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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.



      
      
      
      Introduction to The Return

      
      by E.C. Tubb

      
      In a way it all started back in 1957 when I wrote a short story, The Bells of Acheron, which dealt with a party of tourists visiting a selection of worlds with unusual features. That of Acheron was a deep, spacious
         valley filled with a mass of growths each of varying size and all bearing a host of seed pods ranging in size from small to
         enormous. The soil was loaded with silicon, the pods were of glass and, at dawn and dusk when gentle winds stirred the valley
         each pod responded to the impact of the seeds it contained. The result was music which covered the entire aural spectrum,
         ‘white noise’ which held every sound ever heard and which could be shaped by the mind to form words, prayers, songs, pleas
         – a threnody born in the subconscious and holding a subtle attraction and a deadly threat.
      

      
      A story, published, later anthologised, but relegated to the stature of ‘ghost’ – a thing done and set aside in the face of
         other work.
      

      
      Ten years later that ghost rose again – and it was not alone.

      
      When Earl Dumarest rose from the casket in which he’d lain doped, frozen and ninety percent dead, he couldn’t have known what
         he had started, and neither did I. I was writing an adventure novel and had created a character who would play a prominent
         part. I had no suspicion, then, that we would travel together in 32 books over the next eighteen years.
      

      
      Like any strong character, Dumarest quickly developed a life of his own. To be believable he had to be consistent in the way he thought, behaved and evaluated data. The things
         which made him, the attributes he had been given, the motives which drove him, dictated the actions he took and his response
         to events in which he became embroiled.
      

      
      Much was made clear at the very beginning. Dumarest had ridden as he had, a Low passage, risking the fifteen percent death
         rate, for the sake of cheap travel. A traveller at the bottom of the heap to whom poverty, while a perpetual danger, was no
         stranger. An unexpected diversion had dumped him on the last kind of world he had wanted to visit. Gath, a tourist attraction,
         with a soaring range of mountains fretted, worn, shaped, channelled, pierced and funnelled into the resemblance of a monstrous
         organ which, like the plants of Acheron, when impacted by the wind, filled, the air with a mind-churning medley of ‘white
         noise’. But on Gath the storms were violent, the sounds they produced strong enough to induce insanity and death. A harsh
         world as savage as the society in which he found himself. A bleak, dead-end world. One devoid of charity, offering no employment,
         no hope. Without money it was impossible to book passage and escape to another world. Without money he would starve.
      

      
      Dumarest had learned in the hard school of experience and he came equipped with certain attributes. He had very fast reflexes,
         he carried a knife and knew how to use it, he wore traveller’s garb which, because of the metal mesh buried within the thermal
         plastic, gave him protection against the lash of a claw, the rip of thorns, the cut and thrust of edged weapons. Most important
         of all, he had an overriding determination to survive no matter what the cost.
      

      
      On Gath that wasn’t easy, but he managed and the book sold and was liked and … and … 

      
      Dumarest refused to be forgotten. A year later he was back in another story, Derai, 1968, which tested him to the limit, costing him love and security and leaving him alone to follow his own path. To continue his search for the world on which he had been born and from which he had run when little
         more than a child. Earth, now a world of legend, its existence denied, derided, no almanac carrying the all-important coordinates
         of its spacial position.
      

      
      Toyman, 1969, followed a year later followed by Kalin in which Dumarest gained both love and a secret which was to dominate his future years. One so powerful and important that
         it made him the prey of the Cyclan who hunted him across the galaxy with ruthless efficiency. The Jester At Scar (1970), Lallia (1971), Technos (1972), and Veruchia (1973), followed. Then things changed.
      

      
      Don Wollheim who had published the Dumarest books while at Ace moved to set up his own company, DAW Books, and wanted Dumarest
         to go with him. I was agreeable, I’d already written the next adventure, Mayenne, but there was a minor snag. DAW wanted to use a longer length than Ace had used, an extra 10,000 words a volume. This was
         a big advantage as it permitted more freedom to expand and develop the plot. So Mayenne had to be lengthened. I doubt if anyone could find just where and how.
      

      
      With DAW Dumarest gained new life and vigour and a new element entered the scene. As the series grew longer many readers began
         to show concern that Dumarest, despite finding many clues, had yet to find Earth. I received many letters on the subject and
         it was seriously suggested that I should write the final book and put it safely by so that, should I die of accident or whatever,
         the saga could be completed.
      

