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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

      
      
      In the dark a child was crying.

      
      Listening to it, a normal man would have responded to the thin, keening wail, feeling the emptiness, the terror and hopeless
         despair, but to Elge it was merely the symptom of a disturbing problem. The thing crying had been old long before he’d been
         born, and tears, to it, had been alien for the major part of its life. Yet now it cried as if a child again. Why?
      

      
      “Catatonia,” said the man at his side. Like Elge he wore the scarlet robe of the Cyclan. His face was gaunt, bone prominent,
         his skull devoid of hair; attributes common to all cybers. “The probability is so high as to eliminate doubt. For some reason
         the intelligence is trying to find escape in the past.”
      

      
      Moving back through time into childhood—there to find forgotten terrors. An answer which was almost certainly correct; Icelus
         was too skilled to make errors, but one which left the main problem unsolved. Why should the intelligence have needed to escape
         at all?
      

      
      Leaning back in his chair Elge stared thoughtfully at the console before him; the meters, readouts, signal lights, the speakers
         from which came the endless sobbing. Crude apparatus compared to what alternatives were available but far safer to use as
         two cybers had proved; one now dead from cerebral shock, the other a mindless shell. And yet a probability remained that he
         could gain some measure of success.
      

      
      A touch and a microphone was activated. “Itel,” said Elge. “Itel, can you hear me? Answer if you can. Answer!”
      

      
      The sobbing continued.

      
      “Itel?” A waste of time and energy; the intelligence had reverted to before the name had been given. A fact Icelus would have
         known but he had remained silent, content to watch, to gauge the other’s ability. Elge said, “You have his dossier?”
      

      
      He waited as it was fed into a machine; a minute chip which held the sum total of a man’s active existence. The details flashed
         on the screen were what he’d expected; a child of the slums spotted by a shrewd agent and placed in a Cyclan school for elementary
         training. Proving worthy he had become first an acolyte then, later, had won the scarlet robe of a cyber. A man trained and
         tested and dedicated to serving the organization; one as efficient as a living machine. Itel had served well in that he had
         never failed and had earned his final reward. A reward he had enjoyed for centuries—why should he now be crying?
      

      
      “As I told you,” said Icelus when Elge asked the question. “Catatonia.”

      
      “The condition but not the cause.”

      
      “True—that is, as yet, unknown.” He added, as Elge remained silent, “All possible causes have been eliminated by a series
         of exhaustive tests. The nutrient fluids have been analyzed and found innocuous. No trace of radiation was found in the casing
         or attendant structures. No chemical alterations of any kind could be discerned in any part of the essential apparatus. There
         is no apparent protoplasmic degeneration.”
      

      
      “But there is a correlation with previous breakdowns.” Elge studied the addendum on the dossier. “This unit was removed from
         its original position and placed in isolation.”
      

      
      “To minimize the risk of contamination,” explained Icelus. “It was previously in close proximity to a bank of failed units.”

      
      Brains which had taken to uttering nothing but gibberish—the entire unit of which they were a part totally destroyed by orders of the Cyber Prime. A decision which, obviously, had failed to achieve the desired result. Elge listened
         again to the thin, frightened wailing of a lost and lonely child. What was it seeking? How did it feel? A brain, taken from
         its skull, fitted with life-support apparatus, placed in a vat of nutrient fluids there to rest, alive, awake and aware. Once
         it had been a part of Central Intelligence; incorporated in the massed brains which, linked together, formed the tremendous
         cybernetic computer able to handle an incredible input of data. Able also to eliminate time and space in direct communication
         with cybers scattered throughout the galaxy. The heart of the Cyclan—one now at risk.
      

      
      Elge recognized the danger as did others. A unit could fail and, if that failure was due to a malfunction of apparatus, it
         could be accepted. But if a unit should fail for no apparent reason then to punish the attendants was not enough. The cause
         had to be found and eliminated. Had to! The merest acolyte could predict the disaster implicit in the disintegration of the Central Intelligence. At all costs
         that disaster must be avoided.
      

      
      The screen died as Elge touched a control; data vanishing as the chip was automatically expelled. Facts he had assimilated
         and could always check if the need arose but which now served no useful purpose. The sound of weeping followed, to be replaced
         by a sudden, almost tangible silence. One broken by a rustle as Icelus moved.
      

