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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.







INTRODUCTION


THE HISTORY OF COLMAR IN THREE VOLUMES
VOLUME ONE: STAR COLONY


Being a short history of the founding of humanity’s first extraterrestrial colony


by
Keith Laumer


This history is based on official Terran archives only recently released to scholars, as well as on letters and diaries of early settlers, supplemented by material from the Oral History Project initiated in honor of independent Colmar’s Centennial celebration in CY 325 (AD 2437). For the first time, the authentic course of events has been extracted and separated from its overlay of myth and folklore. Prepared by a distinguished board of editors under the leadership of our world’s preeminent chronicler, the present history, designed especially for use in the schools through post-doctorate levels, will lay to rest for all time, it is earnestly hoped, the maze of conflicting legendary and mythical accounts of Early Times, which have heretofore clogged scholarly avenues of inquiry into Colmar’s settlement, the origin of the curious dichotomy that has existed between our East and North Continents, and the events leading to Unification and at last to Independence itself.


In a work of such scope, it would of course be quite impractical to recount every detail of those turbulent times. Instead the editors have chosen an anecdotal approach, at once livelier reading and most effective in communicating the spirit of long-gone times, as well as clarifying at last the early events which contributed importantly to Colmar’s present global society.


It is felt that existing standard histories of the period beginning with Unification present an adequate account of Colmar’s more recent years; accordingly, the present work is limited to the era prior thereto, an era in which our great Founding Families came to Omega from far-off Terra, a world toward which Omegan patriotism once seemed to require an attitude of implacable hostility, and not without reason. Latterly our relations with the mother planet have vastly improved, based on the genuine achievements of our common humanity.


The original picket vessel ordered into orbit by Captain Brill and supplied for an extended cruise was able to maintain its surveillance post for over eighty years (eighty-one years, three months, and nine days, (Standard)) without incident, before its crew of two, Commander S. Takai and Chief Yeoman Betty Pate were forced by severe shortages of food and repair parts, exacerbated by a minor meteorite strike, to make planetfall. The small scout-type boat was immediately repaired and resupplied, and returned to orbit, this time with a single man aboard, a volunteer: Ensign (later Vice Admiral) Jerry von Shimo. It was von Shimo who detected the approach of ACV Galahad, Commander (later Rear Admiral) Greylorn commanding.




PREFATORY NOTE


For some time the need for a definitive and authoritative account of Colmar’s earliest days has been evident to the lay public as well as to specialists.


Only now, with the release of key documents from Terran Naval files, has it become possible to reconstruct such a history.


While doubtless there are many who will mourn the defictionalization of these events and the loss of credulity of such tales in the Colmarian mythos as Oliver and the Space Beast, The Fallen Evil One, The Nine Deeds of Grall, and others, all should instead take pride in the reality of the nuggets of fact round which these old tales were woven.




SPECIAL NOTE


Be it noted that, while the History has not yet been accorded the Imprimature of the Church of the Revealed, neither has it been placed on the Index, a fact sure to comfort the pious with an interest in their world’s past. His Complexity has stated: “It is not the policy of the Church to attempt to suppress fact.”




READER’S FOREWORD


For the present generation of Colmarians—no less than for visitors from Terra—it is difficult, if not impossible, to imagine the planet as it was a scant century and a half ago, at the time Independence was demanded and peacefully though reluctantly granted, due more to growing Colmarian military power than to enlightened Terran policy.


Where broad grain fields now glow in the greenish light of our sun, drab gray tundras once spread across a continent. It seems impossible to grasp that our great forests of oak, ash, beech, pine, and walnut are not indeed indigenous to Colmar or that the abundant wildlife—from the great elk to the timid field mouse—are all descendants of fertilized ova transported across space a few centuries ago. Where our mighty cities rise, rude huts sheltered the frightened, starving, half-frozen men and women who had left the comparative comforts of home (meaning Terra) to make new lives on an unknown and alien world.


It requires an effort of will to realize that those men and women, for all their heroism and hardiness, were no more nor less human than we and that the encounters and struggles by which they mastered the manifold hostilities of their new home were to them no more than the events of the day, rather than grand epics in which the voices of strange gods were heard off-stage, directing events.


Nonetheless, it is worthwhile to make that effort and to see in these pioneers the distant reflections of ourselves as we, no less than they, contribute to the Colmar of the future, to whose citizens we of our era will in turn seem remote and historical.


Reluctant though we, your editors as well as other Colmarians, are to abandon treasured fables like How Oliver Defied the Giant and When Grall Fought the Many-Headed Beast, we will nonetheless find it rewarding to contemplate our true history, stripped of embellishment, and to discover again our closeness to those mighty Founders, no less deserving of honor for their mere humanity. Once, they lived and breathed as we do, and in these pages they live again for those who seek them.




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


The editors express their gratitude for the assistance of each of the surviving descendants of Our Founders, especially that of Miss Olivia Brill-Smythe, widow of the first man born on Colmar subsequent to Independence, and that of Colonel Harry Halland III, CAF (ret.), both of whom contributed not only extensive collections of family documents, but their own early reminiscences of their grandparents.


When—last year (CY 331) the last recollection of Colmar’s pioneer days passed from living memory with the death of Miss Brill-Smythe at the advanced age of 107 years, Miss Brill-Smythe having been the companion-nurse to Vice Admiral Jerry von Shimo (ret.) during the last five years of his astonishing life—it became apparent to all that the task of organizing and collating all extant genuine data regarding Colmar’s early years could no longer be deferred. Accordingly, the present Panel for the Authentication of the Historical Record was formed by the Tey-Grall Foundation and assigned appropriate authority and responsibility for the task.


Somewhat to the surprise—and greatly to the satisfaction—of the scholars thus empowered, it was found that in addition to the several various official records, including bridge logs of Galahad, Princeton, and Special Hull 731 and other documents extant in various archives—including those of the Planetary Museum—there was also in existence a wealth of unpublished personal memoirs, journals, and letters, which amplified and completed the highly fragmentary accounts provided by the official sources.


With the availability of long-suppressed material from Terran archives, the Panel was at last able to assemble all data into a single, coherent narrative—one not without its surprises, for the actual roles of many hitherto neglected individuals were revealed, while actions traditionally ascribed to certain well-known figures were found to have been mistakenly accredited during the long era of word-of-mouth transmission. A number of well-loved traditional heroes were discovered to be either less admirable than believed, or nonexistent, while to the acknowledged delight of the Panelists, more than a few who had long been discounted as mythical were found to be, if not entirely as legend had preserved their memories, at least substantially real people.


Now, at last, the Panel can publicly acknowledge and express its gratitude for the generous assistance of the many unselfish citizens who contributed treasured family papers, informal voice-recordings, and personal recollections, if not of personally experienced pioneer days, then of long-ago conversations with relatives and others who participated in the events herein narrated. Chief among these is perhaps Miss Brill-Smythe, who had devoted many decades of her long life to the organization and clarification of just such oral history sources, including, in her youth, such pivotal figures as her grandfather, Captain A.J.R. Brill-Smythe and a number of his contemporaries, then surviving. It would be impractical to attempt to mention here all the persons whose assistance was invaluable, but we must express our debt especially to Mr. Tome Yosho, subarchivist for formerly classified documents at the Planetary Museum; Miss Kelly Jaxon, chief of the Documentary Section of the Cultural Board; and Mrs. Deane Fetrow, who typed the initial manuscript and pointed out many apparent discrepancies and inconsistencies which we were then able, in most instances, by intensive research and computer analysis, to resolve. For any such flaws which may still mar the text, the Panel alone accepts full responsibility.