      
      All were positive that, sooner or later, Dumarest would find his home world. Well, almost all, as Don Wollheim later told
         me he’d had a visitor in the early years of the series; an excitable Russian who firmly announced that ‘Dumarest will never
         find Earth!’ An affirmation probably based on the popularity of Dumarest and his adventures or his own hope that they would
         never end. Unfortunately events decided otherwise.
      

      
      In order to sustain interest and to maintain suspense Don decided that Dumarest would find Earth – but not yet and only in
         pretence. This was done in volume 27, Earth is Heaven, (1982), in which the truth is only revealed at the very end of the book. So Dumarest moved on for another 4 volumes until,
         in 1985, he finds the precious coordinates of Earth inscribed on the walls in The Temple of Truth.

      
      This was not intended to be the end of the series.

      
      Dumarest was to find Earth and then continue his adventures on a planet which, while his home world, would be strange and
         terrible, monstrous and bizarre. Many questions needed to be resolved – why had Earth been proscribed? By whom? Why had its
         existence been denied? What dreadful threat did it harbour? What mysteries lurked in its caverns, on its mountains, deep in
         its valleys? Spurred by the lust for easy wealth others would follow the coordinates Dumarest had found, eager to help themselves
         to a mountain of legendary wealth. Their presence would be resented by those who would combat the intrusion. There would be
         battle, murder and sudden death. A host of possibilities – now in limbo. The series did not continue. As far as DAW Books
         were concerned The Temple of Truth ended the adventures of Dumarest.
      

      
      In all fairness I have to agree that, if the series had to end, then that was as good a place as any. But I had already written
         The Return and planned the beginning of the next volume. That remains just a beginning, and The Return remained a ‘lost book’ until 1992 when it, together with all other 31 volumes were published in France. It seemed that it
         would stay ‘lost’ as far as an English publication was concerned. Now, happily, three decades since Dumarest rose from his
         casket, you can travel with him to find his home.
      

      
      I hope you will enjoy the journey.

      
      – E.C. Tubb, London, July 1996

   



      
      
      POSTSCRIPT TO THE DUMAREST SAGA

      
      by Philip Harbottle

      
      Edwin Charles Tubb (“E.C. Tubb”) was one of a select group of young British writers who emerged after the second world war
         and helped establish science fiction in Great Britain. A prolific novelist and contributor to the burgeoning sf magazines,
         he soon became equally well established in America, appearing in such magazines as Astounding/Analog, and Galaxy. In 1956 he began a long association with American book editor Donald A. Wollheim, who was to publish numerous novels by Tubb,
         most notably those featuring “Earl Dumarest,” and his quest to find his home planet, Earth.
      

      
      The Dumarest saga was Tubb’s greatest commercial success. The early novels in particular, were reprinted several times in
         both the USA and the UK, and the series has been translated around the world, from France to Japan.
      

      
      Initially warmly received by even the most acerbic critics, as the series continued the praise became qualified by a note
         of exasperation as Dumarest failed to find Earth. The more sensible end of the critical spectrum was typified by Thomas Easton,
         Analog’s regular book reviewer:
      

      
      “… the Dumarest series is too blamed long. When it was new, I looked forward to six or eight more books before a final answer.
            Now that it is stretching toward two dozen, I am getting impatient. Come on, Tubb! Give the man a break!”

      
      That was written in 1981. Two years and five books later, Easton wrote:


 “All his search to date has been fruitless. All his apparent progress futile. He has to do it all over again. The tale will
         go on, and on. How does the reader react? There’s a certain wry appreciation for being had well. But that doesn’t last nearly
         as long as my irritated, impatient, ‘Oh, no! There’s more!’ Yet the series sells – so many people seem to love reliable repetition.
         Perhaps we should call the Dumarest saga the soap opera of science fiction and be done with it.”

      
      Easton clearly shared the general critical opinion that Dumarest had to reach Earth. But was this necessarily true?
      

