one, then?" asked Ethan
"l did not say that ... but we would like to find him" Hunnar added unnecessarily.

"Did any of the nomads penetrate: this far into the castle?" Septenber queried.

We do not believe so. But there were those of the vermin who tried to gain the interior. One or
two m ght have been bold and daring enough to craw along the stone to the side and thence slip
t hrough a w ndow. "

"I wonder if Walther could handle a snall raft by hinsel f?" nused Ethan al oud.

"Thi nk be night have nmade off in the confusion and hopes to make Brass Mnkey ahead of us, eh
young feller-me-1ad? Beat us to his friends and maybe sal vage their whole original plan ... nust
have tenpted him" the big nan said thought-fully. "I know | wouldn't try it. A few thousand
kiloneters of virgin ice to cross, scrapping with Drroom and gutorrbyn and wi ndstorm and pirates
and who knows what else all the way. Crazy little punk m ght have tried it, though. If so,

expect he's saved us sone trouble. He knew the best he could expect if we got back was at | east
partial mindw pe. Man'll do superhuman things for intangibles |like menories."

"I don't see how he could have escaped the nomads," com nented Ethan, shaking his head.

"Nor do I," agreed Hunnar. "However, that knife," and he gestured at the protruding hilt, "is no
barbari an device. Twas nmade in our own foundry."

"What should we do, Skua?" asked Ethan

"Do? Well, ne, I'mgoing back to that hall and slobber reedle until | float ... physically or
otherwi se." He turned on a heel and called back over his shoulder. "And | heartily suggest, young
feller-me-1ad, you come ahead and do |ike-w se!"

Et han gl anced down again at the stone-still body. A gust of icy atnosphere sucked at his body heat
and he shivered. Torchlight rippled like chiffon dolls' skirts.

Then he shrugged, said a bad word, and turned to follow Septenber.

Et han crossed his arnms and flailed opposite shoulders. It didn't nmake himany warnmer. As a net hod
of raising his body tenperature it proved effectively nil. But it did better psychol ogically.
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Excellent! He would freeze to death nice and sane. This self-flagellation is nmaking you warner, he
repeat ed unconvincingly, it's making you warner.

Hi s skin fought the supposition tooth and nail

It was a fairly cool day-minus ten or so outside. Wile it was perhaps thirty degrees warmer in
the castle, it was still a long way fromtropic. Mdified to fit his human frane, his new hessavar-
fur coat gave hi mconsiderable protection. They'd even managed to persuade the royal tailor to sew
on real sleeves and leggings. At least now they could worry a little | ess about the dangers of
frostbite.

Frost-ni bbl e, however, was driving himcrazy.

And he' d been wearing the coat for weeks now. Every so often an unconfortable feeling craw ed up
his back as if the lIong-dead fur was beginning to take root to his chafed, abused body.

If it weren't for their occasional jaunts to the foundry for a really hot bath, the encrusted dirt
and sweat could have doubled as a heat-sealing coating in itself. They hadn't fallen that far-yet.

It had been nearly two weeks, for certain, since the epic defeat of Sagyanak and the nenorable
battle in which the Sofol di ans had shattered the power of the great Horde forever. In other words,
the | ocal popul ation was just about sobered up

Now he was making his way up to the vile-snmelling roons that Eer-Meesach called hone. He passed an
open bal cony and spared a gl ance for the scene bel ow

Once again rafts were noving across the ice of -the great harbor. Mst of the frozen blood from

t he thousands of corpses had been chipped and nelted away, the rough spots on the surface snoothed
over. Hundreds of Wannomi an stonenmasons, carpenters and other craftsnen were at work repairing the
ext ensi ve damage to the harbor wall. Even the huge gap where the nonstrous ram had broken through
was beginning to be filled as | oose stone was gathered off the ice and fresh rock brought from
quarries in the nountains.

He turned fromthe bal cony down a short hall, began to ascend a spiral ranp. He vaguely recalled
that at the start of the victory celebration WIlianms had nunbl ed sonet hi ng about anot her
surprise. Well, it couldn't be nore of a shock than the introduction of gunpowder had been to
their hosts. Heaven help the social systemof this feudal ice-world if the little school master's
subsequent revel ations were half as over-poweri ng!

The nultitude of traveling rafts in the harbor would take the news of the Sofol dians

unpr ecedent ed defeat of one of the great nomadi c Hordes back to their own towns and di stant
cities. They would al so carry sanpl es of gunpowder and fornula for sanme so they could resist the
bands whi ch pl agued their home provinces.

The elimnation of those utterly ruthless, bloodthirsty groups would probably be a good thing for
the body politic, not to nention individual political bodies. At least, it would until Tran-ky-ky
ran out of barbarians. Then the various barons, |andgraves, and dukes would be stuck with their
new toys and no one to | ook at except each other

Unl ess, of course, the barbarians managed to get hold of some gunpowder for thenselves, in which
case ..

He gave it up. It was too conplicated. Nor was he especially inclined toward sociol ogi ca

specul ation. All he wanted to speculate on was getting over to Brass Monkey in one piece. Then
hopefully, to pick up his sanple cases, dispose of a few thousand credits worth, and acquire a few
decent orders. Snmiling, he'd be off for the next world, definitely one with a generous sun and
not hi ng nore di sturbing neteorol ogically than an occasi onal sensuous zephyr. Not a continua

hurri cane scream ng eternally eastward

He gained the top of the spiral, wal ked a few paces down the hall, and entered the w zard's
apartments. He considered this tinme that there were no guards at the door. It hadn't inpressed him
until after the attenpt on the Landgrave's life. Al the nobles had guards al so. Not Eer-Meesach
The inhabitants of Sofold were a thinking, practical people, but still sufficiently superstitious
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to hold a healthy respect for denons, elves, and w zards |ike Eer-Meesach. It would take a gutsy
cut purse i ndeed who would try for a few pieces of gold or some such when the w zard had threat ened
to turn any thief he caught into a swart worm

The wi zard was one of a little group gathered around a stunpy, weather beaten table. And on this
worl d, "weather beaten" identified sonmething shaky or ancient indeed. The antiquing on this
archai c desk hadn't been put there by the | ocal equivalent of terran or thranx professionals. Such
con-trivances are only practiced by advanced races.

Present along with the wizard were WIllians and Septem ber. Mnunental hooked nose, jutting chin,
gold earring the big man took up half the avail able space in his billow ng hessavar fur. He | ooked
up when Ethan entered.

"Hell o, young filler-me-lad." He was radiating obvious en. thusiasm over sonething. "Cone have a
peek at what our two intellectuals have been up to, what?"

Et han rubbed his gl oved hands together-that seened to help a little-and edged in between Septenber
and the school - naster.

A sheet of vellumwas tacked to the snooth tabletop. The drawing on it was not too conplex, but it
was sufficiently alien in nature for Ethan to have to scan it tw ce before he coul d guess what it
m ght be.

"Looks like a raft," he said finally. "of sorts.”

"Of sorts indeed, cub," conmented Eer-Meesach excitedly. "Twas your friend WIlians who conceived
the basic idea that lies gloriously before us. | nerely executed it."

"I"'mafraid I"'mnot rmuch of an artist,"” WIIlians apol ogi zed.

Et han had another | ook at the sketch. "It certainly |ooks different.

"My principal area of study was early Terran history,"”™ WIIlians confessed, squirmng
enbarrassedly. "That's how | happened to know that old fornmula for gunpowder." He pointed at the
drawi ng. "1've been thinking about this ever since we were picked up by Sir Hunnar and his nen. As
you know, three-quarters of Terra is covered with water."

"1've seen pictures," said Ethan, nodding.

"Well," the school teacher continued, "this particular kind of ship was devel oped and raised to
al nrost poetic heights by a young Terran named Donald McKay, who lived and worked on the east coast
of the North Anmerican continent. They were called clipper ships.”

"Funny nane," said Ethan. "Wy?"

"I don't know." WIIlians shrugged. "The derivation has been | ost. As you can see, |'ve nodified
the original design so that instead of having a curved bottom as in an ocean-goi ng boat, we wll
have a raft with a flat base. It will run on five runners-two fore, two aft, and one slightly
further aft for steering purposes.”

"I't may not be quite as maneuverable as sonme of the local craft,” put in September, "but it's
going to be a damm sight faster than any kind of surface transportation this icebox world' s ever
seen before.”

"Not an unreasonabl e expectation," agreed WIllians cau-tiously. "It will require a considerable
anmount of wood compared to local rafts. Several large trees will have to be banded together to
make the masts, and a great deal of sailcloth is needed."

"I'"'mno engineer," said Ethan bluntly, "but it just |looks to ne as if in a good blow, with al
that sail, she'd turn over."

"The base will be carefully counterbal anced with just such a possibility in nind," the teacher
replied. "But | think the dou-ble runners will give it a good deal of stability."
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"And who's going to pay for it?" Ethan was on familiar ground now

Sept enber grinned. "Despite all those glory hol y-hosannas the Landgrave | adled on us, |ad, he
henmed and hawed |i ke a pennil ess beggar when we put an estinmate to him Wnt on and -on about how
repairs to the fortifications in the harbor and reparations to debilitated fanm lies were | eaving
the treas-ury enpty as the inside of his prom ses. You' d have thought we were going to take his
gold-inlaid shirt, too.

"Hunnar and Bal avere were there. They listened quietly to the whole thing, real dignified and
proper. Wen his mjesty was finished they gave hima tongue-lashing that nust have flayed his
ancestors forty generations back! Then | pointed out to himthat the nmonent we were delivered
safe, healthy, and relatively unfrozen to Arsudun |Island, the ship would be-conme property of the
Sof ol di an navy. He'd nanaged to ne-glect that little itemin his tale of woe.

"The raft's captain-to-be, Ta-hoding ... you renenber hinP" Ethan nodded. "Ta-hoding enunerated
the tremendous commerci al advantages such a vessel would have over all conpetitors, especially
with the forever sharp duralloy runners, and-"

"Wait a minute," Ethan interrupted. "I thought they couldn't work the netal."

"They couldn't," replied the big man with a trace of pride. "Al last week |'ve been puttering
around wi th VI ad-Volling-stad, the foundry boss. Ripped out the whole board on the |ifeboat,
energency repair supplies, controls everything. An electrodyne forge isn't too conplicated. Wth
the unlimted heat supply they have, | think | can get one going. I"'mafraid they won't be turning
out any suspension housing, but they'|ll be able to cut and bend until the lifeboat's conpletely
re-worked. We need a lot less than that for a few big runners. M ght even be able to get away with
just slicing off a few sections of hull and sharpening them

"The biggest problemis one for pure sweat. Since we can't bring the heat to the netal, we'll have
to bring the netal to the heat. That nmeans hauling the whole weck up into the nountains to the
foundry. Surprisingly, the Landgrave didn't object to the cost of that one, even though it may
take every vol on the island. | don't think he wants all that nice inde-structable metal sitting
in the harbor where a few inaginative visiting captains could tow it away."

"They woul dn't get very far," said Ethan. "Not pulling that nmass across the ice."

"Probably not," the big man conceded, "but try and con-vince the Landgrave of that. So as soon as
we can round up the nen and aninals, that gets first priority after starting the forge."

Et han ran a finger over part of the drawing. "You really think this thing will stay upright in a
hi gh wi nd?"

"Not until we try it out in one, we won't be." WIIlianms nodded agreenent.

"The base wei ght should keep it steady," said the school-master. "Also, note the airfoils front
and rear. Sonething MKay did not have to worry about. Wth so nuch sail area on a raft that size,
I"mnore worried about the possibility of her beconing airborne than tipping over. These"-and he
tapped the two foils on the sketch-"should elininate any chance of that."

Et han stared at the hybrid of nineteenth-century terran and nodern tran technol ogy and shook his
head admiringly. "Congratulations, MIliken. It's quite a project." Lie extended a hand and the
school master shook it shyly. "I only hope the dam thing works."

"What an enterprise!" Eer-Mesach began. "Nothing like it has ere been seen in Sofold or her
nei ghbors. We shall call it "~Slanderscree' after the dark flight of dawn-birds which precede the
soul s of the departed!"

"Encour agi ng appel l ation," conmmented Ethan drily.

The wi zard didn't understand him "Bards will sing of its sailing for a hundred times a hundred
years. W will be all in song and verse imortalized, sirs. The greatness of our quest shal
Sept enber gave Et han a gentl e nudge.
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"I think you've heard everything you have to, lad."
"I think so, too, Skua."

They excused thensel ves. Yvl al neevyn was so engrossed in enunerating the magnificence of his
anticipated inmmortality that he barely noticed them depart.

Qut in the cool quiet of the hallway, Ethan couldn't resist a |ast question
"Assumi ng this nonstrosity actually gets built, Skua-"
"It will, lad."

"Yes, well, I'Il believe it when the first sail fills. And when it isn't torn to splinters in the
first honest breeze. Assunming that- can we make it? Can we get to the settlenment? And how | ong
will it take?"

"I'"ve got confidence in the boat, lad. Wllians nay be a bit of a secret romantic, deep down, but
the design is sound. We've got conpasses. Now that we know we've got a |l and-mark cl ose by the
island, this volcano ... what do they call it?"

"The Pl ace-VWere-The-Earth's-Bl ood-Burns," remi nded Ethan hel pful ly.

"Yeah . . fromthere it should be easy enough to find the town. Let's see ... given the speed that
thing should be able to make, allowing tine for the locals to get used to the different rigging,
plus the fact that we'll be noving against the wind at tines ... |I'd guess we should be able to do

it inside of a couple of nmonths. Depending on the weather, of course."
"What do you think of our captain? He didn't awe nme the first time we traveled with him"

Sept enber grinned. "Ta-holing? Looks and sounds like a fat whiner, doesn't he? Probably because he
is a fat whiner. But he also inpressed ne as a being who knows his seaman-ship ... icemanship,
rather. 1'd prefer to have himat the hel mand w de awake as opposed to sone snoot h-tal ki ng
arrogant braggart who can't tell a snow squall froma dust cloud. Gve nme a captain who's
concerned first for his oven precious skin above a gallant idiot any tie.

"I"'mgoing to be tied up with that forge and shaping the raft runners. Wllians will be busy with
Eer - Meesach grinding out crude blueprints and plans. But sonmeone has to oversee the actua
construction. By the black bole in Cygnus. you know who vol unteered when he found out about it?"

"Do tell," said than

"dd du Kane, that's who! actually asked if he could. Said something to the effect that he wasn't
especially adept at decapitating belligerent obstructionists or getting drunk in conradely fashion
with the local soldiery, but that he could manage | arge groups of people and materials. He's

| earned enough of the local lingo to get by, so | told himto go ahead."

Et han didn't snare the big man's confidence in the financier. "You think he'll handle things
properly? He's not the nost diplomatic type in the Arm™

"Don't confuse performance with personality," adnoni shed Septenber, scratching at a far-hidden

ear. "I'mnot fanatically in love with the old pirate nyself, nor any of his ilk. But we're not in
the position of choosing froman unlimted workforce. Besides, | can guess how much credit every
day he spends out of contact with his enpire is costing him He'll get that raft built as fast as

possible, all right."

"l suppose so," Ethan conceded uncertainly. "I can't keep from wondering what happened to
Wal ther."

Sept enber grunted at the mention of the vani shed ki d-napper

"Probably a frozen snear on the ice by now, what? O resting confortably in the belly of a broom
or soma ot her charning nenber of the local fauna."
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"l suppose so."
Et han broke away to make for his own roomand a soaring fire.

Chapt er El even

The buil ding of the Slanderscree proceeded as rapidly as anyone dared hope, despite Landgrave
Torsk Kurdagh-Vlata's royal how s of agony over the unending |ist of expenses. Hi s npaning ran the
unceasi ng wi nd a good vocal second.

Sept enber singed an armwhen the first junpspark was fired fromthe nmakeshift forge. After an
hour's steady work and cursing, however, the recalcitrant hunk of nachinery worked perfectly.
Overawed, no doubt, at recognizing an elenmental force greater than itself.

Wth the big nman sweating at the foundry, WIllians and Eer-Meesach running from nmountain to harbor
to village with drawi ngs and corrections in the dozens, and du Kane supervising the actua
construction, Ethan was left with the thankless job of handling the thousands of mnute, attendant
details.

He couldn't believe that building a printive, crude raft could involve so nany little decisions
and questions, all nmade and answered on the spot. Surely an interstellar freighter could be no
nore conplicat ed.

Br own-green sailcloth vas nmatched to design specifications. Meters of pike-pine cable were
measured and trinmed. New crates of fresh-forged bolts and fittings had to be shepherded down to
the i ce-dock.

Put together with squeal parts surest and invective, the Sl anderscree began to take shape.

Sonet hi ng el se was taking shape, too, and Ethan liked it a lot less than the a-building raft. This
was Elfa's continuing attenpt to beconme sonething other than a casual acquaint-ance.

One day, despite the offense it night cause the Landgrave and the danmage it could do to their
cause, he erupted at her.

To his surprise, she took it rather calmy-al nost as though she'd been waiting for it. After that
she didn't bother himagain. He was puzzled but decided not to press for the gads. He was ahead on
points. Better leave it that way.

Despite delays and the inevitable confusion arising fromproblens in translation, despite a
tenporary failure of the el ectrodyne forge, despite endl ess hours of frustrating explanation from
WIllians on how the conplex rigging was to be installed, there came a day and hour when the

Sl ander - scree was finished, stocked, and ready to depart-though Ethan had a hard time convincing
hinself that it would ever nove.

It sat there at the end of the Landgrave's dock, dwarfing the comercial rafts that skinmed its
flanks |ike waterbugs. Nearly two hundred neters long, with three towering masts, bowsprit, and
dozens of tightly furled sails, it radi ated enor-nmous power held in check. The tran arrowhead
desi gn had been slinmred down to needle-like proportions. Only the two big airfoils marred the
raft's rakish |lines.

There was not hi ng unusual about the norning set for their departure. A typical trannish day sunny,
wi ndy, freezing to the core. Last-m nute supplies and spare parts were being taken on. A

consi derable crowd had taken tinme froze the un-ending drudgery of making a living to see them off-
or pre-side at an entertaining crack-up. They lined the shore and spilled out onto the ice. Cubs

i gnored nothers and darted in and out around the great duralloy runners.

Sir Hunnar cane on board as nomi nal conmander of their mlitary conplinment. But General Bal avere
was maki ng the journey, too. Wen he was a cub he'd experienced a rain of ash and hot stone from
the Pl ace-VWhere-The-Earth' s-Bl ood-Burns. It had darkened the sky over Wannone for four days.
Surely it was a holy place-arid the general had reached an age when such things took or increasing
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i mpor-tance. He was going to see that |egendary nountain.
A d Eer-Meesach, of course, couldn't have been kept away by a herd of fam shed krokim

The raft had nothing like the carefully arranged chain of responsibility that existed on board a
spatial liner. Nor did WIllians' arcane know edge yield any counterpart for the ancient terran
clippers, beyond the rank of captain. So Hunnar's squires, Suaxus and Budjir, came along as his
seconds. Ta-hoding retained nuch of his own raft crew and worked through them

Anot her side of Hunnar was reflected in his choice of squires. Neither was a type Ethan woul d
choose: Suaxus al ways dour and suspicious, Budjir laconic to the point of ap-parent idiocy.
However, both were al nost severely conpetent.

The crew and passengers trooped on board to the accom pani nent of tremendous cheers and shouts of
encour agenent, a few good-naturedly obscene, fromthe assenbl ed townsfol k. Sone had cone from as
far away as Ritsfasen at the far western tip of Sofold Isle for the departure.

The Landgrave stood at the dock surrounded by his important nobles and knights. Wen all were on
the raft and the boardi ng plank had been pulled back, he raised his staff. A respectful silence
settled on the crowd.

"You have cone froma strange place and you go to a strange place,"” he intoned solemly. "In the
short tinme between you have done deeds that will be remenbered forever by the people of Sofold and
mysel f. You have al so said that the universe is a vast place, vaster than we could ever i magine,
with thousands of being as different fromus as we are different fromyou living init.

"Shoul d these worlds and beings extend to infinity and you were to go anong each and every one,
you will always find a hone and fire for you and your children's children here, in Wannone.

"Go now, and go with the w nd."

"WTH THE WND, " echoed the crowd sonberly. 'then sonmeone nade a rude noise and they broke into
wild yelling and cheeri ng.

"A predictable sentinent," conmented Hel |l espont du Kane flatly.

"Yes? They might be cheering for us, or because their exalted ruler kept his speech. admrably
short," Septenber theorized, turning away. But had that been a hint of npisture at the corner of
the big man's eyes? O was it only distortion fromthe scratched and battered snow goggl es.

"Al'l right, Ta-hoding" he bellowed aft. "Let's see if this firetrap will nake it out of the
har bor!"

The strange new commands were issued in nodified Tran-nish sailing term nol ogy, relayed across the
deck and up into the rigging to the sailors stationed al oft.

Just wat ching the huge natives scranble up the rigging into the shrouds in the continual gale gave
Ethan the jitters. And it would be much worse once they left the sheltering bulk of the island.

But those powerful nuscles and cl awed hands and feet held them steady as, one by one, the rust-
green sails be-gan to drop and dig w nd.

Slow y, snoothly, the Sl anderscree began to slide away fromthe dock, while the shouts fromon
shore grew | ouder and | ouder. Eyes on the sailors above, Septenber wal ked over and gave Ethan a
sly pat on the back

"By-the-by, young feller-nme-lad, did you ever nanage to get that business of the Landgrave's
of fspring straightened out?"

"I't was never out of line," Ethan riposted. "I thought | did, but she wasn't exactly in the
forefront of the crowd, waving tearfully as we departed. perhaps not."

"I didn't see her either. Though g notice you've warnmed up to du Kane's daughter."” The lady in
questi on had vani shed bel owdecks the nonent she'd cone on board in order to get out of the wind.
Raft or boat or castle, that was next to i mpossible on this world.
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"d assfeathers," Ethan countered, |eaning over the rail to watch the ice slide past. "She's human,
too. She just had to have soneone to tail to, finally. | don't wonder that she doesn't chat nuch
with her father. Certainly you and Wllians aren't exactly the nost charming conversationalists
around. "

"Sorry, young feller, but when | see hex it's without that fur and survival suit, figuratively
speaki ng. That kind of crinps nmy inclination to easy banter." He patted Ethan again in fatherly
fashion and sauntered of f forward, whistling.

