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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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After a time that was neither heaven nor hell, and a period that was pure hell, he awoke in a gentle world that was not Earth, did not seem to be heaven and was certainly not hell. The word limbo dropped into his hazy awareness, and being reluctant to be a man without a name in a place without a name, he named one of the two at once : Limbo.


It was generously warm but not hot. The lush grass he lay on was as soft as a caress, and there was no more than a breath of movement in the rich, clean air. The birds in the faintly stirring trees were curiously quiet, not entirely silent but considerately reticent, as if they had been respecting his sleep. Curiously, there were no flies. Faintly he heard the buzzing of bees.


The place he was in was more like paradise than Limbo. The grass was greener, the air fresher, the warmth more gently satisfying than in any real place. It was paradise, or a fairy-tale, happy-ever-after world, or a dream.


When he tried to get up, he found he was a stranger in paradise, an imperfect being, a sick animal.


Although there was no one to see, he staggered into thick undergrowth and was unpleasantly and painfully ill there. Afterwards, unbearably thirsty, he dragged himself by instinct to a stream, finding it easily out of the wordless depth of his need, and drank copiously. After being sick again, he drank once more.


Then he rose. The prospect of going on living was again bearable. Although the agony of his empty belly was intense, there was no urgency about filling it. A good meal would make a whole man of him – but not yet. A healthy stomach knew when to empty itself, when it could cope with a mighty meal, and when it could merely flirt with food.


He found a gooseberry bush and sucked a few of the large green fruits, providentially ripe. Looking at the tangled, spiky mass of the bush, he thought: nobody has touched that bush for years. It needs pruning. A little later he saw green apples on a rather overgrown tree and left them untouched, with an effort of will. His hunger, growing every moment, demanded them, but his brain knew better.


Among the many things which he didn’t know, what he was most curious about was his own appearance. He knew he was slim and naked; he knew very little else about himself. Without conscious thought he raised his hand and felt his chin. It was hairy and surprisingly soft. No razor had touched it for a long time. His hair was long and his fingernails, when he looked at them consciously for the first time, disgusted him.


Although there was some kind of prohibition in his mind against biting his nails, his distaste of the dirty talons gave him no choice. His teeth, he found, were excellent. He felt much better with his fingernails bitten short and clean. His toenails he could do nothing about meantime.


Apart from curiosity about his appearance, only one of the many questions in his mind bothered him. All the others could wait for hours, days, weeks or years, but … Why was he so content in Limbo? So happy? So serene?


He knew of the planet Earth vaguely but so intimately, like a woman in the dark, that there could be no doubt Earth was home. Yet despite his real feeling for Earth, his love for a world he knew but couldn’t quite remember, peace flooded him as he looked around him and knew this was not Earth. Home could be a place you often thought about, a place you had to know was still there, and nevertheless a place to which you didn’t particularly want to return immediately or even at all.


When he found large, juicy blackcurrants he ate only a few. He couldn’t cope with much acid! Finding ripe red apples, he ate one, no more. Instead of becoming less hungry as he ate cautiously, he became more and more ravenous. Everything he took served as an appetizer. He was on fire with thirst again, and had left the stream.


Almost more than food he wanted a bath. His pale skin looked clean, yet knowing how much his hair and nails had grown and being certain this had occurred since he last had a proper wash, he felt filthy. He strongly suspected, too, that the time which had passed was far longer than his growth of hair and nails indicated. Suspended animation or deepsleep was not a strange idea to him. Although he had no personal recollection of it, he knew of it. And in deepsleep everything all but stopped, growth of hair and nails as well as life itself.


To be a man, to feel a man rather than an animal, he had to wash. Also, in water he would be able to see himself. This was important. He wanted to see himself, not for reasons of vanity but from curiosity. Knowledge popped into his apparently vacant mind when he wanted it. But he had no idea what he looked like.


With every step he held himself straighter. Before seeing himself, he knew he had a good body. His chest was deep and his shoulders just short of heavy, and he moved easily. His arms and legs were well muscled without being thick. His belly was powerfully muscled, as tough as leather. He had the kind of body that cried out for action. Washed and fed and with the last of the stiffness out of him, he would want to run and jump and swim and labour, because his strength demanded outlet.


