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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







THE MUTANT
WEAPON




I




“The probability of unfavorable consequences cannot be zero in any action of common life, but the probability increases by a very high power as a series of actions is lengthened. The effect of moral considerations, in conduct, may be stated to be a mathematically verifiable reduction in the number of unfavorable possible chance happenings. Of course, whether this process is called the intelligent use of probability, or piety, makes no difference in the facts. It is the method by which unfavorable chance happenings are made least probable. Arbitrary actions such as we call criminal cannot ever be justified by mathematics. For example …”


Probability and Human Conduct—Fitzgerald





CALHOUN LAY ON his bunk and read Fitzgerald on Probability and Human Conduct as the little Med Ship floated in overdrive. In overdrive travel there is nothing to do but pass the time away. Murgatroyd, the tormal, slept curled up in a ball in one corner of the small ship’s cabin. His tail was meticulously curled about his nose. The ship’s lights burned steadily. There were those small random noises which have to be provided to keep a man sane in the dead stillness of a ship traveling at very many times the speed of light. Calhoun turned a page and yawned.


Something stirred somewhere. There was a click, and a taped voice said:


“When the tone sounds, breakout will be five seconds off.”


A metronomic clicking, grave and deliberate, resounded in the stillness. Calhoun heaved himself up from the bunk and marked his place in the book. He moved to and seated himself in the control chair and fastened the safety belt. He said, “Murgatroyd. Hark, hark the lark in Heaven’s something-or-other doth sing. Wake up and comb your whiskers. We’re getting there.”


Murgatroyd opened one eye and saw Calhoun in the pilot’s chair. He uncurled himself and padded to a place where there was something to grab hold of. He regarded Calhoun with bright eyes.


“Bong!” said the tape. It counted down. “Five … four … three … two … one …”


It stopped. The ship popped out of overdrive. The sensation was unmistakable. Calhoun’s stomach seemed to turn over twice, and he had a sickish feeling of spiraling dizzily in what was somehow a cone. He swallowed. Murgatroyd made gulping noises. Outside, everything changed.


The sun Maris blazed silently in emptiness off to port. The Cetis star-cluster was astern, and the light by which it could be seen had traveled for many years to reach here, though Calhoun had left Med Headquarters only three weeks before. The third planet of Maris swung splendidly in its orbit. Calhoun checked, and nodded in satisfaction. He spoke over his shoulder to Murgatroyd.


“We’re here, all right.”


“Chee!” shrilled Murgatroyd.


He uncoiled his tail from about a cabinet handle and hopped up to look at the vision screen. What he saw, of course, meant nothing to him. But all tormals imitate the actions of human beings, as parrots imitate their speech. He blinked wisely at the screen and turned his eyes to Calhoun.


“It’s Maris III,” Calhoun told him, “and pretty close. It’s a colony of Dettra Two. One city was reported started two Earth-years ago. It should just about be colonized now.”


“Chee-chee!” shrilled Murgatroyd.


“So get out of the way,” commanded Calhoun. “We’ll make our approach and I’ll tell ’em we’re here.”


He made a standard approach on interplanetary drive. Naturally, it was a long process. But after some hours he flipped over the call switch and made the usual identification and landing request.


“Med Ship Aesclipus Twenty to ground,” he said into the transmitter. “Requesting coordinates for landing. Our mass is fifty tons. Repeat, five-oh tons. Purpose of landing: planetary health inspection.”


He relaxed. This job ought to be pure routine. There was a landing grid in the spaceport city on Maris III. From its control room instructions should be sent, indicating a position some five planetary diameters from the surface of that world. Calhoun’s little ship should repair to that spot. The giant landing grid should then reach out its specialized force field, lock onto the ship, and bring it gently but irresistibly down to ground. Then Calhoun, representing Med Service, should confer gravely with planetary authorities about public health conditions on Maris III.


It was not expected that anything important would turn up. Calhoun would deliver full details of recent advances in the science of medicine. These might already have reached Maris III in the ordinary course of commerce, but he would make sure. He might—but it was unlikely—learn of some novelty worked out here. In any case, within three days he should return to the small Med Ship, the landing grid should heave it firmly heavenward to not less than five planetary diameters distance, and there release it. And Calhoun and Murgatroyd and the Med Ship should flick into overdrive and speed back toward headquarters, from whence they had come.


Right now, Calhoun waited for an answer to his landing call. But he regarded the vast disk of the nearby planet.


“By the map,” he observed to Murgatroyd, “the city ought to be on shore of that bay somewhere near the terminus. Close to the sunset line.”


His call was answered. A voice said incredulously on the spacephone speaker, “What? What’s that? What’s that you say?”


“Med Ship Aesclipus Twenty,” Calhoun repeated patiently. “Requesting coordinates for landing. Our mass is fifty tons. Repeat, five-oh tons. Purpose of landing: planetary health inspection.”


The voice said more incredulously still, “A Med Ship? Holy—” By the change of sound, the man down on the planet had turned away from the microphone. “Hey! Listen to this!”


There was abrupt silence. Calhoun raised his eyebrows. He drummed on the control desk before him. There was a long pause. A very long pause. Then a new voice came on the spacephone, up from the ground, “You up there! Identify yourself!”


Calhoun said very politely, “This is Med Ship Aesclipus Twenty. I would like to come to ground. Purpose of landing: health inspection.”


“Wait” said the voice from the planet. It sounded strained.


A murmuring sounded, transmitted from fifty thousand miles away. Then there was a click. The transmitter down below had cut off. Calhoun raised his eyebrows again. This was not according to routine. Not at all! The Med Service was badly overworked and understaffed. The resources of interplanetary services were always apt to be stretched to their utmost, because there could be no galactic government as such. Many thousands of occupied planets, the closest of them light-years apart, couldn’t hold elections or have political parties for the simple reason that travel, even in overdrive, was too slow. They could only have service organizations whose authority depended on the consent of the people served, and whose support had to be gathered when and as it was possible.


But the Med Service was admittedly important. The local Sector Headquarters was in the Cetis cluster. It was a sort of interstellar clinic, with additions. It gathered and disseminated the results of experience in health and medicine among some thousands of colony-worlds, and from time to time it made contact with other headquarters carrying on the same work elsewhere. It admittedly took fifty years for a new technique in gene selection to cross the occupied part of the galaxy, but it was a three-year voyage in overdrive to cover the same distance direct. And the Med Service was worthwhile. There was no problem of human ecological adjustment it had so far been unable to solve, and there were some dozens of planets whose human colonies owed their existence to it. There was nowhere, nowhere at all, that a Med Ship was not welcomed on its errand from headquarters.


“Aground there!” said Calhoun sharply. “What’s the matter? Are you landing me or not?”


