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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

      
      
      
      
      She was tall, with a mass of golden hair raised and crested in an aureole above her head. Thick strands ran from her temples,
         cut and shaped into upcurving points which accentuated the high bones and slight concavity of her cheeks. Her jaw was round,
         with a determined hardness, and her lips were full, the lower pouting in betraying sensuosity. Her eyes were deep-set, glowing
         amber, wide-spaced beneath arching brows, their upward slant giving her the appearance of a watchful cat.
      

      
      She had, Dumarest realized, been studying him with unusual interest.

      
      Slowly he turned the page of the ancient volume lying before him on the reading desk, not looking at the crabbed text beneath
         its transparent coating, but concentrating on the girl.
      

      
      She wore a dress of luminous gold, rich fabric falling from throat to knee, cinctured at the waist, and tight against the
         contours of her body. Her arms were bare, coiled bracelets in the design of serpents rising from wrists to elbows, gems bright
         against the precious metal. Her fingers were long, tapering, devoid of rings, the nails painted to match her dress. Her skin
         was a lustrous bronze.
      

      
      She was young, obviously wealthy, and completely out of place. Such a woman would not haunt the musty confines of the Archives
         of Paiyar. Her type would be found at the stadium, at fashion shows, at parties, at the auctions where debtors were sold into
         bondage, at the market where merchants offered jewels and rare fabrics, perfumes from a dozen worlds, unguents, and titivating lotions. Not even the lowest of courtesans would waste her time in such a place.
      

      
      Dumarest turned another page. The volume was the log of some old vessel, boring in its listing of minutiae, devoid of the
         information he sought. He closed it, added it to a pile of others, and took the entire heap to a desk where a woman checked
         them against a card.
      

      
      Smiling, she said, “Did you find what you were looking for?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “I’m sorry.” Her voice held genuine regret. “I’m afraid they are the oldest logs we possess. There is another, that of the
         Merle—a trading vessel which touched on several worlds. It is of interest because the ship encountered an electronic storm which
         threw it far from its designated path. Perhaps …?”
      

      
      “Thank you, but no.” Dumarest returned the smile. “What I am looking for is something much earlier. A log made at the time
         when navigational tables were not as they are now. Or a set of tables as used before the present system became established.
         Apparently you have nothing like that.”
      

      
      “No,” she admitted reluctantly, “we haven’t. But would such tables exist? I know little about spacial navigation, but surely
         the tables used now are the same as they have always been?”
      

      
      “Perhaps, but I was hoping …” Dumarest broke off, shrugging. “Well, it doesn’t matter. It was a thin hope at best.”

      
      But one which had to be investigated. Old logs read and records searched, as he had done before on too many worlds. Books,
         microfilms, all examined and crosschecked, to be finally discarded as valueless to his search. And yet, somewhere, had to
         be the answer.
      

      
      The woman said, “I have no wish to be curious, but if you could tell me just what it is you are looking for, I might be able
         to help.”
      

      
      “A place. A world,” said Dumarest. He added bleakly, “You would call it a legend.”

      
      “Legendary worlds?” She frowned, thinking. “I’m sure that we have something in that field. A volume compiled by an old scholar. His name is …?” The frown deepened. “Sazy … Dazym Negaso! That’s the one! He spent a lifetime correlating
         old myths. I’m sure the book would contain the information you are looking for. I could find it if you would care to wait.”
      

      
      “No, thank you.”

      
      “Tomorrow, then?”

      
      “No,” he said again. “I’ve read the book. It was interesting, but of no real value. A collection of rumor and wild speculation.”

      
      And another hope gone, but he was used to that.

      
      “That will be all, then?”

      
      Dumarest nodded, and as the woman busied herself assessing the charge, turned to examine the gallery. At one of the tables
         a thin-faced man scowled as he made copious notes. At another a matron snuffled as she searched through a pile of recent publications.
         A young couple whispered from behind the shelter of reproductions of rare and valuable Sha’ Tung art. An old man dozed in
         a remote corner. The girl in the golden dress was nowhere to be seen.
      

      
      Her absence was disturbing. Dumarest did not like to be an object of interest, especially on a world that could contain hated
         enemies. It was, he decided, time to be moving on.
      