In the undergrowth, as he walked, small animals scurried. He saw lizards, hares, small deer, and heard, though he didn’t see them, hogs and sheep.


He ate no more soft fruit, and the thought of killing an animal for food he rejected meantime. He had no way of making fire, and that was one of the things he knew: although a man in the last extremity of hunger would eat meat raw, he would have to be in the last extremity.


When he found water, there were no half measures about it. The lake was perhaps a mile across, blue, sparkling, clean, enchanting. The moment he saw it, he ran down a grassy slope and dived into the pool. It didn’t occur to him to wonder if he could swim – he swam, and he swam in an ecstasy of pleasure in the coolness, the cleanness, the richness of the lake and his power as a swimmer.


Afterwards, on a convenient stone, he looked in the placid waters of a lakeside pool and saw himself.


He was not pretty. There was nothing to soften the line of a craggy jaw, his dark eyes were flinty under black brows, and only a hint of humour about his mouth prevented his appearance from being wholly forbidding. But he was satisfied. It was a man who stared back at him, not a boy, or a half-man half-woman, or a weakling.


It was beginning to get dark, and he found himself quite suddenly much more tired than he was hungry. He thought of making a bed, a tent, only vaguely aware what beds and tents were. He thought of possible danger from the wood only a few hundred yards away. In the end he found a cranny among stones at the water’s edge, settled himself comfortably on moss and fell asleep.





His dreams were more than normally vivid, less than normally fantastic, and strangely easy to remember in full detail later.


It was not surprising that in dreams he could recall things not available to him in his waking moments. He could hardly have exploded into adult life by spontaneous combustion. There was a past, and his unconscious mind knew more about it than the calculating part of his brain.


But he saw no personal history. He saw cities, vast cities under more than one sun. He saw an empire greater than the ancients had dreamed of, a close-knit and peaceable and mighty commonwealth of planets rather than nations, star-systems rather than planets.


In his dreams, vividly but fleetingly, he saw the galaxy, ruled by his kind, of which even Limbo must be part.


Limbo … in his dreams he knew vaguely about Limbo. Yet Limbo played no part in the panorama.


He saw Earth, the world where all this started, an Earth which would still in many ways and in many places be recognizable to ancients from the 25th century, from the time when steam first turned wheels, from the days of feudalism, from the nearly-glorious centuries when Greece and Rome almost achieved the miracle of a lasting world fit to live in, from the dominion of the Pharaohs, from the dawn of human awareness of the world.


Yes, he was on Earth. In a vast human empire embracing thousands of worlds, he knew where he belonged. He was not only a Terran; more particularly, he was a Londoner.


He knew this … but he didn’t want to go back.


When he opened his eyes, he was stiff and sore, shivering uncontrollably, with a raging thirst and no desire at all for food. Belatedly he realized he should never have allowed himself to sleep until he had filled his belly, stoking the fires which had almost gone out in him instead of calling still more on reserves which, although considerable, could not be inexhaustible.


It was full day, bright, yet he could not see the sun. The sky was blue and cloudless, and nevertheless he couldn’t see the sun.


Almost without thought, he dived into the lake. The shock nearly killed him. Instead, it brought him back to full, ravenous, thirsty life.


He drank, and the water lay in his belly like lead. Now he had to eat. He came out of the lake running. Nothing mattered but meat. It had to be meat.


He caught a hare within two minutes through fanatic determination. The hare had survived to that moment through speed – but he was famished. He caught it and killed it with one quick, impatient movement. Tearing away some skin, he sucked the still moving blood, tore with his teeth at the warm flesh.


When there was nothing left on the bones to suck he went back to the lake soberly and cleaned himself. There was no doubt about it, he would have to learn to make fire. He had nothing at all to do it with, and he was so sceptical about the old story of rubbing two sticks together that he didn’t think it worth a try. Besides, all the sticks he had seen were far too sappy to burn easily. Yet he must make fire. Eating raw flesh like an animal was all very well when hunger turned the screw, but he was never going to be as hungry as that again. Not in this world of plenty.