There was no answer. Then, suddenly, every sound-producing device in the ship abruptly emitted a hoarse and monstrous noise. The lights flashed up and circuit breakers cut them off. The nearest-object horn squawked. The hull-temperature warning squealed. The ship’s internal gravity field tugged horribly for an instant and went off. Every device within the ship designed to notify emergency clanged or shrieked or roared or screamed. There was momentary bedlam.


It lasted for part of a second only. Then everything stopped. There was no weight within the ship, and there were no lights. There was dead silence, and Murgatroyd made whimpering sounds in the darkness.


Calhoun thought absurdly to himself, According to the book, this is an unfavorable chance consequence of something or other. But it was more than an unfavorable chance occurrence. It was an intentional and drastic and possibly a deadly one.


“Somebody’s acting up,” said Calhoun measuredly, in the blackness. “What the hell’s the matter with them?”


He flipped the screen switch to bring back vision of what was outside. The vision screens of a ship are very carefully fused against overload burnouts, because there is nothing in all the cosmos quite as helpless and foredoomed as a ship which is blind in the emptiness of space. But the screens did not light again. They couldn’t. The cutouts hadn’t worked in time.


Calhoun’s scalp crawled. But as his eyes adjusted, he saw the pale fluorescent handles of switches and doors. They hadn’t been made fluorescent in expectation of an emergency like this, of course, but they would help a great deal. He knew what had happened. It could only be one thing—a landing-grid field clamped on the fifty-ton Med Ship with the power needed to grasp and land a twenty-thousand-ton liner. At that strength it would paralyze every instrument and blow every cutoff. It could not be accidental. The reception of the news of his identity, the repeated request that he identify himself, and then the demand that he wait … This murderous performance was deliberate.


“Maybe,” said Calhoun in the inky-black cabin, “as a Med Ship our arrival is an unfavorable chance consequence of something—and somebody means to keep us from happening. It looks like it.”


Murgatroyd whimpered.


“And I think,” added Calhoun coldly, “that somebody may need a swift kick in the negative feedback!”


He released himself from the safety belt and dived across the cabin in which there was now no weight at all. In the blackness he opened a cabinet door. What he did inside was customarily done by a man wearing thick insulated gloves, in the landing grid back at headquarters. He threw certain switches which would allow the discharge of the power-storage cells which worked the Med Ship’s overdrive. Monstrous quantities of energy were required to put even a fifty-ton ship into overdrive, and monstrous amounts were returned when it came out. The power amounted to ounces of pure, raw energy, and as a safety precaution such amounts were normally put into the Duhanne cells only just before a Med Ship’s launching, and drained out again on its return. But now, Calhoun threw switches which made a rather incredible amount of power available for dumping into the landing-grid field about him—if necessary.


He floated back to the control chair.


The ship lurched. Violently. It was being moved by the grid field without any gentleness at all. Calhoun’s hands barely grasped the back of his pilot’s chair before the jerk came, and it almost tore them free. He just missed being flung against the back of the cabin by the applied acceleration. But he was a long way out from the planet. He was at the end of a lever fifty thousand miles long, and for that lever to be used to shake him too brutally would require special adjustments. But somebody was making them. The jerk reversed directions. He was flung savagely against the chair to which he’d been clinging. He struggled. Another yank, in another direction. Another one still. It flung him violently into the chair.


Behind him, Murgatroyd squealed angrily as he went hurtling across the cabin. He grabbed for holding places with all four paws and his tail.


Another shake. Calhoun had barely fastened the safety belt before a furious jolt nearly flung him out of it again to crash against the cabin ceiling. Still another vicious surge of acceleration, and he scrabbled for the controls. The yanking and plunging of the ship increased intolerably. He was nauseated. Once he was thrust so furiously into the control chair that he was on the verge of blacking out; and then the direction of thrust was changed to the exact opposite so that the blood rushing to his head seemed about to explode it. His arms flailed out of control. He became dazed. But when his hands were flung against the control-board, he tried, despite their bruising, to cling to the control-knobs, and each time he threw them over. Practically all his circuits were blown, but there was one—


His numbing fingers threw it. There was a roar so fierce that it seemed to be an explosion. He’d reached the switch which made effective the discharge circuit of his Duhanne cells. He’d thrown it. It was designed to let the little ship’s overdrive power reserve flow into storage at headquarters on return from duty. Now though, it poured into the landing field outside. It amounted to hundreds of millions of kilowatt hours, delivered in a fraction of a second. There was the smell of ozone. The sound was like a thunderclap.


But abruptly there was a strange and incredible peace. The lights came on waveringly as his shaking fingers restored the circuit breakers. Murgatroyd shrilled indignantly, clinging desperately to an instrument rack. But the vision screens did not light again. Calhoun swore. Swiftly, he threw more circuit restorers. The nearest-object indicator told of the presence of Maris III at forty-odd thousand miles. The hull-temperature indicator was up some fifty-six degrees. The internal-gravity field came on faintly, and then built up to normal. But the screens would not light. They were permanently dead. Calhoun raged for seconds. Then he got hold of himself.


“Chee-chee-chee!” chattered Murgatroyd desperately. “Chee-chee!”


“Shut up!” growled Calhoun. “Some bright lad aground thought up a new way to commit murder. Damned near got away with it, too! He figured he’d shake us to death like a dog does a rat, only he was using a landing-grid field to do it with. Right now, I hope I fried him!”


But it was not likely. Such quantities of power as are used to handle twenty-thousand-ton spaceliners are not controlled direct, but by relays. The power Calhoun had flung into the grid field should have blown out the grid’s transformers with a spectacular display of fireworks, but it was hardly probable it had gotten back to the individual at the controls.


“But I suspect,” observed Calhoun vengefully, “that he’ll consider this business an unfavorable occurrence. Somebody’ll twist his tail too, either for trying what he did or for not getting away with it! Only, as a matter of pure precaution—”


His expression changed suddenly. He’d been trying not to think of the consequences of having no sight of the cosmos outside the ship. Now he remembered the electron telescope. It had not been in circuit, so it could not have been burned out like his vision screens. He switched it on. A star-field appeared over his head.


“Chee-chee!” cried Murgatroyd hysterically.


Calhoun glanced at him. The jerking of the ship had shifted the instruments in the rack to which Murgatroyd clung. Clipped into place though they were, they’d caught Murgatroyd’s tail and pinched it tightly.


“You’ll have to wait,” snapped Calhoun. “Right now I’ve got to make us look like a successful accident. Otherwise, whoever tried to spread us all over the cabin walls will try something else!”


The Med Ship flung through space in whatever direction and at whatever velocity it had possessed when the grid field blew. Calhoun shifted the electron telescope’s field and simultaneously threw on the emergency rocket controls. There was a growling of the pencil-thin, high-velocity blasts. There was a surging of the ship.


“No straight-line stuff,” Calhoun reminded himself.