The Sl anderscree was noving out of tip | ee of the noun-tains. She picked up speed rapidly as the
qui ckly maturing crew put on nore and nore sail. Even the noonraker was out by the tine they
reached the main gate- conpletely repaired once again. y then they were noving at a respect-able
30 kph. But they'd be lucky to hold that, noving to the westward. Mving east, with the w nd,
however, the Slanderscree's seed was limted only by the strength of her eels and masts and her
ability to keep from beconi ng airborne.

The | ast cheers they heard carne fromthe guards at the gate and the operators of the great chain
as they shot between the towers. Once free of the harbor's confining walls, 'Ta-hoding, praying
all the while, swung her in a wi de curve designed to bring her back to the southwest and on
course.

Et han held his breath as the raft cane around. No one could predict how the radi cal new nast-and-
sail configuration would respond on a craft and world far different fromlong- dead Donald MKay's
wi | dest i nmagini ngs.

The sails cracked like WIlianms' crude gunpowder, the masts creaked, but tire raft carne about

neatly. Everything held together as they slammed across the wind. They'd fol-low a gi g-gag course,
pl oddi ng for thousands of kilonmeters. Even so, the Slanderscree woul d make good ti me whenever she
turned southward, building up to a nice 60 kph or so before she'd have to turn west into the w nd.

He turned and scanned the deck in search of Septenmber but failed to |locate hire. The big man had
probably gone below to get out of the wi ned hinself for a while. Ethan saw no reason why he
shoul dn't do |ikew se

He' d reached the hatch when the sounds of yelling and hooting reached hire. It was several seconds
before he thought to | oot skyward.

There, perched outside of the wi cker observation cage at the top of the main-mast, was Skua
Sept enber, gripping the top of the wi ndswept pole with his legs, waving his arnms and braying |ike
a hairy jackass.

Et han renmai ned rooted to the deck until the big man finally tired and clinbed down. He held his
breath all the way, expecting at any minute to see the big man slip or lose his grip and be torn
away by the clawi ng hurricane like the last |eaf of autum.

But he reached the deck easily enough. He wal ked over to Ethan, tiny particles of ice coating his
snow goggl es. A gloved hand brushed absently at them He was panting heavily.

"Quite a view, lad, quite a view A blood-racing experience, what? How about giving it a go?"
"As you should know by now, |I'm not the reckless explorer type, Skua."

"Al'l right, lad, all right," the other sighed. "You' re the feckless netropolitan type. Shane. It's
an exalting experience."

"I don't doubt it, but I"'mquite cold enough right here without having to add fatal exposure and
bodily danger to it. |I prefer the deck. I'Il prefer ny cabin even nore." He turned and opened the
sliding hatch door

To find a fam liar and totally unexpected figure blocking his way.

"Good nmorrow, Sir Ethan," said Elfa Kurdagh-VIlata co-quettishly. "It is |less cold bel owdecks. "
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"Elfa," he said haltingly, "I don't find this a bit funny. How did you talk your father into
letting you on board ship?"

She wal ked out of the hatch, stood on deck. "I didn't ask him | hid on board til | thought it was
too late for you to turn. It is too late for you to turn, isn't it?"

"You didn't ask hin? How the hell did you sneak on?"

"I hid in an enpty crate and the sailors brought me on with the other stores. Only it wasn't
enpty." She snmiled prettily. "It was full of nme.”

Hunnar had joi ned them as soon as he'd recogni zed Elfa. If anything, he was nore stunned than
, Et han.

"Elfal"

"Real |y, the powers of observation of this expedition's | eaders anaze ne. You are the second
person, Sir Hunnar, to identify ne right away."

"What," continued Ethan doggedly, ignoring the sarcasm "is the Landgrave going to say when he
finds out you're m ssing?"

She | ooked thoughtful. "I expect he'll be furious. He'll rave and curse and threaten and break
things and turn Wannome upsi de down. Eventually he'll find ny note-"

" Not e?"

"-and know |'ve gone with you. Then he'll really get mad."

Et han turned to Septenber. "Wat are we going to do with her, Skua?"

"Well, we could turn tack," he considered, admiring the fur-clad Elfa openly. "Wth the w nd
behind us it wouldn't take that long. But | hate like hell to give up the tine and di stance we've
al ready made just to return this hot adol escent to her daddy, what? And there'd be all sorts of

awkward recrimnations and expl anati ons aced such ... nore time gore. No, tell the steward
there'll be another for supper and let's keep on our nerry way, hey? W can always find a place
for her ... eh, Hunnar?"

"What ?" replied the startled knight. He | ooked at the big man unsurely.

They were a 'thousand kil oneters out of Wannome. Even as they breathed, another few neters of ice
slid beneath the duralloy runners and vani shed astern. Now they were gliding over strange ice that
none of Hunnar's nmen or Ta-hoding's sailors had ever traversed before.

They' d passed few islands during the |l ast hundred kilometers, none of theminhabited. The sense
of desol ati on touched everyone.

"An empty land," Hunnar conmmented quietly, subdued.

"Yes," agreed Ta-boding. "Tis plain to see there'll be no trading here. Yet, sonme of the |and we
passed | ooked hospitable."

"The vol cano m ght have sonething to do with it," said Septenber. "I shouldn't wonder that at this
di stance these islands mght receive periodic rains of hot ash and pumice."”

"Even so," nused Ethan idly, "the possibility of establishing a few trading centers with an eye
towar ds expanding inter-surface conmerce mght-" He paused at a cry fromthe mai nnast that froze
both tram as thoroughly as a hundred bel ow.

"@utorrbyn! Nor'east!" Hunnar, Ta-hoeing, and dozens of sailors and soldiers rushed for the rail

"What ' s happeni ng?" yelled Colette froma hatchway. Hunnor beat Ethan to the answer.
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"Get thee below, lady du Kane!" It was uttered as an order, not a suggestion. Colette bristled.
"Now, wait a minute-" she began hotly.

Sept enber's tone was nenaci ng and devoid of hunor. -'Do just as he says, Mss du Kane."

She hesitated, |ooked at himuncertainly. Still muttering, she di sappeared bel owdecks.

"I see 'em" the big man nmunbl ed, shielding his eyes with a hand.

"So do I," concurred Ethan

Far off to the northeast, a small cloud of tiny brown specks had come into view. The cloud of
gnats grewto fly-size, changed into a nmass of dark T-shapes

"Can we outrun then?" asked September. Hunnar's reply was terse.

"No, nmy friend. Perhaps with the wind behind us .. . but they would still have the angle. Tis
certain they' ve seen us. W may have to fight, though there is always the chance they will not be
interested in us."

There was a querul ous bellow from across deck. Ethan recogni zed the voice of General Bal avere.
"Dragons, sir!" Runner called back

"How cl ose?" barked the general, buckling an his sword.

"Five, naybe six kijat, and closing on us."

Bal avere cursed, strode to the forehatch, and absently yelled into it. Al nost imediately,
sol diers cane gushing out of the hole as though it was a disturbed. anthill. Meanwhile, the
general hurried to join themastern

"We'll never keep themout with this rigging," observed Hunnar, staring worriedly aloft. "We']|
put the archers in the center in a group, and spearnen along the rails.”

Et han watched the flock grow larger. "Flow snart are these things?"

"Less so than a k' nith," Hunnar replied. "They hunt by vision, sound, and snell, not their
brains."

"Here's a thought," began Septenber. "W night try this ...

No one noved on board the Sl anderscree. Everyone tried to dig hinself into the rail or one of the
makeshi ft barrel -and- crate barricades. Tot even the bravest of the ship's pilots could be
persuaded to stand at the wheel while tine dragons at-tacked and neither Hunnar nor Bal avere woul d
farce anyone. So steering was being handl ed from bel ow decks with a crude tug-and-pull system of

r opes,

The flack canme on, gaining steadily on the big ship.

"Mast be close to a hundred of 'em "™ whi spered Septenber conversationally. "Ugly |ooking devils,
aren't they, young Teller?"

There was the twang of a bow and Bal avere's voi ce reached them from up near' he bow.
"Hol d your fire, there! Make these arrows count, idiot!"

The gutarrbyn did not attack. The | eader veered off at the |ast nonment and began to circle the
raft. The Slanderscree continued to plow w nd, abet decks devoid of notion, while a hal o of
squeal i ng, squawki ng nonstrosities danced round her masts.
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Broad and bat-Like, the leathery wings were attached to furry, streamined bodies which ended in
long, forked tails. There were claws hal fway up each wing and great taloned feet coiled Iike
springs under soft bellies. Each head was a nightnmare cross between crocodile and wolf, with a
tong, wrinkled snout scoffed with double rows of razor-sharp triangular teeth. Huge tarsier-Like
eyes glared down with blank, nindless nmal evol ence.

"Watch the | eaders,"” warned Bal avere. "If they cone it'Il be in a curve."

There was no point in holding your breath. Mght freeze if you didn't keep it nmoving. The ship
moved on, quiet, with the nestle of a hundred pairs of w ngs drumm ng agai nst the wind and the
creak of spars and sail

A hatch opened. Colette du Kane wal ked hal fway out.

"When is sonething going to hip-?" She happened to | ook skyward, saw the nass of circling denons.
One hysterical scream

"Trinska!" cursed Hunnar. "They m ght have lost interest!" Colette screanmed again.

Sept enber suddenly shouted, "Ware zenithl" in Terranglo, hurriedly translated it into Trannish as
a single line of gutorr-byn folded their wings, dipped to their right, and dove for the isol ated
frozen figure on deck.

Loose, | ooses" screanmed Hunnar at the archers. Bows be-gan to sputter

Nearly as big as a man and twi ce as powerful, one of the nonsters crunpled to the deck not a neter
from Et han. He thought he heard the neck snap when the creature hit the planking. It had three
arrows imnmbedded in its chest.

Col ette had apparently recovered her senses. Ethan heard the hatch cover darn shut. He didn't see
it because teeth dashed suddenly in front of his face and there was a clack like a bear trap. He
slashed half-blindly with his sword, felt it bite something soft. There was a hoarse giant-rat
scream and a sticky substance covered his bare wist. A foul, fetid odor as-sailed his nostrils.
Then it was gone and his sword was free.

It was hard to tell the screans of tran fromdragon. He swamthrough an alien nightnare of bl ood
and teeth. He saw one dragon skinm ng | ow over the ice, the linp corpse of a sailor firmy caught
inits talons. Once the toothed maw di pped | ow, slashed alnost indifferently at the lolling head.

Dead gutorrbyn bodies natted the cl ean wood. Small bunches of spearnmen kept the attackers away
while protected archers took a terrible toll anmpbng them

A wounded dragon flashed by, screaning, and snashed into the ice below It was feathered with
arrows. Ethan spun, cut at a spinning, snapping horror that dove at his back. He ducked, and
anot her pair of claws nissed his head by centi-meters, their owner shrieking in frustration. It
backed air, started to pull up for a turn over the deck.

Sonething slamed it violently sideways and it crashed into a mast. Ethan nova could see that a
fair proportion of the nounting pile of dragon-corpses on deck were studded with short, thick
darts. He spared a gl ance upward

W cker cages were bound at the top of each towering mast to protect |ookouts fromthe wi nd. Now
the, served a pair of crossbowren in each. 'they'd kept still until the fight was joined. Now they
were beginning to nake their presence felt, picking off the gutorrbyn bel ow and those crawling in
the rigging. In the confusion, none of the dragons | ooked to find where the stubby, deadly bolts
were comng from They dropped in pairs and threes, now

Et han thrust his sword forward again, but by now there was little to strike at. Screeching
defiance, the remmant of the fatally nmauled flock abruptly lifted with the wind and shot away to
t he westward.

Panting heavily, he wal ked over to where Hunnar was trying to bind up the armof a badly gashed
spear man.
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"Well, we beat them off, Sir. How are our casualties?"

"There might be nore, but we seemto have |ost only one Man and have few enough wounded. Again the
wi zard's magi ¢ has served well."

"That, and perhaps another," said 'pa-hoeing. Their cap-tain had spent the battle huddl ed
al ongsi de Hunnar, jabbing occasionally with his sword while expending nost of his energy in
i mprecating his ancestors for getting himinto this trouble. As a result, only his ego was
scrat ched.

Now he was standing at the rail, staring at the northern horizon. "Tis long til night, yet
dar kness comes. Have you noticed, sirs?" Ethan hadn't. Frankly, he couldn't see nuch difference in
the light even now.

But Hunnar apparently saw, as had Ta-hoeing. "You are right, captain.”

Sept enber canme over. "Wiat's all this about, now? An-other attack? Good thing those beasties
aren't very bright. They could have picked us off neatly with a little thought."

"1 don't know, Skua," Ethan confessed. “Ta-hoding and Hunnar seem concerned about sonmething in the
light."

"Not the light, noble sirs," said Ta-hoding. "Look there, to the west a little nore." The two
humans did so. "There, the Rifs!"

Now Et han saw. A, great dark cloud was just barely begin-ning to craw over the stark horizon. Its
front sparkled and flashed like. the visible pul se of sone huge aninmal. And the sky did seemto
dimslightly.

"It comes early," intoned Hunnar. "I wondered at seeing gutorrbyn conme out of the north. Usually
they nmove with the wind or into it. Cearly our flock was driven south."

"Meaning we didn't beat there off, there?" asked Septenber.

"No, Sir Skua. | suspect they fought as long as they did only out of strong hunger. They've
probably been running be-fore that for sone tine. Now they are forced to try and cross to the west
before the Rif's reaches them™

Above, sails snapped and buffeted the masts, flailed uncer-tainly against spars in the unfamliar
Cross-wi nds.

"We'll have to turn further south and run before it as nmuch as we can," said Hunnar. "If we can
stay well enough west it might even be a help ... if everything holds together."

"Good sir," began 'Ta-hoding nervously, "I would recom nmend instead-"

"And we'll reef in as nuch sail as you deem w se, good captain ..

Ta- hodi ng rel axed slightly.

| ess ten percent additional which | will order on, for | suspect you array val ue your hide
above the swiftest completion of our journey."

You do ne a terrible disrespect, noble sir, for in truth | would gladly sacrifice nmy poor self
to insure that the honored and glorious friends of-"

"Enough, enough!" said Hunnar disgustedly, but without nalice. "See to your sails and not
pl atitudes, captain, and quickly!"

Et han | ooked back at the cloud. It had doubled in size and was rapidly dom nating the entire
hori zon, swallowi ng Iight and blue sky at a furious rate. a started forward.

"CGoi ng bel ow, young feller-nme-1ad?"
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"No!" Et han was shocked at the vehenmence of his response. Put the big man's words had been just a
mte patroni zing. Maybe he wasn't ready for dancing atop the mainmast, but by Rothschild, he could
damm wel | stay topside and take a little storn

Hel | espont du Kane surveyed the deck, |left the hatchway, and strolled over. Ethan didn't nuch fee
like talking to the financier, but courtesy was part of his character. Besides, he m ght have a
chance to nake use of his fampus acquai ntance one day-if he ever thawed out.

Du Kane nudged one of the dragon-corpses that hadn't yet been reached by the clean-up crew.
Probably estimating its potential price per kilo on the interstellar narketplace, thought Ethan
drily.

"Is it over, then, M. Fortune?"

"' That nmuch of it is," Ethan replied, trying hard not to be brusque. "However, it appears that we
are in for a mld blow | suggest you go below and tie down anything you don't want banged about."

"Only ny daughter, and she can take care of herself." Vas that line for real, or was du Kane
pl ayi ng straight? The perpetual poker face gave no clue. "The Rifs, then."

"You know about then?" said Ethan, a little surprised.
"Ch yes, | shall remamin on deck to absorb the experience. |If you ve no objection?"

"I? Object?" He'd enjoy seeing this stuffed shirt scranble for safety when the first strong gust
struck. "Be glad of your conpany."

Hel | espont du Kane | ooked at himsquarely. "There is no need to play irony, M. Fortune. | know
what you think of ne.”

"Just a second, now, du Kane," said Ethan, turning fromthe rail. He' d been caught badly off-
bal ance. "Wat makes you think--"

"Never mind, never mind." The financier waved a hand negligently. "It does not matter. Sonme of us,
M. Fortune, are not born to the conmradely, easygoing, instant-intimte man-ner. | have friends,
but they are rel ationshi ps based on nutual respect and, in sone cases, nutual fear. | should I|ike
to be nore.. . nore.. “

"Human?" supplied Ethan, and instantly regretted it. Du Kane | ooked his age, then. The gl ance he
gave Ethan was al nost-al nost but not quite-pitiable.

"I would not venture to express it quite so strongly, M. Fortune, but we cannot help the way we
are, can we?"

"I don't know, Hellespont." lie clutched a strand of the rigging to steady hinself in the rising
wi nd. Sailors were

begi nning to string safety lines across the deck. "lIs that a question or a declaration?"

Et han stood at the stern. 'ha-hoding manned one side of the huge wheel and his hel nenan t he ot her
"I't will take two of us to nmanage her-for the first hour, at least,"” he'd ex-plained. All but a
few of the top sails had been taken in. "The raft skinmed smoothly toward the northwest. Ta-hodi ng
was trying to nake as nuch distance that way before the front struck and forced him to sw ng
south with the w nd.

By now the stygian ni mbus blotted out nost of the north-ern sky. Lightning crackled like a nad
conposer's conposi-tion on three sides of the ship.

"Soon," nmoaned Ta-hoding. "Soon. | can snell it comng."

"Hold fast, friends," warned Hunnar. "The first noments are the worst. Tis a live thing." He noved
off forward to doubl e-check the safety lines.
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"According to the captain," said Septenmber, having to shout to nake hinself heard over the w nd,
"it's kind of like an atnospheric tidal bore. You know what a tidal bore is?"

No one did. Before the big man had a chance to explain, the Rifs struck

Et han was prepared .for anything, and that's exactly what happened. He was knocked free of the
rail and blown several neters across the deck before he rolled up against the feet of a sailor
The trann i ceman was huggi ng one of the safety lines Iike a mistress. Sonehow he maintained his
hol d, reached down a nassive hairy paw, and grabbed Ethan by the scruff of his jacket. Ethan
practically clinmbed his leg until he could get a grip of his own on the line.

The concussion fromthat first hamer-like gust had gifted himwith a bruised cheek and a cut |ip-
worse than he'd suffered in the gutorrbyn assault. Slowy, carefully, he dragged his way back
toward the rail

Sormehow, Ta- hodi ng and his hel nsman were hol ding the ship on course. Hunnar had suggested | ashing
the wheel; and it had been a surprise when the captain refused.

"A rope has no brains, noble sir, and the Rifs is an angry great cub. You cannot trust it with a
| ashed wheel ." Put he'd agreed to have the two alien airfoils. locked in position

The Sl anderscree suddenly tilted and Ethan made a dive for the rail. Up and over the w nd heel ed
the flying raft, until she was hurtling along on her port runners al one. Then Ta--hodi ng sl amred
t he wheel over; she turned south, and crunched back to the horizontal with a violent crash. But
she continued to run easily and nothing appeared to have broken or buckl ed.

Septenber pulled hinself up to where Ethan clung. " Held her heading a little long, there. GCot
pl enty of guts, our fat captain. You okay?"

Et han carefully extended a gl oved hand and noved an-other step closer. "One of these days I'm
going to tell you I'mdying, just for the hell of it," he shouted back

The wind flailed at them intent on smashing the unyielding raft to kindling. Now that they were
in the stormproper and noving with it, the raft ran easier. Fury pushed then but the initial
insanity was gone south.

"How fast do you reckon we're going, young feller?" Ethan didn't have the dammdest idea, but a
barely audi bl e voi ce from behind hi mapparently did.

"I should estimate the initial front at well over 150 kph. Now | perceive we are riding a wi nd of
slightly nore than a hundred. Invigorating, is it not?"

Movi ng hand over hand on the safety |lines, Hellespont du Kane pulled hinself to where Ta-hoding
and his hel nsman fought with the wheel

"dd nman or not," began Septenber, blatantly disregarding the fact that he was no swaddli ng babe
hinself, "I'"'mgoing to put a fist in that snug puss one of these days."

"I don't think it's snmugness so nuch," replied Ethan, won-dering that the aged industrialist was
still on deck at all. "It's just that whether it's a million credits or the proper setting of
silver at the table that's in question, du Kane is very matter- of-fact about things."

"Probably react to a fist in the snoot that way, too," the big man grunted.

Et han bl inked beneath his goggles. The ice was gray under the streaking storm clouds, which raced
the ship like an end-1ess herd of gall oping hippos. Lightning threw geysers of ice-chips when it
struck the ice.

Several tunes the iron rods at the tips of the three nmasts drew nillion-volt white scinmtars, but
wi t hout damage, to the raft. If you ignored the pain in your arnms fromgripping the rail, or the
way your goggles slug circles around your eyes, why then, Ethan admitted, it hard a wild and
wonder ful ki nd of beauty.

In fact, it was nmagnificent.
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"I'"'m going bel ow for sonething warm Com ng, young feller?"

“I'"1l ... 1'"ll be along in a mnute," Ethan murrured. Lightning junped in a gargantuan triple arc
fromone tiny island to another. "You go on."

Sept enber grunted, then paused, swaying in the gale. "Did you ever hear of the Anal ava Systen®"

A part of Ethan's m nd nanaged to drag itself away fromthe neteorological asylum "Sure, vaguely.
Weren't those the two planets in the Vandy sector that went to war despite intervention of a

Commonweal th peace team and a Church edict ... oh, sonme twenty years ago?"
"Twenty-two. | told you | was wanted. Well, you want to know what |'mwanted for? | think, young
feller-me-lad, | may just tell you."

That drew Ethan's attention away fromthe how i ng weather. Septenber faced hire broadside
clinging to the railing with one hand and a safety line with another, fighting the w nd.

