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CHAPTER 1
To Captain Barker, interstellar flight had long lost any thrill it might once have had. It was too much like driving a bus with its predicted stops, regular flights and long months of boring routine between planetfalls. The procedure was always the same. A moment of strain as the ship snapped out of hyper-drive, an indescribable wrenching and a brief nausea as the familiar stars replaced the swirling rainbow patterns on the screens, then the ship would swing into matching orbital velocity with the target planet, contact made, the business done, and they would be on their way again.
He sighed as he leaned back from the control panel, staring idly at the mottled green-brown-blue ball seeming to hang motionless below them, and nodded towards the one man who, technically, had no right at all to be in the control room.
“Well, commander, there she is. Hyperon, second planet of Procyon. A nice new Earth-type world suitable for habitation and exploitation, and your future home.”
Williams ignored the elderly captain’s remarks, his eyes gleaming as he stared at the glowing screen. “When do we land?”
“We don’t. The ship doesn’t, that is. We’ll drop you and your people by auxiliary.” Barker twisted his head and stared at the radio operator. “Made contact yet?”
“Not yet, sir.”
“No?” Barker frowned. “That’s odd. Keep trying and let me know immediately they answer.”
“Yes, sir.”
“They’re probably asleep,” said Barker, and smiled at the expression on the young man’s face. “Don’t forget, Williams, it’s been ten years since a ship called here last. You can hardly expect them to maintain a continuous radio-watch.”
“Why not?” Williams made no attempt to disguise his impatience. “The manual specifically orders that such a watch be maintained. There can be no excuse for failure to comply with the instructions.” He frowned at the screen. “Another thing. The settlement was based at the edge of that lake, wasn’t it? Where the river runs through that forest?”
“Was it?” Barker stared thoughtfully at the mottled ball. “Could be.”
“Don’t you know?”
“I could find out,” snapped Barker, annoyed at the other’s tone. “But if you think I can memorize the exact whereabouts of a hundred different settlements on a hundred different planets then you want to think again. That’s what files are for.”
“Never mind the files.”
Williams reached for the adjustment controls on the screen. “I’ve studied up on this planet, and that’s where they should be.” Abruptly the image expanded, seeming to flow away from the centre as details became clearer, and they stared at the image of a lake edge, a river bank and a tiny, obviously man-made clearing. “There!” Williams rested his finger on the smooth surface. “That clearing, that’s where they are.”
“Are they?” Barker narrowed his eyes and made a final adjustment, steadying the image against the distortion of atmospheric heat currents. “Looks deserted to me.”
Impatiently he glared towards the radioman. “Got them yet?”
“No, sir. The ether’s dead; nothing but sun-static.”
“Try a flare.” Barker looked at the young commander. “Maybe their radio’s broken or something. We’ll see if any of them attempt visual signalling in answer to our flare.” He squinted as a gush of brilliant orange limned the edge of the screen and pointed to a small, spinning shape falling towards the lake. “That should rouse them. Pyrotechnic sound-and-sight attention catcher.” He smiled as the spinning shape suddenly expanded into a series of brilliantly coloured smoke clouds, imagining the staccato explosions accompanying the light and smoke.
After ten minutes he said, quietly: “Try another.” Then, fifteen minutes after that: “One more and we’ll be on our way.”
Williams glanced sharply at the elderly captain. “What do you mean?”
“What I said. Unless they answer, we’ll get moving. You and your people can return to Earth; it’s our next stop anyway, and Hyperon can be written off as a ‘bad’ planet.”
“No.”
“Yes.” Barker shrugged as he stared at the silent and deserted clearing. “Something’s happened down there. Disease perhaps, dangerous native life, something lethal in the atmosphere, any one of a thousand things. It doesn’t matter what it is, my orders are plain. Any colony failing to respond to signals is to be considered dangerous and must be abandoned.”
“But you can’t do that.” Williams stared desperately at the screen. “They may be in trouble, or away on an expedition, anything. You just can’t abandon five hundred men and women merely because they didn’t answer your signal.”
“I can and I will,” said Barker coldly. He stared shrewdly at the young commander. “I know what’s on your mind, Williams. You’re thinking that if you return to Earth you’ll lose your command. Well, maybe you will, but isn’t that better than landing here when you don’t know what happened to the others?”
“I can’t agree. Earth needs these new worlds, Barker, and too many of them are proving unfit for human habitation. You mentioned a hundred worlds a short while ago. Did you know that, of those hundred, only ten managed to support a colony for the first ten years? You know how things are back home. With the population increase what it is, we’ve got to find external sources of food and raw materials or face literal starvation. That’s why we are founding these colonies. Not for population expansion, though we can use them for that too, but to grow and supply essential food for the home world. You can’t just write off this planet because the colony doesn’t answer.”
“What do you want me to do?” Barker forced himself to remember that the commander was young, impetuous, and with a high personal stake in his decision. “Land and carry a virulent plague back to Earth? You know the dangers of that as well as I do. That is why this ship never lands, but uses the auxiliaries for ship to planet communication. And even if I did land, what then? I’ve a schedule to maintain and I can’t waste time here even if I was equipped for it, which I’m not. This isn’t an exploration vessel, Williams; this is only a transport, and, as such, is needed back on Earth for more important things than just worrying about one world.” He glanced at the screen and the deserted clearing. “Sorry, but there it is.”
“Wait!” Williams swallowed as he looked at the screen. “There’s one thing you can do.”
“Yes?”
“You can land me and my people.”
“Are you crazy?” Barker shook his head and reached for the controls. “You don’t know what’s down there and you might die within a day.” He rested his finger on the alarm button. “No sense in talking about it. You know the rules.”
“If you press that button,” said Williams coldly, “I’ll have you broken for cowardice.”
“You’ll what?”
“You heard what I said. You’re an old man, Barker, and you’ve started to think like one. Space isn’t for the old, and the Bureau is beginning to realize that. There’s a new world down there waiting to be exploited and you’ve no right to deny my request. If you insist on running from something you don’t understand, then I’ll see to it that the publicity breaks you.”
“You young fool!” Barker surged to his feet, his heavy features mottled with rage. “I’m the captain of this ship and you and every man and woman aboard will do as I say. Damn you! I’ll have you thrown in irons for this. Harper!”
“Wait.” Williams stepped back as the radioman rose from his seat. “Never mind the rights and wrongs of it. Just imagine what the public will say. A new world, a potential granary, and you ran away from it without even a second thought. And it isn’t your skin that I’m asking you to risk. All I ask is that you land me and my people as you were directed to do. What do you think the media will say? The public? They are short of food, Barker, and they pay too much in taxes as it is. Do you think that the Bureau will hesitate to throw you to the lions if it would calm the people? If you think that, Barker, then you’re a bigger fool than I thought you were.”
“I....” The captain swallowed, his eyes glaring his hate of the young man, but he gestured Harper to return to his chair. “What about the others?”
“My people?” Williams shrugged. “I’ll take full responsibility for them. You will land us?”
“You know what you’re doing, don’t you?” Barker glared his contempt. “I know just what your threats are worth; you aren’t concerned with what the people will say and think; all you’re worried about is losing your own little world to play the dictator in. To satisfy your own conceit you’re willing to risk the lives of fifty innocent people on an unknown, and as far as we can determine, lethal world. I thought that you were low, Williams, but I didn’t think that any man could be that selfish.”
“That’s enough!” Anger glowed in twin spots of red on the commander’s cheeks. “I’m not asking for your moral condemnation, and the future will prove that I’m right. Progress is determined by the sacrifice of the individual for the majority, and what does it matter if a thousand die so long as the race is advanced on the path of its destiny? In any case, we won’t be as helpless as you seem to imagine. The original colonists had plenty of equipment and we can use that. My people are mostly trained personnel, scientists, the men and women who were to study Hyperon as soon as the economy of the settlement could afford to support them. We’ll get along.”
“You’ll get along, you mean, don’t you?” Barker openly sneered as he stared at the young commander. “What do you care for the others?”
“Never mind that. You’ll land us?”
“Not so fast.” Barker settled himself back in his chair. He seemed to have lost his anger and looked at the commander with an almost amused contempt. “Don’t think that you can bully me, Williams. I don’t need a young snippet like you to threaten me with adverse publicity, and don’t forget that I happen to have a few more contacts than you imagine. If it came to the point, you would be the one to suffer, not I.” He glanced at the screen and the empty, too-small clearing shown on it. “If you land you know that it will be ten years before a ship makes contact?”
“I know.”
“And yet you want to be cooped up down there with men and women who will know that you’ve tricked them as soon as they land.”
“I am their commander.”
“I see.” Barker looked towards the radio-man and shrugged. “All right, Williams. You can have your kingdom—but your people must be warned and given free choice.”
“You insist?”
“Yes.”
“Then I have no choice. You’ll land us?”
“You will also sign and thumb-print a waiver accepting full responsibility?”
“Of course.”
“Very well, then.” Barker sighed heavily as he stared at the screen. “I’ll land you—and I hope that you get just what you deserve.”
He didn’t look at the commander as he gave the necessary orders.



CHAPTER 2
Three days later Williams began to feel the first stirrings of doubt. At first the whole thing had seemed so simple. They would land. From records undoubtedly left by the original settlers they would know what dangers faced them, what had happened to the five hundred men and women set down to colonize a new world, and they would be able to act accordingly. But it hadn’t worked out like that.
For one thing there were no records. For another there were no traces of any of the colonists. And suddenly the entire project began to take on a new and more sinister aspect. Not that the planet had shown any animosity towards them; quite the reverse in fact. The air was warm, the sun not too hot, the vegetation profuse and heavily laden with a diversity of fruits. In effect it was a paradise planet—but where were the people?
Irritably, Williams glanced up from his desk as a shadow darkened the papers before him, then nodded as Hermitage dropped into a chair.
“Hello, Doc. Find anything?”
“No.”
“Did you examine the huts? The surrounding soil? The....”
“I know my job, Williams,” snapped the doctor. “As far as I can see there isn’t a trace of the original settlers to be found, but I’ve made a few deductions.”
“Save them.” Williams thrust away his papers and eased the collar of his too-tight blouse. “Seen Gerald?”
“He’s around. Why?”
“We’re having a conference as soon as he gets back. Something must have happened to the colonists and I want to know what. Do I have to tell you why?”
“You do not.” The doctor sounded very grim. “Now that the ship has gone we’re stuck here, like it or not. If there’s some bug lying in wait for us, or some native lurking in the forest waiting to use us as food, then we’d better get ready. Ten years is a long time.”
“Regretting it, Hermitage?”
“Perhaps. Maybe it would have been a good idea if this half of the contingent had returned with the rest. Ten women and twenty men aren’t really enough to develop a new world.”
“But enough to find out just why it hasn’t been already done.” Williams glanced up as a second man entered the hut and frowned as he noticed the rumpled trousers and lack of uniform blouse. “Improperly dressed, Gerald?”