He swung the ship into a dizzy spiral, as if innumerable things had been torn or battered loose in the ship and its rockets had come on of themselves. Painstakingly, he jettisoned in one explosive burst all the stored waste of his journey which could not be disposed of while in overdrive. To any space-scanning instrument on the ground, it would look like something detonating violently inside the ship.


“Now—”


The planet Maris III swung across the electron telescope’s field. It looked hideously near, but that was the telescope’s magnification. Yet Calhoun sweated. He looked at the nearest-object dial for reassurance. The planet was nearer by a thousand miles.


“Hah!” said Calhoun.


He changed the ship’s spiral course. He changed it again. He abruptly reversed the direction of its turn. Adequate training in space combat could have helped plot an evasion course, but it might have been recognizable. Nobody could anticipate his maneuvers now, though. He adjusted the telescope next time the planet swept across its field, and flipped on the photorecorder. Then he pulled out of the spiral, whirled the ship until the city was covered by the telescope, and ran the recorder as long as he dared keep a straight course. Then he swooped toward the planet in a crazy, twisting fall with erratic intermissions, and made a final lunatic dash almost parallel to the planet’s surface.


At five hundred miles he unshielded the ports, which of necessity had to be kept covered in clear space. There was a sky which was vividly bright with stars. There was a vast blackness off to starboard which was the night side of the planet.


He went down. At four hundred miles the outside-pressure indicator wavered away from its pin. He used it like a pilot-tube recording, doing sums in his head to figure the static pressure that should exist at this height, to compare with the dynamic pressure produced by his velocity through the near hard vacuum. The pressure should have been substantially zero. He swung the ship end-for-end and killed velocity to bring the pressure indication down. The ship descended. Two hundred miles. He saw the thin bright line of sunshine at the limb of the planet. Down to one hundred. He cut the rockets and let the ship fall silently, swinging its nose up.


At ten miles he listened for man-made radiation. There was nothing in the electromagnetic spectrum but the crackling of static in an electric storm which might be a thousand miles away. At five miles height the nearest-object indicator, near the bottom of its scale, wavered in a fashion to prove that he was still moving laterally across mountainous country. He swung the ship and killed that velocity too.


At two miles he used the rockets for deceleration. The pencil-thin flame reached down for an incredible distance. By naked-eye observation out a port, he tilted the fiercely roaring, swiftly falling ship until hillsides and forests underneath him ceased to move. By that time he was very low indeed.


He reached ground on a mountainside which was lighted by the blue-white flame of the rocket blast. He chose an area in which the treetops were almost flat, indicating something like a plateau underneath. Murgatroyd was practically frantic by this time because of his capture and the pinching of his tail, but Calhoun could not spare time to release him. He let the ship down gently, gently, trying to descend in an absolutely vertical line.


If he didn’t do it perfectly, he came very close. The ship settled into what was practically a burned-away tunnel among monstrous trees. The slender, high-velocity flame did not splash when it reached ground. It penetrated. It burned a hole for itself through humus and clay and bedrock. When the ship touched and settled, there was boiling molten stone some sixty feet underground; but there was only a small scratching sound as it came to rest. A flame-amputated tree limb rubbed tentatively against the hull.


Calhoun turned off the rockets. The ship swayed slightly and there were crunching noises. Then it was still on its landing fins.


“Now,” said Calhoun, “I can take care of you, Murgatroyd.”


He flicked on the switches of the exterior microphones, which were much more sensitive than human ears. The radiation detectors were still in action. They reported only the cracklings of the distant storm.


But the microphones brought in the moaning of wind over nearby mountaintops, and the almost deafening susurrus of rustling leaves. Underneath these noises there was a bedlam of other natural sounds. There were chirpings and hootings and squeaks, and the gruntings made by native animal life. These sounds had a singularly peaceful quality. When Calhoun toned them down to be no more than background noise, they suggested the sort of concert of night creatures which to men has always seemed an indication of purest tranquility.


Presently Calhoun looked at the pictures the photorecorder had taken while the telescope’s field swept over the city. It was the colony-city reported to have been begun two years before to receive colonists from Dettra Two. It was the city of the landing grid which had tried to destroy the Med Ship as a dog kills a rat, by shaking it to fragments, some forty thousand miles in space. It was the city which had made Calhoun land with his vision plates blinded; which had drained his power reserves of some hundreds of millions of kilowatt-hours of energy. It was the city which had made his return to Med Headquarters impossible.


He inspected the telescopic pictures. They were very clear. They showed the city with astonishing detail. There was a lacy pattern of highways, with their medallions of multiple-dwelling units. There were the lavish park areas between the buildings of this planetary capital. There was the landing grid itself, a half-mile high structure of steel girders, a full mile in diameter.


But there were no vehicles on the highways. There were no specks on the overpasses to indicate people on foot. There were no ’copters on the building roofs, nor were there objects in mid-air to tell of air traffic.


The city was either deserted or it had never been occupied. But it was absolutely intact. The structures were perfect. There was no indication of past panic or disaster, and even the highways had not been overgrown by vegetation. But it was empty—or else it was dead.


But somebody in it had tried very ferociously and with singular effectiveness to try to destroy the Med Ship.


Calhoun raised his eyebrows and looked at Murgatroyd.


“Why is all this?” he asked. “Have you any ideas?”


“Chee!” shrilled Murgatroyd.




II




“The purpose of a contemplated human action is always the attainment of a desired subjective experience. But a subjective experience is desired both in terms of intensity and of duration. For an individual the temptingness of different degrees of intensity-of experience is readily computed. However, the temptingness of different durations is equally necessary for an estimate of the probability of a given person performing a given action. This modification of desirability by expected duration depends on the individual’s time sense; its acuity and its accuracy. Measurements of time sense …”


Probability and Human Conduct—Fitzgerald





EVENTUALLY CALHOUN LEFT the ship and found a cultivated field and a dead man and other things. But while in the Med Ship he found only bewilderment. The first morning he carefully monitored the entire communications spectrum. There were no man-made signals in the air of Maris III. That was proof the world was uninhabited. But the ship’s external microphones picked up a rocket roar in mid-morning. Calhoun looked, and saw the faint white trail of the rocket against the blue of the sky. The fact that he saw it was proof that it was in atmosphere. And that was evidence that the rocket was taking photographs for signs of the crater the Med Ship should have made in a crash landing.


The fact of search was proof that the planet was inhabited, but the silence of the radio spectrum said that it wasn’t. The absence of traffic in the city said that it was dead or empty, but there were people there because they’d answered Calhoun’s hail, and tried to kill him when he identified himself. But nobody would want to destroy a Med Ship except to prevent a health inspection, and nobody would want to prevent an inspection unless there was a situation aground that the Med Service ought to know about. But there should not be such a situation.


There was no logical explanation for such a series of contradictions. Civilized men acted either this way or that. There could only be civilized men here, yet they acted neither this way nor that. Therefore—and the confusion began all over again.