"Hundred twenty million people died in that war. Lasted a, whole week. There are one or two people
who think I'mre-sponsible for it. That's why they want ne." Then he turned, put both hands on the
safety line, and started to make his way to the nearest hatch

Et han was too shocked to try and keep him from going, too stunned to frane any questions. The
Anal ava War was one of the great horrors of nodern tines, a blot on the history of the
Commonweal th, a, running sore on the record of mature honp sapiens, and a throwback to the Dark
Ages. His per-sonal recollections of it were of the faintest-he'd been only eight or nine at the
time. Details he'd learned later, in matura-tion. But the shock and terror it had on the adults
around hi mwere nmenories he retained from chil dhood.

Sept enber was crazy, of course. No one nan coul d possibly be held responsible for the deaths of
120 nmillion hunan bei ngs.

Lightning cut and ripped at the gray ice. He | ooked out and saw none of it.

A gi ant hand picked high up and threw himout of his bunk. He didn't think the joke was a bit
funny and said so at length as he flailed angrily at his blankets in the dark room Sl eep
evaporated fromhis curtained brain as he untangl ed hinself and absorbed several facts at once.

First, while he was sure he was sitting up straight, he seenmed to be |eaning at an angle. He was
sure the fault was with the universe and not hire. As his eyes grew used to the darkness he was
positive of it. He funbled a bit, lit an oil lanp. Yes, the deck was canted to the left at an
unnat ural angl e.

A respectabl e runbl e of trannish curses drifted in to himfromthe nain hold. Terranglo rel ated
semanti c species carne from Septenber's cabin, next to his. Cries of uncertainty and anxi ous
questioning were al ready begi nning to supplant the first how s of outrage. He opened his door

Soneone had already lit the lanp in the hall and |ights were beginning to go on down in the main
hold. If there was a sailor or soldier who hadn't been dunped from his bunk, Ethan didn't see him

Fighting with his jacket and survival suit every centineter of the way, he wal ked to the end of
the hall. Tran were strug-gling to their feet, trying to straighten bunks and sort beddi ng,
repeati ng the sane inane, unanswerabl e questions to each other over and over: A single noan of
pai n cane from sonme-where far forward, but otherw se everyone seened nore shaken nentally than
physically. Ire wal ked back and rapped on the door of the cabin across fromhis own.

A concerned Sir Hunnar confronted himal nost i medi-ately. The bedraggl ed kni ght was trying to
bani sh the sleets fromhis own eyes and buckle on his sword at the sanme tine.

"We're stopped!" Ethan blurted.

Hunnar shook his great red mane. "Tis assured you can find the sumof sonme things, Sir Ethan. Most
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definitely, we
are.

Et han gl anced past the massive torso and saw General Bal avere struggling with his own garb
Septenber joined hima nonent |ater and the three started up the passageway.

They nearly collided with Ta-bodi ng. The expression on the plunp captain's face was not
reassuring.

Hel | espont du Dane stuck his head out of the door of his cabin and shouted across to them "Wat
has happened, gen-tlenen?"

"We're going to fend out, du Kane," Ethan yelled back at him "Soon as we do, |I'Il let you know. "
The financi er nodded and vani shed back into his roons.

Ta-boding |l ed themup the steps, grunbling over his shoul-der. "It seens we nmay have run aground.
That in itself is no insignificant worry, noble sirs, but | amnore concerned about the danmage.
Tis alnpst a certainty one or nore of our run-ners has collapsed. By the angle the raft lies at,
shoul d guess one. | only hope tis the bolting to the hull and not the runner itself."

"That's duralloy we're riding on, captain," rem nded Sep-tenber. "Reworked or not, it won't
crunmple. | think you're probably right about the bolts."

Ta- bodi ng shoved at the hatchdoor. As always, the two humans braced thensel ves for the expected
bl ast of groping, heat-sucking air

The Rifs had degenerated into a nmere. gale. By norning the stormwoul d pass them conpletely.

Carefully shielded fromthe wind, |anterns threw dancing tendrils of |ight onto the deck. Ta-
hodi ng was nmet by the waiting night-duty hel ns-man. Then anot her sailor cane over, breathing
unevenly, to stanmer out a long string of information.

Hunnar and Septenber wal ked to the railing while the con-ference continued. Ethan |istened
briefly, then joined them

"We're aground, all right," suggested Septenber.

"Can we pull free?" Ethan asked.

Hunnar pondered the question. "This southeast wind wilt die by first light. Then we'll have the
normal westwind in our faces. That should enable us to pull off with little trouble.”

Ta-hoding rejoined them "Well., noble sirs, it seenms | was woefully wong. W have not run
aground. Not exactly, any-way."

"I don't follow you," said Ethan, squinting ahead into the darkness. "Certainly | ooks Iike an
i sland up forward."

"I't does," the captain agreed. "Again the world lies. Cone."

They followed him'toward the bow As they approached the sharp prow of the ship, Ethan noticed
sonmet hing shining in the noonlight off to the right. A big, creamcolored pillar. It |ooked oddly
famliar.

They had to step carefully to avoid the fallen rigging and shattered spars that had been knocked
down. The upper half of the forenast had snapped in the middle and the huge | og had. crashed to
the deck, bringing rigging and furled sail down with it. Only a stub of the bowsprit was visible,
and the left railing near the bow was crunpl ed, though the hull seermed sound.

To their left, sailors with lanterns threw rope | adders over the side and started down to the ice.

The stavanzer was quite dead. Extending into the dark to port and starboard, the uneven crusted
back | ooned over the prow By terran standards it was a col ossus. Conpared to the only ot her
menber of its species Ethan had seen, this one was snmall, even tiny.
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Ta- bodi ng scranbl ed awkwardly over a broken topspar, reached the bow and | eaned forward.

"A young one, very young indeed. | wonder how it happens to be here al one."

"Probably it was separated fromits herd in the storm" Hunnar guessed. end sought the shelter
of an island."” He stared at the wi de, arching back, at the two flaccid air jets. "It nmust have
been very weak and perhaps al so asl eep when we struck. | think it must have died instantly. See?
We've hit just behind the head.'

I ndeed, the sharp prow of the fast-noving raft had i mpacted just behind the huge cl osed eye. The
| ong, tapered bowsprit had plunged nortally deep into the great aninmal, weaking havoc with that
endl ess nervous system

"We're dam fortunate it's not an adult," Septenber ob-served.
"Fortunate indeed," agreed Hunnar
"Here, captain!" The cry canme fromtheir left, up fromthe ice. They foll owed Ta-hodi ng over

Budjir had been on night-watch. Now he reached for the paws that dipped to help hire back over the
shattered sail.

"We struck the thunder-eater at an angle, sirs. The front
port runner has broken conpletely |oose fromits nounting

and now lies alone on the ice. The fore starboard runner is bent sharply, but the bolting held."

"VWunier!" muttered Hunnar. "Well, we have spare fasten-ings, The mast will be no trouble, but the
other ... " He sighed. "W will have to nake the repairs. Another delay, ny friends."
"Don't fret," said Ethan cheerily. "It won't nake any dif-ference."

At | east the weather proved predictable. The receding stormheld a little longer than the tran had
expected, but by md-norning the same fanmiliar westwi nd gal e had regai ned sway.

Et han chatted with Budjir as the squire hel ped raise a fresh case of crude nails fromthe hold.
"Quite a stormwe had, wasn't it? How often does it get that bad?"

"Ch, that wins a very light storm sir," the. squire replied, his open peasant face devoid of
duplicity. "Tis but bad luck we were caught out on the ice. Soon the real storms will begin." ale
wal ked forward with the case, 'Leaving .than thinking cold thoughts.

Wth the prow of the raft buried in the dead stavanzer and the rear runners holding farm the

Sl ander scree was hi gh enough off the ice at the bow for men to work underneath. Nevert hel ess,
tinbers and bl ocks were cut and placed to fur-ther reinforce the bow and assure that it would not
col I apse on the nmen working bel ow at a sudden shift in the wind. Soon sounds of hanmering and
sawi ng, poundi ng and scraping rose above the gale.

Ta-holing | eaned over the side and grunted his pleasure. "At this rate we may be on cur way before
anot her day has passed. That is wondrous netal that your strange skyboat was made of, Sir than
Even steel would have broken any twi sted on that inpact."

"There are ways you mght obtain nore of it, you know. ." said Ethan thoughtfully, beginning to
enjoy hinself. Shop talk! "Also ways. to nmake it into things you need, easily and quickly. You
have sone things of manufacture that might do well in trade ... nothing extraordi nary of course

anmong ny people. Your fine woodwork, for exanple. And such as this coat of hessavar. And ot her
t hi ngs. "
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He | ooked over to where a group of crewnen were renov-ing-excavating would be a better terra-the
enor mous tusks of the dead stavanzer.

"Those teeth, for another exanple. Wat are they used for, anyway? Surely not for defense.”

"Eh?" Ta-holing had been, dividing his attention between Ethan and the repairs. "Ch, naturally
not. The stavanzer has no enemi es. The avaer are used for digging up the ice to get at the roots
and the rich grenloen of the pike-pedan."”

That was sinple enough. He had nore questions, but they veers interrupted by a shout fromthe
mai nmast | ookout .

“Sail on the horizon!" Then, seconds |ater, "Many sails!"

"Convoy?" bellowed the captain | oud enough to make | ath«n wi nce. There was sil ence above. O her
eyes turned fromtheir work to stare at the basket atop the mast. Below, repairs slowed as the
word was passed.

"Too far:" came the eventual answering shout. "But tis too many! And the patterns is not right:"

Sept enber was just comm ng on deck. Ethan rust himhalf-way to the stern
"Conpany, |ad?"

"Looks like it, Skua. Ta-holing thinks it mght be a nmer-chant fleet. The | ookout isn't so sure. 1
guess you coul d neet anyone out here."

The repairs continued, but the netal workers, carpenters,

and supervisors kept throwi ng uneasy gl ances at the northeast horizon. They worked. a little
faster.

“word came up that the starboard runner had been strai ghtened. and the bent belts replaced. The
new foremast was already in place and other trap were retying the rigging and setting in new sail
Work was proceedi ng apace on the broken port runner. Then cane a cry fromthe | ookout that stopped
everyt hi ng.

"The Gods npbck us! Tis the Horde, the Horde that cones!"

Hunnar uttered a violent oath and | aunched a vicious kick at the rail. Extended in anger, his chiv
cut triple gashes in the wood. He whirled and stal ked off to inform Bal avere. Sep-tenber was
shaki ng hi s head.

"Now i f that isn't just the loveliest thing," he groaned.

"How coul d they have known to foll ow us?" cried Ethan. "How?"

"Ah, I'"'mnot at all sure this nmeeting is by design, young feller. They' ve probably been running,
runni ng. Just our bad luck they ran this way. They may think we're just another big nerchant ship
They' Il recogni ze us when they get close enough, all right."

"W could take down the banner,
bluff it out."

Et han suggested, "and | et Ta-hoding and sone of the crewtry to

"Bl uff what out? Young feller, you don't understand. If this were only a two-man raft bound with
cargo of firewood for the of homestead, or twice as big as us and | oaded. with silks and precious

metals, they'd. still swarmall over it. It may nmake a difference to Sagyanak that we are who we
are, but it won't to us. Result'll be the sane as if we'd never net them before. We're still prey.
Damati onl "

Sol diers were swarming into the rigging, crossbowren tak-ing up their posts in the three | ookout
baskets. Archers sta-tioned thenselves along the rail. Tarps were renoved fromthe three snal
catapults that were usel ess agai nst gutorrbyn. The conpl enent of the Sl anderscree now bent al
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energy toward preparing an unfriendly welcone for their unwanted visitors.
Al'l except the repair crew, who worked faster than ever.

Hunnar stared across the stern. The rafts were now cl ose enough to count, and he was doi ng just
t hat .

Too many. A shred, a short tailing of their former selves, but too nmany for a single ship, even
this one." He nuttered another few choice curses. "If they could fix that venier run-ner we could
outrun themeasily!" He noticed Ethan's inquir-ing gaze. "No, Sir ',than. W will never be ready
intin. The nen will work until they are discovered by those, but they cannot nake repairs while
under attack. Perhaps ... " his voice dropped to a nunble as he glared at the oncomi ng rafts, "we
may even finish her this tine, at |least."

Sonet hi ng sounded wong to Ethan. He found it.
" Her ?"

Hunnar | ooked down at himin surprise. “why, yes. Did you not know? The Scourge is a wonan."

On board her tattered, shaken grand raft, a shadow of its former magnificence, Sagyanak the Death
recei ved the word of her | ookouts. Yes, the runners of the oddly forned stalled, vessel were truly
made of metal the col or and sheen of the de-nmpons' sky-boat. And the Sof ol di an banner flew from her
mast head.

She smiled a hal f-toothl ess, ferocious snmle

The young warrior on her right stiffened as she turned to him "Norsvik, | want as many taken
alive as possible, do you hear? Even should it cost a few nore of the people. These shoul d be kept
as healthy and undamaged as is manageable -so that they may last long."

"I't shall be as you say, G eat One." The warrior bowed and left the room

Sagyanak placed winkl ed, clawed fingers together and began to stroke the armof her throne. It
was built of the bones of those she had vanqui shed. Soon she would add another set to the
el aborately enscrolled frane. Perhaps even sone de-non-bones.

She wondered with interest if they would screamas did a normal man. That was a good question for
the Mad One.

"They're leaving the rafts," said Hunnar, protecting his eyes fromthe high sun with a paw.

"I"mkind of surprised they don't try to board us fromtheir own rafts,” adnitted Ethan

"Well, young feller, I"'msure they've got their reasons. For one thing," and he squinted as the
wi nd shoved at his goggles, "none of those rafts look to be in good shape. In addition to what
Hunnar's folk did to "em that stormcouldn't have done 'em any good, either ... And renenber what

Hunnar told us about these folk being able to nove better on chiv than nost rafts.”

The Horde poured onto the ice. They didn't cover it with their nunbers this tine, and when
finally, they began to nove forward, their yelling and chanting did not deafen. Or maybe they knew
who rode the strange craft before themand their relative quiet was indicative not of |ack of
spirit but of terrible purpose.

They charged w t hout pause. A hail of grappling hooks and scaling | adders hit the sides of the
stalled raft. Soon Ethan was swinging his sword with the sane |ack of expertise but determnination
he had displayed, on the walls of Wannone.

Sept enber ran one warrior through the chest, pulled his ax free, and yelled instructions to the
tran at the mniature catapults. There was a simultaneous rel ease of celluloid ten-sion. Four
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smal | snoking bundl es arched out over the ice. A shower of glass and iron shrapnel and blinding
powder ex-ploded in the mddle ranks of the attackers.

Bl eeding and torn, they fell to the ice. But their conpanions didn't falter. Again the catapults
fired and nore nonads were knocked unmovi ng or noaning to the frozen sea

"I't doesn't frighten them anynore!" Ethan shouted over the confusion

Several tines it seenmed certain the barbarians would swarmonto the deck and overwhel mthem
Several times the archers and spearnen were forced back fromthe rail or cut down. Only the
constant rain of crossbow bolts fromthe tran in the masts cl osed oft the breakthroughs, sealed
the tenporary gaps.

The battle continued all day, the tran and men on the ship fighting of: wave after wave of
attackers. Only when the ice had begun to devour the sun did they at |last give up and re-treat.

Not caring who noticed, Ethan sank exhausted to the deck. His sword clattered. beside him

Hunnar headed forward, no doubt to confer with Bal avere and conpare | osses. The general had taken
a bad arrow wound in the shoul der but had renai ned on deck throughout the fight.

Sept enber | ooked subdued and worried as he wi ped his broadax.

"No miracl es inpending here, lad. Unless WIllians can turn these sails into posigrav repellers.
Shane | don't believe in magic. To have cone this far, have worked this hard ... only to end up
hanburger in the hands of a bunch of washed- up primtive alien bandits |like these ... " He shook
his head, the great nose di ppi ng and bobbi ng, and surveyed the corpse -l aden deck. "Looks |ike
we've lost at |least half our conple-nent. | think we'll have to press a sword on du Kane, and his
daughter, too."

"How badly did we hurt then?" asked Ethan tiredly.

"Bad, young feller, bad. But not nearly bad enough. To-norrow they'Il be all over us. |f they
shoul d decide to break down that unrepaired runner or to fire the ship ... "

"I'"d have thought they'd have tried that already. Wnder why they haven't?"

"Way, lad, this raft's the fastest thing short of an air-car on this planet. |1'd think she'd want
it in one piece, this Sagyanak, if she can get it." He parsed, staring into the distance. "Ah,
take a | ook."

Et han scranbl ed painfully to his feet. .Aring of nonmads, half of the surviving force, were drawn
up in a broad circle around the Slanderscree. The rest were returning to the rafts. Archers at the
ready rested near the bow, Just out of range of crossbow

"They' ve seen the busted runner," said Septenber. "And they're not about to let us fix it, not by
the Horse's Head, what? .any work partHorse's Head, what? .any work party we put over the side
will get cut to pieces. Sonehow we're going to have to get that thing fixed so's we can neke a
break tonorrow. No way we can stand off another all-day assault. W're al nost out of our pacific
school -master's bonbs, too."

It was a grimgroup that gathered in the captain's cabin that night.

"There it stands, sirs," concluded Hunnar. He'd just re-peated, with enbellishnments, what he'd
told Ethan earlier. “As is apparent, our chances of repulsing the vermn's next attack is,
realistically speaking, very |low. W have few thunder-packages |eft, few crossbow bolts, and far
too few men. Wien the bonbs and bolts run out, they will have us. we nust try to break away. Yet
we cannot get a crew safely outside to repair the runner."

"The starboard runner is conpletely repaired and reposi-tioned," added Suaxus-dal -Jagger. "I woul d
say that the other would collapse the nonent any pressure is put on it. Truly, we cannot nove
unless it is fixed."

The raft's plan was laid out on the table in front of them Now Ta-hoding, who'd been |istening
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qui etly while studying the schematic, spoke up
"There is one thing that might be tried, sirs."
"At this point all suggestions are wel cone ones, captain,” said Balavere, holding his shoul der

Ta- hodi ng | eaned forward and ran a finger over the dia-gram "W night chop through the flooring
around the central runner brace here, and here. Qur craftsmen could then work safely fromw thin
the raft. Possibly even part way out-side, for the enemy will surely be |ooking only for nen
trying to slip over the side.™

"Can the runner be fixed frominside?" asked than

He was di sappoi nted at Ta-hoding's negative gesture. The captain continued. "Not very well, nor

permanently, no. There is no way to performthe necessary final netalwrk. But a temporary held

ni ght be fastened through the bolt-holes with doubl e-thick cable, which could then be [ ashed and
ti ghtened around the interior bracing."

"Sounds not firm" nused Bal avere. "Wuld it hold at all?"
Ta-holing nmade the trap equivalent of a shrug with his eyes.

"There is no way to predict, noble sir. Such an arrangenent could hold fast for days. O it could
snap, as the squire says, the nmonent pressure is put to it."

"I"'mplacing this in your hands, captain. Do you think it will hold?"

Ta- hol i ng hedged, obviously not fond of being put on the spot. Finally, "I would think for a

norni ng, certainly. The ca-ble would be strong enough to handle that much friction, if it is nade
very tight and does not work | oose too quickly. Yes, | would stake ny life it will hold for a
nmorning-tinme. | will stake any life toit."

"A safe wager, captain," said Hunnar. "if you are wong there will be none of us about to collect.

Can this be nade ready by norning?"

"Not if we sit here jabbering all night,"” broke in Bal avere excitedly. "Captain, see to your mnen
and to your repairs. And mind they proceed quietly. W have no wi sh to arouse the aninals
curiosity."

Ta- hodi ng nodded and departed at as close to a run as Ethan had ever seen himuse, the schematic
of the ship held tightly in his paws.

"Then sirs, if that is all there is to be decided upon ..

"Your pardon, Ceneral, but that is not all," said Septenber. "Let's say we nake the repair
secretly and in tine. Let's say further that this jury-rigged setup of the captain's actually

hol ds together. a pull free of that meat-nountain and start running into the wind. | assunme we can
meke better tinme into the wind than they?"

"No question of it," said Bal avere.

"Al'l right then, we show them our fundanment and | augh ourselves silly as they disappear astern
What's to prevent them from followi ng doggedly in our tracks ... this thing does |eave tracks ...
and catching up with us as soon as that tenporary hitch does fail ?"

Bal avere thought, hesitated. "W nust take that chance. Likely we can | ose them O, not know ng
the precari ousness of our situation, they nay believe we are beyond overt aki ng. "

"And they may not," Septenber countered. He | ooked around the table, This awkward thought which
the big man had raised refused to run away and hide. It denmanded an an-swer, and no one had any.

"I beg your pardon, noble sirs," said Eer-Meesach fromthe quiet end of the table. "I am not often
involved in matters military, | know, and would prefer to shins this one. But 1 have had a
thought. We may have other allies in this.”
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"Don't talk an riddles, w se one," adnonished Bal avere. "I amtoo tired for ganes, and nay
shoul der hurts."

"Very well. Tis a risk and a consi derable one. hat as seens certain, our |ives are bal anced on the
bl ade of fate as this ship is on those runners. One nore risk should not drive us onto it any
deeper ..

Chapter Twel ve

One thing, Ethan reflected noodily the next norning, was that the wi nd wakes you quickly on this
worl d. There's no dawdling in bed. Right now he'd happily sign away a year of his life for a
nodest confortese bed, which he woul d i nmedi ately set at roasting | evel before freezing the
control s.

He turned and eyed the bow warily. The sailors had with-drawn to the rear half of the skip.
Everyone huddl ed behind sonething solid in the pre-dawn chill

There was a violent explosion. A fountain of raw neat and flesh vonited into the clear air, The
westwi nd caught nost of it and carried it off of right angles to the ship proper. He stood and
stared out across the ice as the eneny encirclenent, barely visible in the growing |ight,
scranbl ed awake at the sound of the explosion. What were the denons up to now?

