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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




ONE


Director Magno Vestevaal was glad that the space shuttle was not equipped to enter the planet Roget’s atmosphere at the customary maximum velocity. The slower, powered descent gave him ample opportunity to study the terrain he was approaching. His powerful lenses and the facility offered by the shuttle’s navigation dome afforded him a unique view of the sector of the planet adjacent to the spaceport. His interest had been kindled by the space-gram he had received, hinting at great trouble. Vestevaal was a firm believer in making the maximum use of information when attempting to solve a problem.


Below him now lay Anharitte, not the largest but certainly the most influential city on Roget. He could see it all with crystal clarity. To the west spread the sea, one of the great oceans dividing the planetary continents. To the north and east the landmass was largely sandy, fertile plains comprising the provinces of T’Empte, Magda, provincial Anharitte and the broad lands of T’Ampere. Beneath the city proper, the beautiful bow of the Aprillo river cut a wide channel through the sandbanks to the sea.


The city of Anharitte was based on natural geological features. The three broad hills must have been islands in a time when the oceans had been even wider than the limits decided by their present disposition. The hills formed a rough triangle rising above the stubborn plains, forcing the waters of the tributary of Daizan and several small canals to pass between their green and granite flanks. The first hill was Anharitte itself, the main commercial and administrative center of the region. Even from a height the director could see the outlines of the three great castles Di Guaard, Di Rode and Di Irons. Farther east along the banks of the Aprillo rose the second hill, T’Ampere, no longer a citadel, yet holding the major wealth of a vast province under more than adequate control.


Situated roughly between the other hills, yet displaced north, was the third hill. It was smaller than its brethren and even from a height appeared more sinister with the predominating grays and browns of the underlying rocks. This was Magda, key to a minor province and possessing the most formidable fortress of all. It was with Magda, with its paucity of approach roads and its craggy, inhospitable outlines, that the director was most concerned. These lands were the realm of the man known as the Imaiz, who, if the reports were substantiated, posed a considerable threat not only to the composite city of Anharitte, but also to the spaceport and the rich trade therefrom.


At the spaceport there were no formalities. All the details such as the ship’s identity and charter, the manifest and the passenger list, had long since been transmitted to the terminal by the shipboard data links and the relevant cargo equipment was already standing at the edge of the landing bowl. As the shuttle completed touchdown procedure, Director Vestevaal strode straight to the small cushion-craft awaiting him. Within minutes he was clear of the limits of the spaceport.


The cushion-craft bore him along the wide sandy road of the Via Arena, the main trade road leading into Anharitte. In front of him, green and mellow in the sun, stood the broad bulk of Firsthill, bearing on its right-hand shoulder the dominating battlements of the Castle Di Guaard, frowning down on the reaches of the great Aprillo river. Slightly farther away and to the left, the darker shades of Thirdhill – the lands of Magda – rose in a dark and rather sinister contrast. It was not possible for Vestevaal to see the castle of Magda from his present location, but somewhere on those strange, broken heights was the fortress home of the Imaiz, the wizard of Anharitte, whose activities had fetched Magno Vestevaal unwillingly halfway across the universe.


Some three and a half kilometers along the Via Arena he came to the Black Rock. This marked the limit for the free use of cushion-craft. From this point on he had to – by city ordinance – engage some stave-bearers whose poles would guide the craft safely through the populated streets. Because the vehicle had no positive contact with the roadway it was subject to deflection by winds and gradients. Within the city limits the stave-bearers would run alongside, driving their staves occasionally into the soft undersand and forcing the fenders of the craft to run along the iron-tipped poles, thus defining and correcting the course of the floating vehicle. Progress was necessarily slow and laborious, but since power-driven wheeled vehicles were not allowed on the three hills, the visitor had no choice but to suffer it or to walk.


