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      1

      
      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.
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      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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      The boat was crude, rough planks lashed with scraps of wire, plastic, plaited vines. It had no sail, no keel, only thwarts
         for the rowers, a rudder, a pointed prow. An outrigger had been added as an afterthought but even so the vessel was as seaworthy
         as a coracle.
      

      
      ‘Row!’

      
      The skipper, bare feet hard on the bottom, bare chest reflecting the sun, yelled the order. His voice was bigger than it should
         be … too big when compared with the stark cage of his ribs, the skeletal planes of his face.
      

      
      ‘Row, damn you!’ he yelled. ‘Row!’

      
      Dumarest grunted as he threw his weight on his oar. Like the boat itself it was crudely fashioned by men who had scant knowledge
         and less skill. A boat, to them, was something which floated. They knew nothing of balance, correct ratios, the art which
         turned dead wood into a thing alive. They had simply built a platform from which to raid the sea.
      

      
      He grunted again as he tugged at the stubborn pole with the flattened end. Water oozed from between the planks and wet his
         bare feet. The sun was hot on his naked back. He had won his place because he was big, because he seemed fit, because he could swim. Megan was guarding
         his clothes.
      

      
      ‘There!’ The skipper pointed and leaned his weight against the rudder. Something had broken the surface and he headed toward
         it. ‘Faster!’ he yelled. ‘Faster!’
      

      
      They did their best. None of them were strong; strength needs food. None of them were fat; travellers could never be. All
         were desperate—starvation was too real a threat. So they flung their weight at the oars, gasping in the heat, fevered in their
         hunting frenzy.
      

      
      The skipper tensed as they drew close to the spot he had marked. He would get two shares of whatever they caught. Three would
         go to the owner of the boat safe on shore. The rest would get one share each.
      

      
      ‘Steady!’ He eased the rudder and dashed sweat from his eyes. He was over-anxious and knew it but it had been too long since
         he’d made a catch. Small fish, sure, with half of them going back for bait. Skinny, fleshless things of little nutritional
         value, costing more strength to get than they gave. But whatever had broken the surface had been big. ‘Carl!’ he ordered.
         ‘Get set!’
      

      
      A tall, thin, caricature of a man nodded, dropped his oar, took up his place in the prow. He hefted a harpoon attached to
         a coil of rope. He looked over his shoulder at the skipper.
      

      
      ‘All set, Abe.’

      
      ‘Watch it!’ Abe squinted against the sun. The leaden surface of the sea broke, roiled, something hard and grey flashing in the ruby light. ‘There, Carl! There!’
      

      
      The harpoon darted forward, the barbs biting deep. Immediately Carl dived for his oar. Dumarest knocked him aside.

      
      ‘The rope, man! Watch the rope!’

      
      ‘Get out of my way!’ Carl clawed for his oar as the rope ran out. The boat jerked, began to move. Desperately the skipper
         yelled orders.
      

      
      ‘Back! Back for your lives!’

      
      The water threshed as the crude oars lashed the swell. It was like trying to halt the movement of a glacier. The rope thrummed
         as the prow began to tilt forward. Water streamed over the gunwale.
      

      
      ‘The rope!’ Dumarest reached out, snatched a knife from the belt of the harpooner, and dragged the edge across the fibre.
         It parted, the short end lashing back, the prow rising. Beneath them something moved and broke the surface beyond the stern.
      

      
      ‘You fool!’ Carl snatched back the knife. ‘You’ve lost us the rope.’

      
      ‘Better that than our lives.’ Dumarest looked at the skipper. ‘Is this how you go fishing?’

      
      ‘Do you know of a better way?’ He was on safe ground. He had fished this sea before, Dumarest hadn’t. ‘Without nets how else
         do you think we can catch the big ones? We stick them, tire them, drag them to shore. Without a rope how can we do that?’
      

      
      His anger was justified. The fish had been big, perhaps three days’ eating for them all and with some left over. He opened
         his mouth to vent more of his rage then closed it as a man yelled.
      

      
      ‘Look, Abe. Blood!’

      
      A thin red film darkened the surface. A thin something trailed across it and Carl shouted his recognition.

      
      ‘The rope!’

      
      He dived before anyone could stop him. He plunged smoothly beneath the waves and rose swimming, heading toward the thin strand
         of the rope. He grabbed it, turned, began to swim back to the boat. He reached it, clawed at the gunwale, and began to heave
         himself aboard. He couldn’t make it and clung gasping to the rough wood.
      

      
      ‘Help him.’ Abe searched the sea with anxious eyes. ‘Hurry!’

      
      Dumarest reached the clinging man, clamped his bands around Carl’s upper arms, adjusted his weight for the upward pull.

      
      ‘Thanks,’ said Carl. ‘I guess …’ He broke off, a peculiar expression on his face. It lasted for about three seconds; then
         he began to scream.
      

      
      Dumarest realised why when he dragged the man into the boat. Both his legs had been severed above the knees.

      
      The wakening was strange. There was a booming rhythm with a repetitive beat and a liquid, sucking gurgle that he had never
         heard before. The eddy currents seemed to be working for he could feel heat on his body but his mouth was filled with an alien
         taste and the gritty sensation beneath his body was something outside of his experience. But the light was the same—too bright. The light was always too bright.
      

      
      He rolled and was immediately awake. He wasn’t in a box. He wasn’t in a ship which had just ended its passage. He lay on a
         beach of gritty sand with the sun a ruby glare over the water which rolled and thundered on the sloping shore.
      

      
      He rolled again so that he was face downward and rose to all fours. Immediately he was violently sick. He backed like a dog
         from a suspicious odour and felt wetness beneath his hand. It was a pool of water left by the receding tide and he washed
         his face and mouth in the saline liquid. Only when he had swallowed a little did he realise that he burned with thirst.
      

      
      The booming of the surf did nothing to relieve his craving for water.

      
      He rose to his knees and fought a wave of giddiness. His weakness was terrifying. He sat down, staring out to sea, waiting
         for the giddiness to pass. He was naked but for his shorts—somehow he had lost his trousers and belt. His skin was caked with
         salt and something had removed a strip of skin down the side of one thigh. He pressed the wound. Blood oozed from the place
         which looked as if it had been flayed.
      

      
      After a long while he rose to his feet and turned to stare at the shore.

      
      The beach was narrow, a strip of sand caught in the arc of a bay ending at high walls of eroded stone. Boulders lay at the
         foot, a green slime reaching well above his head, while trapped pools of water reflected the red sunlight like pools of blood.
         To either side the surf pounded against the jutting sides of the bay.
      

      
      He was sick again before he reached the cliff, his stomach emptying itself of swallowed salt. He paused to rinse his mouth
         at one of the pools, resisted the temptation to slake his thirst with the saline poison, then stared at what he must climb.
      

      
      For a fit man it would have been difficult; for a traveller it would always have been hard; in his present condition it was
         almost impossible. Yet he had no choice. He had to climb or drown. He looked at the sea. He had lain longer than he suspected;
         already the waves were lapping higher. Stepping back he surveyed the cliff, chose his route and began to climb.
      

      
      He reached a height of twelve feet before his hand slipped on green slime and he fell. He tried again, this time further along
         the cliff, but fell almost at once. The third time he was almost stunned, lying and wondering if he had broken a bone. He
         hadn’t. The next time he tried he knew it was his last attempt.
      

      
      He was sweating as he passed the level of the slime, his heart pounding as if it would burst from his chest. He clung to the
         rock, wishing that he had his boots, driving the tender flesh of his toes against the unyielding stone. He crawled higher
         and found a long, slanting crack that had been invisible from below. It carried him to within ten feet of the edge before
         it petered out. He craned his head, trying to see beyond the overhang, trying to ignore the cramped agony in his hands and
         feet. Vegetation had overgrown the edge; tendrils of it hung low but too thin to offer assistance. A gnarled root caught his eye.
      

      
      It was too far to reach, a foot beyond the tips of his fingers and awkwardly placed. He gauged the distance and jumped without
         hesitation. His right hand missed, his left caught and he hung suspended by one hand. The root gave beneath the strain. He
         twisted, clawing upward with his right hand and felt it hit a snag of hidden rock. He heaved, scrabbling with his feet. He
         grabbed upward with his left hand, rested a foot against the root, thrust himself desperately upward. A trail of dirt fell
         to the beach as he rested his elbows on the edge. One final effort and he was out of danger.
      

      
      He walked twenty feet before he realised it and then his legs simply collapsed. He fell to the ground, sobbing for breath,
         his body a mass of pain.
      

      
      And, after a long while, Megan found him.

      
      ‘I saw what happened,’ he said. He sat beside a small fire, a can over the flames, an appetising smell coming from the can.
         ‘At least I saw the boat capsize and all of you flung into the sea. I don’t know the details.’
      

      
      Dumarest told him. Megan nodded, busy over his fire. Carefully he fed a handful of dried grass into the flames. Smoke rose
         about the can and plumed into the sky.
      

      
      ‘The blood would have attracted the big ones,’ he said. ‘Maybe the one you’d harpooned. They come in close to shore quite
         a bit, especially before a storm.’ He dipped a spoon into the can, tasted it, added more fuel to the fire. ‘From what I could see it was a real mess. You were lucky to escape.’
      

      
      The luck had been incredible. Dumarest remembered a time of confusion with the skipper yelling orders. There had been a scrabble
         of men trying to reach the oars. Carl’s screams had faded as the carmine fountain carried away his life. Then something had
         risen from beneath, smashing the boat, overturning it as the outrigger collapsed.
      

      
      Then had come the water, the struggle and stomach-knotting fear, the final state of near unconsciousness when he had lain
         on his back and floated and concentrated on the single necessity of breath.
      

      
      ‘I thought you might be washed ashore,’ said Megan. He didn’t look at the big man. ‘I bought a few things and came looking.
         I used your money.’
      

      
      He could have stolen it with far less effort.

      
      ‘Here.’ Megan lifted the can from the fire. ‘Get this down while it’s still hot.’

      
      It was good food, expensive, probably brought from the Residents’ store. Dumarest spooned it down, savouring every drop. When
         the can was two-thirds empty he handed it to Megan.
      

      
      ‘Finish it.’

      
      ‘No, Earl. You need it more than I do.’

      
      ‘Finish it and don’t be a fool. I’m not strong enough to carry you back to camp. Now eat up and let’s get moving.’

      
      Megan had brought more than food. He knew what could happen to men tossed into the sea. Dumarest dressed while the other ate,
         packed the things and stamped out the fire. Together they set off across a rolling field covered with stunted vegetation.
      

      
      ‘We’re about halfway between the camp and the mountains,’ said Megan. They walked slowly, taking care where they set their
         feet. ‘We’ll hit the path soon and then the going will be easier.’
      

      
      Dumarest nodded, making no comment. Megan must have followed the coast every foot of the way from the camp. It was a long,
         hard trip. Dumarest slowed his pace a little. He froze as something rustled to one side. A small animal, lithe, sleek, darted
         across his path and away from his feet. Another, larger, followed it, catching it as it reached cover. There was a brief flurry,
         white teeth flashed in the shadows, red stained the ground.
      

      
      Neither creature had made a sound.

      
      Dumarest walked past the spot, wondering why those in the camp had neglected this source of food. Megan shrugged when he asked
         the question.
      

      
      ‘We can’t catch them. You set a snare and go away. You come back to find the snare tripped but the body stolen. You set up
         nets and wait and never see a thing. Some of us made crossbows and tried to shoot them on sight. We wasted our time.’
      

      
      ‘Guns?’

