
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   



    

MONSTER OF METELAZE


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 place stank of hysteria. There were drums and pipes, the repetitious beat merging with the shrill, high wail, accelerating
         the heat and tensing the nerves so that men cried out and tore at their clothing, and women screamed and sent sharp nails
         to tear at their skin. Incense blurred the air, heavy, pungent, catching at the senses and fogging the eyes so that shapes
         seemed to writhe and move with an inner volition, serpents, fuzzed and tentacled denizens of other worlds, a giant scorpion,
         a clarsh, a thing which oozed a noxious slime. All dead, stuffed, hanging from invisible wires. A part of the masquerade as
         were the candles, the blood-red symbols on walls and floor, the brazier which fumed an emerald smoke, the tall, emaciated
         figure which stood, arms extended, eyes blazing, mouth spouting gibberish.
      

      
      “Ayag te uletasca! Selif om phrenec juoosat! Ki elmquar hommanda zultenianac miielt coorm!”

      
      “Ayah!” shrieked the congregation. “Ayah Metelaze!”

      
      “Ut weqnantta ro fhexicanqu ziee! Cho vundart ci lunmexec ac!”

      
      “Ayah! Ayah Metelaze!”

      
      The supposed tongue of the Ancient Race, the Zheltyana, the strange and mysterious beings who had left enigmatic artifacts
         on worlds scattered throughout the galaxy. Their seal glowed in fire from the roof, a convoluted series of interwound circles, the Ancient Sign; it was protective, the bringer of good luck.
      

      
      It was, thought Gresham sourly, the only genuine thing in the place.

      
      He sat, hunched in his robe, uncomfortably aware of others pressing close. The room was small, the congregation many, and
         the air already vitiated. Oxygen-lack, the first steps to brainwashing, the shortage compounded by the incense, the fuming
         stench from the brazier. Both smokes would carry drugs and there would be other devices, sonic projectors to augment the pipes
         and drums, to ease the path to unthinking acceptance of the supposed sorcerer’s words.
      

      
      “We have been blessed,” he shouted. “We have been honored. Fortunate is the world of Metelaze. Great is our destiny. Mighty
         will be our future. To us will come the races of the galaxy. To us will come the wealth of a universe. Ayah Metelaze!”
      

      
      “Ayah! Ayah Metelaze!”

      
      Gresham joined in, feeling his own heart accelerate, his own nerves respond to the calculated stimuli. And it was calculated,
         it could be nothing else. All over the planet were similar congregations, meeting to chant, to sway, to reaffirm their belief
         in destiny. A withdrawal from the cold facts of science to the warm comfort of superstition. To the supposed secrets of the
         Zheltyana. To the wonderful future which would soon come and shower benefits on all.
      

      
      A sop to the populace. An anodyne against endless shortage and unremitting labor.

      
      “We must believe,” shouted the sorcerer. “We must work. We must strive. We must follow without question. We must suffer so
         that we can be filled. We must obey.”
      

      
      “Ayah! Ayah Metelaze!”

      
      “The way is hard and the way is long but the way is not endless. Each night must end in dawn. Each winter must yield to spring.
         The deepest valley rises to a hill. Each hill rises to a mountain. Together we shall reach the summit and stand and open our
         hands and they shall be filled and flowing over. This is the promise of the Ancient Race. The paradise lost shall be rewon. Soon, my friends. Soon.”
      

      
      “Ayah! Ayah Metelaze!”

      
      Madness, but contagious. Gresham found himself shouting, tearing at his robe. Next to him a woman shrieked and fell, froth
         on her lips, legs kicking, lost in hysterical spasms. Another followed, a third, and a man staggered upright, shouting incomprehensible
         sounds. Bedlam reigned.
      

      
      Gresham joined in, aware of watching eyes, the sharp glances of the sorcerer, the two assistants who stood motionless against
         the back wall. It could have been a mistake to join the congregation, but there had been a need to know and rumor was never
         reliable. So he shouted with the rest, not too loud so as to attract attention, but loud enough, he hoped, to escape notice.
      

