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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.



      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      Karlene shivered. Thirty dozen perlats had been slaughtered to provide her furs yet still she felt the cold. An illusion—born
         of snow and ice and the pale azure of an empty sky. The visual effects overrode the electronic warmth cossetting her body
         and she lifted her hands to draw the soft hood closer about her face.
      

      
      “Cold?” Hagen had noticed the gesture. “Are you cold?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “Then—”

      
      “Nothing.” An answer too curt and she expanded it as she swept a hand at the vista before them: a landscape of white traced
         with azure and flecked with motes of nacreous sheen. Out there perspective was distorted so that the mound she looked at could
         have been a hundred yards distant or a thousand, the dune a thousand or ten. “There’s no warmth,” she complained. “No shelter. It’s all so bleak. So inhospitable.”
      

      
      He said, “Erkalt is a frigid world, but it has its uses.”

      
      “Such as?”

      
      “Low-temperature laboratories. Some mines. Some—” He broke off, knowing she knew the details. “As a site for the games,” he
         said. “As a frame for your beauty. An ice queen should rule over a world of ice.”
      

      
      Empty flattery but she restrained her annoyance. Instead she walked to the edge of a shallow ravine, one barely visible against
         the featureless expanse. It was empty; a gash cut deep into the snow, pale shadows clustered in its depths. No trace of life
         yet; looking at it, she felt the familiar touch in her mind.
      

      
      “Something?” Hagen was beside her, his eyes searching her face. “You catch the scent?” His tone sharpened as she nodded. “When?
         Soon? Late?”
      

      
      “Late.” The touch had been too gentle. “Sometime ahead but too weak to tell when.”

      
      Time and cause—variables beyond her control. Duration weakened impact so that a dire event in the distant future would register
         as a small incident almost due. An irritation, but one he had no choice but to accept. Now he slipped an arm around her shoulders
         and led her from the treacherous lip of the ravine.
      

      
      “Probably a perlat slaughtered for its hide or some other small animal ending its life.” He kept his tone light, casual. “Victim
         of some predator, no doubt. Don’t worry about it.”
      

      
      
      Good advice; to brood on death and fear was to invite madness. Yet, at times, it was hard to ignore the shadows which stretched
         back through time. In that ravine a creature would die and would know terror before it expired.
      

      
      “Well try over to the east,” said Hagen. His tone, still light, masked his impatience. “Once we find the right place we can
         set up the scanners.”
      

      
      “If we find it,” she said. “And if it’s the right one.”

      
      “It will be—you’ll see to that.”

      
      His assurance held the trace of threat, but she said nothing as he led the way to where the raft stood on the frozen snow.
         The driver, muffled in cheap furs, touched a control as they climbed aboard, and a transparent canopy rose to enclose the
         body of the vehicle and protect them from the wind. It droned as they rose, a bitter, keening sound, and she shivered again
         as the raft moved away from the lowering sun.
      

      
      “Still cold?” Hagen was concerned. “Perhaps you are ill. I think you should see a doctor when we get back to town.”

      
      “No!” Her refusal was sharp. “There’s nothing wrong with me. It’s just this damned planet.”

      
      The snow and ice and shriek of the wind. A sound as if a lost soul was crying its grief as it quested empty spaces. Beneath
         the raft the ground was a blur of whiteness; a board on which, soon, a bloody game would be played. What did a quarry feel?
         Fear, that was certain, a rush of terror prior to a savage end, but what else? Hope, perhaps? The belief in the miracle which
         alone could bring safety? Regret that greed and love of life had led to a frigid hell?
      

      
      The heaters had taken the chill from the air within the canopy and she loosened the hood, throwing it back from her head and
         face to release a cascade of hair. It fell in a cloud of shimmering whiteness over the pearly luster of her furs; hair as
         white as the snow below, as white as the blanched pallor of her skin.
      

      
      An albino; beneath the silver-tinted contact lenses she wore, her eyes held the pinkness of diffused blood.

