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Chapter 1

PERFUMED PLANET

Dane Thorson, Cargo-master-apprentice of the Solar Queen, Galactic Free Trader spacer, Terra registry,
stood in the middle of the ship's cramped bather while Rip Shannon, assistant Astrogator and his senior in
the Service of Trade by some four years, applied gobs of highly scented paste to the skin between Dane's
rather prominent shoulder blades. The small cabin was thickly redolent with spicy odors and Rip sniffed
appreciatively.

""You're sure going to be about the best smelling Terran who ever set boot on Sargol's soil," his soft slur of
speech ended in a rich chuckle.

Dane snorted and tried to estimate progress over one shoulder.

"The things we have to do for Trade!" his comment carried a hint of present embarrassment. "Get it well
in—this stuff's supposed to hold for hours. It'd better. According to Van those Salariki can talk your ears
right off your head and say nothing worth hearing. And we have to sit and listen until we get a straight
answer out of them. Phew!" He shook his head. In such close quarters the scent, pleasing as it was, was
also overpowering. "We would have to pick a world such as this—"

Rip's dark fingers halted their circular motion. "Dane," he warned, "don't you go talking against this
venture. We got it soft and we're going to be credit-happy—if it works out—"

But, perversely, Dane held to a gloomier view of the immediate future. "If," he repeated. "There's a
galaxy of 'ifs' in this Sargol proposition. All very well for you to rest easy on your fins—you don't have to
run about smelling like a spice works before you can get the time of day from one of the natives!"

Rip put down the jar of cream. "Different worlds, different customs,” he iterated the old tag of the
Service. "Be glad this one is so easy to conform to. There are some I can think of—There," he ended his
massage with a stinging slap. "You're all evenly greased. Good thing you don't have Van's bulk to cover. It
takes him a good hour to get his cream on—even with Frank helping to spread. Your clothes ought to be
steamed up and ready, too, by now—"

He opened a tight wall cabinet, originally intended to sterilize clothing which might be contaminated by
contact with organisms inimical to Terrans. A cloud of steam fragrant with the same spicy scent poured
out.

Dane gingerly tugged loose his Trade uniform, its brown silky fabric damp on his skin as he dressed.
Luckily Sargol was warm. When he stepped out on its ruby tinted soil this morning no lingering taint of
his off-world origin must remain to disgust the sensitive nostrils of the Salariki. He supposed he would
get used to this process. After all this was the first time he had undergone the ritual. But he couldn't lose
the secret conviction that it was all very silly. Only what Rip had pointed out was the truth—one adjusted
to the customs of aliens or one didn't trade and there were other things he might have had to do on other
worlds which would have been far more upsetting to that core of private fastidiousness which few would
have suspected existed in his tall, lanky frame.



"Whew—out in the open with you—!" Ali Kamil apprentice Engineer, screwed his too regular features
into an expression of extreme distaste and waved Dane by him in the corridor.

For the sake of his shipmates' olfactory nerves, Dane hurried on to the port which gave on the ramp now
tying the Queen to Sargol's crust. But there he lingered, waiting for Van Rycke, the Cargo-master of the
spacer and his immediate superior. It was early morning and now that he was out of the confinement of the
ship the fresh morning winds cut about him, rippling through the blue-green grass forest beyond, to take
much of his momentary irritation with them.

There were no mountains in this section of Sargol—the highest elevations being rounded hills tightly
clothed with the same ten-foot grass which covered the plains. From the Queen's observation ports, one
could watch the constant ripple of the grass so that the planet appeared to be largely clothed in a
shimmering, flowing carpet. To the west were the seas—stretches of shallow water so cut up by strings of
islands that they more resembled a series of salty lakes. And it was what was to be found in those seas
which had lured the Solar Queen to Sargol.

Though, by rights, the discovery was that of another Trader—Traxt Camr—who had bid for trading rights
to Sargol, hoping to make a comfortable fortune—or at least expenses with a slight profit—in the perfume
trade, exporting from the scented planet some of its most fragrant products. But once on Sargol he had
discovered the Koros stones—gems of a new type—a handful of which offered across the board in one of
the inner planet trading marts had nearly caused a riot among bidding gem merchants. And Cam had been
well on the way to becoming one of the princes of Trade when he had been drawn into the vicious net of
the Limbian pirates and finished off.

Because they, too, had stumbled into the trap which was Limbo, and had had a very definite part in
breaking up that devilish installation, the crew of the Solar Queen had claimed as their reward the trading
rights of Traxt Cam in default of legal heirs. And so here they were on Sargol with the notes left by Cam
as their guide, and as much lore concerning the Salariki as was known crammed into their minds.

Dane sat down on the end of the ramp, his feet on Sargolian soil, thin, red soil with glittering bits of gold
flake in it. He did not doubt that he was under observation from hidden eyes, but he tried to show no sign
that he guessed it. The adult Salariki maintained at all times an attitude of aloof and complete indifference
toward the Traders, but the juvenile population were as curious as their elders were contemptuous.
Perhaps there was a method of approach in that. Dane considered the idea.

Van Rycke and Captain Jellico had handled the first negotiations—and the process had taken most of a day
—the result totaling exactly nothing. In their contacts with the off world men the feline ancestered Salariki
were ceremonious, wary, and completely detached. But Cam had gotten to them somehow—or he would
not have returned from his first trip with that pouch of Koros stones. Only, among his records, salvaged on
Limbo, he had left absolutely no clue as to how he had beaten down native sales resistance. It was
baffling. But patience had to be the middle name of every Trader and Dane had complete faith in Van.
Sooner or later the Cargo-master would find a key to unlock the Salariki.

As if the thought of Dane's chief had summoned him, Van Rycke, his scented tunic sealed to his bull's neck
in unaccustomed trimness, his cap on his blond head, strode down the ramp, broadcasting waves of
fragrance as he moved. He sniffed vigorously as he approached his assistant and then nodded in approval.

"So you're all greased and ready—"

"Is the Captain coming too, sir?"



Van Rycke shook his head. "This is our headache. Patience, my boy, patience—" He led the way through a
thin screen of the grass on the other side of the scorched landing field to a well-packed earth road.

Again Dane felt eyes, knew that they were being watched. But no Salarik stepped out of concealment. At
least they had nothing to fear in the way of attack. Traders were immune, taboo, and the trading stations
were set up under the white diamond shield of peace, a peace guaranteed on blood oath by every clan
chieftain in the district. Even in the midst of interclan feuding deadly enemies met in amity under that
shield and would not turn claw knife against each other within a two mile radius of its protection.

The grass forests rustled betrayingly, but the Terrans displayed no interest in those who spied upon them.
An insect with wings of brilliant green gauze detached itself from the stalk of a grass tree and fluttered
ahead of the Traders as if it were an official herald. From the red soil crushed by their boots arose a
pungent odor which fought with the scent they carried with them. Dane swallowed three or four times and
hoped that his superior officer had not noticed that sign of discomfort. Though Van Rycke, in spite of his
general air of sleepy benevolence and careless goodwill, noticed everything, no matter how trivial, which
might have a bearing on the delicate negotiations of Galactic Trade. He had not climbed to his present
status of expert Cargo-master by overlooking anything at all. Now he gave an order:

"Take an equalizer—"

Dane reached for his belt pouch, flushing, fiercely determined inside himself, that no matter how smells
warred about him that day, he was not going to let it bother him. He swallowed the tiny pellet Medic Tau
had prepared for just such trials and tried to occupy his mind with the work to come. If there would be
any work—or would another long day be wasted in futile speeches of mutual esteem which gave formal
lip service to Trade and its manifest benefits?

"Houuuu—" The cry which was half wail, half arrogant warning, sounded along the road behind them.

Van Rycke's stride did not vary. He did not turn his head, show any sign he had heard that heralding
fanfare for a clan chieftain. And he continued to keep to the exact center of the road, Dane the regulation
one pace to the rear and left as befitted his lower rank.

"Houuu—" that blast from the throat of a Salarik especially chosen for his lung power was accompanied
now by the hollow drum of many feet. The Terrans neither looked around nor withdrew from the center,
nor did their pace quicken.

That, too, was in order, Dane knew. To the rank conscious Salariki clansmen you did not yield precedence
unless you wanted at once to acknowledge your inferiority—and if you did that by some slip of admission
or omission, there was no use in trying to treat face to face with their chieftains again.

"Houuu—!" The blast behind was a scream as the retinue it announced swept around the bend in the road
to catch sight of the two Traders oblivious of it. Dane longed to be able to turn his head, just enough to see
which one of the local lordlings they blocked.

"Houu—" there was a questioning note in the cry now and the heavy thud-thud of feet was slacking. The
clan party had seen them, were hesitant about the wisdom of trying to shove them aside.

Van Rycke marched steadily onward and Dane matched his pace. They might not possess a leather-lunged
herald to clear their road, but they gave every indication of having the right to occupy as much of it as they
wished. And that unruffled poise had its affect upon those behind. The pound of feet slowed to a walk, a
walk which would keep a careful distance behind the two Terrans. It had worked—the Salariki—or these



Salariki—were accepting them at their own valuation—a good omen for the day's business. Dane's spirits
rose, but he schooled his features into a mask as wooden as his superior's. After all this was a very minor
victory and they had ten or twelve hours of polite, and hidden, maneuvering before them.

The Solar Queen had set down as closely as possible to the trading center marked on Traxt Cam's private
map and the Terrans now had another five minutes march, in the middle of the road, ahead of the chieftain
who must be inwardly boiling at their presence, before they came out in the clearing containing the
roofless, circular erection which served the Salariki of the district as a market place and a common
meeting ground for truce talks and the mending of private clan alliances. Erect on a pole in the middle,
towering well above the nodding fronds of the grass trees, was the pole bearing the trade shield which
promised not only peace to those under it, but a three day sanctuary to any feuder or duelist who managed
to win to it and lay hands upon its weathered standard.

They were not the first to arrive, which was also a good thing. Gathered in small groups about the walls
of the council place were the personal attendants, liege warriors, and younger relatives of at least four or
five clan chieftains. But, Dane noted at once, there was not a single curtained litter or riding orgel to be
seen. None of the feminine part of the Salariki species had arrived. Nor would they until the final trade
treaty was concluded and established by their fathers, husbands, or sons.

With the assurance of one who was master in his own clan, Van Rycke, displaying no interest at all in the
shifting mass of lower rank Salariki, marched straight on to the door of the enclosure. Two or three of the
younger warriors got to their feet, their brilliant cloaks flicking out like spreading wings. But when Van
Rycke did not even lift an eyelid in their direction, they made no move to block his path.

As fighting men, Dane thought, trying to study the specimens before him with a totally impersonal stare,
the Salariki were an impressive lot. Their average height was close to six feet, their distant feline
ancestry apparent only in small vestiges. A Salarik's nails on both hands and feet were retractile, his skin
was gray, his thick hair, close to the texture of plushy fur, extended down his backbone and along the
outside of his well muscled arms and legs, and was tawny-yellow, blue-gray or white. To Terran eyes the
broad faces, now all turned in their direction, lacked readable expression. The eyes were large and set
slightly aslant in the skull, being startlingly orange-red or a brilliant turquoise green-blue. They wore loin
cloths of brightly dyed fabrics with wide sashes forming corselets about their slender middles, from
which gleamed the gem-set hilts of their claw knives, the possession of which proved their adulthood.
Cloaks as flamboyant as their other garments hung in bat wing folds from their shoulders and each and
every one moved in an invisible cloud of perfume.

Brilliant as the assemblage of liege men without had been, the gathering of clan leaders and their upper
officers within the council place was a riot of color—and odor. The chieftains were installed on the
wooden stools, each with a small table before him on which rested a goblet bearing his own clan sign, a
folded strip of patterned cloth—his "trade shield"—and a gemmed box containing the scented paste he
would use for refreshment during the ordeal of conference.

A breeze fluttered sash ends and tugged at cloaks, otherwise the assembly was motionless and awesomely
quiet. Still making no overtures Van Rycke crossed to a stool and table which stood a little apart and
seated himself. Dane went into the action required of him. Before his superior he set out a plastic pocket
flask, its color as alive in the sunlight as the crudely cut gems which the Salariki sported, a fine silk
handkerchief, and, last of all, a bottle of Terran smelling salts provided by Medic Tau as a necessary
restorative after some hours combination of Salariki oratory and Salariki perfumes. Having thus done the
duty of liege man, Dane was at liberty to seat himself, cross-legged on the ground behind his chief, as the



other sons, heirs, and advisors had gathered behind their lords.

The chieftain whose arrival they had in a manner delayed came in after them and Dane saw that it was
Fashdor—another piece of luck—since that clan was a small one and the chieftain had little influence.
Had they so slowed Halfer or Paft it might be a different matter altogether.