      
      “Hold!” The sorcerer raised his arms. “Behold!”

      
      The emerald smoke fuming from the brazier thickened, seemed to solidify, to adopt shape and form. A face looked down on the
         groveling men and women. A broad face, the cheekbones prominent, eyes deep-set, smoldering, and its mouth a lipless gash.
      

      
      Kazym, dictator of Metelaze.

      
      It hung, suspended, wreathed with swirling plumes, a projection, perhaps, thrown on the emerald smoke, but to people stunned
         by nerve-shattering stimulation, hysterical beyond rational judgment, it was yet another demonstration of the awesome power
         of the Zheltyana.
      

      
      As silence filled the room the face spoke.

      
      “My people. I see you. I feel your suffering. I know of your anguish. For too long have we rested beneath the Terran heel.
         For too long have we been exploited by those who suck our blood and bring nothing and take all. Soon this will be ended. Soon,
         very soon now, we shall strike off the chains of our oppressors. Metelaze will be free. Free!”
      

      
      “Ayah! Ayah Metelaze!”

      
      “To us will be the fruits of our world. To each will be given a house, land, food, and fine raiment. No longer shall we be
         robbed to support other planets. Already, my friends, they are jealous of us. They sense our great destiny when, guided by the Ancient Ones whose secrets we have learned,
         we shall rise and flower and become the envy of all.”
      

      
      Pie in the sky, thought Gresham sourly. Everything tomorrow—nothing today. The carrot which made men forget the sting of the
         whip.
      

      
      “But there are those among us who hate what we do. Enemies who seek to rob us of our great destiny. They talk and they whisper
         and they lie. They work for those who oppress us. My friends, need I tell you what should be done to them?”
      

      
      “Death! Kill them all!”

      
      “Seek them out. Listen. Report them to the guards.”

      
      “Yes! Yes!”

      
      “Destroy them!”

      
      “Yes! Ayah Metelaze!”

      
      The face dissolved, lost its firm lines, and became one with the swirling smoke. A cool breeze gusted from unseen fans, clearing
         the air a little, restoring some form of order. More calculation. Dazed, befuddled men and women were a bad advertisement.
         The congregation would leave happy, determined, completely unaware that they had been subtly conditioned to the dictates
         of Kazym.
      

      
      But it was not yet over.

      
      A drum began to beat, quieter now, the measured thuds like the tolling of a bell. The assistants moved among the assembly,
         bowls extended for contributions. The smoke from the brazier dwindled, and was replaced by a dull red glow. Limned by the
         light the emaciated face of the sorcerer looked like a skull.
      

      
      “And now,” he said, “if there are those who wish to part the veil and look into the future, let them give a sign.”

      
      A woman lifted her hand, then two others, then a scatter of men.

      
      Palmistry, thought Gresham. More hokum to add to the rest. Another nail in the coffin of good sense and intelligence. He relaxed
         a little as the sorcerer and his assistants went their rounds.
      

      
      To a nearby woman the emaciated man said, “You will bear a fine son. Your man will win a sum on the lottery. You must beware a tall, dark stranger and take care when talking
         to those who do not believe in the Ancient Ones.”
      

      
      To another: “You have an enemy who is very close. A friend from childhood who envies what you have. I see a journey, a minor
         illness, but all will be well.”
      

      
      A third: “You are troubled about your son, but have no fear; soon he will see the light. Good fortune lies ahead and there
         is a man who finds you most attractive. If he should approach you be gentle if you refuse his advances.”
      

      
      “And the pain, master? The ache in my chest?”

      
      “It will go before the end of the year.”

      
      Consolation, promises, vague statements, all the usual things. Gresham could have done as well himself. Beside him a man whispered,
         “Are you going to offer your hand?”
      

      
      “No.”