The matter was not urgent. It would be hours before he’d want to eat again. With fruit as plentiful as it was here, it would be a day or two before he’d be compelled to make another kill and cook the meat. By that time he might have figured out how to make a crude oven or pot, as well as a means of lighting the fire.


Sitting on a rock at the lakeside, supremely content again, it occurred to him that even in paradise there was something to be said for clothes.


His dream came back to him … he found that even if he didn’t know a thing, his thoughts merely had to encompass an idea, envelop it, and he possessed the necessary information. The Strand in London still led to Trafalgar Square, and Nelson still supervised, umpteen centuries after Trafalgar. Trafalgar was a sea battle – how many centuries ago? Almost exactly half-way back to the birth of Christ, for Trafalgar was fought in 1815 and it was now … 3610? 3650?


It didn’t matter in Limbo.


More important was the consideration that even here there was some virtue in being clothed. Aware that nakedness all day and every day was new to him, he liked it and thought that never in warm conditions would he ever again wear more clothes than were necessary. However, if his body was tough, his skin wasn’t. Already his bare feet were scratched and blistered, and stepping on a small sharp stone was agony. And rocks and logs would make far more comfortable seats if he had pants of some kind. Shorts or trunks would do, scarcely more than a loincloth. Wearing that and the simplest sandals, and with a knife to stick in his belt, he would be fully equipped to cope with anything he had seen so far in Limbo. A stone knife might have to do at first. It was a pity he couldn’t shave – for that a metal razor would be necessary. Also, he wanted to trim his toenails and cut his hair.


Picking up a rough stone, he went to work on his left big toe, filing away the nail. It took a long time, but his supply of that commodity was inexhaustible. He shaped the nail neatly and threw the stone away. The next time he rested he would tackle another nail.


Before he left the rock, which had become familiar and friendly, he picked up some reasonably dry sticks and placed them on the rock. If it didn’t rain for a day or two, the sticks would dry completely and making fire would become, if not simple, simpler.


Then he set out, feeling, for the first time, alone. He felt sure he would know if there was another living human being anywhere in Limbo – and there was none. You knew when you were alone. Then, depending on your temperament you hanged yourself, sat down against a tree and waited for death, or accepted the fact calmly and got on with something useful. One of the consequences of his aloneness was that he knew he wasn’t going to find a hairpin in the grass, or a spent match, or an empty beer-can. Things he needed, like a knife and a cooking-pot, were not going to be provided as gifts from heaven, lying in the grass.


When he came to a place where the ascent from the lake was steeper, he struck away from it, up the hill. Height might save him a lot of trouble. He might be able to survey miles of his kingdom from a single vantage point.


Moments later, as the steep rise levelled off, he looked around and realized a strange thing about Limbo.


It was astonishingly, unnaturally flat.


True, there was a general decline to the lake. There had to be, or there would be no lake. He had found several small streams, over all of which he could jump. Following any of the streams to their source, he could find the highest points in his domain. But these would not be very high.


There were no mountains, no hills. He could not remember any place where valley and rise differed by more than twenty or thirty feet.


The flatness of Limbo prevented him from seeing, anywhere, more than a few hundred yards, except across the lake. Always there was thick vegetation to cut off the view. It would not be worth climbing a tree to try to see farther, because the trees were not tall, their foliage was very thick, and where there was one tree there were others.


Recalling the trees he had seen, he guessed not one was more than thirty or forty years old. Had Limbo been created by a wave of a magic wand forty years ago, and left alone since then? No – he had seen hens and chickens which could not have survived on their own for forty years in a world which was not as friendly to domestic poultry as to a strong man.


There was an inescapable conclusion. Since Limbo was clearly not a natural world, someone had made it less than half a century ago.


