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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

      
      
      Kars Gartok was the last to leave, lingering in his cabin until the others had gone, unwilling to engage in useless conversation,
         to hear again the empty threats and bitter denunciations. Only when the ship was silent did he venture forth to step through
         the open port and head down the ramp to the field below. It was late in the day, the sun low on the horizon, the air misted
         with a damp fog which pearled the mesh of the perimeter fence and gave the tall figure standing just beyond the gate a blurred,
         ethereal quality as if it were the figment of a dream.
      

      
      But Brother Eldon was no ghost. He waited, dressed in a brown, homespun robe the cowl thrown back despite the chill to reveal
         a face seamed and creased with age and privation. His feet were bare in open sandals and gnarled hands gripped a bowl of cheap
         plastic chipped and scarred by usage and time. He lifted it as Gartok approached.
      

      
      “Of your charity, brother.”

      
      Halting Gartok stared at the monk then said, dryly, “Charity? Aren’t there fools enough on Ilyard without you wanting more?”

      
      “Is to give an act of foolishness?”

      
      “What else?”

      
      “Some would call it an act of virtue, brother.”

      
      “To give without hope of reward is the act of a fool,” said Gartok, curtly. “A lesson a man in my trade quickly learns.”

      
      “As those did who left the ship before you?” Then, before Gartok could answer, the monk added, quietly, “It could be that
         you have already had your reward. You seem uninjured and you are alive.”
      

      
      “Yes,” said Gartok, heavily. “I’m alive.”

      
      He was a big man, wide of shoulder and thick of neck, dressed in dark leather trimmed with scarlet, polished patches showing at shoulders and waist where body-armor had rested.
         His temples bore callouses from the weight of a helmet and his eyes, deep-set and hooded, watched from beneath beetling
         brows. His hands were broad, the fingers spatulate, the knuckles knobs of bone. His face matched the hands, broad, rough,
         ridged and seamed with scars. The mouth was a trap, the chin a rock, the nose a predatory beak. He looked what he was—a professional
         dealer in death.
      

      
      Watching him as he stood there, the mist dewing the stubble of his cropped head, the monk said, “What happened, brother?”

      
      “We lost.”

      
      “And?”

      
      “What more needs to be said? We were out-gunned, out-manned, out-maneuvered. Eighty-three of a hundred died on Craig. The
         details? What do they matter?”
      

      
      “Even so, brother, I would like to know.”

      
      For a moment the mercenary hesitated then, shrugging, said, “It’s the old story; two men snarling at each other over a strip
         of land on a world not worth a woman’s spit. Each turned to force and hired men. A minor war and dangerous only to those involved.
         Or so it should have been but accidents happen. And the locals were stubborn and refused to evacuate their villages.”
      

      
      And so they had died in blossoms of flame as shells had burst in crude houses and fragmentation bombs had torn air and flesh
         with whining shards of metal. An old story and one common on Ilyard where men came to talk and rest and seek employment. Common
         too on worlds cursed with ambitious rulers who thought of men as pawns to be used in a complicated game.
      

      
      “Craig,” said the monk. “You said that was the name of the world?”

      
      “Yes. One lying on the edge of the Rift. A bleak place of rock and water and cold. A world where the rich burn turf to keep
         warm and the poor huddle together. But one the wealthier now for the bodies of good men fertilizing the soil.”
      

      
      “But you are not one of them, brother,” reminded the monk and lifted his empty bowl a little. “Those who give to the poor often enjoy good fortune.”
      

      
      A direct appeal to the superstition inherent in all gamblers, and what was a mercenary but a man who gambled with his life?
         Yet the monk felt no pride of achievement as Gartok plunged a hand into a pocket. Trained in the art of psychology it was simple
         for him to manipulate the emotional triggers which all men carried and to which they could not help but to respond. And the
         mercenary, like all his breed, must have inner weaknesses, hidden guilts, invisible cracks in his external armor of competence.
      

      
      As he threw coins into the bowl Gartok said, “It’s all I can give, monk. If it isn’t enough to buy a blessing at least spare
         me your curse.”
      

      
      “I curse no one, brother.”

