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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.





      
      
      1

      
      FROM a distance it was a bright shimmer hanging in space which seemed to change so that each who saw it found a different
         shape: a ball, a cage, a cluster of pearls, a cone, a maze, the likeness of beasts. A thousand descriptions all adding to
         the same. A mystery. The Unknown.
      

      
      Closer and the enigma grew. Details which should have been plain remained invisible, the surface a blazing mass of convoluted
         radiance which defied understanding. A baffling problem to the scientists, a fascinating spectacle to the tourists who came
         to Krait.
      

      
      “It is a contradiction in time and space,” said the guide. He was tall, lean, muffled in heavy garments. A native of the Ophidian
         worlds with slotted eyes and a skin bearing vestigial scales, sensitive to the cold despite the beamed heat bathing the area.
         “No one knows exactly what it is. Ships have tried to traverse it but none have returned.”
      

      
      Mark Carodyne said, “Destroyed?”

      
      The guide shrugged. “As I said, no one knows. Probes cease to signal once they enter it. Manned vessels sent to investigate
         have not returned. No wreckage has even been discovered. Ships and crew have simply disappeared.”
      

      
      A girl shivered and moved closer to where Carodyne stood on the observation platform. “And it is coming towards us?”

      
      “No, madam.” The guide was patient. “The Omphalos does not move. That, among other things, is what makes it so unusual. It
         is stationary in relation to the universe and does not participate in the galactic drift.”
      

      
      
      A woman said, sharply, “Are we in danger? Could it swallow us as it did the ships you mentioned?”

      
      “Krait is in no danger, madam,” said the guide firmly. “It is coming closer, true, but we shall pass it at a safe distance.
         Now, if you will all turn your heads a little so as to look sidewise at the Omphalos without trying to focus your eyes, you
         may see something very interesting.”
      

      
      Dutifully the party obeyed, all but Carodyne, who had no time for visual tricks. Thoughtfully he stared directly at the patch
         of glowing luminescence. It was too large to take in as a whole, and he studied it as he would Earth’s moon, letting his eyes
         drift over the surface. There was a crater—or was it? There a string of glowing spheres like a row of pearls. A ray of startling
         brilliance suddenly appeared converging on another to form—what? They vanished as he tried to fit a recognizable picture to
         the pattern. Again he caught the hint of something familiar. A mountain range? A mesh of rivers? The circuitry of an electronic
         device? It was gone before he could decide and he caught the impression of a bird, wide-winged, crested and with an open beak.
         It dissolved in a shimmer as if clouds were parting to reveal fitful gleams edged with pluming smoke.
      

      
      The colors were too bright, the patterns changing too rapidly for him to make sense of what he saw. The thing was a kaleidoscope
         of eye-burning sharpness and hypnotic enticement, and he blinked, seeing dancing retinal images which added to the confusion.
      

      
      Beside him the girl sucked in her breath. “Artelle,” she murmured. “But it can’t be!”

      
      A matron cried out, “Sonhed! My baby!”

      
      An elderly man shook his head and rubbed at his eyes. Tears wetted his cheeks. “No,” he whispered. “She’s gone. I don’t want
         to be hurt again. The memory—”
      

      
      Mark felt the girl grip his arm. “I saw it,” she said blankly. “Artelle, the house where I was born. But it was destroyed
         ten years ago when I was a child. Yet it was there exactly as I remembered it.”
      

      
      “No,” he said flatly. “It was a trick of the light. Have you never looked into a leaping flame and seen pictures among the
         coals? A wood fire, perhaps, while out hunting? The big one at the lodge? The eye is baffled with continually changing perspectives and the mind tries to rationalize the signals
         it receives in terms of familiar images. Look again, all you’ll see is a mass of shifting color.”
      

      
      “But it was so real,” she insisted. “So very real.”

      
      To her and to the others of the party, each seeing what they longed to find, a home, a lost child, a remembered romance, a
         dream, perhaps, created from shifting light and imagination.
      

      
      In the car which carried them back to the lodge she introduced herself. “I’m Shara Mordain of Elgesh,” she said. “And you’re
         Mark Carodyne. I saw you when you arrived. Are you alone?”
      

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “I’m glad of that,” she said with naked candor. “I would rather not have to fight for you. Have you been to Elgesh?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “We have two women for every man and so we have to do the chasing. Do you mind?”

