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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.


      




I


“I’VE PUT US in a polar orbit, Conscience Odegaard,” said the planetary shuttle pilot, turning around to speak to his only passenger. “Ground Control says the blow-storm should clear up by the time we make a round. They don’t average four a year, and it’s just bad luck that we arrived in the middle of one. I’ll de-polarize the floor viewplate and let you look Sister over direct while we wait.”


He touched a control, and the floor in the centre aisle grew milky, then transparent. The harsh, xanthic light of Capella G flooded in. Below them, stretching endlessly to the horizons, was a vast expanse of deep blue water. The air was crystal clear and almost cloudless.


The pilot made a few final adjustments to the attitude controls, then relaxed and said, “The underwater continent they call Atlantis is on the other side, and we’ll pass over the station in a few minutes.”


Allan stared with interest at the featureless surface of Capella G VIII, the fifth planet on which he expected to set foot. Born on Earth, he had visited Mars with his family in 2042, at the age of fourteen. He had made the ‘milkrun’ to the Centaurus trio, and landed on the Alpha binary’s single minor planet, as part of his Conscience field work. As a commissioned operative in the Practical Philosopher Corps he had left Earth some five months earlier, and completed his first assignment on Castor IV before reporting here. From the appearance of Sister he would be lucky to find enough solid ground on which to step.


They were moving towards the planet’s northern pole, and the edge of the North polar continent soon came in sight. Allan saw a narrow ledge of ice, hugging a low and rocky shore.


“The station is under those,” said the pilot, pointing far ahead. Allan gazed where the finger indicated, but saw only the white-tinged clouds of the blowstorm. But at least the swirling stormwinds offered a more lively view than the placid sea below.


The Decision-Maker swam leisurely just beneath the surface, listening to the vast pulsebeat that was the life of his people. It had been some time since he had eaten and his eyes, obedient to that primal command, were alert for prey. But hunting did not interfere with the more mental functions which occupied the group part of his mind.


He angled to the surface for air, glancing briefly at the humans’ Gathering-Place while his head was above water. The round grey buildings squatted on the ground like over-large toadstools, well back from the rocky shore a hundred body-lengths away. He could dimly see them through the thin snow a driving wind had brought down off the mountains.


The-fish-which-flys comes, Decision-Maker, came a strong projection from the south. It was a composite voice made by many individuals, and accompanying it was a clear image of a small, sleekly streamlined winged ship.


He swam to the surface and turned his eyes to the sky. The ship was not visible through the flying snow. He called for strength from all people in his immediate area, received it, and projected. He found the ship immediately, now almost overhead. And yes, the human Decision-Maker he had been expecting was inside.


As the shuttle moved inland the concealing clouds fell behind. Allan saw great mountains rearing craggy heads in an immense annular formation, the dominant feature of this continent. A thin sheet of ice covered most of the lower land between the peaks, sparkling and glittering in the sunlight. It made Allan think of a gigantic diamond in a Tiffany setting. Then they were over the great sea once more.


“There’re the first peaks of Atlantis,” said the pilot after a few minutes, pointing again. Allah saw three small islands floating like green jewels on the blue water, the last two curving sharply away to the left. Then the view was monotonous until they reached the southern polar continent, where the mountains seemed taller and the icecap even thinner.


Allan sat back and relaxed, knowing he had seen the planet’s entire land area. Capella G VIII could become visually dull in short order. He wondered what it would be like to be stationed here.


In a little over an hour the shuttle was approaching the station again, and this time they were cleared to land. The pilot was good, the touchdown scarcely jarring the small craft when its four legs contacted the ground. The cleared area was far too small for a horizontal rolling landing, but the versatile shuttle could also come down vertically, riding a tail of flame.


Two people were waiting when Allan descended the outside ladder. A big, smiling man in cold-weather clothes helped him loosen his helmet. The fresh air was so cold he almost strangled on his first breath.


“I’m Station Manager Zip Murdock, Conscience Odegaard,” said the big man in a hearty voice. “And this is Phyllis Roen, our biologist.”


The tiny woman by the big man’s side, small even in the bulky cold-weather gear, said, “I’m afraid I’m responsible for getting you here, Conscience Odegaard. Zip and the others don’t feel a question even exists.”