Fashdor was established at his seat, his belongings spread out, and Dane, counting unobtrusively, was
certain that the council was now complete. Seven clans Traxt Cam had recorded divided the sea coast
territory and there were seven chieftains here—indicative of the importance of this meeting since some of
these clans beyond the radius of the shield peace, must be fighting a vicious blood feud at that very
moment. Yes, seven were here. Yet there still remained a single stool, directly across the circle from Van
Rycke. An empty stool—who was the late comer?

That question was answered almost as it flashed into Dane's mind. But no Salariki lordling came through
the door. Dane's self-control kept him in his place, even after he caught the meaning of the insignia
emblazoned across the newcomer's tunic. Trader—and not only a Trader but a Company man! But why—
and how? The Companies only went after big game—this was a planet thrown open to Free Traders, the
independents of the star lanes. By law and right no Company man had any place here. Unless—behind a
face Dane strove to keep as impassive as Van's his thoughts raced. Traxt Cam as a Free Trader had bid for
the right to exploit Sargol when its sole exportable product was deemed to be perfume—a small,
unimportant trade as far as the Companies were concerned. And then the Koros stones had been found and
the importance of Sargol must have boomed as far as the big boys could see. They probably knew of Traxt
Cam's death as soon as the Patrol report on Limbo had been sent to Headquarters. The Companies all
maintained their private information and espionage services. And, with Traxt Cam dead without an heir,
they had seen their chance and moved in. Only, Dane's teeth set firmly, they didn't have the ghost of a
chance now. Legally there was only one Trader on Sargol and that was the Solar Queen, Captain Jellico
had his records signed by the Patrol to prove that. And all this Inter-Solar man would do now was to bow
out and try poaching elsewhere.

But the I-S man appeared to be in no haste to follow that only possible course. He was seating himself
with arrogant dignity on that unoccupied stool, and a younger man in I-S uniform was putting before him
the same type of equipment Dane had produced for Van Rycke. The Cargo-master of the Solar Queen
showed no surprise, if the Eysies' appearance had been such to him.

One of the younger warriors in Paft's train got to his feet and brought his hands together with a clap which
echoed across the silent gathering with the force of an archaic solid projectal shot. A Salarik, wearing the
rich dress of the upper ranks, but also the collar forced upon a captive taken in combat, came into the
enclosure carrying a jug in both hands. Preceded by Paft's son he made the rounds of the assembly pouring
a purple liquid from his jug into the goblet before each chieftain, a goblet which Paft's heirs tasted
ceremoniously before it was presented to the visiting clan leader. When they paused before Van Rycke the
Salarik nobleman touched the side of the plasta flask in token. It was recognized that off world men must
be cautious over the sampling of local products and that when they joined in the Taking of the First Cup of
Peace, they did so symbolically.

Paft raised his cup, his gesture copied by everyone around the circle. In the harsh tongue of his race he
repeated a formula so archaic that few of the Salariki could now translate the sing-song words. They
drank and the meeting was formally opened.

But it was an elderly Salarik seated to the right of Halfer, a man who wore no claw knife and whose



dusky yellow cloak and sash made a subdued note amid the splendor of his fellows, who spoke first,
using the click-clack of the Trade Lingo his nation had learned from Cam.

"Under the white," he pointed to the shield aloft, "we assemble to hear many things. But now come two
tongues to speak where once there was but one father of a clan. Tell us, outlanders, which of you must we
now hark to in truth?" He looked from Van Rycke to the I-S representative.

The Cargo-master from the Queen did not reply. He stared across the circle at the Company man. Dane
waited eagerly. What was the I-S going to say to that?

But the fellow did have an answer, ready and waiting. "It is true, fathers of clans, that here are two
voices, where by right and custom there should only be one. But this is a matter which can be decided
between us. Give us leave to withdraw from your sight and speak privately together. Then he who returns
to you will be the true voice and there shall be no more division—"

It was Paft who broke in before Halfer's spokesman could reply.

"It would have been better to have spoken together before you came to us. Go then until the shadow of the
shield is not, then return hither and speak truly. We do not wait upon the pleasure of outlanders—"

A murmur approved that tart comment. "Until the shadow of the shield is not." They had until noon. Van
Rycke arose and Dane gathered up his chief's possessions. With the same superiority to his surroundings
he had shown upon entering, the Cargo-master left the enclosure, the Eysies following. But they were
away from the clearing, out upon the road back to the Queen before the two from the Company caught up
with them.

"Captain Grange will see you right away—" the Eysie Cargo-master was beginning when Van Rycke met
him with a quelling stare.

"If you poachers have anything to say—you say it at the Queen and to Captain Jellico," he stated flatly and
started on.

Above his tight tunic collar the other's face flushed, his teeth flashed as he caught his lower lip between
them as if to forcibly restrain an answer he longed to make. For a second he hesitated and then he
vanished down a side path with his assistant. Van Rycke had gone a quarter of the distance back to the
ship before he spoke.

"I thought it was too easy," he muttered. "Now we're in for it—maybe right up the rockets! By the Spiked
Tail of Exol, this is certainly not our lucky day!" He quickened pace until they were close to trotting.




Chapter I1

RIVALS

"That's far enough, Eysie!"

Although Traders by law and tradition carried no more potent personal weapons—except in times of great
crisis—than hand sleep rods, the resultant shot from the latter was just as unpleasant for temporary
periods as a more forceful beam—and the threat of it was enough to halt the three men who had come to
the foot of the Queen's ramp and who could see the rod held rather negligently by Ali. Ali's eyes were
anything but negligent, however, and Free Traders had reputations to be respected by their rivals of the
Companies. The very nature of their roving lives taught them savage lessons—which they either learned
or died.

Dane, glancing down over the Engineer-apprentice's shoulder, saw that Van Rycke's assumption of
confidence had indeed paid off. They had left the trade enclosure of the Salariki barely three-quarters of
an hour ago. But below now stood the bebadged Captain of the I-S ship and his Cargo-master.

"I want to speak to your Captain—" snarled the Eysie officer.

Ali registered faint amusement, an expression which tended to rouse the worst in the spectator, as Dane
knew of old when that same mocking appraisal had been turned on him as the rawest of the Queen's crew.

"But does he wish to speak to you?" countered Kamil. "Just stay where you are, Eysie, until we are sure
about that fact."

That was his cue to act as messenger. Dane retreated into the ship and swung up the ladder to the
command section. As he passed Captain Jellico's private cabin he heard the muffled squall of the
commander's unpleasant pet—Queex, the Hoobat—a nightmare combination of crab, parrot and toad,
wearing a blue feather coating and inclined to scream and spit at all comers. Since Queex would not be
howling in that fashion if its master was present, Dane kept on to the control cabin where he blundered in
upon an executive level conference of Captain, Cargo-master and Astrogator.

"Well?" Jellico's blaster scarred left cheek twitched as he snapped that impatient inquiry at the messenger.
"Eysie Captain below, sir. With his Cargo-master. They want to see you—"

Jellico's mouth was a straight line, his eyes very hard. By instinct Dane's hand went to the grip of the
sleep rod slung at his belt. When the Old Man put on his fighting face—Ilook out! Here we go again, he
told himself, speculating as to just what type of action lay before them now.

"Oh, they do, do they!" Jellico began and then throttled down the temper he could put under iron control
when and if it were necessary. "Very well, tell them to stay where they are. Van, we'll go down—"

For a moment the Cargo-master hesitated, his heavy-lidded eyes looked sleepy, he seemed almost
disinterested in the suggestion. And when he nodded it was with the air of someone about to perform
some boring duty.



"Right, sir." He wriggled his heavy body from behind the small table, resealed his tunic, and settled his
cap with as much precision as if he were about to represent the Queen before the assembled nobility of
Sargol.

Dane hurried down the ladders, coming to a halt beside Ali. It was the turn of the man at the foot of the
ramp to bark an impatient demand:

"Well?" (Was that the theme word of every Captain's vocabulary?)

"You wait," Dane replied with no inclination to give the Eysie officer any courtesy address. Close to a
Terran year aboard the Solar Queen had inoculated him with pride in his own section of Service. A Free
Trader was answerable to his own officers and to no one else on earth—or among the stars—no matter
how much discipline and official etiquette the Companies used to enhance their power.

He half expected the I-S officers to leave after an answer such as that. For a Company Captain to be
forced to wait upon the convenience of a Free Trader must be galling in the extreme. And the fact that this
one was doing just that was an indication that the Queen's crew did, perhaps, have the edge of advantage
in any coming bargain. In the meantime the Eysie contingent fumed below while Ali lounged whistling
against the exit port, playing with his sleep rod and Dane studied the grass forest. His boot nudged a
packet just inside the port casing and he glanced inquiringly from it to Ali.

"Cat ransom," the other answered his unspoken question.
So that was it—the fee for Sinbad's return. "What is it today?"

"Sugar—about a tablespoon full,” the Engineer-assistant returned, "and two colored steelos. So far they
haven't run up the price on us. I think they're sharing out the spoil evenly, a new cub brings him back every

night.”

As did all Terran ships, the Solar Queen carried a cat as an important member of the regular crew. And
the portly Sinbad, before their landing on Sargol, had never presented any problem. He had done his duty
of ridding the ship of unusual and usual pests and cargo despoilers with dispatch, neatness and energy.
And when in port on alien worlds had never shown any inclination to go a-roving.

But the scents of Sargol had apparently intoxicated him, shearing away his solid dignity and middle-aged
dependability. Now Sinbad flashed out of the Queen at the opening of her port in the early morning and
was brought back, protesting with both voice and claws, at the end of the day by that member of the
juvenile population whose turn it was to collect the standing reward for his forceful delivery. Within three
days it had become an accepted business transaction which satisfied everyone but Sinbad.

The scrape of metal boot soles on ladder rungs warned of the arrival of their officers. Ali and Dane
withdrew down the corridor, leaving the entrance open for Jellico and Van Rycke. Then they drifted back
to witness the meeting with the Eysies.

There were no prolonged greetings between the two parties, no offer of hospitality as might have been
expected between Terrans on an alien planet a quarter of the Galaxy away from the earth which had given
them a common heritage.

Jellico, with Van Rycke at his shoulder, halted before he stepped from the ramp so that the three Inter-
Solar men, Captain, Cargo-master and escort, whether they wished or no, were put in the disadvantageous
position of having to look up to a Captain whom they, as members of one of the powerful Companies,



affected to despise. The lean, well muscled, trim figure of the Queen's commander gave the impression of
hard bitten force held in check by will control, just as his face under its thick layer of space burn was that
of an adventurer accustomed to make split second decisions—an estimate underlined by that seam of
blaster burn across one flat cheek.

Van Rycke, with a slight change of dress, could have been a Company man in the higher ranks—or so the
casual observer would have placed him, until an observer marked the eyes behind those sleepy drooping
lids, or caught a certain note in the calm, unhurried drawl of his voice. To look at the two senior officers
of the Free Trading spacer were the antithesis of each other—in action they were each half of a powerful,
steamroller whole—as a good many men in the Service—scattered over a half dozen or so planets—had
discovered to their cost in the past.

Now Jellico brought the heels of his space boots together with an extravagant click and his hand
flourished at the fore of his helmet in a gesture which was better suited to the Patrol hero of a slightly out-
of-date Video serial.

"Jellico, Solar Queen, Free Trader," he identified himself brusquely, and added, "this is Van Rycke, our
Cargo-master."

Not all the flush had faded from the face of the I-S Captain.

"Grange of the Dart," he did not even sketch a salute. "Inter-Solar. Kallee, Cargo-master—" And he did
not name the hovering third member of his party.

Jellico stood waiting and after a long moment of silence Grange was forced to state his business.
""We have until noon—"

Jellico, his fingers hooked in his belt, simply waited. And under his level gaze the Eysie Captain began to
find the going hard.

"They have given us until noon," he started once more, "to get together—"

Jellico's voice came, coldly remote. "There is no reason for any 'getting together,' Grange. By rights I can
have you up before the Trade Board for poaching. The Solar Queen has sole trading rights here. If you up-
ship within a reasonable amount of time, I'll be inclined to let it pass. After all I've no desire to run all the
way to the nearest Patrol post to report you—"

"You can't expect to buck Inter-Solar. We'll make you an offer—" That was Kallee's contribution, made
probably because his commanding officer couldn't find words explosive enough.

Jellico, whose forté was more direct action, took an excursion into heavy-handed sarcasm. "You Eysies
have certainly been given excellent briefing. I would advise a little closer study of the Code—and not the
sections in small symbols at the end of the tape, either! We're not bucking anyone. You'll find our
registration for Sargol down on tapes at the Center. And I suggest that the sooner you withdraw the better
—before we cite you for illegal planeting."

Grange had gained control of his emotions. "We're pretty far from Center here," he remarked. It was a
statement of fact, but it carried over-tones which they were able to assess correctly. The Solar Queen was
a Free Trader, alone on an alien world. But the I-S ship might be cruising in company, ready to summon
aid, men and supplies. Dane drew a deep breath, the Eysies must be sure of themselves, not only that, but



they must want what Sargol had to offer to the point of being willing to step outside the law to get it.

