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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

      
      
      
      Once, the place had been bright with the froth of make-believe; domes, minarets, spires, towers, soaring arches and sweeping
         promenades all blazing with variegated colors—a skillful illusion created with paint and plastic, lying like a jewel in the
         cup of rounded hills. The circus of Chen Wei was gone now, leaving only an expanse of torn and barren ground, a scatter of
         debris, the crusted surface of a fetid lagoon.
      

      
      A monument to emotional waste, which Avro pondered as his raft circled the area. How many work-hours had been poured into
         its construction, operation and maintenance? How many more had been squandered by those visiting the circus for the sake of
         transient thrills? Time, effort, resources, skills all dissipated to the wind. Leaving nothing but a raw devastation. Time
         would heal the wound and soon the hills would seem as if they had never been touched. More waste. Under correct guidance things
         of lasting worth could have been constructed for the benefit of humanity. Testimonials to the efficiency of the Cyclan.
      

      
      Instead the place was evidence as to its failure.

      
      “Master?” The acolyte was deferential, the title more than an acknowledgment of Avro’s superiority. “Would you care to go
         lower?”
      

      
      “No.” Avro had seen enough. “When did they leave?”

      
      “Five days ago.” Cardor added, “A week after the accident.”

      
      When Tron had died, and Valaban, and most important of all, Dumarest. Avro looked again at the place where it had happened,
         assessing, extrapolating, knowing the mental bitterness of defeat. Too late. He had arrived too late. A matter of days and his search would have been over, his mission accomplished.
         Dumarest, taken and helpless in his charge. Dumarest—and the precious secret he owned. One which had made Avro into an angel.
      

      
      The cyber leaned back as the raft headed toward town. High above, a winged shape glided, others wheeling close. Small birds
         feeding on airborne seeds, mindless creatures operating on a plane of sheer instinct but, for a moment, he envied them. Remembering
         the freedom of the skies, the rush of wind, the thrum of pinions, the surging impact of alien emotions. Then he had known
         hate and fear and anger and, yes, even concern. He had known the burning flame of passion and, at the end, he had experienced
         death.
      

      
      Watching him, Cardor felt a mounting unease. He was young, taken and trained by the Cyclan, yet still to don the scarlet robe
         which was the mark of a cyber. He might never wear it. Not all acolytes made the grade. Some continued to work in subordinate
         capacities but the majority quietly vanished from sight, erased by the touch of oblivion.
      

      
      He said, “I did what I could, master. As I was ordered to do.”

      
      By Tron who had demonstrated his inefficiency. Who had escaped his punishment by extinction.

      
      “Tell me again what happened.”

      
      Unnecessary repetition, every detail was clear in Avro’s mind as the acolyte knew. As he also knew that, in making the demand,
         the cyber had put him on trial. The next few minutes would decide his fate.
      

      
      “I arrived with Cyber Tron on Baatz fifteen days ago. We stayed at the Dubedat Hotel. He was in contact with an agent in the
         circus of Chen Wei. The man had reported that Dumarest was attached to the circus and could be captured. Cyber Tron visited
         the circus but neither Dumarest nor the agent was present. He made a second visit later. That is when he died.”
      

      
      “And you?”

      
      “Obeying orders, I stayed in town. To meet you should you arrive and report on what was happening. When Cyber Tron failed
         to return I made inquiries at the circus. There I learned of the accident.” Cardor paused, reliving the incident, recognizing
         its importance. “The owner, Tayu Shakira, explained what had happened. An animal had gone berserk, broken free of its cage and had run amok. A klachen. It—”
      

      
      “I know what it is. Continue.”

      
      “Its keeper, Valaban, had been killed. Cyber Tron and Dumarest also. There were witnesses.”

      
      “Did you see the bodies?”

      
      “No. But with Shakira’s permission I tested the witnesses with lie-detectors. All responses were positive. They were not lying.”

      
      “But you did not see the bodies.”

      
      “They had been disposed of before I arrived. A matter of necessity, so it was explained. The scent of blood needed to be eradicated
         in order to prevent further upset among the beasts. And the bodies themselves were terribly mangled. But some things had been
         saved. Cyber Tron’s bracelet and a gun he carried. I recognized them both.”
      

      
      Proof the cyber had died—but the others? Avro stared at distant, wheeling shapes. Valaban, certainly, the man must have died
         if Dumarest had escaped but, from the evidence, he had joined the others in death. A fact Avro found hard to accept; he did
         not want to accept. Yet to refute the evidence was to be illogical.
      

