

      

      

         [image: Cover Image]









      THE WINDS OF GATH


      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.
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      He woke counting seconds, rising through interminable strata of ebony chill to warmth, light and a growing awareness. At thirty-two

         the eddy currents had warmed him back to normal. At fifty-eight his heart began beating under its own power. At seventy-three

         the pulmotor ceased helping his lungs. At two hundred and fifteen the lid swung open with a pneumatic hiss.

      


      

      He lay enjoying the euphoria of resurrection.


      

      It was always the same, this feeling of well-being. Each time he woke there was the surge of gladness that once again he had

         beaten the odds. His body tingled with life after the long sleep during which it had been given the opportunity to mend minor

         ills. The waking drugs stimulated his imagination. It was pleasant to lie, eyes closed, lost in the pleasure of the moment.

      


      

      ‘You okay?’


      

      The voice was sharp, anxious, breaking into his mood. Dumarest sighed and opened his eyes. The light was too bright. He lifted

         a hand to shield his face, lowered it as something blocked the glare. Benson stood looking down at him from the foot of the

         open box. He looked the same as Dumarest remembered, a small man with a puckered face, an elaborate fringe of beard and a

         slick of black hair, but how much did a man have to age before it showed?

      


      

      ‘You made it,’ said the handler. He sounded pleased. ‘I didn’t expect trouble but for a minute back there you had me worried.’

         He leaned forward, his head blocking more of the light. ‘You sure that you’re okay?’

      


      

      Dumarest nodded, reluctantly recognising the need to move. Reaching out, he clamped his hands on the edges of the box and

         slowly pulled himself upright. His body was as expected, nude, bleached white, the skin tight over prominent bone. Cautiously

         he flexed his muscles, inflated the barrel of his chest. He had lost fat but little else. He was still numb for which he was

         thankful.

      


      

      ‘I haven’t lost a one yet,’ boasted the handler. ‘That’s why you had me worried. I’ve got a clean score and I want it to stay

         that way.’

      


      

      It wouldn’t, of course. Benson was still fresh at the game. Give him time and he would become less conscientious, more time

         and he would grow careless, finally he wouldn’t give a damn. That’s when some of his kind thought it cute to cut the dope

         and watch some poor devil scream his lungs raw with the agony of restored circulation.

      


      

      ‘I’m forgetting,’ he said. He passed over a cup of brackish water. Dumarest drank it, handed back the cup.


      

      ‘Thanks.’ His voice was thin, a little rusty. He swallowed and tried again. This time he sounded more like his normal self. ‘How about some Basic?’

      


      

      ‘Coming right up.’


      

      Dumarest sat hunched in the box as Benson crossed to the dispenser. He wrapped his arms about his chest, conscious of the

         cold, the bleakness of the compartment. The place resembled a morgue. A chill, blue-lighted cavern, the air tainted with a

         chemical smell. A low place, shapeless with jutting struts and curved beams, harsh with the unrelieved monotony of unpainted

         metal.

      


      

      There was no need for heat in this part of the ship and no intention of providing comfort. Just the bare metal, the ultraviolet

         lamps washing the naked coffin-like boxes with their sterilising glow. Here was where the livestock rode, doped, frozen, ninety

         per cent dead. Here was the steerage for travellers willing to gamble against the fifteen per cent mortality rate.

      


      

      Such travel was cheap—its sole virtue.


      

      But something was wrong.


      

      Dumarest sensed it with the caution born of long years of experience. It wasn’t the waking. He had gained awareness long before

         the end of the five-minute waking cycle. It wasn’t Benson. It was something else—something which should not be.

      


      

      He found it after he had moistened the tips of his fingers and rested them lightly against the bare metal of the structure.

         They tingled with the faint but unmistakable effect of the Erhaft field. The ship was still in space.

      


      

      And travellers were never revived until after landing.


      

      

      Benson returned with a pint of Basic. A thin vapour rose from the cup, scientifically designed to stimulate the appetite.

         He smiled as he passed it over.

      


      

      ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Get this down while it’s still warm.’


      

      The fluid was sickly with glucose, laced with vitamins, thick with protein. Dumarest swallowed it with caution, taking small

         sips, careful of his stomach. He handed Benson the empty container and stepped from the box. A drawer beneath held his clothes

         and personal effects. He dressed and checked his gear.

