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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

      
      
      Dumarest heard the scream of a tortured child and turned, eyes searching, relaxing as it came again and he recognized the
         source. A hundred yards to his right, raised high above the decorated surface of the boulevard, a painted crone lolled on
         a gilded throne standing on a platform of massive timbers supported by a dozen stalwarts. They, in turn, stood on another
         platform, larger, borne by twice their number. Overseers lashed them on with whips which left carmine streaks on naked, sweating
         flesh.
      

      
      A show as false as the screams; a mature beauty lay beneath the masking paint and the massive timbers were thin cladding over
         buoyant rafts. Props for the actors demonstrating their skills; the grimaces, the fatigue, the grunts of pain. The whips were
         thin tubes containing dye but the men wielding them were clever as was the woman with her screams.
      

      
      She shrieked again as Dumarest watched, the cry now accompanied by the clash of beaten metal, the harsh tintinnabulation prolonged
         by the chime of tiny bells. A score of girls ran from the shelter of the lower platform, weaving among the spectators, one
         coming to a halt before Dumarest.
      

      
      “My lord—do I please you?” She was young, lithe, radiating unabashed femininity. Bells circled her ankles and wrists, more
         caressing the column of her throat, the narrow cincture of her waist. The long skirt, slit to the hip, displayed naked, slender
         legs, the hint of unclothed loins. Paint accentuated the luster of her eyes, the soft fullness of her lips. Curled hair the color of gold held the glint of metal and gems. “My lord?”
      

      
      A girl demanding his attention as the screams of the crone had caught it. The girl smiled as he nodded, chiming as she moved,
         the bound of unfettered breasts an enticing invitation.
      

      
      “You are gracious, my lord.” Her eyes were frank in their appraisal. “It would pleasure me to serve you. At the circus of
         Chen Wei. A spectacle of marvels culled from a thousand worlds. Things which will amaze you, amuse you, puzzle you, fill you
         with rapture. A feast for the eye and ear and mind and one not to be missed. The circus of Chen Wei. And, if you should be
         in a mind for dalliance—” Her face became lewd with unspoken promise. “My name is Helga. Ask for Helga.”
      

      
      A smile and she was gone leaving nothing but the scent of perfume and the fading tinkle of bells. Things which belonged on
         Baatz, and Dumarest took a deep breath as he looked at the sky, the hills, the boulevard on which he stood. It ran arrow-straight
         from the landing field to the market, the surface tessellated in abstract designs, curlicues, broken rainbows. Triple-tiered
         buildings edged the wide road, dwellings, shops, businesses, the verandas gaudy with bright hangings, the roofs with bloated
         lanterns. On the flanking hills the mansions of the rich and influential rested like a scatter of gems.
      

      
      A good world, one of balm, of warmth and gentle breezes, of golden sunlight and rounded hills. A place of tranquility; the
         exudations of massed vegetation filling the air with subtle vapors which took the edge off violence and aggression and induced
         a tolerant lethargy.
      

      
      A danger he recognized but could do nothing about and it was good to relax, to enjoy the sun, to become one with the crowd.
         To feel wide expanses around him instead of the cramping confines of a hull. And Baatz, with its transient population, was
         as good a place as any for him to be.
      

      
      But caution remained and before he moved on, Dumarest made sure that none had lingered for no apparent reason, that he wasn’t
         the object of covert interest. All seemed innocuous, most had followed the spectacle advertising the circus, others were intent
         on their own affairs, the rest headed toward the market, the sights, sounds and smells it contained.
      

      
      “My lord!” A woman dressed in the barbaric apparel of a warrior-amazon gestured with an imperious arm. “Fine weaves from Kirek,
         strands as tough as steel and as soft as silk—nothing can beat spider-webs for utility. I have fifteen bales of it—you offer?”
      

      
      A scowl marred the mannish face as Dumarest moved on, the voice yielding to another.