Just past the Arena a ragged runner, sent by the Company’s agent, Tito Ren, met them and trotted ahead to guide them up the slopes of the Trade Road and through the crowded ways to the food market of Firsthill where Ren had an office. The agent paid the men off quickly, ordered house servants to collect the luggage and ushered the director into the welcome coolness of the office chambers.


While he was waiting for Vestevaal to complete his ablutions, Tito Ren watched continually out of the window that overlooked the food market, as if he were waiting for someone to appear. A half-hour later the director was refreshed and ready. He laid the spacegram purposefully on the table.


‘Well, Tito, you’ve fetched me a long way at a most inopportune time. Whatever you have to say had better be good.’


Ren turned away from his vantage point at the window.


‘It will be,’ he said. ‘But the best way I can approach the intricacies of the situation is to start by showing you something. Unfortunately the time is yet a little early. Please take some wine.’


‘If this is a fool’s errand—’ Vestevaal said ominously. He did not bother to complete the sentence. He knew Ren as one of the most shrewd and efficient agents in the Company, and the long-standing association between the two men had bred a mutual trust and respect. Grumbling into his beard, Vestevaal accepted wine and came and stood by the window looking out at the busy, colorful market.


‘How long have we to wait for this great happening?’ he asked.


Ren shrugged. ‘She would normally be here by now. But I suspect the coming of your cushion-craft will have stirred things up a bit. The one thing you can rely on in Anharitte is that every third man is a spy.’


‘And every third woman?’ asked Vestevaal mischievously.


Ren shook his head. ‘The women count for almost nothing in Anharitte. Except one – and that’s the one we’re waiting for.’


Finally becoming bored with the scene, the director turned away and began to explore the chambers. Ren remained obstinately at the window. Then a cry from the agent brought Vestevaal hastily back to follow Ren’s indicating finger.


‘Here’s what I was waiting to show you, Director. Do you see that girl down there?’


‘The tall one in the orange dress?’


‘That’s Zinder – a bondslave of the Castle Magda on Thirdhill. She comes to the market daily, shopping for the Imaiz.’


‘For a bondslave she’s remarkably well dressed.’


‘For a bondslave she’s remarkable in too many ways.’ Ren turned back into the room to face Vestevaal. ‘Notice how the traders treat her. Almost with deference. She may be a slave, but there’s none who would dare molest her. There’s not a beggar or a bondsman on the three hills who wouldn’t come to her defense – even at the risk of his life.’


Magno Vestevaal scowled. ‘Remarkable. It shows a degree of social unity I’d not have expected in such a feudal setup.’


‘Great currents are at work here,’ said Ren. ‘But they run deep. A careful finger is needed to measure their pulse. It wouldn’t be naive to say that Zinder somehow represents what the Ahhn as a race hope to become.’


‘A bondslave?’ The director was perplexed.


‘Yes, but what a bondslave! Study her carefully. Look at every detail about her – polished to perfection. Notice the dignity in the way she walks. That poise comes from confidence. And the confidence comes from thorough training and education.’


‘I don’t see why you’re making so much of her,’ said Vestevaal with a trace of irritation. ‘Many people groom their pets. I assume a slave girl in Anharitte is a legitimate part of a man’s harem.’


‘A slavemaster’s control is absolute, including control of life and death,’ confirmed Ren. ‘But I don’t think you quite understood me. I said training and education.’


‘But you don’t educate slaves – not beyond what’s necessary for them to perform their duties,’ objected the director.


‘Then one needs to speculate on just what Zinder’s duties are. We haven’t yet found the full measure of her abilities. She’s proficient in all thirteen space languages, is apparently gifted in music and arts and has a scientific knowledge that would probably qualify her for two or three degrees at a Terran university.’


‘Fantastic,’ said Magno Vestevaal, when the implications had sunk home. He moved the curtain to gain a further look at the tall dark Ahhn girl who moved like a queen around the market. ‘How do you know so much about her, Tito?’


‘I paid good Company money to the Society of Pointed Tails to have her investigated. They devised many tests of her knowledge and aptitude by way of commerce and conversation. They were more than impressed by what they found.’


