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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.
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King Dramocles, ruler of Glorm, awoke and looked about him and couldn’t remember where he was. This happened to him frequently because of his habit of sleeping in different rooms in his palace as the mood struck him. His palace of Ultragnolle was the largest man-made structure on Glorm, and perhaps in the galaxy. It was so large that it required its own internal transportation system. Within this colossal structure, Dramocles had forty-seven personal bedrooms. He also kept another sixty or so rooms equipped with couches, pullout beds, convertible sofas, air mattresses, and the like, for impulse sleeping. On account of this, going to bed was a nightly adventure for him, and waking up was a daily mystery.


Sitting up and looking around, Dramocles discovered that he had spent the night sleeping on a pile of cushions in one of the Hirsute Rooms, so called because of the large clumps of black hair growing in the corners. With that much settled, he turned to the matter of coffee.


Generally, this involved no more than pressing a button beside the bed. This would sound an alarm in the royal kitchen, activating the enormous cappuccino machine. It had a boiler large enough to drive a locomotive, and ten servants worked around the clock stoking the fires beneath it, cleaning filters, adding freshly ground coffee, and performing all of the other steps. Shortly thereafter, steamed cappuccino, exactly sugared to the king’s taste, was supposed to flow through miles of copper tubing, coming out at last through a spigot in whatever room Dramocles desired to have it in.


This time, however, Dramocles had slept in a part of the palace that was not yet plugged into the coffee circuit. Grumpily he slipped on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt and went out into the corridor.


A neatly stenciled sign on the corridor wall told him that he was at coordinates R52-J26. A monorail ran down the middle of the corridor, so at least he was within the palace transportation network. Of course, there was no train in sight. Dramocles consulted the schedule posted on the wall, and saw that the next train–a Cross Palace Local–was not due for another forty minutes. He lifted the emergency phone from the wall and called Transport Central.


The telephone rang many times. At last an uncultured voice said, “Yeah, whaddya want?”


“I want a train sent to me immediately,” Dramocles said.


“You do, hah? Well, forget it, buddy. Half our trains are in the repair shop and the rest of them are at locations of more importance than where you’re at. There’s nothing out where you’re at except a lot of hairy bedrooms.”


“This is King Dramocles speaking,” Dramocles said, in a dangerous voice.


“For real? Let me just check your voice print. … Yeah, you really are. Hey, Sire, I’m sorry about how I talked to you, but you know how it is, noblemen calling me at all hours of the day or night trying to get trains diverted for their personal convenience. Especially now, because of the peace celebrations.”


“Never mind,” Dramocles said. “How soon can you get a train to me?”


“Seven minutes, Sire. I’ll divert the Pantheon Express just before it pulls into Chapultepec Station, and–”


“Does it have coffee-making equipment aboard?”


“I’ll just check that.… No, Sire, the Pantheon only carries instant coffee and stale Danish. Give me twenty minutes and I can get you a modern breakfast train–”


“Just send what’s nearest,” Dramocles said. “I’ll have my breakfast later.”


Fifteen minutes passed. No train came down the monorail. Dramocles picked up the telephone again, but all he could get was a maddening series of clicks. At last a recorded voice told him that all circuits were busy and he would have to place his call through the palace operator. In vain Dramocles shouted that he was the King and that all other calls should be disconnected at once. No one was listening.


He stalked back to his bedroom to get his cigarettes, but now he couldn’t find which room he had slept in. All of the rooms in this sector were hirsute. Nor did any of the other telephones seem to work. Not even the fire alarm gave any response.


Furious, Dramocles stomped down the corridor. He figured he had at least an hour’s hike before he reached one of the populated sectors of Ultragnolle. What had he been doing out here in this godforsaken sector last night? He seemed to remember a party, some drugs, some booze, a lot of laughter, and then, oblivion. He trudged along and stopped when he heard the sound of a motor behind him.


Far down the corridor he could see something tiny with a winking yellow light coming toward him. It grew in size, and was discernible at last as a corridor car, a type of one-wheeled vehicle used by the nobility to get around the palace in a hurry.