      
      “Then you are more saint than man. I curse people often. Captain Blasco who has a taste for killing. The fool who hired us.
         The swine who—well, never mind. What is done is done and what point to dwell in the past? But you, Brother, have you any news?”
         Then, as the monk made no reply, “I forgot, you do not trade in war. But at least tell me this—have any persons of consequence
         and wealth arrived recently? High lords with ambition and money to hire men?” His eyes narrowed as they searched the old face.
         Like the monk he had a knowledge of psychology but could read nothing. Then a flicker of the eyes gave him a clue. “They have?
         You do not deny it? Good. Fortune could be smiling on me at last. Where are they staying?”
      

      
      “You can find out where, brother,” said the monk. “As you say, I do not trade in war.”

      
      He shivered a little as the mercenary strode away, the wind was increasing and its chill numbed skin and bone. He could barely
         feel the bowl in his hands and his feet were like blocks of wood yet he welcomed the discomfort as a reminder of times past
         when, as a young man newly taken into the Church, he had stood before gates like this begging for alms.
      

      
      An essential duty but one which he no longer had need to perform but old habits died hard and, always, it was necessary to
         guard against the sin of pride.
      

      
      And to beg was to be humble.
      

      
      A gust of wind caught his robe and drove it hard against his body, the damp material emphasizing the chill of the dying day.
         From the distance came the shouts of men and the monotonous pounding of feet. Raw recruits were at drill; men engaged on a
         scatter of worlds and transported here to Ilyard where their contracts were sold at a profit. Those who had already been bloodied,
         who had been flung into combat and who had managed to survive, fetched a higher price than the rest. Others, like Kars Gartok,
         long freed of contractual restraint, sold their skills to any who would be willing to pay. Their skill and loyalty for what
         it was worth, going out to fight, to kill, to bleed, to die if they must to live if they could even at the cost of all they
         owned.
      

      
      One day, thought the monk,’ he might be able to understand what drove men to act in such a manner, but for now it was cold,
         the field was empty and work still waited to be done.
      

      
      The shadows were lengthening as he reached the first of a litter of shacks and huts which sprawled away from the town to the
         side of the field. Lowtowns were all the same no matter on which world they were found. The refuge of the desperate, those
         stricken with illness, those cursed with poverty. The stench of it rose like a miasma from the ramshackle dwellings; constructions
         of scrap and discarded plastic, of fabrics salvaged from the garbage of the more fortunate, doing little but to keep out the
         rain and giving a scrap of privacy.
      

      
      The church was little better, but from intent rather than need. A building of brick or stone with solid walls and barred windows,
         of thick doors and heated air would have been an affront to those it had been designed to serve. As a monk wearing silk and
         gems would have insulted the wretch to whom he preached the virtue of poverty. To gain the confidence of those in need they
         had to be met at their own level.
      

      
      Yet, even so, the church was bigger and better than others he had known. They had been the flimsy shacks of portable churches:
         fabric and poles which could be carried on a back together with the benediction light which was the heart of the structure.
         Yet tent or palace all were the same. All strove to teach the same message. To persuade all who came to listen or who could be persuaded to pay attention
         to accept the Universal teaching of complete Brotherhood. That no man was an island. That the pain of one was the pain of
         all. That all shared the burden of a common heritage. That all belonged to the Corpus Humanite. That once each could look at the other and say, there, but for the grace of God, go I, the millennium would have arrived.
      

      
      He would never see it. No monk now alive would ever see it. Men bred too fast and travelled too far for that. They rested on
         too many worlds scattered throughout the galaxy and were subjected to too many strains. But, eventually, it would come. It
         was an article of faith to believe that The purpose of his being.
      

      
      “Brother!” A man rose from where he’d been squatting in the dirt and mud at the side of the track. He was thin, his face yellowed
         with jaundice, his teeth chattering with cold. He smelt of suppurating pus; the sickly sweet odor of tissue-decay. The hand
         he extended was like a claw, thin, quivering. “Brother. For the love of God help me!”
      

      
      “Ask, brother, and if it is possible it will be given.”

      
      “I’m ill. Rotten with sores and something else. Starving. I can’t get work. And I—I’ve …”

      
      “The church is waiting,” said Brother Eldon quietly. “Enter it, kneel beneath the benediction light, confess and receive forgiveness.
         Medicines are available and they will be given.”
      

      
      “Brother, will you speak for me to Major Khaftle? He—”

      
      “One thing at a time, brother.” Eldon was insistent. “First you must be given what help we have. After, well, we shall see.
         Come now.”
      

