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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.



      
      
      I

      
      IT SEEMED like a miracle to Merry when the immortal came into the foyer of the vast hotel. So far, her desperate venture had been ill-starred.
         She had staked everything on it, her financial resources as well as her hopes, and yet for all her planning, things had been
         going wrong.
      

      
      For instance, thinking to make herself inconspicuous, she had dressed in a dark blouse drawn modestly over her bosom and dark
         leotards, and had put on no eye-catching jewelry. She had realized that was a mistake the moment she walked with studied casualness
         into the foyer. Of the hundred-odd people—and near-people—standing or lounging around the enormous hall, stationary or riding
         the flo-ways, she was by far the most noticeable. Peacock-gaudy, men in shimmersynth suits turned their tiaraed heads towards
         her; women wearing ropes of diamonds and strategically placed paint tried not to look calculatingly towards her when it occurred
         to them to wonder whether they too should break out from the bonds of fashion.
      

      
      Clutching her purse, alarmed to realize that at any moment the service supervisor in his bubble overhead might decide to assign
         her an inquiry robot, Merry was on the point of postponing her investigation when there was a commotion at the main door.
      

      
      The word passed, like a breeze over a grassy plain. Merry caught it being whispered a few feet away from her.

      
      
      “One of the immortals is here! He’s coming in!”

      
      Instantly, there was surge towards the door. It encountered another surge coming the opposite way as the bowing and scraping
         human staff, at least twenty service robots, and a string of floating camera-bubbles accompanied the immortal into the foyer.
      

      
      Merry had one glimpse of him before the crowd closed in: a man of middle height and build, wearing an old-fashioned thermostatic
         suit of a subdued neutral shade, whose hair was quite white and whose eyes were unusually large and bright in his very pale
         face. But this commotion was her opportunity; she didn’t wait a moment longer.
      

      
      Trying not to hurry too much, she stepped on the flo-way leading out of the main foyer towards the older, and cheaper, wing
         of the hotel.
      

      
      The flo-way reached its destination. It was surface-activated: only the topmost layer of three or four molecules’ thickness
         flowed forward. At the end of its run, the surface layer interpenetrated with an immobile layer directly below, and brought
         her to a halt facing a range of old-styled elevators—physical capsules sliding in vertical shafts. In the new main wing of
         the hotel there were the very latest nulgee tubes.
      

      
      Steadily, Merry moved to the elevator she was looking for. It gave access to the viewroof as well as the intermediate floors,
         and consequently was not privilege-locked to residents only. On her approach, its doors slid apart, and the smiling mask of
         an immobile service robot, there was little wasted on frills in this wing of the building, inquired her destination.
      

      
      “Viewroof,” she said. She had to lie. If she gave a room number, the robot would verify in milliseconds that she was not the
         occupant, and would put in a call to find out if she was an invited or approved guest. (Merry had considered posing as a hired
         girl, but the hotel had its own arrangements, and she had been compelled to come in as a mere sight-seer.)
      

      
      “Please enter,” the robot said. She complied, and the doors closed.

      
      The moment she felt the capsule move, Merry went into frantic action. She opened her purse and drew out the first of the costly devices concealed in it. This was a simple field-disruptor,
         to put the robot out of action.
      

      
      She thumbed the switch to maximum and swept the beam over the robot’s figure. According to her informant, it was possible
         to put its courtesy and information circuits out of order without immobilizing the entire lift mechanism of the capsule. He
         might have been wrong. Merry’s heart was in her mouth for an eternal moment. Then she saw that the robot’s face had gone as
         slack as an unconscious man’s, and she heard the capsule still streaking upwards.
      

      
      Keeping the field-disruptor leveled at the robot, she stabbed with one finger of her other hand at the stop button on the
         capsule wall. Her information was that no one had bothered to disconnect these anachronistic override circuits; yet, the statement
         might be untrue.
      

      
      It wasn’t.

      
      Merry was too cynical to believe in luck, but since the fortunate intrusion of the immortal into the foyer she was inclined
         to change her mind. Purse swinging from her arm, she peered to see which was the selector button for the eightieth floor.
      

      
      There wasn’t one.