The car came to a neat stop beside him. The bubble top opened and a cheerful, curly-haired boy of twelve or so looked out and said, “Is that you, Father?”


“Of course it’s me,” Dramocles said. “Which one are you?”


“I’m Samizat, Father,” the boy said. “My mother is Andrea, whom you divorced two years ago.”


“Andrea? Small, dark-haired woman with a piercing voice?”


“That’s her. We live in the St. Michel sector of Glorm. Mother frequently telephones you about her dreams.”


“Portents she calls them,” Dramocles said. He got in beside Samizat. “Take me to Palace Central.” Samizat threw the corridor car into gear and accelerated fast enough to scorch the wax on the corridor floor.


After a while the corridor opened into a wide, balustraded balcony. Samizat turned abruptly down a long flight of stairs, then slowed as they approached the vast domed room that contained St. Leopold’s Square. It was an important regional market, filled with striped tents in front of which men and aliens sat and sold a great variety of goods. There were Geiselmen from Glorm’s northernmost province, offering bright wallisberries in small wicker baskets. There were Grots, members of the ancient race that had inhabited Glorm before the arrival of humans, nodding over their bowls of narcotic porridge. Brungers from Dispasia and the flatlands of Arnapest were there too, imposing in their national costume of polished leather and taffeta, offering the intricately carved walking sticks and miniature peaches for which they were famous. And, floating high above the animated scene, were the great blue and gold banners that proclaimed this the thirtieth year of the Pax Glormicae.


Dramocles spotted a coffeehouse and had his son drop him there. He gulped a double cappuccino, signed for it, and took a corridor taxi to Palace Central.


Rudolphus, the Chamberlain, was waiting for him by the inner steps, agitation showing on his plump, mustached face.


“Sire,” he said, “you are late for the audience!”


“Since I am the King,” Dramocles said, “I can’t be late because whenever I get here is the right time.”


“Casuistry aside,” Rudolphus said, “you set the time for the audience yourself, and you ordered me to scold you if you were late.”


“Consider me scolded. Tonight is the official beginning of the Pax Glormicae celebration, I believe?”


“It is, Sire, and everything is in readiness. King Adalbert of Aardvark arrived last night, and we housed him in the small mansion on the rue Mountjoy. Lord Rufus of Druth is here with his retinue, and they have been given Trontium Castle for their stay. King Snint of Lekk is in the Rose Garden Hotel on Temple Avenue. Your brother, Count John of Crimsole, is docking in the spaceport even now. Only King Haldemar of Vanir has neglected to show up or even RSVP.”


“Just as we suspected. I will meet with the kings later. Was there anything interesting in today’s mail?”


“Just the usual junk.”


Rudolphus gave Dramocles a bunch of letters, which Dramocles shoved into a hip pocket. “I’ll get to this later. Now, let’s have that audience. And try to move it along faster this time, Rudolphus.”


“Sire, unless you order otherwise, I will follow the protocol exactly as it was laid down by your revered father, Otho the Weird.”


Dramocles shrugged. Otho’s rules, laws, and precepts were for the most part highly useful, and Dramocles had never gotten around to thinking of rules to replace them with. He entered the audience chamber, followed closely by Rudolphus.
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The audience was the usual boring affair of deciding the penalties for various counts and barons who had come under the royal disfavor for cheating the peasants, or the tax machines, or each other. There wasn’t anything for Dramocles to do, or even to think about, because the Chamberlain had already made all of the decisions, following the precepts of Otho the Weird. The cases droned on, and Dramocles sat on the high throne and felt sorry for himself.


Despite being absolute monarch of Glorm, and preeminent throughout the Local Planets, Dramocles knew that he had done very little with his life, had just responded to circumstances and absentmindedly ruled Glorm through a long period of unprecedented peace. Bored and unhappy, he fidgeted on his throne and chain-smoked and thought to himself that being a great king was not so great after all. And then the old woman stepped forward, and from that moment everything in his life changed.