      
      He took the quivering claw into his hand, feeling the febrile heat of the skin, recognizing the fever, the disease. The man
         was dying and would die despite the antibiotics they could give. But he would not die alone and he would die in peace. Brother
         Veac would see to that.
      

      
      The young monk accepted his charge and glanced sharply at his superior. It was not his place to question or to criticize,
         but he would not have been human had he not made a comment.
      

      
      “It is late, brother, and cold.”
      

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “There is food and warmth within. You should rest now.”

      
      “And stop trying to act the young man, brother?” Eldon smiled as the other looked abashed. “Am I so old you think I have forgotten
         to remember how I thought when young? Take care of our friend now. Is Brother Biul available? Good.” Then lowering his voice
         he whispered, “The infirmary, I think. There is room? Then see he has a place. I fear that he will not be with us for long.”
      

      
      But first came the easing of his heart and soul. To kneel beneath the swirling bowl of colored light, to drift into a hypnotic
         condition, to unburden himself, to suffer subjective penance and then to be given the bread of forgiveness. And if most of
         those coming to the church did so for the sake of the wafer of concentrates then it was a fair exchange. For each who knelt
         beneath the light was conditioned not to kill.
      

      
      “Brother!” Biul looked up from where he sat busy with papers and rose as Eldon entered the office. “You must be frozen! Why
         must you be so stubborn? You are too old to act this way.”
      

      
      Older than Veac the monk cared less for diplomacy and long friendship had given him a casual familiarity. Now he bustled around,
         fetching a warm blanket, filling a bowl with soup, standing over Eldon while he ate. Only when the bowl was empty did he permit
         the older man to speak.
      

      
      “Biul, you have all the attributes of a bully,” said Eldon mildly. “If I didn’t know you meant well I might even be annoyed.”

      
      “As I will be unless you take better care of yourself. We need you—and do I have to remind you that self-injury is a sin?”
         Biul cleared away the bowl, rearranged the blanket then said, “Well?”
      

      
      “Little. A few coins.”

      
      “And?”

      
      “Bad news.” Eldon felt his shoulders sag. “War on Craig. The first engagements are over but there will be others that is certain.
         Help will be needed. Contact the seminary on Pace and have them notify those on Hope. A full medical team if possible, as
         many monks as they can spare at least. And perhaps influence could be brought to bear on those responsible to cease the hostilities.”
      

      
      It was possible, the Church had friends in high places, and it would be tried, but inevitably there would be delays and in
         a war-situation delay meant suffering, disease, degradation and death.
      

      
      To alleviate a little of it was the most they could hope to do.

      
      As Biul left Eldon sank back in his chair, conscious of the warmth of the blanket, the snug comfort of the room. It was bleak
         enough, the walls ornamented with small mementoes and a few paintings of worlds known when young, but it held everything he
         had come to value since, when a youth, he had applied for acceptance into the church and had commenced his training.
      

      
      There was trust there, and faith, and the desire of one to help another. There was truth and tolerance and compassion. There
         was an acknowledgement that life was more than could be seen on the surface and that, without the belief in something greater
         than Man, then Man could not be greater than what he was.
      

      
      A point on which he had argued when young and had still not understood what it really meant to be a monk.

      
      Brother Hoji had stripped away his illusions.

      
      He was old, stooped, withered, crippled, acid. He was in charge of indoctrination and had not been gentle. Leaning back, half-asleep,
         Eldon could hear again the voice which had rasped like a file through the confines of the room into which had been packed
         a score of youngsters like himself.
      

      
      “Why did you apply to become monks? What motive drives you? That question must be answered before any other. Look into the
         mirror of your soul and search for the truth. Is it in order to help your fellow man? Is it that and nothing more? If not
         then you don’t belong here. You are wasting my time and your own. Rise and leave and none will think the worst of you. Be
         honest. Above all, be honest!”
      

      
      Someone had coughed; strain triggering a near-hysterical giggle covered too late into the resemblance of a normal expulsion
         of air.
      

