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      Enter the SF Gateway …

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

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

      

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

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

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

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Chapter 1

When I came back Gloria was dead.

Later I built up a complete picture of what must have happened while I was out foraging that morning. I don’t know exactly why I worked it out in such detail. It certainly didn’t give me any pleasure.

Probably I built up the story because knowing, or even thinking I knew, was better than not knowing at all, and since Gloria couldn’t tell me what had happened my guesses were all I had, all I could ever have. Did I say I loved Gloria? That was why I guessed what had happened, down to the last tiny, insignificant detail, because Gloria was my wife and there had been a time when she had mattered a lot to me.

Well, she always mattered a lot to me, right to the end. What I mean is, there had been a time when everything she did or said, everything she thought, how she looked, what she wore, how her blonde hair was arranged, had meant more to me than anything else in the world.

That had been before the paggets.

My picture may be wrong here and there, but in essence it’s correct. I’m not going to be coldly scientific and stick to what I know to be true. In my memory I’ve substituted this for the few colorless traces I actually found, and this is what I remember when I think of that morning.

This is my last grim, unromantic memory of Gloria.

She fled up the stairs in blind terror, whimpering. Some previous tenant of the farmhouse had installed a heavy fireproof door at the end of the corridor which led to the bedrooms. She slammed it, blessing him, and leaned back against the door, panting.

“Donny,” she whispered fervently. “Donny, please come. Please, Donny. Leave whatever you’re doing and hurry back. If you don’t come soon, it won’t be any use coming at all. For God’s sake, hurry back, Donny.”

Nothing at all happened for several minutes. There was no sound but Gloria’s own agonized gasps, which she stilled with a desperate effort every few seconds in order to listen intently.

She was a lovely girl. She was twenty-six, tall and golden-haired, and the habit of dressing like her favorite movie stars hadn’t deserted her, even in a lonely, chilly farmhouse in northern France. She wore a neat print wrap, shaped to show proportions which could hardly have been improved upon, and high-heeled golden slippers which made her long, slim legs look even longer and slimmer. I never saw her wear a flat-heeled shoe. Her arms and legs had never quite lost their smooth tan, though it was late spring and she hadn’t been out in the sun since the previous summer. Twenty-five summers spent in the sun had given her a reservoir of sunlight which she hadn’t yet exhausted.

She was a creature of the sun, of warmth, light, affection, and admiration—you could see that merely by looking at her. I suppose, too, though this wouldn’t have struck me so forcibly, that she was obviously American, even before she spoke. For she was Nordic, clearly not Latin, though she had Latin coloring, and could hardly have come from any country in the world but America.

Presently she caught her breath again—and this time there was something to hear. Behind her, through the heavy door, came the sound of sniffing, snuffling. Then a sharp bark—a dog’s bark. Then silence again.

Gloria froze in terror. She knew that the door was firmly closed, but she shot a desperate glance at the bolt to make sure, and though it was heavy and obviously strong, she pressed herself back against the iron door to reinforce the bolt.

Anyone who had seen her then, fear racking her whole body, would have forgotten her beauty and turned his gaze uncomfortably away from her. She had gone to pieces. She had reason for her fear, true, but she had let it turn her into something less than a human being, and what Gloria had always lacked was shamefully, shockingly clear.

She lacked guts. Some people wouldn’t like me to say that, I guess. I suppose not saying it would make it untrue?

Time was when guts didn’t matter. Until quite recently the world had been very kind to Gloria. She hadn’t been timid, not in the glossy, high-powered, safe civilization of the nineteen-fifties, and that other kind of courage, the kind with pluck and determination and independence and pride in it, the kind we call guts, had never been in the least necessary to her. Not to Gloria. She never had to stand about alone, looking silly. She never had to keep her chin up and pretend not to care when other girls got everything that was going and she was ignored. She never had to wait while others were noticed, attended to, asked to dance, taken home, given a drink, proposed to, looked after, flattered, made love to. If out of any fifty people that included her only one could be properly looked after, the chances were that it would be Gloria. Men would do things for Gloria in case anything might come of it or just because she looked as she did, and women because they envied her and in a curious feminine way were afraid of her.