Murdock glanced up at the cargo hatch, where the pilot was already rigging the small crane. “They don’t need us for the unloading. Let’s go inside and get you settled, and then Phyllis can bring you up to date on our problem—if we have one.”


The sun had moved behind a high cirque in the west, and deep shadows were creeping across the field. Allan started with them towards the foamfab buildings, which huddled at the base of a rocky ridge two-hundred metres inland. From the rise to the sea the ground had been cleared of loose rock, the debris forming two rough walls of stone on each side. The half of the cleared area nearest the beach was used for the landing field.


They had taken only a few steps when there was a loud yell of warning behind them. Allan turned, to see that the scene had suddenly and dramatically changed. From behind the rock walls near the water, and from the sea itself, fist-sized rocks were appearing and flying towards the Earth-men. The unloading crew was scrambling for shelter, yelling wildly and drawing back their laser pistols.


“It’s the seals I” said Phyllis, and there was fear in her voice. Murdock had already drawn a laser, its dark red jewel glinting in the fading light. There were no attackers in sight, just the rocks appearing from nowhere and arcing towards them. After a moment Murdock, in apparent frustration, fired at a cluster of rocks near at hand. The hit boulder sparkled briefly, absorbing the heat but not all the light. Other beams began to flash as the unloading crew got into action. The little landing area became a weird tangle of multi-coloured lights, shifting shadows, and coruscating rocks. Most of the beams fired were not only wasted, they left the gun’s owner dangerously exposed. The small crystal in a hand laser had to cool five seconds between pulses. In that length of time an armed opponent, even one throwing stones, could kill a defenceless man.


Allan saw his first seal clearly when it left the shelter of some rocks and ran for the water, dragging a wounded comrade. They were tiny creatures, only half his height, and they moved with an odd, stiff-jointed swing from one leg to the other that looked awkward but was quite fast. Murdock saw them also and lifted his gun, but the beam hissed through the air where they had been as they dived together into the sea. And abruptly the creatures were gone and it was quiet again, and now darkness was stealing swiftly over the narrow beach.


“The little devils are getting bolder,” said Murdock, holstering his gun. “That’s the first daylight attack on dry land.”


Allan knelt and picked up one of the stones which had just been flung at them. It was apparently obsidian, and had been hand-chipped until it had several sharp edges, each capable of penetrating a spacesuit. Primitive, but deadly.


“How did they propel them so far?” Allan asked Phyllis. Before she could answer an excited voice called, “Miss Roen! Miss Roen, I’ve found a dead one in the rocks! Do you want the body?”


Allan saw the small woman visibly hesitate, and then call back, “Yes, please! Take it into the lab!”


“I’d better stay here a moment and assess the damage,” said Murdock, moving towards a man who was lying on the ground holding a bloody arm. “If you’ll go with Phyllis, Conscience Odegaard …?”


As they approached the buildings Allan saw two sentries standing on rocky eminences, where they could observe the entire area. Large floodlights brightly illuminated the ground around them. Evidently these civilians had learned to take some rather military precautions.


There was no airlock, but the station personnel had built an anteroom where both spacesuits and cold-weather gear were hung. Allan shed his suit with thanksgiving, and turned to find Phyllis Roen already out of her heavy clothes and waiting for him.


The tiny woman was obviously an Eurasian. She had very black hair streaked with grey, and features which were delicate without being pretty. He estimated her age at around thirty-five. She still looked very good to him; the months in space between landings were long and usually lonely ones. There were only a few women in the Space Service at present, though the number was slowly growing.


“Do you like what you see, Conscience Odegaard?” Phyllis asked, and though she was smiling there was an edge in her voice. He realized he had been staring.


“I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “And please call me Allan.” He paused, not wanting to explain that ‘Conscience’ was a popular term rather than an actual title, and he had already grown tired of hearing it. A doctorate in philosophy was the highest academic achievement on his record, but to qualify as a Practical Philosopher, master’s degrees were required in political science, alien psychology, sociology and biology. The Conservationist Party, with tremendous fanfare, had established the Corps of Practical Philosophers to fulfil a campaign promise, after taking power in the election of 2060. The new agency was manned by civilians, but every operator automatically became an officer in the Space Service Reserve. The public had swiftly christened the P.P.s the ‘Consciences of Mankind’, and the name had stuck.


