



[image: Cover Image]





COME, HUNT AN EARTHMAN


Philip E. High


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com




      

      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




ONE


THEY trooped into the dome and I looked them over. I looked them over visually and, at the same time, checked their personal possessions with my instruments.


“Vol Noth?”


“I am Vol Noth.” A Kaldren, florid face, scarlet crest, big bulging eyes.


“You have read the list of forbidden goods?”


“Of course, of course.”


“Then you will be good enough to surrender your intoxicant inhaler, please.”


His crest fluttered furiously and he turned a dull red. “You exceed your authority, Hunt Master.”


“The list of forbidden goods is specific. You must surrender the inhaler or abandon the Hunt.”


“Very well but it seems absurd, utterly absurd.” He placed the inhaler on the table with ill grace and obvious regret.


“Be seated, please.” I waited until they had settled themselves, then I said, “I trust you have all read the Hunt Manual?”


There was a murmur of assent but I was not deceived. Perhaps some of them had glanced at the title but that would be about all. Decadent, purposeless races seldom bothered with minor details. I would, of course, have to give them my usual lecture. I had a high safety rating which I was not going to throw away for a bunch of casual incompetents.


“Clearly you have all been on Hunts before, but how many in pursuit of an intelligent prey?”


“I have.” Kalvaninar, an Ankrolon, beak-nosed, solemn and bushy-browed.


“I have hunted on Ilexsar and Pondurit. I have three hundred and seventy-two trophies.”


I believed him. He held the long-barrelled Prengos as if it were part of him, almost as if he loved it, which he probably did. I knew I should have to watch him; love of killing showed in his grey flinty eyes.


I turned to the others. “For those of you unfamiliar with intelligent game, I must remind you of the rules.”


“Rule One demands that your shields are raised at all times.”


“Rule Two insists on discipline. You will obey all my commands because your lives depend on it. If I instruct you to stand still or hold your fire, you will obey or suffer the consequences.”


“Rule Three is a preservation law. You will not shoot infants under any circumstances. You will not shoot female and, where possible, you will spare the elderly—is that quite clear?”


They all assented verbally so I rammed home the primary clause. “Any intelligence who disobeys the Hunt Master in respect of the above, may be fined one hundred thousand units and banned from hunting for life.”


I allowed a long pause for this to sink in. “All of you, no doubt, consider yourselves experienced. I must warn you, however, that on this planet, previous experience must be wholly discounted. I have been a Hunt Master on many worlds and I can assure you that this is the most dangerous of all.”


I paused again for them to absorb the information. I wanted them alert when they started out. If they were not alert, many of them would die quickly and painfully.


Most Hunt Masters allow for a ten per cent loss and, on this world, twenty per cent was not considered bad but I wanted it well below that—if possible.


I leaned forward, determined that they should understand. “I am aware that the Hunt Manual dismisses this culture as class eight but the ingenuity rating is far, far above this. So also the incredible resistance level, moral and material. Let it be clearly understood, you are not hunting a fleeing prey. You are hunting a creature whose determination to get you before you get him borders on the fanatical.”


“Many of you, I know, have hunted creatures as big as twelve story buildings, creatures that charge like juggernauts. Here, however, are no mindless animals like the screaming hordes of Bulaka. Here are reasoning intelligences with a primitive but highly efficient technology. We have damped down their stockpiles of uncontrolled nuclear devices but the rest of their technology remains. I must warn you, as soon as you leave this building, you may be under attack.”


I paused. “Anyone now wishing to withdraw from the hunt may do so—deposit and expenses will be refunded.”


I watched five shuffle into the ante-room with relief. That left me twelve, a far easier number to handle.


“Any questions?”


“What is the procedure?” Kalvaninar again, caressing the Prengos as if it were a fretful child.


I activated the wall map. “We have transport to this point. After which we must proceed on foot to the hunting grounds which begin on this line. As you will see, the area is a rough triangle, bounded at each point by a native city.”


I turned to the party again. “Now, please, a list of equipment. I will start with you, if I may, Vol Noth.”


He was still angry, I could see that and he went through the list in a harsh unpleasant voice.


“Force Shield, oxygen supply, wrist detector, Prengos, and additional small arms. First aid pack, containing—”


I let the rest go through their lists, then I said: “Sleeping cubicles may be found through the door on the right. May I suggest an early night, transport will be at the main entrance at 06.30 Standard Galactic Time.”


A beautiful day, for, make no mistake, this is a beautiful world. Tiny white clouds sprinkled a sky of such gentle blue that no other known world can match its sweetness.


The foliage is generally green but its subtleties of shade are beyond words. One has to see the pale morning meadow, dappled with yellow and scarlet flowers to understand the real meaning of beauty.


The natives have a unique way of arranging words to convey both their emotions and the beauty of their surroundings. A construction of words—which I have never found elsewhere—which they call poetry.