      
      “Will you be back tomorrow?” The attendant was hopeful. Old though she was, she could still dream, and the tall man had touched
         something within her. It wasn’t just his clothes—the tunic high about the throat and falling to mid-thigh, the pants, and
         high boots, all in somber gray. Rather it was the hard lines of his face, which spoke of privation, the haunting something
         in his eyes, the mouth which, she guessed, could so easily become cruel. This man, she knew, had traveled, had seen other
         worlds, other suns, and something of what he had experienced rode with him. So she added, almost pleadingly, “I could take
         another look at the file. Maybe there is something which has been overlooked. A scrap of information which could be of value.”
      

      
      Caution dictated a lie. “I’ll be back,” he said. “But don’t bother looking for anything just yet. I’ll think about it and
         let you know.” He counted out money, the cost of the charge. Casually he added, “There was a girl here a short while ago. Tall, blond, wearing a golden dress. Did you see her?”
      

      
      For a moment she hesitated, and then said curtly, “Yes, I saw her.”

      
      “Do you know who she is?”

      
      “Her name, no. I’ve never seen her before. But she belongs to the Aihult. She wore serpents,” she explained. “It is their
         device.”
      

      
      “A powerful house?”

      
      “One of the most powerful on Paiyar.” She glanced down at the symbol she wore on her blouse, the interlocked rings of the
         civil authority, and Dumarest could sense her resentment. Like himself, she lacked the protection of house, guild, or clan,
         but at least she did belong to an organization. She was not wholly alone.
      

      
      He said, “Did she ask about me? The books I asked for?”

      
      “No. She merely came in and watched you.” The attendant thinned her lips. “I didn’t see her leave.”

      
      She was waiting outside in a long, musty corridor thick with shadows, the odor of wood merging with that of dust and hanging
         like a miasma in the air. Without preamble she took his arm, the scent of her perfume strong in his nostrils, replacing the
         odor of ancient things with that of summer blooms. The aureole of her hair came a little below his eyes.
      

      
      She said, “I am Aihult Zenya Yamaipan. You are Earl Dumarest. My grandfather wants to talk to you.”

      
      “Do I want to talk to him?”

      
      “Does that really matter?” Her eyes were cool, faintly mocking. Her voice was a rich contralto, each word clearly enunciated.
         “When the master calls, the servant obeys; and in this world, my friend, I assure you, Aihult Chan Parect is very much a master.
         Shall we go?”
      

      
      Dumarest resisted the tug at his arm. Flatly he said, “Let us get one thing clear. Your grandfather is not my master, and
         I am not his servant. Also, I have more important things to do.”
      

      
      “Nothing is as important as talking to my grandfather.”

      
      “That is a matter of opinion.”

      
      “Yours or his?” Abruptly she laughed, mellow echoes ringing from the paneled walls, the low ceiling. “You know, there isn’t a person on Paiyar who wouldn’t fall over themselves
         to answer such a directive. To be summoned to talk to the head of the house of Aihult! They would run barefoot over broken
         glass to be there on time. And yet you refuse! Refuse!”
      

      
      Dryly he said, “You find that amusing?”

      
      “Incredible, rather, but refreshing. I like a man who knows his own mind and who doesn’t jump because he is told to do just
         that. Tell me, have you ever fought in the stadium?”
      

      
      He said formally, “Why do you ask that, my lady?”

      
      “Friends call me Zenya. Are you a friend?”

      
      “That rather depends on you, my lady.”

      
      “Zenya. Have you?” She didn’t wait for his answer. “Of course you have, it’s obvious. Do you know how I can tell? You have
         the look of someone who has faced the necessity of having to win or die. The way you walk, the way you look—I’ve seen it before.”
      

      
      “In your other friends?”

      
      “Some.” She met his eyes, her stare direct. As she faced him, head tilted, he could see the smooth column of her throat, the
         tiny pulse beneath the skin. “Would you fight for me if I asked you to? One bout, naked blades, to the death?”
      

      
      “No.”

      
      “Just like that, Earl? No qualification, just a flat refusal?”

      
      “That’s right.”

      
      “Why not, Earl? Afraid?”

      
      He said flatly, “Of dying, yes. Who isn’t?”

      
      The full lips pouted like those of a spoiled child. And that’s what she was, he thought. Rich and spoiled, and, perhaps, jaded.
         On the surface, at least, but there could be more, far less apparent. Why had she sought him out? Why was she apparently alone?
         The rich and pampered daughter of a powerful house did not seek out strangers, and it was incredible that she should be unattended.
         There would be guards somewhere, men within call, force ready to be used in case of need.
      