      
      For a terrible second she panicked and almost let the beam of the field-disruptor wander from the robot’s body; then she caught
         on. You had to press the 8 and the 0 simultaneously to get floor 80. Her hand was just large enough for finger and thumb to
         reach the two buttons; if she had wanted floor 90, she couldn’t have made it. Her hands, like the rest of her, were on a miniature
         scale, exquisite, but tiny.
      

      
      The capsule had already passed floor 80. She felt it pause, hesitate almost, and again knew raw terror before the mechanism
         responded. The direction of travel reversed for a few heart beats, and then the elevator stopped.
      

      
      The door didn’t open.

      
      Was it interlocked with the robot’s internal circuitry? No. She saw with relief that the manual overrides were complete and
         included a button labeled: OPERATE DOORS. It occurred to her that these elevators must be three or four centuries old; she had never seen such elaborate manual controls before.
      

      
      She got the doors open. Cautiously, ready to drop her field-disruptor back in her purse the instant she was in the corridor,
         she backed away from the robot.
      

      
      Its face returned to normality. It looked almost puzzled for an instant, and then the doors closed. What it would do when
         it discovered that its information—passenger in capsule en route to viewroof—was false, Merry had no idea. She didn’t much
         care.
      

      
      There was nobody in the corridor. It was hardly surprising. The older, cheaper wing of the hotel would be used by people who
         came to Aryx with definite business in mind; those vacationing or at leisure would pay for the greater luxury of the modern
         side.
      

      
      Were the doors numbered? That was the next question. They were, luckily. Each bore a four-figure group in luminous plastic;
         rooms vacant were shown by the numbers being dull, rooms assigned were shown by a pale pink glow, and rooms at present occupied
         by their residents were shown by a bright red glow. 8010, the room she was going into, was unassigned.
      

      
      More luck! She was prepared to go ahead, even if it was both assigned and occupied, but at least she wouldn’t have to overpower
         anybody. She slid her gun to the bottom of her purse and took out a lock-pick which she clamped to the door.
      

      
      The seller had claimed it would cope easily with any lock more than a decade old. She had tried it out surreptitiously. It
         worked fine. But there was always the risk that new locks had been fitted …
      

      
      The door opened. Breathing rapidly, Merry slipped through.

      
      The room was small, with old-fashioned furnishings. There was a thermostatic bed, but it had no nulgee unit. There was an
         ordinary voice-operated room-service commander, not one of the new person-keyed follow-you bubbles. So that was all right.
         There was a sensiset, of course, a euphoricon, and the usual trappings. Merry took them in at a glance and then forgot them. She was in too great a hurry to examine the room more closely.
      

      
      Now, the last crucial item from her purse. She lifted it out gingerly, hoping it hadn’t been knocked or damaged in any way.
         She looked around for a place to set it up. The bed—that would do.
      

      
      She moved with practiced deftness. First, the wide-angle coarse-focus scanner. Then the fine-focus scanner. Then the analyzer.
         She spun connections between them from a canister of liquid conductor.
      

      
      Power. In an unoccupied room, the power source was probably disconnected; anyway, she hadn’t been able to find out whether
         the hotel monitored the outlets for wasted current. She attached the fuel cell she had brought, and set it to maximum output.
      

      
      And now—the basic datum. She felt inside the neck of her blouse for her treasured locket. Supposedly, it was of Earth-side
         origin; at any rate, Rex had said when giving it to her, you’d have to go back a long way to find anyone sentimental enough
         to make such things. He’d grinned. But Merry had found the idea of a locket rather charming, and had insisted that he do the
         job properly—which was why the locket contained a plaited twist of Rex’s hair.
      

      
      With trembling fingers she put the hair into the field of the fine-focus scanner.

      
      Now she had to wait. Anything up to ten minutes, the seller had told her. And this was going to be the longest and toughest
         wait of her life.
      

      
      She hardly dared take her eyes from the small, neat device she had erected on the bed. It was humming faintly; it was old
         and much-used, and there was a little slack in the analyzer. But the odds against a false reading were still in the thousand-to-one
         region, and Merry would be satisfied with that.
      

      
      Was there a flicker from the pilot light? Merry started forward and craned closer to the machine. And the moment she did so,
         the door of the room slid open.
      