      
      “High quality grain proof against bacterial molds and virus infestation. Strains from the biolabs of Lengue and Femarre. Fifteen
         kobolds a measure. Buy! Buy! Buy!”
      

      
      A man stepped forward, another catching at his arm.

      
      “Wait, Krasse. It could be cheaper deeper in the market.”

      
      “And less trustworthy. I’ve dealt with Chamile before and I don’t trust you among the stalls. Best to buy here and now and
         get back to the farm before you’ve spent all we have.”
      

      
      Brothers or partners—they fell behind as Dumarest moved on. Booths and stalls stretched on all sides, some bearing a profusion
         of items, some only a few. Many held examples of goods housed in the holds of the vessels which had carried them. Others showed
         goods yet to arrive or dealt in future harvests, the samples on display examples of earlier yields. Stalls bearing gems of
         price were set next to those heaped with the cheap glitter of rubbish.
      

      
      Businessmen, traders, thieves, entrepreneurs—the market of Baatz catered to all.

      
      The jangle of a bell and the echo of a gong announced an operation in progress and Dumarest halted at the booth of a transient
         healer. The man was old, his robe not as spotless as it could have been, but he was deft and practice had augmented his skill.
         The patient was seated, eyes wide, the milky orbs already anesthetized. A woman in middle age attended by a young girl who
         watched with horror as the needle was applied. Within seconds it had been done, the cataracts removed and the eyes bandaged.
         The assistant had been generous with the prophylactic spray.
      

      
      “Here, my dear.” The healer handed the girl a phial. “All done and nothing to worry about. Give your mother this draught as
         soon as you get her home.”
      

      
      A strong sedative with a touch of slowtime; the woman would sleep while her accelerated metabolism speeded the healing process.
         She would wake rested, hungry—and cured.
      

      
      Another booth housed a dentist, another a dealer in charms, yet another a man who promised a cure for all the afflictions
         of the heart.
      

      
      A fortune teller sat staring into a bowl of sand, the fine grains spurting in a random pattern of plumes.
      

      
      A man swallowed flame.

      
      A boy lay screaming on the ground, held by four men while, over his naked chest crawled the insect whose bite would cure him
         of the epilepsy which controlled him.
      

      
      “Earl!” Evan Luftman waved from where he stood chewing at a mouthful of meat. “Enjoying the sights?”

      
      “Just looking around.”

      
      “Baatz holds everything a man could need.” Luftman wiped his mouth and looked at the skewer he held. On it fragments of meat
         lay beside succulent vegetables, the whole flavored with spice. “Good food, amiable women, diversions of all kinds. Going
         to the circus?”
      

      
      “Maybe.”

      
      “They say it’s good. Something special.” Luftman licked at his skewer. “If those girls are anything to go by they weren’t
         lying.”
      

      
      Dumarest made no comment. Luftman had been a fellow passenger on the journey to Baatz. They’d killed time over the card table
         and the man had talked more than he had wanted to listen. A roving entrepreneur dealing in what came to hand. A man past middle
         age with a face creased and blotched by the passage of time and dissipation. The meeting was one he could have done without.
      

      
      “I’ve finished my business,” said Luftman. “A quick profit, small but a man can’t be too greedy. Now I’m looking for a couple
         of healers willing to travel to Jardis. They have a lot of eye trouble in the mines and it costs money to ship in regular
         doctors. Working on a profit-sharing basis I figure three months should make us all a comfortable pile.”
      

      
      “It could.”

      
      “It will if—” Luftman looked at his skewer then threw it aside. “I could use someone to take care of things, Earl. Muscle
         in case it’s needed. Those miners can get awkward at times. Refuse to pay after treatment or gang up and demand a refund.
         You know how it can be.”
      

      
      “You can handle it.”

      
      “Once, yes, not now. I can’t face them down, not like you could. One-fifth the profit, Earl. Maybe three months’ work. A deal?”