Only Gloria and I knew why in four years of marriage she hadn’t had a child. We both wanted one, but Gloria was terrified at the very idea. Others thought that it was her waistline she was concerned about. They had another look at her waistline and quite saw the point. But it wasn’t thoughts of her figure that prevented Gloria from having a baby—to do her justice, that wouldn’t have stopped her. Her fear did. She couldn’t face the thought of the pain, the danger of bearing a child.

Now the world which had been kind to Gloria was dissolving into another, crueller, harsher world. She hadn’t been made for the kind of life she now had to lead, with enemies constantly around her, every hour of the day and night, their eyes burning into her back.

Even if we had stayed in America, even in a big city, people would no longer have rushed to Gloria’s side. Another type of girl was becoming much more desirable now—the kind of girl who could look after herself, who didn’t have to be helped, guarded, watched over twenty-four hours a day. The kind of girl Mil must be now, though I hadn’t seen her for years.

Seconds, minutes passed and there was no further sound from the other side of the door. The padog might be waiting patiently, or it might have crept silently down the stairs.

“Donny, please,” Gloria whispered desperately. “Please come back, and never leave me again. Can’t you hear me? If you love me, come back and stay with me, never leave me …”

More minutes passed, and still there was silence. At last Gloria’s hot, heavy eyes closed, but she didn’t move from the iron door. She hadn’t slept much the night before. She never felt safe enough, even when I was beside her, to sleep deeply and without interruption.

When she opened her eyes again, she blinked for a second or two and then saw clearly.

She screamed.

Standing in line abreast, looking up at her curiously, were three mice. But they weren’t blind mice, and they showed no sign of running. They stood in the middle of the corridor and watched Gloria without fear, silently, motionlessly.

Obviously they weren’t ordinary mice.

I guess mere males can’t enter into the terror with which most women regard rats and mice. It’s not fair to blame them for it, not understanding the fear. And it’s understandable that when ordinary rats and mice can frighten women so much, paggets are ten times as terrifying. The worst of it is, paggets can play on it. Ordinary mice might be terrified themselves and still terrify women. Paggets know the terror they can cause, and enjoy it, and try to increase it, and usually succeed.

Gloria shrank back against the door, pressing her arms against it and stretching on tiptoe to get as far away from the paggets as possible. They came closer, still in line, until they were only inches from her toes, staring at them. They no longer tried to look up at her face.

Suddenly Gloria went wild. Her stomach was turning over and she could hardly face the thought of touching the pamice, or being touched by them, but there was only one thing for it—attack. She lashed out at the little creatures with her foot, trying to send them flying along the passage. She remembered what I’d told her so often—you couldn’t catch or injure pamice by bending or diving down at them, but you could sometimes lift them on your foot, if you were quick and violent enough, and slam them hard against a wall. Then there was a good chance of being able to crush them underfoot while they were momentarily dazed.

She had no success. The pamice got out of her way easily, nonchalantly, without having to go into hiding. Probably they soon saw that she wasn’t going to be able to do them any damage. They know when you’re afraid, the paggets—all of them know, not just the pamice.

To escape the pamice Gloria darted at last into one of the bedrooms. And there she found something worse.

The pacat was waiting for her. It leaped at her face, a wiry black streak of cruelty, and though she jerked her head back and saved her eyes, a raking claw slashed across her face.

She darted back into the corridor, trying to shut the cat in the bedroom. She didn’t succeed. It followed her out but was diverted from her by the presence of the three mice. With gleeful ferocity it pounced on the one which was obviously, by its attitude, furthest from safety, broke its back neatly and efficiently, and began to play with it.