The I-S Captain took a step forward. "I think we understand each other now," he said, his confidence
restored.

Van Rycke answered him, his deep voice cutting across the sighing of the wind in the grass forest.
"Your proposition?"

Perhaps this return to their implied threat bolstered their belief in the infallibility of the Company, their
conviction that no independent dared stand up against the might and power of Inter-Solar. Kallee replied:

"We'll take up your contract, at a profit to you, and you up-ship before the Salariki are confused over
whom they are to deal with—"

"And the amount of profit?" Van Rycke bored in.
"Oh," Kallee shrugged, "say ten percent of Cam's last shipment—"

Jellico laughed. "Generous, aren't you, Eysie? Ten percent of a cargo which can't be assessed—the gang
on Limbo kept no records of what they plundered."

"We don't know what he was carrying when he crashed on Limbo," countered Kallee swiftly. "We'll base
our offer on what he carried to Axal."

Now Van Rycke chucked. "I wonder who figured that one out?" he inquired of the scented winds. "He
must save the Company a fair amount of credits one way or another. Interesting offer—"

By the bland satisfaction to be read on the three faces below the I-S men were assured of their victory.
The Solar Queen would be paid off with a pittance, under the vague threat of Company retaliation she
would up-ship from Sargol, and they would be left in possession of the rich Koros trade—to be
commended and rewarded by their superiors. Had they, Dane speculated, ever had any dealings with Free
Traders before—at least with the brand of independent adventurers such as manned the Solar Queen?

Van Rycke burrowed in his belt pouch and then held out his hand. On the broad palm lay a flat disc of
metal. "Very interesting—" he repeated. "I shall treasure this recording—"

The sight of that disc wiped all satisfaction from the Eysie faces. Grange's purplish flush spread up from
his tight tunic collar, Kallee blinked, and the unknown third's hand dropped to his sleep rod. An action
which was not overlooked by either Dane or Ali.

"A smooth set down to you," Jellico gave the conventional leave taking of the Service.

"You'd better—" the Eysie Captain began hotly, and then seeing the disc Van Rycke held—that sensitive
bit of metal and plastic which was recording this interview for future reference, he shut his mouth tight.

"Yes?" the Queen's Cargo-master prompted politely. But Kallee had taken his Captain's arm and was
urging Grange away from the spacer.

""You have until noon to lift," was Jellico's parting shot as the three in Company livery started toward the
road.

"I don't think that they will," he added to Van Rycke.



The Cargo-master nodded. "You wouldn't in their place,” he pointed out reasonably. "On the other hand
they've had a bit of a blast they weren't expecting. It's been a long time since Grange heard anyone say
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no.
"A shock which is going to wear off," Jellico's habitual distrust of the future gathered force.

"This," Van Rycke tucked the disc back into his pouch, "sent them off vector a parsec or two. Grange is
not one of the strong arm blaster boys. Suppose Tang Ya does a little listening in—and maybe we can rig
another surprise if Grange does try to ask advice of someone off world. In the meantime I don't think they
are going to meddle with the Salariki. They don't want to have to answer awkward questions if we turn up
a Patrol ship to ask them. So—" he stretched and beckoned to Dane, "we shall go to work once more."

Again two paces behind Van Rycke Dane tramped to the trade circle of the Salariki clansmen. They might
have walked out only five or six minutes of ship time before, and the natives betrayed no particular
interest in their return. But, Dane noted, there was only one empty stool, one ceremonial table in evidence.
The Salariki had expected only one Terran Trader to join them.

What followed was a dreary round of ceremony, an exchange of platitudes and empty good wishes and
greetings. No one mentioned Koros stones—or even perfume bark—that he was willing to offer the off-
world traders. None lifted so much as a corner of his trade cloth, under which, if he were ready to deal
seriously, his hidden hand would meet that of the buyer, so that by finger pressure alone they could agree
or disagree on price. But such boring sessions were part of Trade and Dane, keeping a fraction of
attention on the speeches and "drinkings-together," watched those around him with an eye which tried to
assess and classify what he saw.

The keynote of the Salariki character was a wary independence. The only form of government they would
tolerate was a family-clan organization. Feuds and deadly duels between individuals and clans were the
accepted way of life and every male who reached adulthood went armed and ready for combat until he
became a "Speaker for the past"—too old to bear arms in the field. Due to the nature of their battling
lives, relatively few of the Salariki ever reached that retirement. Short-lived alliances between families
sometimes occurred, usually when they were to face a common enemy greater than either. But a quarrel
between chieftains, a fancied insult would rip that open in an instant. Only under the Trade Shield could
seven clans sit this way without their warriors being at one another's furred throats.

An hour before sunset Paft turned his goblet upside down on his table, a move followed speedily by every
chieftain in the circle. The conference was at an end for that day. And as far as Dane could see it had
accomplished exactly nothing—except to bring the Eysies into the open. What had Traxt Cam discovered
which had given him the trading contract with these suspicious aliens? Unless the men from the Queen
learned it, they could go on talking until the contract ran out and get no farther than they had today.

From his training Dane knew that ofttimes contact with an alien race did require long and patient handling.
But between study and experiencing the situation himself there was a gulf, and he thought somewhat
ruefully that he had much to learn before he could meet such a situation with Van Rycke's unfailing
patience and aplomb. The Cargo-master seemed in nowise tired by his wasted day and Dane knew that
Van would probably sit up half the night, going over for the hundredth time Traxt Cam's sketchy recordings
in another painstaking attempt to discover why and how the other Free Trader had succeeded where the
Queen's men were up against a stone wall.

The harvesting of Koros stones was, as Dane and all those who had been briefed from Cam's records
knew, a perilous job. Though the rule of the Salariki was undisputed on the land masses of Sargol, it was



another matter in the watery world of the shallow seas. There the Gorp were in command of the territory
and one had to be constantly alert for attack from the sly, reptilian intelligence, so alien to the thinking
processes of both Salariki and Terran that there was, or seemed to be, no point of possible contact. One
went gathering Koros gems after balancing life against gain. And perhaps the Salariki did not see any
profit in that operation. Yet Traxt Cam had brought back his bag of gems—somehow he had managed to
secure them in trade.

Van Rycke climbed the ramp, hurrying on into the Queen as if he would not get back to his records soon
enough. But Dane paused and looked back at the grass jungle a little wistfully. To his mind these early
morning hours were the best time on Sargol. The light was golden, the night winds had not yet arisen. He
disliked exchanging the freedom of the open for the confinement of the spacer.

And, as he hesitated there, two of the juvenile population of Sargol came out of the forest. Between them
they carried one of their hunting nets, a net which now enclosed a quiet but baneful eyed captive—Sinbad
being delivered for nightly ransom. Dane was reaching for the pay to give the captors when, to his real
astonishment, one of them advanced and pointed with an extended forefinger claw to the open port.

"Go in," he formed the Trade Lingo words with care. And Dane's surprise must have been plain to read
for the cub followed his speech with a vigorous nod and set one foot on the ramp to underline his desire.

For one of the Salariki, who had continually manifested their belief that Terrans and their ship were an
offence to the nostrils of all right living "men," to wish to enter the spacer was an astonishing about-face.
But any advantage no matter how small, which might bring about a closer understanding, must be seized at
once.

Dane accepted the growling Sinbad and beckoned, knowing better than to touch the boy. "Come—"

Only one of the junior clansmen obeyed that invitation. The other watched, big-eyed, and then scuttled
back to the forest when his fellow called out some suggestion. He was not going to be trapped.

Dane led the way up the ramp, paying no visible attention to the young Salarik, nor did he urge the other
on when he lingered for a long moment or two at the port. In his mind the Cargo-master apprentice was
feverishly running over the list of general trade goods. What did they carry which would make a suitable
and intriguing gift for a small alien with such a promising bump of curiosity? If he had only time to get Van
Rycke!

The Salarik was inside the corridor now, his nostrils spread, assaying each and every odor in this strange
place. Suddenly his head jerked as if tugged by one of his own net ropes. His interest had been riveted by
some scent his sensitive senses had detected. His eyes met Dane's in appeal. Swiftly the Terran nodded
and then followed with a lengthened stride as the Salarik sped down into the lower reaches of the Queen,
obviously in quest of something of great importance.




Chapter 111

CONTACT AT LAST

"What in"—Frank Mura, steward, storekeeper, and cook of the Queen, retreated into the nearest cabin
doorway as the young Salarik flashed down the ladder into his section.

Dane, with the now resigned Sinbad in the crook of his arm, had tailed his guest and arrived just in time to
see the native come to an abrupt halt before one of the most important doors in the spacer—the portal of
the hydro garden which renewed the ship's oxygen and supplied them with fresh fruit and vegetables to
vary their diet of concentrates.

The Salarik laid one hand on the smooth surface of the sealed compartment and looked back over his
shoulder at Dane with an inquiry to which was added something of a plea. Guided by his instinct—that
this was important to them all—Dane spoke to Mura:

"Can you let him in there, Frank?"

It was not sensible, it might even be dangerous. But every member of the crew knew the necessity for
making some sort of contact with the natives. Mura did not even nod, but squeezed by the Salarik and
pressed the lock. There was a sign of air, and the crisp smell of growing things, lacking the languorous
perfumes of the world outside, puffed into the faces.

The cub remained where he was, his head up, his wide nostrils visibly drinking in that smell. Then he
moved with the silent, uncanny speed which was the heritage of his race, darting down the narrow aisle
toward a mass of greenery at the far end.

Sinbad kicked and growled. This was his private hunting ground—the preserve he kept free of invaders.
Dane put the cat down. The Salarik had found what he was seeking. He stood on tiptoe to sniff at a plant,
his yellow eyes half closed, his whole stance spelling ecstasy. Dane looked to the steward for
enlightenment.

"What's he so interested in, Frank?"
”Catnjp.”

"Catnip?" Dane repeated. The word meant nothing to him, but Mura had a habit of picking up strange
plants and cultivating them for study. "What is it?"

"One of the Terran mints—an herb," Mura gave a short explanation as he moved down the aisle toward
the alien. He broke off a leaf and crushed it between his fingers.

Dane, his sense of smell largely deadened by the pungency with which he had been surrounded by most of
that day, could distinguish no new odor. But the young Salarik swung around to face the steward his eyes
wide, his nose questing. And Sinbad gave a whining yowl and made a spring to push his head against the
steward's now aromatic hand.

So—now they had it—an opening wedge. Dane came up to the three.



"All right to take a leaf or two?" he asked Mura.
"Why not? I grow it for Sinbad. To a cat it is like heemel smoke or a tankard of lackibod."

And by Sinbad's actions Dane guessed that the plant did hold for the cat the same attraction those
stimulants produced in human beings. He carefully broke off a small stem supporting three leaves and
presented it to the Salarik, who stared at him and then, snatching the twig, raced from the hydro garden as
if pursued by feuding clansmen.

Dane heard the pad of his feet on the ladder—apparently the cub was making sure of escape with his
precious find. But the Cargo-master apprentice was frowning. As far as he could see there were only five
of the plants.

"That's all the catnip you have?"

Mura tucked Sinbad under his arm and shooed Dane before him out of the hydro. "There was no need to
grow more. A small portion of the herb goes a long way with this one," he put the cat down in the
corridor. "The leaves may be preserved by drying. I believe that there is a small box of them in the
galley."

A strictly limited supply. Suppose this was the key which would unlock the Koros trade? And yet it was
to be summed up in five plants and a few dried leaves! However, Van Rycke must know of this as soon as
possible.

But to Dane's growing discomfiture the Cargo-master showed no elation as his junior poured out the
particulars of his discovery. Instead there were definite signs of displeasure to be read by those who
knew Van Rycke well. He heard Dane out and then got to his feet. Tolling the younger man with him by a
crooked finger, he went out of his combined office-living quarters to the domain of Medic Craig Tau.

"Problem for you, Craig." Van Rycke seated his bulk on the wall jump seat Tau pulled down for him. Dane
was left standing just within the door, very sure now that instead of being commended for his discovery of
a few minutes before, he was about to suffer some reprimand. And the reason for it still eluded him.

"What do you know about that plant Mura grows in the hydro—the one called 'catnip'?"

Tau did not appear surprised at that demand—the Medic of a Free Trading spacer was never surprised at
anything. He had his surfeit of shocks during his first years of service and after that accepted any
occurrence, no matter how weird, as matter-of-fact. In addition Tau's hobby was "magic," the hidden
knowledge possessed and used by witch doctors and medicine men on alien worlds. He had a library of
recordings, odd scraps of information, of certified results of certain very peculiar experiments. Now and
then he wrote a report which was sent into Central Service, read with raised eyebrows by perhaps half a
dozen incredulous desk warmers, and filed away to be safely forgotten. But even that had ceased to
frustrate him.

"It's an herb of the mint family from Terra," he replied. "Mura grows it for Sinbad—has quite a marked
influence on cats. Frank's been trying to keep him anchored to the ship by allowing him to roll in fresh
leaves. He does it—then continues to sneak out whenever he can—"

That explained something for Dane—why the Salariki cub wished to enter the Queen tonight. Some of the
scent of the plant had clung to Sinbad's fur, had been detected, and the Salarik had wanted to trace it to its
source.