      
      ‘If we had them, which we haven’t, they wouldn’t do any good. Some of the tourists have tried. All have failed.’ He saw Dumarest’s
         expression. ‘Sure, they can be caught,’ he admitted. ‘You could set up a line of nets and use sonic guns to drive them into
         the traps, but who the hell is going to all that trouble for a handful of rats?’
      

      
      
      ‘Has anyone?’

      
      ‘It was tried a couple of storms ago. Some professional hunters set up a camp and managed to collect a few. They did it the
         way I said.’ Megan stumbled and almost fell. ‘Damn it,’ he swore. ‘Where the hell’s that path?’
      

      
      They reached it a short while later. It was broad, well-travelled, lined with boulders which had apparently been rolled aside
         to permit an easy passage. The ground was springy underfoot, the grass showing signs of recent growth. Megan halted and pointed
         towards the north.
      

      
      ‘The mountains are up there,’ he said. ‘You might just be able to see them.’

      
      Dumarest climbed a boulder, narrowed his eyes and saw a distant hump against the purple sky. He looked higher and saw the
         pale crescent of a moon. A second showed against the pale stars far to the east. He turned and the sun, low on the horizon,
         burned into his eyes. Suns, moons and stars mingled in this strange region of the twilight zone. He stood for a long while
         studying the scene. A painter would have envied him. Gath was a strange planet. He said so and Megan shrugged.
      

      
      ‘It’s a ghost world,’ he said as Dumarest rejoined him. ‘There’s a place up near those mountains where the dead rise to walk
         again.’
      

      
      Dumarest looked as him. The man was serious.

      
      ‘I’d heard about it,’ said Megan. ‘When I landed I wanted to investigate. I did. Now I wish to hell that I hadn’t.’

      
      ‘Sounds,’ said Dumarest. ‘Noises. A trick of acoustics. Since when have you been scared of an echo?’
      

      
      ‘It’s more than that.’ Megan was no longer dirty but even the chemical concentrates Dumarest had bought required time to build
         tissue. His eyes were brooding shadows in the hollows of his face. ‘Maybe you’ll find out for yourself.’
      

      
      ‘Now?’

      
      ‘Not until the storm. The conditions aren’t right until then. When they are—you hear things.’

      
      ‘Celestial music?’ Dumarest smiled. ‘That’s what the admen say.’

      
      ‘For once they tell the truth,’ said Megan shortly. He started down the path away from the mountains.
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      A ship landed as they returned to camp. From it stepped a group of tourists, gay, laughing, an assorted batch—the entourage
         of the Prince of Emmened who had ruined a world by his whims and would ruin more unless stopped by an assassin; three cowled
         monks of the Universal Brotherhood, two musicians, an artist, four poets, an entrepreneur. All had travelled High. Some were
         still slow in movement, slower in speech from the lingering effects of quick-time.
      

      
      Three had travelled Low: a man, little more than a boy; a withered crone stronger than she looked; a fool.

      
      He came staggering from the ship bowed beneath the weight of a fibroid box as large as himself. He was grotesquely thin and
         his eyes burned like coals from the gaunt pallor of his face. Ribs showed prominent against the flesh of his chest bare beneath
         the ragged shirt. The rest of his clothing matched the shirt. He was a shambling scarecrow of a man.
      

      
      ‘Gath!’ He cried out and fell to the seared dirt of the field, pressing his cheek against the soil. The box which he carried
         by means of a strap over his shoulders gave him the appearance of a monstrous beetle. ‘Gath!’
      

      
      His companions ignored him. The tourists looked and saw nothing of interest. All travellers were mad. The handler stood at
         the door of his ship and spat after his late charges.
      

      
      ‘Gath!’ yelled the man again. He tried to rise but the weight of the box pressed him to the ground. Eel-like he wriggled from
         beneath, slipping the strap from his shoulders, kneeling by the box. He patted it, crooning inarticulate sounds. Saliva dribbled
         from his mouth and wet his chin.
      

      
      ‘Mad,’ said Megan positively. ‘Insane.’

      
      ‘In trouble.’ Dumarest was interested. Megan shrugged.

      
      ‘So he’s in trouble. So are we. Let’s go and see if we can earn something by making ourselves useful to the tourists.’

      
      ‘You go.’ Dumarest strode toward the kneeling man. Megan scowled, then followed. Dumarest halted beside the crooning man.

      
      ‘You need help,’ he said flatly. ‘Do you want us to help you?’

      
      ‘Help?’ The man looked up. His eyes were yellowish, muddy. ‘Is this Gath?’

      
      Dumarest nodded.

      
      ‘Then everything’s all right.’ He rose and clutched Dumarest by the arm. ‘Tell me, is it true what they say about this place?’

      
      ‘The voices?’ Megan nodded. ‘It’s true.’

      
      ‘Thank God!’ Abruptly the man grew calm. Slowly he wiped the saliva from his mouth with the cuff of his sleeve. ‘I—I never thought that I’d get here.’ He swallowed. ‘My name is Sime. I’ve very little money but if you
         will help me I’ll …’
      

      
      ‘We ask no pay.’ Dumarest nodded to Megan and together they stooped over the box. It was over six feet long and shaped like
         a coffin. Megan grunted as he felt the weight.
      

      
      ‘What’s in here? Lead?’

      
      ‘Just some things,’ said Sime. He looked anxious. ‘Just carry it from the field. I’ll be able to manage it after I rest for
         a while. Just carry it from the field.’
      

      
      Slowly they moved toward the camp. Megan stumbled, swore as his ankle turned, and sprang clear as his end of the box fell
         with a thud. The vibration tore the box from Dumarest’s hands. The lid, jarred by the fall, began to swing open.
      

      
      ‘Careful!’ Sime flung himself on the lid. His hands trembled as he secured the fastenings. ‘You’ll hurt …’ He caught himself.
         ‘Please be careful.’
      

      
      He hovered to one side as they carried the box into camp. Both men were sweating as they eased down their burden. A handful
         of travellers looked on with dull curiosity and Megan, straightening his back, glared at one who laughed.
      

      
      ‘Something funny?’

      
      ‘I think so.’ The old crone who had travelled with Sime cackled all the louder. ‘Why be so careful, dearies? You can’t hurt
         what’s in there.’
      

      
      ‘Shut your mouth!’ Sime stepped forward. ‘You hear me? Now you just shut your mouth!’

      
      ‘Try and shut it for me!’ She cackled again at the thin man. ‘Maybe they’d like to enjoy your joke. Maybe they’d like to hear it.’
      

      
      ‘Tell us, mother,’ urged Megan. Immediately she flew into a rage.

      
      ‘Don’t you call me that! Do it again and I’ll stab out your eyes!’

      
      Megan recoiled from the long needle in her hand. ‘No offence, My Lady, but why did you say what you did?’

      
      ‘About this?’ She kicked at the box. ‘About this coffin?’ She leered at Sime. ‘He’s got his dead wife in there, dearie. You
         can’t hurt the dead.’
      

      
      The monks had set up their church in the camp leaving Brother Angelo in charge. He sat in the close confines of the booth
         feeling the turgid heat from outside penetrate his rough, homespun habit, prickling his skin with a thousand tiny discomforts.
         He dismissed them as of no importance, thinking instead of the never-ending task of his order, the continual striving to turn
         men from what they were into what they should be.
      

      
      He was, he realised, verging into the sin of pride and jerked himself back to the immediate present. Through the mesh he could
         see a pale face, wide-eyed, trembling with released emotion. The litany of sin was all too familiar, the human animal being
         capable only of certain emotions, certain acts which dull by constant repetition. But sin was too heavy a burden for any man
         to carry.
      

      
      ‘… and, Brother, one time I stole a ration of food. I went to the pot twice and lied when questioned. It was fish stew. I ate what should have gone to another—but I was so hungry.’
      

      
      Hunger of the spirit more than that of the body—yet could a man be blamed for wanting to survive? Brother Angelo considered
         the question as the list of petty sins grew. If man was animal, as he basically was, then survival was all-important and yet
         if he was more than animal, which he undoubtedly was, then he should not yield to his base appetites.
      

      
      And yet, if he died because of consideration to his higher self, what then?

      
      Was the Universal Brotherhood only to be achieved in the communal negation of death?

      
      Such thoughts verged on heresy and Brother Angelo recognised the insidious attraction of theological disputation. It was not
         for him to question—only for him to act. If he could ease the burden of one man then his life would not have been in vain.
         The Universal teaching of complete Brotherhood held the answer to all pain, all hurt, all despair. No man is an island. All
         belong to the corpus humanitatis. The pain of one is the pain of all. And if all men could but recognise the truth of the credo, there, but for the grace of God, go I, the millennium would have arrived.
      

      
      He would never see it. Men bred too fast, travelled too far for that. But it was something for which to live, a purpose for
         his dedication.
      

      
      The thin voice from beyond the mesh ceased its litany of sin. The pale face was tense, the eyes hungry with anticipation.
         Brother Angelo switched on the benediction-light. In the swirling kaleidoscope of colours the face seemed less animal, more ethereal.
      

      
      ‘Look into the light of forgiveness,’ he said softly. ‘Bathe in the flame of righteousness and be cleansed of all pain, all
         sin. Yield to the benediction of the Universal Brotherhood.’
      

      
      The light was hypnotic, the subject subservient, the monk a trained master of his craft. The pale face relaxed, the eyes lost
         their hunger, peace smoothed the features. Subjectively the man was undergoing stringent penance. Later he would receive the
         bread of forgiveness.
      

      
      Brother Benedict looked back as he reached the rise on which stood Hightown. He could see the pennant of the church and could
         imagine the file of men waiting to enter the booth. A younger monk would have been pleased at the display of religious fervour;
         Brother Benedict knew that the majority of them wanted only the wafer of concentrates which followed the communion.
      

      
      Yet first they had to pass beneath the benediction-light. It was a fair exchange.

      
      The streets of Hightown were wide, well-paved, free of dust and dirt. His sandals made little scraping noises as he trod the
         crushed stone surrounding the prefabricated hutments. A tourist, supine in a figure-chair, lifted a lazy hand in greeting.
      

      
      ‘Welcome, Brother. Have you come to convert the heathen?’

      
      ‘I come so that men may have the opportunity of indulging in the virtue of charity.’ Brother Benedict held out his symbolical
         begging bowl. It was of cheap plastic, chipped, scarred, as rough as his habit. ‘Of your charity, sir.’
      

      
      ‘Why?’ The tourist was willing to be amused. ‘Why should I throw away what I have?’

      
      ‘Men are starving within sight. Is that not reason enough?’

      
      It wasn’t and he knew it but he had played this game so often that he knew the expected responses by heart. His habit would
         command a certain amused indulgence. His request would stimulate jaded wits. His arguments were the prelude to reluctant disbursal.
         The trick was in making the hearer want to give. Therefore he must never be made to feel inferior, mean or small.
      

      
      ‘Men are cheap,’ pointed out the tourist. ‘Tell me, Brother, is it just that the weak should live at the expense of the strong?’

      
      ‘No, Brother, it is not,’ agreed Benedict. His eyes were sharp as they examined the man. Smooth, rosily fat, dressed in luxurious
         fabrics. A glint of bright metal shone from a finger. A ring, curiously engraved, flashed in the sun. Benedict recognised
         the symbol. ‘You play, Brother?’
      

      
      ‘Gamble?’ The tourist looked startled. Many had so looked before Benedict’s direct gaze. They didn’t realise how they betrayed
         themselves. ‘How did you …? Yes, I gamble.’
      