      
      And force directed by whom? Dumarest had the uneasy feeling that he was within the jaws of a closing trap.

      
      “You disappoint me, Earl,” she whispered. “You shouldn’t have said that. A fighter never admits to being afraid of anything, even death. And I don’t think you meant it.
         Tell me the real reason why you wouldn’t fight for me.”
      

      
      “You talk like a child,” he said harshly. “Fighting isn’t a game. That’s real blood you see in the ring. Real wounds and real
         pain. For you it might be the thrill of a moment, but for those taking part, it’s a matter of life or death. It’s ugly, vile
         and …”
      

      
      He broke off, remembering. The crowd, the ring of avid faces, the roar as they anticipated blood. The stink of sweat and fear,
         the savagery, primitive emotion unleashed, yelling men and shrieking women, and, always, the chance that this time he would
         not be able to walk away. So many little things could do it. A slip, a momentary indecision, an accident, a snapped blade,
         the running out of luck, anything.
      

      
      She said softly, “Yes, Earl? And …?”

      
      “Nothing.” He recognized the expression in her eyes, the look of an emotional vampire eager to feed on tales of blood and
         violence. He had seen it before, too often, on the faces staring down from the expensive seats, those who thronged the dressing
         rooms, finding in sweat and wounds an aphrodisiac for jaded appetites. Some fighters were tempted to cater to such women.
         Those who did failed to live long.
      

      
      “Please, Earl!”

      
      Flatly he said, “Somehow, my lady, we seem to have left the subject. If you will excuse me?”

      
      She caught up to him as he strode down the corridor, slim fingers digging into his arm.

      
      “My grandfather?”

      
      “I’m sure that he will survive without the pleasure of my company.”

      
      “Perhaps, but will I?”

      
      He paused and turned to look into the slanted amber of her eyes. “You must have many friends, my lady. And I am sure that
         you must know many who would be willing to fight for you. Fight … and cater to your requirements in other ways. You will understand
         why I have no intention of joining their number.”
      

      
      “Did I ask you to do that?” She laughed and shook her head. “A test, Earl. For an hour I watched you in the gallery and wondered what kind of man you were. You were so intent on those moldering old books, and yet the last thing you seem
         to be is a scholar. And you misunderstood me. I can live without you, yes. My grandfather will survive without your company,
         agreed. But should I return without you, he will not be amused. In fact, he will be very annoyed. The Aihult are not gentle
         with those who fail. Need I say more?”
      

      
      “No, my lady, but—”

      
      “Zenya,” she interrupted. “Don’t be so formal. My name, to you, is Zenya.”

      
      “But, Zenya, that is your problem, not mine.”

      
      “You’re hard,” she said. “The hardest and most stubborn man I’ve ever met. Why won’t you come and talk to Chan Parect?”

      
      “Why should I?”

      
      “To extend a little courtesy to an old man.”

      
      Dumarest shrugged. “I don’t know him. I owe him nothing. And I see no need to cater to a rich man’s whim. Also, as I told
         you, I have other things to do.”
      

      
      “Such as?”

      
      He moved on, not answering, passing through an anteroom and into the street. Outside, it was late afternoon, the sun a crimson
         haze in the sky, eye-bright after the gloom of the archives. The city was alive with pedestrians, wheeled traffic gliding
         silently in the roads, rafts drifting overhead like wingless birds.
      

      
      And everywhere—on buildings, cars, tunics, the windows of shops, the jewelry of women—blazed the symbols of the great houses
         of Paiyar. The serpent, orb, square, cone, lion, bird, star—a score of devices that advertised the ownership and allegiance
         of all.
      

      
      At his side the girl said quietly, “Paiyar is an unusual world, Earl. A stranger doesn’t really stand much of a chance. He
         doesn’t belong. Did you know that my grandfather is one of the richest and most powerful men on the planet?” 

      
      Dumarest nodded,
         waiting.
      

      
      “I want you to talk to him, Earl. If you won’t do it because you have been summoned, then do it for money. Five hundred cran—the
         cost of a Low passage. You see? I translate it into terms you can understand. Five hundred. Yours for a little conversation.”
      

      
      
      “You can get a cab here,” said Dumarest. “Or perhaps you have your own transport waiting. Good-bye, my lady.”

      
      “Wait!” Her voice was sharp, a little desperate. “Don’t go. Not yet. There is something else you should understand.”

      
      “And that is?”