‘How much confidence do you have in the society’s report?’


‘Every confidence. In Anharitte, a society must keep perfect faith with its patron. A society can refuse to accept any assignment – and frequently does to avoid conflict of interests – but once an assignment is accepted its terms and conditions become binding on its members even to the point of death. That’s clan law, and its enforcement is savage.’


‘Accepting that for the moment, perhaps you’d explain why you felt it necessary to spend Company money investigating a slave girl?’


Ren cleared his throat. ‘Anharitte is a free port not only for Roget but for all ship trade spaceward into the Hub. As a space-commerce base it is priceless. The vast fortunes of the space combines and the merchant worlds have been possible very largely because of the facility offered by Anharitte as a Free Trade exchange. Make no mistake, Director, our own Company could not exist without commercial access to Anharitte.’


‘I’m more aware of the fact than you are,’ said Vestevaal, ‘or I would not be here now. What disturbs me is your implication that our access to Anharitte is at risk.’


‘I see it this way,’ said Ren. ‘Anharitte is unique in having maintained its long-term social stability in spite of having been exposed to space commerce. There have been a few other free ports, but all have succumbed to the disadvantage of their planetary governments, requiring a disproportionate share of the value of the merchandise being shuttled through their territory. Anharitte is different – the tolls and levies remain nominal because they’re shared only by the five aristocratic Houses: those of the Lords Di Irons, Di Rode, Di Guaard and by the Lady T’Ampere – and by the house of Magda. The influence of these few has maintained a rigid social structure – albeit one with a slave base – which has given the necessary stability to Anharitte.’


‘True,’ said Vestevaal. ‘And it pays the lords very handsomely to maintain things just as they are. So I don’t see what the problem is.’


‘The Imaiz of Magda is rocking the boat,’ said Ren.


‘What makes you think that?’


‘Director – have you any idea what happens to a slave-base culture when somebody starts educating slaves to Terran graduate standard?’


‘You’ve made your point,’ said Vestevaal heavily. ‘Your culture becomes unstable, contaminated with ideas like democracy, civil liberty and other corrosive notions. And finally it disintegrates.’


‘And from the ruins somebody builds a so-called brave new order – which is inherently more expensive for free traders.’


‘Which is inherently ruinous for free traders,’ corrected Magno Vestevaal. ‘You were perfectly right to call me in, Tito. This could be the biggest threat to trade since the dissolution of the Omanite empire. And you’re perfectly sure that the House of Magda is responsible?’


‘There’s no doubt of it. It’s entirely the work of the Imaiz.’


‘How is the Imaiz different from the other lords of Anharitte?’


‘I think the clue lies in the word Imaiz itself. This translates variously as wizard, wise man or madman, depending on which Ahhn dialect you speak. The suggestion is that the Imaiz is accorded the full rights of nobility because his magic is too potent to be ignored. The House of Magda has a long history of congenital insanity among its occupants – a not surprising situation when you consider the close in-breeding that used to take place in aristocratic houses in order to keep the right of succession within a very narrow group.


‘The persistent mental aberrations of the rulers of Magda, usually a form of extreme megalomania, have given rise to many long-standing superstitions about the master of the fortress of Thirdhill. One of these is that the Imaiz has the ability to cast spells and control the future. History seems to show that few of Magda’s occupants were very proficient in the black arts, for all the cruel and ingenious black rites they devised. But the present Imaiz appears to be a different proposition altogether.’


‘You’re surely not suggesting that he actually is proficient in the black arts?’


‘No. And neither is he mad. I’ve a different and more dangerous picture of the current Imaiz, Dion-daizan. All the evidence points to the fact that he’s cunning, ruthless, academic – and probably of Terran origin.’


‘The devil!’ said Vestevaal. ‘I thought that out-worlders weren’t permitted to hold land titles on Roget.’