      
      “The Council will be expecting your attendance,” he said. “They may wish to hear your conclusions.”

      
      “There is time.” Minutes and to a cyber a minute was not to be wasted, yet what more could he do? Elge rose, conscious of
         a sudden chill, wondering at its origin. The body was a machine and not to be cosseted for fear of it becoming less efficient.
         Food was fuel and fat excess tissue, hampering, unwanted, yet at times the loss of insulation made itself felt. He must increase
         his diet a little, there was an optimum balance to be maintained; in the meantime a walk would restore his efficiency. One
         through the caverns of the headquarters of the Cyclan.
      

      
      An earlier age would have called it a temple; a place built to house a subterranean god, formed, adorned, tended by devoted priests. But no earlier age could have imagined the
         vastness of the huge complex which lay in calculated array miles beneath the surface of a scarred and lonely world. Yet the
         similarity remained; the mathematical form of the caverns designed for maximum strength held the beauty of functional design,
         the cybers were dedicated servants and if a god was something more than a man the Central Intelligence was all of that. And,
         like a god, it had its sacrifice.
      

      
      Alone in his office Master Nequal, Cyber Prime, sat and contemplated the nearing conclusion of his life. It had been a long
         one; the stamp of years accentuated the skull-like appearance of his face which formed a waxen ball against the rich scarlet
         of his thrown-back cowl. An old face for it takes time to achieve great power and he had started as a starving boy begging
         in a gutter, stealing when the opportunity arose, fighting like an animal when, inevitably, he had been caught. Then the school,
         the strange men with their strange ways, the lessons instilled by pain, the promises and the proofs, the growing desire to
         be as they were; men indifferent to the normal world, protected from it, respected for the attributes they possessed.
      

      
      The skilled talent he had nurtured and had brought to flower.

      
      One which now had turned against him.

      
      To know. To have the ability as every cyber had to extrapolate from a handful of known facts and to predict the logical sequence
         of events. To gauge and evaluate and to reach a conclusion that was so probable as to be almost certain. And he knew his inevitable
         fate.
      

      
      He would die. A death earned because he had failed and even though he was the Cyber Prime still he had to pay the penalty
         of failure. To die. To be robbed of his hoped-for reward. Never to rest in blissful freedom of the irritations of the body
         and enjoy the pleasure of mental expansion. Of tasting the joy of mental achievement—the only pleasure a cyber could know.
      

      
      
      An end he had anticipated all through the long, long years of his dedicated service.

      
      A lamp glowed on the panel before him followed by a voice as he touched a stud. “Master?”

      
      “Yes?”

      
      “The Council is assembling.” Jarvet, his aide, and one who said too little. Yandron would have said more but he was dead now,
         long gone to his reward, wondering, perhaps, why his old master was taking so long to join himself and the rest in mental
         gestalt. “Master?”
      

      
      “I heard.”

      
      A pause as if of waiting then the lamp died as Jarvet broke the connection. Had he hoped for more? Unnecessary repetition?
         Questions of an empty nature? If so he had been disappointed. If almost a century of life failed to teach a man discretion
         then he had better never to have been born.
      

      
      But the years rode heavily. Nequal straightened, slowly, using the desk to gain support until he was firmly upright. A thing
         which would have told against him had any been present to observe and they would have been right to condemn him. A cyber had
         to be efficient at all times and the Cyber Prime most of all. Why had he waited so long?
      

      
      The answer bloomed before him as he activated a familiar control.

      
      It was a masterpiece of electronic ingenuity; tiny motes of light held in a mesh of invisible forces, the entire galactic
         lens constrained within three hundred cubic feet of space. With such compression details had to be lost; the billions of individual
         worlds, the comets, the asteroidal matter, rogue planets, isolated patches of dust, all swallowed in the glowing depiction
         of countless stars. Nequal touched a control and scarlet flecks appeared in scattered profusion, each fleck representing a
         cyber. More than there had been when he first became Cyber Prime to rest at the very apex of his world, but not as many as
         he would have liked. Still there were large areas devoid of the scarlet flecks, spaces in which they were thinly scattered,
         regions and nodes in which the influence of the Cyclan was minor or absent. More evidence of his failure but none other than himself would have considered it as such. It was a personal assessment of how far he had failed to reach
         the goal he had set himself when the Council had elevated him to his present position. And yet, even when setting that target,
         he had known he would fail.
      

