
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   







MIMICS OF DEPHENE


E.C. Tubb


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






      
      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

      
      
      The music had stilled, the trumpet sounding its final, imperious note, and over the arena hung a strained silence as bodies
         tensed, heads craning forward, eyes wide as they stared at the oval of sand.
      

      
      Silver sand which had been swept smooth, ugly stains hidden, marred now only by the slight indentations of feet; soon to be
         torn by hooves, brightened with the hue of freshly spilled blood.
      

      
      Waiting the crowd sucked in its breath, radiating an almost tangible aura of anticipation; a feral hunger which turned expensively
         dressed men and women into the simulacrum of beasts. Animals with eyes only for the drama taking place below; careless of
         the sun which hung like a crimson ball at the zenith, casting little pools of shadow at their feet, ebon puddles tinged with
         red.
      

      
      The Corrida, long banned on Earth, used here on Marek as an attraction for tourists; a device to cater to primitive lusts, a titivation
         for jaded appetites. But there were differences. Here the horns were not shaved. No horses were used to provide an added
         attraction, their vocal chords cut to prevent distressing screams as their guts spilled to the sand. And the animal, a mutated
         bull, would not die if it should win.
      

      
      Spice to add to the pleasure, but details the crowd ignored as they stared at the sand, the solitary figure it contained.

      
      A man who danced with death.

      
      
      He was very tall, his face with the hooked nose and elongated eyes impassive, his skin a pale ruby in the brilliant light
         of the sun. He wore a costume which had originated on a different world in another time; tight pants puffed at the thighs,
         a tight jacket, short and with close-fitting sleeves, a hat of peculiar shape. The pants, the jacket, the shirt he wore beneath
         it, even the hat were all crusted with sequins which caught and reflected the light so that he seemed to stand bathed in a
         halo of fire.
      

      
      Fire which was accentuated by the cloak he carried over the sword, a shimmering scrap of fabric which rippled beneath his
         hands, the only visible sign of his nervous strain.
      

      
      “He’s overtense,” whispered Dyar Chalal. “Ten thousand on the bull.”

      
      Sylvia Lipousky yawned. “Odds?”

      
      “Two to one.”

      
      “Taken.”

      
      She yawned again, white teeth flashing in the sunlight, sparkles matched by the gleam of gems on her slender fingers. A tall,
         well-shaped young woman, her blonde hair a mass of convoluted strands on the delicate roundness of her skull; her skin like
         velvet the color of cream, the smooth perfection marred by the trace of lines on the cheeks, the corners of her eyes. A face
         which in repose was angelic; when awake and aware, the mask of a spoiled and decadent beauty. The mouth, full and soft, was
         a little petulant. The voice, mellifluous, held the trace of irritated impatience.
      

      
      “Why don’t they begin?”

      
      She had spoken too loudly and heads turned to frown at where she sat. Frowned and turned away. She had taken the Manager’s
         dais, the most expensive spot in the entire arena; her wealth, if not her beauty, would grant her a tolerance withheld from
         those in the cheaper seats.
      

      
      “Soon now,” murmured Chalal. He was a Bossonian, as smooth and as subtle as all his race. A creature seeming to be made of
         oil and innuendo, a master of flattery, a sycophant. Casually he lifted a hand, the sun winking from his rings, the wide
         bracelet he wore, the gleam of polished nails. A watchful attendant stepped quietly to his side.
      

      
      “Sir?”

      
      “Wine. The best. Chilled and served in crystal goblets.”

      
      A bad time to order refreshments, but the attendant knew better than to make a comment. Knew also that, before he could return,
         the drama would begin. A spectacle which he would now miss, but nothing of his angry disappointment showed in his eyes or
         manner. Marek was a poor world, his job supported a family of nine; lose it and they and he would starve.
      

      
      The crowd sighed as he turned to leave.

      
      It was the gusting of a wind, the release of constrained breath, rising as doors opened at the end of the sanded oval.

      
      Through them came the bull.

      
      It was a magnificent beast; the humped shoulders almost five feet above the ground, the horned head lowered, the horns themselves
         viciously curved, needle-sharp. Its hide gleamed like oiled jet in the sun. The hooves which scraped at the sand were like
         knives.
      

      
      Without warning it charged.

      
      The matador barely moved, only the cloak he held lifted a little from his side, the surface shimmering, catching the creature’s
         eyes, guiding it to one side; allowing it to pass so close that a minor rain of sequins fell in a gleaming shower from the
         ripped side of the jacket.
      

      
      As one the crowd yelled its appreciation.

      
      “Omarle! Omarle! Omarle!”

      
      He ignored the sound, the chanting of his name, knowing they would have cheered as loudly had the horn ripped flesh instead
         of cloth. He turned, quicksilver in his grace, the cloak rippling, guiding, turning as he spun on one heel to follow the thrusting
         horns. For a moment man and beast seemed as if one and then they parted; the bull, snorting in its rage, sand pluming beneath
         its hooves, little eyes redly inflamed.
      