“Improper, hell! It’s crazy to walk about in uniform in this heat. The proper dress for Hyperon is shorts and a coat of suntan—and you could do without the shorts.”
“Perhaps, but you will please remember to wear uniform at all times.”
Gerald made a rude noise, grinned at the expression on the commander’s face, then winked at the doctor as he slumped in the remaining chair. “Shall we get on with it?”
“A moment.” Williams stared through the open doorway. “What are the others doing?”
“As you ordered. Tidying up the settlement, checking stores and equipment, arranging their stuff and setting up laboratories.” The ecologist yawned and sagged even deeper in his chair. “Don’t talk about work; the very thought of it makes me tired.”
“Then you’re going to be very tired,” promised Williams curtly. He glanced down at his papers. “We’ve been here three days now and it’s time we correlated our information. I’ve collected every scrap of written material in the settlement; there is surprisingly little of it, and none of it helpful.”
“I wouldn’t say that,” protested Hermitage. “We know the analysis of the air, water and soil. We know the seasonal changes and other astronomical data. We know that nothing harmful to man was found in the first tests, and....”
“Please, doctor.” Williams didn’t look at Hermitage. “By ‘help’ I meant of course our main problem. You will naturally retest the water and air and other things you mention.”
“Retest? Why?”
“We cannot afford to take anything for granted. The first tests obviously were faulty and it is up to us to discover in just what way.”
“I don’t see that.”
“No? You surprise me, doctor. If everything is well here then where are the people?”
“How do I know?” Irritation swelled the doctor’s neck. “I know where they aren’t. They aren’t dead and buried, that’s for sure. There isn’t anywhere near that amount of graves in the vicinity.”
“There are some though?”
“Yes,” admitted Hermitage reluctantly. “About fifty.”
“About? Aren’t you certain?”
“Fifty-two then, to be precise. All men. I dug them up to make sure. Does that satisfy you?”
“It checks with the official record,” said the young commander quietly. “But was it wise to disinter them?”
“The graves were shallow and there was no danger. I merely uncovered the skulls and reburied them immediately after examination. The graves were old and no flesh remained on the bones.”
“Marks of fire?” Gerald leaned forward, his eyes serious. “Had the bodies been burned?”
“Yes.”
“What?” Williams stared his horror and instinctively moved away from the doctor. Hermitage grunted his contempt.
“No need to get scared. The burning was obviously a precautionary measure and, anyway, they couldn’t have died of plague, certainly not any alien infection.”
“Why not?” Gerald narrowed his eyes in thought. “You’re not going to tell us that old one about alien bacteria not being able to live in a human organism.”
“That truism,” said Hermitage stiffly, “still applies. Divergent species cannot infect each other with their own peculiar afflictions. Have you ever heard of a man suffering from tobacco mosaic? Or a rattlesnake with mumps? Or a man suffering from hard pad or distemper? Those illnesses are all native to Earth and yet they remain confined to special groups. What chance then has an alien bacteria to infect a man and find within his body conditions suitable to their growth?” He gestured impatiently as the ecologist started to speak. “Oh, I know all about what happened on Alpha Four, and I’m not saying that it couldn’t happen again, but that was a freak, and we’re not likely to run into it again.”
“Once was enough,” said Williams grimly. “That’s why the transports refuse to land. If it happened on Alpha Four, why couldn’t it happen here also?”
“It didn’t,” snapped Hermitage; then, as he saw their expressions: “Damn it all, can’t you see it yet? Fifty-two men died out of five hundred men and women. All right. But does that make it a plague? Of course it doesn’t, and if it was what you’re both afraid of, there would be evidence of it. Bodies lying where they had fallen, the huts burned, a litter of dead, but have we found anything like that? You know very well that we haven’t. No, you can cut plague right out. I’ll stake my reputation on it.”
“A very one-sided bet,” murmured Gerald, then took the sting from his words by smiling at the irate doctor. “Did you find anything else?”
“No.”
“Nothing at all, doctor?” Williams raised his eyebrows.
“I’ve dug up fifty-two graves since we landed,” said Hermitage tightly. “I’ve been over every inch of the settlement and covered most of the clearing. How much do you expect a man to do in three days?”
“There’ll be time to rest after we have found what happened to the others,” snapped Williams. “Now is the time to work.”
“Oh? Then what have you done?”
“Gerald?” Williams ignored the question. “Did you discover anything important?”
“In three days?” The ecologist shrugged. “I did my best, but it isn’t much. The bushes—you can hardly call them trees—seem to bear a continuous supply of fruit. By that I mean that there are flowers, buds, immature and mature fruit all on the same plant. That seems to be general with every plant I’ve examined. The trees proper, some of them grow over three hundred feet tall, are all nut-bearers. Some have fruit similar to a coconut, others have fruit like a brazil; there are a multitude of types, but all have that one thing in common. They all bear a continuous supply of fruit.”
“Isn’t that unusual?” Hermitage seemed to have recovered his good humour; at least he had lost his angry flush.
“Very unusual,” agreed Gerald. “So unusual that I’m tempted to believe that it is no accident.”
“How do you mean?” said Williams sharply. The ecologist shrugged.
“We know that, owing to the almost circular orbit and lack of axial tilting, the climate here is very constant. Even at the poles it never gets cold enough to allow the formation of ice caps, and here at the equator we live in a perpetual summer of even days and nights. That would help account for the lush vegetation, but....”
“No climate would account for one plant bearing both flowers and fruit at the same time,” snapped Williams. “The entire concept is against nature.”
“Whose nature? Earth’s or Hyperon’s? They needn’t be the same, you know. That’s one of the things we’ve got to find out. And, when you come to think of it, it isn’t any more incredible than several types of fruit growing on the same tree. They do it quite often back home. Graft an apple on a pear, several types of apples on the same tree, and even I believe, two or more kinds of soft fruit on the same branch. That’s against nature too, but it works. I’ve seen it.”
“Freaks,” said Williams irritably. “Distortions produced by the hands of men. Are you trying to tell me that these plants are the product of some alien race?”
“No, not that exactly, but it’s something to think about.”
“Maybe, but we have no time or concern for idle speculations.” Williams riffled his papers. “Anything else?”
“Little insect life. What there is seems mostly to be some sort of bee, and there is a beetle that lives in the dirt and apparently acts like the scavenger beetles back home. No birds, no signs of any animal, just bees to pollinate the flowers and beetles to clear away the debris. A nice neat system.”
“Yes.” Williams looked down at his desk. “I have here the official record of the original colony. I’m afraid that it doesn’t tell us much; for some reason the entries weren’t kept regularly. I won’t bother with reading it to you; you can read it later if you wish, but it is the only concrete thing we have to go on.” He riffled the pages. “Landing, setting up of prefab huts, burning a clearing, assembling the helicopter and power pile.” He glanced at Gerald. “The plant is still working, by the way, but there is no sign of the ’copter.” He returned to the book. “The first death took place within a month of landing. Red spots, fever, some delirium and great pain. At first they thought it was plague but it didn’t appear to be contagious. Other deaths followed all pretty close to each other. Bodies were buried and burned in their graves. All the deaths were those of men.” He turned more pages. “Initial crops planted. Apparently they were never harvested, and there is no mention of any large-scale exploration.” Irritably he slammed the volume shut and banged it on his desk.
“The first commander must have been a fool. He didn’t even bother to keep his records correctly. The entries become briefer and briefer, and finally stop. At no time is there a hint of why they left, where they went to, and what made them go.”
“I knew the first commander,” said Hermitage slowly. “I wouldn’t have called him a fool.”
“What else was he?”
“Maybe he just got tired of keeping senseless records?” suggested Gerald. “Seems a waste of time to me; almost as bad as growing crops when the trees and bushes are loaded with food.”
“That’s the wrong attitude,” snapped Williams. “Any colony must be run efficiently, and the entire purpose of this settlement was to exploit the planet and grow food for export to Earth. That is why we are here, and I suggest that you keep our object in mind.”
“You said that they left,” said Hermitage thoughtfully. “What makes you think that?”
“Isn’t it obvious? Are they dead? If so, where are their bodies? Did something come out of the lake and snatch them away? If so, why wasn’t it recorded? No, all the evidence points to one fact: that they must have left of their own free will. They deserted! They walked out on all they had done and left their equipment and supplies to rot, and went—where?”
“It’s a big planet,” said Gerald slowly. “They must have taken the ’copter, of course; that would be the logical thing to do.”
“As far as I can remember,” said Hermitage dryly, “a helicopter, one of the portable ones, that is, can carry four men at a time. Allow one for piloting, and that leaves four hundred and forty-seven men and women to shift by air. A hundred and forty-nine double journeys. Logical? When they could have walked?”
“Walked to where?” Williams banged his fist down onto the desk. “This discussion isn’t getting us anywhere. I must remind you that we have no time for idle speculation; it is essential that we find out what happened to the first settlers. It isn’t important to argue about where they went or how. We must find out why! What made them forget their duty to Earth? Why did they neglect their sacred trust? That is what we must discover and, in the meantime, we can continue with the work they neglected to do.” He rose to his feet.
“Gerald! You will work with Hermitage and determine whether or not the local fruits are edible and harmless. Hermitage! Despite your conviction that we have nothing to fear from alien disease, I want you to test and test again everything and anything that could menace our health. Ignore the previous records. If they showed their neglect in one thing, they may have been careless on others.”
Hermitage nodded and rose to his feet. “Is there anything else?”
“Not at the moment.”
“Then I’ll get to work. Coming, Gerald?”
“Sure.” The ecologist rose and stretched himself. Williams glowered at him then, just as he was about to leave the hut, called after him.
“Gerald!”
“Yes? What is it?”
“Your uniform. Wear it.”
“Wear it? But....”
“That’s an order, Gerald!”
“I....” The ecologist thinned his lips; then, the habit of a lifetime asserting itself, nodded and stepped into the brilliant sunlight.
Williams smiled as he returned to his desk.



CHAPTER 3
The settlement was too quiet. Among huts and sheds built to hold five hundred, the thirty-one members of the second group were lost. Williams walked from group to group, giving terse orders, watching the slow progress, and always the main question faced him wherever he turned.
Why?
Why had they gone? Where had they gone? Were they all dead, their bodies hidden somewhere on the planet, or were they still alive, captives perhaps, or what? He didn’t know, and as the days passed, the conviction grew that he would never find out.
He examined the huts a dozen times, carefully scanning the walls for scribbled words, turning the scanty furniture for a mislaid scrap of paper, a letter, anything to throw a light on the problem, but it was always the same. Nothing. The equipment was in good condition, the workshops ready to be used, and even the farm tractors were still operable once they had been stripped and reassembled. Power flowed from the atomic pile, and the whine of engines echoed over the silent planet as great machines tore at the dirt and seeded the fertile ground with seeds from the bulging stores.