      
      “No?” The man seemed surprised. “You, a dealer in fabrics, not interested in what the future may bring. Master, my hand.”

      
      He thrust out a thick paw, grinning as the sorcerer told of wealth to come, romantic encounters, advancement, and bounding
         health. Gresham watched, thoughtful. The man had obviously recognized him, despite his crude disguise. Not as what he really
         was, a secret agent of Terra, but as a local merchant, his established cover. To refuse to participate in this child’s play
         would be to act out of character.
      

      
      As the sorcerer ended his reading he held out his palm. “Master?”

      
      “The lines of your fate are deep and clear. You have a secret and are much troubled. I see—” The thin finger paused, smoldering
         eyes lifting to search Gresham’s face. “Do you wish me to continue?”
      

      
      “Tell him, master!” The man who had recognized Gresham as a dealer in fabrics was curious. “Is the price of cloth going to
         rise? To fall? Will he father seven sons? His wife remain faithful?” He chuckled richly.
      

      
      “Continue,” said Gresham. Trapped, he had no choice. “Tell me what is to come, master.”

      
      
      “Death.”

      
      For a second Gresham was stunned, then he said, lightly, “Death comes to us all, master.”

      
      “To you very soon.” The thin finger traced a line, paused, pressed with sudden motion. The prick of pain was barely noticeable.
         “Within the hour you will be no more. I read it in your hand.”
      

      
      He rose, backing, and Gresham found himself alone. Those within earshot had drawn back as though he had the plague. Others,
         learning what had been prophesied, craned their heads to see who had been marked by fate. A path opened from where he sat
         to the door. Rising, he followed it, halting outside to breathe deep of the chill air. A scatter of snow lay on the street,
         more threatening to fall from the clouds above. It was dark but lamps on tall standards threw cones of brilliance. In the
         light Gresham examined his palm, seeing the tiny puncture made by a sharpened fingernail.
      

      
      Poison, obviously; it could be nothing else. Naked murder disguised as a prophecy. He would die and the sorcerer’s reputation
         for infallibility enhanced. Somehow the man must have learned his true identity, or perhaps he had been chosen at random to
         serve as an object lesson. The reasons no longer mattered.
      

      
      He would die, was already dying, his only hope lying in the bare possibility that he could neutralize the poison. But, without
         knowing its nature, he could only guess at an antidote. And he had so little time.
      

      
      An hour, the sorcerer had said. No, within the hour. It could be minutes, seconds even. No time to reach help. No time to
         reach his shop, his office, the instruments hidden there, the devices which would slump into unrecognizable slag at the probe
         of an unauthorized hand. But, at least, there was one thing he could do.
      

      
      He thrust his hand beneath the robe, beneath his clothing to where a small nodule rested beneath the skin. Stripped it would
         be unnoticeable, a warted pimple, no more. He pressed it and then leaned against a lamp standard, his lips barely moving.
         To a casual onlooker he would see a man gasping for breath. Had the onlooker been a little more discerning he would have decided that the man was talking to himself. In both cases he would have been
         wrong.
      

      
      Gresham was talking, but not to himself. His subvocal conversation was directed toward the transmitter buried beneath his
         skin, the short-range apparatus which sent his report to the instruments within his office, to be taped, amplified, sent out
         on a narrow beam.
      

      
      He heard others of the assembly emerge into the street behind him, and straightened his shoulders. They must not know that
         he was other than what he appeared. Must never guess at the complexity of the organization of which he was a part.
      

      
      Still talking, he headed down the street. He walked two hundred yards, three, then fell to be covered by the snow freshly
         falling from above.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER

      TWO

      Director Elias Weyburn was a man who carried the weight of systems on his shoulders and looked it. He had pouched eyes, heavy
         jowls, a nose like a beak. Friends likened him to a proud eagle, enemies to a brooding vulture. Kennedy often thought of him
         as a dog, a big St. Bernard, without the flopping ears and barrel of traditional brandy, but with the fangs which could rip
         and tear. He showed them now, lips bared in a grim smile, strong white teeth parted in the double crease of his cheeks.
      