      
      ‘And therefore you believe in luck.’ The monk nodded. ‘Life is a lottery, my friend. We are born—in circumstances over which
         we have no control. Some inherit wealth, others poverty. Some have the gift of intelligence and the power of command. Others have nothing and die with what they were born. In the game of life not all can win.’
      

      
      ‘True.’ The tourist looked thoughtful. His expression deepened as Benedict continued.

      
      ‘At the tables, when you win, do you not toss a chip to the croupier? Do you not spend a little so as to assuage the lady
         you worship? The Lady Luck.’
      

      
      ‘You know gamblers, Brother.’

      
      ‘Then, in this game of life in which you have been so fortunate, why not toss a little to those who have nothing?’ Benedict
         extended his bowl. ‘To the losers, Brother, to those who are born to fail.’
      

      
      He felt no pride as the tourist threw money into the bowl. The man had been generous but pride was a sin. And a beggar had
         no cause to be proud.
      

      
      Piers Quentin, Resident Factor of Gath, moodily rubbed his pattern-shaved face and stared at the bloodshot orb of the sun.
         Slowly it was sinking toward the leaden waves of the ocean. Irritably he wished that it would hurry up.
      

      
      It was always the same before a storm, this feeling he had of mounting tension and growing irritations. Bad traits for a man
         who had to soothe the rich and powerful. Worse when he had to tread the narrow path between ensuring their comfort and safety
         and risking their displeasure. Yet each time the storm came due and the ships began to arrive he felt the same: as if each
         storm was a crisis which had to be met and surmounted … as if one day the crisis would prove too great. He didn’t like to
         think of what could happen then.
      

      
      ‘You are troubled, Brother.’ Brother Ely, old and shrewd in the ways of men, looked at the resident’s rigid back from where he sat at ease in a padded chair. A cool drink stood
         by his hand, ice tinkling in the limpid depths. The resident, while not religious, was not ungenerous. ‘Is it the storm?’
      

      
      ‘It’s always the storm.’ Piers turned from the window and began to pace the floor. ‘Out there’—he gestured toward Hightown—‘is
         probably the greatest assembly of wealth and power to be found in the uninhabited worlds. Traditional enemies, entrepreneurs,
         place-seekers and time-servers, opportunists and the rest, all crammed cheek to jowl, all waiting—all spoiling for trouble.’
      

      
      ‘Surely you exaggerate?’ Ely picked up his drink and sipped the contents. His mouth constricted to the tart flavour of lime.
         ‘Are things so bad?’
      

      
      ‘Worse.’ Piers halted beside the dispenser and poured himself a drink. It was almost pure alcohol. He swallowed it at a single
         gulp. ‘This storm is something special, Brother. Already the solar flare has closed the space lines. Above the atmosphere
         is a hell of naked radiation which would penetrate the strongest shield carried by a commercial vessel. That is why the ships
         arrived early. That is why the tension is so high.’
      

      
      ‘I hadn’t noticed,’ said Ely. ‘But then, I lack your experience.’

      
      ‘You’ll sense it soon enough,’ promised the resident. ‘The air is full of stray ions, heavy with undischarged electrical potential.
         Nerves are overtense and tempers are too thin. The Devil is loose among us.’ He helped himself to another drink. ‘Trouble,’
         he mourned. ‘I stand on the brink of a volcano. A touch is enough to destroy me.’
      

      
      The monk said nothing. He had come to pay his respects; he had stayed to listen to the outpourings of a tormented soul.

      
      ‘The satellites are moving into position,’ continued the resident. ‘Soon their juxtaposition will affect the stability of
         Gath and then …’
      

      
      ‘The storm?’

      
      ‘The storm.’ Piers swallowed his drink, poured another. He felt the impact of the monk’s eyes, recognised their displeasure,
         and irritably set down the glass. ‘By that time everyone will be north, standing before the mountains. God knows what will
         happen then—I can only guess. We have never had a storm quite like this before. It is time for you to pray, Brother.’
      

      
      ‘Always it is time to pray,’ corrected the monk gravely. ‘The psychological effect of channelled thought cannot be overestimated.’
         He hesitated. ‘Neither can adherence to the Supreme Ethic.’
      

      
      ‘I am not my brother’s keeper,’ snapped Piers sharply. He took up his drink, looked at it, gulped it down. ‘You’re thinking
         of Lowtown, of course.’
      

      
      ‘The camp? Yes.’

      
      ‘I didn’t ask them to come here. Penniless travellers swept up by the vagaries of space. Do you think I want them around?’

      
      He strode to the window and looked through it, staring toward the camp. He had never minimised the danger of starving men,
         the strength of desperation. On this planet wealth and poverty were too close; they had nothing but a little distance between them. One day, perhaps during a storm, that distance wouldn’t be enough.
         Even now a strong man could … He shuddered at the prospect.
      

      
      ‘They are a part of humanity,’ said Ely gently. He was accustomed to the sight of poverty. ‘Remember, Brother, there, but
         for the grace of God, go you.’
      

      
      ‘Spare me the sermon, monk.’

      
      ‘Not a sermon, Brother. Facts. They are here. You are the resident. They are your responsibility.’

      
      ‘No!’ Piers was emphatic. ‘I refuse to accept your moral judgment. In law they are nothing. They came here by their own free
         will. They can leave the same way or stay until they rot. I am not responsible.’ Irritably he again paced the floor. He hesitated
         by the dispenser then moved away. He refused to meet Ely’s eyes. ‘I do what I can,’ he protested. ‘Each storm I arrange for
         a passage and run a lottery. The winner gets the passage. Sometimes, if the money is enough, more can win the prize.’
      

      
      ‘Money?’ Ely raised his eyebrows. ‘Here?’

      
      ‘They can earn a little from the visitors.’ Piers didn’t want to go into details. ‘Between storms I employ them at various
         tasks. I pay them in chemical concentrates.’
      

      
      ‘Charity, Brother?’

      
      Piers didn’t miss the irony. ‘I do what I can,’ he insisted stubbornly. ‘I can do no more.’

      
      Brother Ely made no comment. He’d had long practice in hiding emotion; almost as long in learning how to read it. The resident
         would end a very rich man. But he was an unhappy one. The ice in his glass rattled as he held it to the spout of the dispenser. He had much about which to feel guilt.
      

      
      ‘Damn it, Brother,’ he said plaintively. ‘I do my best.’

      
      Ely met Dyne as he left the resident’s quarters. The monk stiffened as he saw the cyber. Both felt the reaction of strange
         cats to each other. The Universal Brotherhood had no trust for the Cyclan. The cybers had no love for the monks.
      

      
      They looked at each other, Dyne in his rich scarlet, Ely in his drab homespun. One could feel no emotion, the other dealt
         with little else.
      

      
      ‘A fine day, Brother,’ said Ely gently. The silence broken, Dyne could not ignore the monk. It would be illogical to arouse
         irritation. Cybers made no enemies and tried to make everyone their friend.
      

      
      ‘It is always day on Gath,’ he said in his soft modulation, the trained voice which contained no irritant factors. ‘You have
         just arrived?’
      

      
      ‘On the last ship to reach this world before the storm.’ Ely sensed the other’s dislike as a dog would scent anger or fear.
         ‘You are alone?’
      

      
      ‘I serve the Matriarch of Kund.’

      
      ‘Naturally.’ Ely stepped to one side. ‘I must not detain you, Brother. Go in peace.’

      
      Dyne bowed, a slight, almost imperceptible inclination of his head, then swept on his way. Two of his retinue guarded his
         private quarters, young, sternly moulded men, novitiates to the Cyclan, officially his personal attendants.
      

      
      ‘Total seal,’ ordered Dyne. Even command did not harden his voice. There was no need of aural emphasis. ‘No interruption of any kind for any reason.’
      

      
      Inside his quarters he rested supine on a narrow couch. Touching the bracelet locked about his left wrist he stepped up the
         power. The device ensured that no one could ever spy on a cyber, no scanner or electronic ear could focus in his vicinity.
         It was a precaution, nothing more.
      

      
      Relaxing, he closed his eyes and concentrated on the Samatchazi formulae. Gradually he lost the senses of taste, smell, touch
         and hearing. Had he opened his eyes he would have been blind. Locked in the womb of his skull his brain ceased to be irritated
         by external stimuli. It became a thing of pure intellect, its reasoning awareness its only thread of life. Only then did the
         grafted Homochon elements become active. Rapport soon followed.
      

      
      Dyne became really alive.

      
      Each cyber had a different experience. For him it was as if every door in the universe had opened to let in the shining light
         of truth. He was a living part of an organism which stretched across space in countless crystalline droplets each glowing
         with intelligence. Filaments connected one to the other so that it was as if he saw a dew-scattered web stretching to infinity
         … saw it and was a part of it; was it while it was himself, sharing yet owning the tremendous gestalt of minds.
      

      
      At the centre of the web was the headquarters of the Cyclan. Buried beneath miles of rock, deep in the heart of a lonely planet,
         the central intelligence absorbed his knowledge as a sponge would suck the water from a pond. There was no verbal communication, only mental communion in the form of words; quick, almost instantaneous,
         organic transmission against which even supra-radio was the merest crawl.
      

      
      ‘Verification received of anticipated development of situation on Gath. Continue as directed.’
      

      
      That was all.

      
      The rest was sheer mental intoxication.

      
      There was always this period after rapport during which the Homochon elements sank back into quiescence and the machinery
         of the body began to realign itself with mental control. Dyne floated in a black nothingness while he sensed strange memories
         and unlived situations—scraps of overflow from other intelligences, the throw-away waste of other minds. The power of central
         intelligence of the tremendous cybernetic complex was the heart of the Cyclan.
      

      
      One day he would be a part of that intelligence. His body would age and his senses dull but his mind would remain as active
         as ever. Then they would take him and rid his intelligence of the hampering flesh so that he could join the others, hooked
         in series to the naked brains pulsing in their nutrient fluid, thousands and thousands of such brains all tuned to a common
         end.
      

      
      Millions of such brains, perhaps. Millions of freed intelligences working to solve the problems of the universe.

      
      A gestalt against which there could be no resistance.
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      Megan left the church, the taste of the wafer strong in his mouth, the euphoric drug with which it had been treated banishing
         his depression. It was always like this after he had been cleansed. He felt strong and fit and full of inner quietude. The
         mood would last for a time and then would begin to fade. Then, if the church was still around, he would go back for another
         wafer.
      

      
      He found Dumarest sitting on a dune by the shore staring out to sea. He held a great bunch of grass in one hand and slowly
         pulled each stem between his teeth. After every dozen or so stems he swallowed the collected pulp. Discarded grass lay in
         a mound between his feet. He lacked the digestive system which would have converted the cellulose into nourishment.
      

      
      Megan squatted beside him. He found stones and idly tossed them into the water. Dumarest spat out a stem of grass.

      
      ‘Well, are you cleansed, fed and of sound mind?’

      
      ‘You shouldn’t joke about the Brotherhood,’ protested Megan. ‘The monks do a lot of good work.’ He felt the sudden need to
         share his contentment. ‘Why don’t you go along, Earl? The wafer’s worth getting at least.’
      

      
      ‘You think so?’ Dumarest busied himself with more grass. ‘I didn’t know that you were religious.’

      
      ‘I’m not.’ Megan was quick to deny the accusation. ‘Well, not really. I first went while I was on Lund. More for a joke than
         anything else.’ He looked at Dumarest. ‘No, that isn’t true. I thought that I needed some help. I wanted comforting. The monks
         gave me what I needed.’
      

      
      ‘And you’ve been going to church ever since?’