      


      

      ‘It’s all there,’ said Benson. His voice was hollow against the echoing metal. ‘Everything’s just as you left it.’


      

      Dumarest tightened his belt and stamped his feet in their boots. They were good boots. A wise traveller looked after his feet.


      

      ‘I wouldn’t steal anything from you people.’ The handler was insistent on his honesty. ‘I don’t blame you for checking your

         gear but I wouldn’t steal it.’

      


      

      ‘Not if you’ve got any sense,’ agreed Dumarest. He straightened, towering over the other man. ‘But it’s been tried.’


      

      ‘Maybe. But not by me.’


      

      ‘Not yet.’


      

      ‘Not ever. I’d never do a thing like that.’


      

      Dumarest shrugged, knowing better, then looked at the other boxes. He crossed to them, checking their contents. Three young

         bulls, two rams, a solid block of ice containing salmon, a dog, a plethora of cats—the general livestock cargo of any starship

         travelling at random and trading in anything which would yield a profit. Animals but no people—despite all the empty boxes.

         He looked at the handler.

      


      

      ‘There were other travellers wanting passage at your last port of call,’ he said evenly. ‘Why only me?’


      

      ‘You came early.’


      

      ‘So?’


      

      ‘We had a last-minute charter. The Matriarch of Kund and party. You were already in freeze or you’d have been dumped out with

         the other passengers and freight.’ Benson crossed to the dispenser and refilled the empty cup. ‘They took the whole ship.’

      


      

      ‘Big money,’ said Dumarest. The only way to break the Captain’s Bond was to buy off anyone who could claim prior right. ‘Didn’t

         she have a ship of her own?’

      


      

      ‘She did.’ Benson rejoined Dumarest. ‘I heard one of our engineers talking and he said that their drive was on the blink.

         Anyway, the Old Man took the charter and we left right away.’

      


      

      Dumarest nodded, taking his time over the second pint. A spaceman could live on four ounces of Basic a day and he was beginning

         to feel bloated. Benson sat close, his eyes on the big man’s face. He seemed eager to talk, to break the silence normal to

         his part of the ship. Dumarest humoured him.

      


      

      ‘A matriarch, eh? Plenty of women to liven things up.’


      

      ‘They’re travelling High,’ said Benson. ‘All but the guards, and they don’t want to play.’ He hunched even closer. ‘What’s

         it like being a traveller? I mean, what do you get out of it?’

      


      

      His eyes were curious and something else. Dumarest had seen it so often before, the look of the stay-put to the mover-on.

         They all had it and the envy would grow. Then, as the prison of their ship began to close in, that envy would sour into hate.

         That’s when a wise traveller waited for another ship.

      


      

      ‘It’s a way of life,’ said Dumarest. ‘Some like it, some don’t. I do.’


      

      ‘How do you go about it? What do you do between trips?’


      

      ‘Look around, get a job, build another stake for passage to somewhere else.’ Dumarest finished the Basic and set down the

         empty cup. ‘Broome is a busy world. I won’t have too much trouble finding a ship heading for somewhere I haven’t yet seen.’

         He caught the handler’s expression. ‘We’re going to Broome? The place you told me was the next port of call?’

      


      

      ‘No.’ Benson retreated a little. Dumarest caught his arm.


      

      ‘I booked for Broome,’ he said coldly. His hand tightened. The handler winced. ‘Did you lie?’


      

      ‘No!’ Benson had courage. ‘You booked the usual,’ he said. ‘A passage to the next port of call. I thought it was Broome. It

         was Broome until we got that charter.’

      


      

      ‘And now?’


      

      ‘We’re three days’ flight from Gath.’


      

      Close your eyes, hold your breath, concentrate. On Gath you can hear the music of the spheres!




So claimed the admen and they could have been telling the truth—Dumarest had never wanted to find out. Gath was for tourists

         with a two-way ticket. It was an ‘attraction’ with no home industry, no stable society in which a traveller could work to

         build the price of get-away fare. A dead, dumb, blind-alley of a world at the end of the line.

      


      

      He stood at the edge of the field looking it over. He wasn’t alone. Down past the levelled area, crouched in the scoop of

         a valley running down to the sea, squatted a huddle of ramshackle dwellings. They reflected the poverty which hung over them

         like a miasma. They gave some shelter and a measure of privacy and that was all.