Calhoun dictated an account of events to date into the emergency responder in the ship. If a search call came from space, the responder would broadcast this data and Calhoun’s intended action. He carefully shut off all other operating circuits so the ship couldn’t be found by their radiation. He equipped himself for travel, and he and Murgatroyd left the ship. Obviously, he headed toward the city where whatever was wrong was centered.


Travel on foot was unaccustomed, but not difficult. The vegetation was semi-familiar. Maris III was an Earth-type planet and circled a Sol-type sun, and given similar conditions of gravity, air, sunlight, and temperature range, similar organisms should develop. There would be room, for example, for low-growing ground-cover plants, and there would also be advantages to height. There would be some equivalent of grass, and there would be the equivalent of trees, with intermediate forms having in-between habits of growth. Similar reasoning would apply to animal life. There would be parallel ecological niches for animals to fill, and animals would adapt to fill them.


Maris III was not, then, an “unearthly” environment. It was much more like an unfamiliar part of a known planet than a new world altogether. But there were some oddities. An herbivorous creature without legs which squirmed like a snake. A pigeon-sized creature whose wings were modified, gossamer-thin scales with iridescent colorings. There were creatures which seemed to live in lunatic association, and Calhoun was irritably curious to know if they were really symbiotes or only unrecognizable forms of the same organism, like the terrestrial male and female firefly-glowworm.


But he was heading for the city. He couldn’t spare time to biologize. On his first day’s journey he looked for food to save the rations he carried. Murgatroyd was handy here. The little tormal had his place in human society. He was friendly, and he was passionately imitative of human beings, and he had a definite psychology of his own. But he was useful, too. When Calhoun strode through the forests, which had such curiously unleaflike foliage, Murgatroyd strode grandly with him, imitating his walk. From time to time he dropped to all four paws to investigate something. He invariably caught up with Calhoun within seconds.


Once Calhoun saw him interestedly bite a tiny bit out of a most unpromising-looking shrub stalk. He savored its flavor, and then swallowed it. Calhoun took note of the plant and cut off a section. He bound it to the skin of his arm up near the elbow. Hours later there was no allergic reaction, so he tasted it. It was almost familiar. It had the flavor of a bracken shoot, mingled with a fruity taste. It would be a green bulk food like spinach or asparagus, filling but without much substance.


Later, Murgatroyd carefully examined a luscious-seeming fruit which grew low enough for him to pluck. He sniffed it closely and drew back. Calhoun noted that plant, too. Murgatroyd’s tribe was bred at headquarters for some highly valuable qualities. One was a very sensitive stomach—but it was only one. Murgatroyd’s metabolism was very close to man’s. If he ate something and it didn’t disagree with him, it was very likely safe for a man to eat it too. If he rejected something, it probably wasn’t. But his real value was much more important than the tasting of questionable foods.


When Calhoun camped the first night, he made a fire of a plant shaped like a cactus barrel and permeated with oil. By heaping dirt around it, he confined its burning to a round space very much like the direct-heat element of an electronic stove. It was an odd illustration of the fact that human progress does not involve anything really new in kind, but only increased convenience and availability of highly primitive comforts. By the light of that circular bonfire, Calhoun actually read a little. But the light was inadequate. Presently he yawned. One did not get very far in the Med Service without knowing probability in human conduct. It enabled one to check on the accuracy of statements made, whether by patients or officials, to a Med Ship man. Today, though, he’d traveled a long way on foot. He glanced at Murgatroyd, who was gravely pretending to read from a singularly straight-edged leaf.


“Murgatroyd,” said Calhoun, “it is likely that you will interpret any strange sound as a possible undesirable subjective experience. Which is to say, as dangerous. So if you hear anything sizable coming close during the night, I hope you’ll squeal. Thank you.”


Murgatroyd said, “Chee,” and Calhoun rolled over and went to sleep.


It was mid-morning of the next day when he came upon a cultivated field. It had been cleared and planted, of course, in preparation for the colonists who’d been expected to occupy the city. Familiar Earth plants grew in it, ten feet high and more. And Calhoun examined it carefully, in the hope of finding how long since it had received attention. In this examination, he found the dead man.


As a corpse, the man was brand new, and Calhoun very carefully put himself into a strictly medical frame of mind before he bent over for a technical estimate of what had happened, and when. The dead man seemed to have died of hunger. He was terribly emaciated, and he didn’t belong in a cultivated field far from the city. By his garments he was a city dweller and a prosperous

one. He wore the jewels which nowadays indicated a man’s profession and status much more than the value of his possessions. There was money in his pockets, and writing materials, a wallet with pictures and identification, and the normal oddments a man would carry. He’d been a civil servant of the city. And he shouldn’t have died of starvation.


He especially shouldn’t have gone hungry here! The sweet maize plants were tall and green. Their ears were ripe. He hadn’t gone hungry! There were the inedible remains of at least two dozen sweet maize ears. They had been eaten some timed—some days—ago, and one had been left unfinished. If the dead man had eaten them but was unable to digest them, his belly should have been swollen with undigested food. It wasn’t. He’d eaten and digested and still had died, at least largely of inanition.


Calhoun scowled.


“How about this corn, Murgatroyd?” he demanded.


He reached up and broke off a half-yard-long ear. He stripped away the protecting, stringy leaves. The soft grains underneath looked appetizing. They smelled like good fresh food. Calhoun offered the ear to Murgatroyd.


The little tormal took it in his paws and on the instant was eating it with gusto.


“If you keep it down, he didn’t die of eating it,” said Calhoun, frowning. “And if he ate it—which he did—he didn’t die of starvation. Which he did.”


He waited. Murgatroyd consumed every grain upon the oversized cob. His furry belly distended a little. Calhoun offered him a second ear. He set to work on that, too, with self-evident enjoyment.


“In all history,” said Calhoun, “nobody’s ever been able to poison one of you tormals because your digestive system has a qualitative analysis unit in it that yells bloody murder if anything’s likely to disagree with you. As a probability of tormal reaction, you’d have been nauseated before now if that stuff wasn’t good to eat.”


But Murgatroyd ate until he was distinctly potbellied. He left a few grains on the second ear with obvious regret. He put it down carefully on the ground. He shifted his left-hand whiskers with his paw and elaborately licked them clean. He did the same to the whiskers on the right-hand side of his mouth. He said comfortably, “Chee!”


“Then that’s that,” Calhoun told him. “This man didn’t die of starvation. I’m getting queasy!”


He had his lab kit in his shoulder pack, of course. It was an absurdly small outfit, with almost microscopic instruments. But in Med Ship field work the techniques of microanalysis were standard. Distastefully, Calhoun took the tiny tissue sample from which he could gather necessary information. Standing, he ran through the analytic process that seemed called for. When he finished, he buried the dead man as well as he could and started off in the direction of the city again. He scowled as he walked.