      
      “Cap,” he said without preamble. “Something stinks in the state of Denmark.”

      
      “Meaning?”

      
      “Metelaze. There’s trouble there of the nastiest kind. We’ve lost three agents so far; the third managed to tell us why. Arnold
         Gresham. Did you ever meet?”
      

      
      Kennedy shook his head at the screen. The Director of Terran Control was light-years away, his voice and image carried by
         hybeam to the snug confines of the Mordain.

      
      “A nice chap; he had great potential. A little eager, but that was no real fault. We’ll miss him.”

      
      “Dead?”

      
      “Murdered. Shot full of poison by some fake sorcerer on Metelaze. He got the message out just before he died.

      
      “Sorcerers? On Metelaze?” Kennedy frowned. “That’s in the Terran Sphere. What’s happened to law and order and common sense?”
      

      
      “That’s what we’ve got to find out.” Weyburn shook his head, baffled. “As a world Metelaze is no great shakes when it comes
         to development. A backward place and like most such worlds too damn touchy. We’ve offered help a dozen times and it’s always
         been refused. Their world council wants to make it alone. Unless they ask for help or are attacked we can’t move in. As long
         as they don’t declare war on Terra, pose a threat or defy the common weal we have to let them alone. We watch, naturally—that
         was Gresham’s assignment, a soft number to train him for a more dangerous position, at least that’s what we thought. Now he’s
         dead and the pot’s about to boil over.”
      

“So?”
     
      “You’re in that sector, Cap. I want you to move in and find out just what’s going on.”

      
      “And?”

      
      Weyburn glowered. “Damn it, Cap, do I have to spell it out? Officially Gresham’s death was due to natural causes. I know better,
         but how can I prove it? If I send in heavy forces every world in a similar position will scream that we are treading on their
         toes. There’ll be secessions, splinter groups, uneasy alliances. Other interests will move in and, before we know it, trouble
         will rear in a dozen systems. This has to be handled with kid gloves.”
      

      
      As always, and Kennedy knew why, the Director wore the haggard look of a man in permanent frustration. In the old days it
         had been easy for a superior power to maintain the peace. A warring, troublesome group could be told to behave or be beaten,
         but no longer. That situation had ended with the discovery of atomic power. Now, any planet, no matter how backward, held
         the potential for awesome destruction. Their own world could pay the price, but they would not die alone. And those they would
         take with them would have the most to lose.
      

      
      Earth itself, perhaps, with its teeming cities and intensely complex industrial system and economic balance, its wide parks and recreational facilities, universities, museums, libraries. Earth, which had sent colonists far and wide
         to settle on worlds scattered throughout the galaxy; to bind them in the Pax Terra and to hold them as a unit by skill and guile, subterfuge and diplomacy.
      

      
      Kennedy said, “We can get to Metelaze in a few days. Have you forces standing by in case of need?”

      
      “MALACA 5 is close. Commander Chenga knows the situation. In fact he’s offered to help a couple of times, but without success.
         Metelaze doesn’t want a Mobile Aid Laboratory and Construction Authority to interfere. Something to do with planetary pride.”
         Weyburn looked as if he wanted to spit. “Men starving, women old before they’re young, the resources of a world concentrated
         on a single end. Crazy.”
      

      
      “To us, maybe,” admitted Kennedy. “To them?” He shrugged. “Planetary cultures must be left to develop in their own way. Divergent
         social conditions can act and react against each other to spur and revitalize the race. Or am I preaching to the converted?”
      

      
      “You are and you damn well know it.” Weyburn shrugged in turn. “I know the reason why we act as we do; who could know it better?
         You just try sitting on the edge of a volcano all the time as well as walking on eggs. It gets tiring. Sometimes I envy you
         Free Acting Terran Envoys. Will you see what can be done to clear up the mess?”
      