But why hadn’t it all been done before?
It annoyed him. All his life he had been used to the obeying and giving of commands, and in his universe there was no room for doubt. Discipline was everything and orders were things to be obeyed blindly and without question. Nothing should have stopped the first colonists from doing their job—nothing, that is, but death, and apparently they hadn’t died. He paused by the door of a storeroom, watching a tractor make its slow way across the too-small clearing, then stepped inside the cool dimness. A woman looked up from where she sat sorting seeds, then stared down at her task again.
Williams was used to this. For some reason the others tended to ignore him and, while obeying his orders, made no effort to accept him as a friend, volunteer conversation, or treat him with other than a distant courtesy.
Not that he minded. He was firm in the conviction that a commander should not permit undue familiarity with his subordinates, and his insistence on the wearing of correct uniform had done nothing to make him popular.
“How is it going?” He stepped towards the woman and stared down at the heaps of glistening seeds. “Fertile?”
“Mostly, sir.” The ‘sir’ sounded very stilted. “I’m testing them now for germination.”
“Good.” He frowned at the bulging sacks. “Have you any idea whether or not these are native produced?”
“They are all terrestrial seeds, sir. They were brought here with the first settlers.”
He nodded, waiting for her to elaborate on the bare statement; then, when she did not, sighed and asked the obvious question.
“How long would you say they have been here?”
“About ten years, sir.”
“Ten years! But that’s impossible! They planted at least one crop.”
“Perhaps they did, sir, but these seeds are ten years old.” She stared up at him, her features an expressionless mask, but somehow he had the impression that she was laughing at him. “Could it be that they planted some other crop than wheat?”
“It’s possible,” he admitted, then frowned as he tried to remember what the records had stated. “I believe that the first planting was one of maize.”
“That would account for it, sir. These seeds are those of wheat.”
“And they never used them.” He nodded and abruptly snapped his fingers. “Of course! If they planted a crop, there should be signs of it. Tell me, would maize continue to grow without attention?”
“If it grew, there should still be signs where it was planted,” she admitted. “It would have reverted to a wild state, of course, but it should still be recognisable.”
“And yet the clearing shows no signs of cultivation other than bare soil.” He stared at the woman. “You’re an agronomist, I take it? What’s your name?”
“Brenson, Mary Brenson, scientist second class.” She rose to her feet. “Shall we go and investigate?”
There were no seeds. There was nothing in the rich black loam but scurrying beetles and normal humus. Williams bit his lips as he watched the girl sift the soil and examine it, running it through her long, slender fingers, finally to admit defeat:
“Nothing, sir.”
“And should there be?”
“If they germinated, yes. If not....” She shrugged, wiping her hands on her coverall, and tipped the sample of soil back into its container.
“You mean that they would have rotted away?”
“Perhaps. They could either have shrivelled and remained, or rotted. There is at least one other alternative.”
“Radiation?” He shook his head. “The soil was tested for that before the settlers landed. There is no reason to assume that the seeds were killed by an excess of ground radioactivity.”
“I wasn’t thinking of that,” she said slowly. “But did you notice the beetles?”
“You think that they would have destroyed the seeds?” He frowned as he thought about it, acutely aware of the gaps in his knowledge. Commanders were picked for their ability to stick to orders and not for ingenuity and initiative, but even he could see the flaw. “No. If that were the case, how would the native plants survive? If the beetles ate all the seeds, there is no reason why they shouldn’t eat roots and other vegetation. Why pick on terrestrial seeds?”
“Some subtle difference perhaps?” Mary sat down as she returned to her task. “If I may suggest a line of investigation?”
“Please do.”
“Plant some boxes that have been sifted and freed of beetles. Plant others with beetles. See which grows and which doesn’t.” Again he had the impression that she was amused by his ignorance.
“Shall I attend to it?”
“Yes.” Shyness and a sense of inferiority made him even more curt than normal. “Report to me when you have determined the cause. Give the project top priority.” He nodded and walked out into the brilliant sunlight, annoyed with himself for feeling disturbed and yet warm with the satisfaction of getting something done. Gerald waved to him as he crossed towards the hut he was using as an office.
“Commander.”
“Yes?”
“I’ve just finished the tests on the fruit and nuts.” Gerald was grinning. “Both edible and harmless and, if I might say so, very nice too.”
“You’ve eaten some?”
“Of course.”
“You....” Williams swallowed his anger as he noticed some of the others staring at them with undisguised curiosity. “Come inside.”
Within the hut and safe from curious stares he turned savagely on the smiling ecologist. “Gerald, I gave you more credit than to act like an irresponsible fool. How dare you eat the native fruit without my permission?”
“What?” The ecologist blinked then, as he responded to the commander’s anger, his mouth set in sullen lines. “Didn’t you tell me to determine whether or not the local produce was edible?”
“I did.”
“Well?”
“I said nothing about eating it, Gerald, and I also asked you to determine whether it was both edible and harmless. Do I have to explain to you the difference?”
“Hardly, commander.” Anger made the ecologist clench his hands and his voice became brittle with strained politeness. “If I may enquire of the commander, how would he suggest that I determine what he wished to know?”
“Don’t act with me, Gerald. You have chemicals, I assume, and techniques by which you can recognize the presence of poisons? Or do I have to teach you your job too?”
“Hardly that, commander, but I would suggest that each keeps to his own. Chemical reagents may be fine for warning us that the fruits contain poison, heavy metals, and other harmful substances, but in the final analysis it is whether or not the human metabolism can assimilate alien food in which we are interested. And there is only one way to do that—eat it and wait. If it can’t be digested, it will be rejected. If it can, then, with the aid of radioactive tracers, we can determine whether or not it acts like normal food.”
“Interesting,” sneered Williams. “So you martyred yourself in direct disobedience to my orders. What do you expect me to do now—give you a medal?”
“No, and I can do without sarcasm as well!” Gerald took a step forward, then remembered who he was and where he was and straightened to attention. “I think that you are being unfair. You gave me a double task, to determine whether or not the native produce was both edible and harmless, and I am perfectly aware of the difference. There could be some unknown element, some combination of vegetable acids or mixture of cellular juices that could prove to be a powerful narcotic, a stimulant, or even a hypnotic. Such things are not rare and, even though some fruits are delectable to eat and perfectly edible, yet to eat them is to become hopelessly dependent on them. The case of the phorypi on Quendis illustrates what I mean. The planet had to be abandoned because of the homicidal frenzy the juices induced. There are other cases, not so dramatic perhaps, but just as insidiously deadly. I cannot as yet tell whether or not the native produce falls into that category, but as there is only one sure way to find out. I acted on the assumption that you would want to know as soon as possible.”
“Of course.” Williams slumped into a chair, sweating, half-ashamed of his outburst, and yet trying to justify it by telling himself that he was acting for the good of all. He didn’t even think of apologizing. To him, that would have been a confession of weakness, and a commander must never be weak. He gestured towards a chair. “Sit down.”
“I would prefer to stand, sir, if you have no objection.”
“Sit down, Gerald!”
“Yes, sir.”
“How long will it take to determine whether or not we can safely eat the native fruits?”
“A couple of weeks, say, a month to make certain.”
“I see.” Williams stared down at his hands. “Have you discovered any alternative source of food? Fish perhaps?”
“Not yet. The insect life is rare, but I will test to see whether or not we can eat the beetles. I discount the bees, though there may be honey in the forest. You want me to search the lake for fish?”
“Yes. We can hardly rely on beetles.”
“Why not? Many races eat beetles and other insects and a starving man can’t be choosey.” The ecologist stared at the sweating commander. “Anything wrong?”
“No, but it is as well to be sure about these things.” Williams forced himself to sound casual. “After all, we are here for at least ten years, you know.”
“I know.” Gerald didn’t sound too happy about it. “Did you get around to checking the radio?”
“Yes. Nothing wrong there at all and that’s another thing that worries me. If the first colonists had discovered something wrong with Hyperon, a disease for example, or an alien menace, or something which made it imperative that they leave the vicinity of the settlement, then why didn’t they record an account to be played back to the ship when triggered by the incoming signal? That would have been the simple and obvious thing to do.” He sighed. “It’s becoming more and more obvious that my predecessor was hopelessly incompetent.”
“Hermitage wouldn’t agree with you,” said Gerald dryly.
“Perhaps not, but Hermitage claims to have known the man. I didn’t, and I’m not letting sentiment blind me to the fact that he was criminally negligent in his duties. One thing, however, I can promise. Nothing like it will happen again.”
“No?”
“No. From now on a rigorous discipline is to be maintained. No one is to leave the clearing unless they are in parties of five, and all personnel will carry sidearms. I have drafted a schedule of operations and we will hold regular conferences. No one is to leave the clearing at night under any circumstances and, of course, guards will be maintained as at present.”
“In other words,” said Gerald quietly, “there is to be no relaxation of discipline.”
“Exactly.”
“Sounds to me as though you expect trouble.”
“I expect nothing. I try to anticipate everything.”
“And yet in the two weeks we’ve been here none of us has ever been threatened in any way. There has not been the slightest trace of any animal, certainly none large enough to harm us, and as far as we can determine there is no cause to suspect any danger. Don’t you think that your precautions are a little extreme?”
“I am the best judge of that, Gerald. Merely because we have seen no animals doesn’t mean that they don’t exist.”
“I disagree. We are situated on a natural watering place for any large animals and yet we have seen no trace of them. I have ventured into the forest and there are no trails or spoor marks. If there were animals here, they would leave some signs; they couldn’t help it, and I will stake my professional reputation that this area is devoid of animal life.”
“I can only quote your own remarks to that asinine statement—it is a one-sided gamble.” Williams rose stiffly to his feet. “My orders will be obeyed, Gerald, and it is your duty, as it is that of every man and woman on the planet, to see that they are carried out to the letter. That is all.”
“I....”
“That is all, Gerald. You have work to do?”
“Yes—sir!” The ecologist made the title sound almost an insult, and rose to his feet so abruptly that the chair skittered across the floor and fell against the wall. For a long moment the two men stared at each other: Gerald, red-faced with heat and anger, his uniform crumpled and unbuttoned, his hands trembling from the anger boiling within him; Williams, tall and rigid, young and immaculate in his trim uniform, very calm and even a little contemptuous.
“You forget yourself, Gerald. I had intended to ignore your past lapses, but now I see that I have no alternative than to report you for insubordination and lack of co-operation.”
“Report and be damned!” Gerald didn’t look back as he walked away from the commander.



CHAPTER 4
The river was a rippling stream of clear, blue-green water running between high banks and shaded by the tall trees, spilling over a low waterfall as it tumbled down to meet the placid waters of the lake. Gerald lounged against the soft grass, enjoying the feel of sunlight and warm air on his bare skin, and idly watched the bobbing float attached to a crude fishing rod stuck at an angle in the dirt of the bank.