      


      

      Further off and to one side, on some high ground well away from the danger of the field and the smell of the camp, sat a prim

         collection of prefabricated huts and inflatable tents. There sat the money and the comfort money could provide—the tourists

         who travelled High, doped with quick-time so that a day seemed an hour, a week a day.

      


      

      Those in the camp had travelled like Dumarest—Low. Those who rode Middle stayed with the ships which were their home. They

         would stay, so Benson had said, until after the storm. Then they would leave. Others would return for the next storm. On Gath

         that was about four months. An age.

      


      

      Dumarest walked from the field, thrusting his way past a handful of men who stared at the ships with hopeless eyes, feeling

         his boots sink into the dirt as he left the hardened surface. It was hot, the air heavy, the humidity high. He opened his

         collar as he entered the camp. A narrow lane wound between the dwellings, uneven and thick with dust. It would lead, he knew, to a central

         area—common to all such encampments. He was looking for information. He found it sooner than he hoped.

      


      

      A man sat before the open front of one of the dwellings. It had been clumsily built from scraps of discarded plastic sheeting

         supported by branches, weighted with rocks. The man was bearded, dirty, his clothing a shapeless mess. He stooped over a boot

         trying to mend a gaping rip in the side. He looked up as Dumarest approached.

      


      

      ‘Earl!’ The boot and scraps of twisted wire fell aside as he sprang to his feet. ‘Man, am I sorry to see you!’


      

      ‘Megan!’ Dumarest’s eyes probed the dirt, the beard, the shapeless clothing. ‘As bad as all that?’


      

      ‘Worse.’ Megan stooped, picked up his boot, swore as he thrust a finger through the hole. ‘Just arrived?’


      

      ‘Yes.’


      

      ‘How was the handler on your ship?’ Megan was too casual. ‘A decent type?’


      

      ‘Couldn’t be better. Why?’


      

      ‘Decent enough to trust a man?’


      

      ‘He isn’t a fool.’ Dumarest sat down before the hut. ‘You know the rules, Megan. No cash, no ride. How long have you been

         stuck here?’

      


      

      ‘Over a year.’ Viciously he flung down the damaged boot. ‘Four times I’ve seen the ships come in and four times they’ve left

         without me. If I don’t get away soon I won’t be able to get away at all. Even now I’d be taking more than a normal risk.’

      


      

      He was optimistic. Beneath the dirt Megan was gaunt, his clothes hanging from a skeletal frame. For him to travel Low in his

         condition was suicide. He looked enviously at Dumarest.

      


      

      ‘You’re looking fit,’ he said. ‘For a man who’s just landed.’


      

      ‘I had luck,’ said Dumarest, and smiled at the memory. ‘The handler stepped out of line and got himself disciplined. He woke

         me three days early for the sake of company. He wanted someone to talk to, I let him talk.’

      


      

      ‘And got well fed for listening.’ Megan scowled. ‘I bet he wanted to know all about being a traveller.’


      

      ‘You know?’


      

      ‘It happens all the time. Damn yokels! They can’t understand that it takes guts to operate on your own. They get to hate us

         for being what they can’t and they vent their spite any way they can. Damn them all to hell!’

      


      

      He sat down, lacking the strength for sustained anger.


      

      ‘I got here by mistake,’ he said quietly. ‘A lying handler said the ship was bound for Largis. I didn’t know he’d lied until

         I was outside the ship. At first I wasn’t too worried. I’d heard about Gath and was curious. I wanted—well, never mind that.

         I even had a little money to tide me over before settling down to earn a stake. That’s when it hit me.’

      


      

      ‘No work,’ said Dumarest. ‘No loose money lying around. I know how it is.’


      

      ‘You were always smart,’ said Megan dully. ‘I remember you talking about it that time on Shick. The worlds a traveller had to stay away from if he didn’t want to get stranded.

         Well, what good did it do you?’

      


      

      ‘None,’ said Dumarest flatly. He explained how he came to be on the planet. Megan nodded, moodily examining his boot.


      

      ‘I saw the party land. Big, well-armed, enough stuff to stock a store.’


      

      ‘They’ve got money,’ agreed Dumarest. ‘Maybe they came here to hunt.’


