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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


      
      
      
      The figure was becoming far too bizarre in its depiction of pain. Thoughtfully Cornelius studied it, unsatisfied; no one locked
         in a personal hell of torment should present the likeness of a clown. The jaw was disproportioned and he altered it with a
         touch of the brush. The eyes, deeply sunken beneath flaring brows, held what could be taken for a glint of ironic amusement
         and the mouth, gaping, seemed to bear the ghostly vestige of a smile. Only the body gave him satisfaction; thin, gaunt, the
         ribs stark, the stomach a taut concavity, the musculature harshly delineated. The toes, like the fingers, were indrawn in
         the semblance of avian claws.
      

      
      A man suspended by lashings holding his wrists to a beam. One left to die in insolation. A simple theme—what had gone wrong?

      
      Irritably Cornelius set down his brush and examined the painting with minute care. The background, a coiling mass of amorphous
         vapor, was deliberately neutral as was the foreground, a raw expanse of sand and stone. The cross-beam, like those supporting
         it at either end, was of rough wood depicted with the same lack of fine detail in order to throw the suspended figure into
         greater prominence.
      

      
      A man hanging, naked, lost in a universe of pain. One alone and beyond even the concept of hope. A human creature in the last stages of terminal agony. A victim. A sacrifice.
      

      
      And yet, somehow, he had missed capturing the essential ingredient. To simply depict pain was not enough; there had to be
         an affinity between the viewer and the subject. A delicate communication which would be marred by the slightest inconsistency.
         Surely he had the details right?
      

      
      Cornelius leaned back in his chair, thinking, blinking to sigh with vexation. No, he had not been wrong about the anatomical
         details. A man so suspended would have the entire weight of his body thrown in a constriction against the lungs which would
         require a constant effort to ensure an intake of air. Death would come by asphyxiation but before that would be the struggle
         to survive, muscles tensing to ease the constriction, those muscles turning into areas of screaming torment when assailed
         by cramps. And even when they failed to support the weight and so ease the constriction death would not come swiftly. A man
         could hang in such a position for days and, if provided with a block on which to support his weight, even longer.
      

      
      A thought, and for a moment he considered it, then shook his head. To add a block, while enhancing the symbolism, would ruin
         the composition. A second cross-beam would have to be added lower down and would provide a distraction to the eye. An upright
         surmounted by a cross-piece would serve, but that would eliminate the frame in which the suspended man was centered. No—man
         was trapped in a prison and the beams were symbols of that. A cage grounded in dirt in which he could find nothing but death
         and pain. A limited universe which held only anguish.
      

      
      But how to convey the message?

      
      How to eliminate the distracting hints of amusement in eyes and mouth? The touch of the bizarre? The glint and twist, the
         subtle but damning suggestion that everything was a joke and death itself the final comedy?
      

      
      “Cornelius!” The voice came from beyond the arched doorway causing little tinklings to murmur from the crystal chimes hanging
         beside the portal. Ursula, of course. Who else could create music from shaped and suspended fragments of glass? “Cornelius?”
      

      
      She entered heralded by the whispering chimes, tall, slim, graceful as she crossed the tessellated floor to stand beside his
         chair. She was all in blue, a variety of shades which included her eyes, her lips, the sheen of her hair. Deep colors rising
         from the sandals which hugged her feet, to her cinctured waist, the swell of high and prominent breasts, paling as they rose
         to frame her softly rounded shoulders with azure, deepening again at her lips, her brows, the crested mane of jewel-set tresses.
      

      
      “Cornelius.” Her hand fell to rest on his shoulder, long fingers tipped with richly blue nails, tinted skin a background to
         the gleam of gems set in wide bands of silver. Looking at the painting she said, “Another composition. It’s superb!”
      

      
      “No.”

      
      “You are too critical. That man—I can feel his pain.”

      
      “And?” He shrugged as she frowned. “Is that all you see? A man in pain—nothing else?”