      
      Merry cried out and whirled to face the intruders. They were both human. The woman, she didn’t recognize; she had an air of authority which suggested she might be a senior member of the hotel staff. And that fitted. Because her unmistakable
         companion was the immortal with the pale face and white hair whom she had glimpsed some minutes ago on his arrival in the
         foyer.
      

   




      
      II

      
      THE WOMAN blanched visibly on seeing Merry. She lost her self-control only for a moment, however, and then barked in a voice like a
         Sirian smew:
      

      
      “What are you doing in here? What’s the meaning of this? By the stars, I know you! You’re that woman who made false allegations
         against—”
      

      
      She broke off, turning to her companion. “Immortal Karmesin!” she exclaimed in a contrasting tone of abject apology. “I don’t
         know how to excuse this extraordinary happening! I’ll call a service robot and the lawforce as well, and possibly you may
         reconsider your decision to reside in this wing of the hotel in view of the impeccable security arrangements we have in the—”
      

      
      A flicker of interest had come into Immortal Karmesin’s impassive face as his eyes roved first over Merry and then over the
         device she had set up on the bed.
      

      
      “I told you, Mistress Gamal,” he broke in wearily, “I’m a man of somewhat old-fashioned tastes. Why you should find that extraordinary
         in view of my age, I don’t understand. I don’t want to stay in a modern room with a damned room-service commander floating
         over my head all the time like an aura. I want comfort, peace and quiet. If you press me one more time to move into the new
         wing I’ll move—to another hotel. Clear?”
      

      
      Abashed, the woman swallowed hard.

      
      “As for your question to this girl,” Karmesin continued, moving forward with a meditative expression, “it seems about as ridiculous
         as everything else I’ve heard from you so far. What she is doing is perfectly clear; she’s operating a person-spoor analyzer. All I’d like to be told is what the significance may be of the positive reading she’s just had from
         it.”
      

      
      Merry jerked her head around. Sure enough, in the minute or so that had passed since Karmesin’s entrance, the analyzer had
         finished its work of digestion and there was a red light showing on the top of its case.
      

      
      “He was here!” she said fiercely.
      

      
      “Immortal Karmesin!” Mistress Gamal cried in alarm. “Don’t listen to her. She’s subject to some kind of delusion, and for
         months she’s been pestering the hotel with false allegations!”
      

      
      That’s not true!” Merry blazed. “What I said was right I’ve just proved it! You said you were going to get the law-force.
         Well, go ahead and do it! I want them here, as soon as possible, so I can prove my charges!”
      

      
      “I’ll call a service robot,” Mistress Gamal said, turning to the door. “And a psychiatrist. Obviously she needs his attention
         more than the law’s.”
      

      
      “You will do nothing of the kind,” Karmesin said in a voice of such authority that it was inconceivable to disobey him. “You
         will shut the door and wait inside it.”
      

      
      Mistress Gamal gulped air like a stranded fish, and tried to formulate an objection. But since Karmesin’s attention was no
         longer on her, she simply did as she was told.
      

      
      “Now, child,” Karmesin said, turning his rather skeletal smile on Merry. At once he caught himself. “Forgive me. I tend to
         call everyone child from the vantage point of a thousand years. Sit down, compose yourself, and tell me what you think you’ve
         discovered.”
      

      
      Feeling a little faint—not only from the double shock of being caught here and finding that her suspicions were correct, but
         also from the casual reference Karmesin had made to his thousand-year lifespan—Merry took a chair and put her hands together
         in her lap to stop their shaking.
      

      
      “There’s a bit of hair under the fine-focus scanner of the machine,” she said. “It belongs to a man called Rex Quant. He’s
         from Gyges. He’s a psychosocial historian. I first met him about two years ago, when he was here on a contract. We—uh—we fell in love.”
      

      
      Karmesin cocked one pale eyebrow. “An interesting atavism,” he said without malice. “Very much committed to his work, was
         he?”
      

      
      “Yes, he is.” Merry stressed the present tense. “Well, when his contract was up he went home, but he promised to come back and see me
         again, and to try and get me a post with him so we could spend at least a few years together. And he did come back. I’ve just
         proved that he did.”
      