He journeyed for nearly half an hour before he spoke. Murgatroyd accompanied him on all fours now because of his heavy meal. After a mile and a half, Calhoun stopped and said grimly, “Let’s check you over, Murgatroyd.”


He verified the tormal’s pulse and respiration and temperature. He put a tiny breath sample through the part of the lab kit which read off a basic metabolism rate. The small animal was quite accustomed to the process. He submitted blandly. The result of the check-over was that Murgatroyd the tormal was perfectly normal.


“But,” said Calhoun angrily, “that man died of starvation! There was practically no fat in the tissue sample at all! He arrived where we found him while he was strong enough to eat, and he stayed where there was good food, and he ate it, and he digested it, and he died of starvation: Why?”


Murgatroyd wriggled unhappily, because Calhoun’s tone was accusing. He said, “Chee !” in a subdued tone of voice. He looked pleadingly up at Calhoun.


“I’m not angry with you,” Calhoun told him, “but dammit—”


He packed the lab kit back into his pack, which contained food for the two of them for about a week.


“Come along!” he said bitterly. He started off. Ten minutes later he stopped. “What I said was impossible. But it happened, so it mustn’t have been what I said. I must have stated it wrongly. He could eat, because he did. He did eat, because of the cobs left. He did digest it. So why did he die of starvation? Did he stop eating?”


“Chee!” said Murgatroyd with conviction.


Calhoun grunted and marched on once more. The man had not died of a disease, not directly. The tissue analysis gave a picture of death which denied that it came of any organ ceasing to function. Was it the failure of the organism—the man—to take the action required for living? Had he stopped eating?


Calhoun’s mind skirted the notion warily. It was not plausible. The man had been able to feed himself and had done so. Anything which came upon him and made him unable to feed himself …


“He was a city man,” growled Calhoun, “and this is a damned long way from the city. What was he doing out here, anyhow?”


He hesitated and tramped on again. A city man found starved in a remote place might have become lost, somehow or other. But if this man was lost, he was assuredly not without food.


“He belonged in the city,” said Calhoun vexedly, “and he left it. The city’s almost but not quite empty. Our would-be murderers are in it. This is a new colony. There was a city to be built and fields to be plowed and planted, and then a population was to come here from Dettra Two. The city’s built and the fields are plowed and planted. Where’s the population?”


He scowled thoughtfully at the ground before him. Murgatroyd tried to scowl too, but he wasn’t very successful.


“What’s the answer, Murgatroyd? Did the man come away from the city because he had a disease? Was he driven out?”


“Chee,” said Murgatroyd without conviction.


“I don’t know either,” admitted Calhoun. “He walked out into the middle of that field and then stopped walking. He was hungry and he ate. He digested. He stayed there for days. Why? Was he waiting to die of something? Presently he stopped eating. He died. What made him leave the city? What made him stop eating? Why did he die?”


Murgatroyd investigated a small plant and decided that it was not interesting. He came back to Calhoun.


“He wasn’t killed,” said Calhoun, “but somebody tried to kill us—somebody who’s in the city now. That man could have come out here to keep from being killed by the same people. Yet he died anyhow. Why’d they want to kill him? Why’d they want to kill us? Because we were a Med Ship? Because they didn’t want Med Service to know there was a disease here? Ridiculous!”


“Chee,” said Murgatroyd.


“I don’t like the looks of things,” said Calhoun. “For instance, in any ecological system there are always carrion eaters. At least some of them fly. There would be plain signs if the city was full of corpses. There aren’t any. On the other hand, if the city was inhabited, and there was sickness, they would welcome a Med Ship with open arms. But that dead man didn’t come away from the city in any ordinary course of events, and he didn’t die in any conventional fashion. There’s an empty city and an improbable dead man and a still more improbable attempt at murder! What gives, Murgatroyd?”


Murgatroyd took hold of Calhoun’s hand and tugged at it. He was bored. Calhoun moved on slowly.


“Paradoxes don’t turn up in nature,” said Calhoun darkly. “Things that happen naturally never contradict each other. You only get such things when men try to do things that don’t fit together—like having a plague and trying to destroy a Med Ship, if that’s the case, and living in a city and not showing on its streets, if that is occurring, and dying of starvation while one’s digestion is good and there’s food within hand’s reach. And that did happen! There was dirty work at the spaceport, Murgatroyd. I suspect dirty work at every crossroad. Keep your eyes open.”


“Chee,” said Murgatroyd. Calhoun was fully in motion, now, and Murgatroyd let go of his hand and went on ahead to look things over.


Calhoun crossed the top of a rounded hillcrest some three miles from the shallow grave he’d made. He began to accept the idea that the dead man had stopped eating for some reason, as the only possible explanation of his death. But that didn’t make it plausible. He saw another ridge of hills ahead.


In another hour he came to the crest of that farther range. It was the worn-down remnant of a very ancient mountain chain, now eroded to a mere fifteen hundred or two thousand feet. He stopped at the very top. Here was a time and place to look and take note of what he saw. The ground stretched away in gently rolling fashion for very many miles, and there was the blue blink of sea at the horizon. A little to the left he saw shining white. He grunted.


That was the city of Maris III, which had been built to receive colonists from Dettra and relieve the population pressure there. It had been planned as the nucleus of a splendid, spacious, civilized world-nation to be added to the number of human-occupied worlds. From its beginning it should have held a population in the hundreds of thousands. It was surrounded by cultivated fields, and the air above it should have been a-shimmer with flying things belonging to its inhabitants.


Calhoun stared at it through his binoculars. They could not make an image, even so near, to compare with that which the electron telescope had made from space, but he could see much. The city was perfect. It was intact. It was new. But there was no sign of occupancy anywhere. It did not look dead, so much as frozen. There were no fliers above it. There was no motion on the highways. He saw one straight road which ran directly away along his line of sight. Had there been vehicles on it, he would have seen at least shifting patches of color as clots of traffic moved together. There were none.


He pressed his lips together and began to inspect the nearer terrain. He saw foreshortened areas where square miles of ground had been cleared and planted with Earth vegetation. This was a complicated process. First the ground had to be bulldozed clean, and then great sterilizers had to lumber back and forth, killing every native seed and root and even the native soil bacteria. Then the land had to be sprayed with cultures of the nitrogen-fixing and phosphorous-releasing microscopic organisms which normally live in symbiosis with Earth plants. These had to be tested beforehand for their ability to compete with indigenous bacterial life. And then Earth plants could be sown.


They had been. Calhoun saw that inimitable green which a man somehow always recognizes. It is the green of plants whose ancestors thrived on Earth and which have followed that old planet’s children halfway across the galaxy.


“There’s a look to a well-tended field,” said Calhoun, after a long look through binoculars, “that shows what kind of people cultivated it. There are fields up ahead that are well laid out, but nobody’s touched them for weeks. The furrows are straight and the crops healthy. But they’re beginning to show neglect. If the city was finished and waiting for its population, there would be caretakers tending the fields until the people came. There’s been no caretaking done here!”