      
      Her hesitation was answer enough. He had failed and by working on now he would only accentuate the failure. Later, when less
         tired, he would again examine the painting.
      

      
      Rising, he applied solvent to his hands, ridding them of traces of pigments. As he worked he said, casually, “Did you enjoy
         your swim?”
      

      
      “It was exercise.”

      
      “And Achiab? Was he also exercise?”

      
      “When you are hungry, Cornelius, you eat.” She turned to look at an unfinished statuette. “You were busy and I was restless.
         Achiab was a means of passing the time. We enjoyed an interlude, together, though, I must admit, I was disappointed. He was not as I remembered.”
      

      
      “Perhaps he, too, was merely hungry?”

      
      “Perhaps.”

      
      “Or,” he said dryly, “maybe he was simply bored.”

      
      She turned, stung, meeting his eyes as he finished cleaning his hands, her own eyes hard beneath the finely drawn arch of
         her brows. For a long moment she stared at him and then, shrugging, turned away. A whisper came from the chimes as she headed
         toward the door.
      

      
      “Ursula—I’m sorry!”

      
      She paused and turned, the suspended chimes catching the vibrations of her voice, providing a muted accompaniment to her accusation.

      
      “You checked—why?”

      
      “An accident.”

      
      “What I do, where I go, whom I see—what are they to you?”

      
      “It was an accident, Ursula, you must believe me.” He gestured toward the painting. “I was studying this. The figure seemed
         wrong and I was checking anatomical detail. And then, I suppose—”
      

      
      “You checked.” Her voice cut short his words, caused tinkles to stream like liquid notes from the chimes. “You asked and pried.
         You had to know where I was and what I was doing. Why?” And then, before he could answer, she added, softly, “Is it because
         you are in love with me, Cornelius? Is that it?”
      

      
      A way out and to accept it would be to save his dignity. And there could be truth in it—-why else had he wanted to know where
         she had been and with whom she had spent her time? A subconscious urge? An association of ideas? He glanced at the painting—no,
         that was ridiculous. And yet love could be considered to be a prison and the victim of the sweet madness as firmly trapped
         as any prisoner.
      

      
      The sweet madness—why had he called it that?

      
      “Cornelius!” She had moved to close the gap between them and now stood so close that her perfume was thick in his nostrils.
         A heavy, slightly acrid scent, but one which went well with the full sensuality of her lips, the sexuality of her breasts.
         “Why be so diffident? If you love me then why not simply say so?”
      

      
      And if he wanted her the same. He had enjoyed her in the past and could again—the appetite she had spoken of was obviously
         still unappeased. But it was her appetite, not his. As always after working he felt drained.
      

      
      “Ursula—”

      
      “Don’t say it!” Her hand rose to touch his lips. “I understand. We have been close too long for me to take offense. You were
         concerned about me and the question slipped out and how could you avoid the answer? And I?” She shrugged and turned from him
         to pace the floor, her sandals making small, firm noises, the echoes from the chimes turning into explosive chords. “I’m bored,”
         she said, coming to a halt. “Bored.”
      

      
      “You could find diversion.”

      
      “What?” She waited as he thought, spoke as he blinked. “Well? What do you suggest? Gorion’s project for landscaping the southern
         slopes? Sagittinia and her mobiles? Mitgang’s hunt? Belzdek’s drums? Debayo and his hopes of contacting the dead?”
      

      
      “There’s—”

      
      “Don’t bother. I know them all as well as you do.” The chimes caught the pad of her sandals and turned them into melodious
         tinklings. “And don’t suggest I take up painting. Or building. Or manufacturing perfumes. Or—” She broke off, looking at her
         clenched hands, the knuckles a pale azure beneath the tinted skin. Like a child she said, “Cornelius, what shall I do?”
      

      
      “Have patience.”

      
      “Wait! Is that all you can suggest? And while waiting?”  She answered her own question. “Where is your tekoa?”
      