      
      “I was sent to get you, Earl. Just that, and no more, but I’m not stupid, and I’ve a pretty good idea why my grandfather wants
         to talk to you. You’d be a fool not to listen to what he has to say. Maybe he’s got the answer to what you have been looking
         for. What you have been searching the Archives to find out.”
      

      
      He said slowly, “And that is?”

      
      “I think you know, Earl.” She smiled, confident in her victory. “Shall we go now?”

      
      A raft carried them over the city, riding high above massive fortresses of stone, a grim reminder of the time when life on
         Paiyar had been hard and death lurked on every side. The jungles had been tamed now, the natural predators destroyed, but
         always there were potential enemies. Men who wore a different symbol, houses touchy of their honor and pride.
      

      
      The citadel of Aihult rested on a low hill, twisting serpents carved in the solid granite, a pair gracing the portals. Above
         the lintel the stone was fused, blotched in an irregular pattern, fragments of silica catching the crimson sunlight and shimmering
         like rubies.
      

      
      “A laser,” said the girl casually. “It happened before I was born. A difference of opinion with the Zham—they wear a skull.
         Fifty men died on both sides before it was resolved. Their tower still bears the scar of our weapons.”
      

      
      Inside it was cool, the air scented with brine, a sea smell both clean and refreshing. Guards were not apparent, but slots
         could have held weapons and watchful eyes. Attendants, neat in tunics blazoned with serpents, guided them to an upper chamber.

         “Zenya!” A man stepped forward as they entered. His eyes glanced at Dumarest, then returned to the girl. “My congratulations!
         Your success has won me a thousand cran.”
      

      
      
      “Lisa?”

      
      “Who else? She was certain that your charms would fail and you would return alone. I was as certain that you would not. What
         man could resist you? Chan Parect chose well.” To Dumarest he said, “You will take wine while you wait?”
      

      
      “Wait? For how long?”

      
      “For as long as is necessary.” The man had a smooth face and the girl’s slanting eyes. A brother, perhaps, or a relative,
         certainly a member of the Aihult. He wore fine silks, and his hands were heavy with rings. Casually he added, “An hour, a
         day, what does it matter?”
      

      
      Quickly the girl said, “Zavor, pour the wine, and don’t talk such rubbish.”

      
      “Rubbish?” He shrugged and handed Dumarest a goblet of crystal, finely cut and with tiny gems embedded in the glass. The wine
         was a deep blue and held the scent of burning wood. “My dear, you know as well as I that our honored grandparent has a dual
         appreciation of time. His summons must be answered immediately; his attention is another matter.” Lifting his own goblet,
         he added, “To the serpent.”
      

      
      The girl responded, “May it swallow all.”

      
      A ritual toast, thought Dumarest, waiting until the others drank before sipping the wine. It chilled lips and tongue, ran
         like fire down his throat, to expand in sudden warmth in his stomach.
      

      
      As he lowered his glass, Zavor said, “I was at the stadium today. Haitcel really put on a splendid performance. Fifteen couples
         and five teams of seven aside. The teams weren’t much, scum sold for fodder, cheap material off the block, and promised a
         clean slate if they won. I suppose about eight of them managed to survive, but the couples! Zenya, you should have seen them!
         Haitcel had a novel idea. He staked one foot to the ground so they couldn’t run, and armed them with twenty-inch blades. It
         was good, clean, fast action all the time. I won a couple of thousand on a fighter from the Banarah province. He was clever.
         He didn’t mess about, but put everything into the telling blow.” He laughed. “After all, if a man hasn’t got a hand to hold
         a knife, he can’t be any real challenge, can he? And that’s what he did. Lopped off the hand and then aimed at the throat.
         Two cuts and finish!” He made a chopping motion with the stiffened edge of his palm. “A joy to watch an expert. You agree, Earl?”
      

      
      Dumarest sipped his wine, not answering.

      
      “Earl doesn’t like fighting,” said the girl.

      
      “No?” Zavor narrowed his eyes. “A pity. We could have had a bout while waiting. Practice blades, of course, and no real chance
         of getting hurt. But I suppose, to a coward, even that is a terrifying prospect.”
      

      
      The girl said, “Be careful, Zavor!”

      
      “Of what?” He drank more of his wine. “Since when have the Aihult had to watch their words? A man is what he is. Some can
         stand the sight of blood, and others cannot. But this world was not tamed by weaklings, and our society has no place for strangers
         who come to sneer. A man can fight and lose and still command respect. How can we respect a man who refuses to fight at all?”
      