And someone came to it now and then to check up and renew what needed renewing …


He had paused to look around him. Suddenly, startlingly, he was bowled over from behind. There were grunts, then hisses. Falling, he had landed on a snake. The wild pig which had blundered into him disappeared among the bushes. The snake, momentarily stunned, came to life and slithered round a tree. It was a harmless grass snake.


Although he was unhurt, the incident reminded him that Limbo wasn’t paradise, after all. He could be hurt, he could even be killed. A wild boar, a kid, an angry ram, a full-grown deer could attack him and, if he was unwary, kill him. There were no lions, tigers, panthers, wolves, poisonous snakes or other really dangerous creatures in Limbo – as far as he knew. Yet he had found cow-pats, though he hadn’t so far found cows, and if there were cows there were probably bulls. A bull could certainly be dangerous …





All day he explored in an irregular but logical pattern. Although he didn’t know if he was on an island six miles across or in the middle of a continent consisting of twenty million square miles of land, or perhaps in a world where seas were a rarity and the land the norm, he had decided that for him the lake was the hub of the world. Streams were plentiful and there were fish in them, but they were tiny fish in tiny streams. Often the streams were a mere two inches of rippling water over pebbles or gravel, with pools not more than a foot deep.


There were fish in the fresh-water lake. He had seen them when he was swimming. Not salmon, but river fish like perch, bream, gudgeon and shad. They were curiously unafraid, swimming round him and inspecting him blandly.


So he explored the area round the lake, sometimes minutely, sometimes cutting through a block a mile square to sample the territory.


There were only very minor variations in terrain.


On the far side of the lake there were few trees. There was a large area of rich pasture, and there he saw cows grazing. By mutual agreement, it seemed, this region was left to the herd. There was no reason for cows to stray into more uneven regions where bushes and trees cut down the grazing.


Apart from this section, the terrain within a few miles of the lake was all the same.


It was lovely and lush and luxurious, and full of small animals that did not seem to know fear – obviously in their lifetime they had never been hunted by man – but there was nothing particularly noteworthy, no break in the terrain of grass, bushes, trees, flowers.


And it was all wild. He found vines, lots of them, and lunched on grapes black and green. The grapes were multitudinous, small, not very sweet. He knew that the vines should have been pruned, only some of the bunches being left to attain full size and ripeness. Automatically he lightened the vines’ load, leaving bunches which had some protection against birds to grow.


All the leaves were larger than usual, paler than usual. He guessed from what he could see about him that there was never any rain in Limbo, never more than light breezes, never a hard frost, no seasons, that the plants and trees drew all the moisture they needed from the ground and that the light that came from nowhere supplied all that a normal sun would do except blazing light and heat.


In the evening, which he sensed although the light from nowhere in particular had not begun to fade, he began to feel very hungry again, although all day he had been sampling grapes, apples, oranges, peaches and pears. There were no figs, dates or nuts. Perhaps it wasn’t warm enough.


His body demanded cooked meat or fish. In the arrogance of his ever-increasing strength and sureness he took the procurement of the meat or fish for granted. That would be simple, with or without a weapon. But the fire?


It was frustrating to be beaten by a thing which even savages regarded as commonplace. A match, that was all he needed. Even in this lush world, many things were dry enough to burn at the touch of fire. A match … phosphorus … fish …


He shook his head. He might just as well ask for an automatic electric cooker as a match.


Friction, he thought. Friction was the only way to raise the temperature of damp twigs and leaves to the critical point at which they would burn. Rubbing two sticks together might not work, but it was the right idea. Ten seconds of effort, ten seconds of his considerable strength concentrated on one point would undoubtedly be enough to produce flame.


But how?


He collected dry twigs and dead grass, piled them on a flat stone and looked at them.


‘You’re going to burn,’ he said aloud.


There was something in him, something he sensed at that moment and ignored, because it was irrelevant – everything was irrelevant except starting a fire – something that made it impossible to give up. He would go on now until he had made fire. If he didn’t succeed that evening, he would live on apples and grapes until he made fire. He would eat no more raw meat. His supper would be killed only when he was in a position to cook it.