“I think you’ve got a bite,” said Hermitage. The doctor pointed with a stalk of grass and raised himself up on one elbow as the ecologist began to haul in the line. “Another false alarm?”
“Not this time.” Gerald grinned as a shiny body broke the surface and wriggled as he swung it through the air towards him. “Look at it!”
“Careful.” Hermitage moved away as the strange creature flopped on the grass. “It might be dangerous.”
Together they examined the alien fish. It was roughly the same size as a trout, with gaudy colouring and a crest of spines running along the back. The eyes were prominent, the mouth set low on the body, and the fins quivered like the wings of insects as they beat vainly against the air. Suddenly, as they watched, it began to expand, puffing up like a distorted balloon to at least three times its original size and looking a little like a Japanese dragon.
“Defence mechanism,” said Gerald, thoughtfully. “That means it probably isn’t poisonous.” Gently he removed the fish from the hook and threw it back into the water. Immediately it collapsed, shrinking back to its original size, and, with a blur of fins, darted away to the shelter of the far bank. “That’s three types we’ve found so far. The one that had vestigial legs, the one which folded itself into a prickly ball, and the balloon fish.” Deftly he re-baited the hook with a piece of nut. “I wonder what we’ll find next?”
“You’ll find trouble if Williams ever hears that you’ve thrown them back without examining them.”
Hermitage selected a fresh stalk of grass and chewed the end to a pulp. From further down the river, past the waterfall and at the edge of the lake, a burst of laughter echoed among the trees, and the sounds of splashing rose above the soft thunder of the weir. Gerald grinned as he threw back the baited hook and relaxed again against the lush grass.
“The others seem to be enjoying themselves, anyway. I was surprised that our commander permitted them to go swimming.” He looked at the doctor. “Do I recognize your cunning hand in this?”
“Perhaps,” admitted Hermitage, easily. “I prescribed recreation for reasons of both health and morale, and, as the human body must be kept clean to remain efficient, it seemed a good idea to combine the two by letting half the personnel go swimming.” He cocked his head and smiled as he heard the high voices of women mingling with the deeper tones of the men. “Williams didn’t seem to like the idea of mixed bathing, but I talked him out of it. Shouldn’t be surprised if we don’t have a few weddings soon, and the sooner we get sorted out the better.”
“Romance by numbers,” said Gerald, sarcastically. “Do you think our commander will approve of all his personnel taking time off for honeymoons?”
“Williams isn’t so bad, really. It’s just that he’s never learned to relax.”
“Williams,” said Gerald, dispassionately, “is a pain in the neck—and you can quote me as having said so.”
“Williams,” corrected Hermitage, quietly, “is a product of his environment, and we shouldn’t blame him for something he can’t help.”
“Are you defending him now?”
“No, but I can explain him, and perhaps if you knew him better you wouldn’t keep irritating him.” He smiled at Gerald’s expression. “All right then, let’s say that you wouldn’t let yourself be irritated by him.”
“I’d like to kill him and dance on his bones.”
“Why?”
“Because I hate his guts, that’s why. I don’t mind a row. Damn it, I’m human and we can all make mistakes, but Williams gets under my skin. He lives by the rulebook, and he is always right. He’s a machine, a thing without emotion, a damn dictator who considers us all his slaves. To hell with him.”
“Have you ever thought that perhaps he’s already living in his own hell?” Hermitage tipped his stalk of grass into the river and stared at the ecologist. “He’s an orphan, you know, and he’s never known affection or the warm comfort of family life. As a boy he entered the Academy and lived beneath a spartan regime where discipline was the be-all and end-all of existence. Do this. Do that. Do the other. Obey, and obey, and obey, until it was so drilled into him that he had almost lost his own individuality. He grew up in the belief that to relax was immoral, to find enjoyment other than in work a crime, and his Bible was the rulebook and manual. Now he can’t help but follow his indoctrination. You know, of course, that he wanted Captain Barker to land us all here without informing us that the original colony had failed to reply to signals?”
“I know; one of the crewmen told me. Just the sort of thing I would expect from Williams.”
“But you can’t blame him. Hyperon was his one chance to be something and somebody. He took that chance, and couldn’t understand why we would possibly object to obeying orders from a higher authority. He was the commander; we were mere extensions to himself. To him it was as simple as that.”
“Didn’t he think that we might object to going to our deaths?”
“I doubt if he ever considered it.” Hermitage reached for a fresh stalk of grass. “You know, his mentality isn’t uncommon. We find it less among our own people, scientists and those in kindred trades, because we’ve had to learn to think for ourselves, but even with us is surprising how we operate under a tremendous deadweight of tradition and habit. With the masses it is even more so. People just don’t think for themselves, and those few who do are still bound by false concepts. Take the food shortage, for example. It isn’t anything new and it has been obvious for years, centuries even, that one day the Earth would have more people than it could feed. The logical and sensible thing to do, of course, was to have practised intensive birth control, and some people did. The rest just didn’t give a damn, and in that they were supported by their own governments. More people meant bigger armies, bigger armies meant war and conquest, and, nature being what it is, wars inevitably resulted in an increased birthrate. We don’t have wars now, and so there is no cutting down of the surplus, so we face starvation instead.”
“Interesting, but hardly appropriate to our own circumstances.”
“That’s where you’re wrong. It has everything to do with us. That’s why we are here, for one thing. Even though we’re ten light years away from home, yet we have brought our traditions with us. Obedience to a superior officer. Obedience to a code with which, logically, we now have no part. Obedience, always obedience, and yet we still never reason out for ourselves why we should obey at all.”
“Anarchy?” Gerald shrugged and twitched his rod, more for something to do than for any hope of catching a fish. “We can’t have that.”
“Why not?”
“Well, it wouldn’t work for one thing, and....”
“You see? You mention a word, then refute it in the same breath, and yet you haven’t any real reason for refuting it at all. Anarchy, you say, and then immediately state that it wouldn’t work—because? You don’t know why? You haven’t thought about it.”
“Well? Would it work?”
“On Earth, no. Our civilization is too interdependent for an individual to exercise free choice. In order to work at all our social system demands that the individual be subordinated to the state. Anyone trying to practice anarchy would soon be crushed by the majority who, while not knowing just why, recognize the fact that their existence depends on total obedience to the dictates of law and order. In such a society no one dares to be too different. You know of the chickens, of course?”
“Yes. Take a chicken, dye it a different colour or make it in some way quite different to a normal bird, and the rest of them will kill it. The herd complex.”
“Exactly, and that is just how men live today. Fit in, and you’re safe. Be different and you’re scorned, jeered at, despised, and in some cases, actually murdered. With thousands of years of that tradition behind us, how can you expect a man to be different from what he is?”
“I don’t know.” Gerald rose to his feet and, walking up the bank, pulled several lush fruits from a bush. Returning, he handed one to the doctor and immediately bit into one of the others. Juice trickled down his chin and dripped onto his bare chest. He looked at the untasted fruit in the doctor’s hand.
“Go on and eat it; it won’t hurt you.”
“Perhaps not, but you know the orders.”
“Orders?” Gerald almost choked as he doubled with laughter. “And you’re the one who has been preaching to me about thinking for yourself. Williams says, ‘mustn’t touch,’ and you, like a good boy, obey the nice commander.”
“There’s a good reason for that order.”
“Sure there is. While he controls the rations, he controls the people. I’ve been eating native produce for a month now and it hasn’t harmed me a bit. More than that, I wouldn’t eat other food now if I had the choice of any dish on Earth.” He finished the fruit, licked his fingers, and reached for another. “Anyway, you’ll have to get used to it soon.”
“Why? In this climate our own crops should grow pretty fast and we have plenty of stores.”
“You mean we found plenty of stores when we arrived,” corrected Gerald, evenly. “The more I think of it, the crazier it was to land here as we did. Williams must either have been a supreme optimist or he knew more than he told us.”
“Neither. He worked on the assumption that the first colonists would have done all they could to carry out their orders. He hoped to find intact machinery, bulging granaries, planted crops. In short, he expected to find that all the work necessary in taking over a new planet had already been done. It was a reasonable assumption.”
“You think so?” Gerald shrugged. “I disagree. We still weren’t sure that plague hadn’t killed them off, or that the native food contained some subtle poison which could kill after several months. If it wasn’t for the absence of bodies we still couldn’t be sure, but now we can rule that out; at least I hope that we can. If not, then I’m going to be a very sick ecologist.” He didn’t seem at all worried.
“Then why did you come if you thought all that?”
“Why?” Gerald looked thoughtful. “I’m not really sure. Adventure perhaps? The desire to pit my wits and skill against an alien environment? Maybe just because I was bored with interstellar flight and wanted to stretch my legs? I don’t know. Do you?”
“You came because Hyperon was a challenge and you are a man. Men have always met their challenges; that’s why we rule our own planet and are heading towards the stars. I don’t think that you need probe your emotions to discover why any of us did what we did.. You’re as much a creature of your environment as Williams is of his.” Hermitage smiled as he rose to his feet. “Think about it for a while; it may help you to understand him a little better.”
“Where are you going?” Gerald finished the last of the fruit and wiped his mouth with a handful of grass.
“Down to join the others. You’ve eaten, but my stomach warns me that it’s time for me to eat, too. Coming?”
“May as well.” Gerald lifted his line from the water, frowned at the empty hook, and shook his head as he wrapped the line around the crude rod. “They’re getting crafty. Notice how they ate the bait without getting themselves caught?”
“I....” Hermitage stopped, his face blank and seeming to be drained of all life and feeling. Gerald froze, his head tilted as, rising above the murmur of the waterfall, a sound lanced through the soft air.
The sound of a woman screaming in an ecstasy of terror.
For a moment shock held them rigid, then, with an explosion of smoothly directed effort, they swung into action. Gerald dropped his rod, snatched up his weapon belt, and tore the pistol from its holster as he ran towards the sound. Hermitage followed, crashing through the shrubs and swearing as his foot slipped on the grass. Both men broke onto the shore at the same time and jerked to a halt as they stared towards the lake.
Something threshed on the surface.
It was big, with a smoothly rounded back and a shovel mouth open to reveal a pink gullet. From either side of the wide mouth a long, flat-tipped, tentacle-like appendage extended, the broad, oar-like extremities churning the water to froth as they swept across the lake. Behind it, as if from a hidden tail, spouts of glistening spray shot upwards and made a rainbow pattern against the clear blue of the sky.
The swimmers had all left the water and had run to the far edge of the beach. The men had weapons in their hands, evidently recovered from their clothing, and the women, one of whom still screamed, retreated further toward the shelter of the forest. Even as Gerald watched, one of the men raised his pistol and fired directly towards the great bulk.