      
      “Immortal Karmesin!” exclaimed Mistress Gamal, who had recovered her composure completely. “This story has been—”

      
      “Quiet,” Karmesin said, and added to Merry in an encouraging tone, “Go on, child.”

      
      “I had a message from him a couple of months ago—I think it arrived on the third of Midspring. It said he’d got a contract
         at a fee higher than he had dreamed, and was not only going to be able to take me to Gyges but could come and collect me personally
         in a week’s time, and on top of that he could finally afford to stay in the Mira Hotel—this one. It had been a sort of joke
         between us, you see; we’d spent what seemed to us at the time a tremendous amount of money on coming to dine in the gardens
         on the viewroof just before he went away, and we’d wondered whether we would ever be rich enough actually to stay the night
         here.
      

      
      “So I came here and asked for him, and I was told he wasn’t here, he’d never been here, and they had no idea where he was.
         He’d told me his room number, you see—it had been reserved in advance from Gyges by the spaceline he was travelling on—and
         I kicked up a terrific row until I was finally shown this room, and I was allowed to punch the keys of the registration memory
         myself …” Her voice was growing unsteady. “Nothing! Nothing at all! But I was sure he’d kept his word, I was sure he’d have let me know if anything went wrong. I checked with the spaceport, and sure enough he’d arrived earlier the same
         day and the last record they had of him was when he took the Mira Hotel tubeway.
      

      
      “Why didn’t you meet him at the spaceport?

      
      
      “I wish I had,” Merry said tonelessly. “But I live out at Stonewall—”

      
      “Where’s that?”

      
      “I’m sorry. It’s about four hundred miles from Aryx, an island in the Sambhal Sea. And the spaceport is more than a hundred
         miles beyond Aryx.”
      

      
      “In the opposite direction?”

      
      “Yes—almost exactly.”

      
      Karmesin nodded. “Did he call you from the port on his arrival?”

      
      Merry shook her head. “I was already on my way to Aryx, you see. I didn’t want to waste even an hour before seeing him again.
         And there’s no personal-call service on the foilboats between Stonewall and the mainland.”
      

      
      “I see,” Karmesin said. Unexpectedly, he sighed, and Merry gave him an astonished look. With a wry smile, he explained:

      
      “It’s an old story, I’m afraid, child. I’d hoped—I always hope!—for something new. But such a disappearance is rather commonplace.”

      
      “Not to me!” Merry flared.

      
      “No. No, I see that, and—I’m interested.” Karmesin gestured at the person-spoor analyzer on the bed. “Apparently you’ve proved
         that Rex Quant was actually in this room, and for a long enough time to provide a detectable trace after a lapse of two months.
         That points to one of two possibilities: either he resided in the room for some days at least, or he had a very violent emotional
         experience here. Do you understand the principle of those analyzers?”
      

      
      “I’m afraid not,” Merry said humbly. “I’d only heard of them before I bought mine and was shown how to work it.”

      
      “Well, what they do is scan for type-resonances in the long-chain molecular debris which any human being leaves behind wherever
         he goes—personal aroma, grease from the hands, traces of perspiration, and even flakes of dead skin, too small to be seen
         by the naked eye. You reinforce these traces, obviously, on successive returns to the same location, and even the most modern
         room-cleaning equipment doesn’t completely wipe them out; you can usually detect individual traces for a month or more.
      

      
      “On the basis of what you’ve told me, it seems unlikely that your man stayed here long enough to reinforce his spoor up to
         a level which would last months, plural. But a violent emotional upset can intensify the secretions—sweat, chiefly—to such
         a point. Hmmm …” Karmesin rubbed his chin. “How was your man accustomed to dress?”
      

      
      “Gyges-style,” Merry said. “Uh—rather lightly.”

      
      “Yes, I’ve been to Gyges. Gyges was a king who exhibited his wife naked to another man—did you know?” Karmesin parenthesized.
         “So that’s another point. Clothing wouldn’t have absorbed so much of the spoor. Mark you, there’s a risk of error with a machine
         as badly worn as yours—”
      

      
      “The man who sold it said it was a thousand to one against error!” Merry put in.