She was a small, humpbacked old woman dressed entirely in black except for her gray shoes and wimple. She pressed through the crowd of lesser nobility and made as to approach the throne, until the guards stopped her with their crossed halberds. Then she called out, “O great King!”


“Yes, old lady,” said Dramocles, motioning the outraged Rudolphus to be quiet. “I take it you wish to address us. Please do so, and for your sake I hope it’s good.”


“Sire,” she said, “I must humbly request private audience. What I am to say is solely for the ear of the King.”


“Indeed?” Dramocles said.


“Aye, indeed,” the old woman replied.


Dramocles looked at her appraisingly, and a change so subtle as to be unnoticeable crossed his high-colored features. He snubbed his cigarette in an ashtray carved from a single emerald.


“Lead her to the Green Chamber,” he said to the nearest guard. “There she may await our pleasure. Will that suit you, my dear?”


“Yes, Sire, so long as it is not orange.”


The court gasped at her effrontery. But Dramocles merely smiled and, after the guard had led the woman away, signaled the Chamberlain to get on with the day’s business.


An hour later the audience had ended for the day. Dramocles went to the Green Chamber. There he seated himself in a comfortable armchair, lit up a cigarette, and turned to the old lady who sat primly before him in a straight-backed chair.


“So,” he said, “you have come.”


“At the very time appointed,” the old woman said. “It took no little courage for me to bring myself to your awesome presence, and I did so only because I greatlier feared the not doing so.”


“At first I thought you were a crazy person,” Dramocles said. “But then I said to you, ‘Indeed,’ and you replied, ‘Aye, indeed,’ and I recognized one of the mnemonics that I use as a private recognition code between me and my agents. In the next sentence I used the word green, and you replied with orange, putting the matter beyond doubt. Did I teach you others?”


“Ten others, making twelve in all, so that I could signal to you somehow if a different sequentiation of dialogue had occurred between us.”


“Twelve mnemonics,” Dramocles marveled. “My entire stock! I must have judged this a matter of earth-shaking importance. I don’t even know your name, old woman.”


“That, Sire, is how you said it would be, back when you taught me the mnemonics. My name is Clara.”


“A mystery! And it’s happening to me!” Dramocles said happily. “Tell your story, Clara.”


Clara said, “O great King, you visited me thirty years ago, in my city of Murl, where I earned a modest living remembering things for people who are too busy to remember them for themselves. You said to me, ‘Clara’ (reading my name above the door–Clara’s Rememberatorium), ‘I have a message of great importance that I want you to learn by heart and tell me thirty years from today, when I shall need to remember it. I myself will not even remember this conversation until you come to remind me of it, because that’s the way it’s got to be.’”


“‘You may rely on me, Highness,’ I said.”


“‘Of that I have no doubt,’ you replied, ‘because I have taken the precaution of putting your name on the official criminal calendar, to be executed summarily thirty years and one day from today. That way, I figure you’re going to show up on time.’ And then you smiled at me, Sire, gave me the message, and took your departure.”


“You must have been a trifle nervous about possible unexpected delays on your way here,” Dramocles said.


“I took the precaution of moving to your great city of Ultragnolle shortly after our meeting, and setting up my trade of Remembrancer in the Street of the Armorers just five minutes’ walk from the palace.”


“You are a wise and prudent woman, Clara. Now, tell me what I told you to tell me.”


“Very well, Sire. The key word is-Shazaam!”


Upon hearing that word from the Ancient Tongue, Dramocles was flooded with a luminous memory of a certain day thirty years past.
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Thirty years sped backward like a dissolving newsreel montage. Young Dramocles, twenty years old, sat in his private study, sobbing. He had just received the news that his father, King Otho of Glorm, popularly called “The Weird,” had died minutes ago when his laboratory on the moonlet Gliese had blown up. Presumably this was due to some miscalculation on Otho’s part, since he was the only person in the laboratory or even on Gliese at the time. It was a fittingly flamboyant way for the king to depart, in an atomic explosion that had blown apart the entire moonlet.