The cat’s sadism was sickening. Gloria had seen cats play with mice before, but they had been ordinary cats and ordinary mice. A mouse with a human being’s capacity for suffering and a cat with a human being’s capacity for inflicting inventive torture made a nauseating picture.

Gloria slipped back into the bedroom and shut the door. Again the cat, which had seemed to be wholly occupied with the mouse, was too quick for her. She didn’t see how it got in with her, but when she turned, there it was.

She lost her head completely.

The pacat was only a fraction of Gloria’s size and weight, but it wasn’t afraid of her and she was terrified of it. Moreover, it was a fighter and Gloria was not.

It ripped savagely at her legs, rending her with its claws as it liked, while she never managed to hurt it. Time and again she rallied, from sheer necessity, and forced herself to attack it instead of merely making a useless attempt to defend herself. It scratched her arms, her calves, her thighs, until she was bleeding from scores of lacerations. It tore the skirt of her wrap to ribbons. She couldn’t catch it because it kept her on the defensive, never allowing her a moment to get her breath or pull herself together or think of using something as a weapon against it.

It was no bigger than an ordinary cat, but had far more than an ordinary cat’s speed, judgment, resolution, savagery, and cunning—particularly cunning. Gloria should still never have allowed it to reduce her to desperation.

The fact was that she did. She hadn’t been as terrified of the pacat, at first, as she had been of the mice, simply because she was afraid of ordinary mice and wasn’t afraid of ordinary cats. Nevertheless, the pamice couldn’t have harmed her—not just three of them. And the cat could.

Men had tamed animals bigger and stronger than themselves. In the same way, by superior savagery, resolution and cunning, the pacat tamed Gloria and made her do exactly what it wanted her to do.

It made her open the window. She probably had some crazy idea of getting away from the pacat that way. Moaning, screaming, making what were now wholly ineffectual efforts to keep the cat at bay, she retreated into the window recess and sat on the sill.

In the end she gave up completely and didn’t even try to defend herself. By this time her legs and arms were a mass of angry scratches, none of them serious, yet all stinging painfully. Eventually, so small was her experience of pain, she became convinced she was seriously injured, that she couldn’t be suffering so much pain without being near to death.

Gloria didn’t know much about anything unpleasant, pain least of all.

At last the cat launched itself at her throat, and in an involuntary effort to draw back out of its way she lost her balance—and fell. It’s even possible that she threw herself down deliberately. The cat had driven her to the last stages of despair and horror. She had to escape somehow, anyhow.

It could be that she preferred the stone flags below to staying in that room with the pacat.


Chapter 2

I was thinking about Gloria as I trudged back with the two rabbits I had shot, and trying not to resent the difficulties her presence made for me. There was enough to worry about, I thought grimly, without all the other, extra worries that seemed to be piling up on me.

There was my private fear, the one that made me live out in the country, away from people, when this near-hermit life was madness. There were the paggets, as much a menace to me as to everybody else—and it was about this time that our great twentieth-century civilization was beginning to come apart at the seams, just because of the paggets. There was the knowledge that I was in a strange land, a country I didn’t know much about, among people whose language I couldn’t speak, at a time when every man or woman who wanted to stay alive should be with people whom he knew and trusted and who knew and trusted him. There was the certainty that food was soon going to be a big problem, for the paggets ate the same things as we did, and every month there were millions more of them. I didn’t know it then, but the two rabbits I brought back with me were the last I ever shot—the last rabbits I ever saw to shoot. Paggets ate rabbits.

I had scores of things to worry about, and on top of them all—Gloria.

I didn’t know for certain where my sister Mildred was, or what she was doing, but I knew that her reaction to the present circumstances would be very different from Gloria’s. I wouldn’t have to worry about leaving Mil alone for a couple of hours, or quieting her fears during the night. I couldn’t help contrasting Mil and Gloria, to the latter’s disadvantage.

And yet the funny thing was, when I had last seen the two of them together I hadn’t had the slightest desire for Gloria to be remotely like Mil. In ordinary circumstances, Gloria was the girl for me—she still was, after four years of marriage.