      
      ‘In a way. Nothing special, you understand, but if there’s a church and I’ve got the time …’ Megan dug the toe of his boot
         into the sand. ‘It doesn’t do any harm.’
      

      
      ‘No?’

      
      ‘Well, does it?’

      
      Dumarest didn’t answer. He was thinking of the long walk along the coast, the spending of the last coin for the benefit of
         a man Megan had every reason to think dead. In him the Supreme Ethic had bitten deep. It amused Dumarest to realise that,
         in a way, he owed the Brotherhood his life. One day he might thank them.
      

      
      He dragged more grass between his teeth and swallowed the tasteless pulp. His eyes were sombre as he stared out to sea. Out
         there, beneath the waves, was all the food a man could wish for but he couldn’t get it. The only boat was gone and none would
         sail with him if they could. He had gained the reputation of being bad luck.
      

      
      It could be true. Maybe he had done wrong in cutting the rope but he didn’t waste time thinking about it. He was not a man who regretted the past.
      

      
      Not when the future looked so black.

      
      Irritably he flung away the grass, conscious of the hunger clawing at his stomach. The pulp had done nothing but accentuate
         his appetite. Unless he got food soon he would begin the slide into malnutrition, actual starvation together with the weakness
         and killing apathy which made it hard to think, harder still to act.
      

      
      Rising he looked down at Megan. ‘I’m going to find something to eat,’ he said. ‘Want to come along?’

      
      ‘The Brothers will feed you.’ Megan sprang up, smiling as if he had solved the problem. ‘They’ll give you a wafer and maybe
         something later if they can beg it from Hightown.’ He fell into step beside the big man. ‘You going to try them, Earl?’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘You got something against them?’

      
      ‘Not if they’ve got food to give away—but I’m not going to church.’

      
      ‘Then …?’ It was a question. The camp held no spare food. Everything had a price and food the highest of all. Dumarest had
         no money and nothing to sell other than his clothes. But he had his hands. Instinctively they clenched at Megan’s question.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know yet,’ he said sharply. ‘I’ve got to look around and see what’s going. But if there’s food to be had I’m going
         to get it. I’m not going to sit and starve while I’ve the strength to go looking.’
      

      
      Or, thought Megan dully, the strength to take. He hurried ahead hoping to find one of the monks and enlist his support. Dumarest was in a dangerous mood and it could kill him.
         To rob Lowtown was to invite later reprisal. To risk Hightown was to beg, the guards to shoot him dead for his effrontery.
         For his own sake he would have to be stopped.
      

      
      Dumarest caught up with him as they reached the camp. The place was deserted. Even the central fire had lost its usual group
         toasting scraps of food over the flames. The pennant on the plastic church hung limply from its standard. The monks were not
         to be seen. Megan looked suddenly afraid.
      

      
      ‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s too soon. They couldn’t have started for the mountains yet.’ He was afraid of the loss of potential employment.

      
      ‘They’re up near the field,’ said Dumarest. He stared at a cluster of distant figures. ‘Let’s go and see what’s doing.’

      
      The Prince of Emmened was bored and had taken steps to relieve his boredom. He sat at the edge of a cleared space toward the
         perimeter of the field, safe among his sycophants, venting his displeasure with a languid yawn.
      

      
      ‘Why do they hesitate?’ he complained. ‘Moidor will stiffen.’

      
      He beamed at his favourite standing, almost nude, in the centre of the cleared space. Muscles rippled beneath oiled skin marred
         only by the brand of Emmened high on one shoulder. He was a creature of the prince, a trained fighter of animals and men.
      

      
      ‘They are weak, My Lord.’ A courtier leaned close to the prince’s ear. ‘These travellers are starved and of no real sport. It is a pity that the Matriarch did not accept our
         challenge.’
      

      
      ‘One of her guards against Moidor?’ Emmened pursed his lips with disappointment. It had seemed a good idea when Crowder had
         first mentioned it. It still seemed a good idea. A mixed-sex battle always held spice. ‘Did she receive the suggestion?’
      

      
      ‘She ignored it, My Lord.’ Crowder knew better than to relate the exact words in which Gloria had spurned the offer. ‘It could
         be that she fears for the safety of her followers.’
      

      
      Emmened nodded as he stared at his royal guest. The Matriarch had condescended to attend his diversion. She sat beneath an
         awning of brilliant yellow, her ward at her side, Dyne a scarlet shadow to her rear. Her guards ringed the party, staring
         cold-eyed at the crowd.
      

      
      ‘Moidor has a reputation,’ mused the prince. ‘It could be that she was afraid of the outcome.’ He leaned forward a little,
         eyes glowing as he studied the lithe figure of the girl. ‘Her maid?’
      

      
      ‘The Lady Thoth, My Lord.’

      
      ‘I have a thought,’ whispered the prince. ‘If you could arrange for me to have a private, personal match with her you would
         be the richer by the wealth of a city.’
      

      
      ‘You have excellent taste, My Lord. She is indeed a lovely woman.’ Crowder took care not to look at the subject of their discussion.
         The woman-guards had keen eyes and were jealous of the honour of their charges. ‘Stir her passion with the sight of blood and—who knows?’
      

      
      Emmened smiled and Crowder felt a sudden chill. His prince was a creature of cruel whims and sadistic notions. Should he order
         the courtier to deliver the girl to his bed, and should he fail as fail he must, then it would be wiser for him to swallow
         poison.
      

      
      ‘Raise the offer,’ said Emmened abruptly. ‘Tempt the fools to fight—and tell Moidor not to be gentle. We need the sight of
         blood.’ He looked deliberately at the girl, his eyes hot with anticipation.
      

      
      Dumarest followed the direction of his stare. He saw the old woman, the girl at her side. His face hardened as he recognised
         the scarlet robe of the cyber. Megan whispered at his side.
      

      
      ‘That’s the party which arrived with you.’

      
      ‘I know.’ Dumarest had nothing to thank them for. He tightened his stomach against its emptiness. Sweat ran down his face.
         The heat was that of an oven.
      

      
      Crowder came forward, walking the perimeter of the cleared space.

      
      ‘A traveller’s passage to any who can win a single fall,’ he shouted. ‘High travel to anyone who can kill.’

      
      Dumarest swayed forward.

      
      ‘Earl!’ Megan clutched at his arm. ‘Has that grass sent you crazy? You wouldn’t stand a chance against an animal like that.’

      
      Crowder had noticed the slight movement. He came closer, smiling, repeating the offer and adding a little more bait.

      
      
      ‘A passage for a single fall. High travel if you kill. A hundred units if you try.’ Coins shone hypnotically in his hand.
         His smile widened as Dumarest stepped forward. ‘You?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Do you want to strip, oil, prepare yourself?’

      
      ‘No.’ Dumarest was curt. ‘Give me the money.’

      
      ‘A moment. Would you prefer to fight armed? Knives, perhaps?’

      
      ‘As I am.’ Dumarest held out his hand. ‘Give me the money.’

      
      Crowder shrugged and passed over the coins. Dumarest threw them to Megan, rubbed his hands on the sides of his shirt, then
         stepped toward the fighter. Moidor smiled.
      

      
      He was a beautiful animal and he knew it. He postured, flexing his muscles so that the sun gleamed on lumps and ridges of
         tissue, throwing shadows into the hollows and concave places. He had spent his life developing his body. He looked indestructible.
      

      
      ‘Come,’ he smiled as Dumarest stepped forward. ‘Come into my arms, my brave one. Feel my embrace—and die!’

      
      His voice was a little slurred, his smile and gesture a little slow. His eyes needed time to change focus. Quick-time still
         lingered in his blood and compressed the passing seconds. His reflexes were not operating at their normal speed but he was
         still dangerous. Dumarest didn’t have to look at the two dead men to remind himself of that. But it gave him a thin chance,
         whereas, if the fighter were normal, he would have had no chance at all.
      

      
      
      ‘You wait,’ purred Moidor. ‘You hesitate. Do not be afraid. I bring death as a friend.’

      
      He stepped forward, smiling, his arms raising to shoulder height.

      
      ‘Now,’ he whispered.

      
      Dumarest kicked him in the knee.

      
      He lashed out with his full force, throwing his shoulders back from the reaching hands, pivoting on his hip. He knew better
         than to aim for the groin. His foot would have had to travel twice as far; it would have given twice the time to dodge. And
         he doubted if such a kick would have been effective. The target was too small, the spot too vulnerable not to have been protected.
      

      
      He felt something yield beneath the impact of his heavy boot. He let himself fall backward, not fighting the natural movement,
         rolling as he hit the ground. He scrambled back on guard, ducked as a hand reached for his throat and winced as its companion
         slammed against his side. He backed quickly. Moidor followed him, stumbling as he rested his weight on his injured knee. Dumarest
         kicked again as the fighter gripped his shoulder. Moidor sucked in his breath.
      

      
      ‘Quick,’ he applauded. ‘Vicious. You make a worthy opponent, my friend.’ His hands clamped around Dumarest’s throat. ‘You
         have damaged my knee,’ he purred. ‘For that I shall not be kind. I will hurt you in return—badly. You will take a very long
         time to die.’
      

      
      His hands began to close. Dumarest flung himself backwards, jerking up his knees and pressing them against the oiled barrel of the fighter’s chest. He exerted the strength
         of his thighs, forcing himself backward against the throttling hands. He was trying to utilise the whole power of his body
         against the strength of the fingers around his throat. Blood began to pound in his ears and his lungs to burn. Reaching up
         and back he found the little fingers. Taking one in each hand he pulled outward, levering them from his throat.
      

      
      Moidor opened his hands.

      
      Impelled by the pressure of his thighs Dumarest fell backward, landing heavily on his upper shoulders. He grunted as a naked
         foot, as hard as stone, kicked him in the side. He rolled as the same foot lashed at his kidneys. He staggered to his feet,
         the taste of blood in his mouth, sweat running into his eyes. He dashed it away, looking for the fighter. Moidor stood a few
         feet away, watching.
      

      
      ‘A taste,’ he said, ‘of what is to come.’

      
      Dumarest gulped for breath. Red welts marked his throat and the shirt he had retained as protection against the fighter’s
         nails hung in shreds. He dared not take the time to rip it off. Cautiously he backed away, panting as he filled his lungs to oxygenate
         his blood. He circled so that his back was toward the sun.
      

      
      Moidor lunged forward and stumbled.

      
      ‘My knee!’ His teeth shone in the cavern of his mouth. ‘You will pay for that!’

      
      He hopped forward and Dumarest moved barely in time. He stooped and snatched up a handful of dirt. He darted forward, hurling
         it into the snarling face, the gleaming eyes. He might as well have thrown a handful of mist.
      

      
      He threw himself down and to one side as his rush carried him within reach of the fighter’s grasp, his right hand hitting
         the dirt. He pivoted on his stiffened right arm, swinging his boot in a slashing arc toward the damaged knee. Bone yielded.
         Off-balance he tried to roll, to spin away from danger.
      

      
      He was too slow. Moidor, balanced on one leg, caught him as he scrambled to his feet. Dumarest twisted as hands gripped his
         shoulders, slamming the edge of his palm across the fighter’s nose. Blood spurted, mingling with the sweat and oil, staining
         the bared teeth vivid crimson.
      

      
      ‘Now!’ snarled Moidor. ‘Now!’

      
      His hands were steel traps as they closed on the biceps, the fingers digging in to rip the muscle from the bone. Dumarest
         groaned, tore himself free with the maniacal strength of desperation, flung himself behind the gleaming body. Savagely he
         kicked at the back of the uninjured knee.
      

      
      Moidor fell.