It should also be mentioned that no liberties have been taken with fact. All conversation attributed to individuals can be fully authenticated in the record, although to have footnoted all such entries would, we felt, have rendered the book inacceptably cumbersome for the general reader, while the serious scholar is well aware of the avenues for authentication of such quotations. It is indeed fortunate for the present generations of Colmarians that our ancestors, well aware of the historical importance of their bold ventures, took care to make records of their times. Almost without exception, every early immigrant kept a journal or composed an after-the-fact account of events. And not only do these documents exhibit a gratifying degree of agreement and internal consistency, but in many instances, archaeological investigation has served to substantiate the recorded data. Thus, it is with confidence that the Panel offers its reconstruction of those stirring days. Let us go back, then, to those not-so-long-distant times when Terra was still “home” in the minds of Colmarians. Where they ventured with their bodies and their lives, can we be so timid as to refrain from reaching out with our minds?


Edison Colmar for the Panel at East City
Ma 23, CY 332




FINAL PREFATORY NOTE


Difficult it is for Colmarians of the present generation, nurtured in our present highly sophisticated society and having enjoyed all the amenities of modern culture for all their lives, to envision a day when bare tundra and treacherous boglands represented the typical Colmarian landscape, a time when green foliage was unknown to our garden world, an era in which total ignorance of this great planet was leavened only by superstitious conjecture regarding its vast unexplored areas. Harder still, to imagine life on distant Terra during this period of population crisis, the Terra where our Founders were born and from which they voluntarily departed to venture into the unknown. Still, difficult though it is to grasp in its reality the concept of actually participating in the establishment of the first extraterrestrial human colony, the effort is rewarding, and the compilers and editors of the History would encourage all Colmarians to make that effort. We must turn our thoughts back to the beginning—or before the beginning.


The Editor-in-Chief




ONE


Before the Beginning


Think first of a man: middle-aged, round-shouldered, his face weather-beaten and creased from his years as a stockbreeder and farmer; uncouth, ambitious; his name is Jake Colmar and he was Special Rank aboard the great colonizing vessel Omega, thirty-seven months out of Terra with a full complement of fifty-four, and two hundred and six passenger-colonists, on a live run. During the entire three-year voyage out, Colmar had been, quite properly, the most inconspicuous man aboard. Now, in a precontact orbit about the big planet selected by the Destination Committee consisting of Captain Brill, Sub-Captain Ohara and Superchief Dan Nolan, plus the colonists’ representative, D.B. Halland, and Colmar himself, Colmar’s hour had come. From now until all instruments read AT REST, he was absolute dictator aboard Brill’s beloved Omega, and Jake wasn’t the man to slight his duty. He ordered a Senior Officers Call as soon as the first faint whisperings of atmospheric contact were audible.


“Get this straight, gentlemen,” he said in a voice quite transformed from the patient and submissive tone which they had all become accustomed to hearing—and to ignoring. “There’s only two tough guys aboard this tub,” he stated, “and I’m both of ’em. Dismissed.” He waved a weary hand and returned his attention to the high-resolution table over which he had been poring for the past ten hours.


“Brill,” he called just as the tight-lipped group was crowding into the lift. Not looking up to see if his once and future captain had responded, he touched a light-scribe to the glassy photo map.


“Here,” he said. “I’ve narrowed it down to a hundred-mile-deep stretch along the coast. Looks like fine country. Albedo says some chlorophyll; level ground, too. Chilly, but temperature readings for the whole hemisphere are well within limits. But I’ve got this coastal range to contend with. Young mountains, peaks over forty thousand. Someday there’ll be damn fools trying to get their name in the news by climbing ’em. Right now, we have to ease in past them.”


Brill listened silently, not asking the Special Rank why he didn’t set up an approach from the east, thereby avoiding the troublesome range altogether.


“Can’t risk a shortfall,” Colmar said, as if reading the other’s mind. “Desert, bogland, and a major active fault. As you can see, to the west, we have open sea; due south, this island, low ground but firm enough.”


At this moment Captain R. N. Brill, FSA, OBE, CMH, felt only relief that the responsibility was not his. Colmar, he knew, was the only man who had successfully completed the five-year course of special study designed to qualify a man to conn a deep-space vessel in to a safe touchdown on unprepared ground—or open sea if need be—an unprecedented task for which no computer could be programmed due to lack of data. Brill felt a brief but profound satisfaction that he was not faced with responsibility for the task.


“Sir,” he muttered, “I have, of course, perfect confidence that you will see us safely through.”


“All right, Brill,” Colmar replied brusquely. “I want all personnel confined to basic areas, as of—” he glanced at the master chronometer, “now,” he finished. “That includes crew as well as supercargo, with the exception of my active list, which you were handed an hour ago. Execute.”


2


An observer on the ground noticed first a distant roll of thunder, followed almost at once by a brilliant lightning discharge which bathed the forest clearing in a blue-white glare that flickered and was gone. Lesser rumblings followed, accompanied by intermittent bursts of yellow light which glared sickly through the high cloud cover, slowly traversing south-north. Then for an hour the immemorial stillness reigned again, to be terminated this time by the shocking intrusion of a vast, moving body which broke through the low overcast and hung, impossible but real, in the misty sky.


It was not quite stationary, the observer noticed, but rotated on its long axis while sliding slowly forward beneath the opaque ceiling which had hidden it till now. It watched in total absorption as the phenomenon crawled across the sky, to disappear at last in the haze which also hid the High Places. For an instant the observer knew terror at the concept of the strange thing actually invading the sacred precincts, but that, of course, was absurd. Still, it was time now to alert the Supreme that the unthinkable had happened at last: Nestworld has been invaded!


3


On the bridge of Omega, Special Rank Jake Colmar lay exhausted in the conn chair. Captain Brill stood over him, watching him anxiously.


“Sir,” he said stiffly, “I believe that under the circumstances of your indisposition at this crucial moment, it is my duty to reassume command and attempt to salvage what I can.”


“Try it and I’ll shoot you myself, Brill,” Colmar said in a crisp tone at variance with his slack posture. “Sit down,” he added. “I’m not just being dictatorial for the fun of it, nor am I napping.” He opened his eyes as he continued: “The task of matching velocity with the surface, so as to come to rest in contact therewith, properly oriented and at zero velocity relative, is one which cannot be reduced to formulae,” Colmar said coldly. “It requires all my attention, plus total cooperation. This conversation is accordingly going to be both very brief and our last until I release command. Dismissed.” He closed his eyes again.


“But this is no aerodynamic body; it’s a deep-space hull,” Brill muttered, but he knew he was talking to himself. “We’re bleeding off velocity at a rate …”; his eyes went to the instrument array, and he fell silent and turned away.


“Well, I don’t know,” Brill muttered, frankly addressing himself. “I have my orders—crazy as they are. But I’m no doctrinaire robot to watch this mission—and two hundred and sixty human lives—go smash on a mountain while I stand by and do nothing. Still … if he’s right … Well, FIIGMO!” He paused at the lift and raised a hand in ironic salutation to the dozen picked crewmen and women of the active list, who, intent on their microsecond timing, ignored him.


“FIIGMO, ladies and gentlemen,” he said cheerily, “FIIGMO, and I hope we meet again.”


4


This time there was no sound at all to herald the reappearance of the strange phenomenon so aloofly crossing the gray sky of Nestworld. Unhurried, it moved, majestic and unheeding, toward the gray mass of the High Places. The thing, whatever it was—the observer groped for a term to describe the immense body—seemed, perhaps, to be descending with infinite sloth. Surely its course would intercept the high barrier of rocky peaks dead ahead—unless by chance it slipped through between the twin spires known as the Great Ones. The observer waited, wondering at the cataclysm in the making before its eyes. The thing moved on, deep into the mists of distance, definitely descending; surely at any moment now, a great explosion would mark its end against the unyielding rocks of the High Places.
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Professor Dr. D.B. Halland, PhD, CD, ORS, OM, SR(F), once Dean of Phillips University of Enid, Oklahoma, now elected representative of the colonists aboard Omega—stepped grimly into the long and narrow passage which ran the length of passenger country. He looked both ways, saw no one, heard nothing but the pervasive hiss of atmosphere sliding over the long hull, with the almost subsonic rumble of the ship’s systems providing a monotonous counterpoint. He was a short man, of stocky physique, with dark hair going gray over the slightly jugged ears. He was dressed in the well-fitted issue shipsuit of dark brown, without so much as a button to ornament its drabness. He put his head down, as one challenging a powerful foe, and started doggedly aft. He had covered ten feet when a firm voice spoke from the nearest grill: “Out of order. All passengers are to remain within assigned quarters, in prescribed impact harness until the down-and-clear signal is sounded. ETI, one hundred and forty-three seconds. Mark, including automatic hold at minus five seconds. There are no exceptions, and …” the stern voice hesitated, “I must tell you that I am astonished that you, Professor, would be the one to violate ship regulations in this overt manner. You set a poor example for your people, Doctor. If you return at once to quarters, no record will be made of this incident.”