      
      “Of course.”

      
      “Good, Cap, I knew you wouldn’t let me down. Activate your copier; I’m sending full data.” Weyburn paused while Kennedy tripped
         a switch, grunting as he saw the green light flash on his own panel. “As Metelaze is in the Terran Sphere you might be able
         to tackle it on an open, official level, but I’ll leave the details to you. Just get that council to ask for help. I don’t
         care how you do it, but get them to make an official request. Once they do Chenga can move in and help straighten things out.
         Luck, Cap.”
      

      
      The screen died, and the face with it. From the copier came a sheaf of closely printed reports. Kennedy picked them up, turning to meet Saratov’s quizzical stare.
      

      
      “I heard, Cap. What was all that about Denmark?”

      
      “A reference to one of Shakespeare’s plays. Hamlet. You should read it.”

      
      “Plays?” The giant looked dubious. “I don’t think I could manage that. Books, yes, plays, no. I haven’t the imagination.”

      
      If he hadn’t imagination he certainly had strength. Penza Saratov was almost as wide as he was tall, the shaven ball of his
         head running into a thick neck mounted on massive shoulders. Arms, torso, calves, and thighs completed the picture of a living
         machine composed of flesh, bone, and muscle.
      

      
      Dressed in his usual loose garments he appeared a normal man grown impossibly obese, but the vast frame carried not an ounce
         of useless fat; all was sinew and trained strength under perfect control. A giant born and raised on a world with three times
         normal gravity. He was the finest engineer Kennedy had ever come across, and he kept the Mordain in optimum condition.
      

      
      He said, “Sorcerers, Cap? Magicians? I saw some once on Vigaurd. They ate fire, or pretended to, and one of them grew a tree
         from a seed while we watched. They’re nothing to worry about.”
      

      
      “Not if you don’t believe in them,” admitted Kennedy dryly. “But, if you do, they can kill.”

      
      “By casting spells?”

      
      “So they claim, but sometimes they might need a little help.” With poison or a knife in the back or a staged accident. Hypnotism
         itself could do it if used by an adept. Kennedy glanced at the sheaf of papers. “I’ll take these to the professor. He can
         give us a summary and then we can make a plan. In the meantime tell Veem to change course and head for Metelaze.”
      

      
      Chemile was amusing himself. He stood against the bulkhead, perfectly still, his skin, scaled with minute flecks of photosensitive
         tissue, adopting the coloration of the background against which he stood. He was a man-sized chameleon with an infinitely
         superior protective mechanism developed on the harsh world which had given him birth. As Saratov entered the control room he froze, breath stilled,
         eyes closed.
      

      
      “Veem?” The giant scowled as he looked at the apparently deserted compartment. With the Mordain on automatic control attention wasn’t necessary, computers attending to course and safety, but he knew the navigator was
         somewhere around. “Quit fooling, Veem,” he snapped. “I know you’re in here somewhere.”
      

      
      Chemile remained as he was.

      
      “Are you in the chair?” Saratov plumped his weight against the cushions, half expecting a yell of protest. Rising, he swept
         his hand over the panel, then turned and glared at the bulkhead. “You moved! I saw you!”
      

      
      “That’s a lie!” Chemile moved, offended. He was tall, thin, with a mane of hair brushed sideways over a sloping brow, eyes
         which were tiny points in the smooth ovoid of his face. His ears were like shells, tight pressed against his skull, pointed
         like those of a cat. “I didn’t move. You didn’t see me. Admit it, Penza.”
      

      
      “I knew you were there.”

      
      “You guessed. Admit it, you big oaf.”

      
      “You had to be somewhere.” The giant grinned. “I wish it had been in the chair. My weight would have taught you a lesson.”
         He sobered and added, “Cap wants you to change course for Metelaze.”
      

      
      “Action? Something going?”