Murgatroyd stared wisely about as he considered Calhoun to be doing.


“In short,” said Calhoun, “something’s happened that I don’t like. The population must be nearly zero or the fields would have been kept right. One man can keep a hell of a lot of ground in good shape, with modern machinery. People don’t plant fields with the intention to neglect them. There’s been a considerable change of plans around here. Enmity to a Med Ship is something more than a random impulse.” Calhoun was not pleased. With the vision screens of his ship burned out, a return to headquarters was out of the question. “Whoever was handling the landing grid doesn’t want help. He doesn’t even want visitors. But Med Service was notified to come and look over the new colony. Either somebody changed his views drastically, or the people in charge of the landing grid aren’t the ones who asked for a public health checkup.”


Murgatroyd said profoundly, “Chee!”


“The poor devil I buried even seems to hint at something of the sort. He could have used help! Maybe there are two kinds of people here. One kind doesn’t want aid and tried to kill us because we’d offer it. The other kind needs it. If so, there might be a certain antagonism …”


He stared with knitted brows over the vast expanse toward the horizon. Murgatroyd, at this moment, was a little way behind Calhoun. He stood up on his hind legs and stared intently off to one side. He shaded his eyes with a forepaw in a singularly humanlike fashion and looked inquisitively at something he saw. Calhoun did not notice.


“Make a guess, Murgatroyd,” he commanded. “Make a wild one. A dead man who’d no reason for dying. Live people who should have no reason for wanting to spatter us against the walls of our Med Ship. Something was fatal to that dead man. Somebody tried to be fatal to us. Is there a connection?”


Murgatroyd stared absorbedly at a patch of brushwood some fifty yards to his left. Calhoun started down the hillside. Murgatroyd remained fixed in a pose of intensely curious attention to the patch of brush. Calhoun went on. His back was toward the brush thicket.


There was a deep-toned, musical twanging sound from the thicket. Calhoun’s body jerked violently from an impact. He stumbled and went down, with the shaft of a wooden projectile sticking out of his back. He lay still.


Murgatroyd whimpered. He rushed to where Calhoun lay upon the ground. He danced in agitation, chattering shrilly. He wrung his paws in humanlike distress. He tugged at Calhoun, but Calhoun made no response.


A girl emerged from the thicket. She was gaunt and thin, yet her garments had once been of admirable quality. She carried a strange and utterly primitive weapon. She moved toward Calhoun, bent over him and laid a hand to the wooden projectile she had fired into his back.


He moved suddenly. He grappled. The girl toppled, and he swarmed upon her savagely as she struggled. But she was taken by surprise. There was the sound of panting, and Murgatroyd danced in a fever of anxiety.


Then Calhoun stood up quickly. He stared down at the emaciated girl who had tried to murder him from ambush. She was panting horribly now.


“Really,” said Calhoun in a professional tone, “as a doctor I’d say that you should be in bed instead of wandering around trying to murder total strangers. When did this trouble begin? I’m going to take your temperature and your pulse. Murgatroyd and I have been hoping to find someone like you. The only other human being I’ve met on this planet wasn’t able to talk.”


He swung his shoulder pack around and impatiently jerked a sharp-pointed stick out of it. It was the missile, which had been stopped by the pack. He brought out his lab kit. With absolute absorption in the task, he prepared to make a swift check of his would-be murderer’s state of health


It was not good. There was already marked emaciation. The desperately panting girl’s eyes were deep-sunk, hollow. She gasped and gasped. Still gasping, she lapsed into unconsciousness.


“Here,” said Calhoun curtly, “you enter the picture, Murgatroyd. This is the sort of thing you’re designed to handle.”


He set to work briskly. Presently he observed, “Besides a delicate digestion and a hair-trigger antibody system, Murgatroyd, you ought to have the instincts of a watchdog. I don’t like coming that close to being shot by a lady patient. See if there’s anybody else around, will you?”


“Chee,” said Murgatroyd shrilly. But he didn’t understand. He watched as Calhoun deftly drew a small sample of blood from the unconscious girl’s arm and painstakingly put half the tiny quantity into an almost microscopic ampule in the lab kit. Then he moved toward Murgatroyd. The tormal wriggled as Calhoun made the injection. But it did not hurt. There was an insensitive spot on his flank where the nerves had been blocked off before he was a week old.


“As one medical man to another,” said Calhoun, “you’ve noticed that the symptoms are of anoxia—oxygen starvation. Which doesn’t make sense in the open air where we’re breathing comfortably. Another paradox, Murgatroyd! But there’s an emergency, too. How can you relieve anoxia when you haven’t any oxygen?”


He looked down at the unconscious girl. She displayed the same sort of emaciation he’d noted in the dead man in the field some miles back. Patients with a given disease often acquire a certain odd resemblance to each other. This girl seemed to be in an earlier stage of whatever had killed the civil servant in the corn field. He’d died of starvation with partly eaten food by his hand. She’d tried to murder Calhoun, just as persons unknown, in the city, had tried to kill both Calhoun and Murgatroyd in the Med Ship some forty thousand miles out in space. But her equipment for murder was not on a par with that of the operators of the landing grid. She didn’t belong in their class. She might be a fugitive from them.


Calhoun put these things together. Then he swore in sudden bitter anger. He stopped abruptly, in concern lest she’d heard.


She hadn’t. She was still insensible.




III




“That pattern of human conduct which is loosely called ‘self-respecting’ has the curious property of restricting to the individual, through his withdrawal of acts to communicate misfortune, the unfavorable chance occurrences which probability insists must take place. On the other hand, the same pattern of human conduct tends to disseminate and to share chance favorable occurrences among the group. The members of a group of persons practicing ‘self-respect,’ then, increase the mathematical probability of cultures in which principles leading to this type of behavior become obsolete. A decadent society brings bad luck upon itself by the operation of the laws of probability …”


Probability and Human Conduct—Fitzgerald





SHE CAME VERY slowly back to consciousness. It was almost as if she waked from utterly exhausted sleep. When she first opened her eyes, they wandered vaguely until they fell upon Calhoun. Then a bitter and contemptuous hatred filled them. Her hand fumbled weakly to the knife at her waist. It was not a good weapon. It had been table cutlery, and the handle was much too slender to permit a grip by which somebody could be killed. Calhoun bent over and took the knife away from her. It had been ground unskillfully to a point.


“In my capacity as your doctor,” he told her, “I must forbid you to stab me. It wouldn’t be good for you.” Then he said, “Look, my name’s Calhoun. I came from Sector Med Headquarters to make a planetary health inspection here, and some lads in the city apparently didn’t want a Med Ship aground. So they tried to kill me by buttering me all over the walls of my ship with the landing-grid field. I made what was practically a crash landing, and now I need to know what’s up.”