      
      He smiled as he looked down at her where she sat close beside him on the seat. Her face, framed in the thick fur collar of
         her robe, was strongly boned, the cheeks high, the nostrils flared a little, the lips full over a determined jaw. Beneath
         the robe he could sense the long lines of her body, the softness and strength of a female animal. She would have money, be
         wilful and could be a problem if he permitted it.
      

      
      Quietly he said, “Tell me about Elgesh.”

      
      “There isn’t much to tell. It’s just another world like most of the rest. We had a virus disease hit us awhile ago. A wild
         mutant which attacked the prostate and affected the testicles. Within two years ninety percent of our men were sterile. That
         wouldn’t have mattered too much but the birthrate went all to hell. Five girls for every boy. We’re leveling out now but things
         will never be the same.”
      

      
      “And you?”

      
      She hesitated and then said, “I know what you’re thinking. A man-hungry girl on the hunt. Well, maybe you’re right, but I
         don’t like to think so. Just call it a reactive syndrome caused by early conditioning and leave it at that.” She glanced through the window at the blur of light in the sky. “What did you think of it?”
      

      
      “The Omphalos?” He shrugged. “I told you. It’s just a giant kaleidoscope.”

      
      “Don’t let the guide hear you call it that. I don’t think he’d like it. They say his people used to worship it years ago.
         They called it the ‘mirror of the mind’ or something like that. They even thought that mysterious gods lived there and controlled
         their lives every inch of the way. I’ll even bet they sacrificed to it if the crops or weather was bad.”
      

      
      “They wouldn’t be unusual if they had,” he said. “It’s the normal progression of peoples rising from the primitive levels
         towards civilization. On Earth they used to offer sacrifices to the moon and the sun as well as to the soil and the sea. Insurance
         against bad climates and poor crops. All races have done the same.”
      

      
      “Earth, you come from there?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “The home planet,” she said. “One day I’m going to see it. Is it as beautiful as they claim?”

      
      “I think so.”

      
      “You’re biased. Are you an anthropologist?”

      
      “What makes you think that?”

      
      “You seem to know all about religions and primitive peoples. Are you?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “How do you know about them then?”

      
      “I read a lot.”

      
      “Men!” she said with repressed fury. “What’s the matter with you all? The ones I can’t stand never stop talking and the ones
         I like never begin. All right, I’ll do it the hard way. Question and answer. If you’re not an anthropologist what are you?”
      

      
      “A gambler,” he said, and rose to his feet as the car slid to a halt at the foot of the ramp leading to the lodge.

      
      Inside it was warm with a glitter of polished copper, polished wood, a great fire burning in a stone surround, rugs scattered
         over the wooden floor. The lights were subdued and set in lanterns of hammered iron, more strung on the rafters, still more
         on the cornices. It was the idealized version of a winter shelter, a pleasant haven from the snow and ice and winter skies outside. A servant came bustling forward with a tray
         heavy with goblets, the traditional greeting cup of Krait, a light wine spiced with pungent flavors heated over an open fire.
      

      
      The party drank in silence, most still bemused by what they had seen. Shara opened her robe and fanned herself with a slender
         hand. Beneath the thick material she wore a clinging form-fit of scarlet and gold.
      

      
      “I’m too warm for comfort, Mark. I’ll have to get into something cooler. See you later?”

      
      “Perhaps.”

      
      She was direct. “Why the hesitation? Don’t you like me or is it that you don’t want to get involved?”

      
      “Yes and no,” he said bluntly. “I like you and I don’t want to get involved. In any case I’ve work to do.”

      
      “Gambling?”

      
      “That’s right.”

      
      “I thought you were joking,” she said slowly. “Giving me a flip answer. You don’t look like a gambler.”

      
      “All life is a gamble, Shara. Everything you do is taking a chance of some kind. And when you take a chance you can’t afford
         distractions.”
      

      
      Nor complications, he thought as he watched her leave and walk to the wide staircase which led to the upper chambers. A rich
         and spoiled young woman always spelled potential danger. She would demand her own way and be difficult when she didn’t get
         it. He turned as a hand touched his arm. The man was short, round and looked like an inflated balloon, but Carodyne wasn’t
         deceived. Presh was the product of a heavy planet and the apparent fat was highly developed muscle.
      

      
      “Everything is prepared, sir,” he said quietly. “If you are ready to commence, my master is at your disposal.”