“Don’t kid me, Jake,” Halland said, not pausing. “You’re forgetting I was only .02 points into the flunk zone at the institute. I know we’re on collision course with that damned coastal range, and we’ve got about two seconds to do something about it.”


“That’s precisely the difference between you and me, D.B.,” Colmar’s voice came back. “You were in the flunk zone. I was one position higher—and I graduated. Now, disappear.”


Halland was turning back to his cubicle when a door slid open a few feet along the passage. A pert feminine face, framed by rust-red hair, popped out.


“Hi, Perfesser,” the girl said in a tone of pleased surprise. “Never thought I’d see you sneaking out on the curfew.”


“Why not, Connie?” Halland came back. “You think I’m too timid to try to preserve this expedition from disaster?”


“Well—” Connie oozed into the passage, clad in a nonissue and nearly nonexistent wisp of a garment. “—you always seemed like a pretty quiet fella, you know.”


“Look here, girl,” Halland said tautly. “In one sense it’s commendable that the passengers have accepted the decisions of the Captain and the Special Rank without question, but there comes a time—” he paused as if listening. The faintest of tremors caused the deck underfoot to vibrate for an instant. Halland took a step toward the girl. “Did you feel that?” he demanded in a voice suddenly grown hoarse. “That—” he paused for effect. “That was our death knell. We struck a mountain peak a glancing blow.” He broke off as the voice of Jake Colmar boomed from wall speakers:


“Some of you may have noticed a slight vibration just now. I’ve jettisoned a superfluous cargo pod. Continue as you were. Static contact minus eighty-nine seconds.”


“Come on,” Halland said, seizing Connie’s arm with a roughness that caused her to draw back—but Halland’s grip merely tightened as he pulled her to him. “Look, we’re in trouble. We’ll hit again any moment now—and that’s the end.” The girl moaned and slumped against him.


“Hell,” he muttered thickly. “I’m not thinking of romance at a time like this. We’ve got a minute and a half, according to Jake—he’s a good enough intuit that I’ll trust him on that—and if we hurry we can still stop him before he kills us all. We have to add power—and in the right places.”


Connie began to whine, bracing her feet in an attempt to break free of this old coot’s astonishingly powerful clutch. Halland released her with a curse, turned and ran at his best speed toward the OFF LIMITS sign fifty feet ahead. Connie slumped against the cold polystyrene-coated bulkhead and watched him go, a faint feeling of alarm rising in her as he dashed past the sacrosanct OFF LIMITS barrier and disappeared around a bend in the passage, head down, legs pumping hard. She whimpered and followed. A second shock rocked the deck underfoot; she fell headlong.
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On the command deck Special Rank Jake Colmar roused from his near-trance of concentration to wait for the brief but sharp shock of the contact between the ship’s ablative hull and an up-reaching rockspire, which he had intuited and accepted as a calculated risk in order to slow the vessel while remaining on the course he had chosen among the high peaks. An instant’s survey both of instrument readings and of his own somatic sense told him that Omega had dumped the necessary kinetic energy and was holding steadily on course. No harm done. The picked crew manning controls under this supervision looked toward him with shocked expressions, but were instantly reassured by his calm voice announcing static contact in seventy-seven seconds.


Once clear of the mountain barrier, Colmar planned to touch down almost at once, since each ten seconds of delay would place the colony another 3.1 miles from the sea. He gave the necessary orders; the emergency retrorockets ringing the vessel’s blunt prow fired an explosive thrust of energy that braked the ship hard, throwing personnel against their restraining harness with painful force.


Jake Colmar watched two large indicator dials with total concentration. Altitude dropped dramatically from 900 to zero; velocity fell off as swiftly. There were small jolts and vibrations; the heavy inertial drag of major deceleration; then both dials showed AT REST. Jake smiled gently while the duty crew cheered him enthusiastically. Then the strictly CAPTAIN ONLY, one-man lift from the navigation deck announced its arrival with a red light and a single tone from the alarm system. Its door slid aside, and Halland, bruised and bleeding from a cut on his jaw, carrying in his arms an unconscious young woman, stepped out, dumped the girl on the nearest standby bench, and advanced toward Colmar.


“Fun’s all over, Jake,” he said loudly. “You’re under arrest. Get away from that console fast. I’m taking over.”


“You’re out of your mind, D.B.,” Colmar said lazily, moving closer to an inconspicuous length of small-diameter dull-black wire projecting from an adjacent auxiliary console. The duty crew, with grim expressions replacing the grins of a moment before, in an instant reached silent accord, and all but a basic few began to converge on Halland, while one woman went to Connie. Colmar waved them back. Facing Halland, he folded his arms and frowned at the intruder as one would at a curious animal washed up on the beach.


“Just what in the nine hells is eating you, D.B.? What do you think you’re doing marching in here and spouting nonsense?”


“You’ll soon see how nonsensible it is, Jake,” D.B. replied confidently. “You seem to forget that not everyone aboard this vessel is slack-jawed with awe of you. I was at the institute just as long as you were; I know how you do your tricks.”


“That’s right, D.B., you were there,” Colmar replied calmly. “But I was number one. Remember that little detail. You were ranked two, I believe.”


“Not hard to remember, Jake, considering only the two of us qualified for the final series.”


“Better beat it, D.B., before this fiasco gets into the record. Now. Move. And you’d better take your friend with you. She’s slept it off, it seems.”


“Slept off the crack on the head she got when you blundered into a mountainside,” Halland retorted. “What now? I see you’ve gimmicked your idiot-clocks to show an at rest condition. That’s so you can hand over to Brill and duck responsibility for your blundering, I suppose.”


“You don’t suppose anything of the sort, you damned fool,” Colmar cut him off. “Now, move.” He brushed past the black rod and paused to look at Connie, now unsteadily on her feet, supported by the aide woman.


“Gosh, Perfesser,” she whined, “I thought you said—” she broke off, as if suddenly aware of all the eyes upon her fine and lightly clad figure.


“Doubtless he said many things, Miss,” Colmar said comfortingly. “Disregard them. Poor D.B. has just a touch of paranoia; that’s why they flunked him.”


“You’re a damned liar, Jake,” Halland yelled. “You’re also just plain old Jake Colmar—now that we’re ‘at rest’ as you claim. You outsmarted yourself, Mister Number One. You’re relieved and you’re under arrest. Crew arrest. That’s IAW SAM 202-4b, you know.”


“So you’re running interference for Brill now, Deeby. An errand boy. You can tell Brill, next time he admits you to the Presence, that I’m relieved when I say so.”


“Crap,” Connie said. “We’re all waiting for the second bounce, and you two big brains are scrapping over a few game points like two fairies quarreling over a piece of lace.”


Jake turned to her in a mock-gracious gesture. “Right, my dear,” he said suavely. “Except for one minor point. We actually are at rest. The voyage is safely ended.” Again a cheer went up from the duty crew, Connie joining in faintly.


“… really think it could be true?” her voice emerged from the hubbub as it faded. She was clutching Halland’s arm, shaking the harassed man. “Could it?” she repeated. “If we’re on the ground, all bets are off! That means we’re not going to die, and I take back a lot of things I said when I thought doomsday was here.”


Jake sighed and lightly brushed the almost invisible black rod as if accidentally. At once, red lights glowed against dark panels all around the small room, the words RED ALERT in dazzling white against the red. All personnel froze in position. Even Connie stopped whimpering and stood erect, shaking off the solicitous aide woman.