      
      Tubb, like many another freelance writer, had battled for years with the problem of finding a steady market. There is nothing
         more soul-destroying (and economically life-threatening) than for a writer to labour on a novel which does not sell. The science
         fiction market has always been a precarious one, in that a relative handful of individuals control the destinies of magazines
         and publishing houses – and, by extension, authors. Writers who personally fall foul of an editor can find their market withdrawn;
         others who curry mutual favours and scratch a few backs can see their careers secured or helped along. Most literary production
         has to be tailored to individual editorial tastes, or else aimed at a guaranteed waiting market, as perceived by the publisher.
         All of which vagaries are cheerfully accepted by most journeymen writers who regard it as “writing for the market.”
      

      
      John Russell Fearn spent years trying to find a reliable publisher, writing for literally dozens of editors, in dozens of
         styles, under dozens of names. All proved to be shifting sand, until Fearn achieved a vast personal following with readers
         of the Toronto Star Weekly (with a regular readership in excess of 900,000) for his Golden Amazon series. The Star Weekly published 52 weekly novels a year, of all types: mysteries, detectives, adventure, and romance; it had a large female readership.
         Until Fearn began contributing they rarely used sf. At first, Fearn managed to sell to them mysteries and westerns, and a number of straight sf novels, but sold three times as many Amazon stories. An examination of Fearn’s correspondence
         with the editor of the Star Weekly highlights a dilemma facing all writers. In 1959, along with his latest Amazon story, Fearn had submitted a superb straight
         sf novel, Land’s End—Labrador. Despite the quality of the latter story, it was rejected, but the editor’s letter continued, regarding the Amazon novel:
      

      
      “I feel sure that this will be all right as it is an Amazon story and there is a big readership for those.”

      
      All of Fearn’s subsequent published novels with the Star Weekly were Amazon stories, in which the Amazon travelled through interstellar space, from planet to planet – just like Dumarest!
      

      
      A prolific writer, Tubb had published dozens of novels in his early career, but with almost as many publishers. He had to
         battle with a fickle and fraught market place. As his Dumarest series progressed, its background became more and more solid,
         and real. Tubb realised that it could be used as a template for all kinds of science fiction situations. The underlying concept
         of Dumarest travelling from world to world offered tremendous scope. It offered a means to explore and invent different ecologies
         and cultures. As a traveller, he could meet a vast range of varied and interesting characters – scientists, idealists, peasants,
         princes, criminals, fanatics, beggars, philosophers, cripples, children, soldiers, saints and sinners, villains and heroes,
         and an endless variety of fascinating women. The character of Dumarest himself grew and deepened from book to book, until
         he became a character of considerable depth: he could be a ruthless killer (but only if his life or that of a loved one depended
         on it), but he could also be compassionate to others, and a champion of children and those less fortunate than himself. Dumarest,
         in fact, grew into the composite of all Tubb’s earlier heroes – a galactic Everyman, but with a convincing logical consistency.
         He never did anything out of character, but new facets were added with each novel. There was hardly a plot, character, or situation Tubb
         could conceive that could not be incorporated into a Dumarest novel.
      

      
      Tubb had a choice. He could end the Dumarest series in favour of a succession of one-off novels, and try to sell them, or he could write them as a Dumarest and be reasonably sure of a sale and worldwide subsidiary sales.
      

      
      Tubb, in fact, did both continue to write Dumarest and to create non-Dumarest novels (he even created other character series). Dumarest continued for eighteen years, settling at
         two novels per year. In an interview about DAW Books in the early 1980’s, Donald A. Wollheim was asked how long the Dumarest
         series was to continue. Wollheim’s reply was revealing:
      

      
      “Obviously, as long as I’ll buy them and as long as people will keep buying them. I’m sure that E.C. Tubb is not planning
            to end it, because it’s too profitable they have a nice following. As far as I’m concerned, they can go on indefinitely …
            You know, Tubb, if he’s in his right mind, will never have this man [Dumarest] find Earth …” – (Sense of Wonder, Oryx Press 1985).

      
      Wollheim, always the shrewdest of operators in the sf market place, was happy for Tubb to continue writing Dumarest adventures,
         and indeed actively encouraged him to do so.
      

      
      Critics brought to the later Dumarest novels a built-in prejudice based on their own belief that Dumarest had to find Earth. But anyone who reads them objectively will find that the novels have a range of themes and ideas that can
         be enjoyed as a one-off novel, and whether Dumarest goes forwards, backwards, or sideways in his quest to find Earth does
         not particularly matter.
      