      
      Silently he gestured to where an ornate box rested on a small table set against a wall. The lid opened to reveal swollen pods
         brilliant yellow against the scarlet interior. Taking one she bit into it and felt its released pungency fill her mouth with
         tingling sweetness.
      

      
      “Your first, Ursula?”

      
      “Does it matter?” She selected another pod and slipped it into her mouth, biting, chewing it and the other to a pulp. “You
         will make love to me?”
      

      
      “No.”

      
      “You’re a fool.” Chewing she moved toward the window and stood before the high, arched opening which framed the vista beyond.
         A third pod followed the others to fill her mouth and to muffle her voice. “A fool,” she said again. “Why refuse when it means
         so little?”
      

      
      But already the refusal was a thing of the past and the rejection of no importance. Nothing, now, was of importance. Not her
         irritation, her boredom, her lack of diversion, the cramped routine of monotonous days. All were lost in the soft mantle of
         the euphoria which enveloped her with memories of sweet pungency.
      

      
      She felt nothing as Cornelius guided her to a chair, saw nothing as he turned it to save her eyes from the glare of the setting
         sun, heard nothing as he left the room and gave her over to darkness and dreams.
      

      
      From the shadows the voice was a plaintive wail, “Mister, please help me. For the love of God give me food. I starve!”

      
      Dumarest walked on, keeping to the roadside edge of the sidewalk, giving the shrouded mouth of the alley no more than a single
         glance. Someone lurked inside and he saw a lifted hand, a pale, strained face, eyes which held desperation. A girl barely
         more than a child, dressed in rags, cheeks sunken, hair a mess, naked feet crusted with sores. An object of pity but on Juba
         things were not always what they seemed. The girl need not be alone. A pimp could be crouching behind her in the shadows poised to
         rise, to strike, willing to kill in order to rob. The girl herself could be a predator offering herself as bait or she need
         not be a girl at all but a youth acting the part.
      

      
      “Mister, please! Food for my baby! My body for a crust!”

      
      The voice grew ugly and snarled an obscene curse as Dumarest moved on. He ignored it as he had the plea; to yield to anger
         and seek revenge would be to run into a trap if the beggar were other than what she seemed.
      

      
      “Mister!” A harlot this time, tall, thin, her face masked with paint, perfume enveloping her like a cloud. The figure hugged
         by glistening plastic was lush and firm but her mouth matched the hardness of her eyes. “You lost? Lonely, maybe?”
      

      
      “Lost.”

      
      “Looking for something?” Her voice was suggestive. “A game? A girl?”

      
      “The field.”

      
      “You won’t find it in the Maze.” Her voice held mockery. “Drugs, yes, debauchery and degenerates if that’s what you want,
         drink and all manner of dubious delights. But the field, no.” She blinked at the coin he slipped into her hand. “What’s this
         for?”
      

      
      “An entertainer should be paid.”

      
      “An entertainer? But I’m a—” She broke off, laughing. “So I’m an entertainer.”

      
      “And one with a way with words.” He smiled as she searched his face with her eyes. “And I could use a guide.” He added a second
         coin to the first “Which way to the field?”
      

      
      “Straight ahead, third right, bear left, aim for the pylon and turn sharp left when you reach the fountain.” She hefted the
         coins in her palm. “For as much again you could have me for what’s left of the night.”
      

      
      “Thank you, no.”

      
      “I’m safe, mister. No hidden pimp or spiked drinks at my place. No?” Her sigh of regret was genuine. “A pity. Well, good luck—and
         watch yourself.”
      