      
      Immediately Dumarest was on his back, one arm locked around his throat, knees grinding into his spine, his free hand clamped
         on his other wrist. He forced strength into his arms and shoulders and pulled upward against the chin.
      

      
      The watching crowd sucked in its breath.

      
      He pulled harder. His ears began to sing and blackness edged his vision. From somewhere he could hear yells of encouragement
         but they sounded thin and distant. Beneath him Moidor stirred, hands groping at the dirt for leverage. A moment and he would be free. Dumarest lifted his eyes toward the sun. He heaved.
      

      
      Bone snapped.

      
      The sky turned the colour of blood.
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      The room was very quiet, very cool, the light soft and restful to the eyes. A faint scent of perfume hung in the air, gentling
         the more acrid odour of antiseptics, almost killing the elusive hint of spice. Something made tiny, metallic sounds to one
         side and he could hear the sound of breathing. Dumarest turned his head. A woman, no longer young, sat on a low stool before
         a squat machine. She was simply dressed in green, a caduceus emblazoned on her breast. She smiled as she saw the opened eyes.
      

      
      ‘You are in the tents of the Matriarch of Kund.’ she said. ‘I am her personal physician. You are safe and have nothing to
         fear.’
      

      
      She was efficient. She had answered his anticipated questions. Her voice was dry, a little precise, but softer than he would
         have guessed. Dumarest looked past her at the soft hangings of the room, the thick carpet on the floor, the squat machine
         beside his couch. From it came the tiny, metallic clicking. The woman frowned.
      

      
      ‘Did you understand what I said?’

      
      ‘Yes.’ Dumarest swallowed, surprised that he felt no pain. He touched his throat; it was unmarked, unswollen. He looked at his arm. It was covered by the sleeve of a shirt. The shirt was of a silken, metallic fibre. He was
         fully dressed, even to his boots, but the clothes were not his own.
      

      
      ‘You made no comment.’

      
      ‘There was no need.’ He sat upright and swung his legs over the side of the couch. ‘I assume that I have been given some kind
         of medication.’
      

      
      ‘You know?’

      
      ‘I guessed.’ He stretched, wondering a little at his feeling of well-being. He felt as he did after waking from a passage.
         He had been bathed, of course, and drugged and dressed in new clothes. He must also have been fed with intravenous injections
         of quickly-assimilated concentrates. He wondered why the old woman had treated him so well.
      

      
      ‘The Matriarch is no lover of the Prince of Emmened,’ said the physician. She seemed able to read his mind or perhaps it was
         simply the extrapolation of the obvious. ‘It pleased her to see his fighter die.’
      

      
      ‘I killed him?’

      
      ‘Yes.’ She leaned forward a little, her eyes watchful. ‘You remember?’

      
      Dumarest nodded, wondering just what had happened after he’d made his final effort. Bone had snapped, that he could remember,
         and it must have been Moidor’s neck. Then Megan had rushed forward, his face distorted with excitement. But after?
      

      
      ‘You were an automaton,’ explained the woman. ‘You stood and moved but without conscious metabolic shock. You had overstrained your resources. Left alone you would have collapsed and without proper treatment could
         have died. The Matriarch recognised what had happened and took you under her protection.’
      

      
      And, thought Dumarest grimly, had undoubtedly saved his life. The treatment he had needed was unavailable in camp and no one
         else would have risked the enmity of the prince by supplying it.
      

      
      ‘How long have I been here?’

      
      ‘I put you under slow-time. Subjectively you have been unconscious for a week. In actual time it has been a little under four
         hours.’
      

      
      She turned to study the machine. Lights glowed from behind transparent windows, flickering to the rhythm of the metallic clicks,
         casting small splotches of colour over her face. Thoughtfully Dumarest massaged his throat. The equivalent of a week’s skilled
         medication would more than account for his fitness. But slow-time was expensive. The old woman had been more than generous.
      

      
      ‘I would like to see the Matriarch,’ he told the physician. ‘I want to give her my thanks for what she did.’

      
      ‘That will not be necessary.’

      
      ‘I think that it is.’

      
      ‘What you think,’ she said flatly, ‘is of no real importance.’ She did not turn from the machine. ‘Later, if she should wish,
         you may have the opportunity of meeting her.’
      

      
      Her meaning was crystal clear. He had been reminded that while the Matriarch ruled a complex of worlds he was nothing but a penniless traveller. Her generosity had been impersonal, the satisfying of a whim. She no more
         expected thanks from him than she would from a starving dog she had ordered to be fed.
      

      
      The machine ceased its clicking. Stooping close the woman read the symbols in the transparent windows and frowned. Impatiently
         she pressed several buttons and slammed her hand on the release. The clicking began again, this time at a higher tempo.
      

      
      ‘A diagnostic machine?’ Dumarest had reason to be interested. She guessed his concern.

      
      ‘Partially, yes. I have been giving you a routine check. You may be interested to learn that you have no contagious disease,
         virus infection, malignant growth or organic malfunction. Also that you have no trace of any foreign objects implanted in
         or on your body.’ She hesitated. ‘And I was totally unable to discover any sign of any post-hypnotic suggestion or mental
         conditioning impressed on your sub-conscious.’
      

      
      He relaxed, smiling. ‘Did that machine tell you all that?’

      
      ‘That and more.’ She glanced at the windows again as the machine fell silent. She frowned, then turned to face him. ‘There
         are some questions I would like to ask. I have been studying your physique and encephalogram together with the constituents
         of your blood and your glandular secretions. I am somewhat puzzled. Where were you born?’
      

      
      ‘Are you saying that I am not wholly human?’

      
      
      Impatiently she brushed aside the suggestion. ‘It isn’t that. This machine contains the encoded data of all known physiology
         down to the molecular level. With the information I have introduced, it should be able to tell me on which world you originated.
         It has failed to do so. Therefore the machine is either malfunctioning or you originated on a world of which it has no knowledge.’
         She paused. ‘It is not malfunctioning.’
      

      
      ‘Therefore, by logic, I must originate on a world of which it has no knowledge.’ Dumarest smiled. ‘Is that so incredible?
         There are countless inhabited worlds.’
      

      
      ‘Not quite so many—and the machine embraces all that are known.’

      
      Dumarest shrugged. ‘Assuming that to be true, haven’t you overlooked the possibility of mutation?’

      
      ‘No. That is not the reason. What is the name of your native world?’

      
      ‘Earth.’

      
      She frowned, her lips thinning with anger. ‘Please do not jest; I am serious. Many races so call the substance of their planet
         as they call it dirt or soil. What is the name of your primary?’
      

      
      ‘Sol.’

      
      ‘This is ridiculous!’ She rose to her feet, insulted. ‘I ask you the name of your sun and you reply with a word meaning exactly
         the same. Sun!’ She almost spat the word. ‘What sun?’
      

      
      ‘The Sun.’ He rose and smiled down at her, amused by her anger. ‘I assure you that I am telling the truth.’

      
      
      She snorted and left the room. After a while he tried to follow and a guard blocked his passage. She was almost as tall as
         himself. Massive doses of testosterone had accentuated her masculine characteristics. She faced him, one hand resting lightly
         on the butt of her holstered weapon.
      

      
      ‘No.’ Her voice was deep, as strong as her determination. ‘You are to wait here.’

      
      ‘Wait? For what?’

      
      She didn’t answer and Dumarest returned to the couch. He lay down, enjoying the softness of the bed, idly studying the motif
         on the ceiling. He had no objection to being detained in such luxurious surroundings.
      

      
      The wine was a living emerald flecked with drifting motes of ruby. The goblet was blown from lustrous glass veined with gold.
         The sweat of condensation clung to the outside in minute droplets of moisture. The liquid was as frigid as polar ice.
      

      
      ‘From Woten,’ said the girl carelessly. ‘You have been there?’

      
      ‘No.’ Dumarest sipped at the wine, feeling the chill of it bite his tongue, the potency of it sear his throat. Released by
         the warmth of his hand the bouquet rose to fill his nostrils with a cloying scent. ‘It seems a rare vintage, My Lady.’
      

      
      ‘Many use it for perfume.’ Seena Thoth was not interested in the wine. She left her own untouched as she sat facing her guest,
         her eyes roving over the hard planes of his face, the firm yet sensuous mouth. He seemed different from the ragged savage
         she had seen kill a man with his bare hands. ‘You have travelled far?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, My Lady.’ He wondered why he had been detained for her pleasure. To satisfy her curiosity, of course, but what else?
         ‘I have been travelling most of my life. Ever since I left my home planet.’
      

      
      ‘Earth?’

      
      ‘Yes.’ He caught her smile. ‘I told the truth, My Lady.’

      
      ‘The physician does not think so.’ She was not really interested in his planet of origin. ‘You risked your life when you fought
         Emmened’s creature,’ she said abruptly. ‘What made you do it?’
      

      
      ‘The prize, My Lady.’

      
      ‘A thing so small?’ Her doubt was genuine. ‘To risk your life?’

      
      ‘Wealth is relative,’ explained Dumarest patiently. It was obvious that she had never known the desperation of poverty. ‘It
         is not a pleasant thing to be stranded on a world such as this.’
      

      
      ‘But surely better to be stranded than to be dead? Moidor was a trained fighter of men. He killed the others as I would snap
         a twig.’ Her eyes grew speculative. ‘Are you also a trained fighter of men?’
      

      
      ‘No, My Lady.’

      
      ‘Then you must have a secret skill. How else did you succeed when the others failed?’

      
      ‘The others made mistakes.’ Dumarest looked at her with critical eyes. She was as beautiful as the goblet, as exciting as
         the wine. The jewels she had braided in the ebony of her hair must have cost a hundred High passages, the ring on her finger
         the same. He grew thoughtful as he studied the ring. ‘They thought it was a game and tried to win according to the rules. That
         was their mistake. It killed them. In combat there are no rules.’
      

      
      ‘Is that why you kicked at his knee?’ She smiled, remembering. ‘I wondered why you had done that.’

      
      ‘It is hard for a man, no matter how strong or well-trained, to stand on a broken leg. It gave me an advantage the others
         did not have.’ Dumarest sipped more of his wine. He could have told her of his other great advantage over the men who had
         died: they had been conditioned under the benediction-light to respect the Supreme Ethic; they had entered the fight psychologically
         unable to kill. Instead he said, ‘Have you ever killed, My Lady?’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Or caused the death of others?’

      
      ‘No.’ She remembered a tortured face staring at an empty sky; blood on a cone of polished glass. ‘No!’

      
      He sensed her trouble and picked up her goblet of wine. ‘You are not drinking, My Lady.’

      
      She waved aside the goblet. ‘Tell me what it is to kill,’ she demanded. ‘Do dreams come to haunt your sleep? Do you regret
         having taken a life?’
      

      
      He sipped wine, watching her over the rim of the goblet.

      
      ‘Tell me,’ she ordered, ‘what it is like to hold a living creature in your hands and …’

      
      ‘To kill it?’ Dumarest turned and set down his glass. The base made a small sound as it hit the surface of the inlaid table.
         ‘It is a matter of survival. You kill because you have no choice. Having no choice makes it unnecessary to regret the inevitable.’
      

      
      He heard the sudden intake of breath and wondered if he had guessed wrongly. If she had wanted him to supply the vicarious
         thrill of blood and pain then he had failed. But she hadn’t seemed like so many of her class, a depraved animal craving sexual
         stimulation—and liable to take an unpleasant revenge if she didn’t get it. Then he saw her smile.
      

      
      ‘You are right,’ she said gratefully. ‘The necessity of killing must be dictated by the needs of survival. I’m glad to hear
         you say it.’
      