      
      Dumarest set down his goblet and stared around the chamber, conscious of watching eyes. He could see nothing, but scanners
         could be relaying the scene elsewhere, and there would be guards; of that he was certain. As certain as the fact that he was
         being baited for some reason. Zavor wasn’t drunk, the wine wasn’t responsible for his taunts, nor for his previous lies. No
         manager of a stadium would stage such spectacles as he had described, if only because it was too wasteful, too expensive,
         and offered too little sport.
      

      
      And the girl, too—why had she been so insistent that he was a fighter?

      
      How was it they knew so much about him?

      
      He said, “My lord, my lady, with your permission, I wish to leave.”

      
      “Permission denied.” Zavor was curt, his tone that he would have used toward a serf. The girl was more gentle.

      
      “You can’t go yet, Earl. Not until you have spoken to Chan Parect.”

      
      Again he tested the jaws of the trap which now he was convinced held him close. “I have changed my mind. I am not interested
         in anything he may have to say. In any case, I have no intention of waiting here to be baited by a fool.”
      

      
      “A fool?” Zavor stepped forward, his voice a feral purr. “You would hardly call my sister that, so the insult must be directed at myself. A strange word from a guest. A stranger one still when spoken by a coward. Perhaps I should have you
         taught a lesson.”
      

      
      “As you say,” said Dumarest flatly. “I am a guest. As such, I have an obligation. I recognize it if you do not.”

      
      “You compound the insult!”

      
      “I did not expect to be faced with a tavern brawl in the citadel of the house of Aihult.”

      
      The girl said sharply, “Zavor! Don’t!”

      
      He was beyond any warning, suffused with a rage that Dumarest realized verged on the maniacal. He stepped back as the young
         man advanced, noting the stance, the hands extended, the palms stiffened, the fingers clamped together to form spears. A man
         trained in unarmed combat ready to use feet and hands against his opponent. A devotee of the ring, with, perhaps, a private
         box at the stadium.
      

      
      Dumarest tensed as he retreated. The man was dangerous, not because of his skill, but because of the house to which he belonged.
         To kill him would be to commit suicide. To injure him in body or in pride would be to invite the attention of assassins—men
         who would strike him down and leave him maimed, crippled, blinded perhaps, if not dead.
      

      
      And yet, somehow, he had to be stopped.

      
      Dumarest dodged as he lunged, dodged again as a foot swept toward his side, the tips of fingers stabbing at his eyes. He blocked
         a chop with his left arm, another with his right, twisted to avoid a knee thrust at his groin, backed as Zavor moved to the
         attack. For a moment the room was filled with the flurry of motion, the sound of harsh breathing, as the young man did his
         best to break the defense.
      

      
      “Fight!” he panted. “Fight, you coward! Fight!”

      
      A masochist desiring pain? Dumarest didn’t think so. The man was more a sadist confident of his prowess, the skill he imagined
         he possessed that had been tested on serfs terrified to hurt their master. Serfs and others like himself, scions of great
         houses, fighting for pleasure, not profit, and always careful to avoid the danger of serious injury.
      

      
      He attacked again, stooping, rising to kick, to chop, the top of his head aimed at Dumarest’s face. He met only wind, and stood, baffled.
      

      
      “Enough!” said the girl. “Zavor! That’s enough!”

      
      From the open door a thin, acid voice said, “No, my dear. I don’t think it is.”

      
      Aihult Chan Parect stepped into the chamber.

   



      
      Chapter Two

      
      
      
      
      He did not seem old. A grandfather, perhaps, but he carried himself upright, and his shoulders bulked solid beneath his tunic.
         His hair was grizzled, cut short over a rounded skull, deep lines scoring his face from nose to mouth. Thick brows sheltered
         slanted eyes, the whites flecked with motes of brown. His hands were broad, the fingers thick and strong.
      

      
      To the girl he said, “Introduce me to our guest.”

      
      As Zenya obeyed, Dumarest looked at the rest of the party. Chan Parect was not alone. At his side a woman stood, tall, regal,
         in a gown of ebony velvet cinctured with a golden serpent. The paleness of her skin accentuated the rich darkness of her hair.
         Her face was elfin, the chin sharply pointed, the eyes oval, enigmatic.
      

      
      “Lisa Conenda,” said Zenya. She did not bother to mention the rest, the three guards who waited like shadows behind the pair.
         “My aunt.”
      