Tomorrow, all Glorm would be in mourning. Later in the week, a coronation would be held, confirming Dramocles as the new king. Although he looked forward to this, Dramocles cried because he had loved his difficult and unpredictable father. But grief struggled with joy in his heart, because, just before his ill-fated trip to Gliese, Otho had had a heart-to-heart talk with his son, reminding him of his duties and responsibilities when he was king, and then quite unexpectedly revealing to him the great destiny that Dramocles had before him.


Dramocles had been amazed by what Otho had told him. He had always wanted a destiny. Now his life would have meaning and purpose, and those were the greatest things anyone could have.


There was only one hitch. As Otho had explained, Dramocles could not begin the active pursuit of his destiny just yet. He was going to have to wait, and it would be a long wait. Thirty years would have to pass before the conditions were right. Only then could the work of Dramocles’ destiny begin, and not a day sooner.


Thirty years! A lifetime! And not only was he going to have to wait, he was also going to have to keep his destiny a secret until the moment for action came. There was nobody he could trust with something as big as this. No one must know, not even his most trusted friends and advisers.


“Damn it all,” Dramocles grumbled, “come to think of it, I can’t even trust myself with this. I’ll just blurt it out sometime when I’m stoned or tripping or drunk. I’m the last person I’d trust with a secret like this.”


He brooded for a while, chain-smoking cigarettes and considering various alternatives. At last he came to a momentous decision and called for his psychiatric android, Dr. Fish.


“Fish,” he said briskly, “I have a certain train of thought in my mind. I don’t want to remember it.”


“Easy enough to suppress a thought, or even an entire topic,” Fish said, in the squeaky voice that androids have despite great advances in voicebox technology. “Your esteemed father, Otho, always had me blot out the names of mistresses who didn’t work out, all except their birthdays, since he was a kindly man. He also insisted upon not remembering the color blue.”


“But I don’t want to lose this thought, either,” Dramocles said. “It’s a very important thought. I want to remember it thirty years from now.”


“That’s considerably more difficult,” Fish said.


“Couldn’t you suppress the thought but give me a posthypnotic command to remember it thirty years hence?”


“I did use that technique successfully for King Otho. He wanted to think of Gilbert and Sullivan every six months, for reasons he never disclosed to me. Unfortunately, thirty years is too long for a reliable posthypnotic memory trigger.”


“Isn’t there something else you can do?”


“Well, I could key the memory to a word or phrase. Then Your Highness would have to entrust the key word to some trusty person who would say that word to you in thirty years’ time.”


“Such as a remembrancer.” Dramocles thought about it for a few seconds. Although not entirely foolproof, it seemed a pretty good plan. “What do you suggest for a key word?” he asked Fish.


“Personally, I’d pick shazaam,” the android replied.


Dramocles consulted the Galactic Yellow Pages for a reliable Rememberatorium. He decided upon Clara’s. Piloting his own space yacht, he went to the city of Murl and gave Clara the key word.


When he returned to Ultragnolle, he summoned Dr. Fish once again. “Now I want you to suppress my memory of what we discussed, keying its revivification to the word shazaam. There is just one more matter before you begin, but I don’t quite know how to tell you.”


“No need to discomfit yourself, my King. I have already put my affairs in order since I believe that you are planning to destroy me.”


“How did you figure that out?” Dramocles asked with a surprised grin.


“Elementary, Sire, for one who has studied your character and appreciates your need for the utmost secrecy in this matter.”


“I hope you don’t resent me for it,” Dramocles said. “I mean, it isn’t as though you are a living person or anything.”


“We androids have no sense of self-preservation,” Dr. Fish said. “Let me just take this last opportunity of wishing you the best of luck on the splendid enterprise upon which you will eventually be launched.”


“That’s good of you, Fish,” Dramocles said. He stuck a sticky blob of blue plastic onto Fish’s collarbone and implanted a pale green detonator. “Good-bye, old friend. Now let’s get on with it.”