      
      Ambition, even the emotionless aspirations of a cyber, had to accept the limitations of reality. It took time for a cyber
         to gain the trust of a ruler. More to make himself indispensable. Years and even decades before the domination of the Cyclan
         could be so firmly established that nothing could shake it. And the galaxy was so vast, the worlds so plentiful, the task
         so great that it seemed it would never be accomplished. That sheer size and distance would thwart the Great Plan and frustrate
         the ideal which governed his life and the lives of all who wore the scarlet robe. To dominate everyone everywhere. To eliminate
         waste. To establish the law of logic and reason wherever mankind could be found.
      

      
      An aim to which he had dedicated his life.

      
      One shortly to end.

      
      “Master!” Jarvet had arrived in person, now standing within the open door, his eyes like his face as impassive as if carved
         from stone. “The Council—”
      

      
      “Are waiting my presence. I understand.”

      
      “No, master. They are willing to excuse you if that is what you wish.”

      
      A deference to his rank while reinforcing the fact that they were the real strength of the Cyclan. A guard and check against
         dangerous excess or reluctant tardiness; watchdogs to keep the Cyber Prime at his best. He could sit and wait and their decision
         would be delivered but they, and he, knew what it would be. Or he could attend and face those who chose to accuse him and
         defend the actions he had taken. A choice which was really no choice at all.
      

      
      “I shall not keep them waiting.” The glowing depiction died to form splintered shards of fading luminescence. A brilliance
         against which the normal, bluish glow seemed dull by contrast. “Go ahead and inform the Council I am on my way.”
      

      
      They stirred as he entered the chamber, a dozen men who appeared as brothers, uniform in their robes, each blazoned with the
         great Seal of the Cyclan on the breast. Shaven heads bowed and fabric rustled as they resumed their seats. Nequal, when they
         had settled, walked to his own at the head of the table.
      

      
      Before sitting he said, “I am aware of the purpose of this meeting and commend it. I have also given thought to the one who
         should succeed me as, I know, you have also. But, until he does, I remain the Cyber Prime. As such I am willing to be questioned.”
      

      
      Not ritual but a statement of intent; the Cyclan had no time for empty formalities. From a point down the table a man said,
         “Before we vote should we hear the summation of events?”
      

      
      “Unnecessary.” Dekel, his face as thin as a razor, did not look at the speaker. “I put the question direct; Master Nequal,
         do you agree that you have outlived your usefulness as Cyber Prime?”
      

      
      “I do.”

      
      “Then we are agreed. A summation will serve no useful purpose.”

      
      “Yet there is no need of haste.” Thern, older, his face a trifle rounder, added his comment. “And there is still a question
         to be decided.”
      

      
      “Have I merited the reward of success.” Nequal knew what it had to be. “Who accuses me of failure?”

      
      Boule was the first to speak. “I for one. You failed in your treatment of the degenerated brains as later events have demonstrated.
         And you have failed to regain the lost secret of the affinity twin.”
      

      
      Facts, but how could he have acted other than he had as regards the brains? Units had gone apparently insane and had to be
         divorced from the main assembly. To destroy them had seemed the wisest course. As for the other—he had no defense.
      

      
      “Vote.” The voice was emphatic. “The final decision may be left to the new Cyber Prime.”

      
      
      The new deciding how to dispose of the old and how he chose to do so would be noted. Nequal took the paper before him; it
         held three names and, without hesitation, he marked one with a bold tick. Others did the same and he was certain whom they
         had chosen. The same man as himself—a simple matter of logical extrapolation.
      

      
      Rising he said, “With your permission I shall return to my office. After Cyber Elge has been informed of his new status perhaps
         he will come to claim it.”
      

      
      He entered softly, standing to look at the dimensions of the place, the severely functional lines. Only the glowing depiction
         gave life and color, painting Nequal’s face with dancing motes, accentuating the hollows, the lines, the passage of years.
         It was time and more than time for him to be replaced and yet it was not easy for Elge to dismiss him. The man had worked
         too hard, had served too long for that. Not sentiment, but the appreciation of merit—and if nothing else he was owed that.
      

      
      Without moving his eyes from the depiction Nequal said, “Your decision?”

      
      “You failed.”

