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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 ONE

      
      

      
      At night the sound was that of a monster, a feral roar which rose to the skies and was carried on the wind, a hungry growling
         interspersed with staccato explosions which thickened the air and left an acrid taint. At day the monster was revealed as
         a conglomeration of men and machines which tore into the flank of a mountain, delving deep, gutting ancient stone and pulverizing
         rock for the sake of the metal it contained.
      

      
      A dual operation, the metal helping to pay for the pass and tunnel which would link inhabited areas, a passage which would
         rob the sea and sky of expensive and dangerous transport.
      

      
      One day it would be completed—but Dumarest had no intention of seeing it. Already he had stayed on Tradum too long.

      
      He stood by the door of the hut which housed fifty men, looking towards the west, seeing the fabulous glory of the sunset.
         Swaths of red and orange, pink and gold, streamers of purple and emerald caught and reflected by the mist of scudding cloud
         so that he seemed to be looking upward at the surface of some incredible ocean.
      

      
      A relaxing sight, something to ease the fatigue born of eight hours continuous labor. Now he faced another shift as an extra
         night-guard. Hard work but added pay. Soon, he would have enough.
      

      
      “Earl?” He turned as someone called. “You out there, Earl?”

      
      Leon Harvey, young, thin, his face old before its time. He stepped from the hut, blinking, a towel over his arm. His face
         brightened as he saw Dumarest.
      

      
      “You should have woken me,” he accused. “You  know how Nyther is—once late on the job and you lose it.”
      

      
      “That could be a good thing.”

      
      “Why?” Stung, his pride touched, the youngster bridled. “Don’t you think I can take it?”

      
      “Can you?”

      
      “Sure I can. I’m tired, true, but I’ll get over it. It just takes getting used to. Anyway, I need the money.”

      
      Wanted, not needed, a difference Dumarest recognized if the other did not. He made no comment, stepping to where a trough
         stood beneath a line of faucets, stripping and standing beneath one, water laving his head and body as he twisted a control.
      

      
      Cold water piped from a mountain stream, numbing but refreshing, causing goose-pimples to rise on his skin, the chill accentuating
         the pallor of the thin lines of old scars which marred his torso.
      

      
      Shivering, his lips blue, Leon hastily rubbed himself down,

      
      “You’re tough, Earl,” he said enviously. “That water’s close to freezing.”

      
      Dumarest reached for his towel. In many ways Leon was a nuisance, but he could recognize the youngster’s need, even be a little
         amused by his claim to affinity. He too had traveled, a few trips to nearby worlds, but it was more than that which had won
         his tolerance. The boy was star-crazed, filled with the yearning for adventure, unable to see dirt and squalor for what it
         really was. One day, perhaps, he would learn.
      

      
      “Earl—”

      
      “You talk too much.”

      
      “How else am I to learn?” Leon watched as Dumarest dressed, wearing pants, sturdy knee-boots, a tunic long in the sleeves
         and fitting high around the throat. The gray plastic was scuffed in several places, the glint of buried mesh showing, metallic
         protection against the thrust of a knife, the rip of a claw. Reflected light from the setting sun winked from the nine-inch
         blade which Dumarest carefully wiped before slipping it into his right boot.
      

      
       “Earl!”
      

      
      “What now?”

      
      “When we get the money—when I get it—can I go with you?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “Why not? We could travel together. I could help you, maybe, and—why not, Earl?”

      
      Too many reasons, none of which the youngster would understand. His very desire for companionship showed how unfitted he was
         to follow the way he had chosen. A man traveled faster alone. It was easier to get one berth than two. And two men would be
         easier to spot than one.
      

      
      Dumarest said, “Forget it, Leon.”

      
      “Why? Is someone after you? Is that it, Earl? Are you in danger of some kind?”

      
      A guess—or perhaps a comment too shrewd for comfort. Certainly too near the truth. Dumarest looked at the young face, the
         haggardness it revealed, the fatigue. Medical science could have made him appear younger, intensive training taught him a
         part to play, rewards offered and promises made. There could be a thousand like him scattered on worlds in this sector, placed
         where a destitute traveler would look for work, waiting, watchful, doing nothing until the time came to report to their masters.
      

      
      Was Leon Harvey an agent of the Cyclan?

      
      “Earl?”

      
      “Nothing—I was thinking. Where is your home world?”

      
      “Nerth. Not too far from here. I—”

      
      “Nerth?”