"Is it a drug?" Van Rycke prodded.

"In the way that all herbs are drugs. Human beings have dosed themselves in the past with a tea made of
the dried leaves. It has no great medicinal properties. To felines it is a stimulation—and they get the same
satisfaction from rolling in and eating the leaves as we do from drinking—"

"The Salariki are, in a manner of speaking, felines—" Van Rycke mused.
Tau straightened. "The Salariki have discovered catnip, I take it?"

Van Rycke nodded at Dane and for the second time the Cargo-master apprentice made his report. When he
was done Van Rycke asked a direct question of the medical officer:

"What effect would catnip have on a Salarik?"

It was only then that Dane grasped the enormity of what he had done. They had no way of gauging the
influence of an off-world plant on alien metabolism. What if he had introduced to the natives of Sargol a
dangerous drug—started that cub on some path of addiction. He was cold inside. Why, he might even have
poisoned the child!

Tau picked up his cap, and after a second's hesitation, his emergency medical kit. He had only one
question for Dane.

"Any idea of who the cub is—what clan he belongs to?"
And Dane, chill with real fear, was forced to answer in the negative. What had he done!
"Can you find him?" Van Rycke, ignoring Dane, spoke to Tau.

The Medic shrugged. "I can try. I was out scouting this morning—met one of the storm priests who
handles their medical work. But I wasn't welcomed. However, under the circumstances, we have to try
something—"

In the corridor Van Rycke had an order for Dane. "I suggest that you keep to quarters, Thorson, until we
know how matters stand."

Dane saluted. That note in his superior's voice was like a whip lash—much worse to take than the abuse
of a lesser man. He swallowed as he shut himself into his own cramped cubby. This might be the end of
their venture. And they would be lucky if their charter was not withdrawn. Let I-S get an inkling of his
rash action and the Company would have them up before the Board to be stripped of all their rights in the
Service. Just because of his own stupidity—his pride in being able to break through where Van Rycke and
the Captain had faced a stone wall. And, worse than the future which could face the Queen, was the
thought that he might have introduced some dangerous drug into Sargol with his gift of those few leaves.
When would he learn? He threw himself face down on his bunk and despondently pictured the string of
calamities which could and maybe would stem from his thoughtless and hasty action.

Within the Queen night and day were mechanical—the lighting in the cabins did not vary much. Dane did
not know how long he lay there forcing his mind to consider his stupid action, making himself face that in
the Service there were no short cuts which endangered others—not unless those taking the risks were
Terrans.

"Dane—!" Rip Shannon's voice cut through his self-imposed nightmare. But he refused to answer. "Dane



—Van wants you on the double!"

Why? To bring him up before Jellico probably. Dane schooled his expression, got up, pulling his tunic
straight, still unable to meet Rip's eyes. Shannon was just one of those he had let down so badly. But the
other did not notice his mood. "Wait 'til you see them—! Half Sargol must be here yelling for trade!"

That comment was so far from what he had been expecting that Dane was startled out of his own gloomy
thoughts. Rip's brown face was one wide smile, his black eyes danced—it was plain he was honestly
elated.

"Get a move on, fire rockets," he urged, "or Van will blast you for fair!"

Dane did move, up the ladder to the next level and out on the port ramp. What he saw below brought him
up short. Evening had come to Sargol but the scene immediately below was not in darkness. Blazing
torches advanced in lines from the grass forest and the portable flood light of the spacer added to the
general glare, turning night into noonday.

Van Rycke and Jellico sat on stools facing at least five of the seven major chieftains with whom they had
conferred to no purpose earlier. And behind these leaders milled a throng of lesser Salariki. Yes, there
was at least one carrying chair—and also an orgel from the back of which a veiled noblewoman was
being assisted to dismount by two retainers. The women of the clans were coming—which could mean
only that trade was at last in progress. But trade for what?

Dane strode down the ramp. He saw Paft, his hand carefully covered by his trade cloth, advance to Van
Rycke, whose own fingers were decently veiled by a handkerchief. Under the folds of fabric their hands
touched. The bargaining was in the first stages. And it was important enough for the clan leaders to
conduct themselves. Where, according to Cam's records, it had been usual to delegate that power to a
favored liege man.

Catching the light from the ship's beam and from the softer flares of the Salariki torches was a small pile
of stones resting on a stool to one side. Dane drew a deep breath. He had heard the Koros stones
described, had seen the tri-dee print of one found among Cam's recordings but the reality was beyond his
expectations. He knew the technical analysis of the gems—that they were, as the amber of Terra, the
fossilized resin exuded by ancient plants (maybe the ancestors of the grass trees) long buried in the saline
deposits of the shallow seas where chemical changes had taken place to produce the wonder jewels. In
color they shaded from a rosy apricot to a rich mauve, but in their depths other colors, silver, fiery gold,
spun sparks which seemed to move as the gem was turned. And—which was what first endeared them to
the Salariki—when worn against the skin and warmed by body heat they gave off a perfume which
enchanted not only the Sargolian natives but all in the Galaxy wealthy enough to own one.

On another stool placed at Van Rycke's right hand, as that bearing the Koros stones was at Paft's, was a
transparent plastic box containing some wrinkled brownish leaves. Dane moved as unobtrusively as he
could to his proper place at such a trading session, behind Van Rycke. More Salariki were tramping out of
the forest, torch bearing retainers and cloaked warriors. A little to one side was a third party Dane had
not seen before.

They were clustered about a staff which had been driven into the ground, a staff topped with a white
streamer marking a temporary trading ground. These were Salariki right enough but they did not wear the
colorful garb of those about them, instead they were all clad alike in muffling, sleeved robes of a drab
green—the storm priests—their robes denoting the color of the Sargolian sky just before the onslaught of



their worst tempests. Cam had not left many clues concerning the religion of the Salariki, but the storm
priests had, in narrowly defined limits, power, and their recognition of the Terran Traders would add to
good feeling.

In the knot of storm priests a Terran stood—Medic Tau—and he was talking earnestly with the leader of
the religious party. Dane would have given much to have been free to cross and ask Tau a question or two.
Was all this assembly the result of the discovery in the hydro? But even as he asked himself that, the trade
cloths were shaken from the hands of the bargainers and Van Rycke gave an order over his shoulder.

"Measure out two spoonsful of the dried leaves into a box—" he pointed to a tiny plastic container.

With painstaking care Dane followed directions. At the same time a servant of the Salarik chief swept the
handful of gems from the other stool and dropped them in a heap before Van Rycke, who transferred them
to a strong box resting between his feet. Paft arose—but he had hardly quitted the trading seat before one
of the lesser clan leaders had taken his place, the bargaining cloth ready looped loosely about his wrist.

It was at that point that the proceedings were interrupted. A new party came into the open, their utilitarian
Trade tunics made a drab blot as they threaded their way in a compact group through the throng of
Salariki. I-S men! So they had not lifted from Sargol.

They showed no signs of uneasiness—it was as if their rights were being infringed by the Free Traders.
And Kallee, their Cargo-master, swaggered straight to the bargaining point. The chatter of Salariki voices
was stilled, the Sargolians withdrew a little, letting one party of Terrans face the other, sensing drama to
come. Neither Van Rycke nor Jellico spoke, it was left to Kallee to state his case.

"You've crooked your orbit this time, bright boys," his jeer was a paean of triumph. "Code Three—Article
six—or can't you absorb rules tapes with your thick heads?"

Code Three—Article six, Dane searched his memory for that law of the Service. The words flashed into
his mind as the auto-learner had planted them during his first year of training back in the Pool.

"To no alien race shall any Trader introduce any drug, food, or drink from off world, until such a
substance has been certified as nonharmful to the aliens."

There it was! I-S had them and it was all his fault. But if he had been so wrong, why in the world did Van
Rycke sit there trading, condoning the error and making it into a crime for which they could be summoned
before the Board and struck off the rolls of the Service?

Van Rycke smiled gently. "Code Four—Article two," he quoted with the genial air of one playing gift-
giver at a Forkidan feasting.

Code Four, Article two: Any organic substance offered for trade must be examined by a committee of
trained medical experts, an equal representation of Terrans and aliens.

Kallee's sneering smile did not vanish. "Well," he challenged, "where's your board of experts?"

"Tau!" Van Rycke called to the Medic with the storm priests. "Will you ask your colleague to be so kind
as to allow the Cargo-master Kallee to be presented?"

The tall, dark young Terran Medic spoke to the priest beside him and together they came across the
clearing. Van Rycke and Jellico both arose and inclined their heads in honor to the priests, as did the chief
with whom they had been about to deal.



"Reader of clouds and master of many winds," Tau's voice flowed with the many voweled titles of the
Sargolian, "may I bring before your face Cargo-master Kallee, a servant of Inter-Solar in the realm of
Trade?"

The storm priest's shaven skull and body gleamed steel gray in the light. His eyes, of that startling blue-
green, regarded the I-S party with cynical detachment.

"You wish of me?" Plainly he was one who believed in getting down to essentials at once.

Kallee could not be overawed. "These Free Traders have introduced among your people a powerful drug
which will bring much evil," he spoke slowly in simple words as if he were addressing a cub.

"You have evidence of such evil?" countered the storm priest. "In what manner is this new plant evil?"

For a moment Kallee was disconcerted. But he rallied quickly. "It has not been tested—you do not know
how it will affect your people—"

The storm priest shook his head impatiently. "We are not lacking in intelligence, Trader. This plant has
been tested, both by your master of life secrets and ours. There is no harm in it—rather it is a good thing,
to be highly prized—so highly that we shall give thanks that it was brought unto us. This speech-together
is finished." He pulled the loose folds of his robe closer about him and walked away.

"Now," Van Rycke addressed the I-S party, "I must ask you to withdraw. Under the rules of Trade your
presence here can be actively resented—"

But Kallee had lost little of his assurance. "You haven't heard the last of this. A tape of the whole
proceedings goes to the Board—"

"As you wish. But in the meantime—" Van Rycke gestured to the waiting Salariki who were beginning to
mutter impatiently. Kallee glanced around, heard those mutters, and made the only move possible, away
from the Queen. He was not quite so cocky, but neither had he surrendered.

Dane caught at Tau's sleeve and asked the question which had been burning in him since he had come
upon the scene.

""What happened—about the catnip?"
There was lightening of the serious expression on Tau's face.

"Fortunately for you that child took the leaves to the storm priest. They tested and approved it. And I can't
see that it has any ill effects. But you were just lucky, Thorson—it might have gone another way."

Dane sighed. "I know that, sir," he confessed. "I'm not trying to rocket out—"
Tau gave a half-smile. "We all off-fire our tubes at times," he conceded. "Only next time—"
He did not need to complete that warning as Dane caught him up:

"There isn't going to be a next time like this, sir—ever!"




Chapter IV

GORP HUNT

But the interruption had disturbed the tenor of trading. The small chief who had so eagerly taken Paft's
place had only two Koros stones to offer and even to Dane's inexperienced eyes they were inferior in size
and color to those the other clan leader had tendered. The Terrans were aware that Koros mining was a
dangerous business but they had not known that the stock of available stones was so very small. Within ten
minutes the last of the serious bargaining was concluded and the clansmen were drifting away from the
burned over space about the Queen's standing fins.

Dane folded up the bargain cloth, glad for a task. He sensed that he was far from being back in Van
Rycke's good graces. The fact that his superior did not discuss any of the aspects of the deals with him
was a bad sign.

Captain Jellico stretched. Although his was not, or never, what might be termed a good-humored face, he
was at peace with his world. "That would seem to be all. What's the haul, Van?"

"Ten first class stones, about fifty second grade, and twenty or so of third. The chiefs will go to the
fisheries tomorrow. Then we'll be in to see the really good stuff."”

"And how's the herbs holding out?" That interested Dane too. Surely the few plants in the hydro and the
dried leaves could not be stretched too far.

"As well as we could expect." Van Rycke frowned. "But Craig thinks he's on the trail of something to help

"

The storm priests had uprooted the staff marking the trading station and were wrapping the white streamer
about it. Their leader had already gone and now Tau came up to the group by the ramp.

""Van says you have an idea," the Captain hailed him.
""We haven't tried it yet. And we can't unless the priests give it a clear lane—"
"That goes without saying—" Jellico agreed.

The Captain had not addressed that remark to him personally, but Dane was sure it had been directed at
him. Well, they needn't worry—never again was he going to make that mistake, they could be very sure of
that.

He was part of the conference which followed in the mess cabin only because he was a member of the
crew. How far the reason for his disgrace had spread he had no way of telling, but he made no overtures,
even to Rip.

Tau had the floor with Mura as an efficient lieutenant. He discussed the properties of catnip and gave
information on the limited supply the Queen carried. Then he launched into a new suggestion.