‘They aren’t. There’s some sort of subterfuge at work here. But the fact that he’s succeeded in becoming a holder is a measure of the man we’re up against.’




TWO


‘On what sort of evidence do you base your conjecture that he’s a Terran,’ asked Vestevaal. ‘You’ve surely not been able to study the man himself?’


‘No. We’ve had to content ourselves with observing Zinder. She’s genuine Ahhn stock – but there’s no academy on Roget that could give her the type of education she possesses.’


‘But that still leaves the possibility of the Imaiz being from one of the other prime worlds.’


‘True,’ admitted Ren. ‘But the Society of Pointed Tails is thorough in investigating such matters. During their inquiries they uncovered a most significant fact. When calculating, Zinder works in decimals to the base ten – then converts the answers to the galactic duodecimal system.’


‘That’s nothing special,’ said Magno Vestevaal. ‘I do the same myself.’


‘My point entirely, Director. Your primary education was on Terra and you can’t get out of the habit. Whoever trained Zinder had a similar habit. And Terra’s the only planet in the universe that still clings to the base ten.’


‘Point taken, Tito. Your efficiency does you credit. It won’t go unrewarded, I promise you. But it does look as though there’s a hell of a storm brewing for Free Trade on Anharitte. From your observations, does this look like part of a deliberate takeover by the House of Magda?’


‘No. Far worse than that. It looks like interference with the social structure by an inveterate do-gooder more interested in the welfare of the bottom four-fifths of the population than he is in legitimate profit.’


‘“Curse all saviours of the human race – for they are responsible for most of the blacker parts of history!”’ quoted Vestevaal despondently. He moved back to the window and began to watch the tall slave girl again, now examining her every movement with a wiser interest. ‘Damn it, Tito, you know we can’t let this happen, don’t you?’


‘I know it,’ said Ren. ‘That’s the reason I called you in. I want permission, financing and backing to organize an opposition to the Imaiz.’


‘Interference with the internal politics of an independent planet is an extremely dangerous business.’


‘But it wouldn’t be the first time it has been done. Nor is what I propose strictly interference. It could rather be viewed as assistance in maintaining the existing balance of power. The Lords Di Rode and Di Guaard and the Lady T’Ampere are scarcely going to side with the Imaiz and risk their income if not their lives if a revolution comes. Di Irons is the city prefect. He’s a bit of an unknown quantity in this, but he’s responsible for law and order, so I doubt if he’ll reject our assistance in maintaining the status quo. Most of the societies grow fat under the present regime, so they’re not going to welcome change either. And I’m sure the planetary government would love to have us thwart a provincial uprising for them – if it were done with discretion. That puts the major percentage of wealth, influence and interests on our side. Give me the facilities and I’ll crush the Imaiz without leaving even a ripple on the surface.’


‘Not so fast, Tito. We’re not the only Company affected – or even the largest. And we’ve the merchant worlds to consider. Before we take any action that might affect the future of Anharitte as a free port we’re going to need the approval of the Free Trade Council – most particularly as insurance in case the venture goes sour on us. And before I dare approach the council I have to be absolutely certain that what you’ve told me is the truth. Not that I’m doubting you, of course, but it would be embarrassing if we were being manipulated into doing the dirty work for somebody who had a simple grudge against the Imaiz.’


‘I appreciate your caution. If you wish I’ll arrange for the senior scribes of the Society of Pointed Tails to meet you so that you can question them directly.’


‘No need for that,’ said Magno Vestevaal. ‘I think I can satisfy myself more easily.’ He moved toward the door.


‘What had you in mind?’ Ren rose to follow him.


‘I’m going downstairs, of course. To have a word with Zinder.’


Ren’s eyebrows rose. ‘I wouldn’t advise it. And for God’s sake – remember she’s well protected.’


‘It was the truth of that proposition I wished to test. If the fact holds true, then the rest of the story holds true.’


Tito Ren sighed and reached for his sword belt. He paused only to fasten the ornate buckle before he followed the director out into the street.