      
      “For a fifth?”

      
      “Make it a quarter. An even share, Earl, you, me, the two healers—after expenses, naturally.”
      

      
      Which would be high. Dumarest said, “When are you leaving?”

      
      “On the Yegor. It leaves at midnight. Be on the field an hour before then.”
      

      
      A rendezvous Dumarest hadn’t made and wouldn’t keep. Luftman’s scheme held little appeal, and the only one to gain would be
         the entrepreneur himself. If he could find willing healers—even on Baatz trusting fools were rare.
      

      
      On the ground the writhing boy shrieked, twisted, shrieked again as the mandibles of the insect fed healing venom into his
         blood. A convulsive heave and he slumped. Head tilted to one side, lips parted to bare the teeth, the rod clamped between
         them.
      

      
      In the comparative silence Dumarest heard the rattle of clashing ceramics, the whine of a female voice broken by the brittle
         sound.
      

      
      “… gather to hear … clash … the ancient … clash … songs of … clash … clash … Terra.”
      

      
      Terra?

      
      Earth!

      
      She stood in a ragged circle of semi-curious spectators, a girl little more than a child with long, straggling hair the color
         of sun-bleached bone, eyes like bruises, a mouth of bloodless lips and down-curved corners. Her skin matched the color of
         her hair, pale, waxen. The limbs were brittle appendages, nails of hands and naked feet rimmed with dirt. A frayed skirt hugged
         boyish loins and a halter shielded nascent breasts. Her waist, bare, was circled by a metal belt from which hung strands ending
         in spooled grips.
      

      
      “Melome!” The woman standing beside her rattled her cluster of ceramic shards. “Who dares to test her powers? What man is
         brave enough to yield to her skill and taste the acid burn of remembered fears? What woman has the strength to shred the veil
         hiding her secret dreads?” Again the brittle chiming. “You, sir? You? You, my lady?”
      

      
      A grifter and a good one; gaining attention, building a pitch, selecting the marks even as she spoke. A boy, blushing, looked
         at the spooled grip she thrust into his hand. A woman frowned as she was given another. Two men, grinning, took their places.
      

      
      “Guaranteed entertainment for a mere five kobolds and your money back if dissatisfied. You, sir? Here, my lord!”

      
      Dumarest felt the spool thrust into his hand and held it as he stared at the woman. She was no longer young, raddled beneath
         her paint, the body shapeless, the eyes hard.
      

      
      He said, “You spoke of Terra.”

      
      “Terror, my lord? Aye, that and more for those with the courage to face it. Here you will find the ancient and dire songs
         of fear and hate and abject terror. Threnodies to chill the blood and numb the mind. A unique experience and one not to be
         missed. You there, sir! And you!”
      

      
      A mistake, one born of noise and confusion, and natural enough to make. The twist of a vowel—yet for a moment there had been
         hope. The hope died as Dumarest looked again at the girl, the older woman, the two men squatting to one side. Ragged, both
         old, one with a drum, the other holding a pipe. Its wail rose as the woman returned to halt before him.
      

      
      “The last place, my lord. Take it and we can begin.”

      
      A market-spectacle, born of illusion and the circumstance of the moment; it could be little more than that. But curiosity
         remained, why the belt, the connecting strands? How did the woman hope to prevent those who had not paid from enjoying what
         she had to offer?
      

      
      “My lord!” The woman smiled as she took his money and handed him the spool. “Be seated. All be seated and let the entertainment
         commence!”
      

      
      The spool was spring-loaded, the strand remaining taut as Dumarest sat on the ground, forming a connection between his hand
         and the belt the girl wore against her naked flesh. Connections repeated by all who had paid to join the circle. Like a spider
         in the center of a shimmering web the girl stood, motionless.
      