At least they'd had the pleasure of rudely waking the entire eneny canp. He took a deep breath,

but cut it in the mddle. Nowthat the gigantic carcass was laid open to the air, the snell of
internal decay slowy perneated the entire ship de-spite the untiring efforts of the wind to sweep
it away.

There was a cry fromthe | ookout and then everyone was running for the stern

A small cluster of four ... no, five barbarians had broken fromthe circle and were chivanang
slowy toward the notionless Slanderscee, moving in single file. They appeared to be unarned.

"Parley party," Hunnar explained laconically. "I do not be-lieve we have anything to discuss with
t hem "

"I beg to differ, friend Hunnar," said Septenber. "W've as much to say to them as we possibly can

think of, and for as long as we can say it w thout becom ng obvious. W can gain tinme for that

work crew. Whey still gray not finish in tinge, but every mnute we can stave of the final attack
" He left the rest unsaid.

One of the nomads was hel ped--none too gently-ever the railing. Palaver a and the others clustered
around him

The envoy's once-magnificent hel net had a bad dent on one side. His |leather frontispiece was cut
and stained. But he seened neither tired nor disenchanted, as Ethan had hoped. He spoke directly
to Bal avere without formal by-play.

"The Scourge woul d hold converse with those anbng you who |lead. | am Hal dur the Talker. | and ny
three lieutenants will remain here as hostages in bond for those you send." As he spoke, three
snore of the nonad party were being hel ped on deck

"W agree to the terns," said Balavere, after a quick con-ference w th Hunnar

"Suaxus, neke one of the noan ready." The squire noved to do so.

The Sl anderscree carried two of the little rafts, or noan, to serve as |ifeboats or scout vessels
as occasi on demanded. Now one was being | owered over the side to serve as transporta-tion for
there all-but mainly for the human nmenbers of the parley party, who would only slide and slow the
others on the ice. Three of the Slanderscree's crew cane along to handle the sail and steering.

Hunnar, Ethan, Skua, and Suaxus conprised the exchange group. Once aboard, the noan raised sail
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The nonad who' d remmi ned behind on the ice guided themthrough a gap in the barbarian
encirclement. A low murnur cane fromthat ugly gathering as they passed through. Many off the
nomad war-riors wore bandages and splints in addition to badly battered arnor. They were in a
mur der ous snood and 'than hoped Hunnar knew what he was doing in agreeing to this exchange.

They passed squads of nomads chivaning toward the ring. Preparing for the final effort, no doubt.
Septenmber was thinking along simlar lines. "Getting ready to attack again."

"Was there any doubt of it?" declared Hunnar. "I amtw ce surprised at this parley request. Does
she think us fools enough to surrender?"

"\What ever the reason, be thankful for it," Septenber re-plied. "It buys tinme."

"Listen," put in Ethan, "are you sure we can get back to the raft? This charm ng | ady's character
doesn't inpress me. How honorable is she?"

"As honorable as the lowiest sline that seeps fromthe garbage tailings," spat the knight. " Yet
there will be no ques-tion in this matter. Al respect the person of an envoy. Wth-out such
concord it would make surrender awkward. Such as these prefer not to fight if it can be arranged.
Remenber when | said they have grown fat."

Et han wat ched anot her pack of taut, tightly arnmored tran chivan past. "I don't see any who | ook
especially corpulent."

"No | onger, since the defeat, friend Ethan. Had this hap-pened two or three hundred years ago,
when the Horde was still newin our land, | do not believe that even with your w zard's crosshows
and t hunder - nmaki ng we coul d have defeated themas we did."

They were nearing the anchored nomad fleet-or rather, the pitiful remmant thereof. Their guide
directed them anong the rafts until they drew al ongsi de what once nust have beer a, veritable
pal ace on runners.

Now t he bl oodcurdling notifs and designs carved into the rails and central pavilion were scarred
by fire. The golden leafing on the central structure had been seared and nelted.

Wai ti ng hands hel ped themonto the deck, holding firmy. To see how nmuch nmeat was left on hire, no
doubt, Ethan re-flected. He tried to imagi ne sone get-togethers he'd attended where the conpany
had been worse, but the private jest brought no hidden smles. It was hard to be flip when at any
nmonent sone unpredictable primtive might try to nake steak out of you

They entered the pavilion and passed through several roons. The interior of the big cabin was
still rich-looking, still confortable. Eventually they reached a rooml|arger than all the others.
Several well-built specinens of tranni sh nan-hood stood along the walls, arnmed with huge doubl e-
edged swords.

At the far end of the roomwas an incredible throne made fromtran bones and skulls and inlaid
with precious netals and gens. The thing that sat on the throne was, even to alien hunman eyes
accustoned to a different meter stick of beauty; outstandingly repul sive.

I nstead of the huge, glowering warrior Ethan had first en-visioned, Sagyanak was a shrunken
wrinkled old crone. An ugly sack of bones and bile, made the nore hideous by child-ish attenpts at
facial and body makeup.

Thi s anci ent construct of weak |igaments and venonous eyes | eaned forward and stared at there, a
finger rubbing lower lip like a pallid bristled worm

"So, there you stand, as the Mad One said you woul d." They did not question or reply. "That you
have even cone to this parley says you are not so strong as | thought. Better and best, better and
best . "

"That we conme to this parley," replied Hunnar evenly, "means we are proper in respecting the rules
of conflict ... something you have never bothered to do."
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"There are no rules to war," the crone answered indiffer-ently. "' There is but victor and
defeated. Methodology is irrel-evant. But you have cone."

"Already established," Hunnar replied inpatiently, despite Septenber's anxious glance. "Wat is it
you want? You' ve in-terrupted nmy norning neal."

"So you have plenty of supplies, too. Excellent. Additional stores are always wel cone."
"If you can catch it before the wind does, you may follow and be wel cone to our garbage."
She | eaned forward sl oWy, showi ng broken yellow teeth.

"When | have taken you, you will not long be fit to serve even as garbage.” Wth an effort, she
sat back and tried to es-say a pleasant smle. The result was horrible. "But there is no need for
this unpl easantness. | do not need you to justify ny actions in battle, good knight. Leave that
for another visit. Now, | have been known never to break nmy word. To do so woul d di shonor ne
before the Gods and the Dark One. Know you this to be true?”

"Tis so," adm tted Hunnar

"Then | say this to you.'
"Gve up to ne the

The head | eaned agai nst the throne-back and the slit eyes narrowed.

great raft the denmons have built for you. Yea, you nay even keep your weapons, including the magic
bows-whi ch-are-not -drawn. | covet them but you may retain them Al so the thun-der and |ightning
your catapults throw. Keep these and go freely wherever you wish. | swear this."

Hunnar rmust have been startled at the seem ngly generous offer, but he did an adnirable job of not
showing it.

"We cannot do that. We are too far from Sofold to safely chivan back over open ice."

"I will give you rafts enough for all your people, including your wounded., and enough supplies to
return. | swear this also. And you will have the wind with you." There was a predatory gleam,in
her eyes. "Wat say you?"

Hunnar appeared to consider, then turned away. \Wile Suaxus renmi ned at attention, the others
di scussed t he proposal in whispers.

"She can't be trusted, can she?" asked Ethan
"It is strange she offers us our lives. Yes, if she so swears, she can be."

"I don't share your confidence," put in Septenber. "If we nmake it back we'd have to start buil ding
anot her boat from scratch. | don't know if that toy forge could manage it. This thing snells worse
than that great stinking carcass in front of the ship. That crazy Eer-Meesach!"

"I concur with you, friend Skua. We face very probable death if we do not agree," Hunnar
expl ained. "W might not live out this day. The offer will not be nade again."

"W still have a chance to break and run for it."

"The nmonent we put on sail, friend Skua, they will attack. Wth irons and fire. If they cannot
have the ship they will surely not allow us to escape.”

"There's still the wizard' s idea," said Ethan

"Of which nothing has cone," Septenber countered. The debate was interrupted by a new voice.
Recogni ti on escaped Ethan for several seconds.

"Conme on, gentlemen, you've been stalling |ong enough. You may as well accept. It's all you can do
and you know it."

They turned. Ethan hadn't thought to hear that voice again.
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Wal t her wal ked through the screened door to the right of the throne, took a seat at its base, and
smled at them No one offered greeting.

"Well, don't |ook so stunned,"” he adnoni shed themin fluent Trannish. It was the first tine Ethan
had heard hi m speak the native | anguage, though he'd admtted to knowing it before. "I confess I
was in tight for a while there. Afraid one of these hairy berserkers would run a spear through ne
before I could explain who | was and what | had to offer. Once | got through to a perceptive
captai n-type, he had ne brought to the boss-lady here. W had a nice chat.

"OfF course, it was too late for ne to do anything about the battle she'd already lost, but | had a
few ot her suggestions. | nmanaged a private | ook see at the shrinp's plans for a big raft. Wasn't
hard to figure out what you intended to do with it. The main renmai nder of the Horde slunk off for
alittle sub-sistance raiding and thieving, but small rafts made up to | ook |ike nerchant ships
were al ways shuttling back and forth be-tween us and the harbor.

"W knew when each nmast was set in place, when every box of stores was taken on board. As soon as
you shoved off and got a little out of sight, we followed. Not only do | know where you're headed
as well as you do, but that big raft cuts a helluva gash in the ice. Easy to foll ow

"Only thing I hadn't figured on was the speed that thing nakes. |If you hadn't had the decency to
run into that big grass-eater, we'd still be chasing you. Everything will work out nicely now,
t hough. "

"Yes, | can see it, too," said Ethan, surprising hinself again by breaking in. " You'll take a

pi cked group of these murder-ers and sail on to Arsudun. Not know ng you from normal hunmanfol k,
the humanx authorities will ignore you. Then you find your associates. |If they don't fry you out
of grand for bungling the whole enterprise, you' |l explain the situation to then, fly back here in
an air-car, pick up the du Kanes, and with only a little tine lost, continue your original plan to
hold themup for ransom Neat. And us?"

"Believe ne," said Walther sincerely, "I wish |I'd never set eyes on either of you. O that

teacher, either. Yes, that's a fair scenario. You can nmake your own way into Brass Mon-key. By the
tinme you can get another boat built, nmake it to Wannone from here, and then to Arsudun, we shoul d
have received our credits and scattered to the far corners of the Arm™

Sept enber pointed at the listening Sagyanak. "One other little item Wat does she get for
providing you with trans-portation and protection, un®"

"Ch, in return for her help, Her Majesty will retain the lovely big raft you've built."
"' That all?"

"Well, 1 did sort of promise her a few crates of nodern arnms and naybe a small cannon or two once
we' ve been paid off.”

"Leaving aside the fact," Septenber continued, "that that's a violation of every rule for contact
with dass Four-B worlds, just what do you inagine this she-scorpion will do with 'en®"

"Wy, | expect that Her Majesty," he said, glancing over at her, "will sail pronto back to our
frigid foster icebox and re-duce the place to rubble. After which, without killing off too many of
the popul ace, she'll resunme her former status as pro-tector of commerce in the territory. As for
"laws, "' he con-tinued contenptuously, "through sabotage of an interstellar |iner and ki dnapping
of you all, I've already nade nyself a candidate for mindwipe. I'mnot in the |east concerned with
what the locals intend to do with any new toys | night choose to give them"

"1 shoul d have broken your neck when | had the oppor-tunity,” observed Septenber calmy.

"Yes, you should have. But you've :hissed your chance. Agree, and you can at |east get out of here

with your hide. Refuse and we'll take the boat fromyou anyway. Fight and you'll be overrun. Try
to run away and we'll cut that broken skate free and fire the sails. You are good and well stuck
friends."
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"Even if we do agree, what if the tran don't go along with us?" asked. Ethan. Walther shrugged.

"That's your problem | think you'd better convince them Oh yes; one other thing. I'd like you to
| eave the brat ... what's her name? ... Colette ... with me, as a guarantee you won't try and
follow us into Brass Monkey on the rafts

we | eave you. It wouldn't do for you to sail in a couple of days after ne and | et the peaceforcers
inonour little secret, would it?"

Sonmething very like a cackle cane fromthe throne. This request, denon-origin or not, she could
under st and.

Maybe you'd like nme to cut off my right arm as a further gesture of insurance?" asked Septenber
sarcastically.

"Naw, keep it. I'mfeeling generous today.
power and enjoying every mnute of it.

He. grinned, a small nmind in a sudden position of

"W will return to our ship and i nformyou of our deci-sion," said Hunnar, unable to listen to any
more of this without going for certain throats.

"You've got half an hour by the sun,"” replied Walther eas-ily. You can spend the tine counting
houris -for all | care. If you agree to the terns, take in the banner at your stern. If not,
well," he shrugged, "I've done ny best for you."

"I don't wonder that she calls you the Mad One," guessed Et han
Wal ther started and lost a little of his composure.

"Watch your nouth, bright-eyes. This is no sales conven-tion."

"And you're certainly no door prize," he said as they left the throne room

Ethan tried to affect a nonchalant attitude as they slid back over the ice. But he didn't really
relax until they had passed through the encirclement. Now there were plenty of wonmen and cubs in
the group, who | ooked every bit as ragged and vicious as the nmenfol k. Cbvi ously Sagyanak was

| eaving noth-ing to chance. This was to be a suprene effort on her part.

And why not, with such a prize? Wth nodern weapons she could rule as nuch of the planet as she
chose without far-off humanx authorities ever finding out about them

"Of course we can't agree to this," he said to no one in particul ar

"Of course not," Septenber said. "But it did kill sortie tune. Maybe enough. |In any case we nust
try to get away now. The thought of even a single decent pistol in the hands of that horror nakes
my stomach craw ."

"You'd know about that, wouldn't you?" said Ethan suddenly, giving hire an cold | ook. Septenber
chose not to reply. He turned instead to talk to Hunnar

"We'll have to hold themoff and pick the best opening, then break for it.

Bal avere arid Ta-hoding were waiting with anxi ous expres-sions when they reboarded the raft. It

felt good to be back on the high deck, even if it was destined to becone a baroque coffin within
the hour. The barbarian hostages scranbled with poor grace to get over the side. Hunnar watched

them speed; for the safety of the encanpnent wi th obvi ous disdain.

Sonet hi ng unseen hit Ethan, planted a freeing kiss on one cheek and vani shed down a forward hatch.
Et han caught only a glinpse of flying fur and a hint of a pink face.

"What was that?" he nunbl ed, rather stupidly.

"Why, that was Col ette du Kane, young feller.'
destruction al ways gi ves wonen the hots?"

Sept enber grinned. "Wonder why it is that inpending
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"Deity, Skua! Sonetinmes your crudity exceeds all stand-ards!"

"Pl ease, no conplinents before battle,"” he replied.

They explained to the others the results of their one-sided "parley." Ta-hoding was rapidly being
reduced to a quivering weck. Balavere just |listened quietly, nodding now and again at somnethi ng
Hunnar sai d, questioning Septenber, until they'd both finished.

"Twoul d be unthinkable to give themthe ship under any circunstances,
"I would rather raze it to the ice than let the Evil One near it."

said the General finally.

Et han sniffed the air and gagged. The miasma fromthe rot-ting col ossus seened powerful enough to
stand off an attack by itself. In fact, after a | ook over the rail he noticed that the section of
the encirclenent directly to the east of themhad actually grown thinner. It mght really be of
sonme aid. When they made their break, they would have a weakened section to try fore. But Hunnar
and Ta- hoding wanted to run the other way. Ethan sighed and | ooked at the thinned Iine of enemny
troops with regret. The tran were probably right. And the no-mad rafts were drawn up to the cast,
form ng a second barrier there.

Extra weapons were passed to all, along with the solemm word that there would be no quarter, no
let-up in this next at-tack. Once again preparations were made for steering from bel ow deck. Not
because of inpending storm but in case the hel nenman topsi de should be cut down when the raft
tried to break the enclosing circle.

The wounded took swords or spears. So did ElIfa and Co-lette and even Hel |l espont du Kane, who at
| east could wield one |like a cane. The crossbownren scranbl ed al oft, settling thenselves in their
baskets and stacking bolts nearby. Arch-ers and pi kenen noved to positions at the railing.

Wi ti ng.

Et han surveyed the poised Sofoldians, a pitifully reduced group, then the hundreds of tensed
nomads. There were no reserves this tine to take up an enpty place; on the rail if a man fell. He
was beginning to lament all the sales, comis-sions, deals, promises, and wonen he'd failed to
make. It nust have taken nore than a half hour

It could have been his imgination. O naybe Sagyanak and Wal t her had decided to give there a
little extra time in the hopes that the increasing tension would weaken the re-solve of those on
the Sl anderscree. Another precious few mn-utes for the furious repair crew.

They finally broke, how ing and screaning, chivaning to-ward the raft fromall sides. No
di sciplined assault this, but a shrieking, angry, uncontrolled nob

Arrows began to thunk into the deck, the masts, the railing. A man vent down a few neters to his
left. Meanwhile their crossbownen and archers were returning the fire fromsupe-rior height.
Dozens of barbarians dropped, hundreds carne on. Again the uninvited grappling hooks and | adders
sprouted. One hook narrowy mssed pinning Ethan to the rail

A hel meted head appeared. over the side. Septenber swung at it-he had the great axe in his hands
agai n. Ethan hacked and flailed at the knotted rope attached to the hook.

One voice drifted down through all the noise and confu-sion. Ethan hardly recognized it. It was
the voice of the mainmast | ookout, posted aloft with. the crossbownen. Ire was using a megaphone-
anot her, sinpler invention by Wllianms. H's nmessage was brief.

"THEY COVE!"

Ta- hodi ng, who'd been shaking every tine an arrow whizzed within half a dozen neters of him heard
it al so. Suddenly he was noving his fat bul k about the deck at an i nsane pace, bodily pulling
sailors fromtheir positions and all but booting theminto the rigging. Ethan prayed that the
captain wouldn't run into a mast and knock hinself fiat.

Droppi ng swords and pi kes and spears, they scranbled into the shrouds. Sails began to drop, grew
convex with wind. The wheel creaked, a ghostly turning as the bel ow deck system struggled to nove
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the half-frozen fifth runner. The soldiers fought all the harder to conpensate for the manpower
| oss.

Gradual ly, a strange lull seened to settle over the conbat-ants on both sides
"Hear it, young feller?" murnured Septenber
“Yes ... yes, | do," he whispered back, unaware that he'd done so.

The sound was faint, distant. A carefully controlled tsu-nam . Continuous runble welling out of
the lee itself.

Their attackers heard it too. Questioning | ooks assaulted the eastern horizon. As the susuration
grew louder it began to assune a definite rhythm rolling and boomi ng |i ke heavy surf.

A nomad hesitated in raid-cut with his sword, another thrust his spear with |l ess authority, yet a
third drew his bow and | et the bowstring sag |inp.

The Sl anderscree began to back free of the dead nountain. Ethan was sure he could hear a slight
metallic groan fromforward and bel omdecks. He ignored it. Maybe it would go away. Whatever it
was, the roped-together runner did not buckle.

Fires erupted in the encirclenent on all sides of the raft as stockpiled wood was ignited. Rafts
of dried wood soaked in oil were nade ready to be pushed agai nst the ponderous, slow y-noving
great raft. Here and there torchbearers began to nove toward the slip.

But at the sane tinme, other nonads were beginning to slip back down their boardi ng ropes, stunble
of f, the | adders. They fought agai nst -those pressing forward.

The torchbearers got halfway to the turning raft, now drip-ping warriors fromits sides.

"There, | see them " Ethan yelled. Septenber turned too, and then Hunnar, and then the few of the
eneny who still fought.

Far off in the distance eastward,, a tiny clunp of steel-gray bunps hove into view, |like a, herd
of great whal es. Except that the slightest of these was greater than the greatest whale that had
ever swum Terra's seas.

Adamant i ne sunlight encountered thin paired strips of white and flashed. The sound of thunder
fl oated ominously over the gl ass-earth.

Ta- hodi ng i gnored the occasional arrows which still flew over the deck and scranbled for the
wheel . Another sailor joined him Now there were four sets of powerful arms pull-ing at the fifth
runner, two above and two bel ow deck. Ethan watched the captain's suety face swell as he strained
to get the ship clear of the corpse.

They woul d only need seconds to pick up wind and start southward. There was no question of running
into the wind now Against it they could outrun the Horde, but not the herd. They m ght get out of
their path. They had to get out of their path.

Utter confusions extended invisible claws, gripped the bar-barian ranks as the word was passed.
Spears and axes and torches were dropped as the renmi ning nonads spread their flan and chivaned
for their lives. A few of the barbarian rafts were struggling with reduced crews to pull out their
i ce-an-chors and get under sail as well. It was inpossible to tell at that distance, but Ethan
supposed nmany of those anchors were being cut free.

The majority of the nomads seened determined to gain the distance to the rafts, the only hones

they'd ever known. A few, |ess concerned, scattered in all directions, though it was hard going
agai nst the wind, or north, or south. A fewmnmlled about aimessly. hers were tranpl ed under
chiv by their hysterical fellows.

Hunnar was growing lowin his throat, glancing fromthe sails to the straining captain, then
astern.
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"Get her nose around, Ta! Get her nose around!"”

Now t he herd was cl ose enough for Ethan to discern indi-viduals. C ose enough to see the |ong,
gargantuan tusks curved partway back into the cavernous nouths. Even battling w nd-noise, their

t hunder dom nated as they inhaled cubic liters of air, forced it out of the fleshy jets near their
rear.

The tran of the Slanderscree fought |ike denons to put on every centineter of sail. There was a
crackling and snapping. The still shattered bowsprit turned with agonizing patience to the south.
Nearly free nova of the attentions of the Horde, she began to nove.

She passed the half-putrid corpse with nail-biting slowness - the corpse whose rotting stink had
drawn the furious, bel-lowing herd fromfeeding grounds far over the horizon to gather and nourn
over one of their dead.

Just as Eer-Meesach had said it woul d.
Et han found hinsel f pounding the rail with a fist.

"Move, ship, nove! Please nove!" Rippling wave-thunder drowned out all sounds now, hammered
relentl essly against his eardruns. Prayers went unheard.