      

      ‘Then they’re wasting their time.’ Megan spat his disgust. ‘There’s no game on this planet—not here at least. And people don’t

         visit Gath to hunt.’

      


      

      ‘Then the guns must be for something else.’ Dumarest was thoughtful. ‘A big party, you say?’


      

      ‘That’s right. They didn’t look like a bunch of tourists and didn’t act like ones. More like a military detachment than anything

         else. Female guards everywhere, tough as nails and as ugly as sin. They’ve set up their tents in Hightown.’ Megan picked up

         the scraps of wire and began to fumble with his boot. His hands were shaking. ‘I offered to carry some of their stuff. One

         of them pushed me aside. That’s how I ripped my boot. I tripped and almost busted an ankle.’ He pursed his lips. ‘Nice people.’

      


      

      ‘I know the type.’ Dumarest reached out and took the boot and wire. ‘Here, let me do that.’


      

      Megan didn’t object. He sat watching, trying to pluck up his courage. ‘Earl. I …’


      

      ‘Later,’ said Dumarest quickly. ‘After I’ve finished this you can show me where I can get us something to eat.’ He didn’t look at the other man, concentrating on the

         repair. ‘Now let me see,’ he mused. ‘The problem is to lash it tight enough not to yield but leave it flexible enough to give.’


But that wasn’t the real problem.

      


   






      

      

      2


      

      There was no cycle of night and day on Gath. Always the swollen ball of the sun glowered over the horizon, tinting the leaden

         sea the colour of blood. To the east there was darkness, cold, mysterious. Between light and dark ran a strip of bearable

         temperature but only here, on this waterlogged world, did it touch both land and ocean. The accident of distribution had

         helped to make the planet unique.

      


      

      ‘A dying world,’ said a voice. It was soft, carefully modulated. ‘Angered at the knowledge of its inevitable end. A little

         jealous, a little pathetic, very much afraid and most certainly cruel.’

      


      

      ‘You are speaking of Gath?’ Seena Thoth, ward of the Matriarch of Kund, stayed looking through the window set into the wall

         of the tent. There was no need for her to turn. She had recognised the voice. Synthosilk rustled as the tall figure of Cyber

         Dyne stepped to her side.

      


      

      ‘What else. My Lady?’


      

      ‘I thought it possible you spoke in analogy.’ She turned and faced the cyber. He wore the scarlet robe of his class; beneath

         its cowl his face was smooth, ageless, unmarked by emotion. ‘The Matriarch is also old, perhaps a little afraid, most certainly cruel—to those who oppose her will.’

      


      

      ‘To be a ruler is not an easy thing, My Lady.’


      

      ‘It can be worse to be a subject.’ She turned from the window, her face pale beneath the black mound of lacquered hair. ‘I

         saw one before we left Kund, a man impaled on a cone of polished glass. They told me that his sensitivity to pain had been

         heightened and that he would take a long time to die.’

      


      

      ‘He was a traitor, My Lady. The manner of his death was chosen so as to serve as an example to others who might be tempted

         to rebel.’

      


      

      ‘By your advice?’ She tightened her lips at the inclination of his head. ‘So. You oppose rebellion?’


      

      ‘I do not oppose, I do not aid. I take no sides. I advise. I am of value only while I remain detached.’ He spoke his credo

         in the same soft, even modulation he would use to announce the arrival of battle, murder, and sudden death.

      


      

      She hid her repulsion as she heard it. It was instinctive, this dislike of hers for the cyber. As a woman she was proud of

         her sex and the power it gave. She liked to read desire in the eyes of men but she had never read it in the eyes of Dyne.

         She would never read it. No woman ever would.

      


      

      At five he had been chosen. At fifteen, after a forced puberty, he had undergone an operation on the thalamus. He could feel

         no joy, no hate, no desire, no pain. He was a coldly logical machine of flesh and blood, a detached, dispassionate human robot.

         The only pleasure he could know was the mental satisfaction of correct deduction.

      


      

      

      ‘It seems to me,’ she said slowly, ‘that your logic is at fault. To make a martyr is a mistake. Martyrs make causes.’


      

      ‘Not unless there is a cause to make,’ he corrected. ‘The man was a paid assassin. He knew the risk he ran and accepted it.