      
      “You’re beautiful!” Hagen was sincere in his appreciation, eyes studying the aristocratic delicacy of her face; the high cheekbones,
         the hollow cheeks, the thin flare of nostrils, the curve of lips, the rounded perfection of the chin. Beneath the furs her
         body was lithe with a rounded slimness. “An ice queen, as I said.”
      

      
      A mutant and hating it despite the wealth it had brought her. Hating the talent she possessed which set her apart, now again
         making itself manifest within the secret convolutions of her mind.
      

      
      “Karlene?” Hagen had seen the sudden, betraying tension. “Something?”

      
      “I think so.”

      
      “Strong? Close?” He ceased his questioning as she raised a hand. Waited until it lowered. “No?”

      
      “A scent, but it was weak. Where are we?”

      
      Too far to the east and distant from the city. The raft turned as he snapped orders at the driver, slowing as it circled over
         the too-flat terrain. Hopeless territory for the games as the fool should have known. The vehicle straightened, humps rising in the distance, to become mounded dunes slashed with crevasses torn by
         the winds, gouged with pits fashioned by storms.
      

      
      “Anything?” Hagen glanced at the sun as she shook her head. Soon would come the night, the winds, the impossibility of further
         search. To the driver he said, “Drop lower and head for the north. Cut speed.”
      

      
      “But—”

      
      “Do it!”

      
      Too low and too slow over such broken terrain could lead to disaster; sudden winds, rising from uneven ground, could catch
         the raft and bring it to destruction. Fears the man kept to himself as he handled the controls.
      

      
      Waiting, watching, Hagen forced himself to be patient. There was nothing more he could do and his tension could affect the
         woman’s sensitivity. Now Karlene was in command. Until she scented the node, they must turn and drift and turn again in an
         ever-widening circle. He had chosen the ground, the decision based on skill and experience, but only she could determine the
         node.
      

      
      “You’ve found it?” He had spotted her tension. “The scent?”

      
      She nodded, one hand to her throat, eyes wide at the touch of horror.

      
      “Close?”

      
      “Close.” She inhaled, fighting to be calm. “Close and strong. God, how strong!”

      
      The node. The spot where the game would end. Hagen sighed his relief. Now he could relax. The rest was just a matter of routine.

      
      
      *    *    *

      
      Leaning back in his chair, Dumarest looked away from his hungry guest. Brad Arken was more like a ferret than a man; thin,
         sharp-faced, with eyes which quested in continual movement. His clothing was shabby, his skin betraying chronic malnutrition.
         To feed him was a kindness, but Dumarest was not being charitable.
      

      
      “Earl?”

      
      “Help yourself. Eat all you want.”

      
      The bread, the vegetables, the bowl of succulent stew. He had barely touched them but he had guessed the other’s hunger. Could
         guess, too, at his desperation; the reason he had selected him from those hiring their labor, the reason he had invited him
         to dine.
      

      
      Now, as Arken ate, Dumarest looked around. The restaurant was contained within the hotel in which he had a room. Warm light
         bathed the area enhancing the comfort of soft carpets and heated air. To one side a facsimile fire burned against a wall,
         the bed of artificial logs glowing red, gold, amber and orange in a framework of black iron.
      

      
      A glow which merged with the yellow illumination from the lanterns and threw touches of color on the flesh and finery of the
         others seated at their tables. A crowd, mostly young, all apparently wealthy. They were in an exuberant mood.
      

      
      “Voyeurs,” said Arken. “Here to enjoy the games. Watching in comfort while others do the work. At least they’ll keep warm.”

      
      His plate was empty, the bowl also. The vegetables were barely touched but the bread had vanished and Dumarest guessed it now reposed beneath the other’s blouse. He lifted a hand as Arken wiped his mouth on a napkin.
         To the waitress who answered his signal he said, “Wine. A flagon of house red.”
      

      
      It arrived with glasses adorned with delicate patterns engraved in the crystal. Dumarest poured, Arken almost snatching up
         his glass, downing half its contents at a gulp, then, almost defiantly, swallowing the rest.
      