The burning hatred remained in her eyes, but there was a trace of doubt.


“Here,” said Calhoun, “is my identification.”


He showed her the highly official documents which gave him vast authority—where a planetary government was willing to concede it.


“Of course,” he added, “papers can be stolen. But I have a witness that I’m what and who I say I am. You’ve heard of tormals Murgatroyd will vouch for me.”


He called his small and furry companion. Murgatroyd advanced and politely offered a small, prehensile paw. He said “Chee!” in his shrill voice, and then solemnly took hold of the girl’s wrist in imitation of Calhoun’s previous action of feeling her pulse.


Calhoun watched. The girl stared at Murgatroyd. But all the galaxy had heard of tormals. They’d been found on a planet in the Deneb region, and they were engaging pets and displayed an extraordinary immunity to the diseases men were apt to scatter in their interstellar journeying. A forgotten Med Service researcher made an investigation of the ability of tormals to live in contact with men. He came up with a discovery which made them very much too valuable to have their lives wasted in mere sociability. There were still not enough of Murgatroyd’s kind to meet the need that men had of them, and laymen had to forego their distinctly charming society. So Murgatroyd was an identification.


The girl said faintly, “If you’d only come earlier … but it’s too late now. I—I thought you came from, the city.”


“I was headed there,” said Calhoun.


“They’ll kill you.”


“Yes,” agreed Calhoun, “they probably will. But right now you’re ill and I’m Med Service. I suspect there’s been an epidemic of some disease here, and that for some reason the people in the city don’t want the Med Service to know about it. You seem to have it, whatever it is. Also, that was a very curious weapon you shot me with.”


The girl said drearily, “One of our group had made a hobby of such things. Ancient weapons. He had bows and arrows and—what I shot you with was a crossbow. It doesn’t need power. Not even chemical explosives. So when we ran away from the city, he ventured back in and armed us as well as he could.”


Calhoun nodded. A little irrelevant talk is always useful at the beginning of a patient interview. But what she said was not irrelevant. A group of people had fled the city. They’d needed arms, and one of their number had gone back into the city for them. He’d known where to find reconstructions of ancient lethal devices—a hobby collection. It sounded like people of the civil service type. Of course there were no longer social classes separated by income. Not on most worlds, anyhow. But there were social groupings based on similar tastes, which had led to similar occupations and went on to natural congeniality. Calhoun placed her now. He remembered a long-outmoded term, “upper middle class,” which no longer meant anything in economics but did in medicine.


“I’d like a case history,” he said conversationally. “Name?”


“Helen Jons,” she said wearily.


He held the mike of his pocket recorder to pick up her answers. Occupation: statistician. She’d been a member of the office force which was needed during the building of the city. When the construction work was finished, most of the workmen returned to the mother world Dettra, but the office staff stayed on to organize things when the colonists arrived.


“Hold it,” said Calhoun. “You were a member of the office staff who stayed in the city to wait for the colonists. But a moment ago you said you fled from the city. There are still some people there, at least around the landing grid. I’ve reason to be sure of it. Were they part of the office staff too? If not, where did they come from?”


She shook her head weakly.


“Who are they?” he repeated.


“I don’t know,” she said drearily. “They came after the plague.”


“Oh,” said Calhoun. “Go on. When did the plague turn up? And how?”


She Continued in a feeble voice. The plague appeared among the last shipload of workmen waiting to be returned to the mother world. There were then about a thousand people in the city, of all classes and occupations. The disease appeared first among those who tended the vast fields of planted crops.


It was well established before its existence was suspected. There were no obvious early symptoms, but those affected felt a loss of energy and they became listless and lackadaisical. The listlessness showed first in a cessation of griping and quarreling among the workmen. Normal, healthy human beings are aggressive. They squabble with each other as a matter of course. But squabbling ceased. Men hadn’t the energy for it.


Shortness of breath appeared later. It wasn’t obvious, at first. Men who lacked energy to squabble wouldn’t exert themselves and so get out of breath. It was one of the medical staff who drove himself impatiently in spite of what he thought was a transient weariness, and discovered himself gasping without cause. He took a metabolism test, suspicious because the symptoms were so extreme. His metabolic rate was astonishingly low.


“Hold it again,” commanded Calhoun. “You’re a statistician, but you’re talking medical talk. How’s that?”


“Kim,” the girl said tiredly. “He was on the medical staff. I was—I was going to marry him.”


Calhoun nodded. “Go on.”


She seemed to need to gather strength even to talk. She did not go on. Shortness of breath among the plague victims was progressive. Presently they gasped horribly from the exertion of getting to their feet, even. Walking, however slowly, could be done only at the cost of panting for breath. After a certain time they simply lay still. They could not summon the energy to stir. Then they sank into unconsciousness and died.


“What did the doctors think about all this?” demanded Calhoun.


“Kim could tell you,” said the girl exhaustedly. “The doctors worked frantically. They tried everything—everything! They could get the symptoms in experimental animals, but they couldn’t isolate the germ or whatever it was that caused the disease. Kim said they couldn’t get a pure culture. It was incredible. No technique would isolate the cause of the symptoms, and yet the plague was contagious. Terribly so!”


Calhoun scowled. A new pathogenic mechanism was always possible, but it was at least unlikely. Still, something that standard bacteriological methods couldn’t track down was definitely a job for the Med Service. But there were people in the city who didn’t want the Med Service to interfere. The girl had referred to them once, when she spoke of a flight from the city, and again when she said someone ventured back for weapons. And she’d used a weapon on him, thinking him from the city. The description of the plague, too, was remarkable.


It was able to hide from men, which was something no other microorganism could accomplish. It was an ability that would offer no advantage to a disease germ in a state of purely natural happenings. Disease germs do not encounter bacteriological laboratories, as a rule, often enough to need to adapt to escape them. It would not help an average germ or microbe to be invisible to an electron microscope. There would be no reason for such invisibility to be developed.


But more than that, why should anybody want to keep a Med Service man like Calhoun from investigating a plague? When infected people fled from the city to die in the wilds, why should people remaining in the city try to destroy a Med Ship which might help to end the deaths? Ordinarily, well people in the middle of an epidemic are terrified lest they catch it. They’d be as anxious for Med Service help as those already infected. What was going on here?


“You said about a thousand people were in the city,” observed Calhoun. “They tended the crops and waited for the city’s permanent inhabitants. What happened after the plague was recognized to be one?”


“The first shipload of emigrants came from Dettra Two,” said the girl hopelessly. “We didn’t bring them to ground with the landing grid. Instead, we described the plague. We warned them away. We quarantined ourselves while our doctors tried to fight the disease. The shipload of new people went back to Dettra without landing.”


Calhoun nodded. This would be normal.


“Then another ship came. There were maybe two hundred of us left alive. More than half of us already showed signs of the plague. This other ship came. It landed on emergency rockets because we had nobody left who knew how to work the grid.”