      
      Tagh Altin, the Ekal of Kotan, was a small, wizened man with a narrow face, beaked nose and a fanatical love of chess. He
         waited in a private annex off the main chamber, the board set ready before him. He smiled as Carodyne approached.
      

      
      “It is good of you to accommodate an old man at his simple pleasure, Mark. A thousand?”

      
      
      High stakes on a single game—more than high when it represented almost all his wealth, but Carodyne nodded, casually, as if
         he had expected a higher wager.
      

      
      “As you wish, my lord.”

      
      “Then it is settled. Some refreshment perhaps before we begin? No? Then let us decide the first move.”

      
      The board was of gold and silver, the pieces of emerald and ruby. Carodyne picked up a pawn of each, manipulated them behind
         his back, held out his closed hands. Shrewd eyes studied his face as the Ekal reached a thin hand towards them. It drifted
         towards the left, hesitated, moved to the right and then, like a striking bird of prey, moved back to the left, touching like
         a withered leaf.
      

      
      “It is your move first, my lord.” Carodyne replaced the pieces, his face impassive. He had forced the choice with a carefully
         calculated flicker of the eyes. A small gain but the final victory could depend on such accumulations.
      

      
      The game commenced. The Ekal moved his pieces with hesitation, lingering, pursing his lips and frequently tugging at the lobe
         of his right ear. Carodyne moved with quick precision, acting as though he followed a preconceived plan. Both men lied with
         every move they made. The Ekal had no need to act like a fumbling beginner, and Carodyne had no plan, playing as much by instinct
         as inspiration. He could play the game and play it well, but he was not playing simple chess. He was playing against a man
         who played chess. There was a difference.
      

      
      “A fascinating game,” murmured Tagh Altin. “No one can tell how old it is. At my palace I have a thousand sets each different
         yet all basically the same. Men carved from wood, from stone, metal and seeds. Boards made of as many materials, some of them
         decorated with fantastic designs. One day you must see them.” He moved a piece, removed another. “You were careless, Mark.
         Already you are weakened.”
      

      
      Carodyne moved without comment.

      
      “I hear that you have seen the Omphalos,” continued the Ekal. “You found it intriguing?”

      
      “Interesting.” Carodyne moved a castle. “An oddity of nature.”

      
      
      “As is life itself—or so certain philosophers would have us believe. So many worlds and so many races, but each holding disturbing
         similarities. A matter of chance? Perhaps, but there are those who would have us believe it is more than that. A matter of
         calculation, they say. Who can tell?”
      

      
      The words were a screen to mask thoughts and provide distraction. Carodyne ignored them, concentrating on the board. The pattern
         shown was almost classical and, if continued, would lead to his inevitable defeat. He must break it, shatter the attack and
         launch one of his own. Not a neat, textbook series of moves which could be matched and countered, but a blasting away of threatening
         pieces and the opening out of the game. Not typical chess, perhaps, but good survival tactics.
      

      
      “You know, Mark,” said Tagh Altin as the game progressed, “I have often thought this a game with far wider implications than
         we realize. Take the men we move. Isn’t it true that, in a way, we control their destiny? We save them, sacrifice them, use
         them as we will. Suppose they had individual awareness? Can you accept the premise?”
      

      
      Carodyne moved a bishop and took a knight.

      
      “A dead man,” mused the Ekal. He had stopped tugging at his ear. “Or a man wrenched from his own time and place. Lifted from
         the sight of his companions, torn from a familiar environment and thrown elsewhere. Often I dream of a master chess player
         manipulating the worlds of men. Sometimes, in that dream, I am the player.” He reached forward and captured the offending
         bishop.
      

      
      Carodyne said, quietly, “As you saw in the Omphalos, my lord?”

      
      He had scored. He could tell it at the sharp intake of breath, the momentary tension. Immediately he launched his attack.

      
      “I think we all have these delusions of grandeur. A psychologist would call it wish fulfillment, or perhaps an attempt to
         compensate on a subconscious level for imagined inadequacy.” He moved his other bishop. “Your move, my lord.”
      

      
      He gave the man no time to think. As the thin hand hesitated he said, “Or again such dreams could be the result of a deep
         sense of guilt. A desire to justify reprehensible deeds by the adoption of a cloak of omnipotence. God can do no wrong. Therefore, if we can convince ourselves that we are God, then
         obviously we could have done no wrong.”
      

      
      The Ekal moved, making a bad mistake. Carodyne swept up the exposed piece.