         The opposition on Kund, My Lady, is not of the masses. It is common knowledge that the rule of the Matriarch has been benevolent.’

      


      

      ‘That is true.’


      

      ‘It is also well known that she is no longer young and has still not named her successor.’


      

      She nodded, impatient with him for labouring the obvious.


      

      ‘That is why the site of the execution was chosen so carefully,’ he murmured. ‘It was no accident that the man was impaled

         before the residence of the Lady Moira.’

      


      

      The suggestion was outrageous. Seena both knew and liked the woman. ‘You say that she would employ an assassin? Ridiculous!’


      

      Dyne remained silent.


      

      ‘The Lady Moira is rich and powerful,’ she admitted. ‘But she is a woman of honour.’


      

      ‘Honour, My Lady, can mean many things to many people.’


      

      ‘But assassination …’


      

      ‘Is an accepted political instrument. It is feared that the Matriarch is no longer at her prime. There are those who are concerned

         about the succession. That’, he added, ‘is why I chose the place of execution.’

      


      

      ‘I know,’ she said impatiently. ‘Before the residence of the Lady Moira.’ Her eyes widened. ‘Whose house is next to the Halatian Embassy!’

      


      

      Dyne made no answer, his face bland, his eyes enigmatic, but Seena was no fool. She had lived too long in the hot-house atmosphere

         of court intrigue not to be able to see the obvious. Kund was wealthy, Halat was not. Many thought that the Lady Moira had

         a better claim to the throne than the Matriarch. Gloria was old.

      


      

      But to assassinate her?


      

      ‘You misunderstand, My Lady,’ said Dyne in his soft modulation. ‘The assassination was not aimed at the Matriarch. It was

         aimed at yourself.’

      


      

      A bell chimed from an inner room of the complex of inflated plastic which was their temporary home. A curtain swept aside

         and Gloria, the Matriarch of Kund, stood in the opening. She was very old but as a tree is old, grown tough with age and battle,

         hard and determined and drawing strength from that determination. Two of her guards attended her, hard-faced, mannish women,

         dedicated and fantastically loyal. She waved them aside as she moved towards a chair.

      


      

      ‘I can manage. I’m not so old that you have to carry me about!’


      

      Her voice, she knew, was too thin, too querulous but it was something that couldn’t be helped. Not even the cosmosurgeons

         could revitalise delicate tissues which had aged too much. But it was a fault which, normally, she managed to control.

      


      

      ‘All right.’ she snapped at the guards as she sat down. ‘Wait outside—out of earshot.’ She waited until the curtain had fallen behind them. They would not go far, perhaps not

         far enough, but she could trust their discretion. She looked at Dyne. ‘Well, did you tell her?’

      


      

      ‘Yes, My Lady.’


      

      ‘And she was scared?’ She chuckled as the cyber made no answer. ‘She was scared. So was I the first time I realised that someone

         wanted to kill me. That was a long time ago now. A long time ago.’ She was repeating herself, she realised, another attribute

         of age. Irritation made her cough.

      


      

      ‘My Lady!’ Seena swept toward her, hovering at her side. ‘Can I get you something? A drink? Anything?’


      

      ‘Relax, girl, and don’t fuss.’ Gloria swallowed, easing her throat. ‘You can’t run away from unpleasant facts by forcing yourself

         to be busy with trifles. It’s time you grew up and faced reality. Someone wanted you dead. Can you guess why?’

      


      

      ‘No, My Lady.’


      

      ‘You can’t even venture a guess?’


      

      ‘Not that, My Lady—I don’t believe that anyone would want to assassinate me at all.’


      

      ‘Then you’re a fool!’ Irritation made the old woman sharp. ‘Take my word for it that they did. Now can you guess as to why?’


      

      ‘Yes, My Lady.’ Her eyes were very direct. ‘To eliminate me from the possibility of succession.’


      

      ‘Good!’ Gloria smiled her pleasure. ‘You’re not as stupid as I hope some people think. Now you can get me the pomander.’


      

      

      She sat back, relaxing in the chair as she sniffed the ball of golden filigree stuffed with exotic spices. She had always

         loved the scent of spice but the pomander held more than that. Liberated by the warmth of her hand microscopic particles of

         chemical magic rose from the ball to be absorbed by the mucous membranes of nose and mouth. Beneath their influence her body

         grew fractionally young again. Later she would pay for the demands made on her metabolism. Now it was important that she should

         not appear a senile old woman with a fogged and aimless mind.