      
      Not sufficiently acknowledged is the fact that even within the Dumarest mythos itself, there was considerable development
         and advancement of the underlying plot, as in, for example, the mysterious degeneration of the cyber brains. The discovery of the Original People credo, and the ingenious
         explorations of myths and legends, exemplified in the angels and demons in Earth Is Heaven. And there was also a gradual tightening of the underlying strands of mystery as to the relationship of the Cyclan to the
         Earth, and the conspiracy to remove all clues to Earth’s location from official data banks. Earth is proscribed – a pariah
         planet. Why? Herein lies the answer to those bone-headed smartass critics who wondered why the Cyclan didn’t just lay a trail
         to Earth in order to find and trap Dumarest. There obviously had to be a reason, and the critics put their feet in their mouths
         by their temerity in suggesting that Tubb had simply slipped up, or was too stupid to realise his obvious mistake. As usual,
         he was way ahead of them.
      

      
      But it would appear that an enlightened outlook was beyond most critics, and it may have been their whinings and snipings
         that abruptly prompted Wollheim to ask Tubb to bring the series to a conclusion. And therein lies the rub, and considerable
         irony. Originally, Tubb had never intended the search for Earth to continue indefinitely. That came about because of commercial
         considerations and editorial directives. As I conjectured in 1979, writing in The Science Fiction Collector (No. 8), once Dumarest reached Earth, “then arising out of the revelations that follow will come a new quest for Dumarest,
         and a new cycle of adventures (on Earth) will begin all over again.” Tubb has recently confirmed this. So that, when Wollheim
         asked for the series to come to a final conclusion in a single climactic novel, he was asking the impossible. The logical
         unravelling of the strands of mystery Tubb had carefully laid out required several novels at least. And why should he kill
         off his most successful character when there was logically no need for him to do so?
      

      
      Sadly, the impasse with DAW Books was never resolved, and the subsequent illness of Wollheim in 1985, put paid to any possibility that it might be. With the transfer of control and power that year, Wollheim’s heirs then took DAW
         Books into radical new feminist directions, eschewing macho male heroes completely. In the UK, Arrow/Legend, who had always
         been a few years behind with the reprinting of the Dumarest canon, had the perfect opportunity to continue the series when
         they eventually published numbers 30 and 31 as a double volume in 1989. They could, and should, have published no. 32, and
         commissioned the concluding part of the cycle, Dumarest on Earth. That they failed to do so is as regrettable as it is inexplicable.
         The suspicion has to be of editorial and/or corporate changes, with a personal editorial agenda switch that has so bedevilled
         science fiction authorship. The 32nd novel did eventually appear in print in 1992 – but in the French language. French critics
         have always been independently minded, and they recognized the true quality of the Dumarest series. This prompted Gerard de
         Villiers (Plon/GECP Publishing) to begin printing the entire series from number one, in 1986. Their beautiful uniform editions
         were issued under the banner L’Aventurier des Etoiles, with high quality translations by Richard F. Nolane and others. They were a great success.
      

      
      In the sizzling summer of 1995, I went on holiday to New York, where the daily temperature hovered above 90 degrees Fahrenheit.
         Whilst drinking cool root beer in a Brooklyn diner with publisher Gary Lovisi and dealer Chris Eckhoff, I narrated the above
         events, with more than a few colourful expletives. Deploring the non-publication of The Return in English, I urged them to spread the word of its existence to New York publishers. Whether it was the heat, the effect
         of root beer, my impassioned oratory, or Gary’s own shrewd publishing instinct, or a mixture of these, can never be known,
         but shortly after my return to England, I received a letter from Gary. Could he see the mss of The Return for consideration under his own Gryphon Books imprint? Once Gary had seen the quality of the mss for himself there was no doubt in his mind that The Return simply had to be published. Thanks to the kind co-operation of Tubb himself, this project is now a reality. And incidentally, it was
         Ted who provided the design for Ron Turner’s beautifully evocative cover painting!
      

      
      Tubb has let it be known that he would welcome the opportunity to revise the Dumarest novels into ten large volumes, eliminating
         any repetition, and with new bridging material where necessary. This is a marvellous idea, and would serve to restore the
         Dumarest saga to print, for the benefit of a new generation of readers denied the chance to read it since it was allowed to
         go out of print. And as a ten volume series, it would surely win over even the most exasperated of critics. And whereas a
         modern publisher might hesitate to publish 32 novels, 10 volumes could well be a more feasible and attractive proposition.
         Any enterprising publisher reading this is hereby invited to contact the author! And, of course, a golden opportunity awaits
         any publisher sagacious enough to commission new adventures of Dumarest on Earth!
      