      
      “Yes. Earl, is something wrong? Your face—”

      
      Dumarest forced himself to relax. It was coincidence, it could be nothing more. A name which held a special association. Nerth,
         Earth, an accident, surely. Yet hope, never dead, responded to the familiar sound. A lure, perhaps? If Leon was an agent of
         the Cyclan, he could have offered no greater enticement.
      

      
      “Earth,” said Dumarest “You said Earth?”

      
       “Earth?” Leon smiled. “Earl, are you crazy? Who the hell would call any planet by that name? No, I said Nerth. It’s a quiet
         world, too quiet for me, I ran as soon as I got the chance. And I’m going to keep on running. Just as soon as I get enough
         for a passage I’m on my way. Right smack towards the Center. You’ve been there, Earl?”
      

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “And you’ll come with me?”

      
      “Before we can go anywhere,” said Dumarest. “We need the money.”

      
      They all needed money, the men who worked on the project, contract slaves killing themselves with labor to pay an ever-expanding
         debt. Men who had accepted an advance, spent money on clothes, drinks, luxury foods. They had tried to recoup by gambling
         and had lost. They stood in the middle of the hut, watching with envious eyes as others, luckier or more sensible, played
         with cash they still could call their own.
      

      
      The lure of easy money, a fortunate win which would enable them to pay off what they owed, accumulate a little more, get a
         stake with which to beat the system. Some managed it, the majority did not. They would work until they died, the victims of
         speed-accentuated risks, of haste-compounded errors. Fools who had walked willingly into a trap.
      

      
      Elg Sonef was not one of them. He was a big man, squat, his face seamed, the knuckles of both hands scarred, the spatulate
         fingers surprisingly deft as he manipulated the deck of cards. Every hut held one of his kind, the man who ran the game, who
         used fists and feet to collect and to maintain his monopoly.
      

      
      “The more you put down the more you pick up,” he droned. His voice was harsh, rasping, careless of the exhausted men trying
         to sleep in the double-tiered bunks. “Come on, lads, why hesitate? The canteen has a new consignment of liquor and you get
         paid in two days’ time. A little luck and you could take your pick of the seraglio. Why wait for luxuries?” Cards riffled from
          his fingers. “Make your bets. Even money on any choice.”
      

      
      The game was high, low, man-in-between, a simple game with simple rules. A cloth was spread on the table divided into three
         sections, each section with three parts. A card was dealt face up before each of the three main sections and players bet on
         whether it would be the highest, lowest or, the one between the others in value. Duplicates canceled out the middle. If all
         values were alike they paid high.
      

      
      Sonef was playing by his own rules, ignoring relative odds and ensuring that, with all sections covered, he had a high advantage.
         An advantage increased by his own skillful dealing.
      

      
      Dumarest watched, a little amused, wondering how the players could have been so gullible. At his side Leon said, wistfully,
         “Earl, we could double our stake in a few minutes with luck.”
      

      
      “Luck?”

      
      “You think he’s cheating?”

      
      Dumarest was certain of it, but it was not his concern. He turned from the cluster of players and moved towards his bunk,
         thumbing open the small box at the head. The towel was still damp, but if he left it exposed it would be stolen. He threw
         it into the container and slammed it shut. It would stay that way until the lock recognized the imprint of his thumb.
      

      
      “It’s getting late, Leon. Let’s eat.”

      
      The canteen was a crude hut filled with tables and benches, staffed with old men and cripples, a scatter of Hyead. Dumarest
         stepped aside as one came towards him busy with a broom. A thin, stooped figure, dressed in filthy robes tied with knotted
         string. A ravaged face, peaked, the eyes slotted like those of a goat. Blunt horns rose above a tangle of hair, gray shot
         with russet. The hands which held the broom were four-fingered claws.
      

      
      Despised, degenerate, the product of wild mutations, found running like animals in the mountains by the early settlers and
         now used as servitors.
      

      
       Cheap labor, working for discarded clothing and scraps of food, kicked, cursed, or ignored by men who were themselves little
         better than beasts.
      

      
      Dumarest led the way to the counter, picking carefully at the food, selecting items high in protein and low in bulk. An expensive
         choice, but one which gave better nutritional value than the steaming chaff bought by the majority.
      

      
      As they ate Leon said, “Earl, how did you know Sonef was cheating?”

      
      “Did I say he was?”

      
      “No, but was he?”

      
      “You saw the way he dealt, cards face up and using no regular rotation. He was manipulating the bets, letting the low stakes
         win, taking the high. Once you know how to bottom-deal it’s easy.”
      