The mission of the P.P. Corps was to identify and save from exploitation those worlds containing intelligent species. It had been well-proven on Earth that when unequal cultures met, the higher inevitably eroded and eventually destroyed the lower. Guns, antibiotics, and powertools were far more easily absorbed than mechanized agriculture, birth control, and a nine-to-three job. The resulting strains on the delicate fabric of social organization always pulled a culture apart.


In the twenty-first century Mankind badly needed a professional conscience. Thousands of worlds in the Hyades group containing Earth, and the neighbouring clusters of Ursa Major and Scorpio-Centaurus, had already been explored. More were being discovered every day. Nowhere was there a sign of another space-travelling species. But millions of new lifeforms had been found, many of them in the early stages of intelligence. Despite the customary short lifespan, hardship and misery endured by the members of a species just entering the new world of the mind, they were better off developing at their own pace than being force-fed from a higher culture. With the possible exception of small scientific research stations, like this one on Sister, the World Council had decreed that planets containing such species were to remain uncolonized. If the situation justified it a Conscience could request a deviation from the World Council, but their primary mission was to nurture intelligence by arranging for it to flower in planetary isolation.


The exhaustive academic requirements facing a P.P. trainee deterred all but the most hardy, and only a dozen people had made it through that initial class with Allan. All had been commissioned colonels in the Space Service Reserve. Others would follow, but for the moment there were more cases awaiting decisions than the first small band could possibly handle.


Phyllis smiled, and this time it seemed more sincere. “Allan it is; and the guys call me ‘Miss Roen’ only during seal attacks. Now if you’ll come with me I’ll take you on the penny tour, and after dinner we’ll have a look at the dead seal.”
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THE DECISION-MAKER’S BODY had relaxed into the state of lazy somnolence which was the nearest his kind approached sleep, but his group mind was still active. As he moved automatically towards the dark surface for air he thought over the matter of his opposite among the humans, and finally concluded there were too many unknowns at present. He was unable to perform his function.


He could, and did, reach one conclusion, and communicated it to those individuals whose added consciousness within his mind enabled him to be a Decision-Maker. It was that the people would make no further attacks at present. The next move would be left to the humans.


At dinner Allan met about half the station’s complement of forty scientists, and discovered there was a general air of cheerful optimism prevalent. On some tiny stations on bitterly hostile worlds he had heard of isolation and confinement souring personal relations until the whole crew was ready to commit murder. He was surprised, as Phyllis kept rattling off names and professions, to find meteorologists, geologists and glacialists dominating the group. Usually it was chemists, biologists, and the new generalists called ‘Environmental Adjusters’.


Zip Murdock did not appear for dinner. Apparently he and the unloading crew were still busy outside.


The departing thunder of the planetary shuttle’s rockets penetrated the aerated walls as Phyllis led Allan into the lab. The seal was lying on a table in the cold room, an area ventilated to the outside atmosphere. Phyllis produced light but warm clothing for them, and they went inside.


Allan looked down at the prone form on the table, the sleek skin marred by a deep-burned hole in the neck. It was the head that gave that first strong impression of seal. The face had a black, square-cut nose, long whiskers, a rounded ridge of forehead rising abruptly above the muzzle; but the body ruined the illusion. The lower abdomen split into two short legs, each ending in a large flat pad. The upper members, though equally short, had a jointed section, and the ends terminated in long ridged fingers of cartilage, with a thin membrane between.


Allan ran trained fingers over the musculature of a leg. The large muscles on the front and back were equal in size, a wonderful arrangement for swimming but somewhat awkward for walking. Yet he had seen two of them actually running when they retreated after that brief attack on the landing field.


He asked Phyllis how they did it. She grinned, an impish grimace on her small face. “They fool you, Allan. A bit more adaptable than they look. Watch.”


She lifted one pad clear of the table, held the leg with her other hand, and slowly forced the pad to move. It revolved until it was perpendicular to the body, and he saw that it was set in a very flexible bone socket. She dropped the leg, rolled the creature on its side, and twisted the other pad in the opposite direction. It also moved to the perpendicular.