      
      “A flagrant attempt at self-justification, my lord, as I am sure you will agree. A deed, once done, cannot be turned into
         something other than it was at the time of its doing. In many ways the Omphalos could be likened to a mirror in which each
         man can read his soul. You have moved, my lord?”
      

      
      Fifteen minutes later Carodyne knew that he had won. The Ekal had been shaken, careless beyond recovery, and soon would be
         forced to admit defeat. He stared at the board, his hand tugging at his ear as Carodyne relaxed for the first time since commencing
         the game. Idly he looked around.
      

      
      The annex was almost full.

      
      Aside from Presh, standing close beside his master, a dozen men and women stood around looking on. He caught a glimpse of
         Shara Mordain, a glitter of gemmed scarlet and silken flesh. Her hair was plaited and crested high over the face, a mane so
         black that it held blue shimmers. Her figure was as he’d imagined, soft and strong and undeniably female. He gave her one
         glance then returned his attention to the board.
      

      
      Victory was his—if he wanted it.

      
      He lifted his eyes and stared directly at the Ekal. Tagh Altin seemed to have shrunk a little, one finger riding at the side
         of his nose, the hand a mask, perhaps, for the lips beneath. The eyes too were a mask, emotionless, almost unseeing, yet aware
         of the watching men and women, their intangible hunger to see him defeated, beaten, his pride in tatters.
      

      
      They lowered a little, met those of the man facing him across the board, held for a long, intense moment.

      
      Carodyne said quietly, “My lord, if I may impose on your generosity? A glass of wine?”

      
      The finger fell away from the nose and the eyes widened a little. Then they were once again a mask yet they were not as they
         had been, and something had left the small figure perched on the chair. Fear, perhaps? Tension, certainly.
      

      
      
      “My dear, Mark. Of course. Presh, bring a bottle of the finest vintage.”

      
      The wine was cool, sweet, refreshing to the tongue. Carodyne swallowed half the glass, watching as the Ekal followed suit.
         Now, his decision made, he could afford to be careless. Yet even so the game had to be played out. It was not enough to lose,
         he had to make it appear that he fought every step of the way.
      

      
      Tagh Altin said, “It is your move, I think.”

      
      Carodyne lifted a piece, set it down. “Check, my lord.”

      
      A simple check and one easy to block. A skilled player would notice the mistake, not obviously bad but bad enough to signal
         the inevitable. Five moves, he thought. Seven at the most. The Ekal would have reason to boast his victory.
      

      
      It took six. A happy compromise.

   



      
      2

      
      OUTSIDE the annex the large, communal room was filling with a crowd of variegated types: a small group of Dinwee from the
         Ebon cluster, brightly clothed, lithe as cats, their enormous eyes shielded against the too-bright lighting; some Lapash,
         tall, arrogant, strutting in glinting mail with daggers at their belts, a startling contrast to a party of Pilms, drab in
         their brown robes. Others from a dozen divergent races, milling, filling the air with the blur of conversation. Waiters hurried
         past bearing trays of drinks and snacks and the long bar was thronged. A normal, late-night scene at the lodge.
      

      
      A stocky man called from a group of others. He was dressed in stained leather touched with blue, his face scarred and his
         big hands dwarfing the mug he held.
      

      
      
      “Bad luck, Mark. I hope it isn’t an omen.”

      
      “Don’t lie, Helm,” said one of his companions. “You hope that Mark’s on the skids, we all do. Nothing personal, Mark, but
         every little helps.”
      

      
      Helm Fendhal shrugged. “On the slope anything can happen. Tonight we drink, tomorrow how many will be smears on the ice?”
         The thought disturbed him and he lifted his mug, slamming it down empty and bellowing for a refill. He was drinking too much,
         cursed, perhaps, by his tendency to see omens in every event. Whatever the reason he was being unwise. “You’ll join us, Mark?”
      

      
      Details could be learned in unguarded moments, and it would be impolitic to refuse. Carodyne lifted his mug, barely wetting
         his lips. “Any news of the weather?”
      

      
      “It’ll be a perfect day,” said another of the group. “A slight overcast, no wind to speak of, and no snow. One of us should
         set a new record.”
      

      
      “I hear that Cran is having trouble with his ship,” said a tall Venedian. Like Carodyne he only pretended to drink. “And Igal
         had a doctor in to see him. Rumor has it that his heart is playing up.”
      

      
      “That or his feet are getting cold.” Helm gulped at his mug. “Igal should have quit long ago. He’s past it. Slow reflexes
         and too high a regard for his skin. What do you think, Mark?”
      