“All right, D.B.,” Jake said in a tone of reluctance, “You’re forcing the issue, so from now on it’s all going into the sealed record.”


At that moment a metallic clack! from behind Colmar caused all eyes to turn that way. They beheld the short, stout figure of Captain Brill stepping from behind a pivoted panel.


“Fun’s over, Mr. Colmar,” he said crisply. “You’ve damaged my ship, you damned incompetent. Now, step down from there and get out—you and this pair with you. Legitimate crew stand by.”


“Yes, but it was a calculated braking maneuver,” Colmar said defensively, his aura of total command gone without a trace.


“And now what?” Captain Brill demanded and, without awaiting a reply, continued. “So you’ve lodged us on a mountainside. How do we disembark passengers? How long will the keel take the G-load? And to top it off you’ve already got dissension among the passengers.” Brill stared with hostility at Halland, who stood dejectedly, uncertain now. “But, Captain—” he started.


“But me no buts,” Brill snapped.


Connie stepped forward. “That’s not fair!” she blurted. “Deeby was just trying to save your old ship for you, Capting Brill, and all our lives too.” She moved to Halland’s side, he turned to her gratefully, and they moved uncertainly toward the lift door.


“The weak point in the whole concept of the special rank,” Brill said, “is that it calls on a man like you to exercise supreme authority when you’ve never experienced the discipline. It takes a lifetime of active service with the fleet to give a man the true spirit of leadership. You can’t give orders until you’ve learned to take ’em. Now, let’s end this farce. Mr. Colmar, ladies and gentlemen, I now formally reassume command of this vessel. Dismissed.”
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The observer had watched in awe as the intruder, unswerving, had brushed the base of the Lofty One itself, pressing irresistibly on through a great cloud of ice-chips, stone shards, and snow, to settle without visible impact onto the snow-slope beyond, while the spire itself unhurriedly disassociated into a series of great stone blocks hanging momentarily in place only to drop, with new explosions of ice and snow, into the roil left by the violent, though brief, encounter of the intruder with the slim peak. Slowly, the ice-storm subsided. The invader lay at rest in a shallow groove in the ice, its nose buried in a great bank of snow pushed up by its advance. Hazy daylight glittered briefly on the last of the falling ice crystals. Then all was still.


Patiently, the observer waited, coiled at the base of a clump of dense vegetation, far up the forbidden slope, closer to the High Places than any had ever before approached. Still the newcomer lay unmoving. Perhaps it was dead, killed by the brief, violent encounter with the holy spire. Very likely, the observer decided. But just as he was about to turn away, an astonishing thing happened. From a tiny orifice on the curve of the stranger’s belly, small creatures began to issue, quickly forming a dense cluster of moving dark points against the ice. No wonder the alien being had come to ground so precipitately, the observer thought with relief; it was a gravid female, desperate for a spawning ground. The larvae were astonishingly small for a mother of such bulk, but “to each kind its own ways,” as Bordup the Blessed had admonished so long ago. There was no danger after all; merely a brooding female with her young. The observer turned away, the sense of urgency gone; still, the news must be relayed. The observer hurried downslope and entered the great thicket, forcing a path through dense growth which yielded reluctantly to its advance, groping ahead for contact with the hive.
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On the ice Jake Colmar strode across the glacier on which the ship had come to rest to the edge of the great fissure, and paused to rally a group about him.


“Now, folks,” he said, grinning so as to disarm any resentment of authority, “what we got to do, we got to get off this iceberg, which it’s likely to slide the rest of the way down the mountain any time.” Bad grammar, being folksy, cemented the relationship, of course.


Captain Brill approached, a short, almost comical figure picking his way with care across the slippery snow-dusted ice. He began his prepared speech while still some distance away:


“You people are, of course, quite free to do as you choose, now that we come to planetfall,” he began.


To Jake’s resentment, some of his small flock turned and began to move toward this new center of interest.


“Looky here,” he barked, immediately regretting the note of harsh command he had allowed to harden his voice. “Mustn’t stir up no resentment, Captain. These folks had a bellyful of big shots giving orders back home. That’s why they volunteered for this hare-brained expedition.”


“Now, folks,” Colmar tried again—mustn’t wheedle, neither, he cautioned himself—“it’s purty plain we got to get organized here. Can’t have everybody just goin off on his own. Got to pull together.”


The small group, which had responded to Brill’s voice, hovered, undecided whom to follow.


“People,” Brill said in a reasonable tone, “of course my actual authority does not extend beyond the hull—except for my crew, of course.” He paused, belatedly regretting that he had not disembarked the crew first and posted them to shape up this mob. Dangerous situation: Damn fools go wandering off, no manpower to shift the vessel into emergency lift mode. “So just form up here, into two columns by the numbers as you’ve been taught.”


“Crap,” a tall, lean man said and turned his back. Others, nodding, followed suit.


“… none of that old jazz, now we’re here,” another voice rose above the murmur.


“… think he is, anyways?” another queried.


“At ease!” Brill snapped. “Fall in!” He realized at once his tactical error. These weren’t Navy personnel, deeply conditioned to respond to boot camp drill. They were drifting back, some edging toward the larger bunch around that damned fool Jake Colmar.


“… over here, folks.” Jake was winding up his harangue.


Brill caught the eye of a plump little woman in the front rank. “Now, madam,” he began.


“I ain’t no madam!” she retorted.


“All right, you, then—the big chap in the blue alls …”


“I ain’t no chap,” the tall fellow stated defiantly and advanced to face the self-important little man who had been such a remote authority figure aboard ship for the last three years. Not much to him, up close. Just an ordinary middle-aged storekeeper type, looking plenty nervous. Why, he’s scared of us! the man realized with amazement. With sudden urgency, he turned to the mob of his fellow passengers.


“Listen here!” he yelled. “We got to look out for ourselfs. These hot-shots have got us in a hell of a tight. Clobbered us in on a mountainside. They don’t know what to do, any better’n we do. Maybe not as good. What we got to do, we got to salvage what we can, so’s to stay alive until a relief ship can get in here. Got to get off this here glacier before we all freeze … and start doin’ somethin’ about gettin’ some shacks built an’ all …”


His voice was drowned by a chorus of agreement.


“You tell ’em, Slammer!”


“… something about some eats!”


“Who’s in charge … ?”


A heavily built man with a sneer on his knuckle-scarred face shouldered through to confront Slammer.


“Who elected you, Bub?” he started, but was cut off by a stiff left hook to the belly, followed by a casual right cross to the jaw which put him on his back, pawing for a grip on the ice. Slammer stepped past him, fixed his eye on a man in the crowd with an expression of distaste on his narrow features. “How about you, Harry?” Slammer called. “What do you think? Come on up here and let’s hear from you.”


The man hunched his shoulders as if attempting to squeeze himself so thin as to be invisible. Then he stepped up, sudden confidence on his face, and turned to address the crowd from which he had so unexpectedly emerged.


“Elections,” Harry said in a thin but penetrating voice. “It’s the democratic way. We need to choose candidates for leadership and then vote.”


A plump woman pressed forward waving a dimpled arm in a vague way.


“We got no call to go nominatin’ nobody,” she declared hotly. “We already got volunteers: Capting Brill and Mr. Jake, and—and this here feller Slammer, too.”


“Not me, lady,” Slammer’s big voice boomed out. “I don’t know how to get us out of the fix we’re in. We need somebody knows what he’s doin’ to be boss.”


“Guess that means Cap’n,” someone said. “Or maybe Mr. Colmar. Both of ’em had all kinds of fancy schooling.” Voices rose in agreement or protest.


Halland chose this moment to push through to the speaker’s circle. “I can tell you what we need to do,” he cried. The babble faded, permitting him to be heard. “First we need to get the crew out here and establish that we’re running things now. Get them to off-load some basic supplies, food, and maybe—”


“We don’t need to camp here on the ice, Deeby,” someone yelled. “We can see green land down below. We got to get down there, where a man can live.”