      
      “You!” The twisted fingers of the old monk had been an accusing claw. “You laughed—why? Did you think I was a fool? That I tended to exaggerate? That I distorted the truth? Don’t
         bother to answer.” Then, in a lower voice, he had continued. “If you hope for personal reward or high office or the love and
         respect of those you are dedicated to serve, then you do not belong here. If you yearn for power or pain the same applies.
         Pain you will get and discomfort and suffering. You will know disappointment and see the work of years destroyed in a moment.
         You will be scorned and held in contempt, robbed and beaten, used and ignored, hated and despised. Yet, if in the deepest
         recesses of your heart, you long to be so treated, then you have no place here. Man is not born to suffer. There is no intrinsic
         virtue in pain. Those who seek it are enemies of the Church. If any sit here I tell you now to go. Go!”
      

      
      No one coughed when he paused, no one giggled, but still there remained a little doubt. It vanished as the old monk stripped
         off his robe and displayed his naked body. His flesh—and the things which had been done to it.
      

      
      “God!” whispered the man next to Eldon. “Dear God!”

      
      “The reward of patience,” said Hoji. “It happened on Flackalove. A small settlement that, I thought, had accepted me. For
         three years I was with them and then came a drought. Plague followed and children died. They needed someone to blame.” Pausing
         he donned his robe then added, quietly, “God gave me the strength to live and to continue helping my fellows. Now it is safe
         for a monk to stay on that world.”
      

      
      Eldon felt again the cold shiver which had touched him at the calm understatement. How the man must have suffered! The injuries,
         even though now healed—he could not bear even now to think of them. Nor understand how the man had found the courage to continue
         on the path he had chosen.
      

      
      Half the class had left at the end of the first three months. Half the remainder at the end of the first year. By the time
         the training period was over only two others had stayed together with himself. Three from twenty—a good average.
      

      
      And now it was pleasant to sit in the warm and drift into worlds of memory in which old friends came to greet him and old
         places became new again, Even remembered pain became less demanding, became a part of the joy in serving, of his dedication. And it had not always been pain, though
         rarely had there been comfort. And now, old, in charge of this church, he could afford to relax a little. To let others share
         the burden. Others who …
      

      
      After a while Brother Biul came in to rewrap the blanket and to ease the old man’s limbs so as to avoid the danger of cramp.
         He looked, he thought, surprisingly young, the seamed and wrinkled face now plumped a little, the lips curved as if, in his
         dreams, he smiled.
      

      
      Then he saw the stillness of the throat, the flaccidity of the great arteries and knew the old man would never smile again.

      
      “Dead?” Kars Gartok frowned. “The old monk dead? But how? I was talking to him only hours ago.”

      
      “I know.” The officer was polite. “That is why I am here. A routine matter, you understand. A formality. Did he say anything?
         Complain of feeling unwell, perhaps?”
      

      
      “No.”

      
      “He mentioned no one who had threatened him?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “Your cooperation would be appreciated.”

      
      “You’re getting it,” snapped Gartok. He turned and strode across the room, faced the wall, turned and took three steps back
         again. Like the hotel the chamber was not of the best, the furnishings worn, the carpet faded, the walls stained. One pane
         of the window was cracked and the radiator which should have warmed the place was failing in its duty. Even the light was
         dim. “He was at the gate, begging, you know how the monks operate. We talked for a while, he was eager for news and I gave
         him what I had. Then I left. Is there suspicion of foul play?”
      

      
      “No.” The officer relaxed and tucked away his notebook. “As I said this is a routine matter. The Church has friends on Ilyard
         and, well, you understand.”
      

      
      Friends of influence, who else could have given the monks permission to establish themselves here? No planet dedicated to
         war would welcome those who preached the doctrine of peace. The officer was naturally being cautious.
      

      
      Gartok said, “How did he die?”

      
      “He was old. He should have known better than to stand in the cold. It could have been the final straw. Personally I think
         that he’d just lived out his life.” The officer glanced around the chamber. “No luck on your last engagement?”
      

      
      “No.”

      
      “Too bad, but we can’t all win.” He spoke with the casual indifference of a man who couldn’t care less. “Well, thank you for
         your patience. If you’re looking for work you could do worse than try the High Endeavour. It’s on Secunda Avenue close to
         Breine.”
      

      
      “I know where it is, but isn’t Delthraph in business now?”

      
      “He was shot in an argument last month. Creditors sold his business and the new owner isn’t established yet. Try the High
         Endeavour. It’s your best choice.”
      

      
      Like the hotel the place was dingy, a little decayed, a building which had known better times. Luck could have brought them.
         Money could buy paint and workers to refurbish the exterior. New furnishings would brighten up inside. Rich employers would
         come to sound out what was offered and winners would make the place their headquarters. Fame followed success and success
         bred riches. But that had yet to come.
      