The emergence of the two outworlders into the brilliant sunshine at the edge of the square – the director purposefully striding toward Zinder, and Ren following – caused an immediate thrill of interest to run through the market place. There was a quieting in the pace of the bargaining, though each man pretended still to be about his business. The agent sensed rather than saw the evasive group of figures who moved to strategic positions in the crowd, prepared for trouble. Worst of all was the unspoken wariness of the merchants, traditionally neutral in political affairs. If Vestevaal forced the incident into an affray, then even the dour men of small commerce seemed likely to side with Zinder.


Ren normally had complete confidence in Vestevaal’s ability to contain a crisis. However, Ren was from habit more attuned to the local undercurrents in Anharitte than Vestevaal could be. Purely from lack of ‘feel’ of the situation the director might provoke an explosive incident. Under his tunic Ren could feel the comforting weight of his blaster. He would hesitate to use the weapon in such a populated place, but, if necessity demanded, he could drop a dozen men with a single charge.


‘You there! Girl – come here.’ Vestevaal was approaching Zinder, calling imperiously. She turned her head and waited for him, her face composed, as if the meeting were an event not unexpected.


The director stopped suddenly as he realized she intended that he must be the one to walk the intervening distance if he wished to speak with her. She plainly did not propose to come to him.


‘I said come,’ said Vestevaal, knowing the delicate dictates of slave etiquette.


She looked him up and down with shrewd appraisal, then turned back to the merchant at whose stall she was and continued her transaction. The director sensed that all eyes were upon him and wondered how he would resolve the offered slight. It was unthinkable for any slave other than Zinder to have disobeyed a public command from a man so obviously a prominent outworlder. Vestevaal realized that he had trapped himself into an open contest of wills. He could not afford to let the matter pass.


He strode angrily across the remaining distance and caught hold of her left wrist, on which the slave mark was indelibly written. At close quarters she was attractive rather than beautiful in the classic sense. Her dark hair framed a strong face, which displayed an unassailable character. But more impressive was the rich by-play of emotions continuously monitored in her eyes.


‘I thought so – the House of Magda.’ Vestevaal was emphasizing the aspect of bondage, trying to draw a reaction. ‘Your master will be hearing from me. You’re the one they call Zinder, aren’t you?’


‘But of course, Director Vestevaal. But then you knew that before you came across here. Indeed, I am the reason you came.’ Her voice was clear and melodious, modulated with a subtle artistry. Her speech was perfectly articulated Terran in which the attractive lilt of the native Ahhn accent had been carefully preserved. ‘But I’m glad you did come. Peering from behind a curtain is rather undignified for a man of your standing with the Free Trade Council.’


‘Damn!’ said Vestevaal, knowing that he was now the center of an attentive audience. ‘You take much on yourself, girl. Not only do you open wounds, but you also apply salt.’


‘Salt? Only to the wounds of enemies,’ she answered easily. ‘Among friends salt is for sharing at table. If I’ve offered salt, Director, it’s you who have chosen how to use it.’


In her deep eyes was no fear or displeasure, only an engaging challenge. Behind the eyes were limitless funds of resourcefulness. Though her lips were smiling slightly, they showed neither insolence nor arrogance. She was meeting him on an equal level and both of them knew it. What had started as a deliberate confrontation had ended in a rout for Vestevaal. His wry smile of admiration turned into a great gust of laughter and he reached this time for her right hand and kissed it.


‘As you so rightly said, Zinder, it was I who chose how to use the salt. But whereas a man can mostly chose his friends, circumstances choose his enemies for him. There are times when one could wish the reverse. Please present my compliments to the Imaiz – and tell him that if ever he wishes to dispose of your bond he will find myself an eager purchaser.’


‘I will convey your words to Dion-daizan. I’m sure he’ll be both amused and flattered.’


‘And also tell him that I mean to stop him by every means at my disposal.’