“One pad before, and one behind. A very stable arrangement,” said Phyllis. “It gets around with relative ease on land, even though it looks awkward to us; and you saw how they threw stones with those arms.”


“Not with the arms alone. Look what they brought in with this fellow.” Allan stepped to another bench, picked up a long flat strip of hide she had not noticed, and folded the ends together. A wide section in the centre formed a pouch.


“A sling! Of all weapons!” There was a touch of awe in Phyllis’ voice. “Well, this should convince Zip, if he still needs convincing!”


“That the seals are intelligent? I doubt it. Animals have used tools before.”


“Yes, but—they didn’t have these earlier, you see. They live an almost entirely aquatic existence, and the only artefacts we’ve seen have been sharpened basalt spears. This is a dry land weapon. They just invented it, to use in fighting us.”


“That’s an interesting supposition, but how can you be certain it’s a recent invention designed just to fight humans? This continent you’re trying to raise has been dry land several times, I understand. Quite possibly these creatures have used the sling in the past, and retained an instinct of how to build it.”


“A far more sensible explanation than intelligence,” said a new voice, and Allan turned to see Murdock entering the cold room from the outside. The big man stamped some clinging snow off his feet, and walked to the table. “H-m-m-m, a nice fat one. Let’s have him for dinner tomorrow, Cissy.”


“Zip! Please, I have a hard enough time living with the memory that we did eat a few!”


“And they were a little fishy tasting, but not bad,” said Murdock cheerfully. “Better than the concentrates every time. Look, I’ve got to change and go eat. Don’t let this dizzy female fill your head full of nonsense, Conscience Odegaard.”


“I do not form premature conclusions,” said Allan, his voice carefully neutral. Murdock, and most of the scientists here, were university employees, the result of a steadily increasing trend for large universities to contract colonization evaluations. They had almost edged out the competing private companies, and the government had long ago settled for supervision of the contracts. These people had a strong vested interest in seeing that his decision went against the seals.


“Fine. Cissy is unabashedly prejudiced on the question. I’ll see you later in the evening, then.”


As the big man closed the door behind him Allan turned to the short woman and asked, “Even in an unmilitary organization such as this, isn’t that manner of speaking to you a little familiar?”


She gave him a cool glance. “Perhaps, but that’s because he’s my husband as well as station manager. We’ve entered into a trial marriage contract, and plan on full matrimony when we get back to Earth.”


“Oh, I see. That’s odd, I wouldn’t have thought you compatible types.”


She shrugged. “Who says we are? Perhaps it’s just sex drive and propinquity, on both sides. I’m sure you know most women here have trial marriage contracts with just the one man the law allows, but actually live in a polyandrous condition with several males. Zip and I share only with each other, and were perfectly happy until we started quarrelling about the seals. I had to go over his head to get you in here, and he’s going to be a long time forgiving me for that.”


Allan found himself wishing heartily he had not ventured into such personal ground. It was presumptuous of him, and her answer had twisted the knife of bitterness again. Kay had quickly divorced him when he had announced he was giving up his teaching post to train for a difficult career in space; there would be no ‘widow’s wait’ for her. She had married again before he finished his final studies and left Earth, and when he visited his children his little daughter was already calling another man ‘father’.


Allan beat a hasty retreat. “I’d like to see your notes, if you’ve already performed a dissection,” he said, turning towards the door. “Tomorrow I’ll run one On this chap; will you be available to help?”


“Of course,” said Phyllis, reverting to business as easily as he. “I ran several, and I’ve never seen a body better adapted for both swimming and walking. But the brain is—very odd. You’ll have to see it for yourself.”


She escorted him to his cubicle, then left with word that she would see him later in the lounge. He found his luggage stacked on the bunk, and an hour later, showered, depilated, and dressed in clean clothes, he headed for the lounge. Most of the station’s off-duty personnel were there, including Murdock.


“Come sit by me, Allan,” the big man called. “I’ll split my shaker with you.”


Murdock was drinking maquella, a mildly intoxicating new beverage that had no after-effects. Allan accepted a glass and sat down.