      
      As he reached for the flagon Dumarest clamped his fingers on the neck.

      
      “Later. First we talk. I’m looking for a man. Maybe you can help me find him. He’s old, scarred down one cheek, gray hair
         and, maybe, a beard.” Scant details but all he had. “Celto Loffredo. Once he was a dealer in antiquities.”
      

      
      Arken said, “Erkalt’s a big world but sparsely inhabited. The city here, a few installations at the poles. They are staffed
         by technicians employed by the companies who own them and they’re choosy about who they take. An old man, even if indentured,
         wouldn’t be worth his keep. Which brings us back to the city. I guess you’ve checked the usual sources? Hotels and such?”
         As Dumarest nodded he continued, “So he isn’t living easy and a man without money has little choice. If he’s alive he must
         be on the brink.”
      

      
      “As you are?”

      
      Arken said nothing but the answer was in his eyes and, as he reached again for the wine, Dumarest released his grip on the
         flagon.
      

      
      As the man filled his glass Dumarest said, “This is free but it’s all you’re going to get. Locate the man I want and it’s worth a hundred.”
      

      
      “That isn’t enough.”

      
      “All I want is a time and place.”

      
      “I’ll have to check the warrens.” Arken was insistent. “Spread the word and ask around. On Erkalt no one does anything free.
         I’ll need cash for expenses, bribes, sweeteners. How badly do you want to find him?” Dumarest didn’t answer, and Arken drank
         and shrugged before drinking again. “All right, so it’s your business, but we’d find him quicker if I could put others to
         work. And it would help if I’d more to go on.”
      

      
      The man was right, but Dumarest had no more to give. A name, a vocation, the hint that the man could have information he wanted.
         Details gained on another world and a hope followed because he had nothing else.
      

      
      “How much will you need?”

      
      “For expenses?” Arken didn’t hesitate. “A hundred, at least. More if you want to hurry things along. I’ll need to hire men
         to go looking and there are a lot of places Celto could be. But a hundred should do it.”
      

      
      He refilled his glass, looking at Dumarest, hoping he had struck the right note, named the right price. Too little and he
         would have undervalued himself and lessened the chance of profit. Too high and he could have lost an opportunity. It depended
         on his host but Arken thought he recognized the type. A man who lived soft and could afford to be generous; the food and wine
         was proof of that. He dressed plain but that was not uncommon; many tourists tried to seem what they were not. The grey tunic, pants and boots looked new and the knife carried in the right boot could be for effect.
      

      
      “Well?” The wine had bolstered his courage and Arken pressed his advantage. A man alone, looking for another on a strange
         world, would need local help. And, if he was in a hurry, he wouldn’t want to waste time. “Is it a deal?”
      

      
      A parasite eager to suck blood—Dumarest recognized the type. Had recognized it from the first and had set the stage to achieve
         the result he wanted. Arken’s greed, channeled and contained, would make him a useful tool.
      

      
      “Here. A hundred for expenses.” Coins rattled on the table beneath his hand then, as Arken reached for them, steel whispered
         from leather as Dumarest lifted the knife from his boot. In the illumination the blade gleamed with the hue of burnished gold
         but the needle point resting against Arken’s throat held the burning chill of ice. “Rob me and you’ll regret it. I want you
         to believe that.”
      

      
      “I—” Arken swallowed, cringing from the knife, the threat clear in the eyes of the man who faced him. No tourist this, despite
         his soft living and casual hospitality. No easy gull to be robbed while fed empty lies. “Man! For God’s sake! There’s no need
         for this!”
      

      
      For a moment longer the steel held his eyes, then it vanished as quickly as it had appeared. Arken touched the place where
         it had rested, stared at the fleck of blood marring his hand. A minor wound, barely noticeable, but the blade could have as
         easily opened his throat. Wine spilled as Arken tilted the flagon, a small pool of ruby resting on the polished wood of the table. One which looked too much
         like blood.
      

      
      He said, unsteadily, “Why do that? We had a deal. You can trust me.”