      
      “Yes, but a thousand to one is pretty poor odds when there are something like four hundred billion living human beings,” Karmesin
         countered ruefully. “They used still to be able to use fingerprints as proof of unique identity when I was a young man; the
         odds were five billion to one against duplication. But even then there were more than ten billion people in the Solar System
         alone. I was about a hundred and twenty, I think, when they introduced this chromosome-resonance analysis instead—what they’ll
         do when it becomes obsolete, I’ve no idea.”
      

      
      He briskened. “So let’s begin by eliminating that source of error, shall we?” He turned to Mistress Gamal, who was standing
         by the door, extremely pale. “Get me the lawforce,” he instructed her. “Tell them to bring a late-model person-spoor analyzer
         and say we have a lock of hair for it to work on. If you can get one with past-time discrimination, so much the better.”
      

      
      “Immortal Karmesin,” Mistress Gamal said weakly, “with the best will in the galaxy I can’t permit—”

      
      Karmesin rose to his feet and suddenly was the dominant feature of the room, the building, the city Aryx. He said, “Mistress
         Gamal! Being an immortal is not without its drawbacks. I am bored! I am tired! I am endlessly driven! But it has compensations, too. And one of those compensations is power. Do you realize that I have only to go to that thing there”—he
         waved at the room’s public communicator—“and say ‘I wish the Mira Hotel to cease operation!’ and it would be done? Do you realize that?”
      

      
      Merry caught her breath.

      
      When Mistress Gamal had stumbled from the room, Karmesin again turned his skeletal smile on Merry.

      
      “So!” he said. “I am doing what I can to help you, am I not? When we have established for certain that your man was actually
         in this room, we shall find out next what became of him when he left here. We shall inspect the monitors of the building;
         we shall check with the outgoing spacelines to make sure he is still on this planet, and then we shall get the lawforce
         to institute a proper search. We shall contact the Embassy of Gyges, and have a search started on his home world, too. We
         shall—Why, child, you’re crying!”
      

      
      “I’m sorry!” the girl choked out, fighting to suppress her emotion. “It’s just that after all these months of struggling to
         expose the truth, everything’s happened so quickly and I can’t get used to the relief.” She dabbed tears away from her eyelids
         with her sleeve.
      

      
      “Can I—can I ask you something, Immortal?” she said after a pause.

      
      “Anything.” Karmesin dropped back into his chair.

      
      “Why are you doing it? Why are you so ready to help me, when there must be thousands of people who’d give their right arms
         to even talk to you?”
      

      
      “I’m bored,” Karmesin said. “I said so. And it’s no lie. After a thousand years I have almost lost the hope of ever having
         a new experience. I divert myself by using my mind as much as possible, but how often is it amusing to cut paper with a
         razor?”
      

      
      “A—? I’m sorry.”

      
      “Yes. Obsolete, aren’t they—razors?” Again Karmesin rubbed his chin. “Never mind. It has to be undergone to be understood.
         Let’s say, then that you appeal to me. I’m glad to see someone fond of somebody else, instead of being shallowly attracted. I am glad to see ingenuity, persistence, bloody-mindedness …” He laughed. “No, that’s something else
         you wouldn’t know about. Also obsolete. What’s your name?”
      

      
      “Merry Duner.”

      
      “Merry? Hah! We seem to be in a groove of obsolete words. We’ve had virtually universal happiness for so long, terms like
         ‘merry’ have become degraded, haven’t they? I’ll bet you never hear that word used except perhaps as a name on Aryx.”
      

      
      “Oh, but you’re wrong,” Merry said with a tremulous smile. “Rex told me about its old meaning. He used to joke with me about
         ‘making Merry.’ Excuse me.” She flushed a little.
      

      
      “A psychosocial historian, you said,” Karmesin commented. “Well, it isn’t a bad joke, I suppose.”

   




      
      III

      
      AFTER THAT, there was a long period of silence in the room. Karmesin sat in his chair as relaxed and motionless as a doll, only allowing
         the muscles of his face to return to their normal slackness suggestive of that intolerable tiredness and boredom of which
         he had spoken. Trying not to stare too obviously, Merry looked at him and wondered what it was like to last a thousand years.
      