      
      “And so merit erasure. To be turned into basic elements, brain, body and bone.” Extinction, his awareness terminated, complete
         and total disintegration. “The brains?”
      

      
      “The degeneration has not been halted. From my study of the previous breakdown I find you at fault for ordering the destruction
         of the units in question. Saved, they could have yielded information of value. There is even the possibility they could have
         been progressing to a higher framework of mental reference using concepts which we failed to understand.”
      

      
      “And so, logically, I could have destroyed a higher intelligence.” Nequal lifted his head, reflected light glowing from his
         eyes. “I refute the possibility. Even if it existed nothing was lost. The units were old and if the progression was an attribute
         of age then other units would have shown similar symptoms. If the decay was not of that nature then it was imperative to avoid contamination.”
      

      
      “Tests showed there was no danger of that.”

      
      “On a physical level, perhaps. I was thinking of a para-physical contamination. An insane person can affect others and alter
         their appreciation of reality. The same could apply to the brains. It was a possibility I had to consider.”
      

      
      And had been right to do so. Elge remembered the crying, the sound of a child from darkness. What if it should spread?

      
      Nequal, watching, said, “You appreciate the dilemma. It was essential to gain time and to safeguard Central Intelligence.
         Analysis of the affected units revealed nothing which could have been a physical cause. Yet the problem remained.”
      

      
      As did the theories but none provided a solution to the cause.

      
      Elge said, “And now?”

      
      “A new development. A unit which has returned to childhood. Catatonia. I would assume that the condition has been induced
         by the isolation of the unit. And yet that seems too facile. My own fears are that a progressive degeneration could be taking
         place on a subconscious level and that it requires only a stimulus to complete the transformation from sane to aberrated response.
         If I am correct then all observed symptoms are relatively unimportant in that they are only various manifestations of the
         same disease.”
      

      
      Tears, gibberish, screams, babbling—how long before the Central Intelligence began to transmit false information?

      
      “I have a suggestion.” Nequal looked again at the glowing lens. “It could help to achieve direct communication with the catatonic
         unit. Electronic apparatus is too crude and the normal use of the Samatchazi formulae with the arousing of the grafted Homochon
         elements has proved too dangerous. However, should I be processed and linked to the affected unit, it is possible that I may
         be able to solve the entire problem.” A gamble and one he couldn’t lose. Nequal was offering himself as a sacrifice in the hope of gaining near immortality. If he succeeded he would be linked to the massed brains—the
         reward he still hoped to achieve. If he failed he would have lost nothing of value.
      

      
      Elge said, “And the rest?”

      
      “The affinity twin.” Nequal’s eyes moved from star to star of the depiction. It changed as he manipulated a control, expanding,
         the edges thinning, vanishing as a part gained greater detail. A smear of opaque dust in which suns burned like angry coals.
         “The Rift,” he said. “The Quillian Sector. Harge.”
      

      
      “Dumarest?”

      
      “Earl Dumarest, my real failure. The decaying units—who can foretell what is to come with absolute certainty? Always remains
         the unknown factor, the random, unpredictable element. A man named Brasque, for example, who stole the secret from our laboratory
         on Riano. Who gave it to his dying wife who used it to become young and lovely. Who died in turn and who passed it on to Dumarest.
         A wanderer. A traveler. A drifter among worlds.”
      

      
      A man who had defeated the Cyclan and who’d merited death for the cybers he had killed. Who had, incredibly, managed to elude
         the traps set for him, the snares designed to hold him fast.
      

      
      Luck or something more? An attribute as unusual as his physical prowess; the speed which had saved him so often? Things which
         had failed him at the end.
      

      
      “Fifteen molecular units,” said Nequal as if speaking to himself. “The reversal of one determining whether or not it is subjective
         or dominant. We know the nature of the units. We know that the chains enable a mind to take over the being of another creature.
         To become that creature, animal or human, in almost total assimilation. All we lack is the knowledge of the correct sequence
         in which the units must be joined.”
      

      
      Fifteen units, the possible combinations were vast and to try them all would take millennia even if one unit could be fashioned
         and tested each second. An impossibility; each unit took a minimum of eight hours to construct and test. A planet could grow old and turn into dust before all could
         be tried.
      

      
      “We know he was in the Rift,” said Nequal. “In the Quillian Sector. On Harge.” His face thinned at the memory of it, the cyber
         who had paid for his stupidity. As he was about to pay for his failure in turn. His failure—always the Cyber Prime had to
         accept the final responsibility.
      