“What do you think of our operation so far?” asked Murdock pleasantly.


“I hardly know enough about it to think at all. Can you give me a general run-down on your plans? I was amazed to find Phyllis the only biologist here, and that you have a high percentage of glacialists.”


“He could talk about it all night,” said Phyllis, who was sitting on Murdock’s other side. “But the basic fact is that Sister is so nearly Earth-like chemists and biologists aren’t really needed. The only genuine problem is raising Atlantis, and the general opinion is that this can be accomplished by a slight change in the weather.”


“Yes, all it requires is a new ice age,” said Murdock with a chuckle. “But to give you some background—the median temperature on Sister is somewhat higher than humans prefer, and the open land area almost non-existent, except for two polar continents covered by ice. Offhand it looks very unpromising. But this planet has a very fortunate peculiarity. All three major landmasses have the same distinguishing feature, a great circle of volcanic mountains surrounding a lower inland area. Atlantis is the largest and lowest of the three, and almost entirely under water. We propose, not to raise the continent, but to lower the ocean level.


“The means of accomplishing this is relatively simple. Sister, despite the high concentration of water vapour in the air, has a low precipitation rate. The atmosphere is exceptionally clean, due to the tiny exposed land surface and low volcanic activity, and there is very little dust to serve as sublimation nuclei for raindrops. Precip is almost entirely dependent on giant condensation nuclei, and that too is small because the oceans have a low salinity rate, and there is very little sodium chloride in the air. Briefly, we propose to stimulate the precip rate by blowing up the smallest of the four moons, in such a fashion most of the material turns to dust. We will slow it below orbital speed with the explosions, and create a rain of dust into the upper atmosphere which will continue for many years. Precip will rise to several thousand per cent of normal. Over both polar regions this will come down as snow, and the rapid accumulation in the two enclosed continents will swell the existing ice-fields until a sizeable percentage of the planet’s water is locked up in ice. The world ocean level will fall, we estimate slightly over three-hundred feet, and that will bring all the ring of mountains and about half the interior of Atlantis above the surface. In addition, the present high temperature on that continent will drop to bearable limits. And then you can send in the colonists.”


“It sounds almost too simple,” said Allan wonderingly.


“That’s an explanation in very broad terms. There are a few relevant details to be worked out, such as the large sun-mirrors well have to post above each pole, to stimulate artificially the firn fields and turn snow to ice by continuous melting and re-freezing, the four mirrors we plan to place above what will be the largest lakes on the continent, both to help dry them up and stimulate the precip rate, the river shaping that will have to be done when the dropping ocean level starts them flowing, and a few thousand smaller details, some of which we can’t even imagine yet. This will be the first attempt to terraform an entire planet by weather control. But if the plans work out, within a hundred years nine-tenths of Atlantis will be growing grass, and that’s a land area of almost eight-million square miles. The farming and industrial activities of the colonists should keep the dust level high, and make the new precip rate self-perpetuating.”


“It’s a big undertaking, but everyone thinks it can be done,” said Phyllis earnestly. “When you compare that much surface to those tiny areas on some of the new worlds, where every square foot of soil has to be treated and re-treated before it will take Earth plants, you can see what a wonderful opportunity this is.”


“Yes, we’ve taken at least two-thousand cores out of the higher areas in Atlantis,” resumed Murdock. “They show it’s been raised and inundated three times within the past hundred-thousand years, obviously a result of volcanic activity causing a temporary increase in the dust level. Plant growth was extensive each time the water receded, and we have a fairly thick layer of humus-rich soil on which to plan an economy. The sea has both animal and plant life in great quantities, including many species, like the seals, which can live on either land or water. I think Sister, within two-hundred years, can support a hundred-million people.”


“Weather control is still not an exact science, even on Earth. Can you really be this sure of how your dust and mirrors will affect this planet?”


“No but we’re certain enough to recommend going ahead with it, once we’ve finished our current job of assessing the ice-carrying capacity of this pole. After all, there’s no intelligent life to be harmed if we blunder.”


Phyllis glared angrily at Murdock, but chose not to answer the challenge. Most of the people in the lounge had been drifting out as they talked, suppressing yawns. The tiny Eurasian rose, said good-night to Allan, and left also.


