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"I have heard the phrase 'not fair' a dozen times today. Fairness is not a consideration. Fairness means nothing to the universe. It means nothing at Trigrace Academy. Facts and feats are what we're concerned with. Accomplish something! Then we'll talk about fair..."

—W.D. Faro, II—From a talk given to each new class at Trigrace Academy
THE TAVERNA WAS open non-stop; with each arrival on their own time system there was little utility in enforcing an external schedule on patrons of a space base like Summitave. There were slow periods, however, and the meeting was timed to take advantage of that.
The bar was usefully crowded even at this off-hour: enough noise to make eavesdropping difficult. The merrymakers were mostly miners up-world for a break and spacers from the massive battle-ready Warhoon docked at the public docks—an ostentatious reminder that the Advocacy was mighty even in this back-current part of the spaceways.
The human sipped unworriedly on his beverage, a Mulligan tonic with extra caffeine, nursing the trade along. What he was doing was legal. What the buyer did—was the buyer's business. Initial contact with the buyer had been via compunet. Now he'd have to translate contact into exchange—carefully.
The buyer, Dargreen, was of the cat-like Hypatians. Unlike a cat, he was voluble—or the flood of words might simply have been a trade ploy. Drew let him have a good long say before he thumped his glass to the table-top and interrupted.
"Fairness is not a consideration!" W.D. Faro IV—William to the Advocacy and Drew to friends—was insistent. He'd studied trading and knew the Chenri approach. He'd become expert in the sparse field of Chenri history. A Chenri in farshloggin would do no differently.
"Fairness is always a consideration, young sir. I suggest you may need to offer a lower price!" The alien twitched the claws of his right paw spasmodically.
Drew shrugged—a human gesture not lost on the alien. Besides, a shrug was less likely to be translated if anyone in the back of the bar was paying attention to this particular pair of traders. Then, as if a thought had just struck he touched the side of his ear—meaning "listen up!"
"The original trade was my information for your book and databases. Let us not speak of cash just now...."
Drew let his voice trail off. Reading the merchant was hard, for his feline eyes were nictated and the size of the pupils was masked. On top of that nictation, Dargreen's nose had twitched at exactly the same interval since the trading began—no hint there, either.
"Ah. I have been waving coals at a carbon factory, have I?"
Drew laughed politely at Dargreen's joke, held up his empty hands in a half-shrug to emphasize that nothing had changed yet.
"Yes, I see," said Dargreen. "And am I to offer you random databases, or open my memory banks till you suck your fill?"
"You've checked my references!" said Drew, hiding his nervousness. The whole of his quest, his farshloggin, could revolve on this transaction. "Value for value."
"You treat like a Chenri!" The tail twitched decisively. "Yes, I want what you offer. I have the book, and the databases from the Advocacy Arm. The latest arrivals, I swear."
Drew nodded, felt the cat-man waiting for one more bargaining point. Drew was patient. The trader's need was great—and possibly a matter of life-and-death for someone. Drew'd fought with himself about selling the information when a side-line of his research on the Chenri brought him the report of a "private" planet—it could start a war! But suppressing the information could also start a war. In the end his own goals won out, and now he was selling to the first buyer able to supply the ancient story book he'd been seeking.
"I expect clear proof of the existence of proper heirs of the planet we discussed—backed by gene pool analysis of the missing twins, and their current whereabouts," said Dargreen
"I understand," said Drew solemnly. "I have it. Also, in case you're concerned that the information you sell me might be linked to you through my error—I do not require an exclusive license. Sell it as many times as you like, make the scent muddy, make the profit great. Do we deal?"
"We deal!" said the feline trader with fervor. "Agreed!"
From his right pocket Drew took two folded printouts he'd made just before leaving his berth earlier in the morning.
The trader took them, held them close, opened them. Huge cat-eyes slitted to near invisible. The ears twitched, started to flatten, then stood straight forward.
"You do have the raw data, and not merely the official printouts, I hope?" Drew asked, daring to press the issue.
Dargreen's eyes unslitted, focused on Drew again. "You collect strange information, young sir. Strange info. Eight systems worth of raw shipping and gross berthing and docking information. Done."
"The ancient hard copy too—I haven't forgotten!" That book! What treasure in a child's book!
"It is here," said the cat creature.
Drew relaxed then and negotiated, forgetting for awhile the flechette gun nestled neatly in his inner pocket, and the imperative that had bought it in the first place.
* * *
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DREW'S EAR HURT. Dargreen was a shrewd trader. Drew's own constant pounding for attention had left his right ear ringing. He shook his head as he walked away from the taverna, sighing. He'd had to buy a near duplicate of one of his own file updates but the rest of the stuff was good. And the hard copy! Information in a book a thousand years old could make the whole trip worthwhile!
Turning right, he left the noise behind, entering a gray hallway leading to ship deck. He'd signed up for a day room at the taverna but he'd be more secure going back to the cramped quarters of his tiny stateroom on the ore-carrying Reshevsky's Revenge. Using his TeraComp there would arouse no comment—but if he brought it onto the station someone would surely see it carried a double BoostPack.