      
      The tap of the drum joined the wail of the pipe, a throbbing, monotonous beat which seemed too loud for the instrument, as
         the wail of the pipe seemed too loud, the sudden hush drowning normal sounds too strong. A moment in which his eyes followed
         the glinting strand, moved to others, returned to his own and then, without warning, the girl began to sing.
      

      
      A song without words.

      
      One which filled the universe.

      
      Dumarest had known the Ghenka-art which took vocal sound and used it to gain a hypnotic compulsion in which the mind was opened
         to flower in a profusion of mental images. He had heard the song of a living jewel and would never forget the awesome tonal
         effects of Gath. But this diminished them all.
      

      
      A song—no, a dirge—no, a paean—no, a threnody, a lilting cadence, a sobbing, sighing, heart-wrenching murmur which created
         sympathetic vibrations from the thin strands so that they, too, sang in metallic harmony. A quivering which seemed to cloud
         the air and mask the slender figure in writhing strands of light and darkness. A chiaroscuro which blurred and changed to
         become a face snarling in anger.
      

      
      One Dumarest had seen before.

      
      It swelled to fill his vision, small details becoming plain; the eyes with their yellow tinge, the thinned, cracked lips,
         the nostrils rimmed with mucous, the ears tufted with hair. The face of a man who intended to kill.
      

      
      One without a name on a world far distant in a time long forgotten, but Dumarest felt again the shock he had known then; the
         sudden realization that he had been duped and what he’d thought was a practice bout was the stage for his public butchery.
      

      
      The shock and the terror. The fear and pain as edged steel cut a channel across his torso and sent blood to stain the floor
         of the ring. The lights, the weight of his own blade, the ring of avid faces but, above all, the terror of being maimed, crippled,
         blinded, turned into a mewling, helpless thing.
      

      
      The face promised it all, the man, the knife he held, the profession he was in. A trained and savage killer amusing himself
         with an inexperienced boy. One who had no choice but to learn fast.
      

      
      To move, to dodge and weave, to cut and slash and rip and stab and to find speed and use it. To be fast … fast … fast …

      
      But the terror remained and would always remain if only as a whispering echo in the dim regions of his psyche. A weakness
         which strengthened his iron determination to survive.
      

      
      He blinked, aware of the spool in his hand, the sweat dewing his face. To one side a man rocked, wailing, tears falling over
         his cheeks. Another shuddered, quivering. A woman appealed to invisible ghosts.
      

      
      “No! Dear God, please! Please!”

      
      Facing Dumarest the young boy looked sick, one of the two laughing men stared blankly at his clenched hand, his companion
         had a blood-smeared chin from a bitten lip.
      

      
      Only the girl seemed unchanged. She stood as Dumarest remembered, head lowered a little, eyes blank, hands limp at her sides.
         A sensitive, he guessed. Someone with an unusual attribute which she barely recognized and had paid for with physical penalties; weakness, poor development, lethargy, stunted growth.
      

      
      “Wine, my lord?” The woman was beside him, a tray of brimming cups in her hand. “A kobold only.”

      
      A high price for weak liquor but of them all he was the only one to refuse. And none had asked for a return of their money.

      
      Dumarest heard the clash of the ceramics again as he moved away. Unnecessary advertising; the spectacle of how the song had
         affected the initial group would be attraction enough but, he guessed, the girl would need a little time between performances
         to gain strength. Even a normal singer would need that.
      

      
      He heard the wail of the pipe as he bought wine at a booth, sipping it slowly, hearing the pulse of the drum merge with the
         wail, the peculiar distortion which seemed to muffle the sound. Of the song he heard nothing.
      

      
      “Clever.” The vendor wiped his hands on his apron as he nodded toward the place where the girl operated. “She sings but unless
         you’re in contact you hear nothing. An electronic barrier, I guess.”
      

      
      “Have you tried her?”

      
      “No. I’ve no love for terror and the sight of those who’ve tasted it is enough to tell me I’m right. Still, I can’t complain,
         it’s good for business if nothing else.”
      