      
      A warning which applied to all worlds but which had special meaning on Juba. A planet circling a sullen red giant hugging
         the fringe of the Rift. One exploited by entrepreneurs for the minerals they ripped from the soil. The dumping ground of criminals,
         the culture a seething mess of opposed interests. The rich lived in safe, strong houses set high on the hills surrounding
         the field. The merchants and traders used hotels and areas patrolled by armed and watchful guards. The poor rotted in hovels,
         working, starving, dying to be flung into the mud. The Maze was a vicious playground in which there was no law other than
         that of the jungle. A festering sore in which only the strong could hope to survive.
      

      
      “No!”

      
      Dumarest heard the cry as he neared the fountain and he halted, listening, eyes searching the area. Light came from scattered
         lanterns; floods of lambent color cast by bulbs set behind tinted panes the swaths of brightness edged with somber shadows.
         The fountain itself depicted three interwound figures locked in a suggestive embrace, the water rising from their juxtaposition
         spraying into an umbrella which fell with muted tinklings.
      

      
      “No! Please, no!”

      
      The voice again, strained, echoing its fear and terror. A high voice accompanied by the sudden pad of running feet. A quick,
         hard tattoo which came from beyond the fountain.
      

      
      “Feld!”

      
      A deeper voice which snapped a name and more footsteps, wider spaced and yet as hurried, which carried a man around the bulk
         of the fountain toward where Dumarest stood. Light rested between them, a patch of emerald which showed a peaked face with
         sunken eyes and a mouth which gaped above a ruff of beard. The hands, lifted, held a net and the belt hugging the waist supported
         a club.
      

      
      A man hurrying to cut off another’s escape. A woman, from the sound of the voice and the rapidity of the footsteps. Another,
         at least, would be following her and there could be more. Hunters after easy prey. Vultures avid to peck flesh and bone, to
         strip, to use, perhaps to kill and certain to maim.
      

      
      “Feld!”

      
      The running man checked as Dumarest called his name, halting to turn, frowning, the net lifting high as Dumarest lunged forward,
         his right hand weighed with the knife he had lifted from his boot. Nine inches of honed and pointed steel which flashed green
         in the light as it lifted to slash at the net the man threw at him, to drop, to lift again as the bearded mouth opened to
         yell. Before the alarm could be given the point had driven up beneath the jaw, pinning it to the palate, driving higher to
         crash through the sinus cavities and come to rest in the brain.
      

      
      “Feld!” The deep voice, urgent now. “Hurry, damn you! Get her!”

      
      Dumarest turned, tearing free the knife as the rapid tattoo of footsteps came to a sudden halt. Backed as she was by an umber
         glow he could see nothing but a shape haloed with a fuzz of hair, a hand lifted as if in mute appeal, a body which cringed
         as he moved toward it.
      

      
      “No! Dear God, no!”

      
      “Feld?” The deep voice snarled its impatience. “What the hell are you waiting for?”

      
      He came from behind the woman, tall, massive, a round head set like a ball on a thickly columnar neck. The skull was coated
         with bristle and the ears flared in a fashion which would have been comical had he not radiated an aura of primeval savagery.
         He was not alone. Beside him, gliding on padded feet, was a creature almost as tall as a man, furred, high-pointed ears cocked over a sloping skull. The mouth, gaping, held pointed incisors. A mutant, the product of wild radiations which had
         twisted normal genes and resulted in something from nightmare. A freak but a dangerous one; Dumarest caught the gleam of retractable
         claws as the thing lifted its hands.
      

      
      To the woman, not looking at her, Dumarest said, “There is a dead man behind me. He has a net and a club. Get to him and use
         them against the mutant Move!”
      

      
      If she obeyed, the furred thing would follow her, eager to prevent her escape. If she had spirit and was not totally numbed
         by fear she could engage its attention for long enough to give him time to settle the giant. But, in any case, the big man
         had to come first.
      

      
      He leaned forward as Dumarest approached, scowling, one hand lifting to his waist.

      
      “Feld? Is that you? What the hell are you playing at?”