      
      In the meantime, Tubb’s army of fans can revel in the present volume, which they might never have expected to see. Even the
         most jaded sf buffs will rediscover their sense of wonder as they unravel the dark secret of the planet of Fionnula, yet another
         amazing planet in Tubb’s galactic Cook’s Tour. And all readers will surely fall under the spell of Zehava, another of the
         fascinating women in the eventful life of Earl Dumarest.
      

      
      You are about to embark on Dumarest’s final journey to find Earth. Better fasten your seat belts – it’s one hell of a ride!

      
      – Philip Harbottle
Wallsend, July 1996.

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      At first the place seemed of limitless dimensions; a vast cavern housing crouching monsters attended by murmuring shadows
         the whole slashed with vivid beams of light which held trapped and glowing stars. Then, as eyes adjusted to the relative dimness,
         things took on a hard reality. The light was from the sun shining through transparencies set in the curved roof, the stars
         were drifting motes of dust, the monsters heaps of crates, bundles, bales, the murmuring shadows buyers, sellers, agents,
         porters, watchful guards. Things to be expected in any high-security warehouse and, while larger than most, that on Arpagus
         followed a common pattern.
      

      
      “There!” Lozano Polletin lifted a hand, a finger pointing. “The cargo. Just as I told you.”

      
      He moved towards it, aggressive, assertive, a man past middle-age, of medium build, his lined, cynical face dewed with sweat.
         His clothing was not ostentatious but the rings he wore hinted at his wealth. An entrepreneur who operated with a shrewd appreciation
         of relative values. A gambler who had lost more than he could afford.
      

      
      “Two hundred units.” He halted beside the pile and rested his hand against it. “Individually packed and direct from the Matsuki-Taru. Sealed, branded, tested, guaranteed. A fortune.”
      

      
      Dumarest studied the heap aware of others sharing his interest; a checker, a guard, some porters slowing their progress towards
         a dealer who snapped his fingers with impatience. Behind him an inspector hovered in anticipation of a fee-bearing summons.
         To his right a flash of brightness became a woman wearing metallic fabrics, her hair a helmet of russet flecked with gold. One who vanished into the shadows as Dumarest returned his attention to the cargo.
      

      
      A potential fortune as Polletin had claimed and he had the chance to share it. An opportunity it would be foolish to miss;
         the man had clear title and had been blunt over his need for a partner. The cargo was as he claimed. “What about transportation?”
      

      
      “That’s all arranged. I’ve worked with Minton before and he’s willing to extend credit. Twenty percent over the normal rates
         payable before leaving the point of destination. Worth it considering the circumstances. Any other captain would insist on
         cash in advance or a share of the cargo.”
      

      
      “When do you expect him?”

      
      “Tomorrow. He’s due to arrive before noon. We can be cleared, loaded and away before dark.” Polletin stared at his rings.
         Small shimmers of reflected light blazed from the gems set in the heavy metal bands, dying as he moved his hands. “It’s just
         as I told you. A golden opportunity. Do we have a deal?”
      

      
      His tone hadn’t changed but there was an added tension in his stance and the shimmer of his rings had betrayed the nervous
         quiver of his hands. In the casino they had done the same and now he played with an exposed hand.
      

      
      Dumarest looked at the stacked cartons, waiting, letting the tension build. “I’m interested, Lozano, but I’m not happy with
         the cut.”
      

      
      “It’s a fair one. I’ve paid two-thirds of the cost. Give me the other third and you get forty percent of the profit.” Impatiently
         he added, “Damn it, Earl, I’ve done all the work and made all the arrangements. You’d be a fool to turn me down. Why throw
         away a fortune?”
      

      
      “Make it fifty and we have a deal.”

      
      For a long moment the entrepreneur made no reply, his eyes as hard and as bright as the stones in his rings as he calculated
         alternatives. Then, shrugging, he said, “You strike a hard bargain, but I can’t blame you for that. I’d do the same. I’ve no choice and you know it. Fifty percent it is. The money?”
      

      
      “After I’ve checked what I’m buying.”