A light wind blew from the gates of the sun


And waves of shadow went over the wheat.





On this day, the waves of shadow passed over the long grasses and touched the trees. …




Willows whiten, aspens quiver,


Little breezes dusk and shiver


Thro, the wave that runs forever


By the island in the river.





I am certain, of course, that none of my party were aware of the beauty around them, nor had they ears to hear. The rustle of leaves and grasses meant nothing nor, for that matter, the sweet songs of birds. No other world which I know has flying things which sing with joy. I have seen birds on other planets, sailing across the sky like yachts, their plumage the colour of a thousand rainbows. These things do not sing, they screech as if in pain.


I hear very clearly, you must understand that. I hear birds, the dancing water in the hidden stream, the hum of insects. Yes, and high up in that innocent blue sky—beyond normal hearing—the thin mosquito-drone of the watchers.


These same watchers are seeing us now. They are circling, watching and reporting back what they see. It is already known we are leaving, alarms will be sounding and there will be preparation for battle.


The transport follows the native road, a once crowded six-lane highway, which, for us, is but a trail to the hunting grounds but, for the prey, the front line.


When we reached our destination, I did not permit my party to step carelessly into the open but warned them yet again.


“From the first moment you step into the open, you will be under attack. It is true that you are the hunters but it is because of this you become an instant target. Death is waiting for you in every road, every field and every ditch. It is lying beneath the soil, it is poised in the air and it is lurking in every shadow. One moment of inattention, one fraction of time with a lowered shield and death will strike and pass on before you have time to realize it.”


I led the party and literally pounced on the first one out.


“Detector!”


He jumped. I could see he was already nervous.


“Uh? Oh, sorry, Hunt Master.” He flicked the stud on his wrist instrument. Figures appeared and the black warning needle crept round the white dial.


He became slowly pale of feature. “Explosive beneath the ground! Four paces only! I think—I think I would prefer to return to the dome. I do not mind monsters, you understand, hordes of creatures coming in waves but, no, not this. When the others are out, I shall return, life is more important than trophies.”


The rest, chastened, came out watching their detectors and treading warily. All of them, I noticed, had their shields functioning at full power.


We started off across the fields, picking our way between the mines which had been sown almost as thickly as blades of grass.


On the far side of the field we came to a tree-lined road, dusty, deserted and winding away into the distance. We followed it, alert and on edge. One never knew what was behind the next ridge or concealed in the next cluster of trees.


On the other hand, in my opinion, it was just a bit too quiet. Which meant, of course, it would not be quiet for long.


I was right.


It came down the road like a thunderbolt, wing tips brushing the leaves of the trees and so low that everyone ducked automatically as it approached. Short red flames stabbed from the edges of the stubby wings, cannon shells churned the surface of the road.


Kalvaninar took most of the burst on his shield in a welter of crimson splotches and showers of sparks. Then dust was swirling about us and the plane was gone.


Before the party had recovered from its surprise, another plane came hurtling down the road from the opposite direction.


This one fired no cannon, yet, but for the shields, we should have fried. As it was, the party just had to wait, shields up, oxygen capsules on, while flame and black smoke surged in fury about us—napalm takes a long time to burn out.


When we were able to move again, I saw that the party was shaken. The daring and skill of the two native pilots in such obviously crude machines had brought them face to face with what they were up against.


Another decided to pull out. “I had no idea we were hunting such fanatical intelligences. When I hunt, I prefer the percentages in my favour, seventy-five per cent, not forty.”


There was only one comment on the attack and that was from Kalvaninar. “These creatures are frerdnig.”


The word ‘frerdnig’ is peculiar to his home world and difficult to translate. A broad interpretation renders it ‘inspired hero’ but there are subtle overtones which implies both the reckless and the piratical.


He went up in my estimation, not as a life-form, but as a user of apt descriptions.


We continued on our way but had not gone far before the road in front of us geysered upwards in flame.


This time Kalvaninar was ready and the Prengos made its characteristic zinging noise as he pulled the trigger.


The Centurion tank which had fired on us came to an abrupt stop and developed a shimmering blue aura. As we watched, it began to shrink visibly.


Kalvaninar had learned quickly. He took his time, alert for mines and, when he got there, his trophy was ready.


The Prengos, besides being a weapon, alters the atomic construction of its target. It reduces in mass and size without in the case of mechanisms, reducing its efficiency.


“Here!” Kalvaninar lifted the tank up triumphantly between thumb and forefinger. “My first trophy on this planet. This goes in the middle of my collection.”


I could imagine the shelves of his trophy room laden with trophies, Guthas, Kossbunds, Latziens. Now he had a Centurion tank, a tracked armoured vehicle perfect in every detail which would lie snugly on the palm of his hand. Given the correct fuel, the tank would function, the long gun traverse.