      
      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      
      “I’ll find him,” promised Arken. “If Celto Loffredo is alive I’ll find him.”

      
      “Tell him nothing when you do. Just bring me word.”

      
      Arken nodded, gulping at the wine in his glass, looking at the soft comfort of the room. Those present had seen nothing of
         what had taken place; Dumarest had masked the incident with arm and body. He remembered the speed, the sting of the point,
         the naked ferocity he had seen in the eyes and face of his host. There had been no pretense. It had been no empty threat.
      

      
      “A hundred?”

      
      “Five,” said Dumarest. “Less a hundred for each day I’m kept waiting. Keep me waiting too long and I’ll want to know why.”
         He touched a finger in the pool of wine and drew a ruby streak over the table. “If you want to quit leave now.”
      

      
      Arken resisted the temptation. His head tilted as Dumarest rose to his feet, yellow light casting a sheen on the smoothness
         of his clothing. Somber garb but as functional as the man himself.
      

      
      A hard man who followed a hard road—Arken’s hand shook as he reached for more wine.

      
      The restaurant had two doors: one which led through a vestibule to the outside, the other leading into the hotel, the bar,
         the small casino the place contained. Dumarest heard the click of balls, the chant of a croupier as he fed a spinning wheel.
      

      
      “Pick your combination. Red, black or one of each. Three chances of winning at every spin of the wheel. Place your bets, now.
         Place your bets!”
      

      
      An adaption of an ancient game but one with a false attraction. Winners gained two to one which made the house margin unacceptably
         high to any knowledgeable gambler. Even so the table was crowded, a matron, her raddled face thick with paint, squealing her
         pleasure as both balls settled in the red.
      

      
      “I’ve won! Jac! I’ve won!”

      
      Her escort, young, slim, neat in expensive clothing, dutifully smiled his pleasure at her success. Dumarest watched as he
         helped pile the winnings into a rounded head, two chips vanishing as, deftly, he palmed them from sight. A bonus to add to
         his fee for the company he provided, the kisses he would give, the caresses she would demand.
      

      
      “Earl!” The voice was high, clear, rising above the sound of the tables. “Earl Dumarest! Here!”

      
      She was tall, slender, hair neatly cut in a severe style which framed the sharp piquancy of her face. Her smile widened as
         Dumarest moved toward her. He smiled back; Claire Hashein had once been close.
      

      
      “Earl, it’s good to see you again.” Her hand, strong, long-fingered, rested on his arm. “What brings you to Erkalt?”

      
      “What brings you?”

      
      “Business.” Her shrug was expressive. “Some fool of a manufacturer thinks the local furs are unique and insisted that I make a personal selection of the best. Nonsense,
         of course, any competent furrier could do the job as well as I can, but why should I argue when all expenses are being paid?
         Anyway, it suits my purpose. You?”
      

      
      “It suits my purpose also.”

      
      “Naturally.”

      
      Her hand fell from his arm and she stared up at him, head thrown back a little to expose the long, clean lines of her throat.
         Now, no longer smiling, she looked older than she had. A skilled and clever woman who wore exuberance like a mask. Then, abruptly,
         she was smiling again.
      

      
      “I’m really pleased to meet you, Earl. You came on the Canedo?”
      

      
      The last ship to have landed. “Yes.”

      
      “I’ve been here days. We traveled on the Gual. A ghastly journey. The talk was all of the games. I was bored to tears but Carl loved it. He’s a natural-born hunter. We
         met on Servais while. I was completing an assignment. Creating a wedding gown for the daughter of the local magnate,” she
         explained. “I guess her recommendation got me my present commission.”
      

      
      She was talking too fast and explaining too much and Dumarest wondered at her confusion. They had met on a journey and parted
         on landing and the odds were against their ever meeting again. Yet here she was and she was not alone.
      

      
      “Carl!” She turned as a man thrust his way toward them. As he joined them she said, “Carl Indart—meet Earl Dumarest.”