But these weren’t ordinary circumstances. It seemed rather unlikely that ordinary circumstances would ever exist again.

I was thinking how much easier things would be for me if I didn’t have Gloria to look after, so I suppose I deserved what I found.

Before I got back to the farmhouse, however, there was a small incident which delayed me for a few minutes—perhaps a few minutes that made a lot of difference.

Though I was immersed in gloomy thought, I was thoroughly wide awake. You couldn’t afford to be anything else. A man was stronger than a dog, cat, rat, or mouse, stronger therefore than any individual pagget. And so far there were few cases of organized attack by the paggets, in France at any rate. Nevertheless, at any hour of the day or night there might be a pagget close by, watching, waiting for something to happen that would offset the balance in the man’s favor just for a moment. A second’s inattention—a moment of blindness—a false step—any tiny piece of carelessness might give a pagget, even a pagget mouse, the chance it needed. A mistake like that could literally prove fatal, and I had got out of the habit of making such mistakes.

When the padog leaped from the bushes it probably expected only to secure one of my rabbits. Though it made its attack on me, its view of the situation, no doubt, was that I’d drop the rabbits to defend myself and that it could be away with one of them before I had time to bring up the gun, after dropping the rabbits which were slung over it, aim it and fire.

I saw the padog soon enough to be able to stop in my tracks and let it miss me. It twisted in the air, snarling. Almost at once it came at my legs, its jaws snapping. I tried to kick it in the side but only caught its flank a glancing blow which hurt my ankle more than it hurt the pagget.

The dog sat back on its hind legs for a second, gambling its speed against mine. All along it expected me to swing over the sporting gun and hoped that in doing so I’d leave an opening. I left the gun where it was because the rabbits were slung over it against my back, and because the padog expected me to use the gun.

Besides, it was getting to be a question whether I could afford a bullet for every pagget which molested me. Bullets were for food, not mere self-defense.

I feinted to bring over the gun, turning slightly away from the pagget, gambling in my turn. I left an opening and left it open long enough to be sure the pagget would take it, then spun round, leaving the gun where it was, just in time to kick the dog under the jaw before it reached me. I was a little cleverer and quicker than it was, that was all. It squirmed on the ground in agony for a few seconds, and before it had a chance to recover I broke its neck with my heel.

I left the padog where it lay. There were plenty of scavengers, and though I had no wish to feed them there was nothing I could do about it short of taking the carcass with me. If I buried it, it would very rapidly be disinterred.

I had no suspicion of anything being wrong as I approached the house. I strode up to it openly, though warily, for I was fully aware that two or three pagget dogs, working together, would be a very dangerous proposition. In fact, two or three padogs could certainly kill me, for they wouldn’t attack in a body without careful planning—they wouldn’t attack unless they were going to succeed. Fortunately, however, only the rats were co-operating, so far, to any great extent, and sometimes the pamice. One strong ray of hope in the situation was that the dogs and cats were still deadly enemies, and both waged savage war on the rats and mice.

I had no hint of anything wrong until I saw Gloria’s body lying beside the house, her print wrap a vivid splash of color against the gray stone. I stopped. I didn’t have to examine her to know she was dead. No one could lie like that and be alive.

I don’t know what I felt, what I thought. I certainly didn’t think anything coherent, except that now my dream of living someday with Gloria as we had once lived, safe and lazy and happy, was shattered forever. I think I stood for a long time, motionless, staring down at the poor broken thing which had once made me envied, which had once made people whisper: “I wonder what she sees in him?”

When I did feel anything, it was the most savage anger that had ever gripped me. Not civilized anger—wild, vengeful anger. I had to kill something. The padog didn’t satisfy me. That had been before I knew about Gloria. I looked up and saw a black cat.

I had noticed already, half consciously, from the lacerations on Gloria’s body, that a pacat or cats had had a lot to do with her death, and when I saw that cat watching me from a distance, I knew it had been involved. It seemed to be surveying me with feline glee, enjoying what it knew must be my feelings as I stared down at Gloria. That was why it was there—it couldn’t bear to miss seeing me find her.