      
      The inspector came forward at Polletin’s signal, and waited for Dumarest to make his choice. A crate picked at random from
         within the pile, handed down by porters, opened by Dumarest as they withdrew. Inside lay a compact mechanism, one which opened
         like a flower beneath Polletin’s hands to stand higher than he was tall, the glistening petals forming a round, concave mirror
         six feet in diameter.
      

      
      “A solar power unit,” he said. “One of the finest. Completely automatic in operation. Just set it up, aim it at the sun and
         the inbuilt computer does the rest. The power output is high and the demand will be higher. Baldar is a harsh world and the
         farmers need all the help they can get. This will be their weapon against famine, drought and storm. Provide energy to use
         for pumps, drills and transport. It’s a weapon they can’t refuse.”
      

      
      “Is it one they can pay for?”

      
      “Telwig can. He’s the local factor and our buyer. He’ll issue them out on a low monthly rental. The farmers will snap them
         up and think themselves lucky to get them. They’ll increase production and borrow to buy extra seed and stuff. They won’t
         be able to meet the payments, of course, farmers have no cash, and the debt will be set against the harvest. When it comes
         in he’ll collect twice over. First he’ll cut the value of the harvest because of the increased yield. Then he’ll raise the
         unit rental.”
      

      
      “Nice.“

      
      “That’s why he’ll be eager to buy. He simply can’t lose. In a few years he’ll own the land and farmers both. “Polletin sounded
         envious. “Well, that’s his good luck, but it helps us. All we need do is to screw him for as much as we can get – and make
         sure we get it.“
      

      
      “Two men, “ said Dumarest. “I guess we can’t count on Minton and his crew. You and me against Telwig and how many others? Suppose he tries to take without paying?“
      

      
      “He’ll get nothing he can use. “ Polletin dug into a pocket and produced a small cylinder. “This is the heart of the unit.
         A crystalline alloy key which controls the computer. Without it the thing is useless.” He tossed it into the air, caught it
         as it fell. “Our insurance. We don’t hand over the keys until both we and the money are safe.“
      

      
      Nights were kind on Arpagus. Soft breezes from the hills dispelled the lingering heat of the day and spread the scent of scattered
         herbs. At dusk lanterns blazed into life on roofs and walls; things of beauty which threw vivid patches of vibrant colour
         over the paths and buildings. Warm hues which made a pleasant contrast to the shimmering glow of starlight which silvered
         the terrain with a nacreous sheen. A combination which created the illusion of space, brightness and warm, safe comfort.
      

      
      One Dumarest could appreciate as he walked down the narrow street which led towards the landing field. He felt exhilarated,
         too wakeful for sleep, too impatient to sit idle as the hours dragged by. The exhilaration was that of a gambler who, staking
         all, knew he was certain to win. The deal with Polletin was safe enough; the cargo would not be released without the authorisation
         in his pocket and in a few hours they would be on their way to turn it into cash. The money, once gained, could be safeguarded
         and even if Telwig didn’t buy others would. There was no way he could lose. The only thing in doubt was the extent of his
         profit.
      

      
      The street widened as it rose to open into a small, oval clearing holding a bench, the statue of a woman, a fountain which
         threw a tinted spray. Flowers scented the air with a sickly perfume. Halting, he looked at the town.
      

      
      It lay before him, a mass of warm patches and silver glow; mansions of the wealthy flanked by smaller dwellings, dwarfed by the soaring bulk of the hotel and the cathedral-like grandeur of the casino, the whole slashed with streets, roads,
         and narrow lanes. The casino was to be expected; on Arpagus gambling was a way of life. The hotel catered to transients; merchants,
         traders and speculators who dealt in cargos and stocks, futures and commodities. Gamblers little different from those who
         courted fortune in the casino.
      

      
      “My lord?” A woman stepped from behind the statue, tall, robed, a cowl masking her hair, shadowing her face. Ruby light turned
         her into a figure of flame. “My lord!”
      

      
      She cringed, one hand rising in futile defence, the cowl falling back to reveal hair looped and curled in an elaborate coiffure,
         the warm oval of her face. One ageless beneath a mask of paint but her eyes held naked terror at what she saw; a man, grey
         clothing tinged with red, the knife in his hand a crimson icicle aimed at her throat. His face was the killing mask of a beast.
      