      
      A thousand! It suddenly made sense to her in emotional terms. Why … when this man was a child, they were still sweating and dying on
         the planets of the second generation, like Avalon and Chichimeca. He had heard the news of the first encounter with non-terrestrial
         man when it was news, not history! He was not the oldest of the immortals—that was the woman Rebecca Lail, as every child was taught—but
         he must be among the first dozen.
      

      
      She had never expected to speak, face to face, to one of these living legends, let alone be aided on the spur of the moment
         by the whim of one of them. Partly because it seemed irrelevant to learn too much about people she would not come in contact with, partly because of that irrational jealousy most ordinary folk felt despite their conscious knowledge
         of the burden endless life imposed, Merry had never added to the basic commonplaces given in school.
      

      
      Immortal: a misnomer. The probable life expectancy was four to ten thousand years, achieved by tectogenetic manipulation,
         elaborate pre- and post-natal surgery, and chemical adaptation of the metabolism to eliminate all known sources of senescent
         change. Karmesin’s circulation contained at least ten enzymes of artificial origin, and an exceptionally high proportion of
         other, natural, enzymes.
      

      
      Add eidetic memory, super-swift bodily repair mechanisms, limited regeneration of nervous tissue—the key, actually, to all
         the rest—and an IQ somewhere around the limits of the measurable, and that was a so-called immortal.
      

      
      Purpose: to provide for succeeding generations of expanding humanity a reservoir of living direct experience in vanished environments,
         both physical and, more especially, cultural. By the twenty-third century CTE (Common Terrestrial Era), it was becoming so
         difficult for someone in late middle age, with ninety-odd years behind him, to remember and reconstruct how he had felt and
         reacted in the different circumstances of his youth that society was running the risk of shaking into pieces. One method of
         restoring stability would be to impose, deliberately, a period of stasis on the race, so that in an unchanging environment
         a total analysis of the recent past could be performed. Such a course was conceivable, but impracticable. The job would have
         to be done piecemeal over several centuries if it were done at all.
      

      
      Merry gazed in wonder at the white hair on Karmesin’s head. Under there, in that fantastically stocked brain were, memories,
         accessible by techniques of simple hypnotic regression, as vivid as the sensinews and equally fresh!
      

      
      This time she had let herself stare too long. Karmesin noticed, and stirred. With his habitual skull-like smile, he said,
         “You’re wondering whether you ought to be envious, aren’t you?”
      

      
      “Y-yes,” Merry admitted.

      
      “How old are you?”

      
      
      “Twenty-four. Local years, that is. Uh—about twenty terrestrial years.”

      
      Karmesin closed his eyes and leaned his head back; his chair molded and adapted, supplying a rest for the nape of his neck.

      
      “If we could make youth immortal, Merry, that would be wonderful. But it’s beyond our grasp, and always will be. You love
         life. It excites you, because it’s new and fresh. But no matter how carefully you ration your mead of experience, the time
         comes—in two centuries or ten centuries—when you begin to repeat yourself, when everything shades into a universal routine.
         A lover can no longer be separated except by a deliberate exercise of will from earlier lovers; a taste, a smell, most evocative
         of stimuli, no longer appeal for their own sakes, but only for the reminders they give of the first time they were experienced,
         or the last time they were experienced, or another time they were experienced. I don’t continue to live because I enjoy life,
         Merry.”
      

      
      “Then—then why?” she ventured.

      
      “Duty,” Karmesin said. “Another old-fashioned word. I didn’t ask for the responsibility I bear, but I have it, and it must
         be endured. Your man was a psychosocial historian. Did he lead you to investigate pre-galactic terrestrial literature, specifically,
         in Ancient English?”
      

      
      “No. His specialty is recent history, early and middle galactic.”

      
      “Mine too … There was a writer called Swift, who foresaw me and my kind. He called them Struldbrugs, miserable men and women
         visited by chance with the inability to die, condemned to grow old, then older, then older still, indefinitely, till they
         were toothless mumbling wretches rejected by their greatgrandchildren and forced to seek each other’s company or go alone,
         to beg on the streets or starve. They gave us power, of course—but they had to. They needed our memories too badly to refuse.”
      