The tiny slug couldn’t have done much basic harm; in itself it would have been less than a pinprick, but the tremendous velocity with which it travelled was capable of killing a man by hydrostatic shock and even to the sea creature it must have caused pain. Again the man fired, joined now by his companions, and the spiteful snarl of their pistols echoed over the surging waters of the lake.
Red spots showed against the smooth black skin of the rounded back, red spots marked with the white of fat and ruptured tissue, and staring at them, Gerald heard himself yelling a frantic warning.
“Stop it! Cease firing, you fools! You’re only angering it!”
He might just as well have shouted to the wind.
The men were frightened. From an ideally peaceful bathe they had been shocked by the sudden appearance of the unexpected and that, together with the nerve-rasping sounds of the screams, had triggered off the only reaction Earthmen knew when faced with danger. Kill it!
Kill it so that it can’t ever hurt or frighten again. Kill it because it is big, because it is unknown, because it frightened us and we are ashamed of having been frightened. Watching the little flecks of fire from the muzzles of their weapons, Gerald knew that nothing he could do would stop them. Only death would do that. Their death, or the death of the thing that threatened them.
And the thing wasn’t dying.
Red foam bubbled about its wounds and waves surged against the shore as the incredible bulk suddenly lunged forward. A tentacle lashed through the air, gouging a wide groove in the sand of the beach and spraying the marksmen with grit. Another surge, and a man, almost doll-like against the thing he faced, went spinning through the air in a twisted mass of broken bone and smashed flesh. The firing halted as they ran from the advancing menace, and Gerald snapped quick instructions as he threw himself forward down the beach.
“Hermitage! They’ll be trapped against the cliff unless we can draw it off. Aim for the eyes—if you can see them. Hurry!”
Sand plumed from beneath his feet and the pistol snarled in his hand as he squeezed the trigger, holding it back for continuous fire. Slugs whined towards the glistening bulk before him, and red spots blossomed like ugly flowers as he swung the weapon like a hose, trying to find a vital spot in the huge beast. Beside him, the doctor swore with a dull monotony as he recognized the hopelessness of what they were trying to do.
“It’s like sticking pins in an elephant. We’re only annoying it.”
“I....”
Thunder and a gush of searing flame spurted from the head of the creature, and in the sudden shocked silence following the explosion, they could hear Williams’ voice.
“Take cover. All of you get under cover!”
“He’s got a projector!” Hermitage dragged at the ecologist’s arm. “Let’s get away from here. Quick!”
Gerald nodded, and together they ran away from the threshing bulk. As he dropped behind a boulder Gerald saw Williams, straight and tall in his uniform, standing on the brow of the low cliff, a rocket projector cuddled in his arms. Deliberately the commander took aim and a streak of fire flashed from the muzzle of his weapon to explode in incandescent fury against the head of the sea creature.
It shuddered, writhed, seemed about to lunge forward, then, as if realizing that once fully out of the water it would be utterly helpless, opened its shovel mouth and exposed its pink gullet as if to scream its defiance.
Williams fired directly into the gaping orifice, jerked the loading lever, and sent another rocket projectile after the first before the mouth could close. The twin explosions sounded as one, and with a convulsive shudder, the huge creature relaxed against the sand, half in and half out of the water that was its home.
Even then the commander wasn’t satisfied, and not until he had blown off the two tentacles from the thing’s head did he lower the projector and descend to the beach. Gerald met him, grinning in relief and admiration at the other’s marksmanship.
“Good shooting, commander. Lucky that you used a low-charge projectile at first or we’d all have been deaf or dead by now.”
“Call the people together. All of them.”
“What?”
“You heard what I said.” Williams stared bleakly at the strange monster until the party had assembled. He frowned at the sobbing woman. “What’s the matter with you? Are you hurt?”
“No.” She took a deep breath and seemed to recover her composure. “I was swimming out in the lake and that thing came up beneath me. I was never so scared in all my life. I screamed and swam back to the others, but it was just like one of those nightmares. You know the one I mean. I just swam as hard as I could but I didn’t seem to be able to get away from it. It was as if I wasn’t moving at all, and those horrible arms....”
“That will do!” Williams glanced towards the other women. “Take her back to the settlement. All of you. The men will stay where they are.” He waited until the near-hysterical girl had been conducted away, then turned to the men. “Who was on guard here?”
They didn’t answer. Watching them, Gerald could guess what had happened. The day, as usual, was hot. The water had been tempting and there had seemed little point in two of them standing an unnecessary guard. From the expression on his face it was obvious that Williams had reached the same conclusion.
“Let’s put it this way,” he said, tightly. “Who was supposed to be on guard? None of you? Or is it that you haven’t the guts to own up?” He turned to the doctor. “Will you examine the injured man, please.”
“I have.” Hermitage didn’t move. “I looked at him while you were descending the cliff. He’s dead.”
“I see. Where were you when this happened?”
“With Gerald. We were catching fish to test for edibility.”
“Of course.” Williams frowned at the ecologist’s naked torso. “Out of uniform again, Gerald? Or did you have to dive after the fish? Never mind, I’ll have something to say to you later. In the meantime will you and the doctor please examine this creature? The rest of you get dressed and carry your dead comrade back to the settlement. I need hardly remind you that, if you had obeyed orders, he would be alive now. I can only hope that you consider your swim to be well worth the loss of a human life.”
“That’s not fair,” protested Gerald. “They....”
“You will obey orders!” snapped Williams, curtly. “I can do without your moralizing. Both you and the doctor will report to me as soon as you have finished. That is all.”
“But....”
“Take it easy, Gerald.” Hermitage dragged at the ecologist’s arm as he made to step after the commander. “What’s got into you lately? You two can’t meet without a battle.”
“The swine! The dressed-up fool! You heard what he said.”
“And he was right. I’m blaming nobody, but if they had set guards this wouldn’t have happened. Another thing, if Williams hadn’t arrived with the projector there would have been more than just one man killed.”
“Defending him again? Why don’t you go and lick his boots?”
“Why should I? He doesn’t like you and you don’t like him. Must I hate you because he does? Must I hate him because you don’t like him? You’re acting like a child, Gerald. A man has the right to pick his own friends and I’m damned if I’m going to share your illogical dislike of the commander just because we are friends. Now, let’s get to work.”
“Yes.” Gerald hesitated a moment, then held out his hand. “Sorry, Doc. I don’t know why it is, but I just can’t stand uniformed authority. I get a perverse satisfaction out of being deliberately rude, of annoying them, of watching them squirm. They always seem so stupid to me, so illogical, more like machines than men.” He shrugged. “I know. If I feel like that then why did join the Service? That’s something else I don’t know. Maybe I should have my head examined.”
“Or your motivations vetted by a psychiatrist?” Hermitage smiled at the other’s expression. “When I get time I’ll have to straighten you two out, but in the meantime let’s get to work.”
It was dusk before they had completed their examination of the huge beast, and the combination of hot sun, fish smell, and reeking juices made them glad to leave the hulking shape. Gerald stripped and plunged into the lake to cleanse himself of blood and slime, Hermitage standing watch; then they reversed positions while the doctor washed himself. Then, tiredly, they made their way back to the settlement. Gerald paused at the edge of the clearing.
“Look!” He pointed up towards the stars. “I wonder which one is Earth?”
“Sol, you mean. You couldn’t see Earth from here even with a telescope.” Hermitage stared up at the night. “I’m no astronomer, but we can find out if you’re really interested.”
“Should I be?”
“Perhaps—if you’re going back there. But if you’re not, then why worry? As far as I’m concerned Sol is just another star, and a pretty dim one at that. I....” He let his voice fade to silence and Gerald squirmed beneath the sudden grip on his arm.
“What....”
“Silence.” Hermitage pointed towards the edge of the clearing and spoke in little more than a whisper. “See it? Over there beside the seed store?”
“No.” Gerald squinted in the darkness. “I can’t see anything.”
“It’s gone now.” Hermitage released his grip and spoke in his normal tones. “Probably a trick of light and shade. This dusk and faint starlight is deceptive, but I thought I saw a man standing just by that building.”
“What of it? A guard perhaps, or someone out for a last stroll? It could even have been one of the women saying goodnight to her boyfriend.”
“Perhaps, but I don’t think so. I had a different impression.” Hermitage walked slowly towards the dim bulk of the store. “I could be wrong, of course, but maybe we can find something.” A small handbeam glowed to life as he pressed the switch, the bright circle of light cutting through the gloom and shining on the soft loam around the building. “Careful now.” The doctor moved back and forth, doubled like a monkey, the light shining down towards his feet. It swung, hesitated, swung again, then settled as Hermitage gave a grunt of satisfaction. “There! See it?”
Gerald looked, and swallowed, then looked again, hardly daring to believe what he saw. There, centred in the circle of illumination, stark and unmistakable in the soft black dirt, rested the freshly made imprint of a naked human foot.
The foot of a child.



CHAPTER 5
Williams sat at his usual desk, a thick volume open before him and a stylo in his hand. He nodded as they entered, completed his entry in the official record, and closed the book with a grim finality. He seemed tired, his youthful figure had lost much of its vitality, and his eyes reflected the inner turmoil of a man who finds himself up against an unsolvable problem. He smiled as Mary Brenson came from the inner room, a pot of steaming coffee in her hand, then looked at the others.
“Coffee, gentlemen?”
“Thank you, commander,” said Hermitage quickly, before Gerald could refuse. “Two cups, please, Mary. It’s about time we got this heathen used to civilized habits again.” He smiled as he noticed the direction of the commander’s gaze. “Commander!”
“Yes?” Williams almost blushed as he looked towards the doctor. “As you can see, Mary here has been invited to the conference. While waiting for you she thought it would be a good idea to brew some coffee.”
“Naturally.” Hermitage frowned at the expression on Gerald’s face. Personally, he thought it a good thing that the commander should find the agronomist pleasant to look upon. There was nothing like marriage for softening up the most stringent martinet, and he was psychologist enough to know that once Williams had enjoyed the warmth of human relationships, he would lose most of his official coldness and protective insistence on inappropriate ritual. “We found something of interest on our way here,” he said, casually. “An imprint of a naked human foot beside the seed store.”
“A naked foot?”
“That’s right.”
“Man or woman?”
“Neither. I would say that it was that of a child.”
“A child?” Williams stared his incredulity. “Are you certain?”
“Well, no,” admitted Hermitage, slowly. “It certainly wasn’t big enough for that of a man, but it could have belonged to a small woman.”
“Then that accounts for it. It was probably made by one of the women when they returned from the lake. As I remember none of them dressed, and it’s possible that the print belongs to one of them.” Williams dismissed the discovery and, to Gerald’s amazement,, Hermitage didn’t press the point. “Now, to get down to important matters. First, did you complete your examination of the beast?”
“We did.”
“Would it be possible that such creatures caused the abandonment of the settlement, either by raiding the colony or by making it too dangerous to remain in the vicinity?”