I dropped my gun and the rabbits and charged at the pacat. It wasted no time in getting off its mark, but I was too insanely angry to let it get away. Sheer determination can often work miracles. Though I probably couldn’t have caught that cat in the ordinary way, the knowledge that it had brought about Gloria’s death gave me speed I never had before or since. I dived at it finally, caught it in my hands, and choked it to death.

The gun and the rabbits were lying where I had dropped, them. That was surprising, but I was beyond being surprised, beyond caring, for that matter. I examined Gloria for the last time, guessing by the scratches on her skin and clothes part of what had happened, and then went into the house and guessed the rest. Gloria I left where she lay, for the same reason that had made me leave the padog where it lay. What happened to her body made no difference to her now. With things as they were then, it didn’t take people long to become realistic about things like that.

Inside the farmhouse, after I had been upstairs, forced the fireproof door, and formed my conclusions from the dead mouse in the corridor and other signs, I skinned the rabbits clumsily and stewed them in a huge pot.

My immediate course of action was becoming clear. I couldn’t stay in that lonely farmhouse any longer—anyway, I no longer needed to, now that Gloria was dead. I could go back to America, if I could get there, or to Germany, Italy, anywhere.

But as I thought about it, I found I had already made up my mind to go to England. It was the obvious thing to do. I didn’t think that it would be safe to try to go to America, even if going to America was still a practical proposition. My altered passport might pass, but I’d be a fool to risk it.

An hour since, I’d had no intention of leaving the farmhouse. Now, with Gloria dead, I had already made up my mind to wait only for the rabbits to cook and for the one o’clock radio news from London before setting out for Boulogne or Calais.

The paggets never bothered me as much as they bothered Gloria. I wasn’t afraid of them, not the way she was. If a pagget showed itself to me, I made a determined effort to kill it, but I didn’t overstrain myself. Paggets individually weren’t so very important—it was collectively that they represented such a danger.

The nature of the human-pagget struggle is still misunderstood by some people. And understanding the paggets has always been the prerogative of a few, the few who are able to rid their minds of preconceived, irrational, optimistic, or pessimistic notions.

First of all, they’re not animals with human intelligence, fighting for supremacy as different groups of men do. If you’re trying to understand them on that basis, you never will. They’re animals whose brains have been forced a few million years further along the evolutionary highway, while their bodies remain very much the same as their ancestors’ bodies, a little bigger, perhaps.

But they’re animals, with animal motivations, savagery, tradition, and temperament. As such they’re automatically enemies of any other creatures which threaten their own survival, particularly men. There had never been any pagget-human co-operation. Even the dogs, given pagget cunning, became automatically deadly enemies of mankind.

And they were right. Some people will never admit it—they say the paggets attacked us treacherously and unnecessarily, that we’d have treated peaceably with them if we’d been given the chance, that even yet we should try to arrange an armistice. They never realize, those idealists, that men and paggets both want the whole world and will never be satisfied with anything less.

If the paggets were foolish enough to trust us, to treat with us, we’d scheme secretly until we thought we could massacre the lot and then do it. But it’s a theoretical point, because nothing like a non-aggression pact could ever be agreed.

Paggets, in that respect, see more clearly than we do.

To go back to the origins of the paggets: of course nobody had believed that anything you did to a cat’s brain could be transmitted to the next generation—that goes without saying. No one would have manufactured a menace like the paggets deliberately.

But as it turned out, these mentally stimulated animals could and did transmit new intelligence to others of their kind—not in one generation but in two. They weren’t merely modified cats, dogs, rats, and mice, as artificial as peroxide blondes, they were four new species. What happened proved that.