“I’m prepared to offer you any assistance within my power, Allan,” said Murdock, rising. “Just let me know what you need.”


“Thanks; I’ll probably call on you. Phyllis and I are going to dissect that seal in the morning, and see what we can learn.”


They learned very little Phyllis had not already known. Allan pushed back from the table after four hours of intense work, and turned off the recorder into which he had been making a running commentary. The seal was basically a variation of its distant cousins on Earth. There was nothing of unusual interest about its bodily processes, with the exception of that baffling brain. The pan was small, the cranium narrow, the actual size less than a quarter that of a human. But the outer cell layers were creased, folded and corrugated until he estimated the actual surface area must equal or exceed that of Homo sapiens. It was like nothing he had previously seen.


They washed and went to lunch. Phyllis had been a competent but not brilliant helper, and the notes she had taken on what little she had observed of the seals’ behaviour were of no help. Her belief that the creatures were intelligent was apparently based on intuition rather than accumulated data.


“I think we’ve learned as much as we can from a dead specimen,” he said after the meal. “What we need is a live seal. How do we go about getting one?”


“That’s a hard question; we’ve never captured one. They carry away their wounded after an attack, and it’s almost impossible to catch them in the water. Several of the men tried, when we were—” she made a moue of distaste—“eating them.”


“I’ll discuss it with Murdock tonight,” said Allan.
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I should be the one! the Decision-Maker projected into the night, his individuality for once overriding the group consciousness and speaking clearly. Mine is the risk, let mine be the body! … but the Soft, insistent voices of the individuals comprising the group memory cried No! No! It may not be! No danger to the Decision-Maker! No danger! No danger … and he yielded, letting the desire to offer himself for the trap the humans were setting fade from his mind. With its passing came the need for decisions.


The humans were establishing a work-party near the edge of the water, the work to continue after dark in hopes of luring the seals into an attack. Men with stun-guns were hidden throughout the rocks, and three large lights had been concealed at high points overlooking the area. The seals’ movements must be planned to ensure that the humans captured only the one individual the group selected. Also, the attack must look real, must seem to involve a large party, while actually exposing the smallest possible number to danger.


The word ‘plays’ appeared in his mind, and almost immediately there was an answering pulse. One of the new memory carriers, containing only the human knowledge … He scanned the word and its associated meanings, leaped to three other memorybank units checking out inferences and related data, and the plan he needed started to take form. One of the humans had been an ardent follower of a game common on Earth, one which involved deceptive movement of bodies, concerted displays of strength designed to mislead an opponent, and the hidden movement of an object called a ball to a specified section of the playing area … He worked out the necessary details, and swiftly communicated them to the selected units of the people.


Allan crouched low in the rocks and watched the water. The two larger moons were passing slowly through the clear sky, and the beach was well-lighted. He turned away a second to rub his eyes, and when he looked again the beach was swarming with short figures. It was almost as if he had signalled them to attack by looking away.


The seals came running upright out of the water and scurried behind the two walls of rock, moving stiff-legged but swiftly across the open area. From his vantage point Allan could see the leaders starting to twirl their slings. He drew his laser pistol and sent a red beam flaring into the sky.


Instantly the searchlights came on, brightly illuminating the areas behind the rocks where the seals were gathering. The work-gang dropped their tools and drew stun-guns, and the men hidden in the rocks rose to their feet, searching for targets.


The abortive attack stalled. The seals broke for the sea, fleeing what was obviously a trap. Allan saw the hurrying line of sleek forms plunging into the water, and rubbed his eyes. He would have sworn there were many more of them than now seemed visible.


“Got one!” came an exultant yell, and “Me too!” said another voice. But Allan’s attention was abruptly distracted. A seal popped into view less than twenty feet away, twirling a sling and looking directly at him.


He hastily drew his stun-gun, fired and missed, cursed himself for a bungling professor who belonged in a classroom, fired again, and saw the small figure drop. The sharp-edged missile clattered to the rock.


The floodlights abruptly went out. There were wild yells as the humans, their eyes slow to adjust back to moonlight, found themselves blinded. Allan groped his way to the seal he had shot and crouched over the body. They should have several prisoners, but remembering the creatures’ habit of carrying off their wounded, he was taking no chances.