      
      “How many witnesses did you examine?”

      
      “Eight. Three actually saw the incident. The others all saw the bodies and three helped to dispose of them.”

      
      “And the owner?”

      
      “He actually saw nothing. Cyber Tron must have contacted the agent direct.”

      
      “But you tested him?”

      
      “I did. With his permission after I pointed out how ill-advised he would be to make an enemy of the Cyclan. The findings confirmed
         what he claimed.”
      

      
      Which meant that he had not lied. And yet … And yet …

      
      “Relate the evidence of those who saw the incident,” said Avro. “Individually and in detail.”

      
      He sat immobile as he listened to the acolyte. The raft headed toward the sun and warm hues painted his face with red and
         gold and amber. Colors which accentuated the scarlet of his robe, reflecting brilliantly from the sigil adorning his breast.
         The Seal of the Cyclan, the symbol of his power. Yet despite the sunlight and the warm tint of his robe a chill rested about him. An aura emphasized by the skull-like contours
         of his face. One thin to the point of emaciation, the scalp shaven, the deep-set eyes meshed by lines. The visage of a living
         machine devoid of the capacity of emotion. A flesh and blood robot who could only know the pleasure of mental achievement.
      

      
      Behind him the site of the circus fell away. The barren ground, the litter, the crusted lagoon. The pool in which the dead
         had been buried and, with them, the ending of a dream.
      

      
      At night Baatz became a world of gaiety with bright lanterns illuminating the tiered buildings and the market itself turned
         into a playground. Here the venders, traders, merchants and entrepreneurs put aside business and joined with stallholders,
         farmers, shopkeepers, housewives, workers and the restless tide of transients that made up the population.
      

      
      A time of drinking and dancing and merriment but one free of violence. The air saw to that, the invisible spores it carried
         from the vegetation clothing the surrounding hills. Exudations which calmed and reduced tension so that men laughed instead
         of quarreling and sought peaceful solutions instead of bloody settlements.
      

      
      Like a scarlet ghost Avro moved through the town.

      
      Cardor could have accomplished the task, as could others of his own acolytes, but he needed to do it himself. The woman who
         answered his knock frowned as she saw his face, became respectful as she recognized his robe. Even on Baatz the Cyclan was
         known.
      

      
      “My lord!” Her head dipped in a bow. “This is an honor. How may I serve you?”

      
      “A man stayed here.” Avro’s tone was the even modulation of his kind, devoid of all irritating factors. “Dumarest. Earl Dumarest.
         I have the correct address?”
      

      
      “You have, my lord. He hired a room upstairs. In the back.” She blinked sorrowful eyes. “Such a pity he died.”

      
      “You heard?”

      
      “From the circus. They told me to sell his things and to let the room if anyone wanted it. Not that he’d used it much.”

      
      “Let me see it.”

      
      It was a box containing a narrow bed, a cabinet, a small table, two chairs. A rug half-covered the bare wood of the floor. A jug held scummed water and a bowl had a chipped rim. Avro
         assessed this at a glance then he was at the cabinet, searching, the table, the drawers. They yielded nothing and he dropped
         to his knees and checked the underside of the bed, the chairs, finally stripping the cot and examining the bare, wooden structure.
      

      
      Nothing aside from a few crumpled papers, some packets of dried fruit, a book, a folder of bright pictures, a deck of cards.
         These things he checked with minute attention, holding each of the pasteboards to the light, running his fingers over their
         edges. Finally he turned his attention to the room itself, scanning each wall, the ceiling, the floor bared when he moved
         aside the rug.
      

      
      Again he found nothing and stood, thoughtful, trying to put a man into the chamber, trying to guess what that man would do.

      
      Guessing, for he lacked data on which to base an extrapolation. The essential ingredient to promote his honed talent. Given
         a handful of facts he could predict the logical outcome of any event; without them he could only make assumptions. A man,
         alone on a strange world—how would he have safe-guarded his secret?
      

      
      Again Avro checked the room, looking for the fifteen symbols which would tell him all he needed to know: the sequence in which
         the biomolecular units of the affinity twin had to be assembled. The secret which would give the Cyclan galactic domination.
      

      
      But he looked for it without success.

      
      A failure he had expected, yet to have ignored the possibility of success would have been insane stupidity. An error equal
         in magnitude to that made by Tron. To have had Dumarest in his grasp and then to have lost him. Death had been a merciful
         punishment.
      