      
      “Could you do it?”

      
      Dumarest ignored the question. “Tell me about Nerth.”

      
      “It’s a dump.”

      
      “And?”

      
      “It’s just a world, Earl. A backwater. Mostly farms, no industries, hardly any cities. Ships are rare. They only call to pick
         up furs and gems, and deliver tools and instruments. No one with any sense would want to go there.”
      

      
      “And you ran,” said Dumarest quietly. “Why?”

      
      “Why did you?” snapped Leon. “What started you on the move?” Immediately he was contrite. “I’m sorry, I guess that’s none
         of my business. Let’s just say that I was bored.”
      

      
      “A young man,” said Dumarest. “You had a family, a home?”

      
      “If you can call it that, yes.” Leon stared down at his plate, then seemed to come to a decision. “I belonged to a commune,
         Earl. It lay well back in the hills and was as isolated as you could get. Maybe I’m a freak of some kind, but I couldn’t accept
         what they had planned for me. The tests, the ritual, the arranged marriage, the duties.” His laugh was bitter. “The duties.
         Can  you guess what they would have been? Just guarding a lot of old records. A Keeper of the Shrine. In twenty years, maybe,
         I’d have made assistant Guardian. In fifty, I might have even become the Head. Fifty years of dusting, brooding, worshipping—I
         couldn’t face it, I had to run.”
      

      
      “How?”

      
      “I—does it matter?”

      
      A boy, twisted, unsettled according to his fellows, a rebel, a failure. Someone who would have planned, waited and stolen
         when the time came. Something of value which would have been sold to gain the initial passage money—an old story and a familiar
         one. Only the name held an unusual connotation. Nerth.
      

      
      “You spoke of records. What were they?”

      
      “Books, papers, I don’t know.” Leon shrugged at Dumarest’s expression. “I never saw them. They are held sacred. A load of
         superstitious rubbish, of course, but there it is. Once a year we had a ceremony and everyone congregated, and chanted and
         acted like a bunch of fools. I’m well out of it.”
      

      
      Coincidence or design? If the latter, then the boy was a good actor, if he were the boy he appeared to be. A question which
         would have to be resolved and soon. A decision made—and if he guessed wrong then his life would be at stake.
      

      
      Dumarest leaned back, studying the young face, the eyes. Would the Cyclan have been so obvious? The name, the talk of ancient
         records, a secret to be found, an answer to be gained perhaps. The answer for which he had searched for so long.
      

      
      Nerth … New Earth … Earth—there had to be a connection.

      
      “Earl?” Leon had become aware of the scrutiny. “Is anything wrong?”

      
      “No.” Dumarest rose to his feet. “We’d better get moving. I’ll join you at the hut.”

      
      “Why not go together?”

      
      Dumarest made no answer, crossing to a vending  machine, waiting until the other had gone before filling his pocket with bars of candy.
      

      
      As usual, Nyther was in a foul mood. He stood behind his desk in the guard hut, a big man with a craggy face and hard, unrelenting
         eyes. His shoulders strained at the fabric of his uniform, a holstered laser heavy at his waist. He nodded as Dumarest entered
         and crossed to a table to collect his equipment.
      

      
      To Leon he said, “You looked peaked, boy. I’m not sure you can handle the job.”

      
      “I can handle it.”

      
      “Maybe, but I’m putting you under Nygas. If you want to quit, now’s the time.”

      
      A threat and a warning. Nygas was noted for his ferocity. Men who slept on duty under his command woke up screaming with shattered
         bones.
      

      
      “I’m not quitting.”

      
      “Then get out of here.” As the boy left Nyther said to Dumarest, “I’m putting you on free-patrol, Earl. Work the south-eastern
         sector. It means an increase and a double bonus if you catch anyone stealing. I’ve had a gutful of losses and it has to stop.”
      

      
      “More lights would help.”

      
      “More lights, more men and more equipment,” agreed Nyther bleakly. “Given the money, there’s always an answer. But we haven’t
         got the money so it’s no use dreaming about it. Just stay alert, keep moving, summon help if you think you need it, and remember
         the bonus.”
      

      
      Outside night had fallen, the area illuminated by floodlights set on pylons, swaths of brilliance cut by paths of shadow,
         the face of the workings a blaze of eye-bright glare. Men moved about it like ants, machines throbbing, diggers, loaders,
         trucks, making an endless snarl.
      

      
      Dumarest turned, heading towards his position, moving in shadow and noting everything he saw.