      
      He was tall and broad with close-cropped russet hair, a thin mouth and a pugnacious jaw. His eyes beneath heavy brows were a vivid blue. His ears were small, set close to
         his skull. He was, Dumarest guessed, younger than the woman and himself. When he smiled he revealed neat, white teeth.
      

      
      “Earl!” His hands rose, lifting to show empty palms. His grip was warm, friendly, as they closed on Dumarest’s own. “Where
         has Claire been hiding you?”
      

      
      She said, “Earl is one of the most interesting men I’ve ever met. You could learn from him, Carl.”

      
      “I don’t doubt it.” The rake of his eyes was the searching glance of a hunter; checking, assessing, evaluating. “I guess you’re
         here for the games. There should be good sport. Are you booked yet?” His eyebrows lifted as Dumarest shook his head. “No?
         A pity. I’ve a spot in tomorrow’s event. Cost me plenty to get another to yield his place but I figure it’s worth it. Maybe
         I could find another place if you’re interested.”
      

      
      “No thanks.”

      
      “Don’t you like to hunt?”

      
      “It’s a chance, Earl,” said the woman before Dumarest could answer. “The two of you would make a good team. You’d sweep the
         board and gain the trophy. It could yield a nice profit.”
      

      
      “We’d break even, at least,” urged Carl. “Buying a place won’t be cheap and there’d be the hire of gear if you haven’t brought
         your own. But we could make extra on the bets.” To Claire he said, “I like the idea. It would add spice to the game. Try and
         talk Earl into it.”
      

      
      
      “Why don’t you?”

      
      “Bresaw’s waiting. He’s got the runs from the previous dozen games and thinks there could be a pattern. See you!”

      
      He left with a lift of a hand, brash, arrogant, intent on his own concerns. Dumarest glanced at the woman at his side, saw
         the shadow on her face, one which vanished as she smiled.
      

      
      “A boy,” she said. “Carl’s nothing but a boy at heart. All he can think of now are the games.”

      
      “And you?”

      
      “Work. Furs, pelts, hides. Dealers who will try to cheat. Liars who will claim a match where none exists. Well, that’s for
         tomorrow. Now let’s have a drink.”
      

      
      The bar was quiet compared to the casino and Dumarest led the way to a secluded table. A waitress came to take his order,
         returning with tall goblets filled with lavender wine laced with a drifting mist of silver bubbles. Claire snorted as they
         stung her nose, sipped, laughed her pleasure as her mouth and throat filled with a familiar pungency.
      

      
      “Earl! You remembered!”

      
      Lavender, lime, some osteth and a touch of chard. The constituents of a drink they had shared in the snug confines of a cabin
         during a journey which, for her, had ended too soon.
      

      
      She said, “This is nice but you shouldn’t wake old memories. It isn’t kind. You know how sentimental I am. Earl—”

      
      “Tell me about Carl.”

      
      “What?” She blinked at the abrupt question. “Why talk of him?”

      
      
      “Why not?” He smiled, masking his interest. “Maybe I’m jealous. How well do you know him?”

      
      “Well enough. He’s a hunter. He had some skins for sale and we met, as I told you. I sensed something within him. The strength
         I’d known in you. It set him apart from the others. God—if you only knew how weak most men are!” She reached for the goblet
         and drank, almost emptying the container. As she set it down she said, softly, “But Carl isn’t you, Earl. He hasn’t taken
         your place. No one could ever do that.”
      

      
      Was she a woman in love—or one acting the part? Dumarest signaled, the waitress bringing fresh goblets filled with the same
         lavender wine. As she left he smiled at the woman beside him.
      

      
      “You flatter me.”

      
      “I tell the truth. Are you annoyed?”

      
      “Of course not.”

      
      “I’m glad.” Claire moved closer to him, the long line of her thigh pressing against his own, the touch of her fingers a subtle
         caress. “You’ll never know how much I missed you, darling. Work helped to fill the time and—”
      

      
      “Carl?”

      
      “To hell with him!” Her voice was harsh, betraying her irritation at the change of subject. “Why talk about him? He doesn’t
         own me.”
      