      
      As Elge would do.

      
      Nequal glanced at the man where he stood close to the depicted galaxy. He was relatively young and should live long; a factor
         which had governed his choice as it had the others for the Cyclan had no use for the old and ailing. Time would expand his
         horizons and he would build on the accomplishments of his predecessors. When his turn came to be replaced the simulacrum could
         be blazing with scarlet where now there was none. And he too could share in the achievement. As a living brain linked to Central
         Intelligence he would have helped to bring it about. But first Elge must make his decision.
      

      
      He turned as if sensing Nequal’s tension, speaking as if he had read the other’s thoughts.

      
      “Your offer,” he said. “You accept that failure will result in extinction?”

      
      “I do.” There was no need to emphasize the converse—to destroy a successful unit would be illogical and inefficient and so
         alien to the workings of the Cyclan. Nequal added, “I am probably the most suitable instrument at your disposal.”
      

      
      A fact which Elge had already assessed as he had evaluated the survival-drive inherent in the older man. A factor which would
         augment the chance of his success and one not to be wasted.
      

      
      Elge said, “Your offer is accepted. When will you be ready?”

      
      “Immediately.”

      
      There was no point in delay. As the new Cyber Prime moved toward the desk and the communicator Nequal looked for the last time at the glowing depiction. A plethora of habitable worlds among which a lone man had moved. One who
         had bested him and the power at his command. Dumarest—had he really died?
      

   



      
      
      Chapter TWO

      
      
      At first the girl seemed grotesque; impossibly deformed as if stretched by some monstrous machine, then Dumarest realized
         the impression was one created by illusion and artifice. The pants which hugged the long, lithe legs were cut high at the
         waist and fell over stilted sandals to give an illusion of height. One aided by the tightly cinctured waist, the narrow shoulders
         lifted by tapered pads; the shortening of the neck masked by a cascade of purple hair which rose in an elaborate bouffant
         to tower high above the rounded skull.
      

      
      “Dumarest? Earl Dumarest?” The mirrored lenses covering her eyes gave her the expressionless stare of an insect. “Is that
         your name?”
      

      
      “Why do you ask?”

      
      “Because if it is I’ve a message for you.” She stepped closer and his nostrils filled with the scent of her perfume; a rich,
         floral odor which hung about her like a cloud. “Aren’t you going to ask me in?”
      

      
      The room was small, one of the cheapest the hotel provided, the furnishings to match: a narrow bed, a chair, a cabinet, a
         small table on which stood a vase filled with delicate blooms. Their scent warred with the girl’s.
      

      
      “No wine?” She looked at the chair then sat on the bed. “I was told you were generous.”

      
      “By whom?”

      
      “A mutual friend.” She leaned back, resting her weight on her arms, inflating her chest so as to display the high prominence
         of her breasts. “You could send for some wine and then we could have a nice, friendly drink. Wouldn’t you like that?”
      

      
      Dumarest said, flatly, “Get out!”

      
      “Why, don’t you like me?” Her smile was a mechanical invitation. “I’m not so hard to get along with. My guess is that you’re
         lonely, right? A stranger and short of company. Why make it so hard? Just send for some wine and we can relax and talk and
         be friendly. Real friendly, mister, you’d like that.” She smiled again as his hand lifted and moved slowly toward her cheek.
         “You want to touch me, honey? Feel how warm I am? Remember how—” She broke off, snarling. “Bastard!”
      

      
      She dressed as a girl and spoke as one and acted as one but her naked eyes betrayed her. Dumarest looked at them, the mirrored
         lenses hanging from the fingers of his left hand. Old, hard, resembling splintered glass fogged and brittle with time. Eyes
         which had seen too much and had given up trying. His own noted the tiny lines at their corners, the deeper lines buried beneath
         the paint, the telltale signs of cosmetic surgery undergone more than once. A harpy plying her trade in hotels, latching on
         to the lonely, the strangers willing to accept her company.
      

      
      What would she have slipped into his wine?

      
      “Out!” He threw the lenses into her lap. “Get out!”

      
      “And if I don’t?”

      
      She could have an in with the manager who would come at her scream to back her accusation of rape. A farce—but who would care
         about a stranger? Staring at her Dumarest saw her face change, the eyes grow wide with fear, the lips thinning as she hunched
         back on the bed.
      