      
      “The—the Council of Immortals?” Merry said, thinking how archaic-romantic the phrase sounded.

      
      “Yes, the Council exists.” Karmesin seemed to have lost interest in what he was saying, which was hardly surprising in view of the thousands of times he must have repeated it, and
         fell silent.
      

      
      Merry’s face was solemn. She knew that at one time there had been a clamor for admission to the ranks of the immortals. Men
         had struggled and fought and ranted to be given millennia of life and for a while at any rate adult conversions had been tried;
         maybe two or three a year had been accepted after exhaustive psychological and physical tests. But the process of adaptation
         worked badly on adults. Moreover, the strain of even five centuries told, and there were allegedly none left of the “adult
         conversions”; they had died in accidents or by their own hand. For the past several hundred years admission had been pre-natal
         only, and the children had been carefully prepared by their education to endure the strain.
      

      
      Humanity had grown accustomed to living with its older brothers and sisters on planets whose history made Earth’s look like
         a fleeting dream; it grew equally used to the existence of artificial immortals, and though their rarity made them a sensation
         wherever they chose to appear in public their longevity no longer seemed the perfectly desirable gift it once had been.
      

      
      The door of the room slid back without prior warning, and Merry started and turned her head. Through the opening came a ponderously
         built man of early middle age—about eighty, Merry guessed—with a ruddy complexion and big, hairy hands poking out of his governmental
         uniform jacket. He was followed by two lawforce operatives who were guiding a professional-model spoor analyzer on a nulgee
         float big enough to make the room seem chilly with the draught of air it generated, and also by Mistress Gamal and another
         member of the hotel staff, a man whose expression was as disturbed as hers.
      

      
      The ponderous man gestured to his companions to halt, and walked around the chair in which Karmesin was reclining, eyes closed.
         He opened his mouth to say something, and Karmesin forestalled him.
      

      
      
      “You’ve put on weight in the past sixty years, Dombeno!”

      
      The ponderous man almost gaped, then recovered himself and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. “I wouldn’t have
         believed it, Karmesin!” he said in an aggrieved tone. “I’ll swear you didn’t open your eyes.”
      

      
      “I didn’t need to,” Karmesin said, doing so now. “You’re fatter and a bit more slouched, but you walk the same and you breathe
         the same. How are you, and what are you doing here?” He put out his hand to shake with Dombeno.
      

      
      “I came down for the obvious reason,” Dombeno said, dropping the immortal’s pale fingers and sitting on the edge of the bed
         for lack of another chair in the room. “Oh, you may not know. I’m Chief Secretary for Planetside Affairs on this ball of mud
         nowadays.”
      

      
      “Come a long way in sixty short years,” Karmesin said with a wry smile. “I’m still what I was last time we met. What was the
         ‘obvious reason’ you mentioned?”
      

      
      “Blazes, what do you think? If someone lands here who in theory has power to order all the inhabitants to go drown themselves
         in the Sambhal Sea, the local government wants to make sure he hasn’t got this end in view! I’d just heard from the spaceport
         that you were here, and was setting off to see you, when we had this call from the hotel asking for lawforce representatives.
         So we came along together. What’s the story, as if I had to ask?”
      

      
      “Find out if the owner of that lock of hair under the fine-focus scanner of the analyzer on the bed ever actually occupied
         this room.” Karmesin gestured negligently.
      

      
      “I thought so. You must be Merry Duner,” Dombeno muttered, glancing at the girl, who gave a defiant nod. After a pause, he
         rounded on the men in charge of the spoor analyzer. “What are you waiting for? Didn’t you hear what Immortal Karmesin said?”
      

      
      The lawforce men exchanged glances. One of them grinned and shrugged, and they obeyed. For a few minutes there was no sound
         in the room except breathing and the hum of the apparatus in use.
      

      
      Then one of the men by the machine gave a startled gasp, and turned blankly to face Dombeno.

      
      
      The reading’s positive,” he said. Merry gave a stifled cry. He eyed her uncertainly, and went on, “But that’s absurd, Secretary!
         If this girl is Merry Duner, the man she’s looking for is this character Rex Quant, off Gyges. And we went into that case
         two months back, and established that he never reached this hotel.”
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