      
      A group of men arguing, on the edge of a fight, ready to kick and pummel.

      
       A crane, the load swinging dangerously, carelessly held.
      

      
      An overseer, yelling, his arms flailing to accentuate his orders.

      
      And, everywhere, the signs of haste and urgency, the traces of poverty and neglect.

      
      Of men, never of machines. The Zur-Sekulich Combine took care of their own.

      
      The roar from the workings died a little, fading to a grating susurration as Dumarest neared the edge of the construction site.
         Stores and supplies stood in neat array, crates piled high, lashed and sealed, standing until needed. The ground was rough,
         bristling with rocks, laced with small cracks which could trap a foot and break an ankle. The pylons were fewer, the shadows
         wider.
      

      
      Passing the last of the crates Dumarest halted, his body silhouetted against the light. For a long moment he stood clearly
         visible to anyone who might be watching from the surrounding darkness, then he moved to one side and rested his back against
         a crate.
      

      
      There were ways to guard a depot and of them all, the Zur-Sekulich had chosen the most inefficient. There should have been
         infra-red detectors set in an unbroken ring about the area, men with light-amplifying devices on continual watch, rafts with
         sensors to spot any movement in the darkness. There should have been a close-mesh fence twenty feet high with special areas
         for the stores.
      

      
      All things which cost money. Men and equipment which were unproductive and therefore undesirable. It was cheaper to use men,
         to send them out and, if they should be killed, where was the loss?
      

      
      Dumarest had no intention of getting himself killed. He had chosen a better way.

      
      Awhile and he moved again, standing before the light returning to his former position. To one side, something moved.

      
      “Man Dumarest?” The voice was thin, a bare whisper, the tones slurred, the words more a recognition signal   than a question. The Hyead had good night-vision.
      

      
      “Here.” Dumarest took a candy bar from his pocket “Emazet?”

      
      “Abanact. The other could not come.”

      
      “He is well?”

      
      “The other is dead. Hunters in the mountains—he will be mourned.”

      
      Trigger-happy fools who had blasted at a barely seen shape and who would now be boasting of their kill. Dumarest threw the
         candy bar at the dim figure which rose from the ground to catch it, to chew eagerly at the luxury. The rare but essential
         sugars the Hyead metabolism craved.
      

      
      “News?”

      
      “A whisper. Men will come to take what is not theirs.”

      
      “When?”

      
      “Mid-way through the night. At a point where lights are few and the stores are high. Three hundred paces from where the other
         met you the last time you spoke.”
      

      
      The lower dump. Dumarest took out more candy bars, the reward for the information. He lifted the remainder up in his hand.

      
      “Anything else? News from the city? Were men dressed in scarlet seen leaving the field?”

      
      “By us, no.”

      
      “By any?”

      
      “Not that we have heard.”

      
      The Hyead moved like ghosts through the town, worked at the field and in the taverns, listened to gossip casually spoken by
         men who considered them less than beasts. If a cyber had landed they would have known of it. Dumarest passed over the rest
         of the candy.
      

      
      “If you hear of such men pass word to me at the canteen. The reward will be high.”

      
      “It is understood.”

      
      And then there was nothing but the darkness, the shadows, a thin wind which ruffled the tips of dry vegetation. A ghostly
         sound like the keen of mourning women.
      

   
      

      
      Chapter TWO

      
      

      
      Down by the lower dump the shadows were thick, the glow from the floodlights doing little to augment the ghostly starlight.
         The patches of darkness could already hide danger—on Tradum as on any world predators came in many guises, the most dangerous
         of which were men.
      

      
      Dumarest slowed, his left hand reaching for the flashlight clipped to his belt, his right tensing on the club he had been
         issued. It was a yard of loaded wood, the end lashed to provide a grip, the tip rounded. Hard, strong, it could smash bones
         and pulp flesh.
      

      
      Twice he had checked the area and now, if the information had been good, the thieves would be busy. Halting, his eyes searched
         the spaces between the stacked crates, their upper edges barely visible against the sky. Pilfering was rife, hungry men snatching
         at castings and components, desperate for the money they would bring, the food it would provide. Buyers were always to be
         found, taking no risks but making high profits.
      

      
      “Brad!” The voice was an urgent whisper. “Which crate?”

      
      “Any of them.”

      
      “This covering’s tough. We should have brought a saw.”

      
      “Quit talking and get on with it.”