For a moment he considered catching a fish or animal first, and then returning to the main problem, making fire. He abandoned the idea. That was only inviting himself to do as he had done that morning, with an excuse he no longer had. With a mullet lying on the grass beside him, if he failed to make fire he would eat the fish raw.


No. He was going to make fire.


For a while, without much hope, he tried the most primitive method, rubbing a long stick against a dead branch until he had formed a groove. Both surfaces became warm, but did not smoulder. At least he was drying the wood. Then he tried twirling the stick in his palms, wearing a hollow in the groove he had already scraped. If he had leaves dry enough, he thought, this would work. Unfortunately, although he was getting certain small surfaces of wood warm and very dry, there was no way of drying leaves until he had actually made fire. However, he was collecting quite a pile of dry shavings which would burn given the least encouragement.


With a piece of rope or string to help him to rotate the stick more rapidly, success would be assured. But wishing for string was like wishing for a match. Next time he killed an animal he would make a thong of gut or leather. Meantime he had to make fire without a cord.


It struck him that a knife-shaped piece of wood, long and flat and thin like a butcher’s cleaver, scraped across a groove, would be more efficient than a stick point only. At the point that mattered most there would be constant instead of sporadic friction. And if he used a substantial piece of wood on which he could get a good grip, he could put considerable strength into the operation.


He started again with the same scarred block and a new stick in his right hand, scraped and broken into a rough cleaver shape. A minute’s vigorous sawing made a dry groove in the block. He piled shavings around and went to work with such determination that in another couple of minutes smoke was rising, and soon there was a tiny fire which he fed carefully, leaf by leaf, until the blaze was strong enough to ignite twigs, then fair-sized pieces of wood.


He had made fire.


Now he looked around and saw that the sky was almost black and the strongest light in the whole of Limbo came from the little fire which had demanded so much effort. There were no stars, no moon in the sky.


He had made fire. All he needed now was something to cook.


It was too dark to try to catch a big fish. Anyway, the lake was a mile away, and the streams contained only small fish – and yet, why not? Little fish could be laid to cook on a hot stone near or in the fire.


He caught a few dozen tiny fish by feel, throwing them in the darkness on the bank and then finding them again by the light of his fire. He laid them on stones, baked a few apples, and squeezed grape juice on the fish.


When he ate at last, it was a wonderful meal. The only snag was, he could have eaten ten times as much. But he wasn’t left really hungry. That day he had eaten a whole hare, a few pounds of fruit, and then a glorious if not expansive meal of succulent small fish and baked apples.


Knowing his fire would go out and not caring, he slept. The next day he would light another fire.





Next morning he failed to make fire. At any rate he didn’t make fire, for it was not exactly a failure.


Instead of drying some wood the night before and keeping it, he had burned it all, including his fire sticks. And he now discovered that in Limbo, rain or no rain, there was morning humidity that evidently took some hours to dry up. Sticks and leaves were all much wetter than they had been the evening before. Besides, he was as stiff and sore and cold as he had been the day before, though neither thirsty nor particularly hungry, and in addition his hands were raw from his efforts the night before to make a fire. After a fairly brief attempt, therefore, he gave up.


He didn’t want to go back to the lake, since so far almost all his exploration had been within a mile of it. After washing in the stream he breakfasted on apples and grapes.


Then he followed the stream to its source. About six miles from the lake, the stream welled from a hole in a rock. Farther on, behind the rock, the ground level, which had never risen much, fell away sharply.


He looked at the clear water gushing from the rock and found it, as a spring, decidedly unconvincing. The spring welled from the highest point around, one of the highest points in Limbo. Of course such things could happen. But this spring looked, despite the natural setting, very like a public drinking fountain fed by pipes.


Well, why not? He was already taking it for granted that Limbo was an artificial world. It was a gentle world, a lush world, with no creatures more dangerous than pigs, deer, rams and bulls. He had seen no rats. No wolves, wild cats, ferrets, pike, cormorants, sharks, vultures or hawks. And sensibly, no rabbits. Without a natural check on their numbers, rabbits would overrun Limbo and strip it bare.