      
      “No! Mister, for God’s sake!”

      
      He looked down at his hand, at the knife clenched in it, drawn from his boot in instinctive response to danger. Light shone
         from the blade, clouding on the wickedly curved edges, the needle point. Light which vanished as he thrust it back into its
         sheath.
      

      
      “You wanted to kill me,” she whispered. “You would have killed me if—God! What kind of man are you?”

      
      Not the kind she thought but he made no effort to change her opinion. Let her think he would have killed her if it would mean an avoidance of trouble. Such a reputation could
         save him from others with similar intentions.
      

      
      “Out,” he said. “I won’t tell you again.”

      
      She writhed on the bed, passing him, her perfume now contaminated by another scent; the raw reek of fear. At the door she
         paused, turning to face him, her eyes again shielded behind mirror lenses.
      

      
      “What about your friend?”

      
      “Don’t you ever give up?”

      
      “I mean it. How do you think I knew your name? How to find you?” She gave him no chance to answer. “He told me. All right,
         so I tried to make some extra profit, can you blame me for that? It’s a hard life, mister, damned hard.”
      

      
      The more so when you were old and unwanted and trying to stay alive by selling goods which had long lost their appeal. Doing
         it and hating it and the necessity which gave you no choice. How often had he been in a similar situation? Driven to fight
         from pressing need? To risk his life in an arena, standing beneath glaring lights, ringed by avid faces, wounding, cutting,
         killing for the sake of continued survival.
      

      
      “Mister?” Her tone held a note of pleading and despite the illusive height she seemed somehow small and helpless. “Earl—please.
         I get nothing if you don’t show.”
      

      
      And how much for leading him into a trap? She could be innocent but what else could it be? He knew no one in this world so
         who could have sent for him but those he had reason to know meant him harm?
      

      
      “Earl?”

      
      “Just be on your way.”

      
      “I did it all wrong,” she said regretfully. “Now you don’t trust me. Well, I guess I can’t blame you for that. But at least
         let me take back a message. Shall I ask your friend to call? Would that be more convenient for you?”
      

      
      Age had dulled her intelligence—if the one who’d sent her wanted or had been willing to call why use an intermediary? Her
         visit could have been simply to locate him; now he would have to move and forfeit the advance paid on the room. An expense he could have done without. Funds were low
         and he had still to find a passage. To delay too long could be fatal.
      

      
      “Well?” The woman was still waiting. “Shall I tell him to call?”

      
      “Yes.” The harm was done and it would send her on her way. “Tell him I’ll expect him tonight. An hour after sunset. And remind
         him to bring some wine.” He added, casually, without change of tone, “What was his name again?”
      

      
      “Bochner, didn’t I tell you? Leo Bochner.”

      
      The woman had lied; the man was not the hunter. Bochner had been tall, slim, his face unlined, his hands smooth as was his
         voice. The camouflage of the animal resting beneath his skin. The man he now faced could also be an animal, a man dedicated
         to the love of destruction, one who lusted after the spilling of blood, but if so it was buried deep. He came forward, smiling,
         one hand extended in an ancient gesture of friendship.
      

      
      “Earl! It was good of you to come.” Their fingers touched, parted. “Zalman,” he said. “Hans Zalman. What did you think of
         my messenger?”
      

      
      “The best you could get?”

      
      “The most suitable. No, she won’t talk. The money I gave her will be spent on drugs and she will spend days in hallucinogenic
         diversions. My errand will become a part of them. Some wine?”
      

      
      He poured without waiting for an answer, his hands deft as they manipulated bottle and glasses. A man a head shorter than
         Dumarest, rounder, his face creased with soft living. His clothing was expensive; pants and blouse of harmonizing color, his
         boots softly supple, the belt adorned with arabesques of precious metal. A man of apparent wealth and occupying a room which
         could not have been cheap.
      

      
      “I have money,” he said. “Not as much as I would like but enough for immediate needs. No, I do not intend to drug you or cause
         you any harm of any kind. We are alone in this apartment, search it if you wish. I am not expecting visitors. Bochner is not here.”
      

      
      Answers to questions Dumarest hadn’t asked but had formed in his mind. Zalman gave another.

      
      “Bochner is dead.”

      
      “How?”