After a moment someone found the outlet where the power cable had been disconnected—the fitting was a locking type, but had somehow been pulled free—and the lights came back on. The noises of fighting had died away in the darkness, and now Allan saw there were no attackers in sight.


“Hey! My seal’s gone!” called the first man who had claimed a hit, as though he could hardly believe it.


“Mine too!” said another voice, and other men began to climb among the rocks, searching for seals they had been certain they saw fall. When the confusion subsided Allan discovered they had exactly one captive … his.


The small creature in the cage twitched its long whiskers, stirred, and after a moment raised its head. The eyelids moved, and Allan found himself staring into a slightly protuberant pair of golden eyes. The thick black lips opened as the seal gave an almost human yawn, showing the long incisors of a carnivore’s dentition. The mouth closed with an audible click of teeth, and it moved to the bars separating them.


“At close range it even looks intelligent,” said Phyllis softly, and the captive turned the golden eyes on her. They were alone in the cold room.


I am not intelligent as you humans use the term, said a clear, calm voice in both their minds, in perfect World English. As a separate entity I exist as an animal, directed primarily by inherited instincts. But I am a member of a mentally interlocked species, and the combined minds which merge in my brain possess the quality of intelligence.


The two humans turned towards each other simultaneously, and each saw that the other had received the message. There was a brief silence while the stunning implications sank in, and then Phyllis opened her rosebud mouth in a yell of high glee. “I told him! Oh, the thick-headed oaf, he’ll believe me now!”


Her enthusiasm was contagious, but Allan forced himself to be calm. A sense of steadily mounting excitement was building up and his breath was ragged, but this was no time to become emotional.


There was an odd quality to the mental voice. It gave a strong impression of a group speaking in chorus, but with the voice of this individual dominating the rest, as a singer dominates his accompaniment.


“How may I best communicate with you?” Allan asked aloud.


As you are now doing. Your immediate thoughts are unclear when you do not vocalize.


“Then first,” his mind shifted into high gear, many events of the past few hours clicking together into a coherent pattern, “first I want to know why you only pretended to attack the work-party and deliberately let us capture you.”


Because we wish to establish face-to-face communication. It is our understanding that you will decide whether these humans now here will leave, or stay and be joined by many more.


“That is my responsibility, yes. But why are you interested in my decision?”


There was a brief silence. Allan felt Phyllis’ hand clinging tightly to his arm, and he stared into the unblinking golden eyes, waiting. The creature finally projected, Face-to-face with this unit is not sufficient for our purposes. It would be better if you would accompany this messenger to a Gathering-Place. The Decision-Maker has decided that he wishes to meet you in the presence of a complete memory.


Allan turned to look at Phyllis. She was staring at him, wide-eyed. Her expression asked, Trap?


He shook his head, and turned back to the seal. It had closed its mouth, and the heavy lips hid the sharp teeth. For the first time he saw how the large eyes, the downward curve of the mouth, the jutting whiskers, gave the seal a tragi-comic look, like the sad clowns of an ancient circus. “I will go with you,” he said aloud.


“Your safety while you are here is my responsibility!” Murdock said angrily. “I couldn’t possibly permit it!”


“You have no way of preventing me,” said Allan, making a strong effort to keep his voice down. Despite the man’s bluff friendliness he had not liked Murdock from the first, and this unexpected opposition was too ill-timed to be anything but deliberate obstructionism. “My special commission in the Space Service authorizes me to assume active status at any time I choose. As a colonel, I have the authority to take command of any civilian-operated station. I will do so if I must, and remove you as manager.”


Murdock jumped to his feet, stood towering over the smaller man. His face was a fiery red, his big hands clenched into fists. Allan found himself wondering if the station manager would actually hit him. It was true that the authority he had quoted was built into the P.P. Corps’ charter, but to his knowledge it had not been invoked within the Corps’ short life. And while Space Service officers had no choice but to deal with outplanet situations as they arose, they too were ultimately accountable to civilian superiors on Earth.


“Removing me may not be as easy as you seem to think!” the big man bellowed. They were alone in his private office, and the sound was almost deafening.