      
      “Something. You’ll know about it soon enough. Now just do what you’re told and do it fast. Already you’ve wasted enough time.”

      
      “Me?”

      
      “You,” insisted Saratov. “If you hadn’t been playing stupid games we’d be on our way now. Now get on with it before I change
         course myself.”
      

      
      “I was practicing,” said Chemile as he slipped into the chair. Deftly he made the necessary adjustments. “I have to practice
         or I get rusty. Now tell me what this is all about.”
      

      
      “Over coffee.”

      
      “Now.”

      
      
      “Over coffee, Veem. You make it while I tell you what came through. Then we can take some in to Cap and Jarl.”

      
      Professor Jarl Luden was busy. He nodded as Chemile set down a cup, not taking his eyes from the copied sheets, pursing thin
         lips as his agile mind extrapolated from the given data. Older than the others, his thin, stringy body was dressed in gaudy
         clothing, an affectation belied by the gray hair which swept from a high forehead. No dilettante, the professor was always
         grave, always precise.
      

      
      “This is an intriguing situation, Cap. A civilized planet apparently becoming dominated by outworn superstition. Deliberate,
         of course; the agent was correct in his assumption. The cult of sorcery and prophecy is a sure way to enlist the support of
         the unintelligent and emotive. The intelligent also if coupled with an appeal to their conviction of superiority.”
      

      
      Chemile frowned. “How’s that, Jarl?”

      
      “Science is a harsh mistress. To an intelligent person—that is, someone with the ability to learn and to use learned data
         to solve new situations—perhaps too harsh. Such people are impatient. They have no inclination to submit to the rigorous disciplines
         of scientific behavior and, to them, a shortcut holds obvious attractions. Magic is such a shortcut. The appeal to esoteric
         powers, the hope rather than the conviction that such powers will give an immediate advantage, and, naturally, the comforting
         illusion that the practitioner is something special. You find such people in all highly technological cultures. Those who
         could learn, have the ability to learn, but who lack the essential dedication to submit themselves to long years of tuition.”
      

      
      “What you are saying, Jarl, is that not only the poor but also the wealthy of Metelaze have been influenced by this sorcerous
         cult.” Kennedy frowned, thoughtful. “But for different motives.”
      

      
      “Exactly. The poor find comfort in superstition, the conviction that they are a part of a great destiny, the chosen of beneficent
         powers. The wealthy, those with more intelligence, see in it a source of power and influence. Both, of course, are wrong, and it baffles me why supposed intelligent
         people can see anything more in such nonsense than what it is.” Irritably Luden riffled the papers. “However, the situation
         exists and we must deal with it as it stands. The thing now is to evolve a plan of action. I have isolated certain key factors.
         For example—”
      

      
      “Your coffee,” said Saratov. “It’s getting cold. Yours too, Cap.”

      
      “Really, Penza, do you have to interrupt with such a trifling matter?”

      
      “Hardly trifling,” soothed Kennedy. “Veem has finally made a decent brew. Enjoy it, Jarl, while you can.”

Luden sipped at
         his cup and set it down.
      

      
      “As I was saying. A resume of the situation as now existing on Metelaze is as follows: a weak but stubborn council, a strong
         and overbearing dictator, a cult of superstitious nonsense, and an apparently insane concentration of planetary effort. The
         cult, naturally, bolsters both the effort and the dictator. The council, probably because of fear or the clash of timid personalities,
         is allowing this to happen. They could exercise their prerogative and summon outside aid but refuse to do so. The question
         is—why?”
      

      
      “You said why.” Chemile looked puzzled. “Because of fear or the clash of timid personalities.”

      
      “I didn’t say that, Veem,” said Luden sharply. “You were not concentrating. I was most explicit. Metelaze is engaged on a
         mammoth undertaking. It seems logical that they would welcome assistance. MALACA 5 would give it to them, scientific engineers,
         machines, advisors. They refuse to ask for such aid or accept it when it is offered. The question is—why?”
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