      
      He knew better than to ask why or question what ghost he had laid to rest. She had wanted to meet a man who had risked his
         life for what she considered to be a trifle. She had expected nothing, an alleviation of boredom at the most, but Dumarest
         had surprised her with the impact of his personality. She found herself strangely reluctant to let him go.
      

      
      He could have told her why. Despite her wealth and culture she had lived all her life in the narrow strata of a single society.
         He had trod a hundred worlds, lived a varied life, seen a thousand things of interest. Seena was like the handler of his ship.
         Her walls were invisible but they existed just the same.
      

      
      ‘You must have more wine,’ she decided. ‘Not that cold stuff from Woten but a warmer vintage from the slopes of Segalia on
         Kund.’ She rose to fetch the flagon and fresh glasses. ‘Have you ever been to Kund?’
      

      
      ‘No, My Lady.’ He watched the grace of her movements across the floor, wondering why she hadn’t called a servant to fetch the wine. As she poured he watched her hands.
      

      
      ‘Here!’ She handed him a glass with her ringed hand. He took it, then looked sharply into her face. Her eyes were bright,
         her breathing rapid. ‘We’ll drink a toast,’ she said. ‘In celebration of your victory. To the dead—they won’t bother us!’
      

      
      Deliberately he set down the untouched wine.

      
      ‘You don’t like the toast?’ she looked at the wine and then at his face. ‘Is something wrong?’

      
      ‘Your ring, My Lady. It reminded me of something.’

      
      ‘So?’

      
      ‘You asked if I’d ever been to Kund,’ he said evenly. ‘I haven’t, but I’ve been to Quail. They too have a matriarchy.’

      
      She sat down, watching him.

      
      ‘I had a very good friend on Quail. He attracted the attention of some rich and idle women. One of them wanted to have some
         fun and so she invited him to her house. She had her fun and then decided to have more. She accused him of rape.’ He looked
         steadily into her eyes. ‘Can you guess at the penalty for rape on a world like Quail?’
      

      
      ‘Kund also protects its women.’

      
      ‘Naturally. The man, of course, had no defence. The accusation was enough and they found what they regarded as conclusive
         evidence. So they removed his eyelids, his nose, lips, ears and tongue. They also made quite certain that he could never again
         be accused of the same crime. The woman attended the place of punishment.’
      

      
      
      ‘As was her right as the victim.’ Seena looked uncomfortable.

      
      ‘I wonder.’ Dumarest reached out and took her hand into his own. He touched the ring with the tip of one finger. ‘She wore
         a ring exactly like this. I saw it at the trial. Later I learned that they are made by the artisans of the Kullambar Sea.
         They are hollow and a slight pressure will release a little of their contents. Sometimes it is poison. The women of Quail
         get a great deal of sport from them. Sometimes they fill them with a powerful aphrodisiac.’
      

      
      He smiled and released her hand and, somehow, knocked over his wine.

      

      In a room heavy with the scent of spice and rich with the brilliant tapestries spun by the spider-folk of a distant star,
         an old woman spoke softly to her mirror.
      

      
      ‘Mirror, mirror, on the wall—who is the fairest of us all?’

      
      Once it had been Gloria’s pleasure to have the mechanism respond in terms of the purest flattery to the fragment of verse
         half-learned as a child. Now the sonic look no longer pandered to her conceit. The surface clouded as the scanners sought
         their target. It cleared to show the diminished figures of Dumarest and her ward. He was telling her the story of his friend.
      

      
      Gloria thinned her lips as she heard it, wondering if Seena recognised the implied insult. Probably not. The girl needed the
         help of no drugs to find herself a lover but she couldn’t blame the man for his caution. She knew of the harridans of Quail and their spiteful ways. It was natural for him to be suspicious. She nodded as he spilled
         the wine.
      

      
      ‘A clever man, My Lady.’

      
      Dyne stood behind her, the scarlet of his robe subdued against the vivid tapestries. He had thrown back his cowl and his shaved
         head glowed in the soft lighting. Gloria shrugged.
      

      
      ‘Clever, but safe.’

      
      ‘Are you certain of that, My Lady?’

      
      ‘He’s clean inside and out. Melga made sure of that before I allowed Seena to venture into his reach. She is bored and needs
         someone to amuse her. Dumarest is more capable than most and safer than any.’ She looked at the screen. They sat close as
         he told her a story of his travelling. Now, she noticed, he did not hesitate to drink the wine. But then, she thought cynically,
         he had poured it himself.
      

      
      For a moment she wished that she were young again so that she could teach him how hard it was for any man to resist a determined
         woman.
      

      
      ‘I am not sure that I trust him, My Lady.’ Dyne looked thoughtfully at the screen. ‘It could have been arranged for him to
         be here at this time.’
      

      
      ‘How?’ She was impatient with his excessive caution. ‘He rode with us by accident—I have checked with the handler of our ship.
         And his fight with Moidor, that was real enough. He would have died had I not taken him under my protection. Could he or anyone
         have anticipated that?’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps not,’ admitted the cyber. ‘But there is something mysterious about him.’

      
      
      ‘His planet of origin?’ She looked sideways and up at the tall figure. ‘Didn’t Melga tell you? He claimed to have originated
         on Earth.’
      

      
      ‘Earth?’

      
      ‘Yes. Melga thought he was having a joke at her expense and he probably was. She was not amused but then she lacks humour.
         If he wants to keep the planet of his origin a secret why not allow him his mystery?’ She smiled at the figures on the screen.
         ‘A strange person,’ she murmured. ‘And no fool.’ She snapped her fingers and the scene dissolved, the mirror returning to
         a plain, reflecting surface. ‘Is everything progressing as planned?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, My Lady. I have arranged to hire bearers from the camp. The factor tells me that such work is their only means of employment.
         The dispersal of the guards is as agreed.’
      

      
      ‘And the ship?’

      
      ‘The captain has his orders. He will not fail.’

      
      ‘If he does he will pay for it if I have to offer a principality for his head!’ For a moment naked cruelty showed from beneath
         the cultured façade. It vanished as the Matriarch turned to other matters. ‘You think, then, that we are safe?’
      

      
      ‘I cannot be sure, My Lady.’ He met the sudden anger of her eyes. ‘I am not infallible. When the subject was mentioned I gave
         certain advice. It was the best means possible to achieve the desired end. But I cannot be certain beyond all question of
         doubt. There is always the unknown factor.’
      

      
      ‘An excuse?’

      
      ‘An explanation, My Lady.’ Her anger left him unmoved. ‘Would you have me lie? If so then I am not needed here. Any courtier could do as much.’
      

      
      She looked away, conscious of her helplessness as far as he was concerned. Anger, promises, threats, all were useless against
         a machine. She could dismiss him and that was the full extent of her power. If she did more the Cyclan would take their revenge.
      

      
      But there always remained the tiny seed of suspicion, the shadow of doubt. Advice, like luck, could be of two kinds.

      
      ‘Is there anything more, My Lady?’ Dyne was anxious to be gone. Cynically she wondered why.

      
      ‘No.’ She dismissed him with a gesture, waiting until he had left the room before daring to relax. Then she sighed, her shoulders
         rounding with fatigue. At times like this she felt her age. Felt too the waves of savage ambition, threatening the things
         she loved. They were few enough.
      

      
      Her palace on Kund. A small garden, some jewels, a lock of once-bright hair. The Lady Seena.

      
      A small showing for a lifetime of rule.

      
      She whispered at the mirror and again it showed Dumarest and her ward. They had not moved from the room. Their movements had
         been in space and time. The girl was a little flushed and seemed to have grown even more feminine as she sat close to the
         traveller. So close that he could not help but breathe the scent of her perfume. The Matriarch nodded her approval.
      

      
      Dyne had his cold predictions based on known data and logical extrapolation, but she had better than that. She had the age-old
         intuition of her sex which could confound all logic. She had relied on it to carry her along a bloodstained path to the throne. She relied on it
         to safeguard her ward.
      

      
      Her face softened as she looked at the girl, feeling the bittersweet tug of memory, the determination to protect her at any
         cost. The man could be of use in that despite the cyber’s doubts. What did he know of the magical power of emotion?
      

      
      The old woman smiled as she looked at the couple; then the smile froze on her face. She felt a sudden pounding of her heart,
         the terrible paralysis induced by overwhelming fear. The couple were no longer alone.
      

      
      Death had joined the party.
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      It came on a blur of shimmering wings, a thin, finger-long body tipped with triangular jaws strong enough to shear through
         metal, to penetrate the toughest hide. It ripped through the plastic of the room, poised for a moment in the corner, then
         swept toward where the couple sat.
      

      
      Dumarest saw it barely in time. The Lady Seena was very close, her perfume an enticing scent in his nostrils, the warm, white
         velvet of her flesh radiating its feminine heat. She was attentive and had a trick of staring into his face as if seeing there
         something special to herself. Cynicism kept him detached. Such a woman would be sated with empty flattery and the easy conquest
         of desirous males. She was only amusing herself, unable to resist the challenge of his maleness, playing an age-old game with
         tired indifference.
      

      
      So he told himself and managed to negate her charm.

      
      ‘In your travels,’ she said softly, ‘you must have met many women. Tell me of them.’

      
      ‘Is that an order, My Lady?’

      
      ‘No. You will tell?’

      
      
      ‘No. I …’ He sensed rather than saw the darting shape and reacted by pure instinct. ‘Down!’

      
      She screamed as he threw himself against her, knocking her from her chair, sending them both to the carpet. There was a thin
         whine, a faint plop as the thing hit the wall behind them, merging instantly into the background with a chameleon-like change of protective body-tint.
      

      
      ‘Guards!’ She thought that he had attacked her, that he was intent on rape. He rapped a command.

      
      ‘Shut up! Listen!’

      
      He rose, crouching, eyes scanning the wall. A patch of colour flickered and he flung himself down, throwing his weight hard
         against the woman, rolling her over the carpet. Again came the thin, spiteful hum, the soft plop of landing. His ears caught the sound and directed his eyes. He reached behind him and groped for a chair. He found one and
         clamped his fingers around the backrest.
      

      
      Something flickered on the wall.

      
      He swept up the chair, holding it as a shield as he lunged toward the woman. Something tugged at his hair. He spun, feeling
         sweat bead his face, eyes searching the wall. He caught a glimpse of a jewelled eye before it vanished into the background.
         He watched the spot. The thing was fast—too fast for the eye to follow once it was in flight. The only chance was to intercept
         it before it struck.
      

      
      ‘What was it?’ Seena half rose from her knees, her initial fear forgotten. ‘I can’t see …’

      
      ‘Shut up!’

      
      He caught the shift of colour and jerked the chair up just in time. The thing hit the seat, drilled through, scored a deep groove across the backrest and caromed off the metal
         fabric of his shirt. Wings a tattered ruin, it thrashed on the carpet then scuttled forward on multiple legs.
      

      
      Dumarest crushed it beneath the heel of his boot.

      
      ‘A phygria,’ said Melga. The physician was very pale. She had come running at the heels of the guards. ‘You recognised it?’

      
      ‘No.’ Dumarest looked at the chair still in his hand. The scar on the backrest almost touched his skin. He set the chair down
         and looked at the corner of the room. A hole gaped in the plastic. ‘I saw something move,’ he explained. ‘The rest was instinct.’
      