      
      Dumarest doubted if the man would agree with her. He had radiated a proprietary air and his searching look had been more than
         a casual examination. Carl Indart, he guessed, could be other than what he seemed. Certainly he was a dangerous man.
      


   


      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      They ran him down at the edge of the foothills close to Ekar’s pass and Thorn gloated over his monitors.

      
      “Hell—just look at those peaks! The guy’s lost control of his sphincters.” His laughter was ugly. “Sure glad that I’m not
         downwind.”
      

      
      He was a squat, greasily fat man, with mean eyes and a snubbed nose. The twig clamped between his teeth exuded a purple ooze
         which stained gums and teeth. His furs were worn, stained in places, but he knew his job. Even as Hagen watched, he adjusted
         the balance on the input; accentuating the terror, the panic and fear. An unnecessary refinement—the quarry faced his end,
         and those watching would know it. But such attention to detail had made Thorn a top man in his trade.
      

      
      “Boost visual.” Hagen narrowed his eyes as the screen took on sharper tones. The scanner was floating high and wide but the fisheye lens relayed enough data for the monitor
         to compensate. “Adjust color.”
      

      
      The scene altered as Thorn obeyed; a subtle shifting of hues which diminished the overriding white and gave greater prominence
         to the quarry. Crouched between a pair of ice-encrusted rocks, he looked like a ragged doll. One with ripped clothing, dirtied,
         bruised, broken. Blood showed bright on buttocks and legs. More rested like a badge on his right shoulder.
      

      
      “That’s it.” Thorn was matter-of-fact. “They’ll get him anytime now. The run’s over.”

      
      The run but not the end. That would come almost a mile away in the small crevasse Karlene had pinpointed. Already the scanners
         were in position for wide-angle and close-ups. Others would follow the progress of the hunters. Even now more and more who
         followed the games would be switching to his channel and paying for the enjoyment of his broadcast. Later there would be tapes,
         stills, sound recordings of the final moments.
      

      
      “Move!” Hagen snapped into his radio as the quarry rose unsteadily to his feet. “Close in and seal—you know where.”

      
      He had a good team and he relaxed as winking lights on the monitor showed they had swung into action. In twenty or so minutes
         the quarry would have reached the spot Karlene had noted. The hunters would be close behind. Thirty minutes from now it would
         all be over.
      

      
      He had misjudged by five.

      
      “It was crazy!” It was hours later after night had fallen before he’d had time to join the woman. Now, glasses of sparkling wine in his hands, he relived the moment. “He
         was dead, down and finished—I’d have offered a hundred-to-one on it. Yet, somehow, he managed to make a final stand.” He handed
         her a glass. “A toast, my dear. To another success!”
      

      
      “You call it that?”

      
      “What else?” He sensed her mood and became serious. “You aren’t responsible for the games, my dear. You merely determine where
         they will end. There’s no cause for guilt in that.”
      

      
      Nor in the furs her talent had brought her. The soft living, the luxury, the comfort she enjoyed. No guilt either in success—Hagen
         had fought hard to gain what he had. To demean his achievement was to be unfair.
      

      
      “You’re right.” She tried to shake off her mood—always she was pensive after a game. “Tell me what happened.”

      
      “It was unexpected,” he said. “That’s what made it so unusual. You know how these things normally end—the hunters close in
         and it’s over. But this time they had to work. The quarry dug himself in and—” He broke off, shaking his head. “Never mind.
         It’s over now. It’s all on tape if you’re interested.”
      

      
      “Later, perhaps.”

      
      Which meant never and he knew it. The thing which others bought and played and gloated over gave her no pleasure. Too often
         she had felt the touch of death and fear. What for others was a titillation was for her a torment.
      

      
      He said, abruptly, “Karlene, we’ve done well and could do better. I’ve had offers from the Chi-Hsung Combine. A monopoly on the Vendura Challenge with overlap on the Malik
         Rites. A three-year contract with bonuses and copyright guarantees. It means less work and more money.”
      

      
      “For me?”

      
      “Of course.”

      
      “And you?”