“No.” Hermitage sounded very positive. “For one thing, the beast was far too large to have had any manoeuverability outside its natural element. The only thing which it could move out of water were its tentacles, and their range is limited. For another, the gullet was far too small to permit of it preying on any large creature. In this respect it is like the whales on Earth, huge, but able only to swallow tiny life forms, plankton, shrimps, etc. The tentacles seemed to have no other purpose than to sweep water into the mouth. I would say that it was aroused only by the noise and splashing of the swimmers and probably surfaced from sheer curiosity. Also, it mustn’t be forgotten that the woman swimmer, even though followed by the beast, was not molested by it, even though it could have overtaken her or killed her with its tentacles. The only thing she suffered was shock induced by fear.”
“And yet it killed a man.”
“Only when stung by the high velocity pistols. If it had been left alone I believe that it would have returned to deep water.”
“Perhaps.” Williams stared down at his cup and absently stirred the fragrant liquid. “Mary! Would you like to tell us what you discovered from your test plantings?”
“We’ll never grow a natural crop on Hyperon,” she said, evenly. “The seeds will germinate and grow in treated soil, but are eaten by the beetles in untreated media. Obviously we cannot clear the fields of beetles and so we are only wasting time by trying to raise familiar crops.”
“Not necessarily,” objected Gerald. “The local plants are seed bearing, and that means their seeds must grow. Obviously, then, the seeds must have some subtle chemical, or perhaps a repellant coating which prevents the beetles from eating them. If we could isolate that difference, treat our own seeds with it, wouldn’t they grow then?”
“They should, and they probably would, but I have found that it isn’t only the seeds which fall prey to the beetles. They will eat the shoots, too. I have raised some short-period crops, cress, mustard, radish, in treated soil and then exposed them to the beetles. They were devoured completely. Your theory about the chemical difference is probably the answer, but it could go further than that. It could be something other than a discoverable chemical. It could be an instinct in the beetles themselves, an odour, a colour even. We don’t know and we may never find out. It would take a large-scale laboratory and years of trial and error experimentation to solve the problem.”
“So we grow no crops,” said Gerald, thoughtfully. “Too bad.”
“There is one other way,” said Williams. “If we could eliminate the beetles, then we could grow what we liked. Could that be done?”
“Over my dead body.”
“Could it be done?”
“I don’t know, and I don’t want to find out. Altering the ecology of a planet is similar to performing a major operation on a creature you. don’t know the first thing about. We’ve tried it before, remember, and look at what happened. Rabbits were never meant to live in Australia. Some of the early explorers had the bright idea of altering the ecology of the continent by releasing a few pairs and so providing meat for the settlers. Fine—in theory. In practice, as the beasts had no natural enemies there, they increased until they became a menace to the community. So they tried infecting them with a restrictive disease to kill them off, and that worked fine—until the disease spread to countries where there were supposed to be rabbits. It killed them off there, too, and so the foxes and weasels, the stoats and owls, all the creatures who depended on rabbits for food, starved. That upset the ecology still more, and there was all hell to pay until they managed to strike a new balance. Over twelve species of wildlife became extinct through that experiment, Williams, and that was on Earth, a planet we should know something about. What damage do you think we could do if we tried altering the ecology of an unknown world?”
“You haven’t answered my question, Gerald. Could you do it?”
“Perhaps. With about a hundred years of experimentation, a full staff and a few shiploads of equipment. Then we’d have some idea of just what we were doing. Now? As far as I can see there are only the beetles and the bees. You want to get rid of the beetles. So we poison them—if we can, and then find out that they and the bees are in symbiosis and without the beetles the bees die. That means no pollination, no fruits or nuts, no food. Or perhaps the beetles are restraining an earthworm type of culture. End the beetles and the worms eat everything alive on the surface. Is that what you want?”
“You’re being insolent, Gerald.”
“I’m getting fed up, Williams. You ask a question, I answer it, and then you’ve got to act all finicky like an old maid getting her stitches right. What’s the matter with you? Can’t you take ‘no’ for answer?”
“Cut it out!” Hermitage thrust a cup of coffee into the ecologist’s hand. “Drink this and keep quiet.” He looked at the commander. “What he says is right. Any attempt to alter the ecology of a planet is asking for trouble. We can either live here or we can’t, and if we have to tamper in order to remain, then we shouldn’t be here at all.”
“I agree,” said Mary, quietly. “My recommendations are that we either abandon the idea of growing our own foods or, if we have to, grow them in isolated soil or in hydroponic tanks.”
“That’s no alternative, Mary.” Gerald looked at the coffee as if he hadn’t seen it before. “You know as well as I do that to grow food like that would take up all our time and, anyway, we’d never grow enough for export. Personally, I think the whole discussion is a waste of time. Why should we grow crops when the local produce is edible? Think of all the work we’d save ourselves. Who the hell wants to sweat at farming in this climate, anyway?”
“Can we export the local food?”
“I don’t know.” Gerald didn’t look at the commander. “The soft fruits, no. That’s a certainty, though we might be able to dry them in the sun and ship them that way. The nuts and other tree fruit, perhaps. It’s still going to take a hell of a lot of work though. Our machinery isn’t designed to harvest fruits and nuts. It will have to be done by hand, and we still don’t know whether or not the fruit will spoil when exposed to free radiations.”
“I see.” Williams seemed suddenly very old. “So it all boils down to the fact that we’ve failed. We can’t do the very thing we were sent here to do. As far as Earth is concerned this colony is a dead loss.”
“I don’t see that,” protested the girl. “Earth could still ship out some of the surplus population here. Hyperon has plenty of room for expansion.”
“No.”
“But...?”
“It wouldn’t work, Mary,” explained Hermitage, quietly. “For one thing the trip takes too long, and the capacity of the starships is too small. No matter how fast they shipped out people it wouldn’t make any difference to the population figures back home. The birthrate would take care of that; children would be born faster than adults could be shipped.” He sipped at his cooling coffee. “Earth can set up a culture here, in a way that’s already been done, but the old dream of using the planets to take care of the surplus has been exploded long ago. Men breed too fast for it ever to work.”
“They did it before,” she insisted. “What of the pre-space emigrations?”
“Going from one continent to another is a little different from going from one star system to another, and even then your analogy doesn’t hold water. In those days there were far fewer people and emigration wasn’t the grim necessity that it would be now. The poor emigrated, the unwanted, the young sons who had no hope of inheritance. It wasn’t starvation that drove them, but economic pressure. No, Mary, the commander is right. Our job was to grow exportable foods and now it seems we can’t do it.”
“But we can try.” Williams slammed down his empty cup. “First, we will try and eliminate the beetles. At the same time as Gerald is conducting his experiments we shall concentrate on building hydroponic tanks. Fortunately there is plenty of wood on this planet and we have tools and power machines to cut and rip the trees into planks for buildings. We can start with burning a wide clearing, ploughing the soil and running an electric current through the fields. If that doesn’t repel the beetles then we’ll try something else. Perhaps we could adapt the waste products of the pile to fashion a low-radiation dust that would not harm our seeds, but would kill off the native life. If we fail at that then we can try again. Perhaps we could dust the soil with a six-month dust, kill the native life, plant and harvest a crop, and then re-dust. I’ll have to consult with the atomic engineers about it, but in. the meantime we’ll concentrate on building the tanks.”
“Wait a minute.” Gerald carefully set down his untasted coffee and stared at the commander. “Do I get this right? You want to kill the beetles, after all I told you about ruining a planet’s ecology. You want to use radi-dust, and you know damn well what that might do to the soil. You want to slash down the trees to build tanks to grow food that we don’t really need. Are you insane or just plain stupid?”
“Gerald!”
“Shut up, you uniformed fool! I’ve stood all I’m going to stand from you and your ridiculous code of blind obedience to outmoded conventions. Know it or not, what you intend doing is to ruin this world. You know that? You’re going to kill it just as the rest of your kind killed Earth. Cut down the forests—and let erosion ruin the fields. Spread radi-dust, and make some nice new deserts. Kill the beetles, and set yourself up higher than God and ten million years of selective evolution. Well, I won’t let you do it. You hear that, Williams? I won’t let you do it!”
“Gerald, you fool!” Hermitage grabbed at the ecologist and slammed him back in his chair. “Calm down, damn you!”
“Let him go.” Williams had risen and stood, one hand resting easily on the butt of the pistol in his belt. “It is time this matter was decided once and for all. Like it or not, Gerald, I am the commander here and you will do as I order. Exactly as I order, do you understand that? I’ve stood more insolence from you than from any other man, but I tried to make allowances for you, find special justification for your arrogance and contempt of duly elected authority. It is our duty to grow food here. It is our duty to help feed the starving billions of Earth. They are your people, Gerald, yours and mine, and we owe it to them to obey our instructions. Perhaps this planet will be ruined. Perhaps we will fail, no matter what we try, but I don’t intend failing until I have made every effort to do what I was selected to do. What if we do ruin the planet? What if we do wreck the ecology? What is that to us? Space is littered with worlds and, if we fail here, it is still no loss.”
“You swine!” Gerald struggled against the doctor’s grip. “You stinking, selfish, ignorant swine! Touch a single one of those trees and I’ll kill you! I swear it!”
“No,” said Williams, quietly. “You will not kill me.” He looked at the others, Hermitage, still half-sitting, half-leaning against the writhing figure of the ecologist. Mary, standing, pale and silent, against the wall. “You both heard that threat. I, as commander of this settlement, have been threatened with violence by a subordinate. The penalty, as laid down in the manual, is very clear. Punishment up to and including execution, at the discretion of the highest commanding officer. I am he. As we have no facilities for imprisonment here, and as we haven’t the men to spare to stand guard, there is only one thing I can do.”
“You’re not going to shoot him?” Mary stepped forward, her face very pale in the light of the naked bulb. “Not that!”
“I’m sorry, but you are a witness to his threats. In order to survive at all this settlement must be under a rigid discipline.”
“It would be murder,” she said. “Murder.”
“No. Legal execution.”
“But there’s no need for it. You could evict him, divorce him from the colony, set him to manual labour, anything. But not death. Not that.”
“I have no choice.”
“But....”
“Stop begging,” snapped Gerald. “Can’t you see that he’s relishing it? Let him kill me if he wants to. He’s got a gun and he’s dying to use it, and the more you protest, the more damn righteous and self-justified he feels. In a minute he’ll say that he doesn’t really want to do it. That he has no choice. That I must be made an example of for the common good. You don’t stand a chance with his type. He goes by the manual and he’s got the entire Service behind him to back him up and accept the responsibility.” He made a spitting noise. “The damn hypocrite!”