      
      Two men at least, and there could be more. One set high to act as a lookout, perhaps, an elementary precaution. Maybe another
         crouched and watchful to spot a figure moving against the glow from the workings. Dumarest had swung in a wide circle to approach
         the  spot from the darkness. He looked again at the upper edges of the stacked crates but saw nothing. But if he used the flashlight
         and someone was up there, he would be an easy target.
      

      
      “Shen?”

      
      “Nothing. All’s clear.”

      
      Dumarest moved as he heard the rasp of metal on wood, a sudden splintering, the snap of a parting binding. The third voice
         had come from close to one side and he stepped towards it. A dark patch rested on the ground, a man who jerked as Dumarest
         dropped at his side, one hand clamping over his mouth, the fingers of the other digging into the throat, finding the carotid
         arteries, pressing and cutting off the blood supply to the brain. A pressure which brought swift unconsciousness.
      

      
      “Shen?” The first man who had spoken grunted as he heaved something from the opened crate. “Give me a hand with this.”

      
      Dumarest rose and moved softly towards him. The other man, the one called Brad, must be facing the site. Three men working
         together to make a strike and a swift withdrawal. Dawn would find them well on their way to the city, too far for pursuit,
         their loot hidden at the first sign of a raft or hunters.
      

      
      “Shen?” Dumarest saw the blur of a face. “What—”

      
      The man was fast. He backed, one hand lifting with a hooked bar, his mouth opening to yell. Dumarest dived towards him, the
         club extended, the tip aimed at the throat, hitting, sending the man to double up, retching. A sudden flurry and Brad was
         facing him, a gun in his hand.
      

      
      “Drop it!” he snapped. “The club, drop it!” He sucked in his breath as the wood hit the dirt. “Make a sound and you’re dead.
         Elvach! Get down here. Fast!”
      

      
      Four men, a big team, and at least one armed with a gun. A primitive weapon which would make a lot of noise, but would kill
         while doing it. The man would hesitate to use it, not wanting to give the alarm. Therefore, the other man would be coming
         in from behind  with a more silent means of dealing death. A club or knife or stranger’s cord.
      

      
      Dumarest knew they didn’t intend to leave him alive.

      
      “Elvach! Hurry, damn you!”

      
      From above came a scrape and a slither as the lookout dropped from his perch.

      
      “What’s happening? Where’s Shen? What’s the matter with Sley?” Elvach was small, lithe, anxious. His face was screwed up and
         his eyes barely visible in the puffiness of his cheeks.
      

      
      “Never mind them,” snapped Brad. “Take care of this guard. Move!”

      
      “Kill him?”

      
      “You want to be lasered down at dawn?” Brad lifted his pistol. “Having this gun will kill us all, if we’re caught. Now get
         on with it.”
      

      
      “Wait a minute,” said Dumarest. “We could make a deal. I’ve got money.”

      
      He dropped his hand to his boot, touched the hilt of the knife, lifted it, threw it underhand toward the face behind the gun.
         The point hit, plunged into an eye, the brain beneath. As Brad fell Dumarest turned, the stiffened edge of his hand slamming
         against the side of Elvach’s neck, sending him helplessly to the dirt.
      

      
      “Fast!” Sley, gasping for breath, stared his amazement. “He had a gun on you, finger on the trigger, and you killed him before
         he could pull it. You killed him.”
      

      
      “Do you want to follow him?”

      
      “No, mister, I don’t.”

      
      “Then stay here. Move and I’ll cut you down.” Dumarest jerked his knife free, wiped it clean on the dead man’s clothing and
         tucked it back into his boot. He picked up the gun and went in search of Shen. Elvach looked up as Dumarest dumped the man
         at his side.
      

      
      “Dead?”

      
      “Unconscious. Are there any more of you?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “I want the truth,” said Dumarest harshly. “Who set this up?”

      
       “Brad.” Elvach sat upright, rubbing the side of his neck. “It was going to be easy, he said. Move in, a quick snatch and
         away. One to work and three to watch, we couldn’t go wrong.” He sounded bitter. “Like hell we couldn’t.”
      

      
      “Who would buy?”

      
      “I don’t know. Brad had it fixed. Him and that damned gun.” His voice changed, became a whine. “Look, mister, how about letting
         us go? You’ve gotten Brad. I’ve a woman lying sick, and a couple of kids close to starving. I made a mistake, sure, but I
         didn’t know about the gun.”
      

      
      “You’d have killed me,” said Dumarest flatly.

      
      “No. Knocked you out, maybe, but not killed. What would be the point?”

      
      To gain time, to avoid later recognition, to ensure their escape. They would have killed him.