      
      Unless he was blind he would have recognized Dumarest for a stranger so the words were to provide a distraction. Dumarest
         moved as the hand lifted from the belt, closing the distance between them before the weapon it held could be brought into
         play. Air whined as his knife slashed upward, the edge meeting the hand at the joint of the wrist, dragging, slicing through
         skin and fat and tendon, releasing a shower of blood, moving on as it grated against bone.
      

      
      A cut which did no more than maim, but the laser fell from the numbed fingers as the giant yelled and drew back the fist of
         his other arm.
      

      
      And yelled again as the knife, moving upward, changed direction to slash at his eyes.

      
      Dumarest felt the tip hit the cheek, scrape over the bone and miss the eyeball by a fraction before slicing the nose. A cut
         which released blood but failed to blind as he’d intended. As the knife whined on its way the cocked fist slammed forward.
      

      
      As he fell Dumarest heard the woman scream.
      

      
      He rolled as he landed on the cobbles, rising to dodge the vicious kick the giant aimed at his face, dodging another as he
         regained his feet. The blow had numbed his right shoulder and would have smashed his skull had he not risen to block it and
         rode the punch as it landed. A chance the big man had missed and the only one Dumarest intended he should get.
      

      
      “You bastard!” The man panted as he lifted his injured wrist. “You dirty bastard!”

      
      The hand moved as he spoke, a carmine rain spraying over Dumarest’s head as he ducked and lunged, the knife a stinging extension
         of his arm. The giant was huge, solidly packed with muscle, resistant flesh it would be difficult to penetrate with a stab.
         Also he could be wearing protective clothing similar to Dumarest’s own, metal mesh buried in shielding plastic and proof against
         point or edge.
      

      
      Where was the mutant?

      
      Had the woman screamed because it had reached her? Was it even now tearing at her throat or had she screamed to warn him of
         its approach?
      

      
      Dumarest lunged, cut, backed as blood spurted from the inside of one of the thick thighs. Moving to one side he saw the woman,
         the furred shape at her side, the gleam of the claws resting against her throat. Saw, too, the laser where it lay in the street
         where it had fallen from the gashed hand.
      

      
      He sprang, the knife lifting, moving forward as he landed, umber and emerald flashing from the blade as it left his hand.
         Immediately he stooped, snatched up the laser and, turning, lifted it, his finger tightening on the release as he aimed. The
         ruby guide beam illuminated the scarred face, added a deeper hue to the blood seeping from cheek and nose, found the eye and
         ruined it as the projected heat burned its way into the brain.
      

      
      As the giant fell Dumarest spun, laser lifted, finger poised on the release. His arm fell as he saw the huddled shape at the woman’s feet.
      

      
      “You killed it,” she said blankly. “You threw something and it fell.”

      
      “A knife.” He recovered it, drawing it from the throat, wiping it clean on the matted fur before thrusting it back into his
         boot. Are you hurt?”
      

      
      “So fast,” she whispered. “You moved so fast. One second you were facing that man and then, the next, you’d turned and thrown
         and—” She looked at her hand, at the smears on her fingers. “Blood! It tore at my throat!”
      

      
      “Scratched it,” corrected Dumarest. “The skin is barely broken. Why didn’t you use the net and the club?”

      
      “I tried but I couldn’t seem to move fast enough. I guess I’m a coward,” she admitted. “And perhaps a fool. I was warned but—”
         She broke off, looking at the dead. “Why did they want to hurt me?”
      

      
      “For what you are and what you carry. For fun. Even, perhaps, for food. Was this yours?”

      
      She looked at the laser he held out to her.

      
      “Yes. I drew it when they frightened me but one knocked it from my hand. Then I ran but they followed. If it hadn’t been for
         you I would have been helpless.” She shivered then said, “Please, will you take me home?”
      