“There’s a man dead out there, Gerald.” Williams gestured towards the heavy, humid night. “He died because there were others just like you. Stupid, cocky fools who thought that they knew best. They wouldn’t obey orders. They wouldn’t accept instructions aimed at their own good. They knew best, and so a man paid for their ignorance with his life. Perhaps your death will serve to shock them into a realization of just who and what they are. They are soldiers, Gerald, just as you are, just as we all are. Soldiers at war. And, if the enemy we fight is nature and space and alien worlds, yet we are still soldiers at war. And in war there can be no room for sentiment, individual judgments and personal preferences. And so you must die. Not because of any personal dislike or hate. But because you represent the one thing we cannot tolerate. You represent anarchy.” Williams sighed and seemed to sag a little, not looking at the shocked features of the girl, but keeping his eyes steadily on those of the ecologist.
“You will be executed at dawn under the conditions as laid down in the manual.”
“No.” Hermitage rose from where he had been restraining the now-quiet ecologist. “He will not be executed at all.”
“Indeed?”
“Indeed.” The doctor sighed as he looked at the commander. “The girl is right. To kill him would be murder—and you know it.”
“I am acting as instructed by the manual,” said Williams stiffly. “If you object, no doubt a complaint can be made to the proper quarters.”
“Naturally, but as a complaint cannot be made until after the execution, because until there is an execution there is nothing to complain about, it wouldn’t do much good. And in any case, you seem to forget that no ship will contact us for another ten years. But never mind that. You will not shoot him because there are specifications laid down to protect him.”
“Are there?” Williams smiled, confident of his own knowledge. “Is he insane? Drunk? The victim of hypnosis or post-operation shock? Is he suffering from wounds or battle fatigue? Space fever or radiation sickness? To me he seems perfectly healthy and in his right mind.”
“You’ve left something out,” reminded Hermitage quietly. “What about being a victim of drugs?”
“Inapplicable.”
“Is it? When for a whole month now he has been eating nothing but alien food. Food, the ultimate effect of which we still do not know. Are you going to shoot a man who is acting as your test animal because of something he cannot help?”
“The food?” Williams looked sharply at the doctor. “You think it poisonous?”
“No. But I am showing you why you cannot execute Gerald and still be at peace with your conscience. The decision, if you kill him, will be yours. The manual is quite clear on the subject, and the specification fits the case perfectly. I can’t prevent your shooting him, but don’t for one moment think that you are protected by the manual or by authority, Murder him if you like, but be honest enough to admit the murder.”
“I see.” Strangely, the commander smiled. “You are right. There is no need for him to die. We must assume that he isn’t wholly responsible for his actions and report them accordingly.”
“Then you’re not going to execute him?” Mary stepped forward, her cheeks glowing with relief. Williams half-moved towards her, then remembering his dignity, stiffened into an official attitude.
“No. I must ask the doctor to keep him under observation, of course, and it would be better if he did not mix with the others. Perhaps it would be as well if he retired now, Hermitage?”
“Yes.” Hermitage jerked his head at the sullen ecologist.
“Come on, Gerald. Drink your coffee and let’s get to bed.”
“I don’t want it.”
“Not after Mary made it especially for you?” Hermitage pushed the cup a little nearer. “You can’t insult her like: that drink it down.”
“No.”
“Drink it!” Hermitage snapped the command, then, as Gerald stared at him, smiled. “I’m tired. Get it down and let’s get off to bed.”
“I don’t know why you’re so concerned over it, but if it will make you happy....” He lifted the cup and emptied it in three great swallows. “There! Please may I go now, sir?”
“Of course.” Hermitage nodded to the commander, smiled at the girl, and reached out a hand to steady his companion as the ecologist suddenly staggered. “What’s the matter?”
“I’m sick,” groaned Gerald. “My stomach....” He lunged for the door and the sounds of his vomiting echoed clearly through the night.



CHAPTER 6
The soft dirt yielded easily to the sharp blade, and as it was lifted, the tiny bodies of scurrying beetles made a shifting web of colour against the rich blackness.
“There they are,” said Gerald, fondly. He threw aside the dirt and prodded at the remains of a buried fruit.
“See? Fifteen minutes and it’s almost all gone.”
“Is that fast?” Hermitage stooped over the shallow pit and watched as Gerald lifted the fruit and slipped it into a plastic bag.
“Pretty fast. The beetles aren’t more than half-an-inch long and the fruit was all of three inches in diameter.” He smiled as some of the little insects ran across his hand.
“Bold little devils, aren’t they?”
“Won’t they bite?”
“They haven’t yet, and I’ve given them plenty of opportunity.” He pinched one between thumb and forefinger, holding it gently so as not to crush the delicate chitin, and rose with it in his hand. “See? Two well-developed mandibles with serrated edges. Six legs and four antennae. No wing cases; obviously they are incapable of flight, but surprisingly enough, considering how they live in the darkness, they have well-developed eyes. Egg layers, I assume, though I haven’t found a nest yet, and with a remarkable set of instincts.”
He dropped the insect and watched it bury itself in the loose soil.
“What makes you think that?”
“I’ve been studying them. As Williams seems determined to carry out his insane plan I thought I’d better know a bit more about them.” He looked at the doctor. “Incidentally, thanks for saving my life. I hope the fact that it’s taken a week for me to get around to saying it doesn’t lessen my gratitude.”
“Forget it.” Hermitage reached for a nearby fruit and sank his teeth in the succulent pulp. Hs smiled at Gerald’s expression. “I’ve been eating native produce for a week now—most of us have, but I’ve kept it from the commander.”
“Why? Why eat it, I mean. I can understand your keeping secrets from our dictator.”
“I have a theory,” said Hermitage, slowly, “and if I’m right, trouble’s due to break at any moment now.”
“Good.” Gerald made no attempt to hide his satisfaction. “What sort of trouble? Mutiny?”
“Perhaps.” Hermitage stared thoughtfully at the half-naked ecologist. “If it came to that, whose side would you be on?”
“The other side,” said Gerald promptly. “If for no other reason than to stop him wrecking this world.”
“He won’t spoil Hyperon,” promised the doctor with a calm certainty. “But he’s got to work it out of his system. I’ve got high hopes of Mary. I think that girl will be the making of him.”
“I’d feel happier if you’d have said ‘breaking’. When I think of the way he was going to have me shot....”
“He didn’t want to execute you, Gerald, but according to his lights he had no choice. You saw how pleased he was when I showed him a way out.” Hermitage grunted as he sat down. “Williams is a typical example of the military mind, and as such is very easy to predict. To him everything is black and white. An action must be followed by a reaction. He lives by the manual because it is his only guide and he knows that, by following it, he can’t get into trouble. You had threatened him before witnesses. Unless he took action he would be at fault. When I showed him that he could still permit you to live and at the same time follow the manual, he was almost childishly grateful. Williams isn’t a bad man, Gerald; merely one who hasn’t yet learned to think straight. He isn’t a bit like Lambert, for example.”
“Lambert?”
“The commander of the first colonists. I told you that I knew him.”
“That’s right, I’d forgotten.” Gerald sat down beside the doctor and stared thoughtfully at him. “You know, I’ve got the impression that there’s a lot of things you know and which you haven’t explained. That footprint for instance. You know as well as I do that no woman ever made that print.”
“Of course.”
“And it didn’t surprise you?”
“Why should it? Even you should be able to deduce who made it and why.”
“Who?” Gerald frowned. “There’s no one here but us, unless....” He stared at the doctor. “The first settlers! Is that it?”
“What else?”
“You’ve seen them, then? You know where they are?”
“I haven’t seen them, but I know where they are. They’re in the only place they could be. Here, on Hyperon, where they’ve been all the time.” He smiled at the startled expression on the ecologist’s face. “Isn’t it obvious? They didn’t die or we should have found their bodies, and if they didn’t die at the settlement, then why should they have died after they left? As for the footprint, when you have almost five hundred men and women, children are to be expected. I imagine that there must be quite a few children by now. Wouldn’t it be logical for one of them to have crept near the settlement, driven by curiosity, perhaps, or just from a desire to see if he could find any new playmates?”
“But if they’re here, why haven’t we seen them? Why didn’t they answer the radio call from the ship?”
“Perhaps they didn’t want to be disturbed.”
“No.” Gerald shook his head. “No, that isn’t logical. After ten years they would have been glad to hear another human voice, learn the news, catch up with events. They would have answered if only to obtain more tools, supplies, things they must need. It just isn’t natural that they deliberately hid from the contact vessel.”
“You think not?” Hermitage shrugged. “I’m a doctor, Gerald, and in order to heal bodies I’ve had to learn a little about the workings of the mind. Nothing men do is ever illogical—to them. No matter how insane a man is, this actions and processes will always be logical—to him. Sometimes I wonder whether or not we haven’t reversed the meanings of the words ‘sane’ and ‘insane’. For, when you come to think about it, could anything be more illogical than our own civilization? I told you that I knew Lambert. He was one of the few men I’ve ever found cause to admire. He managed to remain an individualist in a society that actively discourages individuality. A reader of poems and old books, an idealist, a dreamer if you like. I found him a fascinating study m psychology, and we spent many hours together discussing everything from philosophy to cybernetics.”
“Interesting,” said Gerald, absently, “but what has that to do with us?”
“Maybe more than you think.” Hermitage raised himself on one elbow and stared at the ecologist. “Knowing the man enabled me to know what he would do under a given set of circumstances. He arrived here ten years ago with five hundred men and women, and certain. specific orders. He couldn’t carry out those orders, we know why, and so would feel himself relieved of the obligation to do his original task. What would he do then? What would you do?”
“I’m not sure,” said Gerald, thoughtfully. “Not as Williams hopes to do, that’s for certain.” He shrugged. “There’s not much you could do when you come to think of it. Explore, I suppose. Do some scientific investigation. As for the rest, well, take things easy, enjoy yourself, kill time until the ship came to take you off.”
“Imagine yourself in that position, Gerald. You are in command of five hundred people, who all their lives have never known anything but work. Hard work. Relentless. With no time for leisure or creative enterprise. All their lives they have been bounded by the iron walls of convention and tradition. They owned nothing and never would own even the dirt they would be buried in. They worked in order to live and they could never hope for anything else. Then they come here, still prepared and expecting to work, ready and willing to turn themselves into high-production farmers. Then they find they can’t do it. Then they find that, for the first time in their lives, they can eat and sleep, walk and play, without the spectre of poverty or imprisonment hovering over them. They would have time to waste, time to burn, time to do whatever they wanted to do within their limits. What would you do if you were in command?”
“I’m beginning to see what you mean,” said Gerald, thoughtfully. “It’s a lot of people and you just couldn’t stop them if they wanted to go. Anyway, there’d be no point in preventing them once the original plan had flopped.”
He looked at Hermitage. “But that doesn’t explain why the didn’t answer the contact ship.”