      
      Dumarest looked at his glass. “I guess it is. Has she been here long?”

      
      “I wouldn’t know. I only relieved my partner a week ago. She was here then.”

      
      “Alone or—”

      
      “With the woman. Kamala’s hard in her way but I guess she’s fair enough. Someone has to look after the girl and Kamala knows
         how to take care of a valuable property. She could do worse.” The vendor wiped his hands again. “More wine?”
      

      
      A hint, even on Baatz information had to be paid for, but the wine was good and helped to dispel the chill induced by remembered
         terror. Or had it been simply remembered?
      

      
      Dumarest recalled the face, the details he had noted, the pain he had experienced. Real pain as the lights had been real,
         the knife in his hand, the avid faces. A montage of isolated incidents? A possibility but he doubted it; somehow the song
         had opened a door in his mind. Touching a node and triggering a total recall of an emotion-loaded incident. One unique to
         himself.
      

      
      To one side a juggler wafted a dozen glittering balls into the air, keeping them spinning as he danced on a floor spiked with points. Next to him a girl undulated in an erotic rhythm while
         beyond a man with a stall loaded with hoes frowned his displeasure. Dumarest ignored them all, seeing nothing but the trembling
         of his own hand, feeling nothing but the surge which warmed his blood. Luck—it had always been with him, but now it seemed
         overwhelming.
      

      
      The girl, Melome, could give him far more than a song.

      
      Kalama said, “My lord, it is not wise. You should not—”

      
      “Here!” Dumarest cut her short, thrusting money into her hand, snatching a spool from the fingers of another. “Let us begin.”

      
      Impatience rode him, displayed in the small act of violence which made him the center of attention, a thing he ignored as
         he sat, looking at the metallic strand, the girl standing within her web. One who seemed to blur as the throb of the drum
         merged with the wail of the pipe, to become a focus, an instrument he sought to use.
      

      
      A key to explore the past.

      
      He concentrated, narrowing possibilities, honing his mind to a single thought and then the terror came, the fear, the sick
         and hollow feeling in his guts.
      

      
      The wind like a razor on his cheeks.

      
      The cold, the hunger, the feel of the gritty soil, the desperation.

      
      The conviction that he would die.

      
      Before him the bulk of a ship rested in a strange and enigmatic beauty. The first he had seen but, young though he was, he
         knew it held the warmth and food he needed if he hoped to survive. He edged toward it, a child older than his years, one who
         had killed and was ready to kill again. The crew were careless, not seeing the small shape which darted from point to point,
         freezing, moving again with frenzied urgency.
      

      
      To reach the port, to dive inside, to find a nook in which to crouch. To wait, dozing, as the unaccustomed warmth gave a false
         security, to jerk to awareness, to doze again.
      

      
      To wake heart pounding with terror at the touch of a hand, the sight of a startled face, another which scowled.

      
      “By God, look what we have here! A damned stowaway.”

      
      “A kid.”

      
      “Still a stowaway. That’s what you are, boy. Know how we treat scum like you? Into the lock and out, that’s how. Dumped into
         the void. Your eyes’ll pop out and your lungs will become balloons frothing from your mouth. You’ll look like raw meat—ruined but still alive. A hell of a way to go.”
      

      
      “Don’t make a meal of it.” The other man was uneasy. “You don’t have to gloat. Anyway, it’s up to the skipper to decide.”

      
      The captain was old, his face lined, graced with tufted eyebrows, his nose pinched and set above a firm mouth.

      
      “How old are you, boy? Ten? Eleven?”

      
      “Yes sir.”

      
      “Yes, what? Eleven?”

      
      “Twelve, I think, sir. I’m not sure.” The face before him blurred, jarred to clear focus. “Sir?”

      
      “I could dump you but I won’t. You can ride with us, working your passage. A hard life but better than what you’ve known.”
         Again the blurring. “Food, warmth, security—but you’ll earn it all.”
      