“Sure,” Halland countered. “But how we going to get there? Damn slick ice sheet … and a cliff at the end of it. And we got to unload and pack our supplies down too. In fact that’s number-one priority. I need … Let’s see …”


“You will not interfere in any way with my ship,” Captain Brill yelled, coming toward Halland with a scowl on his square, red face. There were a few catcalls. Brill looked around belligerently. “And I am prepared to enforce that,” he said in a conversational tone. “Omega was entrusted to me by the duly constituted authorities and the naval high command. No one touches her without a direct order from me.” Unseen by the crowd, he touched the appropriate button on the remote command unit in his pocket. At once the first of the crewmen, who had been standing by aboard ship awaiting orders, jumped down from the open port into the shallow drift of snow. He was a powerman, and over his shoulder a Mark XX was slung. Eyeing the restless mob apprehensively, he slipped the weapon into his hands, casually covering those directly before him, and took his place in the line quickly formed up by his fellow crew as they poured out into the bright, cold light of day, blinking but alert.


Half an hour later fifty battle-trained men stood ready, the great vessel looming above them all deserted except for the standby crew of three under Ohara, who monitored the proceedings via closed circuit. Brill took up his post at the center of the line.


“As you see,” he shouted, “there’s to be no disorder here, no irresponsible foolishness, no waste of vital supplies. Now …” he paused, frowning as if in concentration. “Naval regulations specify procedures applicable to this—and to all situations—as I carefully explained to you in my pre-debarcation briefing. Our first responsibility is to my, er, our vessel, our sole lifeline to civilization. Accordingly, my cadre will form all personnel into work teams of ten, without respect of personality.”
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On a high spur of rock among the towering trees, the observer experienced dawning comprehension. After the curiously tiny spawn had formed up around three nuclei, it had appeared for a moment that the intruder was not, after all, so alien. Now, it seemed apparent, each nuclear body would coalesce, and the strongest would eliminate the others, gene-doomed to extinction. But instead, a new order, encompassing the now quickly disintegrating nuclei, was swiftly taking shape: an evolutionary innovation of great refinement, it was clear. To make use of the extraneous spawn—which, after all, represented a considerable investment of vitality—to integrate them all into a single, far more viable larva was clearly a survival strategy of great potential effectiveness. It would be most interesting, not only for the Supreme, but for the whole of Mancji, to see how it fared.


And still the parent lay inert on its harsh bed of rock and ice, the observer noted with empathy. How dreadful it would be to spawn far from a prepared spawning ground, without the comforting presence of the attendants and the knowledge that the spawn brought forth from dissolution and death would enjoy the care and support of a chosen one….


Turning with difficulty from these compassionate ruminations, the observer again determined to take the shattering news to the hive at once—and perhaps a way could be found to ease the agony of the unfortunate mother on the ice.
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“Looky here, Brill,” Colmar started, sauntering along the line of grim-faced crewmen to confront the former commander, who ignored him, “you got no call to start threatening to kill folks. Reckon even the navy brass’d sort of disapprove if your private army here was to murder all us colonists. And if the shooting starts, that’s what’d happen—unless maybe four, five to one is too much odds for these boys.”


“There is no question of murdering passengers, Mr. Colmar,” Brill returned without heat. “I simply want it understood that we will proceed in an organized manner. The first item is to discover a practical route to the valley, after which all supplies provided for the colonization effort will be off-loaded.”


“Damn right,” Jake Colmar barked. “I guess you ain’t forgot, Brill, them supplies was paid for by the Colonization Committee, including these folks right here.”


“I am well aware of the status, funding-wise, of every paper clip aboard my command, Mr. Colmar,” Brill commented stiffly. “Now, you can be of assistance, if you wish, by selecting three able-bodied men from among the passengers to assay a descent.”


“Reckon the democratic thing’d be to call for volunteers, Brill,” Jake rebuked the officer. “Even some of your gun-boys here might want to help out.”


“Only a fool would volunteer for such an attempt, Mr. Colmar,” Brill stated flatly. “And a foothold so fragile as yours—ours—is no place for fools. Democracy be damned. It’s ability that counts now.”


Jake Colmar muttered, but in assent, not dispute. “Anyways, we got to wait till morning,” he said. “No use letting ’em get overtook by dark halfway down—or getting down and just setting until daylight.”
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As a bleary, pinkish dawn at last illuminated the long snow-slope below the initial vertical ice-cliff, a team of two men and a woman at the cliff edge readied their gear, preparing to set pitons and rappel down the north face of the giant cake of ice. Slammer, in charge of the detail, yawned and, without ceremony, laid out his lines, set an ice-piton deep into hard ice, and went over the edge. An hour later, the crowd clustered about the damaged ship in neat groups of ten raised a cheer as Colmar released the news that the three tiny figures far below had waved a white signal-flag to indicate all’s well.


“Okey-doke,” Colmar said, “I reckon you got no objection, Brill, to letting your Navy boys off-load our stuff now, so’s we can get this here colony under way.”


“Mr. Ohara already has his instructions, Mr. Colmar,” Brill replied in a tone of patience abused.


“Too bad we can’t use the cargo-flat,” Jake muttered. “Hell of a stiff climb down there, even without carrying a load.”


“I propose to carry my share, Mr. Colmar,” Brill said. “What of yourself?”


“Me? I got too much to think about without being no pack-mule, Brill, and if you got your smarts, you won’t haul no cargo neither. We got our dignity to think about. Folks don’t want to take orders from somebody no better’n they are. And anyways,” he went on, “that there VIP car you got stashed in the stern could get down there; she’s some kind of flying car, ain’t she?”


“An air-cushion vehicle is hardly capable of flight, Mr. Colmar,” Brill replied. “However, it may be possible, by blasting a short ramp from the ice there at the edge, to maneuver her down.”


“That’s it, then!” Colmar blurted. “We’ll load her to the gun’ales with cargo and leave the folks to climb. Just good for the one trip, I reckon, cause we’d never get her back up.”


“In the interest of the mission, I concur,” Brill said formally. “Though knowingly to condemn Navy property will not be easy to justify before a court of inquiry.”


“Court of my old Aunt Mabel,” Jake sneered. “Unless we do a lot o’ things jest right, we’ll all be dead, and not worrying about no promotion.”


“Don’t be a fool, Mr. Colmar,” Brill said urgently. “There’s nothing here for anyone except a miserable death—for nothing. Cooperate with me in man-handling Omega into a favorable position for liftoff and you can yet be saved.”


“I told you no, and no it is, Brill. That’s crazy. We got a colony to establish here—and that’s what we’re a-doing. Course you got no reason to stay. Lift her if you can—and rots o’ ruck!”


12


When the chain saw bit into the gray-green husk of the first “tree,” Jake Colmar watched with apprehension. The prefab hutments, which had been carried down with such labor from the heights—heaped on the stripped VIP car’s chassis—were grossly insufficient for the housing of over two hundred men and women plus fifteen small children born on the voyage out, to say nothing of storage space for the supplies yet to be brought down. Of course, the Logistical Planning Committee had expected the Site Selection Committee to pick a site in a more salubrious climate, nor had it provided adequate space-per-person even then. Too late now to protest. If these oversized gray dandelions would provide lumber, well and good; if not, there was still the possibility of stone or mud-brick, or even sod—though in this rain-jungle the last didn’t look promising.


The man on the saw gave a yell of satisfaction.


“We got timber, Jake,” he reported. “It’s a hollow stem, but the rind’s six inches thick, and we can rip it into two-by-sixes fifty feet long, and tougher’n peavy.”