      
      The next time it charged it veered at the last moment, and now blood joined the rain of sequins to the sand.

      
      “I knew it!” Chalal’s voice was triumphant. “The man is too nervous, the bull has killed before. I could have given you ten to one, my dear, and still be confident of winning.”
      

      
      Her face was turned away from him; he didn’t see the spasm of anger which narrowed her eyes and thinned her lips. The money
         meant nothing, but to have been taken for a fool—!
      

      
      She said, coldly, “Previous knowledge, Dyar?”

      
      “A fragment of gossip, my dear.”

      
      “Which you withheld for personal advantage?”

      
      Immediately he realized the dangerous path he was treading and, instantly repaired the damage.

      
      “A jest, Sylvia. Naturally the bet is void if you wish. A little something to ease the monotony.” Shrewdly he added, “Three
         to one he will be gored during the next four passes.”
      

      
      “Taken. A thousand?”

      
      “Agreed.”

      
      The matador was hurt though he managed to hide his pain, his growing fear. Money had lured him into the arena, the prize he
         would collect, the cash which would be thrown from the appreciative crowd. The girl on the Manager’s dais would surely be
         generous at the gift of the ears. With what he hoped to gain he could heal his wound, retire, set up his own school. Never
         again would he need to pit his skill against a beast ten times his weight and twice his speed.
      

      
      The next pass then, he decided. It would cut short the entertainment, but to wait too long was to risk too much. Blood stained
         his side and the rip was an acid burn which robbed him of concentration. The sand was no longer smooth and he could slip,
         or be slowed.
      

      
      And then, through the open door from which the bull had come, he saw the Manager; one hand lifted, the palm towards him, five
         of the seven fingers raised.
      

      
      Five more passes?

      
      Five!

      
      The sound of the crowd saved him; the sharp inhalation which rose above the thud of hooves and he turned just in time, feeling
         the rip of a horn against the cloak. A bad pass, clumsy, worthy only of a rank amateur or a man desperate to save his life. The jeers signaled the mood of those
         who watched; more and no cash would be thrown, even the gift of the ears ignored.
      

      
      Grimly he concentrated on the task at hand. Five passes had been ordered, one had been taken. The next must show his skill,
         restore the favor of the crowd. He tensed, uneasily aware that he was too strained, that he lacked the essential grace. A
         fault which could, perhaps, be compensated by the acceptance of insane risks. He moved as the bull charged, watching the tip
         of the nearest horn, judging; feeling the touch, the blow, turning with the cloak, his hand clammy on the material covering
         the hilt of the sword.
      

      
      An inch, no two, and all would be well. A sway, a twist and he would ride with the horn, almost allowing it to wound. A minor
         tear which would shed blood but leave vital organs intact.
      

      
      And then, no matter what the orders, he would move in for the kill.

      
      Then, turning, he felt his foot slip beneath him, the sole skidding on a patch of his own blood.

      
      The crowd roared, a sound like the bursting of waves; a rising crescendo which broke into a wild ululation. On the sand the
         bull lowered his head, lifted, the figure of the man a broken doll which rose to spin in the air; intestines hung like greasy
         ribbons, blood gushing to stain the gleaming hide, the sand, the once-sparkling finery.
      

      
      Falling it twitched once, incredibly still alive; twitched and slumped as knife-like hooves joined the thrusting horns.

      
      “Three passes,” said Chalal blandly. “I win I think, my dear.”

      
      “You win.” Sylvia frowned at the sand, the bull, the dead man. The sight did nothing for her; already she had seen two men
         die, three bulls, and repetition had slaked her appetite.
      

      
      She turned as the attendant returned with the wine, accepting it, tasting it, swallowing it down. It could have been water.

      
      
      Bleakly she looked at the arena, the bull now being ushered back into its stall by men with electronic whips; the others who
         carried away the body and smoothed the place of combat. Boredom rode on her shoulders like a tangible weight. An ennui which
         she seemed unable to dissolve. At home it had been the same; nothing Earth had to offer had entertained her for long. Space
         had been little different. She had visited Helmomth with its raging storms; Kreen with its mountains which made men feel like
         flies on the face of creation; Shurn with its singing crystals; Lamach with the wondrous caverns; and now Marek and it was
         always the same.
      

      
      Boredom. Monotony. The endless search for new titivations. Surely in the wide expanse of the galaxy there was something, somewhere,
         which would give her the satisfaction she sought?
      

      
      That night, at a party, they spoke about it.