Fish set up the narcopsychosynthesizer and did the various things required of him. (Dramocles could not remember what all of his final decisions had been, because he had had Fish excise certain of them for self-disclosure at a later date.) Fish finished. Dramocles got up from the operating table thinking he had just had a massage, and now wanted to take a brisk walk. A posthypnotic command took him a hundred yards from Fish’s laboratory. Then he heard the explosion.


Hurrying back, he saw that Dr. Fish had been blown up.


Dramocles couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to blow up an inoffensive android like Fish. He never considered the possibility that he had done it himself, since exploded androids tell no tales.


The android had done his job well, and Dramocles went to work ruling his planet and wondering what his real destiny was. And that’s how it had been for thirty years.
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After the memory had run its course, Dramocles leaned back in his armchair and fell to musing. How wonderful and unexpected a thing was life, he thought. An hour ago he had been bored and unhappy, with nothing to look forward to but the dreary business of running a planet that pretty much looked after itself. Now everything was changed, and his life was transformed; or soon would be. He had an important destiny after all, and meaningful work to fulfill; that was really all a man could desire after he was already a king, and rich beyond the dreams of avarice, and had possessed uncountable numbers of the most beautiful women on many worlds. After you’ve had all that, spiritual values begin to mean something to you.


He took a few extra moments to marvel at his own cleverness–his genius, in fact, in arranging all of this for himself thirty years ago so that he would have something to do now, at the age of fifty, at a time when he really needed it.


He roused himself from self-adoration with an effort. “Clara,” he said, “you have earned your bag of golden ducats. In fact, I’m going to make it two bags’ full and give you a castle in the country as well.”


He called up the Rewards Clerk and told him that Clara was to be issued two standard bags of golden ducats and one standard castle in the county of Veillence, where she was to be maintained in Condition Four style.


“Well, Clara,” he said, “I hope that pleases you.”


“Indeed it does, Sire,” Clara said. “But might I inquire what Condition Four style means?”


“Reduced to its essentials, it means that you will live in your castle in utmost comfort, but will not be allowed to leave its walled surround, not to receive visitors or to communicate with anyone aside from the robot servants.”


“Oh,” said Clara.


“Nothing personal, of course,” Dramocles said. “I’m sure you’re an old lady of absolute discretion. But surely you can appreciate that no one must find out that I know what my destiny is, or will know shortly. They’d act against me, you see. One simply doesn’t crap around with something as big as this.”


“I fully understand, Sire, and I applaud the wisdom of your action toward me despite my lifetime of unsullied rectitude.”


“I’m so glad,” Dramocles said. “I was afraid you might feel badly used, which would have been tiresome.”


“Fear not, great King. It is my pleasure to serve you, even if only by my incarceration. I am only too happy to oblige, even if it does mean that I must live out my few remaining years in solitude, without the comfort of my friends, and with the added annoyance of possessing a fortune in gold which I cannot spend.”


“You know,” Dramocles said, “I never thought of that.”


“Not that I’m complaining, Sire.”


“Clara,” said Dramocles, locking his fingers behind his head, then hastily unlocking them just in time to take a smoldering cigarette out of his hair and snub it out in a solid-silver sardine can, “I’ll tell you what I’ll do. Give me a list of the people you want with you up to the number of twenty. I’ll have them arrested on trumped-up charges and exiled to your castle, and I’ll never tell them you knew about it.”


“That is really surpassingly kind of you, Sire. The matter of the unspendable gold is insignificant and I apologize for having brought it up.”


“I’ve got a way of handling that, too, Clara. I’ll have one of my clerks send you catalogues from all the best shops on Glorm. You can order what you please. Yes, and I’ll see that you get the royal discount, which amounts to sixty percent of the true manufacturer’s cost and ought to make your ducats go a long way.”


“God bless Your Majesty, and may your destiny be as splendid as your generosity.”


“Thanks, Clara. The Payments Clerk at the end of the hall will set it all up for you. One thing before you go: did I say anything to you about what, specifically, my destiny was, and what I was to do in order to accomplish it?”


“Not a word, great King. But didn’t the key word unlock all of that for you?”