      
      Avro looked once more at the room. A small, bare place, cold, featureless. One Dumarest had known as he must have known so
         many others. Moving on to leave nothing of himself behind. And yet there had to be more.
      

      
      He found it at a local bank, the manager reluctant to cooperate, finally yielding to logical persuasion. To refuse Avro’s
         demand was to ruin all hope of promotion.
      

      
      “Yes,” he admitted. “Dumarest did have money on deposit here. Quite a large sum as a matter of fact.”
      

      
      “Withdrawals?”

      
      “None after the initial deposit.”

      
      “How was the credit registered?”

      
      “The usual way.” The manager added an explanation. “This is a transient world and we get all types. This bank is affiliated
         with others and we use the common system. When a deposit is made—” He broke off as Avro lifted a hand. “I see you understand.”
      

      
      “Give me the number of the account.”

      
      The deposit Dumarest had made had been registered in a pattern of metallic inks set invisibly beneath the skin of his left
         arm. Special machines could read the code and adjust the credit as necessary. A blast of flame would incinerate the limb had
         there been any tampering or forgery.
      

      
      “Here.” The manager handed over the desired information. “But no withdrawals have been made to date.”

      
      With Dumarest dead none ever would. More proof as to his extinction—would a man in need refuse to use the money that was his?

      
      From the bank Avro went to the field where Cardor waited. The acolyte shook his head in a gesture of defeat.

      
      “Nothing, master. The traffic is too great. It is impossible to gain detailed records of who traveled where and on what vessel.”

      
      “The circus?”

      
      “Bound for Lopakhin.”

      
      Traveling in assorted ships, some members going their own way, others ready to disperse. All could be followed but nothing
         new would be gained. Dumarest was dead. All the evidence proved it. To deny the facts was to demonstrate his inefficiency.
      

      
      Yet to accept evidence without checking was to do the same.

      
      Avro said, “Take men out to the circus lagoon. Have it dragged. If bodies are found have them placed in cryosacs for later
         examination. Bones also. Nothing must be missed.”
      

      
      “Yes, master.” The acolyte hesitated. “But all waste from the circus was pulverized before being pumped to the lagoon.”

      
      “Do as I order.”

      
      The tone of Avro’s voice did not change but Cardor flinched as he bowed and hurried away. A mistake and one he must have recognized;
         no assumption could be regarded as proof. Yet it was a natural one for him to make, for what else was a dead body but waste?
         And he had been influenced by Tron who had demonstrated his weakness by his failure.
      

      
      All this Avro considered as he made his way to the Dubedat Hotel. To waste a valuable resource was to be avoided and the young
         man could be salvaged. A period of intense training, exposure to what a true cyber could be, a final warning to stiffen his
         resolve and he could yet earn the right to don the scarlet robe.
      

      
      A decision made and set to one side as he entered his suite. Byrne rose to greet him, Tupou at his side. Personal aides who
         have traveled with him.
      

      
      To them both Avro said, “Total seal.”

      
      He moved on, into his chamber, the door closing behind him. A barrier the acolytes would protect with their lives. One enhanced
         as he touched the broad band of metal clasped to his left wrist. A twin to one Tron had worn; activated, it emitted a pattern
         of forces which formed a zone impenetrable to any prying electronic eye or ear.
      

      
      Avro lay supine on his bed.

      
      The hotel was luxurious, the bed soft, the ceiling decorated with intricate designs picked in red and yellow and vivid scarlet.
         Patterns which vanished as he closed his eyes and concentrated on the Samatchazi formula. Gradually he lost the use of his
         senses; had he opened his eyes he would have been blind. Divorced of external stimuli his brain ceased to be irritated, gained
         tranquility and calm, became a thing of pure intellect, its reasoning awareness the only thread with normal existence. Only
         then did the grafted Homochon elements become active. Rapport was immediate.
      

      
      It was followed by chaos.

      
      Avro felt the mental shock and twisted in his mind, screaming as his body lay immobile on the bed, dumb, soundless, incapable
         of movement. A husk that housed roiling insanity, a conflict of jarring discord, flashes of light, of color, of searing impossibility.
         A turmoil in which he spun like a leaf in a gale, helpless to do other than ride the storm, to wait for a period of calm.
      

      
      It came with the echoes of rolling thunder yielding to a host of twitterings, whispers, murmurings, sighs. A shadowed darkness
         which slowly brightened to reveal a bizarre landscape composed of crystalline facets gleaming with a fire of splintered colors.
         A ball in which he stood with his feet resting on softly engulfing shadows.
      