   
      
      
Chapter Two


      
      
      
      Her name was Sardia del Naeem and she lived in a small and luxurious apartment set on the slope of a hill in an area graced
         with flowering trees. A safe and protected place but not her home. That was on Tonge and she had come to Juba on business.
         Things she told Dumarest when preparing him a drink. Vanishing into the bathroom when he took it not so much, he guessed to
         remove the grime of the day as to lave away the recent contact with vileness.
      

      
      “Earl!” Her voice rose above the gush of the shower. “When you said those men could have been after food—did you mean it?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Literally?” The roar of water died, her voice loud and strained in the contrasting silence. “To hunt and kill their own kind
         as if they hunted an animal?”
      

      
      He said dryly, “Have you no slums on Tonge?”

      
      “Slums, yes, but—”

      
      “No desperate? No starving?”

      
      “Perhaps, but nothing like the Maze. Surely it is unique.”

      
      “No.” Dumarest sipped at his drink and tasted ice and astringent bitterness. “Take a world like this and you have a place
         like the Maze. One with the same or a different name but one holding the same dangers. Fools go into them for amusement. The
         wise stay well away.”
      

      
      “As I should have done?”
      

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “And you, Earl?”

      
      “I was on my way to the field.”

      
      “And so saved my life.” There was a click as the shower door opened. “And now, Earl, please pour me a drink.”

      
      She stepped from the bathroom as he turned, the tall glass in his hand, and they stood facing each other in the warm intimacy
         of the chamber. She had changed, the fuzz of hair tamed now to rest in a thick, glistening tress of shimmering jet over one
         rounded shoulder, the strands held by a coil of gem-set gold. Her face was oval, the eyes pools of limpid brown fringed with
         a fan of lashes, her skin the hue of sun-kissed olives, a brownness which held the depth of chocolate, of creamed coffee,
         of leaves turning from russet to umber. Her nostrils were flared a little, matching the fullness of the lips in betraying
         sensuality, the eyes enigmatic beneath their upswept brows. Her ears were small, the chin smoothly rounded, the neck a column
         of grace. Beneath a simple gown of multicolored silk her figure held the ripeness of maturity.
      

      
      A woman no longer young but one who moved with the grace of a trained dancer. One who smiled as she took the proffered glass
         then sobered as she stared with frank appraisal at her guest.
      

      
      Taller than she was by almost a head, his body hard and firm beneath the long-sleeved, high-collared tunic he wore, the smooth
         grey plastic marred now by minute stains. His face was hard, lines and planes presenting a mask of iron determination, the
         mouth alone touched with sensitivity yet one which could easily become cruel. A man who had long since learned to live alone,
         to rely on no one but himself.
      

      
      Would he, if starving, eat what came to hand?

      
      “My lady, is the drink not to your liking?”

      
      “Of course.” She blinked and sipped aware of the path her thoughts had taken. One guided by his presence, the aura of masculinity he radiated and to which she felt herself
         respond. “Help yourself to another drink if you want.”
      

      
      She watched as he crossed to the table and added ice and water to the glass in his hand. It was hard to remember that only
         a short while ago he had killed; that the stains on his tunic and matching pants were dried blood, that the knife riding in
         one of the knee-high boots had cut and slashed and hurtled through the air to sink into yielding flesh. A knife fighter, she
         decided, such men knew better than to stab, and yet such men did not throw their blades. To do so would be to disarm themselves
         and, should the throw miss, death would be inevitable.
      

      
      She said, as their eyes met, “You said you were on your way to the field. To join your ship?”

      
      “To find one.”

      
      “To book passage?” Then, as he nodded, she added, “But why go through the Maze?”

      
      “A shortcut.” A lie, but it would serve and there was no need to explain that, in the winding streets, anyone following could
         be thrown off his trail. If anyone had been following. “And you?” He frowned as she told him. “To look for a man? In the Maze?
         At night?”
      

      
      “I was stupid,” she admitted. “But I was impatient to see him and I was armed and thought I could take care of myself.”

      
      “And?”