Colmar congratulated the man and moved on to a cluster of prefabs which had been erected quickly, if not well, in the curiously artificial-looking clearing they had stumbled upon. Looked like maybe some natives had cleared it out with power equipment, maybe for planting, but it was carrying a good stand of weeds and saplings, and no sign of the farmers, except a few scraps of some kind of tough plastic—probably used containers—lying about. This, Colmar had decided, thrusting aside caution, was as good a place as any to set up, and better than most. No telling how far this darn weed-patch of a jungle ran—time enough later to explore, after they got the big air-car down from the ship—and they could always move on, if it worked out that way. Meantime, they needed to get everybody in out of this raw wet and mud, and get some hot food into them. Maybe Brill and his boys would have a power cable laid down here by then. Then we’d see some progress!


Jake turned with an angry reprimand ready as someone called his name as he bent to study the cut in the native tree, then checked his objection as he saw it was ex-Captain Brill who had come up, looking solemn as usual, and attended by a straggle of colonists.


“People,” Brill began, turning to address the cluster of gaping colonists, “it’s time now we begin to face the realities of our situation. Ah, through no fault of our own, we seem to have committed ourselves to a singularly inappropriate site on an unsuitable world. Accordingly we must adapt plans to match reality. First, of course, we must accept the fact that if we continue to draw on ship’s stores for food as well as equipment, we will soon be in the position of having no stores remaining—neither for subsistence while awaiting a support mission, nor for a return voyage, should I be successful in my attempts to relift Omega for a return voyage.”


Over a rising chorus of muttered resentment from the audience, Jake said close to Brill’s ear:


“That’s one where we agree, Brill,” he said, his voice being amplified, unknown to him, by the inobtrusive command mike on Brill’s lapel. “The part about not trying to live off the ship, I mean. We got to find ways to support ourselves off the land—like using native timber to build and all. And we got plenty seeds aboard—we got a right to use them. They can grow in this soil, all right. Minerals is the same everyplace. And yonder, where I had the fellers dig down two foot, you can see this here is jest about the richest soil you could want.


“So we got to build a storage shed first and stock her with the seeds and cuttings so we can start to farm soon as the cool weather lifts. Got about sixty days, ship time, I figger. More like fifty, local. We got enough grub off-loaded to make it that long, if we ration careful.”


“You may as well understand once and for all, Mr. Colmar,” Brill said, without visible patience, “so far as I am concerned, this entire venture is an irresponsible, not to say criminal, waste of time, effort, material, and human lives. None of these poor, deluded dupes will ever see home again.”


“They’re home right now, I tell ya, Brill,” Jake snarled in reply. “And you don’t need to go worrying none about wasted money. These folks sold everything they ever owned and put the cash in the kitty. They got nothing to go back to. They’re goin’ to make it right here.”


“That’s as may be, Mr. Colmar,” Brill returned icily. “But wishful thinking won’t transform this sub-Arctic desert clothed in poisonous growths into a livable habitat for human beings.”


“No, wishing won’t, but these here humern beans like you call ’em, will! Jest give us a little time, Brill. And seein’s you’re stuck here with the rest of us, you might’s well pitch in and stop thinkin’ negative and all.”


“The quality of my thinking, Mr. Colmar, is unlikely to solve your problems,” Brill said flatly. “As for ‘pitching in,’ my men have worked as diligently as anyone, and more so than most.”


“But if you keep spreading these ideas about ‘goin’ home,’ you gonna get folks restless.”


“I don’t think, Mr. Colmar, that you actually believe that I have attempted to sow dissention. On the contrary, I have advised one and all to work together, under your direction.”


“Well, just see you don’t,” Jake muttered. “Now let’s get back to business. Them ten crates full of windmill need to be set up.”


“I’d appreciate it, Mr. Colmar,” Brill said rather stiffly, “if you’d assemble the passengers in orderly fashion to hear a few words I have to say to them.”


“You would, would you, Brill?” Jake replied belligerently, knowing even as he did so that it was incorrect tactics. Still, even taking away the old boy’s title had neither taken the ramrod from his back nor lessened his former passengers’ tendency to go to him for confirmation of orders.


“Indeed so,” Brill said. “And in a perfectly amicable manner. Open dispute between you and me at this point would benefit no one.”


“There sure-bob ain’t going to be no dispute, Brill,” Colmar growled. “Me and my colonists aim to plant a colony here, with your help or without it.”


“It is precisely the welfare of the passengers with which I am concerned, Mr. Colmar,” Brill stated. “Their only hope is to assist me and my crew in reorienting Omega by careful blasting and melting of ice so as to make liftoff possible.”


“That’s crazy talk, Brill,” Colmar cut in roughly. “That tub lays right were she’s at, and as time goes by we can dismantle her bit by bit and get some use out of her power plant and systems. Lot’s o’ good raw material there.”


“—do no such thing!” Brill’s amplified voice cut across Jake Colmar’s complacent statement. “Anyone who so much as touches my command without a direct order from me is guilty of high treason and will be dealt with accordingly. Be sensible, Mr. Colmar. Have all your passengers pitch in while there’s still time, and they can yet see home again.”


“This here is home,” Colmar’s voice roared out across the clearing as he leaned close to Brill’s lapel mike. “Some folks got to get their thinking straight on that! We come here to build a colony where a man can breathe free, and by Gemini, that’s what we’re gonna do!”


A ragged cheer, not unmixed with catcalls, rose from the dumfounded colonists, who had downed tools to listen as the two big shots began, unwittingly, airing their disagreement.


“There comes a time, Mr. Colmar,” Brill went on heavily, “when one who is entrusted with authority must exercise it for his people’s benefit, even though they resent it, not understanding the reasons.”


“I hope you got no complaints, Brill,” Jake said. “I been babying these colonists along like they was my own kin.”


“As they are,” Brill said firmly. “Aside from ship’s complement, there is no organism as closely related to you as a bacterium, within four light-years. In fact, that is a part of what I intend to point out to the passengers.”


“Calling us colonists ‘passengers’ won’t change nothing, Brill,” Jake pointed out. “OK, I’ll speak to Slammer, and you can tell your cadre boys to shape ’em up.”


“Quite right, Mr. Colmar,” Brill replied crisply. “I readily authorize an issue of seeds and cuttings, which in any case are not Navy property, but nonappropriated fund items earmarked for use by the passengers—colonists, if you insist it’s an important distinction.”


“Damn right,” Jake said. “Let’s get at it.”
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Nestled in a vegetation-lined crevasse as near the mysterious activities of the alien grubs as it deemed prudent, the observer monitored the falling air pressure impinging on its barometric membranes, scanning the heavy, dark sky for the to-be-expected electrical discharges, so satisfying, yet so dangerous. Soon hail would sweep across the peaks, hammering the exposed and helpless alien female stranded on the high slope and pounding the defenseless grubs as they struggled to erect their pods. There was nothing to be done alone, the observer reflected sadly; and haste was needed now if it were to report to the hive and urge immediate action in time to be of any avail. Reluctantly it left its cozy shelter and set off at its best crawl; then, impatient, it assumed the Posture and levitated, an energy-intensive strategy, but it was momentarily vastly pleasant to be relieved of the gross weight of its rapidly maturing body and the drag of the steep slope. On impulse it swerved, then turned, and went directly to the nearest edge of the nesting-site of the alien grubs.
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Harry G. Plover had dumped his armload of trimmed twigs and other rubbish well back into the dark recesses of the jungle edge and, dusting his hands, was about to head back, feeling a cleansing sense of self-righteousness that he, Harry Plover, CPA, had so nobly pitched in with the manual labor to help the bosses get everybody out of this mess they’d gotten them into, Turning, his eye caught by a hint of motion—he checked—over there, in deep gloom. He peered into near-darkness, then scrambled back. His legs seemed to be trapped in an invisible syrup. He fought the rising panic.


Oh, sure, he thought. I’m having a nightmare—it’ll be over in a moment. But the moment passed and still he saw the dull-glistening hulk, like some obscene giant intestine, writhing slowly toward him. “Go away! Death waits!” a silent voice yelled inside his head. At last he broke loose, quite unaware of the ululating scream of pure horror he was uttering until it had exhausted all the air in his lungs. He struggled to draw another breath, and ran, full-tilt, into a tree.
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Groping outward for mental contact, merely from long habit, the observer was startled at the alien flavor of the mentational field it encountered—no, fields, it corrected. And fields of such intensity! Tiny, but sharp as the peaks of the High Places. It settled down in the shelter of dense plant growth more closely to study this unexpected phenomenon.