"Felines of Terra, in fact a great many other of our native mammals, have a similar affinity for this."



Mura produced a small flask and Tau opened it, passing it to Captain Jellico and so from hand to hand
about the room. Each crewman sniffed at the strong aroma. It was a heavier scent than that given off by the
crushed catnip—Dane was not sure he liked it. But a moment later Sinbad streaked in from the corridor
and committed the unpardonable sin of leaping to the table top just before Mura who had taken the flask
from Dane. He miaowed plaintively and clawed at the steward's cuff. Mura stoppered the flask and put
the cat down on the floor.

"What is it?" Jellico wanted to know.

"Anisette, a liquor made from the oil of anise—from seeds of the anise plant. It is a stimulant, but we use
it mainly as a condiment. If it is harmless for the Salariki it ought to be a bigger bargaining point than any
perfumes or spices, I-S can import. And remember, with their unlimited capital, they can flood the market
with products we can't touch, selling at a loss if need be to cut us out. Because their ship is not going to
lift from Sargol just because she has no legal right here."

"There's this point,"” Van Rycke added to the lecture. "The Eysies are trading or want to trade perfumes.
But they stock only manufactured products, exotic stuff, but synthetic." He took from his belt pouch two
tiny boxes.

Before he caught the rich scent of the paste inside them Dane had already identified each as luxury items
from Casper—chemical products which sold well and at high prices in the civilized ports of the Galaxy.
The Cargo-master turned the boxes over, exposing the symbol on their undersides—the mark of I-S.

"These were offered to me in trade by a Salarik. I took them, just to have proof that the Eysies are
operating here. But—note—they were offered to me in trade, along with two top Koros for what? One
spoonful of dried catnip leaves. Does that suggest anything?"

Mura answered first. "The Salariki prefer natural products to synthetic."”

"I think so."

"D'you suppose that was Cam's secret?" speculated Astrogator Steen Wilcox.

"If it was," Jellico cut in, "he certainly kept it! If we had only known this earlier—"

They were all thinking of that, of their storage space carefully packed with useless trade goods. Where, if
they had known, the same space could have carried herbs with five or twenty-five times as much buying
power.

"Maybe now that their sales' resistance is broken, we can switch to some of the other stuff,"” Tang Ya, torn
away from his beloved communicators for the conference, said wistfully. "They like color—how about
breaking out some rolls of Harlinian moth silk?"

Van Rycke sighed wearily. "Oh, we'll try. We'll bring out everything and anything. But we could have done
so much better—" he brooded over the tricks of fate which had landed them on a planet wild for trade
with no proper trade goods in either of their holds.

There was a nervous little sound of a throat being apologetically cleared. Jasper Weeks, the small wiper
from the engine room detail, the third generation Venusian colonist whom the more vocal members of the
Queen's complement were apt to forget upon occasion, seeing all eyes upon him, spoke though his voice
was hardly above a hoarse whisper.



"Cedar—lacquel bark—forsh weed—"
"Cinnamon," Mura added to the list. "Imported in small quantities—"

"Naturally! Only the problem now is—how much cedar, lacquel bark, forsh weed, cinnamon do we have
on board?" demanded Van Rycke.

His sarcasm did not register with Weeks for the little man pushed by Dane and left the cabin to their
surprise. In the quiet which followed they could hear the clatter of his boots on ladder rungs as he
descended to the quarters of the engine room staff. Tang turned to his neighbor, Johan Stotz, the Queen's
Engineer.

"What's he going for?"

Stotz shrugged. Weeks was a self-effacing man—so much so that even in the cramped quarters of the
spacer very little about him as an individual impressed his mates—a fact which was slowly dawning on
them all now. Then they heard the scramble of feet hurrying back and Weeks burst in with energy which
carried him across to the table behind which the Captain and Van Rycke now sat.

In the wiper's hands was a plasta-steel box—the treasure chest of a spaceman. Its tough exterior was
guaranteed to protect the contents against everything but outright disintegration. Weeks put it down on the
table and snapped up the lid.

A new aroma, or aromas, was added to the scents now at war in the cabin. Weeks pulled out a handful of
fluffy white stuff which frothed up about his fingers like soap lather. Then with more care he lifted up a
tray divided into many small compartments, each with a separate sealing lid of its own. The men of the
Queen moved in, their curiosity aroused, until they were jostling one another.

Being tall Dane had an advantage, though Van Rycke's bulk and the wide shoulders of the Captain were
between him and the object they were so intent upon. In each division of the tray, easily seen through the
transparent lids, was a carved figure. The weird denizens of the Venusian polar swamps were there, along
with lifelike effigies of Terran animals, a Martian sand-mouse in all its monstrous ferocity, and the native
animal and reptile life of half a hundred different worlds. Weeks put down a second tray beside the first,
again displaying a menagerie of strange life forms. But when he clicked open one of the compartments and
handed the figurine it contained to the Captain, Dane understood the reason for now bringing forward the
carvings.

The majority of them were fashioned from a dull blue-gray wood and Dane knew that if he picked one up
he would discover that it weighed close to nothing in his hand. That was lacquel bark—the aromatic
product of a Venusian vine. And each little animal or reptile lay encased in a soft dab of frothy white—
frosh weed—the perfumed seed casing of the Martian canal plants. One or two figures on the second tray
were of a red-brown wood and these Van Rycke sniffed at appreciatively.

"Cedar—Terran cedar," he murmured.
Weeks nodded eagerly, his eyes alight. "I am waiting now for sandalwood—it is also good for carving—"
Jellico stared at the array in puzzled wonder. "You have made these?"

Being an amateur xenobiologist of no small standing himself, the shapes of the carvings more than the
material from which they fashioned held his attention.



All those on board the Queen had their own hobbies. The monotony of voyaging through hyper-space had
long ago impressed upon men the need for occupying both hands and mind during the sterile days while
they were forced into close companionship with few duties to keep them alert. Jellico's cabin was
papered with tri-dee pictures of the rare animals and alien creatures he had studied in their native haunts
or of which he kept careful and painstaking records. Tau had his magic, Mura not only his plants but the
delicate miniature landscapes he fashioned, to be imprisoned forever in the hearts of protecting plasta
balls. But Weeks had never shown his work before and now he had an artist's supreme pleasure of
completely confounding his shipmates.

The Cargo-master returned to the business on hand first. "You're willing to transfer these to 'cargo'?" he
asked briskly. "How many do you have?"

Weeks, now lifting a third and then a fourth tray from the box, replied without looking up.
"Two hundred. Yes, I'll transfer, sir."

The Captain was turning about in his fingers the beautifully shaped figure of an Astran duocorn. "Pity to
trade these here," he mused aloud. "Will Paft or Halfer appreciate more than just their scent?"

Weeks smiled shyly. "I've filled this case, sir. I was going to offer them to Mr. Van Rycke on a venture. 1
can always make another set. And right now—well, maybe they'll be worth more to the Queen, seeing as
how they're made out of aromatic woods, then they'd be elsewhere. Leastwise the Eysies aren't going to
have anything like them to show!" he ended in a burst of honest pride.

"Indeed they aren't!" Van Rycke gave honor where it was due.

So they made plans and then separated to sleep out the rest of the night. Dane knew that his lapse was not
forgotten nor forgiven, but now he was honestly too tired to care and slept as well as if his conscience
were clear.

But morning brought only a trickle of lower class clansmen for trading and none of them had much but
news to offer. The storm priests, as neutral arbitrators, had divided up the Koros grounds. And the
clansmen, under the personal supervision of their chieftains were busy hunting the stones. The Terrans
gathered from scraps of information that gem seeking on such a large scale had never been attempted
before.

Before night there came other news, and much more chilling. Paft, one of the two major chieftains of this
section of Sargol—while supervising the efforts of his liege men on a newly discovered and richly strewn
length of shoal water—had been attacked and killed by gorp. The unusual activity of the Salariki in the
shallows had in turn drawn to the spot battalions of the intelligent, malignant reptiles who had struck in
strength, slaying and escaping before the Salariki could form an adequate defense, having killed the land
dwellers' sentries silently and effectively before advancing on the laboring main bodies of gem hunters.

A loss of a certain number of miners or fishers had been preseen as the price one paid for Koros in
quantity. But the death of a chieftain was another thing altogether, having repercussions which carried far
beyond the fact of his death. When the news reached the Salariki about the Queen they melted away into
the grass forest and for the first time the Terrans felt free of spying eyes.

"What happens now?" Ali inquired. "Do they declare all deals off?"

"That might just be the unfortunate answer," agreed Van Rycke.



"Could be," Rip commented to Dane, "that they'd think we were in some way responsible—"

But Dane's conscience, sensitive over the whole matter of Salariki trade, had already reached that
conclusion.

The Terran party, unsure of what were the best tactics, wisely decided to do nothing at all for the time
being. But, when the Salariki seemed to have completely vanished on the morning of the second day, the
men were restless. Had Paft's death resulted in some interclan quarrel over the heirship and the other
clans withdrawn to let the various contendents for that honor fight it out? Or—what was more probable
and dangerous—had the aliens come to the point of view that the Queen was in the main responsible for
the catastrophe and were engaged in preparing too warm a welcome for any Traders who dared to visit
them?

With the latter idea in mind they did not stray far from the ship. And the limit to their traveling was the
edge of the forest from which they could be covered and so they did not learn much.

It was well into the morning before they were dramatically appraised that, far from being considered in
any way an enemy, they were about to be accepted in a tie as close as clan to clan during one of the
temporary but binding truces.

The messenger came in state, a young Salarik warrior, his splendid cloak rent and hanging in tattered
pieces from his shoulders as a sign of his official grief. He carried in one hand a burned out torch, and in

the other an unsheathed claw knife, its blade reflecting the sunlight with a wicked glitter. Behind him
trotted three couples of retainers, their cloaks also ragged fringes, their knives drawn.

Standing up on the ramp to receive what could only be a formal deputation were Captain, Astrogator,
Cargo-master and Engineer, the senior officers of the spacer.

In the rolling periods of the Trade Lingo the torch bearer identified himself as Groft, son and heir of the
late lamented Paft. Until his chieftain father was avenged in blood he could not assume the high seat of his
clan nor the leadership of the family. And now, following custom, he was inviting the friends and
sometimes allies of the dead Paft to a gorp hunt. Such a gorp hunt, Dane gathered from amidst the flowers
of ceremonial Salariki speech, as had never been planned before on the face of Sargol. Salariki without
number in the past had died beneath the ripping talons of the water reptiles, but it was seldom that a
chieftain had so fallen and his clan were firm in their determination to take a full blood price from the
killers.

"—and so, sky lords," Groft brought his oration to a close, "we come to ask that you send your young men
to this hunting so that they may know the joy of plunging knives into the scaled death and see the horned
ones die bathed in their own vile blood!"

Dane needed no hint from the Queen's officers that this invitation was a sharp departure from custom. By
joining with the natives in such a foray the Terrans were being admitted to kinship of a sort, cementing
relations by a tie which the I-S, or any other interloper from off-world, would find hard to break. It was a
piece of such excellent good fortune as they would not have dreamed of three days earlier.

Van Rycke replied, his voice properly sonorous, sounding out the rounded periods of the rolling tongue
which they had all been taught during the voyage, using Cam's recording. Yes, the Terrans would join with
pleasure in so good and great a cause. They would lend the force of their arms to the defeat of all gorp
they had the good fortune to meet. Groft need only name the hour for them to join him—



It was not needful, the young Salariki chieftain-to-be hastened to tell the Cargo-master, that the senior sky
lords concern themselves in this matter. In fact it would be against custom, for it was meet that such a hunt
be left to warriors of few years, that they might earn glory and be able to stand before the fires at the
Naming as men. Therefore—the thumb claw of Groft was extended to its greatest length as he used it to
single out the Terrans he had been eyeing—Ilet this one, and that, and that, and the fourth be ready to join
with the Salariki party an hour after nooning on this very day and they would indeed teach the slimy,
treacherous lurkers in the depths a well needed lesson.

The Salarik's choice with one exception had unerringly fallen upon the youngest members of the crew,
Ali, Rip, and Dane in that order. But his fourth addition had been Jasper Weeks. Perhaps because of his
native pallor of skin and slightness of body the oiler had seemed, to the alien, to be younger than his
years. At any rate Groft had made it very plain that he chose these men and Dane knew that the Queen's
officers would raise no objection which might upset the delicate balance of favorable relations.

Van Rycke did ask for one concession which was reluctantly granted. He received permission for the
spacer's men to carry their sleep rods. Though the Salariki, apparently for some reason of binding and
hoary custom, were totally opposed to hunting their age-old enemy with anything other than their duelists'
weapons of net and claw knife.

"Go along with them," Captain Jellico gave his final orders to the four, "as long as it doesn't mean your
own necks—understand? On the other hand dead heroes have never helped to lift a ship. And these gorp
are tough from all accounts. You'll just have to use your own judgment about springing your rods on them
—" He looked distinctly unhappy at that thought.