      
      “No! Please, no! I—”

      
      His hand clamped over her mouth to silence her scream as the knife fell away from her throat to be sheathed in his boot. A
         mistake, one he had realised almost too late; the woman was a harlot plying her trade. A harmless creature turned into a figure
         of menace by the ruby light, the robe she wore, the loose cowl which protected her elaborate coiffure.
      

      
      Dumarest said, quickly, “I mean you no harm. You startled me. Please do not scream.” As he freed her mouth he added, “I apologise
         for my rudeness.”
      

      
      She said nothing, breasts heaving as she drew air into her lungs, eyes searching his face with fading anxiety. Then, shrugging,
         she smiled.
      

      
      “No need for that, my lord. How could I object to such an impulsive lover?”

      
      A woman knowledgeable of men and the devil which rode within them. One resuming her trade, already dismissing the fury he
         had displayed, the knife, the threat of the blade at her throat as a symptom of his need. Passion often wore a bizarre and terrifying face.
      

      
      “Here.” Dumarest produced a coin and pressed it into her hand. “Accept this as recompense.”

      
      “For your lack of interest?”

      
      “For the urgent business which demands my attention elsewhere.” Smiling he closed her fingers over the metal. “Good fortune
         attend you.”
      

      
      “You are gracious. I regret your departure. May the goddess favour your life and enterprises.”

      
      Empty words born of his charity but it was better to receive a blessing than a curse. Dumarest moved on, the wash of ruby
         light falling behind him, the soaring facade of the hotel becoming a brighter hue among others. Polletin was lost in drunken
         slumber, dreaming of profits to come and the ruin he had so barely avoided. Someone who had chosen a bad partner and had been
         left with a contract to be met or a ruinous penalty to be paid. But was the man what he seemed? Could he be the agent of a
         relentless enemy?
      

      
      The odds were against it. The game had been honest and while it was possible for a skilled gambler to manipulate the other
         players he doubted if Polletin had the skill. The man had been desperate to win enough to meet his obligation. Losing, it
         had been natural for him to approach the winner with his proposition. One Dumarest had accepted. A bargain now struck and
         sealed.
      

      
      Irritably he shook his head, exhilaration gone, concern taking its place. The harlot had startled him more than she could
         have guessed. The scarlet of her robe and the cowl which had shadowed her face had created the illusion of a cyber and he
         had reacted without conscious thought imagining an enemy where none existed. A danger which was unlikely to exist. The Cyclan
         could have no interest in Arpagus and must now be convinced that he was dead. Yet nothing was certain and the wildest coincidences
         could happen. If a cyber was on the planet he needed to take precautions to save his life and money. On this world if he lost one the other would be short.
      

      
      The field lay on the edge of town, lights tracing the high perimeter fence, hazed as it winked from mesh and barbs. The warehouse
         loomed close to one side, the turret at the end of the building ready to hurl destruction at any attempting to violate its
         contents. Two other towers were set at intervals at the far side of the field both equally armed. Dumarest headed towards
         the nearest, frowning as he neared the structure. The tower was too silent, too lifeless. Men should have been on watch quick
         to challenge his approach but he closed the distance between himself and the tower without question.
      

      
      Three steps from the door his foot hit something soft and he stumbled and almost fell. Stooping he touched the obstruction,
         feeling hair, ears, bared fangs. In the silver starlight he saw the body of a large dog stretched on the ground.
      

      
      A guard dog now dead. From the throat rose the tufted feathers of a dart.

      
      “Guards!” Dumarest sent his boot thudding against the door. “Guards! Guards – answer me, damn you!”

      
      The building remained silent and he turned, tense, aware of danger. Dirt plumed beneath his boots as he ran towards the other
         tower. The field was empty. Those on watch, dulled by the lack of action, could have grown careless in the conduct of their
         duties. Even now they could be dozing, drinking, indifferent to his approach.
      

      
      Someone was before him.

      
      He saw the glint as he neared the tower; brightness which vanished to glow again as he veered from his path in a transient
         glimmer of reflected light. A sheen which he had seen before and he slowed, moving silently towards it. The glint moved in
         turn and he heard the rasp of shoes against soil. One repeated as he ran silently towards the noise, the metallic sheen of remembered garments, the woman who wore them.
      

      
      One who wore a pad resting over her nose and mouth.