Imagine larvae—even phase-one compound grubs—capable of such sharply focused mentation:


… get these——shacks up and rack out….


… wish I’d stayed home—old Braunstein—no I don’t.


… better to tell them now.


… me, a professional man, hauling loads like a contract coolie.


This last, cutting clear above the background babble, was close. The observer noticed the grub, then a small wizened creature with fuzz at one end among the external sense organs, like an aborted fetus. And manipulative members as well as ambulatory ones.


The observer spasmed in shock at the realization that struck it: These spawn were fully equipped for independent existence! The concept was almost impossible to hold in the mind. Imagine a tiny, helpless grub, brought forth abruptly, to its own astonishment, into the harshness of the exocosm, abandoned to its own devices, to make its way on its own, not even the simplest rules of life to be taught to it by endless, gentle repetition. Overcome with emotion at the dreadful picture, the observer offered what comfort it could, holding the supportive concepts clearly before the curiously blunt-edged alien mentational field:


Get away quickly, or you shall be destroyed. (The poor things would be smashed flat by hail stones before they realized that destruction was upon them.)


Tell the others … little time is left—run! Make all haste! Be gone at once! Hide yourselves—there! The observer indicated the direction of the Sacred Caves; then, shocked at its own sacrilege, countermanded the concept:


No! Stay away! Only the Exalted may safely penetrate there. Hurry! Death approaches!


An orifice opened amid the fetal fuzz of the alien grub, and it set up an unbeamed atmospheric vibration at 10,971.02 cycles per second. Interested in this new manifestation, the observer spontaneously edged closer, only to watch, frustrated, as the grub spun and hurled itself against a rough-barked qwill tree. Then it entered a dormant phase. Incomprehensible!


16


As Plover’s yell ripped through the rustling silence of the clearing, Jake Colmar dropped the short, thick length of heavy wood he had selected as his badge (and, if need be, weapon) of authority and hurried toward the point of origin of the screech, which seemed still to echo in his ears. He was bucking the outward-streaming tide of colonists, who as one had turned to flee the sound. Only Brill was standing his ground, with two of his top crew beside him. Jake slowed and joined the group.


“You coming?” he asked.


“Not yet, Mr. Colmar,” Brill replied evenly. “Let’s get an idea of what’s going on over there before we dash in. These people need leadership, you know.”


“So we better not all suicide at once, eh?” Jake assented thoughtfully.


“I was just about to speak to you, Mr. Colmar,” Brill said. “I’m sending two men up to my ship to prepare the courier boat for launch. I’m putting her in a DSO to guide in the support mission when it comes.”


“DSO, that’s Navy for distant surveillance orbit; waste of time, Brill. You know there’ll be no support mission well’s I do.”


“Nevertheless, we mustn’t lose hope. And it will help passenger morale to feel we’re doing something constructive.”


“Most constructive thing we can do is get settled into our new home quick as we can,” Colmar countered. “Steada throwing that little bum-boat away, be better to use it to do a recon of the local area, locate us some flowing water for a power plant and all that; we can’t draw on ship’s reserve forever—or even for more’n a few months.”


“As for that, I am discontinuing energy service as of sunset tomorrow,” Brill said stolidly.


“Huh?” Jake recoiled in only partly feigned shock. “You can’t do that to us, Brill. We got—” he broke off as Plover jostled between him and Brill. The man was staggering. Wonder where he got the stuff, Jake thought, truly shocked by the lese majeste. Could use a snort myself. Blood on his face.


“… get out of here, fast, Cap’n!” Plover was babbling. “Godawful thing—Bushes are full of ’em—Said they’d pound us all to bits if we didn’t get out fast!” He paused, swaying on his feet.


“This man is injured,” Brill said and turned to one of his aides. “See to his wound.”


“You’ve got to listen,” Plover persisted, pulling his arm away from the grasp of the concerned crewman, who was eyeing the cut across his forehead.


“Superficial, but scalp wounds always bleed like hell. Have to stitch it,” the aide said.


“We’ve got no time to waste, dammit!” Plover’s voice grew louder—and more demanding than appealing: “I’m telling you fellers we’re surrounded by critters like a pile of guts! Horrible! And they give us no time at all to get out! We’ve got to move out now!”


“Be calm, Harry,” the crewman said, almost wrestling now to steer Plover away from the captain. “I know you as a good, steady passenger, Harry, a responsible man. You’re a little dazed just now from that blow on the head; be reasonable, calm down and let me bandage it. How did it happen?”


“Didn’t just happen,” Plover said. “It was DID! I tried to get away and they jumped me. Horrible-looking things: like maybe a big oyster without no shell.” Plover subsided suddenly, with a final shudder. Then his knees folded.


Jake Colmar looked down at the man with a frown. “Brill,” he said, “Plover was always a nice quiet feller—done what he was told. Reckon he just went crazy, hey?”


“Perhaps he actually saw something, Mr. Colmar,” Brill replied gravely. “I’m going to take a look over there.”
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Fleeing, the observer wondered what mistake it had made. Clearly the warning, timely and lucid though it had been, had not had the effect of alerting the grubs—imagine communicating with grubs!—who were standing fast, though apparently somewhat agitated. Still, he had done all he could. And there was still time to help the stricken mother….


Hurrying now, it set off toward the hive.
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The first hail-stones, lumpy ice-balls as big as a fist, came with a powerful gust from the east, crashing through foliage, sending a burst of ragged leaves and shattered twigs ahead into the clearing. As everyone froze at the explosive crash!, the ice-balls swept almost horizontally across the camp area, knocking men down, ripping stretched tarpaulins, thudding against the rude half-constructed log-built shed, knocking it askew.


“They’re a-firing on us,” Jake Colmar yelled, reeling from a solid impact on his forehead. “Take cover! No! In the woods there, you damn fools! Can’t you see they’re knocking that shed apart?”


“As you were!” Brill’s amplified voice boomed across the scene. Having penetrated some yards into the dense undergrowth when the storm struck, he had been reached by only a few spent hail-stones which dropped through the leaves about him. He picked one up and stamped back toward the clearing. Jake Colmar and a few others were still on their feet. “Only a hailstorm,” Brill’s voice boomed. “No cause for panic.” He stepped behind a tree as, in the thinner fringe of the timber, hail-stones began to reach him, administering slight bruises before falling off harmlessly.


“Got to take shelter anyways!” Colmar was yelling. “Let’s go, folks!”


“Belay that!” Brill’s amplified voice overrode all else. “Can’t have these people getting scattered in the woods! Be over in a minute!”


Harry Plover, supported by the crewman, stood shakily in the lee of the battered shed.


“Said about some caves,” he said. “Better tell the big shots, George. I’ll be OK here for a little. Said … stay out of the caves—but to heck with that; we got to get under cover. Over that way.”


“What language did this monster talk in, Harry?” George inquired.


“Standard, of course,” Plover replied. “Only language I know. Funny, I guess. Didn’t think about it at the time.”


George was examining the contusion on Plover’s forehead. “Bits of bark,” he muttered. “He skulled you with a tree branch, looks like.”


“Better hurry, George. Some of those folks out there are out cold and getting pounded bad.”


George hurried away; Harry watched as he made it to Jake Colmar’s side. The storm was definitely weaker now, he saw. Still no fun, but not like that first gust.


George was pointing, Jake nodding; while across the clearing, Cap Brill was staggering. A large stone, falling almost vertically, had hit him on the head and knocked him down, but he had come doggedly to all fours, shaking his head, then stood.


“Back to the ship!” he bellowed. “Got to get out of this!” Former First Officer Tate hurried to his side.


“Don’t nobody move!” Colmar yelled, shaking off George’s restraining hand. “Form up in a column of bunches, right here!” he added, with a vague impulse toward military precision. The colonists, confused, merely milled about, each one trying to address another, who was equally intent on haranguing someone else. Only Brill’s crew rallied to him, as Plover confronted Colmar, talking excitedly.