      
      Dyar Chalal instigated the conversation. She had met him while travelling on the Grand Tour, a passenger like herself, a gambler
         with a smoothly efficient understanding. Apparently rich, apparently sophisticated; an amusing companion whom she had tolerated
         and continued to tolerate for reasons which she had never bothered to question.
      

      
      In a room fashioned of striated marble, with a fountain stirring the air with delicate tinkles, the scent of khan wafting
         from hidden dispensers, food shaped and blended in a hundred variety of ways; a group of men and women hummed their empty
         chatter as they sipped a dozen kinds of exotic wines.
      

      
      “Ennui,” said Chalal in his softly purring voice. “A curse of the age. Once the senses have been satiated, what remains? See
         one man die in combat and you have seen them all. Visit one place of interest and how quickly the others lose their charm.
         To gamble offers a diversion, but what does it mean to lose if the loss brings no hurt? What point in winning more of what
         you already have in plenitude?”
      

      
      “Money,” said a thin, sharp-faced man. “Today Omarle died in the arena to obtain it. If you want a new sensation then start from the bottom, without wealth or the comfort it brings.”
      

      
      “To grub for food like an animal?” A woman, brittle in her finery, shrugged her contempt. “Ila, you talk like a fool.”

      
      “To work,” Ila said sharply. “To sharpen your senses. To know that unless you obtain food today, you will starve on the morrow.
         To survive.”
      

      
      “To gamble,” said Chalal smoothly. “To pit your wits against those of others. But surely it is not necessary to become a pauper
         to do that? There are other ways.” He took a sip of scented wine. “More exciting ways,” he added. “You will allow me to demonstrate?”
      

      
      He led the way into a smaller chamber in which stood a table, some chairs; a man who sat looking at a weapon resting on the
         smooth surface before him. A strange pistol with a swollen chamber and a short barrel. Next to it, standing upright on its
         base, rested a single cartridge.
      

      
      “Hrus Aeda,” introduced Chalal. “I think he may be able to intrigue you for a while. And is that not the answer? To be entertained
         for a moment, followed by another, more?” Without waiting for answer or comment, he waved to chairs. “Ila, you sit there.
         Pia,” to the brittle woman, “That is your place. Sylvia, you will be beside me.”
      

      
      She took the proffered seat, noting casually that the party was limited, that only the four of them had entered the chamber
         where the stranger waited. He had made no move, spoken no word; his eyes fastened on the gun, the single cartridge.
      

      
      “Let me explain what is intended,” purred Chalal, taking his place. “Here we deal with the ultimate gamble, that of life and
         death itself. The final thrill, if you wish. Hrus Aeda needs what you have—the money you possess and which he does not have.
         To obtain it he will risk his life. Hrus!”
      

      
      The man stirred. Picking up the gun he broke open the chamber, revealing five empty compartments. Lifting the cartridge he
         inserted it into one, closed the gun and spun the chamber.
      

      
      
      “A long time ago this was known as a form of roulette,” said Chalal softly. “A gamble with fate itself. Five chambers, one
         bullet; the risk that it will fall beneath the hammer at the first attempt is four to one. Hrus Aeda will lift the weapon
         to his head and pull the trigger. If he is unlucky he will die. If lucky—what can he hope to gain?”
      

      
      “A thousand,” said Sylvia quickly. She was unnaturally excited, enjoying the tension, the anticipation. “One thousand should
         he live.”
      

      
      “Doubled,” said Ila, curtly. “Pia?”

      
      “The same.”

      
      “And I will add an equal amount.” Dyar Chalal nodded at the man with the gun. “Four thousand if you live, friend. The spectacle
         of your death if you do not.”
      

      
      Without hesitation, Hrus Aeda aimed the gun at his temple and closed his finger on the trigger. The dry click echoed throughout
         the room.
      

      
      “He won!” Sylvia felt her lungs empty in a gusting sigh, realized for the first time how involved she had been in the outcome.

      
      “The odds have now lessened to three to one,” said Chalal. “Three chances of living to one of dying. I will double the stake.”

      
      “Agreed,” said the brittle woman. “We all agree. Let him try again.”

      
      She leaned forward, her lips parted, her eyes bright with a savage hunger. A primitive sexual titivation at the prospect of
         blood and death. Sylvia felt it also, stronger by far than she had known in the arena; but there the deaths had been impersonal,
         now she was closely involved.
      

      
      Again came the dry click and now, she could see beads of sweat on the impassive face of the stranger.

      
      “Again!” demanded Pia. “Let him try again!”

      
      “A moment.” Chalal was smooth. “Let us consider the odds. Now there are two chances of living to one of dying, but that is
         the most favorable situation. The true odds are rather less—not more than evens. We must not assume the cartridge to have
         rested just beyond the hammer at the initial spin. As yet, our friend has won twelve thousand. That he or his heirs will retain. How high are you willing
         to go for him to risk his life?”
      

      
      “Five thousand,” said Pia immediately.