      
      “I got lost in the alleys. I asked a man for directions—the small one called Feld. He said something obscene and touched me.”
         Her free hand rose to her breasts. “I stepped back and drew the laser but he laughed and came toward me. I dodged and someone
         knocked the gun from my hand. The big man, I think. Then I ran.”
      

      
      And would have died had Dumarest not saved her.

      
      He said, “You made a mistake. Once you drew the laser you should have used it.”
      

      
      “Killed without warning?”

      
      “Why warn if you intend to kill? Why draw a weapon if you don’t intend to use it?”

      
      Simple rules and ones which, perhaps, governed his life, but she was used to a more gentle environment. Like a tamed dog she
         had bared her teeth hoping the sight would protect her, unwilling and unable to do more. A pathetic defense and useless against
         the predators she had met.
      

      
      The things they could have done to her.

      
      Ice tinkled in the glass as she emptied it with convulsive swallows, searching for the anodyne the alcohol would provide,
         meeting Dumarest’s eyes as she lowered the container.
      

      
      “It’s over,” he said quietly. “All over. Now you can forget it.”

      
      Men dead, blood spraying, the touch of claws at her throat. The thought of what could have happened—forget it?

      
      Numbing she took the refilled glass Dumarest handed to her and drank and lowered it half-empty and then took a deep, shuddering
         breath. Was she a girl to be so afraid? A young and silly creature finding refuge in hysteria? Amil had died in her arms after
         his greatest performance, his heart bursting beneath the strain, blood seeping from between his lips, marring their last kiss.
         And Verecunda, after the leap, when she had fallen so badly and all had heard the ghastly splinter of bone—no, she was not
         a child!
      

      
      Dumarest said, “Better now?”

      
      “You think I am weak?”

      
      “No, a woman who is human.”

      
      “A fool?”

      
      “A person.” He set down his own glass. “Is there anything I can do for you before I leave.”

      
      “Leave?”

      
      He said, patiently, “You are home now. Safe. Take something if you must but don’t dwell on the past. It’s over. Finished.
         Just forget it.”
      

      
      “You keep saying that. Do you think it so easy?”

      
      “No,” he admitted. “But sometimes it needs to be done.” Then, as she made no comment, he added, “Do you need medical assistance?
         The shock—”
      

      
      “Is one I can handle. She inhaled, inflating her chest, automatically throwing back her shoulders and tightening her stomach.
         Rising on her points she spun in a graceful pirouette then crossed the floor to where a cube glowed in kaleidoscopic shimmers.
         As she touched it the shifting rainbows stilled and music softly filled the air.
      

      
      “Poisanard’s Suite,” she said. “You know it?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “It’s quite recent, the last thing he ever did. He composed it a month before he died. Some say that it holds the sum total
         of his life, but I disagree. He was too boisterous for that. He lived and, having lived, moved on. The music holds what is
         to come not what has gone. Listen and you will appreciate what I mean.”
      

      
      Listen for how long? And, while listening, what would he lose? From the window Dumarest could see the distant field, the ring
         of lights around the perimeter fence bright against the clouded sky. Even as he watched a ship lifted, seeming to hang poised
         for a moment, a shimmering bubble which darted upward wreathed in its Erhaft field, to dwindle, to vanish as it drove into
         space.
      

      
      A ship he had missed because a woman had chosen to walk into danger.

      
      A passage lost because of a coincidental meeting.

      
      It had to be that. There had been no way of telling which route he would take or the time he would take it. The woman, as
         far as he could tell, was genuine and there had been nothing contrived about the way those who had accosted her had died.
      

      
      His eyes shifted focus, looked at her reflection on the pane, the smooth, olive features, the eyes which looked into distance
         and not at his back. An intelligent woman—too intelligent to risk walking the Maze at night unless driven by a desperate need.
         Or perhaps she was simply ignorant—Tonge was not Juba and those accustomed to gentle worlds found it hard to accept the savagery
         normal on harsher planets.
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