      
      Carodyne shrugged. “Tomorrow will tell.”

      
      “Tomorrow we’ll be either rich, broke, crippled or dead,” said Helm somberly. “Well, to hell with it. Let’s enjoy life while
         we’ve the chance.”
      

      
      The philosophy of those who made a living by risking their lives—or the escape of a man who had pushed his luck too far and
         knew, deep inside, that he had nothing left to give. A friend would have drugged Fendhal, keeping him from the race and saving
         his life at the expense of his friendship, but here there were no friends. Beneath the conviviality and banter lay the rock-hard
         determination of men selfish to the extreme. To them only one thing mattered, to win the coming race, and if the knives they
         used to weaken the opposition were invisible, they were nonetheless real.
      

      
      Carodyne edged from the group as the talk and drinking continued. Fendhal was out. Igal was probably playing a deceptive game, summoning a doctor so that rumor would cause the others
         to underestimate his danger. The Venedian was an unknown quality, young, sharp, cunning as he steered surmise and speculation.
         The others? Carodyne watched, assessing each from small, unconscious betrayals.
      

      
      He set down the mug and turned, seeing Shara Mordain coming towards him. Their eyes met and she said, “You lied to me, Mark.
         Why didn’t you tell me you were a professional skimmer?”
      

      
      “I’m not.”

      
      “But you’re racing tomorrow.”

      
      “One race. A gamble that I’ll walk off with the prize. I didn’t lie.”

      
      “No?” She tilted her head a little so as to stare into his face. “Perhaps not, but if you’re a gambler why did you deliberately
         lose back there?”
      

      
      “Did I?”

      
      “I’ve played chess since I was five. You had the Ekal beaten when you asked for that wine. And then you lost. I’d like to
         know why.”
      

      
      Verandahs ringed the lodge, small, intimate places closed with transparent panels, warm and snug against the cold outside.
         He led her to one and closed the door. In the clear air the stars shone like jewels, the flaring luminescence of the Omphalos
         dominating the night.
      

      
      “Mark?”

      
      Coldly he said, “You don’t look like a fool so why act like one? The Ekal is a powerful man. He wouldn’t thank you if he learned
         you were spreading a stupid rumor.”
      

      
      “Is that why you brought me in here? To talk unheard?” She shrugged as he made no comment. “I’d hoped that—well, never mind.
         In any case you needn’t worry. I’m not totally a fool. It’s just that I was curious as to why you did it. More than curious,
         Mark. I must know.”
      

      
      “Must?”

      
      She said, as if she hadn’t caught the sharpness in his tone, “Let me guess. The Ekal is rich and proud and old. He has one
         passion in life that you know of, the game of chess. Unfortunately to love a thing isn’t enough to become truly proficient
         at it. He is a good player, agreed, but there are better. You could be one of them, or at least as good. You could have beaten
         him and then what? You would have won the bet.”
      

      
      “I didn’t win.”

      
      “You could have done, but, if you had, he would have lost more than money. He would have lost his pride. You knew that. And
         he knew it. Knew that you had him beaten. And then, somehow, he knew what you intended to do. But how?” She paused and then,
         “The wine,” she decided. “When you asked for it he knew. The rest was just to save his face. But why, Mark? I can understand
         you being diplomatic, even considerate, but to throw away a thousand? Do you really trust in the gratitude of princes?”
      

      
      “I am a gambler, Shara, not a fool.”

      
      “Of course not,” she said. “A man from nowhere taking on the best in a crazy sport. Ready to ride down the side of a mountain
         in a tiny ship with death waiting if you make the slightest error. All right, I know you’ve won the chance by showing what
         you can do at the trials. And you don’t seem to worry that fifty percent of all who start will get killed before the finish.
         But why do it, Mark? For what? Glory?”
      

      
      “The money,” he said. “The prize. Who can spend glory?”

      
      “I don’t think you mean that. Not in the way it sounds. You’re not a greedy man in the usual sense of the word. If so you’d
         have beaten the Ekal and taken his money and to hell with his pride. So why are you doing it? For fun? For experience?”
      

      
      Dryly he said, “I don’t lack experience in handling ships.”

      
      “Then what do you hope to gain?”

      
      He ignored the question, looking instead at the Omphalos. It seemed to writhe, to shift and blaze with a sudden, inner brilliance.
         Beside him the girl sucked in her breath.
      