I watched him drop the tank into his trophy bag. The crew were still in it. Unfortunately, however, although reducing organic life, the Prengos did not preserve it. Inside the tank would be little toy soldiers, hard as metal, still in the postures of action but quite, quite dead.


We went on. Occasionally missiles slapped into the shields but the party was learning. More and more trophies went into their bags, half-tracks, soldiers in green-brown camouflaged uniforms, a motor cycle.


Vol Noth got a tank. He, too, had learned and took his time.


He picked it up from the long grass. “Here! See I——”


He never finished the sentence. One moment he was standing there, bulging eyes bright with triumph, and the next he was lost in smoke.


His shield bulged outwards, swelled like a huge smoke-filled air balloon then suddenly deflated in a hissing jet of smoke.


A twisted Prengos, a few blackened personal possessions lay in the grass but all that remained of Vol Noth were a few spatters of blood.


I walked over and there, a few paces away was the tank—Vol Noth’s trophy tank.


I held it up for them to see.


“It is not possible! We all saw him pick it up!”


“No, you are wrong.” I held it out for closer inspection. “I warned you that the prey was highly ingenious. He knows what happens to his armour and his troops when we score a direct hit. He therefore left a few substitutes around in the hope that they will be picked up by mistake. Vol Noth did that, he picked up the wrong tank and the wrong tank happened to be a disguised grenade packed with chemical explosive. It detonated inside his shield as soon as it was lifted. In future, you will verify your ‘kills’ before lifting them.”


Enthusiasm for the hunt lessened considerably. There was a general wish to return to the dome and resume the chase the following day.


Only Kalvaninar opposed the idea but he was out-voted.


“Tomorrow,” he said. “I will catch one of those little flyers in mid-flight and I will suspend it from the ceiling of my trophy room.”


We were not left alone on the return journey. A long stick of bombs fell from a high altitude which, considering the absence of any kind of guiding beam, showed a high degree of precision aiming. But for the shields, the entire party would have suffered death or injury.


We also had six rockets, eighty accurate shots from concealed snipers, a burst of machine gun fire and a bazooka shell. The shell was close range and came from a concealed weapon pit which no one was able to find.


As I have said, these people are ingenious and they learn quickly. In the first days of the hunters, entire divisions had been hurled into the attack and trophies had been easy to come by. This mistake was quickly rectified, however, and they now used limited forces. They relied on a high degree of mobility, inspired concealment and native ingenuity such as the miniature grenade which had killed Vol Noth.


Again, they had started with—to use a local expression—a dyed-in-the-wool command, fighting on conventional lines. This command was now quickly being replaced by men with vision and imagination prepared to adopt, and learn by, the wholly unorthodox.


A Hunt Master does not confide his personal knowledge or his secret abilities to those in his care nor does he go into details of prior examination.


Long, long before this planet had been selected as a game preserve for the Confederation, Hunt Masters were out viewing the possibilities and assessing the degree of hazard.


This, the planet Earth, had the highest degree of hazard of any planet yet surveyed and special preparations had to be undertaken.


Thanks to the skill and experience of the Hunt Masters, this reserve is now unique and to return with trophies from it is a high honour indeed.


Care has to be exercised once the hunts are functioning. Wholesale destruction would render the planet useless in a short period so rules have to be imposed and order observed.


As hunters become more experienced the ‘game’ has to be encouraged to higher skills of resistance or evasion. Otherwise the planet will become ‘easy’ and the reserve lose its prestige.


A human hunter, for example, expecting tiger would feel slighted if confronted only with sheep. The same applies to all Confederation game reserves.


As I have said, a Hunt Master has certain faculties quite unknown to his clients. He uses these faculties for the manipulation of the prey. The tiger—through the growing experience of the hunters—must not be reduced to the status of a sheep. He must remain fierce, dangerous and worthy of his position as a subsequent trophy.


As this was an intelligent prey, I had been compelled to select and manipulate certain of the natives, often from late childhood, to productive ends. I selected those with imagination, ingenuity and vast reserve of unorthodox thinking. These would be moulded and shaped to raise the hazards of future hunting parties. Men who, very possibly, without my external pressures, would lead contented and uneventful lives from birth to death.


One of those so selected was a native human male called Vincent Walsh. Physically he was strong and, for a short, rather stocky man, surprisingly agile but it was his mental potential I wanted and to obtain it, I had been, with regret, not a little rough.


I kept putting on the pressure until he felt that there was a steel band encircling his head. Until he was almost certain that he was damned or that someone had put a curse on him. The clear grey eyes became clouded with anxiety and the quick friendly smile a nervous twitch of the lips. He was, needless to say, quite unaware that outside forces were responsible for his continued ill-fortune.


Then, at precisely the right moment, I introduced him to his soul-mate.