      
      Before him stood a mirror image of himself.

      
      A shape as tall, as thin, as skeletal about the face. One wearing the twin of his scarlet robe. But the image was no reflection
         and he recognized it at once. Master Marle, Cyber Prime, the head of the Cyclan.
      

      
      But how? How?

      
      Normally communication with Central Intelligence was preceded by the illusion of bubbles moving in continuous motion with
         other bubbles all composed of gleaming light. An experience unique to himself; each cyber had a different experience. Then
         would come the actual contact during which information was absorbed from his mind as water was sucked by a sponge from a pool.
         An interchange in which orders were relayed as fast. Organic communication of a near-instantaneous speed. After would come
         the time of euphoria in which he drifted in a zone filled with the scraps of overflow from other minds.
      

      
      Never before had he known this confusion.

      
      “Avro?” Marle sounded as confused as himself. “Are you Avro?”

      
      “Marle?” Avro caught himself, the evidence was before him. Incredible as it seemed they stood face to face. “A coincidence,”
         he suggested. “We both established rapport at the same time and Central Intelligence has created this direct link. An improvement
         if restricted to special occasions.”
      

      
      “Perhaps.” Marle was slow to agree. “What have you to report?”

      
      “Dumarest is dead.”

      
      “Explain.” Marle listened as Avro gave him the facts. “The lagoon?”

      
      “Can only produce negative evidence. Anything recovered may, on examination, prove the death of Tron of which we have no doubt. The rest must be based on a valuation of other evidence. I regard it as conclusive.”
      

      
      “Eye-witness accounts,” said Marle. “Irrefutable testimony substantiated by mechanical lie-detectors. And yet you were not
         satisfied.”
      

      
      “I needed to be certain.”

      
      “Of what? To check the lagoon was wasted effort if you believe the testimony. Time and expense used to no purpose. Could
         Cardor have lied?”
      

      
      “No. His findings have been checked.”

      
      “So he told the truth as he knew it. As others could have done.”

      
      Avro caught the implication and stepped forward, noting, with vague detachment, that the figure he faced remained at the same
         distance.
      

      
      He said, “The possibility that a man could lie and yet not know that he lied is credible. Hypnotism could produce such a condition.
         But there were eight witnesses, not including the owner of the circus. All eight had seen the bodies and all swore as to the
         deaths. Also Cardor took steps to guard against such conditioning. I have checked the detectors and the results are conclusive.
         The men saw what they claimed to have seen.”
      

      
      “Tron dead? Valaban?”

      
      “And Dumarest. All three the victims of a klachen which had run wild.”

      
      “And the animal?”

      
      Avro hesitated. “Dead, I think.”

      
      “You are not positive?”

      
      “No mention was made of it. The fate of the beast was not considered important.”

      
      Against the greater loss that was understandable but it was an oversight which could not be forgiven. Avro revised his decision
         as to Cartor’s fate. He would be questioned, tested, checked—then disposed of. Marle, by his question, had cost the man his
         life.
      

      
      As, by his decision, he could cost Avro his.

      
      As Avro watched, the figure before him seemed to blur, to dissolve into smoke which writhed and plumed to dissipate against
         the bizarre landscape. An illusion added to illusion, or reality which his limited senses could only convert to familiar terms. Then the return of the wind, the confusion, the mind-wrenching turmoil as the universe gyrated around him and his ears
         were filled with the thin, hopeless screaming of the damned.
      

      
      “Master!” Someone was pounding at the door. “Master! Is all well?”

      
      Byrne, his face anxious as Avro broke the total seal, Tupou behind him carrying wine. Ruby fluid which he gushed into a goblet
         and handed to Avro without a word. Liquid he drank without thinking then dismissed them both with a curt gesture. Alone, he
         sank on the bed and buried his face in his hands.
      

      
      And heard the song of wind, the thrum of pinions, the thin, keen hiss of parting air.

      
      Madness and he reared, looking at the walls, the ceiling, the familiar shapes of ornate furnishings. Things to be despised
         for their nonfunctional design but now objects of comfort.
      

      
      What had happened?

      
      Coincidence, Marle had said, or the figure he had taken to be the Cyber Prime. But it was a coincidence which must have happened
         many times before. Why had this been different?
      

      
      Avro examined the problem with trained mental efficiency.