      
      She turned to face the window as he shrugged. Outside the night pressed close despite the triple glazing. Darkness illuminated
         by starlight which, reflected from the snow, threw a pale, nacreous shine over the landscape. A quiet, peaceful scene, but
         it wouldn’t last. Soon would come the winds filling the air with swirling particles of ice and tearing at the frozen snow.
         Temperatures would fall even lower than what they were. Predators, now buried deep, would be stimulated by the cold to hunt
         for prey.
      

      
      “Karlene?” Hagen was beside her, his face reflected next to her own in the pane. “More wine?”

      
      She had barely touched what she had and she shook her head.

      
      “Then—”

      
      “You drink,” she urged. “You have cause to celebrate.”

      
      She watched as he turned, noting the movement of his head, the profile of his face as he refilled his glass. A hard face but
         one which could be gentle. A hard man who could have been her father but who inwardly yearned to become something closer.
         A partner who wanted to become her lover. Why did she resist him?
      

      
      “Are you taking the offer?”

      
      
      “That of the Combine?” He shrugged. “It’s a possibility, but there are others. If—”

      
      “Don’t let me influence you,” she said quickly. “You must do what you want.”

      
      “I know what I want.” He looked at his glass as if coming to a decision then drank and set it down and came toward her, his
         face growing large in the window. “Karlene, I have money and I can work. There is no need for you to follow the games here
         or anywhere else.”
      

      
      “Please!”

      
      “Let me finish.” He was stubborn. “You must know how I feel about you. I’m not asking you to love me. I’m just asking you
         to be with me. Here or on any world you choose. If—” He broke off, looking at her face reflected in the window. “Karlene!”
      

      
      He turned, catching her as she swayed, recognizing the tension, the strain distorting the lines of her face.

      
      “The scent? But—”

      
      “Here,” she gasped. “Close.”

      
      “Here? In the hotel?”

      
      She nodded, swallowing, one hand rising to mask the quiver of her lips. Death had warned of its coming and, as always, she
         wondered if that death were to be her own.
      

      
      Arken said, “I’m sorry. I’ve done my best but as yet it hasn’t been good enough. The man you want is hard to find.”

      
      He stood muffled in a stained and patched thermal cloak, the hood drawn tight, breath forming a white cloud before his face.
         Dumarest, similarly attired, stood at his side, both men hugging the shelter of an alcove.
      

      
      He said, “You’ve spread the word?”

      
      “All over.” Arken was bitter. “They take the cash and make the promise and that’s as far as it goes. I’ve run down a dozen
         leads and all have turned out to be a waste of time. Information I paid for and those giving it swore they had seen Celto
         Loffredo alive and knew just where he’d be. Liars. Damned liars the lot of them.”
      

      
      Men living on the brink, desperate to survive, willing to say anything for the sake of a night’s shelter. Setting immediate
         food and warmth against the prospect of future punishment. Dumarest understood them as he understood Arken: a man reluctant
         to admit his failure but more afraid to be thought a cheat.
      

      
      “I’ve scanned the streets,” he said. “Checked the warrens and now it’s down to this.” His hand lifted and pointed down the
         street. “Fodor and Braque. Braque’s down the street; two zelgars the night. Fodor charges three. Food included. I’ll take
         Braque.”
      

      
      “No,” said Dumarest. “I’ll take it. Down the street, you say?”

      
      “To the end then turn left. A green lantern.” Arken stamped his feet and glanced at the sky. The stars were dimmed by scudding
         mist. “Better hurry. The wind’s rising.”
      

      
      The wind droned louder as Dumarest made his way down the street, pulling at his cloak, stinging his face with particles of
         ice. The starlight faded as the air thickened, died to leave a solid darkness broken only by the pale nimbus of high-set lanterns. Light which died in turn as the street filled with a blinding welter of snow.
      

      
      Dumarest had headed to his left and stood with his hand pressed against the wall. A guide which he followed as he fought the
         wind. The wall ended and he followed it around the corner tripping as his boot hit something soft. Kneeling, he examined it,
         finding a body which moved, hearing a thin voice pleading above the wind.
      