A few, a very few, of the barbarian rafts had put on sail. The rest were trying.
The herd noved in slow notion upon the rafts. Wth them Anbng them

Thr ough t hem

There were no nore rafts.

The Sl ansderscree was pulling away as her sails ate wind. The bad runner held for a mnute, then a
second, and another, until it was forgotten in other concerns. Ethan stood frozen to the rail as
the herd approached at an incredible pace. They were noving at |east 100 kph-into the w nd!

VWhat remmi ned of the once omi potent Horde of the Scourge vani shed beneath several mllion kilos
of gray flesh, becane a red-brown snear on the shining ice.

The herd drew closer. For a second time Ethan gazed down the throat of Leviathan
It paused, froze in space.
Began to recede

"They're stopping at the body," nurnured Hunnar finally, long after they were safely away
sout hward. He had to clear his throat once before the words cane out. "Thank all the Gods!"

"I't didn't look Iike nany of there nanaged to escape," said Ethan
"No," agreed Hunnar, curiously unenotional. "Not nany."
"Cubs, too," continued Ethan, his voice dropping to a barely audible nmutter.

Sept enber showed no such concern. He was rubbing both hands together and chatting with sailors and
soldiers, as happy as if a freshly baked cake had exited the oven w thout falling. Hunnar was
| eani ng over the stern, straining to pick out shapes anong the rapidly receding forns.

"I didn't see Sagyanak's raft in those final seconds. Could the devil-bitch have escaped agai n?"

"Sorry to kill all the bad dreans you hal f-hoped to have, friend Hunnar," said Septenber. He
grabbed at his hood as a sudden gust of wind threatened to tear it off. "I did."

"What do they do with the dead young one, the stavanzers? Now that they' ve found it?" asked Ethan
"If the wizard's information is accurate, and it has been thus far," the knight replied, "then the

thunder-eaters will re-main with the dead for several days. | have never seen such a thing nyself.
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Supposedly they prod the body with their tusks, nudge it every so often in the apparent hope that
they may stir it to life once again ... Eventually, some inner desire satisfied, they will nove
off, never to return to that spot again. O perhaps they nerely grow hungry. None know for
certain. Anong ny people, at |east, the observation of the thunder- eater's habits from cl ose
range tis not over-popular. And thunder-eaters do not die often.”

"l don't wonder at your caution." Ethan noticed that Ta hoding was only a short breath fromtotal
col | apse, now that the Slanderscree was out of danger. A sweaty heap of fur and flesh, the captain
had sunk to the deck next to the big wheel. He stared into nothingness. Al his efforts seened
directed to followi ng each breath with anot her

"Nobl e ani mal s," Ethan nunbl ed.

"\What ?" Sept enber cane over. "' Those supra-nourished grotesque herbivores? Get a hold on your
self, lad!"

Et han sighed. "Skua, sonmetines | think you have no poetry in your soul."

"Now as to that, young feller-ne-lad, firstly you'd have to establish the existence of the latter
And you're one to talk!" He sniffed with exaggerated force. The resultant supercilious pose was so
conmical that Ethan couldn't keep fromlaughing. "You kindly explain to me, lad, the poetry in

vol ume buying or discount pricing."

Et han started to do just that, but had to pause in the mddle of the first sentence.
Why did someone have to keep rem nding himof where he wasn't?

Chapter Thirteen

There was little newto |look at as the raft continued to devour the kilonmeters. The journey
rapidly becanme a dull cycle of rising, pacing the too-famliar deck, talking, eating, and
re-turning to sleep. The hunans, in one respect, were fortunate. They had the added extra task of
fighting to stay that one step ahead of frostbite.

They'd entered a new region, filled with innunerable small islands. Many rose nearly perpendicul ar
fromthe ice-dark, black stone, the stunps and cores of |ong-eroded vol canos. They served to break
the nonotony of flat horizon, but just barely, since the next was much like its predecessor

A few of the islands were inhabited. Tiny villages clung precariously to the cliffs.

Cccasionally a small raft or party of wandering hunters would parallel the Slanderscree for a few
dozen nmeters. The dialect here differed frown that of Sofold. Ta-hoding, a good nmerchant, was able
to converse with them I|ike a neighbor. After the first few encounters, even Ethan and the ot her
hu- mans coul d nmake thensel ves understood, though they | acked the captain's fluency.

The Tranni sh | anguage had a universal planetary base, then. Local variations did not preclude
adequat e comuni cati on between wi dely scattered groups. Another plus as far as trade and comerce
wer e concer ned.

No natter how skilled or strong, the locals rapidly dropped behind, unable to match the big raft's
speed.

Things grew so dull that Ethan found hinmself wi shing for another stormbut not a Rifs. That bored
he wasn't.

He got it.

After the third consecutive day of freezing wind and even a little razor-sharp sleet, he was
daming hinmself for a romantic idiot and praying for a return to the clear saneness of days
before. Anything for a reprise of cal mweather

Constant maneuvering in the high wind had finally cracked several of the top cross-spars and
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weakened the repaired fore-nmast. Ta-hoding also wanted to fix the still-anputated bowsprit, and
there was no telling what the stormhad done to the awkwardly repaired runner. They still had a
long way to go and you couldn't tell when you' d need every square centi-mnmeter of sail and solid,
dependabl e runners.

The little informal council net once agai n-on a nuch | ess anxi ous note than the last tine.
Suggestions were easily nmade, as easily rejected. It was finally agreed that they would take the
time to put in at the first town or village which offered the raft protection fromthe westwi nd, a
decent harbor.

Et han was on deck the next norning when the | ookout gave the cry, so he was one of the first to
see the nonastery of Evonin-ta-ban. Ire joined Ta-hoding as the refuge cane into full view,
shining dark in the light of the fast-rising sun.

"(dd- 1 ooki ng sort of place," said Ethan. "What is it? W haven't passed anything like it before.
Surely it's not a hunt-ing or fanning comunity."”

"I do not know what it is, noble sir," the captain replied uneasily. "'Truly, | have ne'er seen
the likes of it before. But Dagstev, the |ookout, was right about the harbor. It |ooks to be
sufficient ... at this distance, anyhow. There do not ap-pear to be any ships within, so it cannot
be a trading comnunity. Very, very strange. Perhaps ... perhaps we'd best not |and here, noble

sir."

"d assfeathers. You' ve got to learn to face the cosnbs with a nore open mnd, Ta-hoding. One of
t hese days you may even ski ppership between the stars.”

The captain's reply was direct and left no roomfor se-mantic nitpicking.
"Not if all the devils. that ever were got behind ne and pushed, ,Sir Ethan!"
"Why not, captain? Your own ancestors probably had the power of flight."

"And had the good sense to give it up, .too," Ta-hoding countered religiously. "G ve nme a good
ship with sharp runners, snooth ice beneath her keel, and a strong wind astern and |I'Il be quite
satisfied. | leave the skies to those who wi sh then. And say nothing about their sanity, however
question-able." He concluded on a note of finality and commenced barking | anding orders to the
crew. The Sl anderscree was angling for the harbor entrance and Ethan decided to | eave the captain
al one.

One by one the wide sails were reefed in. He went bel ow, roused Septenber fromhis |ingering
breakfast and i nforned Hunnar, the du Kanes, and several others of their incipient |andfall.

Hunnar joined himand they ascended to the bow. Together they stared over the broken bowsprit.
"Ta-hodi ng said he'd never seen anything like it, Hunnar."

" Nor leave |, friend "than, nor have |I. But |I find its aspect only unusual, not threatening.
Though whoever built it surely had an eye to its defense. It seens inpregnable. A strange place
i ndeed. "

Such as it was, the harbor was sinply a natural gap in the crust of the island. Fingers of dark
worn rock extended on two sides to enbrace the sl owi ng Sl anderscree.

Except for sone flat land to the right of the harbor, the entire island consisted of severa
sheer, jagged peaks that shot straight out of the ice to a height of four and five hun-dred
nmet ers.

Low vegetation struggled in the shelter of the shadowy cliff-face. A band of the ever-present pika-
pina was just visible as they entered the harbor, extending fromthe west side of the nountains
into the wind. The flat area to their right appeared to be under intensive cultivation

Three-quarters of the way up the vertical basalt, cradled in a notch between the two hi ghest
peaks, sat an odd jumble of mufti-tiered structures which seened to grow fromthe naked stone. The
architecture was el aborate, far nore so than any-thing Ethan had observed to date.
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Turrets and battl ements he knew from Wannone, but these buil dings al so boasted spires, minarets,
and even true donmes -the first he'd seen on the planet. What | ooked to be a long, surprisingly
spaci ous series of ranps and stairs began near the base of the cliff and ascended via a nunber of
swi tchbacks to the | owest of the precariously situated structures.

The single dock gave every indication of being carefully kept and maintained, if not often used.
There were no ships tied up to it and none in the harbor. But the preservation and nearby
cultivated fields were signs that the place was inhab-ited. At |least they'd have a place to tie up
and could forgo the trouble of utilizing the bulky ice-anchors. In the lee of the skytickling
crags there was hardly a hint of wind. It was al-npst calm

Septenber joined then a silently, staring upwards until he
ri sked a neck-cri ck.

"Whoever put that pile of vertiginous masonry together, friend Hunnar, spent nore than spare tine
at it. Wthout the aid of lifters. and inpellers, and in this clinmate, 1'll not hesitate in
calling it a tremendous piece of raw engineering. Going to be a respectable hike to the front
door. "

"You think we'll be going today?" asked Ethan

"I could not venture a prediction,” put in Hunnar hastily, before the big man could verbally
commit themto another arduous enterprise. "But if you will |ower your eyes you will see that our
arrival has not gone unobserved."

A figure was conming toward the dock fromthe base of the stairway. Apparently nale, the tran's
stride was purposeful but not hurried. Open greeting, or forewarned is forearned, nused Ethan
They wat ched the native with interest.

He seenmed in no way unusual. Wile his beard was | onger than Hunnar's and whiter than Bal avere's,
the wel coming committee of one showed no other signs of advanced age. He was of average trannish
hei ght and built slimer than nost of the tran on board the raft.

He wore only a long white fur, done up in a sort of toga arrangenent, instead of the now famliar
tran outer garnent that snapped closed at the shoulders. It and its wearer were devoid of persona
or nament ati on-unl ess you counted the body-length staff in his right paw.

At first Ethan thought it was wood, but as the native cane closer he saw that it had been carved
fromsonme porous green stone. Mdre inportantly, the tran didn't seemthe least bit afraid of them
That suggested once again either honest friendliness or the presence of ten thousand spearnen
hidden in the rocks. As it devel oped, the nore reasonabl e guess was correct.

The | andi ng ranp was put across. Hunnar, Ethan, and Sep-tenber debarked while the sailors and
soldiers on deck and in the rigging continued their tasks. Each kept a curious eye on their oddly-
clad host's approach.

Et han was thinking it would be a good idea to have Ta-hodi ng present to handl e any | anguage
difficulties. As it devel -oped, the captain's linguistic abilities weren't needed.

"I am Fahdig, gentlesirs,'
here. "

he said. "And this is the nonas-tery of Evonin-ta-ban. You are wel cone

"Qur thanks," replied Hunnar. "I hight Sir Hunnar Red-beard, and these," he indicated the two
humans, "are visitors froma far place, noblemen of another land: Sir Septenber and Sir Fortune.
W ask to remain within. your protecting harbor for a few days to effect needed repairs. If there
is a harbor fee we can pay ... "

The other gestured with the stone staff.

"*There is no fee. The facilities of the nonastery are open to any reasoning man. Few have ever
been turned away want-ing. But it is for the Brotherhood to decide and not L"
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"I didn't know you had religious orders," whispered Ethan to Hunnar. The staff-bearer overheard.

"Know | not what you nean, strange knight. The Brother-hood is an association of free spirits and
m nds, gathered in this place to preserve the know edge and histories of the universe against the
onsl aughts of the Dark One. W are scholars, sir, not sychophants."”

"Starseeds," munbled Ethan. "Wait til WIIlians and Eer- Meesach find out we've stunbled onto a
| ocal society of researchers.”

Sept enber's comment was blunt. "Frankly, | couldn't give a damm about hove they built rafts or
grew pi ka-ping. on this ice cube a couple of thousand years ago. ''hat's the sore of thing you're
likely to find in these old storehouses of “know -edge.' Useless trivia.. Religious ruts, al
right!™ Al of which, of course, seas declainmed carefully in Terranglo. "They just worship
sonet hi ng other than a supernatural being, is all. Doesn't change their style fromreligious
fanaticismto enlight-ened guardianship."

"Well, they don't seemvery fanatical to ne," Ethan count-ered in Terrangl o, as Hunnar conti nued
to exchange pleasant-ries and information with their host.

"Maybe it's not obvious, but Sept enber granted. Ire | ooked heavenward to where w ndswept
towers and steeples cad been hewn into the naked rock. "Anyhow I'd Iike a | ook-see inside their
cubby. 1 admire good worknmanship no matter what the source.™

Septenber didn't have to translate his request. Unbidden, Tahdig had invited then to acconpany
hire to the nonastery for the Brotherhood' s ruling.

"I hope they keep the haggling to a mininum" Septenber grunbled undiplomatically in Trannish. "I,
at least, amstill in a hurry."”

"The deci si on-maki ng shoul d take but a heartbeat of tine, gentlesir," replied FahdiQ "Only |ong
enough for the prior to satisfy hinmself as to your reason. Until then you are guests. The harbor
is yours."

"Before we start unpacking," pressed Septenber, "how |l ong before the Brotherhood and your prior
can take action .on our request?"

"Do but follow ne and it shall be seen to as soon as we arrive."

"Well, that's fine! Just fine." The big man turned, cupped hands to nouth.
"Hey, du Kane! Hellespont du Kane!"

The slimfigure of the financier appeared at the railing of the raft.
“Yes, M. Septenber?"

The big man switched to Terranglo again. "The |lad, Hunnar, and | are going for a hike with his
bear dshi p, here! Seens we've run across a bunch of hernetic scholars! Harm ess enough. W've got
tenporary pernission to park here and neke repairs, but we've got to make the wal k-up to satisfy
the | ocal high nucky-nuck we're reasonable ... whatever that neans. Tell Ta-hodiing to get
cracking on his work work and to keep an eye on the nonastery ... that's what they call it. If he
doesn't see ny coat waving in the next hour he can go ahead and work full speed. Got that?"

"I rarely nisconstrue any information consigned to ny care, M. Septenber. Rest assured that |
shal | convey the mes-sage to the captain with the utnost precision. Wat if you should be detected
gesticulating with your garnents?"

“Then he's to raise sail and get the hell out of here!" Septenber snorted and turned to their
gui de, speaking in Trannish

"Ali right, friend Fahdig, let's go neet your Brotherhood."

Et han was quite sure that heights held no terror for him He'd sipped cocktails on transparent
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bal coni es ninety stories above steam ng swanpl and.

However, he'd been conpletely enclosed in a confortable tower suite at the tine. It was rather

di fferent nounting hun-dreds of steps with a sheer drop of hundreds of meters on your right, then
on your left. Al nmpst unconsciously be edged away until he was walling with a deci ded preference
for the section of stairway nearest the nountainside.

The stairs thensel ves had been cut fromthe bare rock, an agoni zing task that probably took nore
years than he cared to speculate at. At least ii was broad enough for several nen or tran to wal k
side by side. So be didn't feel cranmped. There was also -a wide, if low, stone railing on the
cliffside.

But as the raft, which now weaned to sit directly below them and the harbor grew snmaller and
smal ler, so did his stomach.

Hal fway up he found hinself beginning to pant. Septenber still |ooked. fresh, but Sir Hunnar was
gritting his teeth at the pain shooting through his thighs and calves. The tran were not
constructed for steady clinbing. Fahdig, on the other hand, was clearly inured to the pain.

There was no guard at the sinple, solem archway which franmed the entrance to the nonastery. The
door was of un-adorned wood, through which Fahdig | ed them

Et han spared a |l ast glance over the side of the stairway. They were now nearly five hundred neters
above the harbor. The raft was a child's toy resting on a plate of waxen crystal

Then he was through the door and standing in a darkish, tonb-life hallway. Lanps gl owed al ong the
wal I's even though it was bright day outside.

"Kind of a gloony atnosphere you fellas take to," said Septenber as they strolled down the hall

"W are in the |lower levels of the nonastery,” their guide informed them "As we go higher it wll
becone lighter. Wn-dows here are neither necessary nor would they be structurally sound."

Fahdi g was as good as his word. They soon, found them selves wal ki ng through well-lit high-beaned
roons and halls. Qccasionally they encountered another of the Brotherhood, sone ol der, sone

younger than their guide. A few were nere cubs. They reacted to the presence of the hunmans with a
| ot nmore open surprise than had Fahdig. A few stopped to stare after themlong after they'd passed

by.
"I didn't see an ice-path outside," Septenber said to Hun-nar. "On the stairway."

"l amnot surprised, friend Skua. There are limts to any tran's skil with dan and chiv. Coupl ed
with a tricky breeze and sharp turns, such a a steep descent would tax the skill of the nost
acconpl i shed sol dier. Nay, even of a dancer."

"1 thought so. But there could be other reasons why they' ve dispensed with it. Aesthetic, maybe,
or ascetic."

"That is possible,” the knight agreed. "It may be con-sidered virtuous anong themto nmove only on

f oot ."

They hadn't been wal ki ng too | ong before Fahdi g bade them wait outside an iron-banded door. He
di sappeared within, reappeared several nonments |ater.

"The Prior will see you now. " They followed himin.

Et han didn't know what to expect.-another throne room perhaps, |ike Kurdagh-Vlata's. But the root
n they entered was plainly furni shed, without being Spartan. Only the wide, richly carved and
polished table hinted at wealth of any hind. A few chairs conpleted the al cove's furnishings.

They were obviously in one of the upper |evels of the non-astery now. Light poured in through
wi ndows set in the eastern and southern walls. But nost of the illum nation cane fromthe
skylight, another first for Tran-ky-Kky.
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The startling feature, however, was the walls. Fromfloor to ceiling on all sides, save the one
they'd entered from the walls were solid with shelves, cranmed row upon row with

meti cul ously kept, neatly aligned books.

He' d encountered tough, |ong-wearing paper of pika-ping fiber in Wannone but very little. The
Sof ol di ans seened to prefer vellumand parchment for witing, since the fibrous paper was
difficult to wite on without constant blotting.

Cbvi ously the Brotherhood had solved that problem O else it had been solved for them because
the open books on the table were filled with neither parchrment nor vellum

He whi spered to Septenber. "We'd better reconsider be-fore bringing WIllians or Eer-Meesach up
here. W m ght never drag them away."

"Huh!" Septenber gave the shelves a quick survey. "Wn-der if they just collect and store there,
or if they really bother to read any."

The prior hinself turned out to be. a placid-looking old tran. He sported a beard rmuch | onger than
Hunnar's. Hi s nane was pure white and his manner pleasant and relaxed. |f he was shocked by Ethan
and Septenber's appearance he was too courteous to showit.

He al so retai ned one of the ubiquitous staves. It rested against the table.
"You'll forgive ny not rising to greet you, gentlesirs. | amnot in the best of health today."

"W sorrow for you and wi sh your Priorship to recover vibrant as the winter wi nd," Hunnar said
snoot hl y.

The oldster snmiled a little. "Fahdig has told nme of your magnificent ship and your request to
remain with us for a few days. And of your haste."

"Especially our haste,"” put in Septenber. "Now, about this vote or whatever ... " The prior waved
hi m down.

"It will not be necessary to consult the Brotherhood, to- draw themfromtheir daily | abors on so
sinple a matter. You nmay remain as long as you wish. Qur fare here at Evonin-ta--ban is sinple but
nouri shing. Do us the honor of taking evening neal with us and enjoying our hospitality for a

ni ght!"

Hunnar nodded before either of the humans coul d speak, so Ethan assumed the knight anticipated the
food's being edible, if not up to the level of the royal chefs.

"Retire now, gentlesirs, and leave ne to rest. We will talk nore tonight, of your plans and needs
and journey."

They wal ked out .
"Thanks, Fahdig," said Ethan sincerely, "for your help in speeding things through for us."

"Your thanks are welcone but ill-directed, gentlesir. No one “speeds' anything past the Prior.
merely repeated to hiln what you told ne. He decided in your favor by hinself."

"You'd already agreed to let us stay the day,'
decision and told us to | eave inmediatel y?"

decl ared Septenber. "Wat if he'd over riden that

Fahdi g | ooked shocked. " He would not do that! Not even the Prior will counter a decision
previously reached by a Brother. We live by reason and logic here. This trust in one another's
rationality is an integral part of the Brotherhood."

"Yeah, sure. But let's say he had ... differed severely with your evaluation of the situation."

"Way then," said Fahdig, obviously struggling with an un-famliar concept, "it would be good
manners for ne to with-draw nmy recomendation.”

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...20Dean%20-%20Icerigger%201%20-%20Icerigger.txt (156 of 179) [1/16/03 7:07:12 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%620-%20I ceri gger%201%20-%20I cerigger.txt

"The Prior keeps a very inpressive library," put in Ethan to change the subject.

“Ch, that was not the Prior's library." Their guide seenmed amused. "Twas nerely the roomin which
he is studying today. There are a great many simlar roonms in the nonastery. Al are filled with
hi stories, studies, and scientific papers ac-cunul ated over thousands of years.”

"l see," Ethan murmured. "There are two nmen with us of identical sentiment with the Brotherhood.
One of your kind and one of mine."

"Their profession makes themthrice welcone, then," said Fahdig.

"Yes. What | want to knowis, would it be possible for themto have a | ook through your libraries?
They'd both be forever grateful."

"Tis not often done with outsiders, 'out then few express the desire to share of our know edge.
Peasants! Mbst who stop at the nonastery are of |lower fifes, nerchants and deal ers with goods to
barter."

"I understand perfectly,” replied Ethan with a straight face.

Fahdi g continued nore cheerfully. "But if these conpan-ions of yours are true scholars, | amsure
t he Brotherhood woul d be pleased to have themenjoy the results of nany years' |abor. Yes,
consider it agreed!"