Ali was grinning and little Weeks tightened his weapon belt with a touch of swagger he had never shown
before. Rip was his usual soft voiced self, dependable as a rock and a good base for the rest of them—
taking command without question as they marched off to join Groft's company.




Chapter V

THE PERILOUS SEAS

The gorp hunters straggled through the grass forest in family groups, and the Terrans saw that the
enterprise had forced another uneasy truce upon the district, for there were representatives from more than
just Paft's own clan. All the Salariki were young and the parties babbled together in excitement. It was
plain that this hunt, staged upon a large scale, was not only a means of revenge upon a hated enemy but,
also, a sporting event of outstanding prestige.

Now the grass trees began to show ragged gaps, open spaces between their clumps, until the forest was
only scattered groups and the party the Terrans had joined walked along a trail cloaked in knee-high,
yellow-red fern growth. Most of the Salariki carried unlit torches, some having four or five bundled
together, as if gorp hunting must be done after nightfall. And it was fairly late in the afternoon before they
topped a rise of ground and looked out upon one of Sargol's seas.

The water was a dull-metallic gray, broken by great swaths of purple as if an artist had slapped a brush of
color across it in a hit or miss fashion. Sand of the red grit, lightened by the golden flecks which glittered
in the sun, stretched to the edge of the wavelets breaking with only languor on the curve of earth. The bulk
of islands arose in serried ranks farther out—crowned with grass trees all rippling under the sea wind.

They came out upon the beach where one of the purple patches touched the shore and Dane noted that it
left a scummy deposit there. The Terrans went on to the water's edge. Where it was clear of the purple
stuff they could get a murky glimpse of the bottom, but the scum hid long stretches of shoreline and outer
wave, and Dane wondered if the gorp used it as a protective covering.

For the moment the Salariki made no move toward the sea which was to be their hunting ground. Instead
the youngest members of the party, some of whom were adolescents not yet entitled to wear the claw knife
of manhood, spread out along the shore and set industriously to gathering driftwood, which they brought
back to heap on the sand. Dane, watching that harvest, caught sight of a smoothly polished length. He
called Weeks' attention to the water rounded cylinder.

The oiler's eyes lighted and he stooped to pick it up. Where the other sticks were from grass trees this
was something else. And among the bleached pile it had the vividness of flame. For it was a strident
scarlet. Weeks turned it over in his hands, running his fingers lovingly across its perfect grain. Even in this
crude state it had beauty. He stopped the Salarik who had just brought in another armload of wood.

"This is what?" he spoke the Trade Lingo haltingly.

The native gazed somewhat indifferently at the branch. "Tansil," he answered. "It grows on the islands—"
He made a vague gesture to include a good section of the western sea before he hurried away.

Weeks now went along the tide line on his own quest, Dane trailing him. At the end of a quarter hour when
a hail summoned them back to the site of the now lighted fire, they had some ten pieces of the tansil wood
between them. The finds ranged from a three foot section some four inches in diameter, to some slender
twigs no larger than a writing steelo—but all with high polish, the warm flame coloring. Weeks lashed
them together before he joined the group where Groft was outlining the technique of gorp hunting for the



benefit of the Terrans.

Some two hundred feet away a reef, often awash and stained with the purple scum, angled out into the sea
in a long curve which formed a natural breakwater. This was the point of attack. But first the purple film
must be removed so that land and sea dwellers could meet on common terms.

The fire blazed up, eating hungrily into the driftwood. And from it ran the young Salariki with lighted
brands, which at the water's edge they whirled about their heads and then hurled out onto the purple
patches. Fire arose from the water and ran with frantic speed across the crests of the low waves, while
the Salariki coughed and buried their noses in their perfume boxes, for the wind drove shoreward an
overpowering stench.

Where the cleansing fire had run on the water there was now only the natural metallic gray of the liquid,
the cover was gone. Older Salariki warriors were choosing torches from those they had brought, doing it
with care. Groft approached the Terrans carrying four.

"These you use now—"

What for? Dane wondered. The sky was still sunlit. He held the torch watching to see how the Salariki
made use of them.

Groft led the advance—running lightly out along the reef with agile and graceful leaps to cross the breaks
where the sea hurled in over the rock. And after him followed the other natives, each with a lighted torch
in hand—the torch they hunkered down to plant firmly in some crevice of the rock before taking a stand
beside that beacon.

The Terrans, less surefooted in the space boots, picked their way along the same path, wet with spray,
wrinkling their noses against the lingering puffs of the stench from the water.

Following the example of the Salariki they faced seaward—but Dane did not know what to watch for.
Cam had left only the vaguest general descriptions of gorp and beyond the fact that they were reptilian,
intelligent and dangerous, the Terrans had not been briefed.

Once the warriors had taken up their stand along the reef, the younger Salariki went into action once more.
Lighting more torches at the fire, they ran out along the line of their elders and flung their torches as far as
they could hurl them into the sea outside the reef.

The gray steel of the water was now yellow with the reflection of the sinking sun. But that ocher and gold
became more brilliant yet as the torches of the Salariki set blazing up far floating patches of scum. Dane
shielded his eyes against the glare and tried to watch the water, with some idea that this move must be
provocation and what they hunted would so be driven into view.

He held his sleep rod ready, just as the Salarik on his right had claw knife in one hand and in the other,
open and waiting, the net intended to entangle and hold fast a victim, binding him for the kill.

But it was at the far tip of the barrier—the post of greatest honor which Groft had jealously claimed as
his, that the gorp struck first. At a wild shout of defiance Dane half turned to see the Salarik noble cast his
net at sea level and then stab viciously with a well practiced blow. When he raised his arm for a second
thrust, greenish ichor ran from the blade down his wrist.

"Dane!"



Thorson's head jerked around. He saw the vee of ripples headed straight for the rocks where he balanced.

But he'd have to wait for a better target than a moving wedge of water. Instinctively he half crouched in
the stance of an embattled spaceman, wishing now that he did have a blaster.

Neither of the Salariki stationed on either side of him made any move and he guessed that was hunt
etiquette. Each man was supposed to face and kill the monster that challenged him—without assistance.
And upon his skill during the next few minutes might rest the reputation of all Terrans as far as the natives
were concerned.

There was a shadow outline beneath the surface of the metallic water now, but he could not see well
because of the distortion of the murky waves. He must wait until he was sure.

Then the thing gave a spurt and, only inches beyond the toes of his boots, a nightmare creature sprang
halfway out of the water, pincher claws as long as his own arms snapping at him. Without being conscious
of his act, he pressed the stud of the sleep rod, aiming in the general direction of that horror from the sea.

But to his utter amazement the creature did not fall supinely back into watery world from which it had
emerged. Instead those claws snapped again, this time scrapping across the top of Dane's foot, leaving a
furrow in material the keenest of knives could not have scored.

"Give it to him!" That was Rip shouting encouragement from his own place farther along the reef.

Dane pressed the firing stud again and again. The claws waved as the monstrosity slavered from a gaping
frog's mouth, a mouth which was fanged with a shark's vicious teeth. It was almost wholly out of the
water, creeping on a crab's many legs, with a clawed upper limb reaching for him, when suddenly it
stopped, its huge head turning from side to side in the sheltering carapace of scaled natural armor. It
settled back as if crouching for a final spring—a spring which would push Dane into the ocean.

But that attack never came. Instead the gorp drew in upon itself until it resembled an unwieldy ball of
indestructible armor and there it remained.

The Salariki on either side of Dane let out cries of triumph and edged closer. One of them twirled his net
suggestively, seeing that the Terran lacked what was to him an essential piece of hunting equipment. Dane
nodded vigorously in agreement and the tough strands swung out in a skillful cast which engulfed the
motionless creature on the reef. But it was so protected by its scales that there was no opening for the
claw knife. They had made a capture but they could not make a kill.

However, the Salariki were highly delighted. And several abandoned their posts to help the boys drag the
monster ashore where it was pinned down to the beach by stakes driven through the edges of the net.

But the hunting party was given little time to gloat over this stroke of fortune. The gorp killed by Groft and
the one stunned by Dane were only the van of an army and within moments the hunters on the reef were
confronted by trouble armed with slashing claws and diabolic fighting ability.

The battle was anything but one-sided. Dane whirled, as the air was rent by a shriek of agony, just in time
to see one of the Salariki, already torn by the claws of a gorp, being drawn under the water. It was too
late to save the hunter, though Dane, balanced on the very edge of the reef, aimed a beam into the bloody
waves. If the gorp was affected by this attack he could not tell, for both attacker and victim could no
longer be seen.



But Ali had better luck in rescuing the Salarik who shared his particular section of reef, and the native,
gashed and spurting blood from a wound in his thigh, was hauled to safety. While the gorp, coiling too
slowly under the Terran ray, was literally hewn to pieces by the revengeful knives of the hunter's kin.

The fight broke into a series of individual duels carried on now by the light of the torches as the evening
closed in. The last of the purple patches had burned away to nothing. Dane crouched by his standard
torch, his eyes fastened on the sea, watching for an ominous vee of ripples betraying another gorp on its
way to launch against the rock barrier.

There was such wild confusion along that line of water sprayed rocks that he had no idea of how the
engagement was going. But so far the gorp showed no signs of having had enough.

Dane was shaken out of his absorption by another scream. One, he was sure, which had not come from
any Salariki throat. He got to his feet. Rip was stationed four men beyond him. Yes, the tall Astrogator-
apprentice was there, outlined against torch flare. Ali? No—there was the assistant Engineer. Weeks? But
Weeks was picking his way back along the reef toward the shore, haste expressed in every line of his
figure. The scream sounded for a second time, freezing the Terrans.

"Come back—!" That was Weeks gesturing violently at the shore and something floundering in the
protecting circle of the reef. The younger Salariki who had been feeding the fire were now clustered at the
water's edge.

Ali ran and with a leap covered the last few feet, landing reckless knee deep in the waves. Dane saw light
strike on his rod as he swung it in a wide arc to center on the struggle churning the water into foam. A
third scream died to a moan and then the Salariki dashed into the sea, their nets spread, drawing back with
them through the surf a dark and now quiet mass.

The fact that at least one gorp had managed to get on the inner side of the reef made an impression on the
rest of the native hunters. After an uncertain minute or two Groft gave the signal to withdraw—which they
did with grisly trophies. Dane counted seven gorp bodies—which did not include the prisoner ashore.
And more might have slid into the sea to die. On the other hand two Salariki were dead—one had been
drawn into the sea before Dane's eyes—and at least one was badly wounded. But who had been pulled
down in the shallows—some one sent out from the Queen with a message?

Dane raced back along the reef, not waiting to pull up his torch, and before he reached the shore Rip was
overtaking him. But the man who lay groaning on the sand was not from the Queen. The torn and
bloodstained tunic covering his lacerated shoulders had the I-S badge. Ali was already at work on his
wounds, giving temporary first aid from his belt kit. To all their questions he was stubbornly silent—
either he couldn't or wouldn't answer.

In the end they helped the Salariki rig three stretchers. On one the largest, the captive gorp, still curled in
a round carapace protected ball, was bound with the net. The second supported the wounded Salarik
clansman and onto the third the Terrans lifted the I-S man.

"We'll deliver him to his own ship,"” Rip decided. "He must have tailed us here as a spy—" He asked a
passing Salarik as to where they could find the Company spacer.

"They might just think we are responsible," Ali pointed out. "But I see your point. If we do pack him back
to the Queen and he doesn't make it, they might say that we fired his rockets for him. All right, boys, let's
up-ship—he doesn't look too good to me."



With a torch-bearing Salarik boy as a guide, they hurried along a path taking in turns the burden of the
stretcher. Luckily the I-S ship was even closer to the sea than the Queen and as they crossed the slagged
ground, congealed by the break fire, they were trotting.

Though the Company ship was probably one of the smallest Inter-Solar carried on her rosters, it was a
third again as large as the Queen—with part of that third undoubtedly dedicated to extra cargo space.
Beside her their own spacer would seem not only smaller, but battered and worn. But no Free Trader

would have willingly assumed the badges of a Company man, not even for the command of such a ship
fresh from the cradles of a builder.

When a man went up from the training Pool for his first assignment, he was sent to the ship where his
temperament, training and abilities best fitted. And those who were designated as Free Traders would
never fit into the pattern of Company men. Of late years the breech between those who lived under the
strict parental control of one of the five great galaxy wide organizations and those still too much of an
individual to live any life but that of a half-explorer-half-pioneer which was the Free Trader's, had
widened alarmingly. Antagonism flared, rivalry was strong. But as yet the great Companies themselves
were at polite cold war with one another for the big plums of the scattered systems. The Free Traders
took the crumbs and there was not much disputing—save in cases such as had arisen on Sargol, when
suddenly crumbs assumed the guise of very rich cake, rich and large enough to attract a giant.

The party from the Queen was given a peremptory challenge as they reached the other ship's ramp. Rip
demanded to see the officer of the watch and then told the story of the wounded man as far as they knew it.
The Eysie was hurried aboard—mnor did his shipmates give a word of thanks.