He sighed. The double BoostPack gave him ten times as much storage and three times the speed of a standard TeraComp. He might have bought a small ship for what it set him back.
The sound of a shuffle behind him was nearly lost as he rubbed his ear again. He twisted, felt the shock of metal striking his arm and elbow instead of his head.
As he went down his Kharetic training came to the fore and the flechette gun was in his hand before he bounced off the grilled metal floor.
A hulking human stood with a long metal pole upraised. Training accomplished what the stunned mind refused and the flechette gun hissed out its tiny spinning missiles.
The pole fell as the man's arm and hand took the shock of fifty of the needle-like missiles.
Drew rose quickly, remembering the training films he'd seen much against his will. Without hesitation he knocked the stunned man to the floor and slapped the emergency button beside the airlock.
"S'not fair!" moaned the man, staring into the muzzle of Drew's flechette pistol, barely audible between the bleep of the emergency horn.
"...was only goin' to hit ya!"
"Fairness is not a consideration!" Drew heard himself say, watching with fascination as the man's sleeve turned from grey to red with blood. Then he snapped open the airlock's first aid kit, vaguely wondering about the fairness of helping the man who'd tried to crush his skull.
* * *
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WHAT A WAY to start on his farshloggin! Drew, nearly an hour in the detective's office already, found his mind wandering.
He sighed. He was the first human to be given the required sponsorship to pursue the Chenri title of Osara, a title roughly translating as "Master of Information."
His entire quest—and his life!—could have been ended by this one accidental event. He'd dismissed the idea that Dargreen set him up to insure secrecy. Far too dangerous for the cat-man if word of his newly-purchased information were to leak out. And besides, Chenri might intervene if a farshloggin—a near holy rite of passage to the mysterious spacefarers—was interferred with.
Robbery must be the motive!
"Hey, Faro" said the detective.
Drew snapped out of his reverie.
"Right. Let's try this one more time. I've got the key points, I think, but I'm looking for the nuance, Faro."
Drew grimaced. One more time—like his grandfather trying to ferret out all the facts of a situation at Trigrace Academy for Untraditional Students. He'd been through that often enough!
"My name is William Drew Faro," he told Lt. Barone. "My permanent residence is Box 425 Owings, Trigrace Academy, Khareton City, Khareton 2. I am an information consultant. I was attacked on my way to my stateroom. I disabled my attacker with a registered defensive weapon and called for assistance."
"Right! You've said that word for word three times now. But why were you attacked? Did you punch Milo in the stomach? Steal his night-friend? Spit on him?" Barone's voice grated.
"None of that! I was walking from the taverna to my berth on Reshevsky's Revenge when I heard a sound behind me. I was hit on the elbow and knocked over. I shot the man before he could bash my face in. Is self defense disallowed on Summitave?"
Now it was Lt. Barone's turn to grimace.
"Look, what we have here is that you've shot one of our imported core-metal workers. True, he hasn't been here for long, and he doesn't have an exemplary record prior to being here—but he hasn't given us any trouble.... "
The Lt. flicked a glance at the desk compuscreen. "Well, he's hardly given us any trouble, and besides that, he's indentured and the company is a co-injured party with him. Someone's got to pay the hospital bill, the alarm bill, and for these proceedings! I'm trying to find out who!"
He tapped the desk computer. "If I arrest you, who do I go to? You've got this citizenship of Khareton—hmmph, served in the defense forces—well, well. No wonder Milo couldn't zap you. No ambassador here, though. Through your mother you've got, let's see—ouch! Onitarian System Three citizenship? They couldn't pay a littering ticket for you! And from your father... well now! A Star Class citizen of Fanlin! They'd pay...."
A raucous bleep sounded and a message stud began to flash beside the computer screen.
"Aha! You might as well watch our reconstructions. They'll tell the story!"
Drew moved to the screen. He'd heard of police animations before but had never seen one in person.
A red number 1 appeared, followed by a string of numbers and letters, and finally the screen flashed to a dead black and steadied into two white rectangles. A closeup of Milo's face formed in the right rectangle—under the heading SUSPECT. Drew's face appeared under COMPLAINANT.
Fascinated, Drew watched the computer go through its paces. The column beside his face showed the computer's catalog numbers of his features: his eyes were "shade GY 15-5A," his new mustache was "style 22B, Modified, Non-military", and his hair color, "Dark Brown 66." The stats of his slightly wide face were given in detail—even his skinny ears had a catalog number.
A ghostly blue line outlined the shape of his skull, and after a moment the head rotated, notating hair length, neck size, and other features. Face forward, the screen lengthened and showed him as tall and slender, though compared to the companion image of Milo he looked short and downright skinny.
The computer displayed more catalog numbers, finger and palm prints, and the blue ghost of his skeleton. The images shifted and were gone.
Now came a stark outline of the hallway he'd been in. That outline solidified into a decent semblance of the corridor as slow motion movement began.
Here came Milo
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