      
      Sley said, dully, “What now, mister? I suppose you’re going to turn us in.”

      
      “That’s right.”

      
      “Turn us in and collect the bonus, then see us lasered down at dawn. The gun’ll take care of that. A smart trick which let
         us down. Brad should have fired and to hell with losing the loot. He was greedy. I guess we all were.”
      

      
      Greedy and stupid. Caught without the gun they would have been knocked around a little, interrogated, fined and set to work.
         A heavy fine which would hold them fast until the project had been completed, working for small wages, little better than
         slaves. But they would have stayed alive.
      

      
      Dumarest lifted his whistle and blew three short blasts.

      
      “So that’s it,” said Sley bleakly. “The end of the line. I hope you sleep well, mister. I hope you never have hunger tearing
         at your guts.”
      

      
      “Work won’t kill you.”

      
      “Work? With that gun?”

      
      “Gun?” Dumarest looked at it and, with a sudden movement, hurled it far into the surrounding darkness.

      
       “What gun?”
      

      
      For once Nyther was pleased. “Good work, Earl. A fine job. Four of the scum caught at once. A pity you had to kill one, but
         he’ll serve as an example. Did you have to do it?”
      

      
      “There were four of them,” said Dumarest. “I didn’t feel like taking chances.”

      
      “You had a club. You should have broken his skull and maybe smashed a knee.”

      
      “He had something, a bar. It could have been a gun.”

      
      “A natural mistake,” admitted Nyther. “The light was bad and you couldn’t have known. Hell, man, I’m not blaming you. It’s
         just that a man like that could have friends. They might want to avenge him—you understand?”
      

      
      Dumarest nodded, leaning back in his chair, conscious of his fatigue. It was dawn, the interior of the guard hut thick with
         stale air, a litter of returned equipment lying on the tables. The structure quivered to the endless roar from the workings.
      

      
      “Did you get anything from the others?”

      
      “No.” Nyther opened a drawer in his desk and produced a bottle and glasses. Pouring, he handed one to Dumarest. “Any ideas?”

      
      “Four men with a plan. And they knew just where to hit.”

      
      “You can say that again.” Nyther scowled as he sipped at his whiskey. “Those crates held crystalloy components. Sold in the
         right place they would fetch a high price. Even if torn apart, the shammatite would be more than worth the trouble.” A man
         grown old in security, he guessed what Dumarest was hinting. “An arrangement. Those men were working to a plan set out by
         a big operator. Right?”
      

      
      “Maybe.”

      
      “Then why no guns?” Nyther answered his own question. “They shouldn’t have needed them. Three men watching could have handled
         any normal guard.  And once the scum start using guns I’ll have a case in order to increase the guard allocation. You were lucky, Earl, in more
         ways than one.”
      

      
      Dumarest drank, slowly, saying nothing.

      
      “Four bonuses—you can collect the cash immediately. No guns and the chance of a promotion. Interested?”

      
      “I might be.”

      
      “I’ve been watching you, Earl. You’re wasted at the workings. Any foot can handle a machine, but it takes a special kind of
         man to make a good security officer. He has to have a feel for the job, an instinct. You have it. It sent you to the right
         place at the right time. I need all the men I can get like you.”
      

      
      “So?”

      
      “How about becoming a full-time guard? I’ll make you the head of a sector. Twice as much as you’re getting now with free board
         and lodging. A deal?”
      

      
      It was tempting, and it would be a mistake to refuse too quickly. A sign of guilt, perhaps. At the workings men did not hesitate
         at the chance of extra pay.
      

      
      “Of course, I’ll have to check you out with Head Office,” continued Nyther. “But that’s just a formality. All they want is
         that you be registered in the computer. The doc can take your physical characteristics and do the rest of it. A blast in the
         shoulder—nothing to worry about.”
      

      
      Dumarest set down his empty glass, watched as it was refilled.

      
      “A radioactive trace?”

      
      “Sure, just a precaution and, as I said, nothing to worry about. If you take off without warning, we’ll know where to look
         for you.”
      

      
      The Zur-Sekulich and others who might be interested. Once branded he would stand out in any crowd, electronic tracing gear
         picking up the implanted pattern.
      

      
      Nyther said, “I’ll fix it for noon. I’ll send word to your foreman to release you. By dusk you’ll be ready for full-time duty.
         Health, Earl!”
      

      
       Dumarest responded to the toast. Without knowing it, the guard chief had forced his decision. By noon he would have to be
         on his way.
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