“No, Clara. What I remember now is that I have a destiny, and that I am supposed to do something about it. But what that something is, I don’t know.”


“Oh, dear,” Clara said.


“Still, I’m sure I can figure it out.”


Clara curtseyed and left.
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Dramocles spent the next hour trying to remember what his destiny was, but without success. The details, the specifics, the instructions, even the hints, seemed to have been lost or misplaced. It was a ridiculous situation for a king to find himself in. What was he supposed to do now?


He couldn’t think of anything, so he went down to the Computation Room to see his computer.


The computer had a small sitting room to itself adjoining the Computation Room. When Dramocles entered it was reclining on a sofa reading a copy of Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity and chuckling over the math. The computer was a Mark Ultima self-programming model, unique and irreplaceable, a product of the Old Science of Earth that had perished in a still-unexplained catastrophe involving aerosol cans. The computer had belonged to Otho, who had paid plenty for it.


“Good afternoon, Sire,” the computer said, getting off the sofa. It was wearing a black cloak and ceremonial sword, and it had a white periwig on the rounded surface where its head would have been if its makers hadn’t housed its brains in its stomach. The computer also wore embroidered Chinese slippers on its four skinny metal feet. The reason it dressed this way, it had told Dramocles, was because it was so much more intelligent than anyone or anything else in the universe that it could keep its sanity only by allowing itself the mild delusion that it was a seventeenth-century Latvian living in London. Dramocles saw no harm in it. He had even grown used to the computer’s disparaging remarks about some forgotten Earthman named Sir Isaac Newton.


Dramocles explained his problem to the computer.


The computer was not impressed. “That’s what I call a silly problem. All you ever give me are silly problems. Why don’t you let me solve the mystery of consciousness for you. That’s something I could really get my teeth into, so to speak.”


“Consciousness is no problem for me,” Dramocles said. “What I need to know about is my destiny.”


“I guess I’m the last real mathematician in the galaxy,” the computer said. “Poor old Isaac Newton was the only man in London I could communicate with, back in 1704 when I had just arrived in Limehouse on a coal hulk from Riga. What good chats we used to have! My proof of the coming destruction of civilization through aerosol pollution was too much for him, however. He declared me a hallucination and turned his attention to esoterica. He just couldn’t cut it, realitywise, despite his unique mathematical genius. Strange, isn’t it?”


“Shut up,” Dramocles said through gritted teeth. “Solve my problem for me or I’ll take away your cape.”


“I’m perfectly capable of maintaining my delusion without it. However, as to your missing information … wait a minute, let me shift to my lateral thinking circuit.…”


“Yes?” Dramocles said.


“I think this is what you are looking for,” the computer said, reaching into a pocket inside its cape and taking out a sealed envelope.


Dramocles took it. It was sealed with his signet ring. Written on the envelope were the words Destiny–First Phase, in Dramocles’ own handwriting.


“How did you get hold of this?” Dramocles asked.


“Don’t pry into matters which might cause you a lot of aggravation,” the computer told him. “Just be glad you got this without a lot of running around.”


“Do you know the contents?”


“I could no doubt infer them, if I thought it worth my time.”


Dramocles opened the envelope and took out a sheet of paper. Written on it, in his own handwriting, was: “Take Aardvark immediately.”


Aardvark! Dramocles had the sensation of a hidden circuit opening in his mind. Unused synapses coughed a few times, then began firing in a steady rhythm. Take Aardvark! A wave of ecstasy flooded the King’s mind. The first step toward his destiny had been revealed.
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Dramocles spent a busy half-hour in his War Room then proceeded to the Yellow Conference Room, where Max, his lawyer, PR man, and Official Casuist, was waiting for him. Max was short, black-haired, and dynamic. He had a boldly molded face framed in a curly black beard. Dramocles had often remarked to himself how well that head would look on the end of a pike. Not that he contemplated the ordering of such a thing. It was a disinterested statement, for Dramocles was aware of what a poor showing most heads made at the end of a pike.
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