      
      ‘You must have very unusual reflexes,’ said the physician thoughtfully. ‘The attack speed of a phygria is over fifty miles
         an hour. That would give you’—she paused, measuring the room with calculating eyes—‘about a third of a second to see it, recognise
         its danger and take necessary action based on that recognition. You know of them?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘That would account for your subconscious recognition. You simply didn’t have the time for conscious thought.’ She stooped,
         picked up the crushed body in a pair of forceps, and examined it through a glass. ‘A female, gravid, searching for a host.’
         Her lips tightened. ‘A human is not its natural host. That means …’
      

      
      ‘It was primed,’ said Dumarest harshly. He looked down at his hands; they were trembling a little from reaction. He remembered
         the tug at his hair, the scar close to his hand. Death had twice come very close. ‘It was primed,’ he repeated. ‘We all know what that means.’
      

      
      He looked at the beauty of the girl and wondered who wanted her dead.

      
      Gloria was tormented by the same thought. A phygria was an assassin’s weapon. Primed with the scent of the victim it would
         unerringly seek out the target to use as its host. Like a bullet it would smash through the skin into the flesh beneath to
         vomit forth a gush of tiny eggs. Swept by the bloodstream they would scatter throughout the body to hatch and grow there.
         Too numerous for surgical removal, too tough for chemical destruction, they would bring an inevitable and horrifying end.
      

      
      The thought of Seena dying, the unwilling host to a thousand hungry larvae, made her want to retch.

      
      ‘Who?’ she snarled at the cyber standing at her side. ‘Who would want to kill her on this Godforsaken planet?’

      
      It was a stupid question but she was too distraught to realise it. An assassin needed no reason other than his pay but Dyne
         didn’t remind her of that. Instead he countered her question with another.
      

      
      ‘Not who, My Lady, but how. The phygria was primed—how did the assassin obtain her scent?’

      
      The old woman snorted her impatience. It was simple enough, a clipping from a nail, a strand of hair, some perspiration, a
         trace of blood—there were a dozen ways in which a host could be identified. Then she grew thoughtful as his meaning penetrated
         her anger and fear. Seena was guarded, isolated from common contact. To be effective a scent had to be reasonably fresh. She
         felt the sudden chill of her blood, the overwhelming weight of despair, but the possibility had to be faced.
      

      
      ‘Treason?’

      
      ‘It is a possibility,’ he admitted, ‘but of a very low order of probability. It seems impossible that there could be a traitor
         in your retinue.’
      

      
      ‘Seems?’

      
      ‘No human action can be predicted to one hundred per cent certainty, My Lady. But there is an alternative explanation: the
         target need not have been the Lady Seena.’
      

      
      ‘Dumarest?’

      
      ‘Yes, My Lady. From the evidence it seems that the phygria attacked him, not the Lady Seena. He naturally assumed that she
         was the target but he could have been wrong. The probability is high that he was. His scent would not have been difficult
         to obtain.’
      

      
      ‘From Moidor?’

      
      ‘Yes, My Lady, or from his discarded clothing.’ Dyne paused. ‘We can even guess the motive.’

      
      She nodded. It made sense and the Prince of Emmened was known to be a vengeful man. It would be like him to avenge the death
         of his favourite, and simple if he had the means at hand. And yet it all seemed to fit too neatly. She had long since learned
         to distrust neat solutions to important problems.
      

      
      ‘In my view,’ said Dyne, ‘it would be wise to ensure that he never again comes into close contact with the Lady Seena. The risk, if he is the target of an assassin, would
         be too great.’
      

      
      He echoed her thoughts but, by echoing them, stiffened her earlier resolution. Dumarest had proved his worth and Seena could
         do with the protection of such a man. And, despite the cyber’s logical explanation, she still had doubts. The possibility
         of treachery could not be overlooked.
      

      
      A communicator chimed, a fairy-bell in the spice-scented chamber. She threw the switch and Melga stared at her from the screen.

      
      ‘My Lady,’ she said, and paused waiting for the Matriarch to speak.

      
      ‘Well?’ The old woman had little use for protocol in times of emergency. ‘Did you isolate the scent?’

      
      ‘No, My Lady. It was impossible to distinguish who was the actual target.’

      
      It was a disappointment; she had hoped the physician could settle the matter and guide her into appropriate action. Now there
         was only one thing to be done.
      

      
      ‘Nullify them both.’ She broke the connection and sat brooding over the set. She reached for a button then hesitated. It wouldn’t
         take long for the physician to inject both Dumarest and her ward with scent-masking chemicals but they would have to be guarded
         until all danger from further attacks was past. Deciding, she pressed the button.
      

      
      ‘My Lady?’ Elspeth, the captain of her guard, looked from the screen.

      
      ‘Prepare for departure. We leave in two hours.’

      
      
      ‘For the north, My Lady?’

      
      ‘For the north.’

      
      The tourist was in a flaming temper. He slammed his hand on the counter hard enough to bruise the flesh. If there was pain
         he ignored it.
      

      
      ‘Listen,’ he snapped. ‘I was given to understand that you would look after me. I haven’t come all this way to be given the
         brush-off. If you can’t do your job here then your main office ought to know about it and I’m the man to tell them. Now tell
         me just why I can’t hire a plane.’
      

      
      ‘Because there isn’t one on the planet.’ Piers Quentin fought the jumping of his nerves. For the past two hours, ever since
         the Matriarch of Kund had left Hightown, his office had resembled a madhouse. ‘There’s no need for them,’ he explained. ‘The
         only place anyone wants to see is the mountains and they aren’t far. You could walk it comfortably in a couple of days.’
      

      
      ‘Walk?’ The man purpled. ‘Walk!’

      
      ‘Or you could hire a nulgrav raft,’ said the factor quickly. ‘I think that there is one left.’ There wasn’t but someone would
         have to double up. ‘An appreciation of the scenery is an integral part of the attraction,’ he continued. ‘Mechanical noise
         would disrupt the harmony and ruin that you have come so far to experience. You can hire bearers to carry supplies and to
         provide motive power, of course. I assure you, sir, it is the normal custom for people like yourself.’
      

      
      The man grumbled but allowed himself to be convinced. He grumbled even louder at the hiring costs. Piers spread his hands at the objections.
      

      
      ‘I can’t help it, sir. The bearers are free agents who will not work for less. The supplies are on sale or return and there
         is a deposit on the raft. If you will sign here, sir, and here. Thank you. If you take this slip to the warehouse the quartermaster
         will attend to your needs.’
      

      
      He relaxed as the man left the office, relaxing still more as he realised that the man was the last. There would still be
         chaos outside but his staff could handle that. Now he was going to shut the door and take a long, cold drink. Brother Ely
         smiled at him as he was about to close the panel.
      

      
      ‘Alone, Brother?’

      
      ‘I was,’ said Piers shortly, then relented. ‘Come in and keep me company. I’ve had a hell of a time this past few hours.’
         He closed the door after the monk and crossed to the dispenser. ‘Something to drink? No. Well, you won’t mind if I do.’ He
         helped himself regardless and downed the drink in two long swallows. ‘The old woman started it,’ he said waiting for a refill.
         ‘I told them that she was far too early but they wouldn’t listen. Not that it matters, at least they’re out of my hair now.’
      

      
      ‘And, of course,’ said the monk quietly, ‘they will use more than normal supplies in order to maintain their bearers and themselves.
         There is no water by the mountains?’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Nor food?’

      
      ‘No—everything has to be carried.’ The factor tasted his second drink. ‘Food, water, tents—everything. The Hightowners ride on rafts which the bearers pull along. It works
         pretty well.’
      

      
      For himself naturally, but it went deeper than that. There was a perversity in human nature which gloried at the bestialisation
         of its own kind. There was a romance clinging to the concept of slavery which appealed to the rich. They would like to ride
         high and move by the muscle-power of desperate men. As the factor well knew those who had started by demanding planes would
         end by regretting the loss of slaves. Their use gave a sense of personal power lacking in the employment of machines.
      

      
      Brother Ely knew that only too well. He said one word loaded with contempt. ‘Pander!’

      
      ‘What!’ The factor jerked so that some of the drink spilled from his glass. ‘What did you call me?’

      
      The monk repeated it. Quentin set down his glass. He crossed to the door, opened it, pointed outside. His face was white with
         rage beneath the dark pattern of his beard. ‘Get out!’
      

      
      Deliberately the monk looked for a chair, found one, sat down. ‘Spare me your outraged pride, Brother. We both know exactly
         what I mean by the word. Why did you remove the engines from the rafts? Such craft normally contain their own motive power.
         Are you trying to add to the attraction of Gath?’
      

      
      Irritably Quentin slammed the door and returned to his drink. The old monk was shrewd but it would not do him much good. ‘What
         would you have me do?’ Quentin swallowed the rest of his drink. ‘The tourists are rich and to travel like that is a novelty which they appreciate. And it gives work to the travellers. Without
         it they would starve.’
      

      
      ‘Do they have to lower themselves to the level of beasts of burden in order to live?’

      
      ‘That is your judgment,’ snapped Quentin irritably. ‘Perhaps they do not think the same. A starving man cannot afford the
         niceties of your ethics. At least,’ he added spitefully, ‘they do not beg.’
      

      
      ‘And we of the Universal Brotherhood do,’ said the monk gently. He smiled. ‘I get your point, Brother.’

      
      Piers was not amused. He had done nothing beyond the scope of his duties and had to answer to no one but his superiors. But
         the Brotherhood had friends in peculiar places. He stood to lose nothing by caution.
      

      
      ‘What’s on your mind?’ The factor helped himself to another drink. He felt a little sorry for himself. No sooner had he rid
         himself of the incubus of the storm than this had to happen. ‘What did you want to talk about?’
      

      
      ‘Shall we start with Dumarest?’

      
      ‘The man who killed the Prince of Emmened’s fighter? What of him?’

      
      ‘Has the wager been paid?’

      
      ‘The price of a High Passage is in my keeping.’

      
      ‘And if Dumarest should die?’ The monk didn’t wait for an answer. ‘He has no one to call you to account. You would keep the
         money.’
      

      
      Piers didn’t answer.

      
      
      ‘A quick way to make a tidy sum,’ mused the old man. ‘More. If Dumarest should die you would be free of a man you may have
         reason to fear.’
      

      
      Piers laughed in the monk’s face. ‘Brother, you’re crazy! I have no need to kill Dumarest for the reason you mention. He will
         leave on the first ship. His passage is safe. Why should I want him dead?’
      

      
      ‘Greed.’ Ely was bland as he smiled at the factor. ‘You are a greedy man, Brother. It is carnal sin and could prove fatal.’
         His lifted hand stilled the other’s protest. ‘I do not threaten but simply point out the obvious. You cannot be certain that
         Dumarest will leave Gath on a High passage. He is strong and accustomed to travelling Low. He might choose to take others
         with him. The strongest, naturally—only they could survive. Could you spare so many willing bearers, Brother?’
      

      
      ‘I’d be glad to see them go. All of them!’ Piers gulped at his drink. ‘The penniless scum! The sooner they go the better!’

      
      ‘So you keep saying—I don’t believe you.’ The monk grew stern. ‘Let us not fence with words, Brother. You set the fee for
         their hiring. You put the price on their food. You know that every penny they earn will find its way into your pocket. You
         may not have initiated the system but you are taking full advantage of it. Brother, I would not have your conscience for the
         wealth of a world!’
      

      
      ‘There is an old saying,’ said Piers quietly. ‘“The man who rides a tiger finds it hard to dismount.”’

      
      ‘He could have help, Brother.’