Then her voice wavered a little as she told of the landing of the strange ship in the landing grid of the city that was dying without ever having really lived. There was no crowd to meet the ship. Those people who were not yet stricken had abandoned the city and scattered themselves widely, hoping to escape contagion by isolating themselves in new and uncontaminated dwelling units. But there was no lack of communication facilities. Nearly all the survivors watched the ship come down through vision screens in the control building of the then-useless grid.


The ship touched ground. Men came out. They did not look like doctors. They did not act like them. The vision screens in the control building were snapped off immediately. Contact could not be restored. So the isolated groups spoke agitatedly to each other by vision screen. They exchanged messages of desperate hope. Then, newly landed men appeared at an apartment whose occupant was in the act of such a conversation with a group in a distant building. He left the visiphone on as he went to admit and greet the men he hoped were researchers, at least, come to find the cause of the plague and end it.


The viewers at the other visiphone plate gazed eagerly into his apartment. They saw the group of newcomers enter. They saw them deliberately murder their friend and the survivors of his family.


Plague-stricken or merely terrified people—in pairs or trios widely separated through the city—communicated in swift desperation. It was possible that there had been a mistake, a blunder, and an unauthorized crime had been committed. But it was not a mistake. Unthinkable as such an idea was, there developed proof that the plague on Maris III was to be ended as if it were an epizootic among animals. Those who had it and those who had been exposed to it were to be killed to prevent its spread among the newcomers.


A conviction of such horror could not be accepted without absolute proof. But when night fell, the public power supply of the city was cut off and communications ended. The singular sunset hush of Maris III left utter stillness everywhere—except for the screams which echoed among the city’s innumerable empty-eyed, unoccupied buildings.


The scant remainder of the plague survivors fled in the night. They fled singly and in groups, carrying the plague with them. Some carried members of their families who were too weak to walk. Others helped already-doomed wives or friends or husbands to the open country. Flight would not save their lives. It would only prevent their murder. But somehow that seemed a thing to be attempted.


“This,” said Calhoun, “is not a history of your own case. When did you develop the disease, whatever it may be?”


“Don’t you know what it is?” asked Helen hopelessly.


“Not yet,” admitted Calhoun. “I’ve very little information. I’m trying to get more.”


He did not mention the information gathered from a dead man in a corn field some miles away.


The girl told of her own case. The first symptom was listlessness. She could pull out of it by making an effort, but it progressed. Day by day more urgent, more violent effort was needed to pay attention to anything, and she noted greater weakness when she tried to act. She felt no discomfort, not even hunger or thirst. She’d had to summon increasing resolution even to become aware of the need to do anything at all.


The symptoms were singularly like those of a man too long at too high an altitude without oxygen. They were even more like those of a man in a non-pressurized flier, whose oxygen supply was cut off. Such a man would pass out without realizing that he was slipping into unconsciousness, only it would happen in minutes. Here the process was infinitely gradual. It was a matter of weeks. But it was the same thing.


“I’d been infected before we ran away,” said Helen drearily. “I didn’t know it then. Now I know I’ve a few more days of being able to think and act, if I try hard enough. But it’ll be less and less each day. Then I’ll stop being able to try.”


Calhoun watched the tiny recorder roll its multiple-channel tape from one spool to the other as she talked.


“You had energy enough to try to kill me,” he observed.


He looked at the weapon. There was an arched steel spring placed crosswise at the end of a barrel like a sporting blast-gun. Now he saw a handle and a ratchet by which the spring was brought to tension, storing up power to throw the missile. He asked, “Who wound up this crossbow?”


Helen hesitated. “Kim—Kim Walpole,” she said finally.


“You’re not a solitary refugee now? There are others of your group still alive?”


She hesitated again, and then said, “Some of us came to realize that staying apart didn’t matter. We couldn’t hope to live anyhow. We already had the plague. Kim is one of us. He’s the strongest. He wound up the crossbow for me. He had the weapons to begin with.”


Calhoun asked seemingly casual questions. She told him of a group of fugitives remaining together because all were already doomed. There had been eleven of them. Two were dead now. Three others were in the last lethargy. It was impossible to feed them. They were dying. The strongest was Kim Walpole, who’d ventured back into the city to bring out weapons for the rest. He’d led them, and now was still the strongest and—so the girl considered—the wisest of them all.


They were waiting to die. But the newcomers to the planet—the invaders, they believed—were not content to let them wait. Groups of hunters came out of the city and searched for them.


“Probably,” said the girl dispassionately, “to burn our bodies against contagion. They kill us so they won’t have to wait. And it just seemed so horrible that we felt we ought to defend our right to die naturally. That’s why I shot at you. I shouldn’t have, but …”


She stopped helplessly. Calhoun nodded.


The fugitives now aided each other simply to avoid murder. They gathered together exhaustedly at nightfall, and those who were strongest did what they could for the others. By day, those who could walk scattered to separate hiding places, so that if one was discovered, the others might still escape the indignity of being butchered. They had no stronger motive than that. They were merely trying to die with dignity, instead of being killed as sick beasts. Which bespoke a tradition and an attitude that Calhoun approved. People like these would know something of the science of probability in human conduct. Only they would call it ethics. But the strangers—the invaders—were of another type. They probably came from another world.


“I don’t like this,” said Calhoun coldly. “Just a moment.”


He went over to Murgatroyd. Murgatroyd seemed to droop a little. Calhoun checked his breathing and listened to his heart. Murgatroyd submitted, saying only “Chee!” when Calhoun put him down.


“I’m going to help you to your rendezvous,” said Calhoun abruptly. “Murgatroyd’s got the plague now. I exposed him to it, and he’s reacting fast. And I want to see the others of your group before nightfall.”


The girl just managed to get to her feet. Even speaking had tired her, but she gamely though wearily moved off at a slant to the hillside’s slope. Calhoun picked up the odd weapon and examined it thoughtfully. He wound it up as it was obviously meant to be. He picked up the missile it had fired, and put it in place. He went after the girl, carrying it. Murgatroyd brought up the rear.


Within a quarter of a mile the girl stopped and clung swaying to the trunk of a slender tree. It was plain that she had to rest, and dreaded getting off her feet because of the desperate effort needed to arise.


“I’m going to carry you,” said Calhoun firmly. “You tell me the way.”


He picked her up bodily and marched on. She was light. She was not a large girl, but she should have weighed more. Calhoun still carried the quaint antique weapon without difficulty.


Murgatroyd followed as Calhoun went up a small incline on the greater hillside and down a very narrow ravine. Through brushwood he pushed until he came to a small open space where shelters had been made for a dozen or so human beings. They were utterly primitive—merely roofs of leafy branches over framework of sticks. But of course they were not intended for permanent use. They were meant only to protect plague-stricken folk while they waited to die.
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