"Thank you, Fahdig. |'msure they' |l be denonstrably grateful."

"If knowl edge is spread,"” intoned their guide a bit ponp-ously, "then that is thanks enough, for
it holds back the encroachment of the Dark One!"

"Ch, absolutely,” agreed Ethan

Fahdi g acconpani ed themto the bottom of the switch-backs and said he would neet themthere an
hour before the sun di sappeared behind the nountai ns.

Hunnar formally accepted the Prior's invitation and they started back to the raft.
Ta- hodi ng' s anxi ous face conveyed nore questions than a thousand words.

"Everything is fine, captain," said Septenber. "This place is run by a crowm of desiccated old
bookworns. "Didn't see a spear or bow in the whol e mausol eum W' ve got permi ssion to use the

harbor for as |long as we need. They won't give us any trouble ... Ch, one other thing." He paused.
"We've been invited to supper.”

Ta- hodi ng raised his eyes neaningfully. " Up there?"

"Did you think it was going to be catered?"

"Then," the captain replied, "you will extend ny regrets to our hosts for any absence. | nust
decline ... until you re-turn to us with another sky-boat. Your pardon."” He shuffled off and began

baw i ng out a crewran who'd mistied a knot.

Their report drew a m xed reaction fromthe others. Bala-vere in particular found their isolated
hosts too polite for his liking. But Hunnar rem nded the General that the snmall farm ng and
hunting villages they'd passed had seened equally open and unnmilitary. Cearly this area was not
visited by such as the Horde.

"We've al so been extended the services of the nonastery for this night, at l|east,” he added. Ethan
expressed his own pleasure at the chance to sleep in a real bed for a change. One that did not
rock with the w nd.

Hel | espont du Kane professed indifference, but Colette was plainly as excited by the offer as
Et han. Even if it neant a five-hundred-.neter ascent.
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When they received the news about the libraries, of course, there was no holding the two w zards,
just as Ethan had pre-dicted. In fact, they insisted on |eaving i nmedi ately and maki ng their own
way to the top.

Hunnar argued nildly that arriving early m ght be con-strued as a breach of |ocal etiquette. But
Et han and Septenber disagreed, citing the unfailing kindness and open hel pful ness of the Prior and
Fahdig. Wthout waiting for an official de-cision, both Eer-Mesach and WIlians vani shed up the
near - est hat chway.

"That's the last we'll see of those two for a while," said Budjir gruffly. Ethan was surprised.
Rarely did either of the squires offer an unsolicited conment.

"Way do you say that, Budjir?"

"I do not understand those two," he replied. "Their con-stant chatter hurts ny head."

"Don't let it bother you, Budjir," said Septenber jovially, clapping the huge tran on the:
shoul der. "Sonetines | find ny-self in conplete agreenent with you. Now a tall tankard of needle
and a shapely female, eh? .. "

The squire grinned and the slitted pupils focused fondly on sonething in the far distance.

Et han observed this conradely by-play and nuttered, "Commrunication ... it's wonderful," and turned
to go to his own cabin to prepare hinself for the overnight stay.

Wirk on the repairs proceeded steadily and at a rel axed pace. There was no need to rush the

wor kmen. This time they could make a decent job of the foremast, too. And while the tenporary
repairs on the fore port runner had held up better than anyone had a right to expect, Ta-boding
was relieved at the chance to fix it properly.

Ti nbers and braci ng had been set up beneath the bow and the netal workers were already beginning to
rebolt the recalci-trant skate to the raft hull

That would be finished by the tinme it grew too dark to work. The broken spars, forenmast, and
bowsprit could be fixed tomorrow. On the open ice in an average wind the work would | ave taken at
| east a week. In the protective shadow of the towering crags they could finish the sane task in
two days.

The hunmans were not alone in their desire to experience a soft, stable bed. Mdst of the crew would
have gone al ong too. But Hunnar and Ethan remenbered the Prior's conmments about his "sinple but
nourishing fare." Despite the old schol-ar's obvious willingness to share all, there was no need
to overdo their wel come.

So the overnight party consisted of the little band of hunmans, Hunnar and his two squires, and
Elfa. The two wiz-ards were already on their way up. Still suffering fromhis arrow wound, genera
Bal avere el ected to renmain on board.

Fahdig awaited themat the cliff base. Isis clothing was the sane white :robe, but he carried a
lanp in case, as he put it, "sonme anobng you should find the clinb excessively strenuous and wi sh
to turn back with some |ight."

As it turned out, everyone finished the ascent. Colette's fear of the black abyss to one side was
openly evident. Ethan felt no shane in joining her in hugging the nmountainside.

Much to everyone's distraction, Elfa insisted on running and ski ppi ng al ongsi de the i nadequate
stone railing, not to nention |eaning over the edge and pointing out this or that unusual feature
in the depths bel ow

Once, |aughing, she even clinbed onto the rail itself. She wal ked al ong the narrow stone coping,
teetering on the lip of the drop. Ethan couldn't watch her. It didn't go on for |ong, because
Hunnar threatened to tie her wists to her ankles and drag hear the rest of the way up

She grunbl ed, but clinbed down-to everyone's i mense relief.
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Once they'd passed through the first dark hallway, Fahdig |led themupwards via a different route
than the one they'd first traversed. They passed a | ong, confortable |ooking roomand he indicated
the beds neatly |ined against both walls in-side.

"For tonight," he informed them unnecessarily.

There was no wall fireplace. Instead, a central pit was sunk into the center of the floor and
filled with logs and brush. Just above the pit a |arge wooden funnel lined with copper narrowed
into a long black pipe that di sappeared into the ceiling.

In one respect, then, these isolated scholars were ahead of the busy comercial port of \Wannone.
They' d devel oped a rudinentary formof real beating. It was nore efficient than a firepl ace-
provided all the waste particles went up the funnel and not onto one's bed. Several w ndows in the
east wall would let in the morning light. Lanps and torches were nounted on the walls. Wth the
singl e door shut it would be very confortable.

"Very pleasant-|ooking dormtory," conplinmented September. "lIs this how you fellas |ive?"

"Ch no," Fahdig replied. "Each of the Brothers has his own small. vestibule. This is a study
room"

"Wth beds?"

"I'n a gesture of friendship, some anpbng the Brotherhood have given up their beds for the night.
They will sleep on pal-lets. Tis good for the body and the nmind, now and then. Tables and chairs
normally fill this room They will return when you have departed.”

"'That's very considerate of you," said Ethan. "We're sorry to put you to so nmuch trouble."

"Hospitality is never trouble,
pl ease. . "

their inperturbable guide replied. "If you will cone this way,

They conti nued down the hall and went up one nore | evel, where Fahdig notioned theminto another
room They seened to be in one of the highest |evels of the nonastery. Evening |ight poured in
fromthe huge skylight that occupi ed nost of the ceiling.

Et han wondered if the beautiful skylights had been devel -oped and built by the scholars thensel ves
or if they were a bit of art once known but |long forgotten in Wannone. There was no way of
telling, and it mght not be good nmanners to ask

The table was long and sinple. ,So were the foods that other nenbers of the Brotherhood were
setting on it. The Prior sat at the head of the table with several other elderly tran. WIllians
and Eer-Meesach were there to greet them

The little school master fairly exploded. out of his seat when they entered. He wal ked straight to
Et han.

"My dear friend, you have no idea, no idea what a treasure-house this place is! Ml nmeevyn and
have been overwhel ned by one amazi ng volune after another. Some of the ol der books stored heer go
back literally thousands of years ... or so Malneevyn tells nme. There's much | can't translate.
The books thensel ves are astonishing. But the amount of pure information and data stored inside

it woul d take a hundred xenol ogi sts years with a good conputer just to prop-erly docunent and
catal ogue the material the Brotherhood holds."

"l don't want to danpen your enthusiasm" replied Ethan, gazing at the fresh vegetables set in
front of himwith simlar excitenment, "but we'll only be | eers another day. The repairs will be
conpl eted by then and we'll be on our way back to civilization. You renenber civilization?"

"Not with overwhel mi ng fondness, Ethan. You're right, of course. But the flings we have discovered
already ... did you realize that at one tine this world averaged a hundred- fifty degrees warner?
There was ice only at the poles. For sone reason the clinmate changed suddenly. The seas froze and
nost of the |and was pressed beneath the water. It was yesterday, geologically speaking."

"'That's interesting," agreed Ethan absently, his stomach growing for attention. He took a seat.
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"And besides that ... " WIlIlianms stopped, leis tone chang-ing to one of admoni shment. "You weren't
even listening. You're like the others, only interested in |iquor and noney and womren."

"hook, MIliken, I'mfascinated. But |I'malso starving after those two clinbs. Later, huh?" He
fastened his gaze on the platter of steami ng neat that magically appeared in front of him

WIllians ignored himand stal ked away. Ire took his seat and seenmed to forget the conversation
entirely as he plunged into debate with Eer-Meesach. They night have been alone at the table.

They qui eted, however, when the Prior raised a clawed old paw and gestated for silence. Ethan
hadn't expected a preneal prayer. What he got was just that, and a curious sone-thing el se.

"We eat of the product of resourceful ness and thought,"” said the Prior solemmly. "Qur reason says
that this is so. May the Brotherhood never falter in its purpose, nor its strength dimnish, so
that we may forever continue to hold back the ravages of the Dark One."

That was all. Then the other Brothers-not servants, but nenbers of the society acting in that
capacity toni ght-began to pass around the plates of neat, vegetables, and baked foods.

Et han tried several dishes, found them bland but filling.

Hunnar and the two squires fidgeted ,noticeably at this polite departure fromnornal table
manners. They were not used to eating in a restrained nanner. Here, the "he who gets there
firstest gets the bestest" theoremdid not apply. They managed to keep from attacking the table
and all owed them selves to be served like all the others.

For a while, then, no one did anything but eat. The nembers of the Brotherhood seened willing to
pernmit matters to continue that way.

But gradually, as stomachs were filled, thoughts other than of consunption occupied the m nds of
those seated around the table and they began to ask questions.

Wth Hunnar doing nost of the talking, they explained to their attentive hosts how they fought and
defeated the Horde, how they canme to build the great ice clipper, and their sub-sequent use of a
herd of thunder-eaters to destroy the re-nai nder of the Horde.

When it cane to the origin of the humans, Ethan thought a few of the Brothers | ooked nore than
just casually inter-ested. One was unabashedly fasci nated by the bowdl eri zed version of their
initial landing and first contacts with Hunnar's folk.

Sept enber chipped in with occasional coments and cor-rections. The du Kanes continued to eat and
listen in silence. And the two wi zards were off in their own private world, oblivious to human and
tran alike.

"An anmazi ng account," comented the Prior finally, with becom ng control. "And one that should be
set down for the records ... even though sone of it taxes the credulity. Alas, you naintain you
have not the tune."

"I"'mafraid not," said Septenmber, not at all contrite. "W ought to and will be on our way again
as soon as repairs on the raft are conpleted.™

"What a shane," the Prior added. He sipped easily of a mld brew fromhis |arge earthen nug.
"Twoul d make a fine subject for a poem would it not, Brother Hodjay?"

"Truly it would," sighed Hodjay. "A pity existence is so brief. You are quite positive you cannot
stay?" He | ooked at Ethan

"I"'msorry, we really can't. W should take advantage of the good weather, too."
The Prior picked at sonmething that | ooked |ike a baked pudding with his knife.

"How far have you still to travel ?"
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"Fifty or sixty satch," said Hunnar. He added conversation-ally, "But first we have to reach the
Pl ace- Where-' The-Earth' s--Bl ood-Burns. "

There was a crash

"1 ... ny clunsiness shanes ne," said one of the Broth-ers. He pushed back his chair and knelt to
hel p one of the servers gather up the shards of broken nug.

"Al as, Brother Podren's devel opnent has gone wholly to the brain,"” chuckled the Prior easily. The
other Brothers nade the tran | augh-equivalent. To Ethan it seened a little forced.

The Prior continued as though nothing had happened.

"Do not be surprised at Brother Podren's reaction. Not many folk travel to the Pl ace-Were-The-
Eart h' s- Bl ood- Burns. "

"Way not ?" asked Septenber a little sharply, and then Ethan knew he wasn't alone in detecting
their hosts' reactions.

The Prior spread his arns, opened his paws. "Superstition. The comon fol k say strange things
about the great snoking nmountain.”

"It is a volcano, then," nuttered Ethan to hinself. They'd assuned as nuch all along, but it was
nice to have additional confirmation

"Coul d you el aborate, Prior?" Septenber pressed.

"Surely. Those who pass too close are said to have their mnds affected. Sone report seeing odd
vi sions, while others see nothing at all and remain untouched. Ot hers, they say, are drawn toward
the mountain as a starring being may be drawn to food. Again, their conpanions nmay experience
not hi ng. There is no soil and little grows there. None would live there anyway."

"Superstition is all that keeps them away?" asked Ethan

"That, and the fact that the nountain throws out nelted earth and choki ng bl ack dust very often."
" Oh.

"But you've been there," said Septenber shrewdly.

The old tran nodded. "I have been close by the place," he conceded. "I did not set foot on the
ground. "

"Because of the superstitions?" Septenber toyed with his pseudo-pudding.

"No. Because at the tine it was throwing out nelted stone in huge quantities and the heat was
appal I i ng. The danger was real and not inaginary. My spirit was quite safe, but there was a rea
danger to the body. So the ship | was on did not linger in the area. Hopefully, you will have
better luck."

"W expect to," Septenber replied.

"And now, tell ne once nore of your mracul ous sky-boat and its unfathomabl e nmechani sns. | did not
understand the first tinme and probably will not this time either, but there is nerit in trying."

D nner ended with a pleasant little |iqueur. Conversation continued for another hour or so. Then
Col ette yawned widely, and Budjir confessed that he had to rise early on the norrow to help
oversee the setting of the new bowsprit. So the' Prior declared the gathering at an end.

The group of visiting humans and trap were guided back to their communal sl eeping room Ethan
wal ked next to Septem ber

"What do you think of our hosts?" said the big man.

"Hrmm? Ch, | guess they're okay. Alittle dry and self- centered naybe, but okay. For a second
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there, when Hunnar mentioned our destination and what's-his-name dropped his mug ...
"Podren.”

"Yes, Podren. | thought there was sonething very unfriendly in his expression. He covered it fast,
though, and |I'm sure no expert at interpreting alien facial expressions. On the other hand, it
didn't seemto affect the Prior at all."

"He was probably right ... our going to a place regarded as a honme for devils and spirits and what -
not, young feller. Leaking gases could explain the hallucinations and weird re-actions anong
passi ng natives."

"l suppose so. In any case, we'll have the chance to find out for ourselves before |long."

They reached the room The central firepit was crackling and spitting nerrily, throwi ng wel cone
heat to every corner of the room It had apparently been burning during the neal, as a respectable
pile of coals had accumulated in the bottomof the pit. These added to the pl easant heat.

Et han nade his goodnights to everyone el se. There were no dividers between the beds. It wasn't a
probl em however, since none of the hunans had any intention of exposing their bare skin to the
still-frigid air.

He clinbed into bed. Hunnar and Septenber split up and set about extinguishing the |anp-, that
burned on the walls. Ethan would have hel ped, but they hung at tran height and that was a bit too
high for him

There were fewer furs and bl ankets on the bed than he'd grown used to. Their hosts, of course, had
no way of knowi ng that the hairless strangers were far nore affected by the cold than Hunnar and
the squires and Elfa. Then, too, this was not the castle of Wannone, nor were they the privil eged
passen-gers on a great raft.

Hunnar and the squires took the beds placed farthest fromthe firepit. Elfa insisted on doing
i kewise, as did old Eer--Mesach. That was fine with Ethan. He had no desire to play. the Stoic
Terran. A place near the dying blaze was worth any noral oversight.

He drifted alnost imediately into a deep, dream ess sl eep

It seenmed minutes |ater when he awoke, but it wasn't. He sat up in near total darkness to an
unconfortably faniliar scream The fire was gone, but there was enough light fromthe star-filled
wi ndows and the failing coals to make out shapes.

The roomwas filled with straggling, swearing, darting forns. The first screamwasn't repeated,
but there were plenty of yells and bell ows of outrage. He could recognize Hunnar's and Septenber's
anmong t hem

The half of the room nearest the doorway was full of white-robed, bearded sil houettes. A pair of
muscul ar paws grabbed at himas he sat in the bed and pulled himbodily out of it. He fought in
the tight grasp and got to his knees.

Leani ng backward, he pulled hard. Iris proportionately greater body wei ght obviously startled his
attacker. The clutching paws went linp in surprise as their owner was suddenly tugged of f bal ance.

Sonet hi ng struck himon the right shoul der and he turned and swung blindly. He felt a bearded face
under his knuckl es.

Still frantically trying to blink the sleep fromhis eyes, he was knocked roughly sideways into a
huge figure. He pulled at it.

"I't's one, young feller-me-lad, it's ne!" Septenber pressed a still-warmlog into Ethan's hands
and turned to swing at a di mshape.

They were shoved backwards by the sheer press of bodies pouring into the room The Brothers also
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fought with clubs, but they seened to be taking care not to kill anyone. However, that did not
necessarily hint of conpassion to carne.

It did make things a bit snore difficult for them since no such conpunction existed ors the part
of those they were fighting. But the tightly-packed crowd made it hard just to swing a club

"This way!" came a cry frown the back of the room Ethan whirled, spotted Budjir |eaning fromthe
sill of one of the high east-side windows. He parried another blow, swng down-ward and felt the
wood neet bone with a satisfying crunch

Then he turned and ran. Hunnar was there to give hima boost up. The powerful arnms of the big
squi re went under his. Another nonent and he was through the w ndow, standing underneath the
inmpartial stars on a chill, pebble-topped roof.

Fortunately there was little wind. Dark, nonolithic forns | ooned to the west, the spires and
steepl es of the highest nonastery. Elfa and Suaxus were al ready on the roof.

Anot her second arid he was hel pi ng Eer-Meesach through

Et han braced hi nmself against the wall and the old wi zard canme up easily. Hi s breathing was ragged.
Aged eyes blinked in the darkness.

The sounds of fighting bel ow seened far away, surreal. Hunnar hinself fairly shot through the
openi ng. Septenber followed close behind. One of the Brothers was w apped around the big man's
left leg. It took several kicks fromits poweful twin to dislodge the persistent scholar. Ethan
was still in too nuch of a daze to ask questions. He glanced around and saw that their conpany was
far from conpl ete.

"Hey, where ... where are the others? MIliken and ... "'
"Qur pacific hosts got 'em" Septenber growl ed back. "I don't think for the purposes of advancing
the frontiers of beneficent research, either. They nearly got us all. Wuld have, if Hunnar hadn't

gotten up to put sone new wood on the damed fire. So he was awake when the first of them cane
sneaking in."

"I don't understand it," nused the knight, as stunned as Ethan. "There is no reason for this. They
seermed so really decent and-

"-schizoid," finished Septenber. "We'||l chat about their unfortunate aberrations later." He knelt
and stuck his head a little ways into the room

"They' ve gone. | expect they' Il be out on the rooftops after us in a mnute. Deity knows they're
nmore famliar with themthan us. Now, there's only one way down fromthis rockpile. And while our
know edgeabl e friends don't appear to be nmilitarily inclined ... witness their perfornmance in that
room ... sooner or |later sone bright boy anong thenmis going tee realize that by bl ocking off the
stairway they' Il have us trapped up here."

The next minutes were a slow notion dream schenme of running, hurtling parapets, darting across
rooftops, and drop-ping one level at a tine. Hunnar and Septenber assuned'. the |ead. They all had
to note fast and carefully. One wong step in an unfaniliar place and they night step off the side
of the nountain.

Ages later the two lead nen returned to the group with a sign to keep silent.

"We're just above the gateway," Septenber whi spered.

"There's a single Brother on guard there and he doesn't | ook awkwardly tense about things." Ethan
| ooked past the big man, saw no sign of Sir Hunnar.

A mnute later there was a short, sharp whistle frombelow. They ran to the edge of the buil ding.
Septenber didn't hesi-tate. He turned, grabbed the coping, and let go. Wthout thinking, or he
m ght have hesitate, Ethan copied him

The drop wasn't bad, and the big man and Hunnar were there to catch him Suaxus canme next, and
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i medi ately took up a position next to the closed door. Lanterns burned on either side of the
entrance.

Crying mournfully, the slight breeze | owed over the peaks and down into the black abyss.

Carefully, old Eer-Meesach was |owered to the stairs, then Elfa. Budjir hung fromthe edge for a
second and then they were all gathered bel ow. They turned to descend.

Hunnar hel d back a noment. He picked up the green stone staff of the unconscious brother, stripped
one the white robe. Carefully he lifted one of the lanterns fromits hol der

Transferring it fromthe staff to one paw. He whirled it once in a circle, arced it against the
wooden door. Flaming oil splattered on the grain, flickered unsteadily for a noment, then sprang
up brightly.

"That ought to keep their reasoning minds busy for a while," he nuttered grinly.

They ran as quickly as they dared in the darkness. Eer--Mesach had to be considered, too. The
wi zard was hol ding up well under the strain, but there would come a tine when his body, no matter
snow strong his spirit, would fail him

They made fair speed down the black stairs. Now fully awake, Ethan took a cautious | ook over the
edge. The unend-ing ice sheet shone unseal in. the starlight, speckled here and there with ebon
spires that were other, friendly islands.

A last glance behind showed a bright glow fromthe still-burning doorway.

By the tine they reached the last stair, Ethan was puffing noticeably. Eer-Meesach, on the other
hand, was near collapse. They noved the wi zard into the shelter of sone big boul ders.

Budjir had gone on ahead to the ship. He returned and between gasps told themhe'd seen tran
movi ng on board the Sl anderscree- and too many of them had beards, wore |ong robes, and carried
green! staves.

Si nul t aneous curses passed anong the little assenbly. Lan-guages differed but sentinments were
i denti cal

"Not quite as naive as | thought," Septenber nmurnured. "Could you see any of our people, Budjir?"
"Not a one of the crew. They nust all be trapped bel ow decks."