He knew the word ecology, and had a rough and ready idea of what it meant. A world such as this must have been planned so that hares, say, would not multiply and eat everything up. There had to be something to keep down the animals, to limit the necessary insects, to keep the whole immensely complicated pyramid of animal life balanced.


Hills were virtually non-existent, yet behind the one stream he had traced to its unconvincing source, the ground fell away to …


Nothing.


He stared at it, trying to penetrate it.


It could be fog. It was grey like fog. But if it was, it was fog behind glass. Down the slope, steeper than anything he had seen so far, only a quarter of a mile away, Limbo ended in grey mist.


Despite his misgiving – he found he had a caveman’s fear of rolling down the slope and over a cliff edge into a bottomless chasm – he descended the slope.


The vegetation he saw on the way down was sparser and tougher than any he had seen anywhere else. Life here, behind the streams, was a struggle. Indeed, only the birds and the wiry grass and scrub found the struggle worthwhile. There were nests everywhere. The birds had had the sense to nest in the one place shunned by all the other inhabitants of Limbo. It was more than likely that the animals, looking down that uninviting slope at the grey wall beyond, instinctively turned back to the lush grass, clear streams and gentle slopes of the rest of Limbo.


The slope evened out at the bottom. There was a ten-yard track facing the wall. It was impossible not to think of it as a wall, although as he stood facing it, three feet from it, he couldn’t be sure there was anything solid there at all.


Nothing grew within ten yards of it. A twig thrown at the wall bounced back, proving that it was some kind of barrier. Picking up the twig and examining it, he found no sign of damage. No burns, which he had thought possible.


He went closer still and cautiously touched the wall. It gave slightly, with no sensation of touch, and then his hand was stopped.


The wall ran at first sight absolutely straight. Close to it, he found it curved gently. Probably it made a perfect circle … looking up and guessing the shape of the wall higher up by the part he could see before it disappeared into what he had assumed to be open sky, he saw no reason why it should not be a perfect dome.


He was a prisoner.


He had been doomed to solitary confinement in an idyllic world. And he wondered – what was his sin?
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Three days later, early in the morning, he was back at the mound of stones he had built to mark his starting point. Circling the outer limit of Limbo, he had walked about fifty miles, he judged, not counting the forays over the hill for food.


He now knew for certain that his paradise or prison was in effect a garden, planned from scratch, created, planted, with nothing in it that was not meant to be there, less than fifty years ago.


The bare track inside the wall never rose or fell the whole way round by as much as a foot. Here and there a stone had rolled down the hill and come to rest against the wall, but apart from that the outer limit was so regular that it must have been made that way.


Inside the flat outer ring close to the wall, all the way round, hills rose steeply to form a saucer with the lake in the middle. At no point were the hills high enough to allow a view past the nearest clump of trees, which was seldom far away. Indeed, from only about three points on the outer ring of hills was it possible to see even a small section of the central lake.


From these hills at least a hundred small springs trickled towards the lake. Not one went the wrong way. Even a sketchy exploration showed that the streams, with other springs starting lower down, irrigated the entire area.


Apparently it never rained in Limbo. He had not seen mist. He would have said, even from his sketchy recollection of climatic changes and what caused them, that the setup in Limbo was scientifically impossible, were it not for the fact that there were so many indications of how it had been made possible.


The springs were not natural. They couldn’t be. They had been put there. Somewhere, pumps fed them. The lake was drained in the middle somewhere to keep it level and the water fed back to the springs.


With so much open water in a warm, enclosed hemisphere, the atmosphere had to be humid and had to unload surplus moisture regularly – if there was not some provision to attend to this, too. Perhaps the dome absorbed surplus moisture and fed it, with the lake overflow, to the springs. If the balance of humidity, oxygen, carbon dioxide and anything else for that matter wasn’t right, it could be put right by beings who had been capable of creating Limbo in the first place. Some of the trees, bushes and flowers, he was almost sure, were hybrids bred for the special conditions – even warmth all the time, no rain, no direct sun, no frost, no seasons. The rest were adapting, as all living creatures tried to do.
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