      


      

      ‘Tell me,’ she said gently. ‘What made you think that you could be considered as my heiress?’


      

      ‘I don’t think it,’ said the girl. ‘You asked me to give you a reason why I should be killed. I gave you one—but I don’t believe

         that I was the target of the assassin.’

      


      

      ‘You were,’ snapped the old woman. ‘Later you shall see the proof. Someone, somehow, guessed something they shouldn’t and

         took steps to eliminate what they must have considered to be an obstruction. I would like to have those responsible in my

         power.’ Her voice deepened, reflecting something of the cruelty of which she was capable. ‘Do you know why you are a possible

         choice?’

      


      

      Seena nodded, her face pale.


      

      ‘Do you know what it means to be chosen?’


      

      ‘Yes, My Lady, I do.’


      

      ‘I wonder.’ Gloria looked at her ward with probing eyes. She was a beautiful female animal. Perhaps too beautiful—but she

         would not have had her otherwise. ‘Listen, girl,’ she snapped. ‘And understand. A Matriarch cannot be a slave to the emotional stress stemming

         from her reproductive organs. There is a cure—but it means the end of natural succession. A Matriarch can never be a mother.

         You see the problem?’

      


      

      ‘Yes, My Lady. Without a natural heir you have to choose your successor. In this you have advice.’ Seena gestured towards

         Dyne. ‘It is a matter of selecting the one best to rule.’

      


      

      How simple the girl made it seem! The scent from the spice filled the room as the old woman lifted the pomander to her nostrils.

         This was no time for impatient anger.

      


      

      ‘Best—for whom? For the great houses that wait like hungry dogs ready to snap up a bone? For the masses who have nothing but

         faith? For the cabals who seek power?’ She shook her head. ‘The one who takes my place must not be a tool of any such group.

         She must be without affiliation and misplaced loyalty. Above all she must be strong enough to hold the throne.’

      


      

      ‘And,’ reminded Dyne softly, ‘she must be able to live long enough to collect it.’


      

      ‘Right!’ Gloria leaned forward in her chair, her eyes burning at her ward. ‘Ten times in the past seven years I have seemed

         to favour a successor. Ten times an assassin has struck.’ Her lips writhed in sardonic amusement. ‘I found it a convenient

         way of disposing of the over-ambitious.’ She read the girl’s expression. ‘You don’t like it? You think that any woman can

         rule with lily-white hands? Girl, I’ve held the throne for eighty years and it didn’t come as a gift. I’ve fought for it every minute, pitting one house against

         another, letting them weaken themselves when to allow them to unite would have meant the end of my rule. I’ve killed and manoeuvred

         and done things no woman should ever have to do. But Kund is more important than any woman. Remember that!’

      


      

      She was talking, thought Seena, as if to the next Matriarch.


      

      The face was a mask of pain, the eyes enormous, the mouth a lipless hole of silent pain. Sweat ran down the deep-graven lines

         in the tormented face. She could almost smell the rank odour from the masculine body.

      


      

      ‘He was conditioned,’ said Dyne quietly at her side. ‘In order to overcome the instilled death-directive we had to bypass

         the nervous system to the heart.’ His arm was a shadow against the screen, his finger tapping softly on the glass as he pointed

         to where thick tubes ran from the chest to a squat machine. ‘The conflict caused a revival of the birth trauma. He wants to

         die and cannot and so feels psychological pain.’

      


      

      ‘Must I watch this?’


      

      ‘It is the Matriarch’s order.’ He did not look at her. In the light from the screen his face was a kaleidoscope of colour.

         ‘It is important that you understand that you were the target of this assassin.’

      


      

      ‘Why?’


      

      ‘That, My Lady, is not for me to say.’ He stepped back as the scene diminished, showing the interior of the interrogation laboratory of the palace. ‘I predicted that there

         was an eighty-two per cent probability of such an attempt being made. Watch was kept as I advised and the man was captured.

         His story was obviously false. Warned of what to expect, the guards prevented his self-murder. Precautions were taken before

         his interrogation. He admitted that you were his target.’