"Coul dn't have been too bard," the big man nmused. "One nman on watch, and hi mnot expecting
anyt hi ng. "

"They couldn't have overconme the whole crew," said Ethan in disbelief. "Not with clubs."

"Hah! | doubt if they even had to hit anybody, except maybe the watch. Quietly bolt all the
bat ches, what, and keep a | ook-see for anyone trying to break out el sewhere. Bal a-vere and the
rest probably still don't know what hit 'em How nany'd you spot, Budjir?"

"Eight ... perhaps nine. There nay be nore | did not see."

"Not likely. That nmuch knowhow I don't credit themw th." Septenber |ooked thoughtful. "Ta-hoding
and his bunch weren't expecting them They won't be expecting us."

Durnad was the one who noticed the tiny band comng toward the dock. He started. Fully six of the.
infidels were in the group. They trooped al ong, heads downcast, with their hands/paws cl asped
behi nd their backs. A single Brother fol-Iowed behind.

"Cone here, Brother Tydin." Another white-robed figure joined Durnad at the head of the |anding
ranp.
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"What, Durnad ... oh!" He'd also spotted the approach-ing procession. "Wat neans this?"
"Hail, Brother!" shouted Durnad. "Wat has happened at the Honme? W saw a great light."
The Brother's reply was low, but intelligible.
"All fairs well. These are to be kept aboard their ship until the norrow "

"That is strange, Brother," said Tydin, clearly puzzled. The group marched up the ranp. "I had
heard that all the infidels were to be dealt with in the great done this very night. Wiy do you
hi de your face? Have you been hurt by these devils?" Tydin took an uncertain step backwards.

"There's been a change in plans, Brother," yelled September. He brought his clasped hands around
and canme down hard with the rock concealed in them Tydin collapsed with-out a sound.

"Hel p, Brothers!" shouted Durnad. " W are tricked!"

As it devel oped there were nine of the Brotherhood guard-ing the Sl anderscree - |less Tydin. The
odds were bearabl e.

The Brothers fought furiously, wielding their clubs and green staves |ike madnmen. You'd have

t hought they were battling the devil hinself. But they were not trained fighters. Wthout the
advant ages of surprise and overwhel mi ng numbers, such as they'd possessed in the nonastery, they
were only a good exercise for the likes of Budjir, Suaxus, and Hun-nar. Elfa swung a broken staff
with as much skill as any of them

Et han used his surprising mass to bowl over a pair of opponents. It would be nore even in an
honest fight with a knowing tran, but this time the surprise was his. Septenber had thrown one
Brot her hal fway across the deck and was dismantling another |ike a pale chicken

Et han st ooped and grabbed up a club dropped by one of the Brothers his attacker pursued himand
swung his staff again. Ethan ducked to one side, ranmed the club blunt-end -first into the other's
m dsecti on.

The Brot her whoofed and doubl ed over. Ethan brought the club down hard and whirled to face the
next attacker.

There was no next attacker

Suaxus stood to one side, panting heavily. "Wat shall we do with them Sir?" The expression on
the squire's face was typically noncommital. Slut if he were asked, Ethan didn't doubt he'd have a
ready suggestion or two.

"Tie themup and dunp them bel owdecks,"” Hunnar or-dered. He paused, startled. "Bel owdecks!" A
sharp turn and he was over the nearest hatchway.

A sinmple pin and | oop arrangenent sufficed to dog the hatch cover down. Hunnar pulled the pin,
rel eased the | oop. Up cane the cover

The anxi ous face of captain Ta-hoding stared up at hint, blinking in the torchlight.

"W heard sounds of struggle above,
and our friends, Sir Hunnar."

he grunted as he exited the hold. "W had hoped twould be you

Sail ors and sol diers streanmed out on deck. They set about binding the white-robed figures. A few
of the Brothers were beginning to regain consciousness. The nmen who'd been | ocked in the dark hold
all evening were not particularly careful in their handling of the bodies.

"W were enbarrassedly surprised, but none were hurt,"” Ta-hoding inforned them "All is well Dow,

t hen."
"Al'l is not well," countered Hunnar as the two tran wal ked over to where than and Septenber stood.
"Three of our friends are held still inn the hands of these nonsters.”
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Ta- hodi ng sputtered. "Counterwi nd! We rnust mount an ex-pedition, then! Besiege the place and-'

Sept enber shook his head slowy. " No, ny good captain. It cannot be done that way.

"Sir Skua is right, Ta," said Hunnar. "Those virians above will probably assunme we've been taken
by their mnions here.” Said m nions were now bei ng uncerenoni ously haul ed bell ow. "But even so,
they will post guards upon the stairway. Not to do so would be an act of such cub intelligence
that | cannot think they would fail to do it. A few could hold the entrance to the nonastery
agai nst an armny. Which," he con-tinued, turning to Septenber, "worries ne greatly, friend Skua.
How are we to rescue our conpani ons?"

"Frankly, Hunnar, 1'd been too busy the last hour to give it nmuch thought. Let's see, now ... "
"1 suppose we'll Have to find a way around them" said Ethan hesitantly.

"Sir Ethan-," renminded Hunnar a bit inpatiently, "there is no way around. here is but the single
carefully watched entrance, with a sheer drop on one side and, | venture to say, equa

preci pi tousness on the other."

| agree," said Septenmber. "It will have to be a snmall group in any case. Too nany people ... too
much noi se and nmove-nent." He turned to Ta-hoding, "Captain, is there any clinb-ing gear on
boar d?”

Ta- hodi ng was obvi ously confused, and with reason. Mun-taineering was not an art practiced by his
f ol k.

"Cinbing gear? Wll ... we have rope, of course, but | do not know what you nean by 'gear.'"

"l see. Another problem" Septenber grunted. "My fault. | should have guessed you woul dn't know a
cranmpon froma creanpu. d assfeathers!’

"Strange words," said Hunnar. "Mre of your odd devices, friend Skua?"

"In a sense." The big man stared thoughtfully at the deck for a nonent, then back at the knight.
"Do we carry any kind of solid, strong hooks on board?"

"Hooks?" The red-tinged mane shook. Then he brightened. "Wy surely! W nust have a nunber of fine
boardi ng grap-ples, taken on the last attack. They would be in the arnory."

"Those woul d be perfect.”
"Suaxus!" snapped Hunnar. The squire nodded and di sap-peared down the hatchway.
"What do you think:, young feller ne-lad?"

"Well, actually,” replied Ethan, who' d listened to the prog-ress of the conversation with the

fascination of a, bird watch-ing the approach of a king snake, "I've always been kind of afraid of
hei ghts and-"
"Nonsense, |ad, nonsense! Al ire your mind. Just don't |look down ... course, clinbing at night'l

be a little rough, but there's nothing to it, what?"

"Ch sure."

Sept enber | ooked at themall intently. "Now, we'll stop at the last bend in the stairway, just out
of sight of the nonas-tery entrance. If we're lucky they'Il still be occupied with Hunnar's fire.
They won't be | ooking for anyone to be drop-ping in on 'emfromabove. 1'lIl plant the first
grapple ... "

Chapt er Fourteen

The roomwasn't very large, and the nenbers of the Brother-hood filled it to capacity. Each
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pressed cl ose upon the other for a better |ook at the nminions of the Dark One. Deal infidels were
rarely avail abl e for purging and none anong the broth-erhood wanted to m ss the infrequent,
i nteresting cerenoni es.

Light fromlanps and | anterns surrounding the curved circular roomthrew danci ng shadows agai nst
the done. Hi gh braziers were filled with burning oil and wood. The stars shone brightly through
the round skylight.

Three bronze basins with sloping bottons flashed green-gold on the pared floor. Each contained a
singl e body with head set higher than feet. Hellespont du Kane was the tallest of the three and
his head did not reach the top of tile basin. Like the others he was tightly bound wi th his hands
fixed to his Sides.

MIliken WIlianms occupied the basin to his right, with Colette to his left. She'd nanaged to
break the bonds on her feet early and | eave a nunber of very sore brothers in her wake, but to no
avai | .

The brothers had slowy keen filling the basins with water, a bucket at a tinme, brought in from
the nel di ng room

Since the room eves not heated, the cold night air of Tran--ky-ky was gradually freezing each
successi ve dose of water. The captives were now encased up to the shoulders in a jacket of dianond-
clear ice.

Colette continued to rain verbal destruction on the gathering in several |anguages, none of which
the brothers understood. A snall chorus of sane continued to noban the sane unnel odic drone they'd
sung since tile water-pouring had begun. Only their superb survival suits had kept the captives
fromserious frostbite thus far- and these wouldn't help when the ice rose over their heads.

Colette | ooked froth her father, notionless in both ice and trance, and then up at the watching
Br ot hers.

"We've done nothing to you. Wiy are you doing this thing?"

The kindly prior stared anmusedly dozen at her. "Tch! That a servant of the Dark One shoul d have
the audacity to ask for nercy."

"Listen," she sighed tiredly, giving a little shiver. The cold was beginning to exceed her suit's
capacity to withstand it. "We don't even know what your dammed Dark One is! If you're noronic
enough to believe that we're the disciples of sone |ocal devil of yours, | feel sorry for you!"

"No, She, it is | who nust be sorry for you," replied the Prior righteously. "Tis known to al
that the Pl ace-Were-The-Earth' s-Blood-Burns is the home of the Dark One himsel f. From whatever
hornel and peopl e conme, all know that. Twas fortunate that you inadvertently reveal ed your
des-tination to us, so that we could take proper steps. W are not ignorant peasants here!"

He | ooked skyward into the night. "And as you shall par-take of the Cold that has held our bel oved
home, 10, these many centuries, so shall the Tine of the Final Warm ng be brought closer!" He
| ooked back at her. "That is our end and goal."

"Look here." WIllianms was feeling the cold nore than any of them and now he was having trouble
speaking. "If we're mnions of this Dark One or not, freezing us isn't going to heat your world."

"Tis witten in the Geat Add Books that for every servant of the Dark One who is returned to the
primeval cold, our world shall growa little warmer, a little softer, a little greener. To this
end is the Brotherhood Pl edged!"

"Listen," continued the school master desperately, "Tran--ky-ky might be made warm and green again.
My peopl e know a process called terrafornming that could conceivably nelt this ice and raise the

pl anetary tenperature. But you couldn't adapt if it were to happen in your lifetime. Besides,
you'd all drown.”

"You lie nost intriguingly, Evil One, but think not to de-ceive us."
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Two of the Brothers approached. They carried a |large bronze kettle between them Carefully, they
distributed its | oad of water between the three basins. Colette tried to pull herself higher as
they poured the ice water into hers, but it brought the water | evel up to her neck. The pair left
for the nmelting roomfor another |oad.

Al nost i mediately a crust began to formon top of the water. Another few trips and the ice would
be over her bead. O maybe the insulation on her suit would give out before that.

"We come openly, as guests, and you receive us with nmur-der," she said, a little frightened now.
Any kind of reasonable, |ogical argunent she could fend aside and handle. But religious fanatics!
" We needed your help, danmmt!"

"We intend to help you," soothed the Prior. He turned to the shifting, watching nob.

"Brothers! These poor, degenerate mnds cry out to us for salvation! Let us pray for them that
their souls may neet in the next plane of existence uncontam nated by illogic and unreason.”

"Let it be so!" hunmed the assenbl ed Brot herhood. They joined the uninspired choir in its steady,
di ssonant drone, the noise broken only by Colette's hysterical sobbing.

There was a sudden, violent crack from above. A deep voice nobaned in terrifying, sepulchral tones

"LET I T BE KNOWN THAT THE DARK ONE POTECTS HI'S OMI'" Rapidly, it added it Terrangl o, "COVER
YOUR EYES!

Imedi ately all the trannish eyes in the roomshot upward, while the trio of inprisoned humans
bent their beads and squeezed theirs shut tight.

Expl osi on. Bodies flying. Those |eft standing nade a con-certed, panicked dash for the exit,
tranpi ng sone of the wounded in an unbrotherly haste to escape. Above, the weird voi ce booned.

"I AM THF POAER AND THE GLORY OF DARK- NESS AND ALL, WHO STAND AGAI NST ME SHALL BE SLAI N "

There was anot her expl osion and nore of the Brotherhood fell. A lesser crash sounded from above.

It was followed by brilliantine tinkling as the skylight was shattered. A cable |adder snaked into
the room Before the bottom had unrolled, Skua Septenber was al ready hal fway down its swaying

| ength. Ethan, Hunnar, and several soldiers followed.

The big man went immedi ately to the single doorway. He needed Hunnar's help to clear away the
bodi es.

"Thank Deity for small favors!" he breathed. "It bolts fromthe inside!" Hunnar threw the latch
"Tis not strong, Sir Skua. It will not stand against a deter-mned rush.”

Et han and the soldiers all had torches strapped to their waists. They were intended to provide
light if the Brothers blew out |lanps. Now they were put to a different use. A quick thrust into a
hanging lantern and they were lit. Then they began the slow, dangerous job of trying to nelt the
trapped prisoners free.

Et han was worki ng on one side of the copper basin that held Colette.
"Hurry, please!" she pleaded. "I ... | can't feel ny |egs anynore."
"How nmuch tinme?" Septenber asked Hunnar

"One cannot say." The knight stared at the bolted door. "'These are not soldiers and do not react
as such. Yet it will soon occur to the last of the escapees that we are far from supernatural in
shape or form and sone m ght have recogni zed us."

It took four of themto lift each metal coffin. Two tilted the heavy contai ner upward. One at a
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time, the three prisoners slid free, each still encased in a block of ice. Now the nmelting could
proceed at a decent pace.

"Tis a difficult decision for them" Hunnar continued. "If we are truly servitors of the Dark One,
as our ability to throw thunder and |ightning m ght suggest, then | would not expect themto
attack again at all. But they might consider us to be only nortal servants of the Dark One,

del uded nortals, in which case -*
"Shove the Dark One! How much tine've we got?"

There was a. thunp as soneone tried the door, then a rattling of the latch. This was quickly
foll owed by a series of heavy bunps, then silence.

"Well, that answers that," the big man growl ed. He turned back to the center of the room

The nmelting was nearing conpletion and WIlians, Colette, and the notionl ess senior du Kane were
al nost free

"You know," said Ethan conversationally as he nelted away the | ast of the clinging ice from her
ankl es, "you'd | ook absolutely awesone in a martini."

"I could use one about that size right now, " she replied tightly. "Thank the Devices for these
suits!" He started to rub her | egs and she didn't protest.

"1'"mokay," she said finally. "Help the teacher.” Ethan | ooked over at the senior du Kane, who |ay
still and quiet on the stone fl oor

"Your father ... is he ... ?"
"Watch." She bent over himand Ethan heard her whisper in his car. "Free credit ..."

A hand twitched, then a leg. Stillness, and then the old man sat up, blinking, and | ooked up at
his daughter. She put a big armunder his left and hel ped himto his feet.

"Well ny dear, are we safe or are we dead?"

"I't's still a noot point, father, but we incline to the forner."

He sighed. "Ah well. Pity." Cick. "I was so wondering what kind of flowers they have in the next
world."

"Only flower-souls, |I've told you that, father. Conme on now, nove around a little. That's it." At

Et han's sl ack-jawed stare she replied, "Autonatic protective trance. He goes into it. whenever his
systemis overloaded. This isn't the first tine it's saved his life."

There was a loud crash and the door shook violently.
"We've overstayed our wel conme," suggested Ethan

Sept enber stood facing the door, watching it silently. He held a small, tightly bound package of
vol leather in one hand. It had a short, stubby fuse projecting fromit and he non-chal antly
tossed it fromone pair, to the other, back and forth, back and forth.

"Let's step lively there, fol ks, what?"

There was anot her crash and the door bulged inward alarmingly. WIlians was bei ng. hel ped
through. the shattered skylight. Hell espont du Kane was hal fway up the |adder and Ethan waited
with Colette at the bottom

"Let's go," he said finally.

She | ooked uncertainly at the swaying ladder. "I ... | don't know. |I'mnot built for this kind of
exercise."

"Wul d. you rather be in that martini? Cone on, go. |I'Il help you." She started up. He put a hand
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under her enornous rear- it felt |like a cake of sherbet- and tried to give her weight a boost
upwards. Then he nounted the | adder close behind. If she fell he didn't know what he could do.
Whil e she clinbed and grunted, he clinbed and prayed. Hunnar was right behind him

Sept enber wal ked to the bottom of the |adder. The crackle of splintering wood filled the room and
the door exploded inward. A nob of howing, robed scholars piled into the entrance. They pulled up
short at the sight of September stand-ing calmy under the | adder

A few carried knives this tine, probably appropriated fromthe nonastery kitchens. The Brothers
were fast losing their intellectual detachment. Septenber reached out and touched the fuse to a
nearby | amp. He looked at it for a moment, then gently tossed it.

It landed at the feet of the unnoving Brothers. Septenber coutinued to watch it with interest. The
fuse shrank. Then in one notion he turned, |eaped, and was hal fway up the | adder before sonmeone in
the mob unfroze and threw the first club

Et han was peering anxi ously down through the broken glass. He extended a desperate hand and Hunnar
anot her. To-gether they yanked hard and Ethan fell backwards. Septenber cane out of the opening,
tunbl ed onto the roof, and was foll owed by a geyser of dust and pul veri zed stone.

"Quite a banger,"” he murnmured, feeling his side where a thrown staff had grazed him "dad | saved
that one for last."

For the second tinme that night Ethan found hinmself running blindly over rooftops, dodging pillars
and buttresses, drop-ping fromlevel to level toward the stairway. Apparently the Brothers were
too di sorgani zed, or denoralized, to offer ready pursuit. O maybe that |ast bonb had elim nated
the sanc-tinonious Prior and several of his deputies. "

At any rate, they net no opposition in their hectic scramble downwards. They reached the | ast
roof above the stairway w thout being chall enged.

To their left a long black streak extended back into the nonastery, a charred wound. The results
of Hunnar's covering blaze set earlier that night. A large band of Brothers stood in front of the
burnt entrance, arnmed with the usual clubs and staves.

They were expecting an attack fromthe front. Clearly no one had brought themthe word about the
return of the Dark One's other servants. Not very military. Hunnar's soldiers sur-prised them
conpl etely.

There was no pursuit as they started their second dash down the stairway.

"So much for rule by reason and logic," Septenber grunted. He was breathing heavily. The run down
fromthe nonastery had finally tired even him But now they were safe on board the , Sl anderscree
and there weren't enough Brothers in the world to get themoff it again. The big nan was staring
up at the nonastery buildings, faint ghosts against the black crags.

"Well, it perfornmed well enough-within their own tight little precepts,” Ethan countered. Behind
him Ta-hodi ng was sending the crew aloft, yelling dire threats at inmagined sl ack-ers.

The Sl cuzderscree began to nove out of the harbor. Astern, a quartet of soldiers were ungently
dunping the Brothers who' d taken the raft earlier. It was nore humane than simlar actions that
had been perfornmed on Terra ages ago, for there was no water for the captives to drown in.

On the other hand, the ice wasn't especially soft.

The wi nd bl ew and the Slanderscree enslaved it, cutting west, then south, to take advantage of the
slightest counter-breeze. Ta-hoding didn't miss many.

A week |l ater they saw the first snmoke. It blew steadily to the east, black and sooty and well up
in the atnosphere. Fromthere Ta-hoding was able to ignore the conpass and fol-l1ow the black |ine.
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They made even better tine. It was another two days before they had their first glinpse of The
Pl ace- Where The-earth' s-Bl ood-Burns, and anot her two before the base of the giant vol cano cane
into view

Mottl ed brown and bl ack, splashed higher up with ice and snowfourteen kilometers of vertical hel
shrouded in polar ice and rock. It was magnificent, awesone, and a little bit frightening.

"Well, no hallucinations so far," Ethan nused.

"How, " Col ette snapped back, "could you tell the differ-ence?"

Wl lians voi ce sounded behind then?. "I'd very nuch like to land."
Et han turned. Eer-Meesach was there, too. "Really, MIli-ken, in light of the past weeks, don't
you think ... "

A huge paw canme down easily on his shoulder. "W did | eave wi thout properly fixing the bowsprit,
friend Ethan," said Hunnar. "Nor did the crew receive their prom sed, chance for a rest on shore.”

"You're not afraid the spirits and goblins will object?"
The knight didn't smile. He gazed over the ice at the sky -rubbing cone.

"As a cub | mght have been. As a younger man |'d have been uncertain. But the w zards have
explained to me what it really is, a thing neither supernatural nor inherently inimcal, and I am
not afraid."

They followed the jagged shore sout hward, searching for a place to put in. Hundreds of neters of
broken, tortured rock fell in undisciplined cataracts onto the clear ice. But nowhere did it |eve
of f.

Just as they rounded the southern; tip of the island-noun-tain, hitting into the wind again, the
pl utoni c crust abruptly gave way to a snmooth, |evel stone beach. Ropy lines of pahoe-hoe marched
gently into the frozen sea

They tied up half into the wind, still protected by the sheltering bulk of the vol cano. Ice-
anchors were used this time, set with care and precision under Ta-hoding's experienced watch. Once
again the repair crew set about their tasks-for the last tune, one hoped.

Consi dering what they'd gone through the past weeks, though, there were none who bl anmed the
craftsmen for an

occasi onal over-the-shoul der glance. You couldn't be too sure that the ground would not stil
deliver up yet another fiendish surprise, hey? So the carpenters and sailweavers worked a little
slower, a little nore observantly.

Rol I'i ng bl ackness. Distant night-stars of plasnoid terror. Vast spaces unnmeasureabl e. Fal se
concepts off life and death. The living dark carne, a |oathsoneness of long licorice ten-tacles
and soul -draini ng fangs.

It groped for himin the enptiness, reaching, twisting. He ran faster and faster on a sea of
gurgling tar, an oil-sky overhead. The ocean grabbed and tugged at him Down he | ooked and ,saw in
horror that it wasn't a sea at all. He was running on the back of an anorphous anpeba that hunped
and shook and | aughed.