      
      Central Intelligence was the sum total of the massed brains which formed the heart of the Cyclan. Living intelligences, released
         from the hampering prisons of fleshy bodies when age had made those bodies no longer efficient. Locked in sealed capsules,
         fed with nutrients, hooked in series, the brains rested in darkness and total isolation from external stimuli. An ideal state
         in which to ponder the problems of the universe. A tremendous organic computer of incredible complexity; with its aid the
         Cyclan would rule the galaxy given time.
      

      
      But the tool had revealed a flaw. Certain of the brains had shown signs of aberrated behavior and had to be destroyed. Was
         the sickness continuing?
      

      
      Was Central Intelligence going insane?

      
      A possibility loaded with frightening implications, for if the brains could no longer be trusted then what of the Cyclan?
         And what would be the reaction of cybers denied their reward for dedicated service? The potential immortality granted at the
         end of their useful physical life?
      

      
      “Master!” Byrne turned as Avro opened the door to his chamber. “Is all well?”
      

      
      A question Avro dismissed with a wave of his hand.

      
      “Go to the field,” he ordered. “I want all details of every vessel movement from Baatz from the time Tron landed here. Names,
         cargoes, destinations, complements, operating velocities—everything.” To Tupou he said, “Bring all the records of the examinations
         made by Cardor together with a complete record of all circus workers.” A near-impossible task but one which had to be attempted.
         “When you have done that, relieve Cardor and have him report to me.”
      

      
      Effort and expense with little hope of reward but Avro was beyond counting the cost. If Dumarest was dead he must be certain
         of it. If, despite all the evidence, the man had managed to survive then he must know that too. The future of the Cyclan depended
         on it.
      

   
      

      
      Chapter Two

      
      
      
      From his seat at the table Helith Lam looked at the prospects in the salon. They weren’t encouraging, the usual assortment
         of deadbeats and cheap riders, but he had a place to fill and Krogstad was getting ugly. The gambler thinned his lips at recent
         memory, seeing the captain’s face in his mind’s eye, the cruel, determined set of the mouth. The ultimatum had been brief.
      

      
      “Up the take or quit the Thorn!”

      
      Dumped on Cadell or Bilton or another of the small worlds forming the Burdinnion. Garbage dumps mostly with little trade,
         no industry, scant farming and a viciously savage native life. Once kicked off the Thorn on such a world and he would starve. Too old to sell his labor, too inexperienced to wrest a living from the local terrain,
         he’d last only as long as his money. And the captain, damn him, would leave little of that.
      

      
      A bleak prospect and one he had to improve. A decent cut from the table would grant him a reprieve and he could pad the captain’s
         fifty percent share of the profit from his own cut. But first he had to fill the vacant seat.
      

      
      “Come on!” Lissek, seated to his left, was impatient. “You’re letting the deck grow cold.”

      
      “It’ll warm.” Cranmer was cynical. “Why be in a hurry to lose your money?”

      
      “That’s right.” Varinia touched a handkerchief to lips painted a lurid scarlet. “Why be in a hurry over anything? But why
         the delay?”
      

      
      “We need seven,” said Lam. A lie and one he justified. “It makes a better game and adds spice. Also it brings in fresh money.”
      

      
      “You should have told that to Deakin before he got skinned.” Yalin, a wasp of a man, rapped a finger on the coins piled before
         him. “Come on, man, deal!”
      

      
      Lam obeyed; a moving game attracted attention but his eyes weighed those lounging in the salon. The monk was out; no Brother
         of the Universal Church would waste time and money at the table. The young married couple had other things to interest them;
         after they’d swallowed their ration of basic they would vanish into their cabin. The gaunt-faced seller of symbiotes was immersed
         in his books and the old woman with the artificial gems had already used up her luck. Which left only two others.
      

      
      “Damn!” A raddle-faced miner swore and threw down his hand. “That decides it! I’m out!”

      
      “And me.” A pale youngster followed his example. “Varinia?”

      
      “Stays,” said Lam, then, softening his tone, added with a smile, “We need her to make up the number and to add a touch of
         beauty to the company. And I don’t think she’ll regret it. See?” The cards riffled in his hands, falling to lie face upward.
         “Four Lords—could you hope for better? Your luck is about to change, my dear.”
      

      
      “It had better.” Her eyes met his in mutual understanding. “But who else will join us?”

      
      “Our friends.” Lam lifted his voice as he made the appeal. “Please, you two, accommodate us. A small game to while away the
         time.” Then, as the younger of the pair turned toward him, “Angado Nossak, isn’t it? I think we have met before.”
      