      
      “Sir? I—sir?”

      
      But the face had gone and he looked at a glittering strand and the girl to which it led while, from the circle of which he
         was a part, came the groans and wails of those who had tasted an evil fruit.
      

      
      “Wine?”

      
      Kamala was beside him with her tray of beakers and Dumarest bought and sipped while retaining his place. The moment had been
         too short; memories revived and speeded by subjective time so that he had lived an hour, more, in a few minutes. Or was it
         simply that? Did the moment of terror, once experienced, form the whole of the incident?
      

      
      He had been a boy again, back home on Earth, and only the ship and the captain’s kindness had saved him from death. But there
         had been other moments of terror; times when through ignorance he had known the fear of a trapped animal. One augmented by
         the threats of sadistic members of the crew who had taken a perverse delight in relating stories of dreadful punishments inflicted
         for small wrongs.
      

      
      Of burnings, beating, maiming, blinding—things which his experience had told him were all too possible.

      
      Time had negated them; the savagery he had known had no place in any civilized community, but, until he had learned, terror
         had been a close companion.
      

      
      “My lord?” Kamala again, looking at his barely touched wine, the spool still held in his free hand. “Is something wrong?”

      
      Dumarest realized that he alone was left of the circle. Finishing the wine, he handed the woman the empty beaker. He followed it with coins.
      

      
      Kamala refused them with a shake of the head.

      
      “No, my lord, it would not be wise. I warned you against hearing the song again so soon. Yield again to terror and—”

      
      “I won’t go mad.”

      
      “So you say and it could well be true but others have made the same boast and failed to live up to it. I want no trouble.”

      
      Dumarest said, flatly, “I’ve the money and I’m in position. Rattle your chimes, woman, and stop wasting time.”

      
      “No.”

      
      “You want a higher fee? Double, then. Triple. Damn it, name your price!”

      
      “No!” She backed from the anger blazing in his eyes, one hand lifting, steadying, the massive ring she wore on the index finger
         glowing with a metallic sheen. A weapon he recognized. “Baatz is a peaceful world,” she said. “But a woman would be a fool
         to be without protection on any world and, my lord, I am not a fool. It would be best for you to leave now.”
      

      
      Advice he was reluctant to take. Pressed, he could negate the threat of the weapon, moving before she could discharge its
         darts, reaching her, twisting hand and wrist so as to obtain the ring. But if he used his superior speed and strength he would
         ensure her enmity. It was better to master his impatience.
      

      
      “My lady, I must apologize.” A smile replaced the anger which had frightened her. “I mean no harm and want no trouble. It
         was just that—well, I’m sure you understand.”
      

      
      “You’re holding the spool.”

      
      “Is that bad?”

      
      “Release it.”

      
      “Of course.” He let it fall and watched as it moved toward the girl, the reel climbing the strand to hang at her belt. “I
         would like to talk business.” He added, as she frowned, “At least let me make the offer.”
      

      
      “Melome sings no more today.” Kalama was adamant. “She is tired and soon it will be dark. Not even for two hundred kobolds
         will she sing.”
      

      
      Twice what she would earn in a session; a score of spools hung at her waist. But if he should offer more? Dumarest decided
         against it; as Kalama had said, the girl was tired and the sky held the hint of coming darkness. In the softening light Melome
         stood like a broken animal, one which had been ridden too hard and too far. The lowered face was ghastly in its pallor, the bruised eyes ugly smears.
      

      
      He said, “I understand, but I want her to sing for me again. A private performance—it can be arranged?”

      
      “Perhaps.” The lifted hand wavered a little, fell as, again, he smiled. “You want to buy her?”

      
      “Hire her.”

      
      “For an hour, a day, a week?” Her lips twisted in a cynical lewdness. “It will not be as you hope. Those in the grip of terror
         make poor lovers.”
      