"That's that." Rip shrugged. "Let's go before they slam the hatch so hard they'll rock their ship off her
fins!"

"Polite, aren't they?" asked Weeks mildly.

"What do you expect of Eysies?" Ali wanted to know. "To them Free Traders are just rim planet trash.
Let's report back where we are appreciated.”

They took a short cut which brought them back to the Queen and they filed up her ramp to make their
report to the Captain.

But they were not yet satisfied with Groft and his gorp slayers. No Salarik appeared for trade in the
morning—surprising the Terrans. Instead a second delegation, this time of older men and a storm priest,
visited the spacer with an invitation to attend Paft's funeral feast, a rite which would be followed by the
formal elevation of Groft to his father's position, now that he had revenged that parent. And from remarks
dropped by members of the delegation it was plain that the bearing of the Terrans who had joined the
hunting party was esteemed to have been in highest accord with Salariki tradition.

They drew lots to decide which two must remain with the ship and the rest perfumed themselves so as to
give no offense which might upset their now cordial relations. Again it was mid-afternoon when the
Salariki escort sent to do them honor waited at the edge of the wood and Mura and Tang saw them off.
With a herald booming before them, they traveled the beaten earth road in the opposite direction from the
trading center, off through the forest until they came to a wide section of several miles which had been
rigorously cleared of any vegetation which might give cover to a lurking enemy. In the center of this was a
twelve-foot-high stockade of the bright red, burnished wood which had attracted Weeks on the shore.
Each paling was the trunk of a tree and it had been sharpened at the top to a wicked point. On the field



side was a wide ditch, crossed at the gate by a bridge, the planking of which might be removed at will.
And as Dane passed over he looked down into the moat that was dry. The Salariki did not depend upon
water for a defense—but on something else which his experience of the previous night had taught him to
respect. There was no mistaking that shade of purple. The highly inflammable scum the hunters had burnt
from the top of the waves had been brought inland and lay a greasy blanket some eight feet below. It
would only be necessary to toss a torch on that and the defenders of the stockade would create a wall of
fire to baffle any attackers. The Salariki knew how to make the most of their world's natural resources.




Chapter VI

DUELIST'S CHALLENGE

Inside the red stockade there was a crowded community. The Salariki demanded privacy of a kind, and
even the unmarried warriors did not share barracks, but each had a small cubicle of his own. So that the
mud brick and timber erections of one of their clan cities resembled nothing so much as the comb cells of
a busy beehive. Although Paft's was considered a large clan, it numbered only about two hundred fighting
men and their numerous wives, children and captive servants. Not all of them normally lived at this
center, but for the funeral feasting they had assembled—which meant a lot of doubling up and tenting out
under makeshift cover between the regular buildings of the town. So that the Terrans were glad to be
guided through this crowded maze to the Great Hall which was its heart.

As the trading center had been, the hall was a circular enclosure open to the sky above but divided in
wheel-spoke fashion with posts of the red wood, each supporting a metal basket filled with imflammable
material. Here were no lowly stools or trading tables. One vast circular board, broken only by a gap at
the foot, ran completely around the wall. At the end opposite the entrance was the high chair of the
chieftain, set on a two step dais. Though the feast had not yet officially begun, the Terrans saw that the
majority of the places were already occupied.

They were led around the perimeter of the enclosure to places not far from the high seat. Van Rycke
settled down with a grunt of satisfaction. It was plain that the Free Traders were numbered among the
nobility. They could be sure of good trade in the days to come.

Delegations from neighboring clans arrived in close companies of ten or twelve and were granted seats,
as had been the Terrans, in groups. Dane noted that there was no intermingling of clan with clan. And, as
they were to understand later that night, there was a very good reason for that precaution.

"Hope all our adaption shots work,"” Ali murmured, eyeing with no pleasure at all the succession of
platters now being borne through the inner opening of the table.

While the Traders had learned long ago that the wisest part of valor was not to sample alien strong drinks,
ceremony often required that they break bread (or its other world equivalent) on strange planets. And so
science served expediency and now a Trader bound for any Galactic banquet was immunized, as far as
was medically possible, against the evil consequences of consuming food not originally intended for
Terran stomachs. One of the results being that Traders acquired a far flung reputation of possessing bird-
like appetites—since it was always better to nibble and live, than to gorge and die.

Groft had not yet taken his place in the vacant chieftain's chair. For the present he stood in the center of the
table circle, directing the captive slaves who circulated with the food. Until the magic moment when the
clan themselves would proclaim their overlord, he remained merely the eldest son of the house, relatively
without power.

As the endless rows of platters made their way about the table the basket lights on the tops of the pillars
were ignited, dispelling the dusk of evening. And there was an attendant stationed by each to throw on
handsful of aromatic bark which burned with puffs of lavender smoke, adding to the many warring scents.



The Terrans had recourse at intervals to their own pungent smelling bottles, merely to clear their heads of
the drugging fumes.

Luckily, Dane thought as the feast proceeded, that smoke from the braziers went straight up. Had they been
in a roofed space they might have been overcome. As it was—were they entirely conscious of all that was
going on around them?

His reason for that speculation was the dance now being performed in the center of the hall—their fight
with the gorp being enacted in a series of bounds and stabbings. He was sure that he could no longer trust
his eyes when the claw knife of the victorious dancer-hunter apparently passed completely through the
chest of another wearing a grotesque monster mask.

As a fitting climax to their horrific display, three of the men who had been with them on the reef entered,
dragging behind them—still enmeshed in the hunting net—the gorp which Dane had stunned. It was
uncurled now and very much alive, but the pincer claws which might have cut its way to safety were
encased in balls of hard substance.

Freed from the net, suspended by its sealed claws, the gorp swung back and forth from a standard set up
before the high seat. Its murderous jaws snapped futilely, and from it came an enraged snake's vicious
hissing. Though totally in the power of its enemies it gave an impression of terrifying strength and menace.

The sight of their ancient foe aroused the Salariki, inflaming warriors who leaned across the table to hurl
tongue-twisting invective at the captive monster. Dane gathered that seldom had a living gorp been
delivered helpless into their hands and they proposed to make the most of this wonderful opportunity. And
the Terran suddenly wished the monstrosity had fallen back into the sea. He had no soft thoughts for the
gorp after what he had seen at the reef and the tales he had heard, but neither did he like what he saw now
expressed in gestures, heard in the tones of voices about them.

A storm priest put an end to the outcries. His dun cloak making a spot of darkness amid all the flashing
color, he came straight to the place where the gorp swung. As he took his stand before the wriggling
creature the din gradually faded, the warriors settled back into their seats, a pool of quiet spread through
the enclosure.

Groft came up to take his position beside the priest. With both hands he carried a two handled cup. It was
not the ornamented goblet which stood before each diner, but a manifestly older artifact, fashioned of
some dull black substance and having the appearance of being even older than the hall or town.

One of the warriors who had helped to bring in the gorp now made a quick and accurate cast with a
looped rope, snaring the monster's head and pulling back almost at a right angle. With deliberation the
storm priest produced a knife—the first straight bladed weapon Dane had seen on Sargol. He made a
single thrust in the soft underpart of the gorp's throat, catching in the cup he took from Groft some of the
ichor which spurted from the wound.

The gorp thrashed madly, spattering table and surrounding Salariki with its life fluid, but the attention of
the crowd was riveted elsewhere. Into the old cup the priest poured another substance from a flask
brought by an underling. He shook the cup back and forth, as if to mix its contents thoroughly and then
handed it to Groft.

Holding it before him the young chieftain leaped to the table top and so to stand before the high seat.
There was a hush throughout the enclosure. Now even the gorp had ceased its wild struggles and hung



limp in its bonds.

Groft raised the cup above his head and gave a loud shout in the archaic language of his clan. He was
answered by a chant from the warriors who would in battle follow his banner, chant punctuated with the
clinking slap of knife blades brought down forcibly on the board.

Three times he recited some formula and was answered by the others. Then, in another period of sudden
quiet, he raised the cup to his lips and drank off its contents in a single draught, turning the goblet upside
down when he had done to prove that not a drop remained within. A shout tore through the great hall. The
Salariki were all on their feet, waving their knives over their heads in honor to their new ruler. And Groft
for the first time seated himself in the high seat. The clan was no longer without a chieftain. Groft held his
father's place.

"Show over?" Dane heard Stotz murmur and Van Rycke's disappointing reply:
"Not yet. They'll probably make a night of it. Here comes another round of drinks—"
"And trouble with them,"—that was Captain Jellico being prophetic.

"By the Coalsack's Ripcord!" That exclamation had been jolted out of Rip and Dane turned to see what
had so jarred the usually serene Astrogator-apprentice. He was just in time to witness an important piece
of Sargolian social practice.

A young warrior, surely only within a year or so of receiving his knife, was facing an older Salarik, both
on their feet. The head and shoulder fur of the older fighter was dripping wet and an empty goblet rolled
across the table to bump to the floor. A hush had fallen on the immediate neighbors of the pair, and there
was an air of expectancy about the company.

"Threw his drink all over the other fellow," Rip's soft whisper explained. "That means a duel—"
"Here and now?" Dane had heard of the personal combat proclivities of the Salariki.

"Should be to the death for an insult such as that,"” Ali remarked, as usual surveying the scene from his
chosen role as bystander. As a child he had survived the unspeakable massacres of the Crater War,
nothing had been able to crack his surface armor since.

"The young fool!" that was Steen Wilcox sizing up the situation from the angle of a naturally cautious
nature and some fifteen years of experience on a great many different worlds. "He'll be mustered out for
good before he knows what happened to him!"

The younger Salarik had barked a question at his elder and had been promptly answered by that dripping
warrior. Now their neighbors came to life with an efficiency which suggested that they had been waiting
for such a move, it had happened so many times that every man knew just the right procedure from that
point on.

In order for a Sargolian feast to be a success, the Terrans gathered from overheard remarks, at least one
duel must be staged sometime during the festivities. And those not actively engaged did a lot of brisk
betting in the background.

"Look there—at that fellow in the violet cloak," Rip directed Dane. "See what he just laid down?"

The nobleman in the violet cloak was not one of Groft's liege men, but a member of the delegation from



another clan. And what he had laid down on the table—indicating as he did so his choice as winner in the
coming combat, the elder warrior—was a small piece of white material on which reposed a slightly
withered but familiar leaf. The neighbor he wagered with, eyed the stake narrowly, bending over to sniff
at it, before he piled up two gem set armlets, a personal scent box and a thumb ring to balance.

At this practical indication of just how much the Terran herb was esteemed Dane regretted anew their
earlier ignorance. He glanced along the board and saw that Van Rycke had noted that stake and was
calling their Captain's attention to it.

But such side issues were forgotten as the duelists vaulted into the circle rimmed by the table, a space
now vacated for their action. They were stripped to their loin cloths, their cloaks thrown aside. Each
carried his net in his right hand, his claw knife ready in his left. As yet the Traders had not seen Salarik
against Salarik in action and in spite of themselves they edged forward in their seats, as intent as the
natives upon what was to come. The finer points of the combat were lost on them, and they did not
understand the drilled casts of the net, which had become as formalized through the centuries as the
ancient and now almost forgotten sword play of their own world. The young Salarik had greater agility
and speed, but the veteran who faced him had the experience.

To Terran eyes the duel had some of the weaving, sweeping movements of the earlier ritual dance. The
swift evasions of the nets were graceful and so timed that many times the meshes grazed the skin of the
fighter who fled entrapment.

Dane believed that the elder man was tiring, and the youngster must have shared that opinion. There was a
leap to the right, a sudden flurry of dart and retreat, and then a net curled high and fell, enfolding flailing
arms and kicking legs. When the clutch rope was jerked tight, the captured youth was thrown off balance.
He rolled frenziedly, but there was no escaping the imprisoning strands.

A shout applauded the victor. He stood now above his captive who lay supine, his throat or breast ready
for either stroke of the knife his captor wished to deliver. But it appeared that the winner was not minded
to end the encounter with blood. Instead he reached out a long, befurred arm, took up a filled goblet from
the table and with serious deliberation, poured its contents onto the upturned face of the loser.

For a moment there was a dead silence around the feast board and then a second roar, to which the
honestly relieved Terrans added spurts of laughter. The sputtering youth was shaken free of the net and
went down on his knees, tendering his opponent his knife, which the other thrust along with his own into
his sash belt. Dane gathered from overheard remarks that the younger man was, for a period of time, to be
determined by clan council, now the servant-slave of his overthrower and that since they were closely
united by blood ties, this solution was considered eminently suitable—though had the elder killed his
opponent, no one would have thought the worse of him for that deed.

It was the Queen's men who were to provide the next center of attraction. Groft climbed down from his
high seat and came to face across the board those who had accompanied him on the hunt. This time there
was no escaping the sipping of the potent drink which the new chieftain slopped from his own goblet into
each of theirs.