      
      “On the Provost,” agreed Nossak. “You taught me a hard lesson. Maybe now’s the time to put it to use.”
      

      
      He took a chair, gesturing for his companion to take another. A hard man, decided the gambler, looking at him. A brief glance
         but enough to take in the shape and build. Faded garments spoke of hard times and the shiny patches on the fabric showed where
         straps could have hung or accoutrements rested. A mercenary, he guessed, a professional guard or a hunter—now down on his
         luck and hoping to improve it.
       

       A forlorn hope, as was Nossak’s intention to use what he had learned. Both prime fodder for the gambler’s art and he riffled the cards, the rubbed-down skin of index fingers and thumbs
         reading the tiny marks a nail had impressed into the edges.
      

      
      “Well, my lords and lady—” he inclined his head toward Varinia—“let us begin.”

      
      The game was starburn; a variation of poker with a seven-card deal and a double discard dropping the hand to the normal five
         cards. Lissek sucked in his breath as he scooped up his hand, a thin stream of purple running from the corner of his mouth.
         Saliva stained by the weed he chewed to ease his cough and steady his nerves.
      

      
      “Give me three.” He dropped five cards on the table. “Make them friendly.”

      
      So he had a pair. Lam glanced at Cranmer. Dealt him two cards, moved to where Nossak studied his hand.

      
      “Three—no! Make it two.” He watched Lam deal. “Earl?”

      
      “I’ll take one.”

      
      Dumarest watched as the deal moved on to the woman, his eyes on the gambler’s hands. Smooth, ringless, the skin soft and supple.
         The result of applied salves, he guessed. He was certain as to why the index fingers and thumbs lacked any trace of the normal
         whorls and patterns.
      

      
      A cheat and a desperate one; the risks he took were obvious. Chances he compounded as he returned to Lissek who threw down
         two cards for another pair. His original hand had been improved to one containing three of a kind, now, with luck, he could
         have built it into a full house or gained a healthy four. Cranmer shook his head after the final deal and dropped out. Angado
         pursed his lips and changed a single card. Dumarest shook his head and threw in his hand. The woman stayed. The gambler. Three
         rounds of betting and the game was over.
      

      
      Varinia chuckled as she scooped in the pot.

      
      “You know, Lam, I think I’m going to like this game.”

      
      One designed to build the pot and to ruthlessly squeeze the players. The extra cards and double discarding enabled good hands
         to be won and encouraged pressure-betting. If the dealer could manipulate the cards he would find it simple to clean up.
      

      
      Lam could manipulate them and was clever despite his desperation. He was using the woman as his shill, letting her win so as to cover his own involvement. Later, when she had
         grown too confident, he would clean her out.
      

      
      “Raise ten.” Angado threw coins into the pot. “This time I win.”

      
      Dumarest doubted it but made no comment. The man was his cabin mate, a temporary association born of chance. He owed the man
         nothing and his main concern was to remain inconspicuous. He’d left Baatz in a crate supplied by the circus, transported by
         discreet friends of the owner, shipped by a captain who wasn’t too curious.
      

      
      A journey ending with Dumarest in a warehouse. One he’d broken out of to take passage on a vessel heading toward the Burdinnion.
         Changing to the Thorn on Tysa. A ship like most in the region, catering to all trades, making short journeys, touching small and almost deserted
         worlds.
      

      
      Now he had to make a decision. If Angado continued to play he would lose and could become violent, which would bring attention
         not only to himself but to the man who shared his cabin. But to beat the gambler at his own game would be to arouse a more
         direct interest.
      

      
      And the captain was no fool.

      
      Ships, even battered tubs like the Thorn, were valuable possessions and all took elementary precautions. A man who lied could be harmless but no harmless man had reason
         to lie. Dumarest had maintained his deception by giving only half his name but a deeper check would reveal things he wanted
         to keep hidden.
      

      
      “You in?” Angado Nossak was impatient, sweating, hand tugging at the collar of his blouse. “God, it’s hot in here. Where’s
         the steward? I want some ice.”
      

      
      “Hot?” The gambler looked puzzled. “I’ve noticed no change.” He looked at Dumarest. “You in or out?”

      
      “In.” Dumarest chipped into the pot. “No raise.”

      
      Varinia hesitated, glanced at Lam, then doubled Nossak’s raise. Pressure which drove out Lissek and Cranmer. Nossak hesitated
         as he examined his hand, pulling at his collar and finally tearing open his blouse.
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