“Don’t be childish. The station personnel are familiar with the authority of a Practical Philosopher. They aren’t going to risk a turn in rehabilitative therapy by supporting you.”


“You talk pretty rough for such a little man!”


“Please. Will you simply supply me with the needed equipment without further argument?”


Murdock supplied it. An hour after daybreak Allan and the seal were swimming through the blue water, about ten metres below the surface, heading northwest along the ice shelf. The station’s standard underwater gear was a space-suit with a ducted propeller mounted on the back, with a simple variable speed control installed between the first two fingers of the right hand. At maximum he could move less than ten kilometres an hour, and keeping his head tilted back for vision and his arms rigidly extended for guidance was tiring.


Surrounding them, but keeping a respectful distance, were fighting seals, all carrying basalt spears. Phyllis had assured him she had seen a team of seals kill the largest carnivore in this fresh-water ocean with those sharp-ended rocks.


It was another long and weary hour before his escort projected, Move towards the ice and descend slightly. Slow your speed.


Allan obeyed, and after a moment saw a dark shadow in the white wall of ice, a shadow that swiftly grew larger. He turned that way and it became a jagged tunnel. The seal moved ahead, and led him inside.


After a few yards the roof began to recede and he angled upwards. Allan rose until he broke the surface, to find himself in a scene of strange but compelling beauty.


It was a large grotto in the ice, at the head of a glacier that had reached the shore and lost its momentum. It had calved in a peculiar way, leaving this great hollow opening, and the sides had grown together again at the top. The ceiling was thin, sunlight pouring in through several long cracks where the joint was not perfect. The yellow beams struck one ice wall and rebounded in glittering phantasms of colour, springing from surface to surface in a deceptive brightness that concealed more than it revealed. The massive walls were rough and jagged, with many sharp protruding edges. It was a fairy palace of crystal and glass, of reflected light and softened shadow, and Allan Odegaard thought it the most beautiful structure he had ever seen.


Lying on the little beach, and watching him with unblinking attention, were about thirty adult seals. As he waded out of the water Allan saw that they formed a semicircle, and at its centre was the one who could only be the Decision-Maker.
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THE TWO DECISION-MAKERS faced each other, the golden eyes of the seal meeting and matching the brown eyes of the small Earthman. Allan realized his heart was pounding far more than justified by his exertions, and his breath coming fast. He lowered his gaze to check the suit’s environmental indicator, then undid his helmet. The air had a slightly fishy smell, but was crisp and refreshing.


We welcome you to this Gathering-Place came a projection, strong and commanding, and again it was compounded of many minds, though the overriding personality was that of the Decision-Maker. We have brought you here to prove that within the meaning of your terms defining ‘species’ and ‘intelligent’, we are an intelligent species. We want you to declare this planet unlawfully occupied by Earthmen, and order those present to leave and all others to stay away.


“I have no choice but to grant that as a whole you are intelligent,” said Allan slowly. “But if this mental ability is achieved by grouping minds, and as individuals you are something much less than the unified whole, then you are a unique lifeform and will require further study. But for now I would like to know why you want us to leave the planet.”


We know what the other Earthmen, those who understand the ways of wind, water, and ice, seek to do here. Three times from the year our group memory came into being the ice has grown, the sea lowered, the area you call Atlantis become half land and half water, the land green with growing things. Three times within memory our people have moved in great numbers on to the land, only to be driven back into the sea when the ice melted once more. We have confirmed, from knowledge found in the minds of Earthmen, what we already felt to be true, that as a species we cannot progress until we have freed ourselves of the environment of the sea. In another eight-thousand of our seasons the ice will begin to form, as it has before. We will move on to the land, as we have before. But this time we will apply what we have taken from the minds of your companions and stored in our memory; we shall master the physical sciences, develop the necessary technology, learn to control the weather as you do. There will be no more flooding of the land.


Listening to the calm, unhurried way the words formed themselves and beat slowly through the neural passages of his brain, Allan accepted the fact these people could do exactly what they said.


“You have taken all the knowledge of all the humans here and stored it in your ‘group’ memory?”


All except yourself. Yours we will have after a few more nights.
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