      
      “Help me! For God’s sake help me!”

      
      A man, thin, frail, clutched at Dumarest as he helped him to his feet. The wind eased a little and he saw a shapeless bundle
         of rags, a face half-covered by a cloth, eyebrows crusted with ice.
      

      
      “Braque?”

      
      “There!” The man lifted an arm. “Don’t leave me!”

      
      He clung like a burr as Dumarest moved toward the opening he’d indicated, set beneath a pale, green glow. The light flickered
         as he approached, vanished as the wind resumed its onslaught. Snow blasted around them as Dumarest forced a passage through
         heavy curtains. Beyond hung others, a door, a table behind which sat a broad, stocky man.
      

      
      “Cash.” His hand hit the table, palm upward. “Give or go.” He grunted as Dumarest fed the hand with coins. “Right. You’re
         in. You?”
      

      
      The man Dumarest had rescued was old, a ruff of beard showing beneath the protective cloth covering his face. He beat his
         hands together, shivering, then fumbled at his clothing.
      

      
      “Where—” His hands moved frantically. “I had it! I swear I had it! I must have lost it when I fell. Or—” He looked at Dumarest, looked away as their eyes met, thinking
         better of making an accusation. Instead he tried to plead. “You know me, Sag. I’ll pay.”
      

      
      “That’s right,” agreed the doorkeeper. “And you’ll do it now.” He frowned at the coin the old man gave him. “Where’s the other
         one?”
      

      
      “I haven’t got it. I’m short, Sag. But I won’t eat anything. Just let me stay the night.” His voice rose as the man shook
         his head. “I’ll die out there! The wind’s blowing hard. For God’s sake—you’d kill me for a lousy zelgar?”
      

      
      For less—Dumarest read the man’s intention as he rose from his stool. His hand moved, the coin he held fell, ringing as it
         hit the floor at the old man’s feet. A five zelgar piece.
      

      
      He said, “Is that what you were looking for?”

      
      “What? I—” Necessity made the old man sharp. “That’s it! I knew I had it! Thanks, mister!” He scooped up the coin and slammed
         it on the table. “Here, Sag, give me my change.”
      

      
      Dumarest looked at the doorkeeper as the old man passed into the shelter.

      
      “Sag? Is that your name?”

      
      “Sagoo Moyna. Why?”

      
      “I’m working for a man who wants to find someone. Celto Loffredo.” Dumarest gave what description he had. “If you know where
         he could be found it could be worth money.”
      

      
      “So I’ve been told.”

      
      “Would he come here?”

      
      “He might. We get all kinds. If he does I’ll let you know. Staying?” He grunted at Dumarest’s nod. “Better hurry if you want supper.”
      

      
      It was the swill Dumarest had expected. The shelter, as he’d known it would be, was a box with a low ceiling, poorly illuminated,
         the air fetid. From the huddled mass of humanity on the floor rose a susurration of groans, snores, ragged breathing, mutters,
         sighs.
      

      
      A bad place but outside it would be worse. There the only hope of survival was to find others, make a crude shelter and spend
         the night huddled together for mutual warmth. A gamble few could win.
      

      
      Dumarest picked his way through the somnolent bodies and found himself a space. He settled down, fumbling, lifting the knife
         from his boot and lying with it in his right hand; both hand and blade masked by his cloak. The floor was hard, the smells
         stronger in the lower air, but the place was warm from the heat of massed bodies and he had known worse.
      

      
      He relaxed, ignoring the taste of the swill he’d eaten to maintain his pretense, ignoring, too, the odors and susurration
         around him. Things easy to forget after a time of relative comfort. Beside him a man groaned, turned, one arm moving, the
         hand falling within inches of Dumarest’s face. A gnarled hand, the nails cracked, grimed, the knuckles raw and swollen. A
         finger was missing, another black from frostbite. As he watched, lice crawled among the thick hairs of the back and wrist.
      

      
      From somewhere to one side a man screamed.
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