      
      “His stupidity killed him. He made the mistake of underestimating those who wear a scarlet robe.”

      
      The Cyclan—what did this man know of the organization?

      
      “Enough to treat them as you would a venomous serpent. Which is to say,” he added, “with wary respect. But your attitude would
         be different. In you, I think, respect would be absent.”
      

      
      Was the man a telepath?

      
      “No.” Zalman beamed as he sipped his wine. “I am not reading your mind but I am reading you all the same. The way you stand,
         move, the movement of the muscles of your face, the flick of your eyes, the tensions you emit—a hundred things. A talent I
         have had since early childhood. The ability to tell what a person is thinking from the tiny signals I glean from his body.
         You understand why I sent for you in the way I did, of course.”
      

      
      “To throw me off guard,” said Dumarest. “What were you hoping to learn?”

      
      “Your true identity. I was almost certain but there was the possibility of a mistake. Now I have no doubt. Some more wine?”

      
      Dumarest had barely touched what he had. As Zalman refilled his own goblet he moved about the room studying the ornate decorations.
         Any of the protuberances could hold an electronic eye or ear. Already it could be too late.
      

      
      “No!” Zalman was emphatic. “I give you my word this is not a trap.”

      
      How could it be trusted?

      
      “A difficulty, I admit, but I swear it is so. I need to talk to you, Earl, to discuss a certain matter of mutual advantage.
         How to convince you I am exactly what I appear to be. Bochner? You want to know about Leo Bochner?”
      

      
      Dumarest said, quickly, “Yes, but not here.”

      
      
      “You don’t trust this place. A commendable caution. Where then? Your room? No.” Zalman smiled. “Ideal! I have much to learn
         from you, my friend. The baths, but which? Earl, the choice is yours.”
      

      
      The city held many; palaces designed to cater to the wealthy, others merely providing a room full of steam for workers to
         ease their tensions. Between the two extremes could be found a host of variations. Dumarest chose one at random, staying close
         to Zalman as they changed, stepping into a marbled space filled with areas of colored smoke; steam which carried perfumes,
         stinging oils, stimulating drugs, changing novelties all confined by electronic barriers to selected regions.
      

      
      In a cloud of emerald mist Dumarest learned how Bochner had died.

      
      “As I said, he was a fool.” Zalman, vague in the steam, peered at his companion. “You were together in the Quillian Sector
         and must have learned that. A man bemused by the mystique of killing. He thought of a hunt as a religious ritual and the actual
         killing as something more emotional than a sexual climax. For him it could have been the truth.”
      

      
      “You knew him well?”

      
      “We met and, yes, I knew him. I knew when he lied and when he boasted and I knew the things he wanted to keep hidden. Some
         things I knew better then he did himself. He hated you as you must have guessed, but do you know why? It was because you spared
         him. You bested him in combat and had your blade to his throat and he stared into the face of the extinction he secretly craved
         and you spared him. When I met him he lived only to avenge the insult.”
      

      
      Dumarest could believe it. Leaning back he saw again the thin, contorted face, the naked savagery burning in the eyes. It
         would have been more merciful to have driven home the blade.
      

      
      “Merciful, perhaps,” said Zalman. “But had you not spared him we would not be sitting here now. As it was I met him barely
         in time. Luck, who can define it? A vessel which left sooner than I thought, a few days waiting and a chance meeting and then a voyage together in the same ship. Coincidence—but it happens. Sometimes more than we realize. Our
         meeting, for example. I saw you down at the field and knew you at once from Bochner’s description. It was not too hard to
         follow you, to learn where you lived.” His shrug stirred the scented vapor. “The rest you know.”
      

      
      “And Bochner?”

      
      “Dead. His head shattered by some explosion. I was on a trip and learned of it when I returned.”

      
      The punishment meted out by the Cyclan for failure and Zalman’s trip had probably saved his life. But what had he learned
         from the hunter?
      

      
      “Something he barely suspected,” he said. “Yet I know he had an inkling of what it must be. Something of incredible value
         to our friends of the scarlet robe which they would pay highly to obtain. Bochner was their agent, of course, and you must
         have suspected it. He was to trap you, hold you fast, but something happened to upset the plan.” His hand waved in a gesture
         of negation. “That is of no importance now, the past is dead. But your importance remains and, I think, you are fully aware
         of your danger.”
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