He tried to junp, but now fat greasy pseudopods held himfirm Al about the nightnare, shapes
flowed up and around. In the mddle of each the faces of things not human chuckl ed and puckered at
hi m

Bl ack fronds clutched tighter, envel oping, suffocating. He tried to scream and one of the inky
ropes dove down his throat, choking him They crawl ed over his eyes, under his ears into his
nostrils. Clia brushed and tickl ed obscenely.
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He couldn't breathe. He coughed, gagged. The thing in his throat was curling into his belly,
swelling, filling himw th gravid bl ackness.

The interior of the cabin was dark, too. But it was a comforting, famliar, prosaic dark--root
sticky, not malevolent, not full of nightmare shapes. Despite the cold he was sweating profusely
and heaving like he'd just finished marathon.

Shaki ng, he reached for the lanp, then caught hinmself. Hs hand paused in nid-air, drew away
slowy. No ... no. It was a bad dream Nothing nore. Happens to everyone.

He put both hands on the bed, palns flat against the blan-kets and furs, and |ay down slowy,
staring at the bare outline of the ceiling. Wth a conscious effort he closed his eyes and

breat hed out, long and | ow. Then he hunched slowy on his side and fluffed the bl anket under his
head.

Hi s last thought before falling asleep was that he hadn't had a nightmare since chil dhood. He
wonder ed about it, for a second.

Morning light bit like a nosquito. The volcano did not shine or sparkle in the false al penglow. |If
anyt hing, the black volcanic rock absorbed the light. Only at upper elevations did ice and snow
work to do eye-pleasing things with the rich Iight.

A dark, brooding ziggurat, the nountain gave no hint of the burning core that steamed in its
dept hs. Even the cloud--scuddi ng bl ack snoke was a col d coal

There was nothing so pal pable as an air of nmenace about the nountain, but neither was it pleasant
to be near. It needed conpani on mountains, a sibling range around its base, before mere humans
could relate to it. Alone, it was as i mpersonal and alien as a | ost npon

Et han | eaned on the rail and gazed at the ropy beach. He'd al nost have preferred to stay on board,
but there was always the thin chance that sonmething interesting mght turn up. He only stunbled
once as they made their way across the ice and onto the rock. Small cause for pride.

On the frozen lava the humans had an advantage over their tran conpani ons. The natives had to pick
their way carefully on unclad feet over the nastier sections of aa and scori a.

The two wi zards coul d have gone by thensel ves. However, soneone had to go along to tell the two

| earned beings when it was tine to return to the Sl anderscree. Left to themselves, they would
wander about the island tit dark, get lost, and then there'd be a broken leg or tw sted ankle and
the hard work of carrying them back to the ship in the dark

The sl opes of the gigantic cone seened to soar up and up into the opal escent blue until they
merged at the artist's van-ishing point. You could tell there was a top only because of the black
snoke that issued there fromsonewhere in the clouds.

Wl 1, they could spend the norning picking around at the rocks in the shelter of the east sl ope,
acquire a few specinmens, and return to the ship. The rocks ought to keep WIIlians and Eer-Meesach
occupi ed and out of trouble until they'd reached Arsudun.

Et han didn't expect any surprises-even WIllianms had enough sense to forgo suggesting an ascent-but
he hadn't counted on the cave.

It was well conceal ed by rock and | ow brush as he wal ked past the entrance. It | ooked no different
fromany other sec-tion of inmmplated stone. Only the early nmorning light shining straight into it
gave any hint that it might be larger than the thousands of similar pockets which dotted the |ava.
He bent and peered inside.

It was |arge enough for a tran to walk upright in, so he called the others over
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"Fascinating," said the school master, staring inside. Before anyone could stop him the teacher
had stepped carefully over a chunk of as and was standing on the smooth floor of the cave.

"Cet out of there, MIliken," said Septenber. "The business could cone down on you any second."

"Pish-tosh! This is a structure built by nature, not nere man, M. Septenber. Once a tube like
this has been forned, it will remain so until a violent upheaval cracks the set rock. My dear Eer-
Meesach, you nust see this!"

"What is it?" The tran wizard had knelt slowy and was staring into the hole now

WIllians' voice floated back fromsone ways in. "The walls of the tube are Iined with a
| um nescent lichen or fungi of some sort. | can see quite clearly even though I'mwell away from
the entrance.” 'there was a pause. "It appears to extend into the nountain for sonme distance."”

"' Then by all neans," replied Eer-Meesach, scranbling over the lip of the hole, "we nust explore
further."

Hunnar, |ooked resignedly at Septenber. "lI'd as soon wait here, Sir Skua. But those two would
surely lose thenselves at the first pairing of passageways."

The big man dug into a coat pocket and pulled out one of the snmall conpasses fromthe surviva
suppl i es.

"l expect you're right," he agreed. M ght as well go ny-self."
Hunnar hopped down into the tunnel, followed closely by Budjir and Suaxus. Septenber went next,

turned and | ooked back at Ethan
"Comi ng, young feller-nme-1lad?"

He hesitated. The tunnel did riot | ook especially inviting. But they could be watching fromthe
ship. Colette had already confessed a fear of the dark; it was the only thing that seened to faze
her. Naturally he had to go in.

It was a good thing he had no tine to work on the logic of his thinking or he wouldn't have been
terribly happy with the resultant picture.

They wal ked at a |eisurely pace, noving deeper and deeper into the nountain. The walls, ceiling,
and fl oor had been scoured al nost slippery snmooth. There were places where the ceiling rose to two
and three tines the height of a tran. And here and there there were vents of green clay. Geen
clay in volcanic vents. Now, where had he seen that before? He puzzled over it.

The glowing plant life grew no nore luxuriantly as they noved down the tunnel, but it didn't grow
dimrer, either. And it supplied enough light to show occasi onal boul ders and rocks that had fallen
fromthe roof (green clay in volcanic vents?). The nunber was snall, Ethan noted gratefully. He
nmoved ahead to listen to the school naster.

"Lava has gone through this passage fairly recently,’
snmoot h si des. "

W I -Ilianms explained, "which accounts for the

"Now that's a conforting thought,"” grinned Ethan. He thought of the nmillions of tons of hot magma
beneath their feet, whose outlet had once been the tube in which they now trod.

After an hour's hike Hunnar finally declared a halt. The w zards gave no sign of tiring and the
tunnel no signs of ending.

"Scientific exploration is all very well and good," the knight said, crouching against the cold
gray wall, "but we've brought no provisions with us. | do not believe further exploration of this
hol e, which could run clear through the nountain, is worth mssing the nidday neal ."

Thi s opi nion was seconded i medi ately by Septenber, Ethan, and both squires. Qutvoted, the two
schol ars capitul ated graceful ly.
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"I, too, confess to being sonewhat wearied and hungered,"” admitted Eer-Meesach. "And we seemto
have learned all that we might. Yet it would be interesting to knowif this tube opens nearr the
central vent itself."

"I'"'mcold," Septenmber quipped, "but not that cold." He sat down across from Hunnar and began
flipping pebbles against the far wall

Et han took a few steps forward and prepared to rest also. He squinted hard down the tunnel
"Hey ... it does seemto get a little brighter ahead.™

"Your eyes are tired fromstraining in this light, lad." The big man gl anced down the tunne
wi t hout getting up. "Looks the same to ne."

"No, really, it does," Ethan continued. He took another couple of steps forward. "It does." He
started to wal k down the tunnel

"Don't go too far," Septenber warned him "Don't go out of voice range. | don't want you nmaking a
wong turn into sone endless maze. If you do, |I'mnot coning after you, what?"
"Don't worry, Skua. I'mnot going to go far." The tunnel nade a sharp turn to the right, just

ahead. That woul d be far enough
He turned and stepped into the chanber.

It was larger than the tunnel, perhaps three or four tinmes as wide as the passageway and equal ly
as high. There were no nore phosphorescent plants here than behind him but the |ight was
bl i ndi ng. Blinding, dazzling, overpowering-and green

Now he renenbered where he'd read of green clay in volcanic vents.

Ozmdine was nmined in only two places in the known uni-verse. One was on a tiny island in the

m ddl e of a |lake on the thranx world of Drax IV. Drax IV was a hell world, a steaming, sweltering
nol dy ball of corruption that would drive a man insane if the Po'pione or Turabisi Del phius didn't
get himfirst. The thranx could survive the heat and humidity, but the |local flora and fauna nmade
no species distinctions when it canme to dinner

But there was ozmi dine there, so they stayed.

The other | ode had been found on Mantis, one of the first worlds settled by humanity after the
di scovery of the KK-drive. It had been discovered, not by lonely prospector, nor by nining
conbi ne, nor by official survey. A driller pushing a new subway tunnel through the heart of
downt own Locust had cone on the first deposits. Now there was an ugly, dark, snmoky hole in the
m ddl e of the planet's capital city. But the inhabitants didn't nmind. It made themrich

On the scale of conparative hardness for minerals, dia-nond is the hardest at. 10. O rather, it
was until oznidine was found to have a hardness rating of about 14. And the crystals of the raw
nm neral were of a deep green shading to violet that made the finest eneralds ook |ike soapstone

Ozm di ne was only found in igneous rocks, in vents of greenish clay.

Et han stunbl ed forward, his eyes adjusting to the Iight thrown back at hire from an endl ess hal

of green hexagonal crystal. Ozmidine hang fromthe ceiling like stalactites. It grew outward from
the walls |like decorative swords, filled the floor with spikes and crushed crystals fromthe
ceiling.

He'd once seen a picture of the G een Nova. The Green Nova was a piece of pure ozm dine fromthe
Drax IV mne. It was as big as a man's fist and had taken thirteen nonths to cut and facet by the
finest stonecutter on Terra, using laser and ozmdine cutting tools. It had no price.

He stunbled, wincing at the pain in his toe. He'd tripped over a chunk of clear ozni dine the size
of a basketball

This wasn't wealth-there was no way, no nmeans of comparing this to normal human pursuits.' The
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owner ship of whole worlds lay in this tunnel. Power to alter the structure of governnents, even
enough to shake the Church itself.

"Hey, young fellal came Septenber's voice. "lIt's tine to ..

Dimy, Ethan recognized the voice of Septenber and the others behind him But he didn't turn. He
knew what they | ooked Iike.

Sonet hi ng shook underfoot. He felt it, ignored it.

"My dear Eer-Meesach, this is wonderful!" WIIlianms whis-pered. "Such symetry of forge, such
amazing variety ... " He frowned. "Was that a trenor?"

"EEYAHQO " bel | oned Septenber. He grabbed Et han and danced in a circle while Ethan hung on for
dear life, his feet centineters off the floor. "Gods and Devils arid broken hearts, and broken
names, and all the | ost promnmises down the trail of time!" -He stopped, |et Ethan down. Ethan felt
hinself to make sure no bones were broken

He grinned up at the other. "My sentinents exactly."
Sept enber bent to pick up a flawl ess piece of crystal as big as his thunb. He | anded on his runp.
The earth shook.

Shards of priceless genmstone, any one worth a king's life, pelted Ethan's unprotected face. Wen
t he shaki ng stopped, he felt hinself gingerly. Ha received some very expensive scratches.

Bel ow, a steady runbling had begun. There were denons afoot in the nountain.

Wllians was backing toward the tunnel proper, a little of his scientific detachnent gone. He
wat ched the walls warily.

"I ... |1 do believe it would be best if we returned to the ship. | think sonmething nmay happen."

Hi s words penetrated the green haze surrounding Ethan. He was dinmy aware that Septenber was
shaki ng him

"Better do what he says, young feller. W can come back tonmorrow ... naybe. Tinme to | eave."

"Leave ... ?" Ethan stuttered. "Return ... ?" He | ooked up at the big nman, blinked. "Leave this
no, ab-solutely no!"

"Now young feller began Sept enber.

"No, I won't ... | found it, dammit ... I"mstaying ... you go!"

Sept enber chuckled. "Al'l right, lad, have it your way." He turned and wal ked past Ethan ... and
clipped himneatly on the jaw as he passed. He knelt, scooped up the slunping body, and threw it
over his shoul der.

"Let's go." He took a last glance over his shoulder, mut-tered so | ow no one could rear him
"Shana ... forgive me," and started out of the tunnel

The run back to the raft turned into a nightmare, with groani ngs and heavi ngs and cycl opean
creakings alternating with distant detonations. One was powerful enough to throw themoff their
feet. It bloodied. Septenber's nose. He uttered a few choice curses, hefted Ethan higher on his
shoul der, and continued forward at a jog.

If anything, their emergence fromthe cavern into clean daylight inspired themto nove faster
They were net at the shoreline by Balavere and a party fromthe ship.

"Al'l be thanked!" said the old General. clasping Hunnar by the shoul ders. "W thought the nountain
had got you." Then be noticed the scrapes and bruises and Ethan's unmov-ing form "Wat did happen
in there?"
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"I shall tell you later, honored General,'
t hen."

replied Hunnar, "if | still believe in it nyself,

There was an awesone roar behind them and they were nearly thrown again
"But if that interesting talk is to take place, we nust depart this accursed island now Quickly!"

They hurried to the ice. Two of the soldiers carried Ethan between them They noved nmuch faster on
the ice than Sep-tenmber could have.

"Put your men aloft, captain!"™ Hunnar bellowed as they boarded the raft. But it wasn't needed. Ta-
hodi ng had heard the expl osions and was noving over the deck like a frightened k' nith, swearing
tearfully that though he lived a thousand years he'd never see this befouled ship fully repaired.

The ice-anchors were brought in. Wnd caught the sails and the. Slanderscree noved.

Drawn by the noise, the du Kanes energed on deck. Colette | ooked at the volcano and turned to
questi on Septenber. Then she saw Et han's unconsci ous form

"What happened to hin?" she asked casually-a little too casually, Septenber thought. He squinted
down at her as an-other expl osion-they were growing nore frequent- drowned out all possibility of
communi cati on.

When it had died slightly, he shouted, "He ... ah ... bunped his head comi ng out of the tunnel."
He shoved the Iinp format her. "Wy don't you take care of hinP"

Col ette backed. away a step. "Me? I'mnot a dammed nurse. Let WIlians or Eer-Mesach | ook after
him™"

"Ch, just watch himfor a mnute, hey?"

She consi dered, chewing her lower lip. "Ch, all right, give himhere." Septenber bent and passed

the dead weight to Colette. She handled it easily and sat down next to the roast with him
studyi ng his face. Septenber grunted appreciatively.

They' d rounded the |last spur of black earth and were | eav-ing the vol cano astern. The snoke now
billowing fromthe cone was tinged with crinson and seened to have grown greatly in vol une.

There was a trenendous ear-shattering explosion, coupled with a noaning, ripping sound. The
Skanderscree was lifted off the ice and sl anmed down a dozen meters on. A few spars cracked.
Sormehow, the runners held.

Tran were picking thensel ves up off the deck, sone of themvery slowy. One had been thrown from
the rigging and was now a grotesque tangle of arms and | egs near one hatch

"Bedammed! " sputtered Septenber, shaking the wwist he'd fallen on as he pulled hinself off the
pl anki ng. Ethan had come around just in tinme to get thrown into Colette. Ire bounced off.

"Green clay," he munbl ed, then | ooked confused. "There was something about green clay ... but |'ve
forgotten.”

"What happened to ne?"

You hit your head coming out of the tunnel," supplied Colette. She gently but firmy noved him
off her legs. "And | don't know anything about any green clay."

Et han rubbed his jaw . . funny place to fall on ... and thought hard. He | ooked up at her and she
was staring down at himstrangely.

"Ch well ... couldn't have been very inportant,” he said.
"How woul d you like to be rich beyond your wi |l dest dreans?"

“Huh?"
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"Marry me."
"l beg your pardon, Mss du Kane?"
"Under the circunmstances, you may call ne Colette. Well?"

"Wait a minute, WAit a minute." He nust still be dazed. "I didn't even think you liked me ... let
al one | oved nme."

Those startling green (green?) eyes stared down at him "Wo said anything about |ove? |I'm asking
you to marry ne! You're reasonably attractive, reasonably intelligent- and kinder than nost. The
only people who ask nme to narry them are nmoney-hunters. | can read the contenpt in their eyes.
There's no contenpt in yours. Alittle pity, but I'"'mused to that. Wll?"

Et han thought. "This is too fast and |'mstill dazed. Let me ... let ne think it over. \Wat would
your father say?"

She gave hima twisted smle. "Father? Father's been in-termttently insane for the past four
years." She stood up and stared down at him froma great height. "Wo do you think's been running
du Kane Enterprises for the last four years, Ethan Fortune?"

"Look to the nmountain!" yelled a voice. Those who could staggered to the rail

A Kkiloneter or so up the side of the vol cano, a huge fissure dozens of meters wi de had cleft the
nmount ai nside |ike an ax-blow. A broad river of fiery red and yellow spilled fromthe gaping
fissure, overflow ng the edges of the break

The anber streamgained the ice. Inmediately a jet of super-heated steamroared skywards,
obscuring nmuch of the peak from vi ew

"Quite a sight," said Septenber appreciatively. There was a | oud yel p behind him

WIllians was absolutely terrified. He was flailing and gesturing as though he'd | ost control of
his arts.

"Easy, schoolmaster. What's the natter? Spirits?”

"We've got to put on nore sail!" he piped frantically. "Tell the crewto blowinto them if we
must! We've got to ... to get away from here!"”

"Why?" Septenber gl anced behind them "We' ve got a little wind with us now At this rate we'll be
out of sight of the island before dark."

"Not ... not good enough!" panted the out-of-breath WIIiamns.
"Now | ook, surely we're in no danger fromthe lava. |'mno geologist, but ... "

"Not the lava. Not the laval!" WIIlianms was pleading. Ta-hoding had wal ked over and was now an
interested listener. So was Hunnar

"You don't understand! The lava will nelt the ice. And that fissure nay have cracked the whol e
island. If the cold sea water beneath the ice reaches the core ... the pressure ... incalcul able
" He subsided, out of breath.

"What does the small w zard nean?" asked Hunnar uncer-tainly. Septenber rubbed the full crop of
whi skers that now coated that jutting chin under his face shield.

"He says the nountain's going to blow up, | think."

"Bl ow up?" Ta-hoding's fat face was comical. H s anxiety was not. "Bl ow up?" he repeated stupidly.
Then he whirled and began rattling off hysterical orders and commands. The deck of the
Sl ander scree becane a madhouse.
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The crew strove to ampbunt every square centineter of sail left in the |ockers. They were even
stringing it fromrigging to hatch covers. G een-brown pike-gins sailcloth went every-where, unti
the Sl anderscree resenbl ed a noving i sl and.

Not hi ng happened all the rest of that day, nor all night. They were still running rapidly to the
sout hwest the next norning when it happened. The vol cano was far astern and |ong out of sight. But
they heard the munbl e. There was a crackling.

The whol e sky northeast of themlit up in a titanic eruption of fire and flani ng gases. Lightning
smashed every section of unbruisedd sky. A pillar of red-black snoke and ash sown with Iightning
billowed into the stratosphere. This time it was Septenber who grabbed the nmegaphone and roared
for everyone to hug the deck. A second later he was imtating a termte.

Not hi ng happened. The eruptions continued. An ominous |ow ng breeze swept over the ship,
chal | engi ng the westwi nd. Then the full force of displaced air struck then as the giant vol cano
began to tear itself to pieces.

The mael strom that came down on the; raft anode the Rifs seemlike a spring zephyr. The
Sl ander scree expl oded for-ward across the ice. But nost of the super-tough sails held. Mst of the
rigging held. And the | ashings on the great wheel held.

The borean nonster fell to a sinple cyclone. Septenber crawled to the rail and raised his head
into that ski.-tearing gale. Then he rose to his full height, sonmehow keepi ng his balance in the
gal e.

"Sonuvabitch!" he how ed, "what a ride!" Then his feet were bl own out fromunder himand he had to
wap his arms around a shroud to keep from being swept off the deck

Pity the lad couldn't see this, he thought. Or nayhap better he doesn't. The ozm di ne? Melted, or
pul veri zed to green dust, perhaps. Imortality was short. He | ooked across the planking. Colette
was using her bulk to shield Ethan from some of the wind. On the other hand, he reflected,
smling, mining is work. A soft touch of a friend, now ... that was nuch nore civilized!

The Sl anderscree shot southwestward at close to three hundred kil onmeters an hour

The prop-jet humred smoothly on the two-man ice-skimrer as it curved in its daily patrol out from
the humanx settl enent of Brass Mnkey and headed up the frozen ford.

The two nen inside had grown accustoned to the icelocked world and its gruff, sonmber native
popul ace. But they were conpletely unprepared for the gigantic raft, dozens of sails bill ow ng,
whi ch rounded the entrance to the fjord and shot past them before they could waken to chal |l enge
it.

"Mot her, did you see that?" exclaimed the pilot.

"How could | miss it, Marcel," replied his copilot, "seeing as howit practically ran us down." He
was doing things to dashboard controls. "Take over your stick before we pile into a cliffside,
will you?"

Abashed, Marcel did so. "Thought |'d seen every size and shape of ice-craft this backwater had to
of fer," he nunbl ed.

"Moving like the proverbial bat out of hell,” the copilot agreed admringly. "Sonmebody did a
helluva job on that baby." They swung the tiny skinmrer around. The prop groaned at the strain.

"You'd better get on the comm tell Docking and Receiving to expect that thing or soneone's |iable
to have a fit and take a shot at it. | want to neet the natives who built that."

Marcel goosed the engine to a high whine. "I'Il have to call. For sure we're not going to overhaul
it." He leaned to hit the comm switch and chuckl ed.

"You know ... it's funny, this glare and all ... but that damm thing went by so fast | thought I
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broad's underwear flying astern in place of the usual native banner. Biggest pair | ever saw.
Ain't that a kick?" He hit another button and the screen over the angled w ndshield began to
bri ghten.

"Aw, you're batty."

"Sure ... all inthe nmnd," the pilot agreed.
The copil ot |ooked thoughtful. "Then it's all in nmine, too, because | could swear | saw the same
damm thing."

The gl ance they exchanged was prof ound.

EIE IR R I R R R R R R R I R R I I R I I R R I O I R R I I

Note: Map of the Commnwealth and its Chronol ogy Published in 05: Flinx in Flux
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