      
      “It’s beautiful,” she whispered. “But, somehow, terrible at the same time. Frightening even, and dangerous. I was talking
         to a man, Nev Chalom, you know him?”
      

      
      “No.”

      
      “A very clever man, an astrophysicist and mathematician from Ulate. He has a theory that the Omphalos is not as stable as
         people think. He claims that, at times, it pulses, expands so as to engulf everything in a wide area. That it could have started much smaller than we see it now and, over eons of time, grown to the size we see. Does that make sense,
         Mark?”
      

      
      “Any theory makes sense until observed fact makes it false.”

      
      “You’re fencing with me,” she said. “But imagine it, we are standing here, assuming that we are perfectly safe and then, all
         of a sudden, the Omphalos spreads out to swallow this world. What would happen to the people on it? Would they be destroyed?”
      

      
      He shrugged, not answering.

      
      “And the ships, Mark,” she murmured. “You heard what the guide said. What happens to the ships and men who vanished? Are they
         inside there somewhere, perhaps waiting for someone to rescue them? Sometimes I—” She broke off, her breath a sharp sibilance.
         “Mark!”
      

      
      “What is it?”

      
      “A face,” she said. “I saw a face!”

      
      Truth or lie he had no way of telling, but her hands shook as he gripped them in his own and little quivers ran over her body.

      
      “Imagination,” he said. “I told you before, look long enough and you will see anything you wish. A face, a dream, the terrors
         of childhood.”
      

      
      “It was so real,” she whispered. “And so—not evil—but mocking. As if someone had looked through a curtain gloating at what
         it saw.”
      

      
      The management had provided entertainment. As they returned to the communal room the sound of pipes and drums rose above the
         muted blur of conversation. The pipes shrilled, high, thin, keening as they echoed from the low rafters, the drums were the
         monotonous beating of a heart, rolling with sonorous undertones. The dancers, three lithe girls, moved to the beat, sinuous,
         seeming to glide over the floor, bare feet adorned with paint and tufts of feather.
      

      
      “A depiction of the spring festival,” murmured a waiter as they joined the watchers. “In the old days they would have danced
         until only one remained alive. She would have been feted as a queen.”
      

      
      “To be ritually slain in the autumn,” said Carodyne. “So that her flesh and blood would give the soil strength to last the winter.”
      

      
      “You have knowledge of our ways, sir.” The waiter, a native, stared at the tall man with respect. “Not many who come to Krait
         would know as much.”
      

      
      Shara said, “Do the old customs survive? I mean really survive?”

      
      A veil dropped over the slotted eyes. “I do not understand, madam. Could I get you refreshment?”

      
      “Later,” said Carodyne. “After the dance. It would be a crime to cause a distraction.”

      
      The performance ended with a clash of cymbals. The dancers spun, stooping to gather the coins showered at their feet, smiling,
         skins glowing with sweat and oil. An old man took their place, his skin dull, his eyes thick with opaque film. He squatted,
         tapping on a gourd, his thin voice surprisingly clear.
      

      
      “Listen while I tell of the story of the beginning, of the darkness which was broken by the shattering of the Great Egg, of
         the tribulations of those cursed by their own pride and the terrible fate which they met beyond the bend of time. Lo, these
         things I tell are written in the stars and to be read in the Omphalos, the heart of all things …”
      

      
      A storyteller, poor contrast to the dancers and of little interest to the majority in the room. The thin voice became blurred
         by the rising hum of conversation.
      

      
      Shara clung tightly to Carodyne’s arm. “That poor man. He must feel terrible at being so ignored.”

      
      “He has his audience.” Carodyne gestured to where the Pilms had gathered in a tight circle around the speaker. “They like
         primitive ways and he probably reminds them of home. They will listen and he will get his reward.”
      

      
      “And you, Mark?”

      
      A roar echoed before he could make a reply. Helm Fendhal, shouting, staggered from the group of skimmers. He was red-faced,
         his big hands clenched in anger.
      

      
      “You scut! You slimy Venedian toad! You filth! Branco was a friend. He lived like a man and be died like one. To call him
         a cheating coward—by God, I’ll kill you for that!”
      

      
      Trouble, flaring from overtense nerves and too much alcohol. The group dissolved as Helm advanced on the Venedian intent on murder. The man backed a little, his hand twitching at his
         sleeve. Metal glinted as he produced a knife.
      