      
      ‘What do you want? Facilities for a church in Hightown? You can have them but what good it will do I don’t know. It is hard to preach ethics to those who value nothing
         but money. A church in Lowtown? You can have that too and I’ll put you on the roster for regular food. You may break your
         heart but you won’t starve.’ Piers finished his drink and put down the empty glass. ‘You may be able to persuade them to be
         content with their lot. What else you can do I can’t imagine.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps you underestimate the power of the Brotherhood,’ said the monk evenly. ‘It is not beyond speculation that the travellers
         might take a hand in their own destiny. Who then would tend the field, clear the path, act as bearers for the tourists who
         come to Gath?’
      

      
      ‘A union!’ The factor made no secret of his disgust. ‘Are you threatening me with a union? A man of your calling to deal in
         a thing so vile!’
      

      
      ‘By the pattern on your face I see that you belong to a guild,’ said the monk sharply. ‘What else is that but a union of people
         engaged in serving their common end?’
      

      
      He had expected an outburst of rage but the factor surprised him. Quentin could see no relationship between the professional
         guild of which he was a member and a union of unspecialised types the thought of which aroused only disgust. The professional
         men had ethics, the others did not. If anything he was amused by the old man’s analogy.
      

      
      Deliberately he helped himself to another drink, taking his time, adjusting alcohol, flavour and ice until it was to his satisfaction.

      
      
      ‘An entrepreneur arrived on the same ship as yourself,’ he said casually. ‘We get at least one every storm. All get the same
         idea. They want to organise the travellers into a composite whole and then dictate the terms under which they will allow them
         to work. Only one has tried to do it.’
      

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘He accomplished what he set out to do. He had money and could provide food. For a time, at least; then the food grew too
         expensive. Then came the time of storm and the ships began to arrive. By that time the travellers were very hungry.’ He paused
         and took a sip of his drink. His eyes were amused as they stared at the monk over the rim of the glass. ‘And then guess what?’
      

      
      ‘You are telling the story,’ said the monk evenly.

      
      ‘I tell it to every entrepreneur who arrives. They invariably see the point. All I did was to go among the travellers and
         hire twelve of the strongest men. I fed and armed them. I replaced the engines in the rafts. They were able to do all the
         work that needed to be done. The rest got nothing. After the storm there was no more talk of conditions.’
      

      
      ‘And you continued to ride your tiger.’ Brother Ely was thoughtful. The factor was a more complex character than he had guessed.
         The man was driven as much by fear as by greed. ‘Tell me, Brother, are you so in love with the beast that you cannot bear
         to be parted?’
      

      
      Piers looked at his hand. It was trembling with memories of nightmared sleep. The dream was always the same: himself lying
         crushed and bleeding beneath the boots of a ravening mob. It could happen at any time, more so during the period of storm when nerves jerked to
         electric tension. And there was nothing between him and the mob but a handful of guards.
      

      
      ‘Well, Brother?’ The monk was patient. The factor shook his head.

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘I am glad to hear you say it.’ The old man’s face expressed his joy. ‘The Brotherhood has always striven for the greatest
         good for the greatest number while maintaining established rule. Here it would take so little. A simple adjustment of the
         fees charged the tourists. A system to provide and distribute natural food among the travellers. Some medical care—we are
         good at such things. We could rid you of your tiger.’
      

      
      And, thought the factor, gratefully, provide a barrier between the travellers and himself. Well, why not let them have their
         way? Let them take charge, wear the face of authority while he remained innocently in the background. They could do it and
         instil obedience to the Supreme Ethic at the same time.
      

      
      His life, at least, would be safe.
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      They camped halfway to the mountains, an irregular sprawl of rafts and tents and weary travellers. The rafts had no weight—their
         nulgrav plates kept them a level three feet from the ground—but they had mass and had to be towed every inch of the way.
      

      
      It was growing darker, the air dim and filled with shadows as the path swept toward the eternal night of the east. The sun
         had almost vanished below the horizon, only the upper rim remaining visible, painting the west with the colour of blood. The
         air was heavy, brooding, filled with invisible forces. Above, the pale light of stars shone in a purple sky.
      

      
      Megan groaned with the pain of his shoulders. He eased the clothing from his back and cursed in a low monotone. He looked
         up as a tall figure occluded the sky.
      

      
      ‘Megan?’

      
      ‘Is that you, Dumarest?’ Megan tried to stand, groaned, made a second attempt. He relaxed as the tall man knelt beside him.

      
      ‘What’s the matter with you? Are you hurt?’

      
      ‘My back.’ Megan winced. ‘Could you get me some salve or something? That Emmened!’

      
      
      ‘I heard.’ Dumarest’s hands were gentle as they bared the thin shoulders. He stared at the welts crisscrossing the pallid
         flesh. ‘You fool, Megan! What did you want to take service with him for? You had enough money to take this trip easy.’
      

      
      ‘It isn’t my money.’

      
      ‘So what? There’s more than I need. You didn’t have to get yourself half killed for the sake of a few units.’

      
      ‘I needed the money.’ Megan was stubborn and Dumarest could appreciate his pride. ‘How was I to know the devil would use the
         whip?’
      

      
      It had been a hell of a trip. The Prince of Emmened, savage at having been left behind in the rush to follow the Matriarch,
         had tried to make up time and forge to the lead. His method had been simple: force the towing travellers to run and whip them
         until they did.
      

      
      And continue whipping them all the way to the present camp.

      
      His guards had helped but the fear of being left behind without employment had helped even more. Starvation, as the factor
         had cynically pointed out, made ethics and pride of minor consideration to food. Even so two had died and five had been left
         on the journey.
      

      
      ‘You’ve finished working for him.’ Dumarest had salve and he applied it with a gentle hand. ‘Don’t worry about losing your
         money. You don’t need it. None of you need it. I’ve enough to buy off all his bearers. He can use his guards and courtiers
         to pull instead.’
      

      
      
      ‘Take it easy.’ Megan relaxed as the pain in his shoulders yielded to the soothing action of the salve. ‘Do that and you’ll
         get yourself killed. You can’t treat a man like the prince that way and you know it.’
      

      
      It was the truth but none the more palatable because of it. Dumarest had the money but it wasn’t enough. He needed more than
         money. He needed the power and protection he didn’t have.
      

      
      ‘All right,’ he admitted. ‘So we forget the others. But don’t let me see you working for Emmened again.’

      
      He rose and left the other man, wandering over the camp, feeling restless with unvented anger. A group of travellers sat around
         a blanket rolling dice for their day’s pay. The cubes clicked and bounced and called forth groans and cheers as they came
         to rest. Someone would be the winner but, in the end, there could only be one who collected the money. Quentin would take
         it all.
      

      
      His irritation grew. Striking out he left the camp, walking toward the night side, his feet noiseless in the grass. He walked
         for maybe half a mile and then dropped as he saw dim figures in the gloom. Hugging the grass he watched them pass. There were
         four of them, tall, broad, masculine even in the way in which they walked. They carried nets and the bell-mouthed shapes of
         sonic guns. One of them carried a small bag in which struggled some form of life.
      

      
      He wondered why guards of the Matriarch should be so far from camp and what they could be hunting here in this place. The
         small animals, obviously; they were the only form of life, and Megan had said that the only way to catch them was with nets and sonic guns.
      

      
      He was thoughtful on his return to camp.

      
      The place had a more festive air. Small fires glowed in the ruby dusk and the scent of cooking food reached his nostrils.
         The scent stimulated his appetite. Megan would have food or he could get some from the kitchens of the Matriarch. He could
         even buy food which had been stolen from the tourists—for this brief time they were fair game. He lengthened his stride.
      

      
      And almost died beneath the blaze of a laser.

      
      Luck saved him. A tufted root twisted beneath his foot and threw him to one side, away from the blast of energy which came
         from behind. Common sense kept him alive. He continued to fall, letting his body grow limp, hitting the ground face down,
         pressing the left side of his head against the grass so that its supposed injury was hidden, masking the right side with an
         upflung arm. He remained motionless, not moving even when the whisper of footsteps came very close. They stopped, too far
         away for him to reach, and he held his breath. The scent of the grass was in his nostrils, the damp odour of the ground. The
         tingling between his shoulders grew almost unbearable but he knew that to move was to die. The assailant was watching, reluctant,
         perhaps, to attract attention with a second shot, but certain to fire again in case of doubt. Then, after an eternity, the
         footsteps rustled away.
      

      
      
      After a long while he rolled and sat upright.

      
      He was alone. No silhouette blocked the sky, no shape stood in near-invisibility against the purple of the east. He could
         see nothing but the loom of tents and the tiny glow of fires bright against the red-stained sky of the west. Whoever had fired
         had vanished as quietly as he had come. Or as she had come. There was no way to tell.
      

      
      Dumarest wondered who had wanted him dead.

      
      The guards, perhaps? One could have spotted him and have circled to cut him down and shut his mouth. A creature of the Prince
         of Emmened seeking revenge for the death of his favourite? A traveller bribed by the factor to burn him down so that he could
         keep his passage money? There was no way of telling.
      

      
      The camp had settled down by the time he returned. Weary figures hugged the ground, watchful figures guarded the tents, and
         even the tourists had gathered in little clumps for mutual protection. One of them waved to him as he passed. He was a smooth,
         rosily fat man, wearing bright clothes and with a peculiarly marked ring on his finger.
      

      
      ‘Hey, friend, care for a game?’

      
      ‘Of what?’ Dumarest halted, wondering if they knew who he was. His dress was not that of the rest of the travellers.

      
      ‘You name it, we’ll play it.’ The man riffled a deck of cards. ‘Highest, lowest, man-in-between. Best guess—straight or two
         out of three. Starsmash, okay, nine-card nap. Your choice, friend.’ The cards made a dry rattling as he passed them from one hand to the other. ‘Come close and have a drink.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll take the drink.’ After his narrow escape Dumarest felt that he could do with it. The man handed him a bottle and he
         lifted it to his lips. He swallowed a gulp of a full three ounces. It was good liquor. ‘Thanks.’ He handed back the bottle.
         The man’s eyes widened as he took it.
      

      
      ‘Say, I know you! You’re the one who beat the prince’s fighter. That was something I wouldn’t have wanted to miss.’ He became
         confidential. ‘Listen, if you want to turn professional I could fix you up all the way.’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Maybe you’re right.’ The gambler wasn’t annoyed at the abrupt refusal. ‘A pro gets known too fast. Tell you what. Let me
         handle things. I know quite a few places that have a liking for blood. We can kid them to back their local and then you step
         in. Get it? Just like you did with Moidor but this time you’d get plenty of gravy.’ He chuckled. ‘I forgot. You didn’t do
         so bad. A High passage is plenty of loot for a …’ He broke off. Dumarest finished the sentence.
      

      
      ‘For a stranded bum of a penniless traveller?’ His voice was very gentle. ‘Is that what you were going to say?’

      
      ‘No!’ The man was sweating. ‘Look, no offence. Have another drink.’

      
      ‘I’ll cut you for a double-handful of units,’ said Dumarest. He leaned close so that the man could see his eyes. ‘High man
         wins.’ He watched the deft way in which the man shuffled the cards. ‘I’ve got the feeling I’m going to win,’ he said evenly. ‘It’s a pretty strong feeling. I’ll be annoyed if it’s wrong.’
      

      
      He won. He wasn’t surprised. He wasn’t ashamed either of the way he had forced the result. A man had to learn to pay for a
         loose mouth. The gambler had got off cheap.
      

      
      He left the tourists and headed across the camp, carefully stepping over the slumbering figures huddled around the fires.
         A small line had formed where the Brothers Angelo and Benedict had set up their portable church and he wondered at the energy
         of the monks. His eyes narrowed as he found what he was looking for. Sime, apparently fast asleep, rested beside his coffin.
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