The fiery mouthful almost gagged Dane, but he swallowed manfully and hoped for the best as it burned
like acid down his throat into his middle, there to mix uncomfortably with the viands he had eaten. Weeks'
thin face looked very white, and Dane noticed with malicious enjoyment, that Ali had an unobtrusive grip
on the table which made his knuckles stand out in polished knobs—proving that there were things which
could upset the imperturbable Kamil.



Fortunately they were not required to empty that flowing bowl in one gulp as Groft had done. The
ceremonial mouthful was deemed enough and Dane sat down thankfully—but with uneasy fears for the
future.

Groft had started back to his high seat when there was an interruption which had not been foreseen. A
messenger threaded his way among the serving men and spoke to the chieftain, who glanced at the Terrans
and then nodded.

Dane, his queasiness growing every second, was not attending until he heard a bitten off word from Rip's
direction and looked up to see a party of I-S men coming into the open space before the high seat. The
men from the Queen stiffened—there was something in the attitude of the newcomers which hinted at
trouble.

"What do you wish, sky lords?" That was Groft using the Trade Lingo, his eyes half closed as he lolled in
his chair of state, almost as if he were about to witness some entertainment provided for his pleasure.

"We wish to offer you the good fortune desires of our hearts—" That was Kallee, the flowery words
rolling with the proper accent from his tongue. "And that you shall not forget us—we also offer gifts—"

At a gesture from their Cargo-master, the I-S men set down a small chest. Groft, his chin resting on a
clenched fist, lost none of his lazy air.

"They are received," he retorted with the formal acceptance. "And no one can have too much good
fortune. The Howlers of the Black Winds know that." But he tendered no invitation to join the feast.

Kallee did not appear to be disconcerted. His next move was one which took his rivals by surprise, in
spite of their suspicions.

"Under the laws of the Fellowship, O, Groft," he clung to the formal speech, "I claim redress—"

Ali's hand moved. Through his growing distress Dane saw Van Rycke's jaw tighten, the fighting mask snap
back on Captain Jellico's face. Whatever came now was real trouble.

Groft's eyes flickered over the party from the Queen. Though he had just pledged cup friendship with four
of them, he had the malicious humor of his race. He would make no move to head off what might be
coming,.

"By the right of the knife and the net,” he intoned, "you have the power to claim personal satisfaction.
Where is your enemy?"

Kallee turned to face the Free Traders. "I hereby challenge a champion to be set out from these off-
worlders to meet by the blood and by the water my champion—"

The Salariki were getting excited. This was superb entertainment, an engagement such as they had never
hoped to see—alien against alien. The rising murmur of their voices was like the growl of a hunting beast.

Groft smiled and the pleasure that expression displayed was neither Terran—nor human. But then the clan
leader was not either, Dane reminded himself.

"Four of these warriors are clan-bound," he said. "But the others may produce a champion—"

Dane looked along the line of his comrades—Ali, Rip, Weeks and himself had just been ruled out. That



left Jellico, Van Rycke, Karl Kosti, the giant jetman whose strength they had to rely upon before, Stotz the
Engineer, Medic Tau and Steen Wilcox. If it were strength alone he would have chosen Kosti, but the big
man was not too quick a thinker—

Jellico got to his feet, the embodiment of a star lane fighting man. In the flickering light the scar on his
cheek seemed to ripple. "Who's your champion?" he asked Kallee.

The Eysie Cargo-master was grinning. He was confident he had pushed them into a position from which
they could not extricate themselves.

"You accept challenge?" he countered.
Jellico merely repeated his question and Kallee beckoned forward one of his men.

The Eysie who stepped up was no match for Kosti. He was a slender, almost wand-slim young man,
whose pleased smirk said that he, too, was about to put something over on the notorious Free Traders.
Jellico studied him for a couple of long seconds during which the hum of Salariki voices was the
threatening buzz of a disturbed wasps' nest. There was no way out of this—to refuse conflict was to lose
all they had won with the clansmen. And they did not doubt that Kallee had, in some way, triggered the
scales against them.

Jellico made the best of it. "We accept challenge," his voice was level. "We, being guesting in Groft's
holding, will fight after the manner of the Salariki who are proven warriors—" He paused as roars of
pleased acknowledgment arose around the board.

"Therefore let us follow the custom of warriors and take up the net and the knife—"
Was there a shade of dismay on Kallee's face?

"And the time?" Groft leaned forward to ask—but his satisfaction at such a fine ending for his feast was
apparent. This would be talked over by every Sargolian for many storm seasons to come!

Jellico glanced up at the sky. "Say an hour after dawn, chieftain. With your leave, we shall confer
concerning a champion.”

"My council room is yours," Groft signed for a liege man to guide them.




Chapter VII

BARRING ACCIDENT

The morning winds rustled through the grass forest and, closer to hand, it pulled at the cloaks of the
Salariki. Clan nobles sat on stools, lesser folk squatted on the trampled stubble of the cleared ground
outside the stockade. In their many colored splendor the drab tunics of the Terrans were a blot of darkness
at either end of the makeshift arena which had been marked out for them.

At the conclusion of their conference the Queen's men had been forced into a course Jellico had urged
from the first. He, and he alone, would represent the Free Traders in the coming duel. And now he stood
there in the early morning, stripped down to shorts and boots, wearing nothing on which a net could catch
and so trap him. The Free Traders were certain that the I-S men having any advantage would press it to
the ultimate limit and the death of Captain Jellico would make a great impression on the Salariki.

Jellico was taller than the Eysie who faced him, but almost as lean. Hard muscles moved under his skin,
pale where space tan had not burned in the years of his star voyaging. And his every movement was with
the liquid grace of a man who, in his time, had been a master of the force blade. Now he gripped in his
left hand the claw knife given him by Groft himself and in the other he looped the throwing rope of the net.

At the other end of the field, the Eysie man was industriously moving his bootsoles back and forth across
the ground, intent upon coating them with as much of the gritty sand as would adhere. And he displayed
the supreme confidence in himself which he had shown at the moment of challenge in the Great Hall.

None of the Free Trading party made the mistake of trying to give Jellico advice. The Captain had not
risen to his command without learning his duties. And the duties of a Free Trader covered a wide range of
knowledge and practice. One had to be equally expert with a blaster and a slingshot when the occasion
demanded. Though Jellico had not fought a Salariki duel with net and knife before, he had a deep memory
of other weapons, other tactics which could be drawn upon and adapted to his present need.

There was none of the casual atmosphere which had surrounded the affair between the Salariki clansmen
in the hall. Here was ceremony. The storm priests invoked their own particular grim Providence, and
there was an oath taken over the weapons of battle. When the actual engagement began the betting among
the spectators had reached, Dane decided, epic proportions. Large sections of Sargolian personal
property were due to change hands as a result of this encounter.

As the chief priest gave the order to engage both Terrans advanced from their respective ends of the
fighting space with the half crouching, light footed tread of spacemen. Jellico had pulled his net into as
close a resemblance to rope as its bulk would allow. The very type of weapon, so far removed from any
the Traders knew, made it a disadvantage rather than an asset.

But it was when the Eysie moved out to meet the Captain that Rip's fingers closed about Dane's upper arm
in an almost paralyzing grip.

"He knows—"

Dane had not needed that bad news to be made vocal. Having seen the exploits of the Salariki duelists



earlier, he had already caught the significance of that glide, of the way the I-S champion carried his net.
The Eysie had not had any last minute instruction in the use of Sargolian weapons—he had practiced and,
by his stance, knew enough to make him a formidable menace. The clamor about the Queen's party rose as
the battle-wise eyes of the clansmen noted that and the odds against Jellico reached fantastic heights while
the hearts of his crew sank.

Only Van Rycke was not disturbed. Now and then he raised his smelling bottle to his nose with an elegant
gesture which matched those of the befurred nobility around him, as if not a thought of care ruffled his
mind.

The Eysie feinted in a opening which was a rather ragged copy of the young Salarik's more fluid moves
some hours before. But, when the net settled, Jellico was simply not there, his quick drop to one knee had
sent the mesh flailing in an arc over his bowed shoulders with a good six inches to spare. And a cry of
approval came not only from his comrades, but from those natives who had been gamblers enough to
venture their wagers on his performance.

Dane watched the field and the fighters through a watery film. The discomfort he had experienced since
downing that mouthful of the cup of friendship had tightened into a fist of pain clutching his middle in a
torturing grip. But he knew he must stick it out until Jellico's ordeal was over. Someone stumbled against
him and he glanced up to see Ali's face, a horrible gray-green under the tan, close to his own. For a
moment the Engineer-apprentice caught at his arm for support and then with a visible effort straightened
up. So he wasn't the only one—He looked for Rip and Weeks and saw that they, too, were ill.

But for a moment all that mattered was the stretch of trampled earth and the two men facing each other.
The Eysie made another cast and this time, although Jellico was not caught, the slap of the mesh raised a
red welt on his forearm. So far the Captain had been content to play the defensive role of retreat, studying
his enemy, planning ahead.

The Eysie plainly thought the game his, that he had only to wait for a favorable moment and cinch the
victory. Dane began to think it had gone on for weary hours. And he was dimly aware that the Salariki
were also restless. One or two shouted angrily at Jellico in their own tongue.

The end came suddenly. Jellico lost his footing, stumbled, and went down. But before his men could
move, the Eysie champion bounded forward, his net whirling out. Only he never reached the Captain. In
the very act of falling Jellico had pulled his legs under him so that he was not supine but crouched, and his
net swept but at ground level, clipping the I-S man about the shins, entangling his feet so that he crashed
heavily to the sod and lay still.

"The whip—that Lalox whip trick!" Wilcox's voice rose triumphantly above the babble of the crowd.
Using his net as if it had been a thong, Jellico had brought down the Eysie with a move the other had not
foreseen.

Breathing hard, sweat running down his shoulders and making tracks through the powdery red dust which
streaked him, Jellico got to his feet and walked over to the I-S champion who had not moved or made a
sound since his fall. The Captain went down on one knee to examine him.

"Kill! Kill!" That was the Salariki, all their instinctive savagery aroused.

But Jellico spoke to Groft. "By our customs we do not kill the conquered. Let his friends bear him hence."
He took the claw knife the Eysie still clutched in his hand and thrust it into his own belt. Then he faced the



I-S party and Kallee.

"Take your man and get out!" The rein he had kept on his temper these past days was growing very thin.
"You've made your last play here."

Kallee's thick lips drew back in something close to a Salarik snarl. But neither he nor his men made any
reply. They bundled up their unconscious fighter and disappeared.

Of their own return to the sanctuary of the Queen Dane had only the dimmest of memories afterwards. He
had made the privacy of the forest road before he yielded to the demands of his outraged interior. And
after that he had stumbled along with Van Rycke's hand under his arm, knowing from other miserable
sounds that he was not alone in his torment.

It was some time later, months he thought when he first roused, that he found himself lying in his bunk,
feeling very weak and empty as if a large section of his middle had been removed, but also at peace with
his world. As he levered himself up the cabin had a nasty tendency to move slowly to the right as if he
were a pivot on which it swung, and he had all the sensations of being in free fall though the Queen was
still firmly planeted. But that was only a minor discomfort compared to the disturbance he remembered.

Fed the semi-liquid diet prescribed by Tau and served up by Mura to him and his fellow sufferers, he
speedily got back his strength. But it had been a close call, he did not need Tau's explanation to underline

that. Weeks had suffered the least of the four, he the most—though none of them had had an easy time. And
they had been out of circulation three days.

"The Eysie blasted last night,"” Rip informed him as they lounged in the sun on the ramp, sharing the
blessed lazy hours of invalidism.

But somehow that news gave Dane no lift of spirit. "I didn't think they'd give up—"

Rip shrugged. "They may be off to make a dust-off before the Board. Only, thanks to Van and the Old Man,
we're covered all along the line. There's nothing they can use against us to break our contract. And now
we're in so solid they can't cut us out with the Salariki. Groft asked the Captain to teach him that trick with
the net. I didn't know the Old Man knew Lalox whip fighting—it's about one of the nastiest ways to get cut
to pieces in this universe—"

"How's trade going?"

Rip's sunniness clouded. "Supplies have given out. Weeks had an idea—but it won't bring in Koros. That
red wood he's so mad about, he's persuaded Van to stow some in the cargo holds since we have enough
Koros stones to cover the voyage. Luckily the clansmen will take ordinary trade goods in exchange for
that and Weeks thinks it will sell on Terra. It's tough enough to turn a steel knife blade and yet it is light
and easy to handle when it's cured. Queer stuff and the color's interesting. That stockade of it planted
around Groft's town has been up close to a hundred years and not a sign of rot in a log of it!"

"Where is Van?"

"The storm priests sent for him. Some kind of a gabble-fest on the star-star level, I gather. Otherwise
we're almost ready to blast. And we know what kind of cargo to bring next time."

They certainly did, Dane agreed. But he was not to idle away his morning. An hour later a caravan came
out of the forest, a line of complaining, burdened orgels, their tiny he