It is well to record here that these people have the capacity—although, alas, they seldom find it—for deep and abiding love. A wholly complete and complimentary spiritual/physical union quite outside the experience of any life-form within the Confederation.


This ‘accidental’ meeting washed away his previous ill-fortune, gave him stimulus and a new insight into life. It also aroused the necessary protective instincts.


At the moment, he was a local defence volunteer, ready to defend the city should the regular troops be engaged elsewhere.


When the hunters first arrived, the entire planet was convinced that it was a full scale alien invasion. Many still cling stubbornly to this belief.


Walsh was one of the first to see the truth. “You must be crazy! These things could take the planet apart with finger and thumb—why don’t they? Why these little sorties into nowhere? I’ll tell you why. This is a ‘shoot’. Our glorious and unique planet has been turned into a game preserve and we are the game.”


No one listened to him at the time but the pattern became obvious in a few weeks and there was photographic evidence as the hunters collected their trophies.


Now, as we returned, with the ‘all clear’ sirens sounding over the cities, he was talking to his mate. Really talking, he was a well read, highly intelligent man with deep and intense feelings—I hadn’t selected him for nothing.


“Thank God they didn’t reach the city this time.”


“I was afraid for you.” She clung to him.


“And I for you.” He stroked her hair gently. “I love you, you know that.”


“Of course I know it.”


“You didn’t wonder why I have never asked you to marry me?”


“No, I knew—you were afraid your ill-fortune would rub off on me.”


“You knew that!” He was shaken.


“I love you,” she said, simply. “I knew you loved me so there had to be a reason.”


“Would you take the risk? Darling, I need you, will you marry me?”


“Oh God, yes.” Her arms went round his neck.


“Now?”


“Yes, now——”


There was perfection in their union. A fulfilment which went beyond the flesh and lifted their souls to a point of divine revelation. So few love like this and I confess I took advantage of it with regret.


When she fell asleep in his arms, I made sure he stayed awake. I activated his mind a little, not enough to cloud his happiness, but to lead it along certain lines—nothing must ever happen to her.


He had a sudden vision of the hunters, holding her miniature loveliness between their fingers and dropping her indifferently into a trophy bag.


God, that must never happen, never. How could he stop it? They had not entered the city for a long time but that was no assurance for the future.


He could see them clearly in his mind, fifteen-foot monsters, their long barrelled weapons going zing like someone tearing tin. Once in a city, they were not particular what they selected for targets. Trucks, taxis, baby carriages, public service vehicles and, on three occasions, a complete locomotive plus carriages full of people.


It was the hell of a life, wasn’t it? You went through life for thirty-one years, ill-fortune getting a free ride on your back and, then, abruptly, the darkness vanished and you found someone. He leaned over and kissed her sleeping face gently. Yes, you found someone and all heaven opened up for you.




TWO


ON the other hand, the devil of ill luck had not gone, one knew that, this very set-up was proof of that. You found heaven and here was a situation which could well take it away from you.


Walsh stiffened. That would be typical of his damned luck, the ultimate evil and the coup de grâce. On the other hand—yes, on the other hand, this time he was not quite such a blasted straw in the wind. This time he had a certain control over events, whereas before—what could one do about a managing director who dropped dead with, to you, the loss of a ten-year contract. What could one do about firms going broke after they had accepted, but not paid for, your work. God, the times you’d been bankrupt, fought your way up again, only to be knocked down yet again and always because someone failed to pay or failed to pay in time. Things like that one couldn’t fight, not abstract misfortunes one couldn’t pin down.


These creatures, however, these hunters were real. They could be pinned down. They might be fifteen-foot monsters surrounded by an invisible something which deflected shells and bullets but they were not invulnerable.


To date, their losses had been seventeen—no—with the recent one that made eighteen.


It was true, of course, taking a world estimate, that direct civilian casualties now amounted to nearly quarter of a million and that Service losses were eight times that figure, but the axiom still held. The hunters were not invulnerable.


What were needed were losses that would curb their enthusiasm for hunting for a considerable time. In this time—and it would buy time—humanity might cook up a real deterrent.


Walsh was acutely aware of popular opinion. Although praise for individual heroism was high, there was growing dissatisfaction with the High Command and the dissatisfaction was world-wide. There was not a single nation ready to applaud the conduct of defence.


What was wanted was people with ideas, a guerrilla band, ready to employ the most unorthodox ideas. There were plenty of men, dissatisfied enough to join without a second thought.


He knew some bright boys himself—many of them suspect to the authorities—who would only be too glad to do something.


He began to think about it seriously. It would have to be good, damn good. It would have to be better than—and produce a higher average of kills—than the armed services.

OEBPS/Images/9780575110489.jpg
COME HUNT
AN EARTHMAN!

GATEWAY‘% ETSTSTESINSIEA - 5S





OEBPS/Images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