Two men, dispatched by Jake Colmar to make a search for the monster described by Harry Plover, poked half-heartedly about in the underbrush, noting Plover’s bootprints in the humus, but no monsters.


“All right,” Colmar responded to their report. “But dang sure something put that knot on Harry’s skull!”


The wind having died, the final small hail-stones dropped in normal hail-stone-fashion, hardly noticeable now, though the ground was littered thickly with the ice-balls. Jake kicked one and made his decision:


“No damn reason to go running off back to the ship!” he called. “Trip’s over, folks. Thing now’s to get settled in.” He glanced at the ever-looming ice-slope topped by the bare rocky peaks, one now truncated, which had flawed the precision of his landing—then halted in his tracks and whirled. The broad white snow-slope was bare—the ship was gone! Jake yelled:


“Brill! I got to see you right now!”


“I’m right here, Mr. Colmar,” Brill said almost at the civilian’s elbow. Jake turned on him.


“Better switch off that damn pickup of yours,” he barked. “What I got to say I don’t want broadcasted. You won’t get away with this one, by God! Where is it? Snuck off up there while I was tied up with this hail storm, did ya?” His face was six inches from the rigid features of the former captain.


“That’s asinine,” Brill said quietly. “And your bombast doesn’t cover the fact that you’ve gone altogether too far this time. What did you do, blast the ice from under her port side to let her slip into the ravine?”


“I never did such a thing!” Jake yelled. “I guess you fellers used a few tricks you been keeping up your sleeve to kind of nudge her over to that northeast slope, eh? Let her slide down outa sight and figger to sneak off and lift her later.” Jake paused, breathing hard, glaring at Brill like an animal at bay. “I been up to here,” he stated, “doing all I could for these folks—and whilst I wasn’t lookin’, you and your boys give us this here stab in the back!”


“I,” Brill said, “and my ‘boys’ have pitched in unreservedly to lend all the help we could. In fact, without the organizational experience of a trained cadre, you’d not yet have so much as backpacked your first load of modulars down here, to say nothing of erecting them.” He looked scornfully at the excited Jake.


“All right,” Colmar snarled. “I got to admit your boys have held up their end—But that don’t change nothing now!” He pointed a finger quivering with rage toward the former site of the downed vessel. “We got our rights!” he yelled.


“Indeed you have, Mr. Colmar,” Brill replied, “and you’ve been diligent to secure full advantage of them. But they do not include tampering with naval property. All of your possessions have been off-loaded, with the full cooperation of myself and crew, including the unauthorized use of a Mark IX class A car; ground, flag officers, for the use of—”


“You can skip all the fancy talk.” Jake spat, missing Brill’s shoe. “Fact is, we got no place to take shelter, ’cept the ship. You know well as I do, the next hail storm’s gonna kill somebody. Still got Fred and poor little Jeannie down with all those bruises, not to say nothing about Harry Plover, which he prolly won’t ever be right again.”


“So you took action to ensure I wouldn’t lift Omega,” Brill countered. “I remind you, Mr. Colmar, ship’s complement did not volunteer for a one-way voyage. They have every right to expect to return to their homes.”


“Including you, hey, Brill?” Jake sneered. “In fact, especially you.”


“You’re quite aware that I have remained clearly in your field of view throughout the storm under cover of which you claim I scaled the slope and moved my ship,” Brill stated firmly.


“Oh, sure, reckon you sent that sharpie Ohara up, with a few picked men …”


“That’s idiotic, Mr. Colmar. I will brook no accusations against my crew, who have, throughout, conducted themselves in exemplary fashion. It appears to me that in view of your attitude, the time has come for me to withdraw their service, and organize an investigation into the whereabouts of my command, as well as to search out the natural caves I heard mentioned.”


“Sure, take yer dolls and go home,” Jake said, in a tone of syrupy sarcasm. “Like you said, we trusted ’em to get things organized, and if they pull out now—” he looked sadly toward the mob churning aimlessly now, while tan-uniformed crewmen struggled to restore order.


“Mr. Colmar,” Brill said in a no-nonsense tone, “if at this point you will inform me, in precise detail, just how you moved Omega, I shall consider the entire incident expunged from the record, even though you may well have damaged her beyond repair, to say nothing of placing her in an impossible situation for launch.”


“A real kidder, ain’t you, Brill?” Jake said with a yellow-toothed grin. “You tell me sumpin: If you admit you and yer crew’d have the Devil’s own time shifting her, how’d I do it—in the middle of a bombardment?”


“If you choose stubbornly to maintain your untenable attitude of shocked innocence,” Brill said unyieldingly, “you doom your passengers to an agonizing demise here in this alien place you have chosen for your own suicide. I counsel you to revise your thinking.”


“Way I remember, Brill, you was on that there committee same as me. Anyways, here we are and here we stay—so you better get used to calling it home.” As the last word echoed back in Colmar’s ears, he realized that Brill had not, as requested, switched off his lapel microphone, and that the entire conversation had been broadcast to one and all.
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The small groups being shaped up by Brill and his crew were responding distractedly to the cadre’s orders. Those in the fringe were drifting away, losing themselves in the mob. Among them was D.B. Halland.


“Come on, Connie,” he said carelessly to the girl who, with an ankle twisted in her fall aboard ship, had gratefully accepted his help in the long trek down from the mountainside, and had since stayed close to him.


“Jake’s right,” Halland added. “Let’s go give him a hand getting this straightened out.”


“Sure, Deeby,” Connie agreed readily, catching Halland’s hand, staying close to his side. Colmar glanced up as the two came up to him.


“All right, D.B.,” he said almost eagerly. “You got sense enough to know we had to cut loose from that crutch of a ship up there, anyways.”


“That’s right, Jake. What you got in mind?”


“Old Harry Plover says there’s caves yonder.” He jerked his head vaguely. “Pretty good shelter till we can get something better set up here. We got to get over there and find ’em. I need a couple volunteers to go take a look. Not you,” he added quickly as he noticed the expression hardening Halland’s face.


“Connie still ain’t strong,” Halland said, “and I’m staying with her till I got her fixed up nice and cosy with a shack of her own, and something to eat.”


“Durn shame,” Jake muttered. “A hard-workin’ gal like Conn hadda be the first one to go and git herself knocked up. Where at is that Slammer feller?” Jake made a show of rising onto tiptoe and stretching his neck to scan the clearing.


“See can you find him, DB,” he said. “I’ll see to Connie while—”


“See to me nothing, Jake Colmar,” Connie said spiritedly. “I’ll have that sucker Slammer over here before you two big-domes have got a speech ready to give him,” and she was gone.


Jake looked at Halland with an expression as near arch as his meaty features could manage. “You got yourself quite a gal there, DB—if you can handle her.”


“Handle, hell, Jake,” Halland replied. “Nobody can move Connie one inch in any direction she don’t want to go.” He smiled complacently.


The man called Slammer appeared abruptly, almost colliding with Halland.


“That little Connie gal said—” he began, but Jake Colmar cut him off.


“I need a man, Slammer. There’s caves south o’ here, get the folks in outa the weather.” He slanted a knowing look at the sky. “She’s let up for now, but there’ll be more. We got off easy this time, nobody kilt.” Colmar’s gaze returned to the tall, husky man, who was still breathing hard.


“Need you to go take a look, Slammer,” Colmar stated matter-of-factly. “Pick us out the best route and all. Better get Corky to issue ya a big feed first.” He turned away casually as if the matter were concluded.


“Looky here, Jake,” Slammer said. “You got to give me more directions than that. And …” He paused to peer past Colmar at the brooding forest fringe. “No tellin’ what a feller could run inta out there,” he concluded.


Colmar turned and looked at him with an expression carefully compounded of heartiness and contempt. “You ain’t been listening to old Harry Plover … ?”

OEBPS/images/9781473215863.jpg





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