      
      “Mark!” Shara’s hand was tight on his arm. “Why don’t they stop it?”

      
      The unthinking question of a fool. Let the competition eliminate itself and the race would be that much easier to win. They
         stood watching as the Venedian tensed himself, the knife held like a sword in his hand. A slash would be enough. Cut muscles
         would be as effective as a kill, and, if he used the blade, there would be questions to answer and, perhaps, disqualification
         from the race.
      

      
      A man called, “Five to one on the Venedian.” Lucas Marsh, a man who would bet on anything. “Quick now, five will get you one
         if the Venedian wins. Any takers?”
      

      
      Carodyne jerked his arm free of the girl’s grip, his hand dipping, rising with an empty mug, lifting, poising and throwing
         all in one swift motion. It flew across the room and smashed against the blade of the knife tearing it from the Venedian’s
         hand. He jumped back, startled, then ran for the stairs.
      

      
      “Coward!” yelled Fendhal after him. “Dirty, stinking coward! Now all of you drink to Branco. Drink, I say.” He staggered and
         almost fell as he reached for his mug.
      

      
      “A fool.” Marsh shrugged as he spoke to Carodyne. “I wouldn’t give fifty to one on his chances. But you’ve made an enemy,
         Mark. You’ll have to watch out on the slopes tomorrow.”
      

      
      “Is that unusual?”

      
      “No.” Marsh lowered his voice. “Do you want me to act for you? Now is a good time. The odds have lengthened since you lost
         to the Ekal. You know how gamblers are, once a man starts to lose they think he will lose all the way. And you’re unknown
         on Krait. An outsider. Well?”
      

      
      “Later.”

      
      “But not too late,” urged Marsh. “I can’t place a bet without the cash. Let me have it and I’ll get you the best price going.”

      
      He moved away, smiling, a man who lived by a careful balancing of the odds, a gambler who took no chances and who rarely lost.
      

      
      “I don’t like him,” said Shara. “He reminds me of a leech. Mark, I’m tired. Take me to my room.”

      
      It was warm, soft, the wide bed bright with a silken coverlet, the air heavy with the scent of her perfume. Little touches
         had made it a home; a doll with a battered face and hair of flaming red; a crystaline posey, the flowers looking dewy fresh;
         a mobile which turned in a glow of ever-changing light and which emitted a delicate chiming.
      

      
      “On Elgesh there are winds which always blow and we hang sheets of crystal in the trees. I leave it on when I go out so that
         I shall always be reminded of home when I return. Do you think me sentimental, Mark?”
      

      
      “There is nothing wrong in that.”

      
      “Or in reaching out for what you want?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “Then reach, Mark. To the victor the spoils and you have won—need I tell you what?” She smiled as he shook his head. “You
         know, back there on the verandah, you had me worried. I began to feel as if I’d lost all my attraction. You know what happens
         on Elgesh in such a case?”
      

      
      “You take ship,” he said curtly. “You go hunting.”

      
      “The smart ones, yes,” she admitted. “Those not so smart do other things. There are ways to reduce the demands of the body,
         but that wasn’t for me.” She lifted her hands to the crested hair and did something so that it fell in a rippling waterfall
         over her back and shoulders. “You know, Mark, you’re a mystery. You say that you’re a gambler but you don’t look like one.”
      

      
      “No?”

      
      “You look more like a wrestler. A fighter. A leader of men. On Elgesh we have wide oceans and rough seas. There are men who
         man the ships and some of them look a little like you. Tall and hard with eyes which see more than is obvious. Damn you, Mark.
         Do I have to beg?”
      

      
      “Good night, Shara.”

      
      “What?” She stared her disbelief. “You really mean that?”

      
      “I mean it.”

      
      She said, as he reached the door. “Wait! You don’t trust me, is that it? You think that I want to weaken you in some way, ruin your sleep, take the fine edge off your concentration
         so that you’ll lose the race tomorrow. Give you drugged wine, perhaps. Other things. Must you be so cautious? Can’t you take
         the chance that I am exactly what I seem?”
      

      
      “No.”

      
      “But—”

      
      “Good night, Shara.”

      
      Back in his room Carodyne stripped and showered and lay on the bed watching the shifting light on the ceiling, the glow of
         the Omphalos coming through the parted curtains of his window. The phone rang and he ignored it. It rang twice more and he
         hit the disconnect button. Fifteen minutes later someone knocked on his door. It was Presh summoning him to the Ekal.
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