      


      

      ‘I don’t believe it!’ She was shaken by the sight, by the reminder of what went on behind the outwardly innocent façade of

         rule. ‘Is this some kind of trick?’

      


      

      ‘For what purpose, My Lady?’ He waited courteously for her reply and, when none came, reached out and touched a control. The

         scene blurred, expanded to show the tormented face, the lipless, gaping mouth. This time there was sound, a horrible rasp

         of breath, a whimpering threnody, a name. Her name.

      


      

      ‘Enough!’


      

      The face diminished, the sound died, the screen went blank. A curtain rustled and light poured into the room. Dyne turned

         from the window.

      


      

      ‘It proved impossible to elicit the name of his employer and it is doubtful if he even knew it. There are ways to arrange

         these things. But I advised steps to be taken so that those probably responsible would know of their failure—and our knowledge

         of their implication.’

      


      

      ‘By impaling him!’


      

      ‘Yes, My Lady.’


      

      

      She shuddered, remembering the tormented face turned toward the sky, the ugly stains on the polished glass, the empty gropings

         of the hands, the aimless movements of the feet. And the screams—she could not easily forget the screams.

      


      

      But she no longer blamed the Matriarch.


      

      The room oppressed her with its too recent memory of pain. It was a bare, bleak chamber used by the guards in attendance,

         empty now but for the cyber and herself. Impulsively she walked across the floor, through hangings of shimmering crystal,

         through an annex piled deep with rugs and to a narrow door opening on the world outside. She pressed the release and the panel

         folded to one side, letting in the tropical heat. She stood feeling the glare of the sun on her face, looking out to where the

         heavy waves of the ocean rolled sluggishly toward the shore. Some men in a crude boat fought the swell.

      


      

      A rustle and Dyne was beside her. She pointed to the men, tiny in the distance.


      

      ‘What are they doing?’


      

      ‘Seeking food, My Lady.’


      

      She nodded, uninterested in the problems of others, her mind stained with thoughts of danger and death. Someone had tried

         to kill her—it was not a comforting thought.

      


      

      ‘Why are we here?’ She gestured toward the outside world. ‘Why the sudden journey from Kund, the trans-shipping, the charter?’


      

      ‘You were considered to be in grave danger, My Lady. And the engines of our ship were not safe.’


      

      

      ‘Sabotage?’


      

      ‘It is possible.’


      

      She felt a chill run down her spine. The great houses had wealth and power and their influence could reach far. In the struggle

         for the succession who could consider themselves safe? Impatiently she shook her head.

      


      

      ‘Even so, why are we here? What does the Matriarch hope to find?’


      

      ‘Perhaps an answer, My Lady.’ He paused, looking at her, recognising her beauty as a mathematician would recognise the beauty

         of an abstract equation. In her, art and science had united with the original germ plasm to produce something exceptional.

         ‘You know of Gath?’

      


      

      ‘I have heard of it. This is the planet on which you are supposed to be able to hear the music of the spheres.’ Her laugh

         was brittle, humourless. ‘Did we come here to listen to music? If so we have wasted our journey. There are more pleasing sounds

         on Kund.’

      


      

      ‘We are not in the right place, My Lady. And this is not the right time. We must wait for the storm.’


      

      ‘And?’


      

      ‘Prior to the storm we will go north, to a place where the coast swings east toward the cold and dark of the night hemisphere.

         There stands a tremendous barrier, a mountain range fretted and carved by endless winds, worn by the passage of time. Hard

         stone remains while soft has been weathered away. Buried deep in the rock are masses of crystal which respond in a wide range

         of harmonics to pressure and vibration. In effect the range is the greatest sounding board ever imagined. When the winds blow during a storm the results

         are—interesting.’

      


      

      ‘You have been here before?’


      

      ‘No, My Lady.’


      

      ‘Then …?’ She broke off the question, knowing the answer. Given a pair of facts Dyne could find a third. Given a set of circumstances,

         the cyber could extrapolate the most probable course of events. It was enough for him to know what had been experienced by

         others. But still a question remained.

      


      

      ‘Why?’


      

      ‘Why are we here? What is there about Gath which drew the Matriarch all the way from Kund?’ He made no pretence that he didn’t

         grasp her meaning. ‘I told you, My Lady. It could be that she hopes to find an answer.’
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