      
      Kars Gartok stepped from the street into the vestibule. A girl smiled at him and a man looked up from where he sat behind
         a counter. A guard-receptionist, the hand he kept hidden would be holding a weapon. His eyes checked the mercenary, noting
         the thin cloak, the hat with the feather, the pistol belted at his waist. All were of local manufacture bought less than a
         couple of hours ago.
      

      
      “Your first time here?”

      
      Gartok nodded. “I’ve been away. Delthraph would have known me.”

      
      “He’s dead.”

      
      “That’s why I’m here. Upstairs?”

      
      “The front room. You won’t be alone. The girl will provide anything you want. Food? Wine?”

      
      “Wine. A flagon.”

      
      He mounted the stairs as the girl bustled to fill the order. The room was easy to find and, as the man downstairs had promised,
         he wouldn’t be alone. A dozen men lounged in chairs around a table, light from the fire augmenting the dim glow from lanterns and throwing a dancing ruby light
         over hard faces, glinting metal, belts, polished leather, the winking gleam of gems.
      

      
      Halting within the chamber Gartok introduced himself adding, “Have I fought with any here? Against them? No?”

      
      “Once I think,” said a man at the far end of the table. “Were you on Lisyen about five years ago? With Donlenck’s Destroyers?”

      
      “And if I was?”

      
      “I served with Voronech.”

      
      “And lost as I remember.” Gartok looked at the man. “Any grudges?”

      
      “Hell, no. I doubt if we ever even met. It was all long-range stuff, right?”

      
      Gartok nodded and, as the girl arrived with his order, slammed the flagon on the table.

      
      “Right. Now have a drink and fill me in on what’s happening. Glasses, girl, and hurry!”

      
      The flagon vanished, was replaced with another, more. Wine and conversation flowed and old battles were re-fought and old
         engagements remembered. Here, in this room, paid enemies faced each other and future foes sat and toasted each other in wine.
      

      
      Gartok mentioned Craig.

      
      “A bad world,” said Chue Tung, his yellow skin gleaming like oiled leather in the dancing firelight. “Years ago now, six,
         seven, eight, maybe?”
      

      
      “Does it matter?” A man a little more drunk than the rest, snapped his impatience. “Get on with it, man.”

      
      “Please,” said another, quickly. “Eight years, you think?”

      
      “Eight.” Chue Tung looked at the one who had interrupted. One day they would meet and then revenge would be sweet. For now
         he would act the congenial spinner of reminiscences. “It was a small engagement, like yours, Kars, or so it started out to
         be. A simple police-job. I landed with a couple of hundred men and within a month we had the area pacified. All nice and neat—then
         the women took a hand. We lost fifteen men in three days and I’m not going to tell you how they died. We had a pretty tough commander at the time, Elque Imballa, anyone know him?” Pausing he looked at his listeners. “No? Well, he’d dead now
         but you could have served under worse. At least he took care of his own. Fifteen men had died so he took thirty locals and
         shot them. After that he took steps to end the danger.”
      

      
      Gartok was interested. “How?”

      
      “The women were the trouble—you know how soldiers are when there’s no prospect of action. Looting, raping, they do it all
         the time. There was nothing to loot so only one thing was left. Imballa had the entire area swept and all females assembled.
         Then he got the armorers to make some special undergarments for them to wear. Pants of wire mesh fitted with a friction bomb.
         They were safe until someone tried to jerk them off then—bang!” He made an expressive gesture.
      

      
      “And?”

      
      “A couple of fools tried it and ended up as mincemeat. After they had been buried the others learned the lesson. The women
         too. Try to get near them and they’d scream and go for your eyes. It wasn’t much fun for anyone but it solved the problem.
         In his own way Elque Imballa was a pretty shrewd man.”
      

      
      For a long moment there was silence then a man said, dryly, “I’m not calling you a liar, Chue, but if anyone else had told
         me a story like that I’d be tempted to doubt his word.”
      

      
      “I’m glad that you’re not calling me a liar, Amil,” said Chue Tung softly. “I’d hate to kill you without getting paid for
         it”
      

      
      Gartok, recognizing the undercurrent of hostility, said, “Talking of paying who is due to order the next flagon of wine?”