“I think it does.” The doctor gestured towards the fruit-laden bushes and the nut-heavy trees. “Look at it. Food for the mere effort of reaching out for it. A climate that makes the wearing of clothes a ludicrous anachronism. No hostile animals. No harsh seasons. No necessity even to build houses. What would you call it?”
“Paradise.”
“Yes. Here men can walk without fear. Here, for the first time in their lives, they could experience freedom, true freedom, not the conditioned meanings usually given to the word. They would have an entire planet to wander in, and there could be no wars, no enemies, no dislikes. If a man offended you, then you could walk away from him. There would be no need ever to see another human face unless you so wished. Freedom, Gerald. Pure, perfect freedom, and once experienced, do you think that anyone would ever relinquish it of his own free will?”
“Anarchism,” said the ecologist, slowly. “Decadence. A returning to the primitive and a falling into savagery.”
“What makes you think that?”
“What else could it be? We’re civilized only because we work at it. Men are basically animals, Hermitage, you know that. Take away their barriers and down they go.”
“Down?” The doctor shrugged. “Or up? Is it bad to wander the fields and feel the warm sun and the soft air against your naked skin? Is it bad to feast in convivial company, get drunk, even, sing songs and rid yourself of the pressing urgency to be up and doing? And doing what? Making money? Why, when you could have everything for the effort of taking it? For all a man really needs is food and shelter; supply those and then he can give full rein to his creative instincts. No, Gerald, they wouldn’t have sunk into degenerate savages. For they were civilized to begin with. They have a language, which, in itself, is one of the finest tools ever produced. They have intelligence and the keenly inquisitive minds of the intelligent. At first, perhaps, they would have yielded to the lotus, but then, after the novelty had died, they would be itching to do things with their hands again. But this time they would do as they wished and not as they were ordered. Art, carving, the manipulative sciences. They had doctors and technicians; and men love to teach what they know. And there would be children, lots of children, and is there any greater enjoyment than watching your young grow?”
“I wouldn’t know, I’ve never had any.” Gerald stared at the surrounding trees. “So you’ve known all the time what must have happened.”
“Not all the time, no, but now I am sure.”
“What made you sure? I’ve been with you all the time and I haven’t seen anything. In any case the whole thing is pure surmise. What about the records?”
“Would any commander make such scanty notations? I think we’ll find that the original records were destroyed and the book we found deliberately left to misguide. After all, what does it tell us? Some men died. Merely that and nothing more. Not a word about the inability to grow crops. Nothing about the edibility of the native produce. Not even a hint as to why they went. If records were made, they must have been far more comprehensive than that.”
“A joke?” Gerald looked his disgust. “A hell of a way to have fun. Anyway, what made you so sure?”
“You did.”
“I did?” The ecologist sat up and stared at the doctor. “What did I do?”
“You were sick,” said Hermitage, seriously, then rose as a man came crashing through the bushes towards them.
“Doctor?”
“Here.”
“The commander wants you to return at once. There’s trouble, bad trouble.” The man wiped sweat from his face and his eyes reflected his fear. “Hurry.”
“Illness?” Hermitage rose quickly to his feet. “Is it sickness?”
“Yes. Hurry!”



CHAPTER 7
The man was dying. Hermitage could see that at a glance without the necessity of making a closer examination, but he made it just the same, carefully touching the angry red blotches and pursing his lips at the colouration of the eyes. Williams stood beside him, his attention to duty overriding his instinctive fear of plague, and gestured the doctor outside after the examination.
“Will he live?”
“No.”
“Is it catching?”
“I don’t think so. How did it happen?”
“That’s the mysterious thing about it. He was all right this morning, but just after lunch he collapsed. Those red patches seemed to appear within seconds.” Williams swallowed. “Is it plague?”
“No.”
“What is it then? Don’t just keep saying ‘no’. What do you advise?”
“Lift your restriction on the eating of native produce. Serve it at the next meal and see that every man and woman has a fair share.”
“What!” Anger thinned the commander’s lips. “Must I remind you that this is hardly the time for joking? There’s a man dying in there and there may be others. For all you know the native food may be to blame, and yet you ask me to order everyone to eat it.”
“I’m not joking, Williams. There’s a good reason for my suggestions, and as for the food being dangerous, that’s nonsense. Gerald has eaten nothing else for weeks now, and I’ve lived on it for a week myself. It isn’t the fruit which is causing the illness, it is lack of it.”
“How do you mean?”
“You don’t know much about ecology, do you, commander? It goes a little deeper than just the balance between flora and fauna. It applies to everything on the planet and you can’t ignore it. For a long time now we’ve known that, to remain healthy, a man must eat the food of the region he is in. The old travellers knew that. Explorers ate seal meat and blubber as far as their stomachs could stand it while venturing to the poles. Others made a point of changing their drinking habits to conform to the local customs. Canned food brought a flock of stomach upsets in its wake, not because it was canned so much as because it was foreign. Don’t misunderstand me, commander. I’m not suggesting that men died because they ate tinned beef instead of the local food, but I am saying that they were not perfectly healthy. Not that it mattered then; few people really were, and the human body is pretty tough anyway. But now we are on a new world. If it was desirable to eat varying foods on our own planet, how much more desirable must it be to eat local food in differing star systems?”
“If I do as you suggest, will that save them?”
“No, but it will prevent others from dying the same way.” Hermitage shrugged. “Some will die, of course. Not everyone can adapt to a new world, but we know that the first colonists managed to halt their deaths and we know, too, that terrestrial food is unacceptable to a metabolism which has become accustomed to native produce.”
“So?” Williams looked his disbelief. “How do we know that?”
“Gerald was sick after drinking coffee. I made him swallow it because I was curious to see if my theory was correct. It was. His stomach rejected the caffeine and it made him ill. The assumption is, then, we can eat the fruits and nuts without harm, but to continue with our own food is to clash with the ecology.” He shrugged. “In any case we have no choice. The sooner we all become acclimatized the better.”
“I don’t see that. We have plenty of food and can easily last out ten years on rations. If what you say is true, then that means that if we eat the fruits we won’t be able to revert back to a normal diet. I don’t feel justified in giving the order which, in effect, would doom all these people to exile.”
“Exile?” Hermitage smiled. “Is that what you call it?” He became serious. “We could revert back to our accustomed diet if we had to, but why should we? Contact won’t be made again for ten years, and, when they receive no answer, they will write off Hyperon as a ‘bad’ planet. I....”
“Wait a minute!” Williams’ fingers dug into the doctor’s arm with a grip which made the older man wince. “What do you mean, ‘when they receive no answer’? Why shouldn’t they?”
“Did we?” Hermitage jerked his arm free and stared at the commander. “Do you think that we are going to be different from the first colonists? Do you honestly believe that these people are going to be content to wait here for ten years without wanting to eat the native produce? Ten years, Williams. That’s a long time.”
“I have planned for it. The tanks, the experiments; we shall have plenty to keep us busy.”
“And for what? To grow food we can’t even eat? To build tanks? Hydroponic tanks when the soil is as fertile as we could wish? Is that what you call constructive effort?” Hermitage shook his head. “No, Williams. You know that you’ll never be able to retain control over the colonists that long. Discipline is slackening already, and how long do you think you can make them work at useless tasks? If they had a constructive job to do, things would be different, but you’re making work and they know it. They’ll obey you for a while; the dead weight of tradition, the sheer inertia of the past years will see to that, and then they’ll begin to question, to dodge, to disobey. One day you’ll give a command and it will be ignored. Then you will have to enforce it or lose your position. You might be lucky the first time. You might be able to threaten them into obedience, but there’ll be a second episode, a third, and then, one day, you’ll find yourself alone.” He smiled at the serious face of the young man. “Forget it, Williams. There’s nothing you can do to stop it.”
“I refuse to desert, and I refuse to let any of my command desert.” Unconsciously his hand fell to his holstered weapon. “I have the law to back me up.”
“You have nothing but the gun at your belt and the courage to use it or not, as you decide fit. But one thing I’ll promise you: of you ever decide to use it, then keep on using it, because if you don’t, then you’ll be the next to die.”
“Shoot me? Their commander?” Shocked horror was in Williams’ voice, and Hermitage could understand his incredulity. Men just didn’t mutiny. Officers just weren’t shot. Men just didn’t refuse to obey. Hermitage rested his hand on the young man’s shoulder.
“Look, son,” he said, quietly. “I’m a little older than you in years, and a damn sight more in experience. I know that this is hard for you to take, but look at it sensibly. Gerald should have warned you what to expect. He hates you, not as a man, but for what you represent. He doesn’t know that himself as yet, but he will. I’ll make sure that he does. He hates you because you represent the very thing he’s been trying to escape all his life. He hates you because, to him, you are the overcrowded cities, the poverty, the worry, the jobs he doesn’t want to do, and the nastiness he wants to avoid. You are civilization. You are the enemy.”
“Nonsense!”
“Is it? Why do you think men leave home? It isn’t to open new frontiers but to escape from what they hate. That’s what we’re doing, all of us. That’s why we volunteered for space; not to spread the culture of man but to get away from the insane rat race back home. All of us carry that dream, and all of us hope that, somewhere, someday, we shall find paradise.” He gestured towards the sky, the forest, the tall shapes of the trees. “And here we have found it. Here, on Hyperon, we have found the very thing for which men have been searching from the beginning of time. A place to rest. A place of warm comfort and relaxation. And, now that we’ve found it, do you think that we could ever give it up?”
“I don’t believe it,” said Williams, slowly, and yet deep within him something admitted the truth of what Hermitage had said. He had volunteered for the Academy to escape the harshness of the orphanage. He had volunteered for space to get away from the sneers of his fellow officers, the unspoken gibes and cold indifference of those to whom he was an outcast.
And he had even volunteered to land on Hyperon against all sense and logic, to escape being sent back home to Earth. And now?
“What of the sick?” he said, quietly. “The others?”
“I’ll take care of them.”
“And Earth?”
“Forget Earth. Hyperon is our world now. This is the haven we have subconsciously craved all our lives, and now that we’ve found it, we can never leave. It’s ours, Williams. All ours for us and our children. Earth is a bad dream, a thing of the past, a nightmare we can all forget. This is paradise and here we stay.”
“Perhaps.” Williams drew a deep breath of the scented air, and Hermitage smiled as he stared at the perplexed face of the young commander.
“Don’t worry about it now; you’ll understand soon enough, but here’s some free advice. Forget that you’re the commander and set about making some friends. Know what I mean?”
“I think so.” Williams smiled as he stepped forward to where a woman waited with the age-old understanding of her sex and smiled down into her eyes. “Hello, Mary.”
“Hello, Bill.”
It was all, but it was enough. Williams felt an unfamiliar comfort as he walked across the clearing, the girl at his side. Later he would have to think about altering the records, uncouple the emergency radio tape, and dampen the pile, but there was plenty of time for that.
Now he was eager to explore paradise.
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