‘That isn’t news, Director Vestevaal. Had he not been convinced of it he would not have bothered sending me here today.’


‘He anticipated this meeting?’


‘The chance of this or something like it was highly probable. He felt it only fair you should know the character of the opposition.’


‘He could scarcely have made the point more strongly.’


‘What else would you expect of the wizard of Anharitte?’


She bowed respectfully and moved away like a colorful flower among the stalls, the barest hint of triumph on her lips. The tension that had held the cluttered market in a long hiatus drained slowly away and the noisy chatter of bargaining returned. Ren, who had been silent to this moment, moved to the director’s elbow.


‘I told you I didn’t advise it,’ he said critically.


‘You were right, Tito,’ Magno Vestevaal told him. ‘I should have listened to you more carefully. Mark that round to the credit of the Imaiz. If that’s a sample of his tactics we’ll be needing more than moral support from the Free Trade Council.’


‘Then you’re satisfied with my assessment of the situation?’


‘Send word to have the shuttle readied for blast-off as soon as I reach it. I’ll be calling an emergency session of the council and asking for their backing with all the facilities we need. With the evidence I shall give them I doubt there will even be a debate. In the meantime, you’re in charge here. You have my authority to draw whatever Company funds you need. Stop the Imaiz, neutralize his policy or just plain kill him – I don’t mind which. But if he turns many more slaves like Zinder loose in Anharitte, we’re surely going to have another democracy on our hands. And what will become of Free Trade then?’




THREE


To understand the function of the societies in Anharitte it was necessary to view them against the background of the uneasy truce local feudalism maintained. The burgeoning space technology barely thrust outside the city’s limits. Almost alone among the institutions of Anharitte, the societies had been forced to adapt to the twin pressures and now formed a precarious link at once joining and keeping separate the rival ways of life.


Historically the societies had been clans of skilled mercenary soldiers who offered their services to any who found it beneficial to use hired arms rather than maintain their own forces. In either attacking or defensive roles, the clans had played a great part in the early formation of the ‘kingdoms’ from which the great Houses of Roget had emerged after the adoption of central government.


With the coming of less turbulent times the societies had found new exercise for their warlike crafts. When the thriving communities had outgrown the protection offered by the great castles on the three hills, the merchants outside the citadels had become exposed to attacks by Tyrene pirates who came up the broad Aprillo river. Many merchants had then found it expedient to use the armed services of the societies to protect their homes and warehouses. From this had evolved the contract system whereby a merchant engaged a society for protection but paid for the service only as and when it was required. This function, too, sharpened the efficiency of the societies themselves, because the best protection contracts went to the clans with the proven ability to preserve the life and wealth of their patrons.


As piracy became a less profitable profession, the idea of contract protection remained. Always adaptable, the societies were swift to monitor the change and quick to evolve new services to offer. Slave control in the expanding estates was an obvious extension. The passing of two disastrous plagues brought about the introduction of society hospitals. Frequent fires in the huddled wooden buildings caused the initiation of society fire services. Thus the outworld concept of insurance found a more personal and practical analogue in Anharitte.


Yet the warrior function of the societies was not forgotten. A man with the price might still arrange for the skilled disposal of his rival or the waging of a feud with an enemy. While the taking of life in Anharitte was not necessarily a crime, disturbance of the peace of the city was an offense. The societies learned to conduct their affairs with great discretion under the grim and scowling eyes of a prefecture which neither approved nor disapproved of what they did – provided the quiet life of the city was maintained.


The coming of the spaceport had further enhanced the societies’ role. No outworlders were permitted to hold property titles on Roget – a necessary precaution for a culture intending to preserve its own identity in the face of commercial outworld interests – but there was nothing to stop outworlders entering into contracts with a society and leasing buildings held in the society’s name. The same applied to slave-bonds and to every other form of transaction that had to be registered with the prefecture. Thus the societies, inextricably part of the old culture, became also the bridgehead of the new.