      
      She turned as he reached her, rearing back as he tore the pad from her face and threw it to one side. An acrid scent caught
         at his nostrils and smarted his eyes then it had gone and he was fighting for his life.
      

      
      She attacked without hesitation, metal blades lancing at his eyes from the stabbing tips of her fingers. Speed alone saved
         him. The blades passed over his lowered head stabbing again at his neck and slashing at his face. He heard the rasp as they
         tore at the fabric of his blouse, the grate as they met the protective mesh buried beneath. Before she could strike again
         he slammed the heel of his hand against her chest between and above her breasts. She staggered back, chest heaving, fighting
         for breath. Before she could regain her balance, he straightened, arms sweeping aside the threat of the sharp steel wedded
         to her nails.
      

      
      “Use those again and I’ll break your arms!”

      
      “Bastard!” Panting, she glared her hate. “Why did you interfere?”

      
      She gave him no time to answer, one hand dropping to her waist, lifting with the bulk of a laser. Dumarest smashed it aside
         before it could level, gripped it, twisted it from her hand. For a moment they stood dangerously close and he could smell
         the aroma of her perfume, feel the warm, feminine heat of her body. Then he threw the gun after the pad and stepped back,
         hands lifted in wary defence.
      

      
      “Fast.” She stared at him, eyes wide beneath arching brows, the helmet of her hair silvered by starlight and the glow from
         the field. She lifted one hand and pressed it where he had struck. A blow which should have rendered her helpless. The woman
         was far stronger than she seemed. “Too damned fast.” Wincing she added, “You hurt me.”
      

      
      “You asked for it.”

      
      “Maybe. What happens now?”

      
      
      “I take you to the guards.”

      
      “Why? What’s the complaint? That I wouldn’t let you rape me?” Her voice thickened a little as she edged closer. “Is that what
         this is all about? You saw me and desired me and came after me to get what you wanted? Well, you know what they say. To the
         victor the spoils. You certainly won. So?”
      

      
      The offer of her body; a weapon as deadly as the laser, the blades fitted to her nails. A man lost in passion was vulnerable.
         To accept would be to commit suicide.
      

      
      Dumarest said, “You killed the dog. You did something to silence the guards in the towers. A lethal gas of some kind. It has
         to be gas. Why?”
      

      
      “You’re talking nonsense. I was just out for a walk. I couldn’t sleep and it’s quiet out here.” Her hand lifted to gesture
         at the towers, the space between them. “I saw no dog. If one is dead I didn’t kill it. Someone else could have been here before
         us. I’ve no gas. Search me if you want.”
      

      
      She lifted both arms and turned so as to display her body. The metallic fabric she wore fitted her tightly, accentuating the
         swell of hips and breasts, the curve of buttocks and thighs. Her waist was that of a girl as were the broad contours of her
         face, but there was nothing young about her eyes. Looking at them Dumarest was reminded of the harlot.
      

      
      “The guards can do the searching.”

      
      “You don’t believe me? Why? Because of what happened? I thought you intended rape so I defended myself. Can I be blamed for
         that? Do you want me to beg? To grovel?” She shrugged as he made no answer. “To hell with it. Take me to the guards if you
         want. I’ll tell them I found you up here close to a tower. That you attacked me without cause. I’ve bruises to prove it. Your
         word against mine.” Her breasts rose as she inflated her lungs. “Want to bet on whom they’ll believe?”
      

      
      A gamble he would win despite the lure of her body. The guards would listen to both sides and the pad would speak for him;
         traces of skin, sweat and saliva would tie it to the woman. Her clothing would hold betraying residues of the gas she had used. Evidence which would settle guilt without question.
      

      
      A thing she must know so she was either trying to lull him into a false sense of security or playing for time. Time to accomplish
         what?
      

      
      Her eyes gave the answer. Dumarest saw the shift of silver reflections as they moved to search the sky, lowered to study the
         warehouse, rose again to the sky. She was expecting something and, suddenly, he knew what it had to be.
      

      
      “Raiders! You bitch! You’re working with raiders!”

      
      “That’s crazy!” She backed from him, the anger distorting his face. “I was just taking a walk. I got lost and—”

      
      She turned and ran to where he had thrown the laser, snatching it up, turning to aim. He struck before she could fire, the
         mark of his fist a red patch on her jaw, blood staining the sand from her skull, the stone against which she had fallen.
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