When a first-stage pagget was created, its brain forced into new and wider channels, it generally went quietly mad. It became incapable of learning anything, it forgot how to look for food and sometimes wouldn’t eat even when food was placed at its feet, it couldn’t sleep, it did all manner of strange, pointless things which ordinary animals didn’t do. But occasionally, once in every two hundred cases, some superior specimen became cleverer, not mad. And for the sake of these animal geniuses, hundreds of specimens were treated.

First-stage paggets and their characteristics concern nobody any more. Nor do second-stage paggets, the offspring of either the mad or the superior first-stage paggets. These second-stage, or halfway paggets were cunning and cautious rather than intelligent, their one aim in life being to escape from human beings, go into close hiding and reproduce themselves.

Third in line were the full-blown, fully developed paggets. It wasn’t known at the time, but the results showed that Paget’s process, whatever it was, affected the genes as well as the brain.

That was how it came about that even the dogs had the necessary start. No one was much interested in the mad first-stage paggets, being too fascinated by the superior variety—which wasn’t nearly as superior as the true paggets, when they arrived. The second-stage paggets were watched and tested, of course, but they too were less interesting than the first-stage superiors.

And by the time the truth was known, scores of first-, second-, and third-stage paggets had escaped. Particularly the third-stagers—no ordinary cage or room or building could hold a true pagget.

There had been pagget horses, once, but fortunately their reproduction period was too long to give them a chance to establish themselves. Unlike the cats, dogs, rats, and mice, the pahorses were almost all killed off.

I had no packing to do. Since I was going to have to walk, there was no question of taking anything more than I needed—money, some clothing, weapons, my doubtful passport, a few other papers. So instead of making preparations, I simply dropped into an armchair and thought.

I thought of Gloria, of course, in all her moods, in all the places we had been together. The further back I remembered her, the worse the loss was to bear.

Gloria at sixteen, awed by my strength, my knowledge, my assurance. Gloria dancing with me, making no attempt to hide the fact that no other fellow or girl at the dance meant anything to her when I was there, ignoring everyone’s advice not to let me know how much I meant to her. Gloria swimming with me all one summer, then once deliberately forgetting to bring her bathing costume so that she’d have to swim naked with me, and at the last moment not being able to go through with it, and sitting miserably on the bank while I swam.

Gloria being overcome one night by her own craving for love, and insisting later that I didn’t have to marry her just because … Gloria, who had never written anything apart from essays in school, writing every day when I was away on a visit to my aunts in Pittsburgh. Gloria giving me ridiculously expensive presents—she had always had plenty of money, and, having money, she wanted to spend it on me.

Gloria on our honeymoon, so indescribably sweet.

Almost everything B.P.—before the paggets—was on the credit side, almost everything was happiness. Gloria couldn’t help not being the kind of girl who could adapt herself to a daily battle with four cunning, savage, inimical species.

Yet … in the midst of my grief and anger, I couldn’t help checking off things that were going to be easier now. I stopped myself every time I caught myself at it, but the list grew.

I could live in a city again if I liked. It had been because of Gloria that I hadn’t dared live among people, because of what she knew, because of what someone would sooner or later worm out of her.

I needn’t stay in one place any more. I had always had to go back to Gloria—back to her, because she couldn’t possibly come with me. She was too frightened. It was the opposite of claustrophobia, a fear not of enclosed spaces but of the open, where she could be attacked from any or all sides.

I didn’t have two to feed any more.

I no longer had to fear finding Gloria dead—because it had happened. That, in a way, was the greatest release. It was something I had known had to happen some time. I had pictured it in all the ways it might happen. I might have found her with her throat torn out by a padog. She might have been eaten alive by rats. I might never have found her at all—it seemed to me that if I were a pagget, and knew Gloria, I’d have waited patiently until an opportunity occurred to chase her out of the house and away from it.

Well, now it was over.

It was like a man being scared of the draft in wartime, insanely certain that he would be killed in his first engagement—and then losing both legs in an accident. He wouldn’t be glad to lose his legs, and yet, now that he had, at least he wasn’t going to be killed in battle.
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