As a Company agent more astute than most, Tito Ren had long since learned the value of an in-depth study both of the history and the cultural mores of the territories to which he was assigned. Thus he had been quick to recognize the multiple role of the societies and equally quick to adapt the system to his own requirements. His researches had shown the Society of Pointed Tails to be not only the most efficient of the available clans, but also the one still most proficient in the use of arms in situations where the rudimentary laws of Roget could not be bent sufficiently to gain the necessary advantage for an ambitious free trader.


Ren had wooed the members of Pointed Tails by concentrating his considerable leasings of property, services and local labor with them. He pursued his advantage by offering them well-paid investigation assignments probing those aspects of life in Anharitte he found of interest. Now he was ready to move into the next phase – that of actually using the Pointed Tails as an instrument with which to manipulate particular elements of Anharitte society itself. He was prepared to recognize, however, that a society as competent as the Pointed Tails would not be likely to accept his propositions without question. Nor was he wrong.


Catuul Gras, senior scribe of the Society of Pointed Tails, looked questioningly at Ren.


‘You’ve already spoken with your director, then?’


‘I have – and he’s in complete agreement. The Imaiz will have to be stopped. The director has already given me access to whatever Company funds I need in order to make a preliminary approach to you – and now he has gone to consult the Free Trade Council. If they concur, I’ll have unlimited funding from the Galactic Bank itself and whatever additional facilities I choose to call on.’


‘And you wish the Pointed Tails to prepare a scheme of harassment and feud against Dion-daizan?’


‘I need more than a feud. I need to crush Dion-daizan. Harassment may have its place – but if it doesn’t bring results I’m prepared to consider anything short of full-scale warfare.’


‘And the Prefect Di Irons? Do you think he’s going to sit by happily while you wage war on the Imaiz?’


‘I intend to seek the support of all the lords of Anharitte, Di Irons among them. If we can gain their backing plus that of the Free Trade Council, the Imaiz won’t stand a chance.’


Catuul, his brilliant robes flowing about his muscled body, took a pensive turn around Ren’s booklined chamber. He was obviously not enthusiastic.


‘I think you oversimplify about the lords,’ he said. ‘Di Irons will never support you in an overt act of war against the Imaiz, whatever his private sympathies. Di Guaard is so insane he’s still holding an inquisition to find pirates who became extinct two generations ago. Di Rode will listen to you, but he’s unlikely actively to support an outworlder against another House of Anharitte. Only the Lady T’Ampere appears as a possible ally – though I doubt you’d be prepared to pay her price for the alliance.’


‘And the Society of Pointed Tails?’ asked Ren. ‘Will they support me?’


Catuul frowned. ‘I can’t anticipate the decision of my fellow scribes. I’ll call an immediate meeting of the lodge and recommend they take your assignment. But there will be much argument.’


‘What’s there to argue about?’


‘About the possibility of losing the fight. It’s easy enough for you to wave money and say you want to crush the Imaiz. But did you never think that Dion-daizan may prove powerful enough to crush the lot of us?’


‘That isn’t possible,’ said Ren. ‘Because whatever strengths he has, I can call on resources to match his ten times over. This is one fight you can’t possibly lose.’


‘Your thinking is typical of an outworlder’s,’ said Catuul. ‘You don’t appreciate Dion’s considerable influence with the bondslaves – or his command of magic. Believe me, you underestimate his potential, or you would not so lightly engage in plans for his destruction.’


‘Dion-daizan is a fraud. He’s a Terran adventurer – with no more occult powers than you or I.’


Catuul shrugged. ‘Call him by any name you like. We know him as a formidable and unforgiving enemy. He never allows an injury to pass unavenged.’


‘I can always approach another society if the Pointed Tails have cowards among their members,’ said Ren coldly.


‘Cowards?’ Catuul swung on him angrily. ‘There are none braver or more dedicated than the Pointed Tails. It isn’t they who might falter – but you.’
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