      
      “My lady.” Dumarest inclined his head. “My lord.”

      
      “At least he is polite.” Her voice was deep, almost mannish. “Who would have thought that a common fighter would have such
         delicacy? Zavor, you seemed heated. You should remember to stay cool.”
      

      
      “As did our guest.” Parect’s thin voice held amusement. “You could learn something from him, boy. In battle, a cool head wins.”

      
      “What battle?” Zavor scowled. “He refused to fight. The coward ran from each attack.”

      
      
      “Coward, boy?”

      
      “What else would you call him? What other name can you give to a man who refuses to fight?”

      
      “A cautious one, perhaps.” The thin voice was musing. “A clever one, even. Are you willing to bet on your skill? Five thousand
         that he bests you within five minutes. First blood, naked blades, in the gymnasium. Now!”
      

      
      Zavor sucked in his breath, his eyes cruel. “If he will accept.”

      
      “He will.” Parect’s voice was bland. “Am I right, Earl? You will accommodate an old man, I am sure. If you win, the money
         will be yours.”
      

      
      “And if I lose?”

      
      A smile was the only answer, but Dumarest knew what it was. Death, despite the conditions of the bout. Zavor would not stop
         at a scratch; he would aim to kill, and he would enjoy what he did. And Dumarest knew that he had no choice in the matter.
         The baiting, the bout, the entire thing had been arranged, and he could guess why. In this society a man was reckoned by his
         fighting skill—a relic of the old days, perhaps, when the warrior class was dominant and only the strong could hope to survive.
         A tradition which had continued despite the lack of necessity.
      

      
      But why should he be tested? What reason could there be?

      
      Lisa said dispassionately, “The man is afraid. Why continue this farce? Let him go.”

      
      “He isn’t afraid!” Zenya was quick to come to his defense. “I watched him. He … well, he isn’t afraid.”

      
      “Your concern is touching, my dear,” purred the other woman. “But then, we can all guess why. Your eccentricities are common
         knowledge, and I will admit, the man has appeal. It would be a pity to see that face disfigured, nose-less, eyeless, slashed
         to the bone. Perhaps Zavor will see to it.”
      

      
      “We waste time,” snapped Chan Parect. “Zenya, lead the way.”

      
      The gymnasium was what Dumarest had expected, a roped ring, the floor roughened to provide a good grip for naked feet, chairs
         set on a surrounding platform, bright lights above. He stripped to shorts, revealing the hard whiteness of his skin, the thin
         trace of scar tissue on chest and back and shoulders, cicatrices of old wounds. As an attendant came forward bearing a tray on which rested a pair of knives, he shook his head.
      

      
      “I’d prefer to use my own.”

      
      Parect held out his hand. “Let me see it.”

      
      Dumarest lifted it from his clothing, a nine-inch blade of razor-sharp steel, the back curved, edged, merging into a needle
         point. The hilt was worn, the guard scarred.
      

      
      Lisa said, “That isn’t a practice blade.”

      
      “This is not a practice, my dear. Zavor! You object?”

      
      The blade was an inch shorter than the ones the attendant had offered. An advantage he couldn’t ignore.

      
      “Let him use it if he wants.” Zavor hefted his own blade. “How long must I be kept waiting?”

      
      He was keen, too eager to commence, used to the compliance of his usual partners. He should have waited, studying his opponent,
         looking for the little telltale signs which could mean the difference between victory and defeat. The stance, the position
         of the feet, the hands, the way in which the knife was held. An amateur, thought Dumarest. A dilettante. A man who had never
         learned the hard way with the sting of wounds to teach him caution. But, even so, he was skilled.
      

      
      The blades met, parted, met again as they circled, wary, feet poised to jump forward or back, left to right. Zavor held his
         left hand extended, a foolish thing to do in any first-blood combat, where a scratch should, technically, end the bout. Dumarest
         held his own far back, his body turned, the knife held like a sword. In any other situation the bout would now be over, his
         blade reaching its mark, but he had his own reasons for delay. To win too quickly would not be wise.
      

      
      And yet to wait would be to invite the one thing no fighter could avoid—the unknown, which would spell defeat.

      
      The blade lunged toward him in a vicious upward slash toward the stomach, withdrew a trifle, and darted toward his face. A
         clever feint, but he had expected it. As the blade rose, he stepped forward, apparently stumbled, and cut a thin line over
         the other’s chest.
      