      
      Dumarest said, patiently, “I want her to sing and that is all. To sing to me alone and to keep on singing if I ask. Once may
         be enough. One song—two hundred and fifty?”
      

      
      “Not tonight,” she said quickly. “One song, you said. If you should want more?”

      
      “Five hundred for as many as I want. For a session to end when I say so.”

      
      “Five songs only—and she stops if the strain is too great.” Again her mouth displayed cynical distrust. “You have no objection
         to me being present?”
      

      
      “None.”

      
      “And my instrumentalists?”

      
      “I want her to sing,” said Dumarest. “Nothing else.” He jingled coins from one hand to the other. “Here is fifty as proof
         of my good faith. At dawn?”
      

      
      “At midday. Be at the house of the Broken—no, better we visit you.” Kalama nodded as he gave the address of the room he’d
         hired. “At noon then, my lord. Be patient in your waiting.”
      

      
      Patient but not foolish and it was dark by the time Dumarest left the market. Even at night the place was still alive; lamps
         burning with swaths of red and gold, blue and umber, the scent of cooking meats and vegetables hanging in the air together
         with writhing plumes of incense, sparks from torches, beams from shimmering orbs of kaleidoscopic hues. Mundane trading had
         ended, the vendors of hoes and seeds and domestic items giving way to others who filled the night with a different allure.
         Drummers and pipers together with dancers, the thin whine of strings, the drone of flutes. Gamblers who called from tables
         set with cards, dice, hollow shells. Women with snakes, spiders, crawling beetles. The tellers of fortunes and artists who
         created glowing picture on living skin.
      

      
      Men who fought with knives.

      
      Practice blades; edges and points shielded and capable of dealing little more than bruises and scratches. And the bouts lacked
         the savage intensity normal to any good fighter—the magic of Baatz had robbed them of serious intent so that the crowd laughed
         at bad play instead of jeering and the loser accepted defeat with a grin and a shrug.
      

      
      “Sir!” The promoter had spotted Dumarest, noted his height, his stance, the hilt of the knife riding above his right boot.
         “A bout, sir? You look like a man used to the arena. A little harmless sport to entertain lovers of the art. A demonstration
         of skill, the winner decided by popular acclaim. No?” His voice held a philosophical shrug. “Then how about you, sir? Or you?”
      

      
      Dumarest walked on. Ahead the lights of the boulevard matched those of the stars now illuminating the sky; clusters of vibrant
         colors, sheets and curtains of luminescence, nebulae like smoke. Too many stars and he longed for an emptier sky. One illuminated
         by the swollen bulk of a silver moon blotched in the likeness of a skull. Of constellations which formed patterns holding
         the likeness of men and beasts, women and creatures of the sea. The signposts of Earth—wherever that might be.
      

      
      A world lost in distance and time so that even its name had become a legend.

      
      But one now so close. So very close!

      
      Dumarest halted, leaning against a wall, looking up at the sky and feeling again the surge he had known in the market. One
         born of the sudden realization that, at last, his search could be over. That the answer he had hunted for so long was at hand.
      

      
      Melome could find it.

      
      She had to find it!
      

      
      Waking that moment in the past when, as a child, he had stood in the captain’s cabin and stared uncomprehendingly at the volume
         on the desk. A book which had meant nothing at the time and he had turned from it in sudden terror as footsteps came from
         the passage. If discovered, he could be accused of prying or stealing, be beaten, maimed, tormented—his sadistic mentors had
         taught him well.
      

      
      But that terror, stimulated by the song, would bring the book again before his eyes, the data it contained. All he had to
         do was wait.
      

      
      Then noon passed and the girl did not appear and when he went searching he learned she had been sold to the circus of Chen
         Wei.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      
      The man was a grotesquerie; a thing of extended limbs, massive ears, lumps, bumps, protrusions. A clown cavorting on stilts,
         the painted face ludicrous above a padded torso. The hair was like a brush touched with a dozen hues. The voice was like an
         organ.
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