      
      The talk moved on, took direction, revealed why each was present. Work was scarce and expenses high. The mines were waiting
         to swallow any who couldn’t meet his debts. Times were hard for free-lance mercenaries.
      

      
      “We need a good war,” said one. “Something on a rich world with little fighting and guaranteed pay. That or a takeover. A
         bloodless victory with a long-term contract.”
      

      
      “I almost had it.” The man was small, thin, his face gaunt, his eyes darting like restless birds. “The best prospect a man could ever hope to get. A friend passed me the word. He’d got a job training some retainers in the use of arms and from
         what he told me it was gravy all the way. Not much in the way of pay but the opportunity was there and the prospects were
         superb. I’d have been set for life.”
      

      
      “Talk,” said a dour-faced man who sat in a corner. “We’ve heard it all before, Relldo.”

      
      “Maybe, but this time it’s the truth. I told you the man was a friend. Well, to cut it short, I got to where he was working
         and found I’d arrived too late. Gnais was dead and so was the man who’d employed him. He was Lord Gydapen Prabang. His retainers
         were to start a war and conquer the entire damned planet. There would be no opposition. We’d all get rich. Then something
         happened and he got himself killed.”
      

      
      “How?” Gartok helped himself to more wine. “Accident?”

      
      “Idiocy.” Relldo scowled at his wine. “There was trouble between Gydapen and a woman, the Lady Lavinia Del Belamosk. She’d
         won the aide of a stranger—a man called Dumarest. He was a traveler, I think, a tall man who wore grey and carried a knife
         in his boot. He could be dead now but I doubt it. His sort are hard to kill.”
      

      
      “And?”

      
      “He became involved and took a hand. He hit Gydapen with the woman and a few others in an attempt to steal the guns. At least
         I think that’s the way it was. I wasn’t there at the time, remember, but I learned what happened from a retainer who saw it
         all. Anyway, Gydapen gained the upper hand and then threw away his advantage. That’s why I called him an idiot. He was tricked
         into allowing Dumarest to get a knife in his hands.” Pausing Relldo added, slowly, “Could you believe that one man could kill
         another with a thrown knife when the victim had a laser in his hand aimed and ready to fire?”
      

      
      “Is that what happened?”

      
      “My informant saw it done.”

      
      “Fast,” said Chue Tung before Gartok could comment. “A man who could do that would have to be fast.”

      
      “Damned fast,” agreed Relldo. “And from what I was told Dumarest is all of that. When he moved it was like a blur, a flash
         of steel, a thud and Gydapen was falling with a knife in his throat. The next thing bullets were flying and that was the end of the war. My usual kind of luck—all of it
         bad. I was near stranded and had to travel Low.”
      

      
      He looked it; the loss of body-fat was a characteristic sign, tissue lost while he had lain doped, frozen and ninety per cent
         dead in a casket designed for the transportation of animals. Risking the fifteen percent death rate for the sake of cheap
         travel.
      

      
      Chue Tung said, thoughtfully, “Maybe you left too soon. Something could have been arranged, perhaps. Where is this place?”

      
      “A world on the edge of the Rift.” Relldo scowled as he finished his wine. “But I would not have stayed even if Gnais had
         been alive. Not for long, anyway. Not once I’d seen the planet.”
      

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “Because when I kill a man I like to know that he’s dead. On Zakym that doesn’t happen. The damned place is rotten with ghosts.”

   
      
      Chapter TWO

      
      
      The woman standing against the parapet couldn’t be real for Dumarest had seen her lying dead on a world far distant in time
         and space and yet, as he watched, she smiled at him and extended her hands and took a step closer while the soft tones of
         her voice caressed his ears.
      

      
      “Earl, it has been so long. Why must I continue to wait? We should be together always. Have you forgotten how close we were?
         How much in love? I was your wife, my darling. Your wife!”
      

      
      A ship-liaison, good only for as long as both wanted it, a common practice among free-traders especially those risking the
         dangers of clouded space. For such men pleasures were things to be taken and cherished and used while the opportunity existed.
      

      
      Yet it had been more than that. There had been love and care and a tender regard.

      
      “Earl!” Lallia lifted her hands and stepped toward him. Against the sky her hair was a mass of shimmering ebon, her skin smooth
         and firm over muscle and bone, her body a remembered delight. “Earl?”
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