      
      “Finish! Zenya’s voice rose loud and clear. “The bout is over. Earl has won!”

      
      Zavor snarled, blinded with rage. As Dumarest turned, lowering his knife, he lunged forward, point aimed at the kidneys.
      

      
      Zenya cried out as Dumarest spun, instinct overriding his calculated caution. His left hand dropped to grip the other’s wrist
         with a meaty slap, fingers clamping like iron as they halted the blade. His own knife rose, light splintering from the edge
         and point, bright on the surface as it poised over the staring eyes, the contorted features.
      

      
      “No!” Sweat dewed Zavor’s face as he anticipated what was to come. “Please, no! Dear God, no!”

      
      For a moment Dumarest paused, his face cruel; then, turning the knife, he slammed the pommel hard against the bridge of the
         other’s nose.
      

      
      “You should have killed him.” Aihult Chan Parect selected a comfit from a box and chewed thoughtfully as he lounged in his
         chair behind a wide desk. “Instead you turned the knife. Why?”
      

      
      “He is your grandson, my lord.”

      
      “And that is reason enough?”

      
      “While I am a … guest in your house, yes.”

      
      “A wise man. I can appreciate that. But you are more than wise, Earl. Never have I seen anyone move so fast. You could have
         ended the bout at the first exchange. You could have beaten him in the chamber, yet you did not Wisdom … or caution?” Parect
         selected another comfit a nut coated with sugar and dotted with seeds. “Well, Zavor has a broken nose, two black eyes, and,
         we hope, a lesson easily learned. But he will not quickly forget what you did. Your plans?”
      

      
      “To leave on the next available ship,” said Dumarest. He added pointedly, “The money you promised will buy a High passage.”

      
      “Yes, the money. I had not forgotten.” Parect leaned back, his eyes shadowed. Facing him, Dumarest could only wait.

      
      It seemed he had been waiting a long time. He had bathed and dressed and then been escorted to this chamber, where, after
         a while, the old man had joined him. Waiting, he had looked around at the shelf of old books, the maps barely legible, star
         charts depicting far regions of the galaxy.
      

      
      “You are wondering why I sent for you.” Parect broke the silence. “It was well done, as I think you will agree. A young girl, alone, what danger could she represent? And a promise,
         deliberately vague, but one designed to catch a very certain type of man. One who is looking for something. A man who, even
         though he sensed danger, would take the risk in order to learn something of value.” He paused, then added deliberately, “A
         man named Earl Dumarest. A traveler.”
      

      
      “So?”

      
      “I had to be certain, Earl. Your reputation had preceded you. A fighter, a man with incredibly fast reflexes—how else to prove
         it than by forcing you into combat? Zavor was eager to undertake the task; now, perhaps, he regrets his impetuosity. And I
         will admit, until the last, I had doubts. Your speed resolved them.”
      

      
      “The archives,” said Dumarest. “The woman said that Zenya had made no inquiries.”

      
      “They were made long ago. A standing order that I should be notified when anyone showed an interest in the ancient records.
         Some wine?” As he poured, Parect added casually, “How close are you to finding what you are looking for?”
      

      
      “Does it matter?”

      
      “To you I think it does. In fact, I am sure of it. A planet?”

      
      “Yes.” Dumarest looked at his wine, red and thick as blood. “Earth.”

      
      “Earth?” Parect frowned, then shrugged. “An odd name for a world. You might as well call it dirt or soil or ground.”

      
      “It has another name,” said Dumarest “Terra. Have you heard of it?”

      
      “I think … one moment.” Parect rose and moved to a shelf, returning with a thick volume. “I believe that Dazym Negaso mentions
         it in his book. If I—”
      

      
      “I have read the book,” interrupted Dumarest. “It contains nothing of value.”

      
      “You have read a book supposedly written by Dazym Negaso,” corrected the old man. “I have seen it, and as you say, it is valueless.
         But this is an earlier edition, and surprisingly rare. Let me see, now …” He riffled the pages. “Terra,” he read. “A legendary
         world which is held by some, particularly the cult known as the Original People, to be the birthplace of mankind. An obvious impossibility when the divergencies of race together with the number of inhabited
         worlds is considered. The most likely reason for the name is to be found in a portion of the creed maintained by the Original
         People. Quote ‘From Terra they fled in pain and despair.’ Unquote. It is clear that ‘Terra’ should read ‘terror,’ in which
         case, no mystery remains.”
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