      
      Ila sucked in his cheeks. “Would you risk death for such a sum?” he demanded acidly. “Dyar is correct in his computation of
         the odds. We must assume the cartridge fell approximately midway between the empty chambers. Twice the gun has been fired.
         It is most probable that, this time, it will detonate the cartridge.”
      

      
      “Then double the bet,” she said quickly. “Ten thousand!”

      
      A small fortune for the chance of seeing a man die before her eyes. The animal heat of her body seemed to fill the room. A
         heat which was contagious.
      

      
      “Agreed,” said Sylvia.

      
      Ila nodded and Chalal faced the man at the table.

      
      “You heard,” he said quietly. “Live and win a fortune. Die and be forgotten.”

      
      Fascinated Sylvia watched as the gun rose, levelled; the hammer rising as the finger closed, seeming to hang poised for a
         dragging moment, to fall with another dry click.
      

      
      “We lost!” Pia couldn’t believe her eyes. She stared with a face grown suddenly ugly with disappointment. “He lives. The bullet
         was a fake.”
      

      
      For the first time, Hrus Aeda spoke. His voice was a dry, rustling whisper.

      
      “Pay me. I won.”

      
      “But—”

      
      “Pay me!” The gun moved in his hand to point at the brittle woman. “Pay me or gamble in turn. What I have won against your
         life. The odds, now, are even.”
      

      
      He meant it, Sylvia decided. Desperation must have driven him to take the outrageous wager; now he would not be denied. His
         money or the woman’s life. She watched as the finger began to tighten.
      

      
      “No!” Pia recoiled from the snouting muzzle. “I will pay. A check. You will accept a check?”

      
      “A draft would be better,” said Chalal blandly. “I have forms here.” He produced them, filled in his own, handed around the others, collected them when completed. “Fifty-two
         thousand,” he murmured. “My friend, you are rich. You could be richer. Double for one last attempt.”
      

      
      “I—No!”

      
      “Luck is with you,” purred the smooth voice. “Ride it while it lasts. Come now, we offer fifteen thousand each. Sixty thousand—more
         than you or your family could earn in a hundred years.”
      

      
      “You owe it to us,” said Pia harshly. “It is our right.”

      
      “Death before our very eyes.” Ila ran the tip of his tongue over his bottom lip. “But, of course, you could be lucky.”

      
      A remote possibility and they all knew it. Sylvia felt the acceleration of her heart, the keen anticipation she had thought
         never to have felt again. Death was in this room and she was a witness. How would he look when the bullet crashed home? Would
         brain and blood spatter her dress? Would Pia reach an emotional climax? Would Dyar and Ila be satisfied?
      

      
      Answers she had to know.

      
      “Sixty thousand,” she said urgently. “Yours, if you live. Sixty thousand to add to the rest.”

      
      For a long moment Hrus Aeda hesitated and then, slowly, the gun began to lift. With the muzzle against his temple he paused,
         looking from one to the other; then, with a spasmodic gesture, he squeezed the trigger.
      

      
      The sound was a blast of thunder.

      
      It stunned, shocked, a roar of released energy which echoed from the walls of the room, deafening, numbing.

      
      The head seemed to dissolve; one side blasting out in a spray of blood, bone and tissue mangled beneath the impact of the
         bullet. The hair lifted, turned into a pulped mess, the face flowing like heated wax, falling to slam against the table; to
         slip as it followed the body to the floor.
      

      
      Over the fading echoes of the shot Pia’s voice rose high, triumphant.

      
      “We won! By God, we won!”

      
      
      Sylvia ignored her, dropping to her knees to stare at the slumped figure, the blood, the shattered bone, the torn and ruptured
         tissue; feeling something within her reach the breaking point, to explode, to leave her floating in a calm tranquility.
      

      
      A tranquility which yielded to horror, as she saw what was happening to the dead man.

   



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      
      The lecture was on protective mimicry and Chemile was bored. He lounged in his seat at the side of the platform, amusing himself
         by testing his talent. The hand which he placed on the arm seemed to vanish as it blended into the background, the skin taking
         on the exact coloration of the material. His legs followed, his body, his head.
      

      
      Beside him Saratov rumbled a warning.

      
      “Cut it out, Veem!”

      
      “I’m practicing.”

      
      “You’re showing off as usual. Save it for the demonstration.”

      
      Chemile grunted and reappeared. He was tall, slender, his face a smooth ovoid, his eyes like tiny jewels. His skin, which
         bore the vestigial remains of scales, was covered with flecks of photosensitive tissue which gave him the ability to adopt
         the coloration of any background against which he stood. A chameleonlike trait developed as a protective measure against
         the harsh world which had given him birth.
      

      
      He said, “I’m getting bored, Pensa. It was a mistake to agree to cooperate.”
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