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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 ONE



The conquest of a galaxy is relatively easy providing the aggressor has the necessary technology and more important, a safe method of overcoming possible opposition without bleeding to death in the process

The Race of Asdrake—pressed by a population explosion—had found one, as simple as it was ruthless.

When a planet suitable for occupation was discovered, it was first checked and, if containing intelligent life, checked still further.

A number of lone natives were kidnapped, studied and finally dissected.

Then the second part of the plan went into operation. A large number of faster-than-light missiles were released from the home system. These missiles broke up on penetrating the atmosphere. They contained mutated microorganisms which directly attacked the human brain. The victims became lethargic, slowly incapable of movement and finally died. The period from infection to death was about thirty days.

This slow process more or less ensured the preservation of vital installations and the careful shut-down of power sources.

The Asdrake, however, waited until the bodies were decomposed and the smell of death long departed—say two years.

The Asdrake liked the method. They could fight if they had to but were inherently lazy. Besides, why louse up a habitable world with a lot of craters and razed cities?

They had recently selected their latest victim but here complications had arisen.

The Supreme Commander looked at the message from the Department of Biological Warfare and exhaled noisily through broad flat nostrils.

Side-effects! What side-effects? The method had worked successfully on twenty-two occasions, why should it fail now?

He flicked on the information switch with a furry finger.

PLANET 5/6/9. SECTOR 88. SUN SYSTEM 46. ‘TSEUDEC’ (NATIVE NAME: ‘EARTH’).

CULTURAL LEVEL: 6

TECHNICAL LEVEL: 33

The Supreme Commander switched off and studied the cautiously worded message again. It suggested that further biological research was necessary before assault. The Department was not happy, the native brain deviated in some respects from the norm. It was possible, therefore, that routine methods would be less successful than heretofore.

The Supreme Commander snorted the equivalent of ‘So what!’

A large proportion of the population were bound to be affected and, if they were not, he could take a class 6/33 culture apart with one ship.

As for side-effects, he was convinced—correctly—that the Department of Biological Warfare only assumed possible side-effects.

He crumpled the message in his hand and threw it over his shoulder.

‘Attack will proceed as scheduled by orders of the Supreme Commander—.’

Casualties from the epidemic were astronomical yet, in complete paradox, failed to kill a single human being—the side-effects took care of that.

As with all major catastrophes, there were survivors and Bill Travers—William J. Travers, Sales Representative—was one of them. He worked for a vast international chemical combine, now defunct, but he had yet to find that out.

Travers was thirty-three, dark haired and not unhandsome. He worked hard enough at his job to hold it down but no more. He was, he was aware, singularly unambitious, at least, in respect of work. There was so much in life, so many worthwhile things to experience which the rat-race prevented. Other men could struggle to become area managers or executives—picking up their ulcers en route—but that was not for him, to hell with it.

Life, civilization and an unhappy marriage ending in divorce had made him cynical but, at the same time, philosophically shrewd.

Was the rat-race really a race for visible goals or were the contenders, although unaware of it, running away from something?

To Travers it was a moot point and many of his views were equally disturbing.

When the infection began, he was staying at a small inn several miles from the nearest city. There were several reasons for this. One, he didn’t like cities. Two, it was cheap and, three, he was doing all right with the proprietor’s daughter. He also liked the inn’s position. It was cosseted between low green hills and overlooked a small pleasant lake.

He awoke that particular morning with the feeling that something was wrong. It was an obscure sort of feeling and he was unable to put his finger on it. He went quickly through the previous day. Yes, all orders had been confirmed and dispatched by post, not that.

He rolled over and glanced at his watch. Eight-thirty! He should have been in his car and on the road half an hour ago. Where was his morning coffee? Why were the curtains still drawn?

He rose, drew back the curtains and stared out of the window.

Outside it was raining dismally, the lake was puckered with rain drops and shrouded in mist.

He shrugged. To hell with it. He washed, dressed, shaved unhurriedly and went downstairs.

The inn was empty.

He walked round the building several times, shouting: ‘Marion!—Bob, Mr. Wallace!’

No one answered and he returned inside, puzzled.

He raided the refrigerator, helped himself to some cold chicken and made himself a coffee.

The feeling of unease had increased but he assured himself it was due to the emptiness of the inn. Probably a perfectly natural explanation, family crisis or illness involving a close relative, such things happened.

He finished his coffee and drummed his fingers absently on the edge of the table, conscious of a growing depression.

What a day, what weather and what a bloody future. Out on the road, year in and year out—for what? One never had the opportunity or the cash to visit strange places or swim in tropical waters.

He let his mind wander. Silver sand, sunlight, a lagoon—he loved swimming—a coral island. It was nice to dream and it wasn’t too much to ask, was it? God, he wished he was there now—.

There was no sensation of transition or of time. One fraction of a second he was sitting at the table and, in the next fraction, he was standing in bright sunlight.

Silver sand sloped downwards to blue still waters and a sand crab scuttled by, pincers warningly erect. Far out, the rollers hurled themselves in white spray against the reef.

He stood still but his eyes moved. To his left and to his right, the shoreline curved towards the reef. Palm trees swayed in a slight warm breeze, sea birds circled far out over the lagoon.

Travers was one of those people who remain calm in moments of crisis but get the shakes hours later. His brain was working coolly but a little numbly.

He didn’t tell himself that it couldn’t be because it was. He could feel the heat of the sun through his jacket, he could feel it on his face.

He bent down, picked up a handful of sand and let it trickle through his fingers. Then he walked down to the sea and put his fingers in the water. It was warm, almost tepid but he had forgotten his desire for a swim.

He forced himself to reason. He had wished he was here and he was here. Things like that didn’t happen but this time it had.

Could he wish himself back?

He wished.

He was sitting at the table in the inn.

Had it been a dream?

No, there was silver sand on the carpet near his shoes and his jacket was still warm.

The implications hit him suddenly. Supposing he had wished—no!—or—no!

He was afflicted with terror—suppose—suppose—dear God.

He rose, helped himself to a whisky from the bar and poured a generous measure down his throat.

It seemed to steady him a little but his terror remained.

He sat still for a long time trying to regain a measure of calm. It was, he decided eventually, something best forgotten. There was, no doubt, some explanation but he didn’t want to dwell on it. Better put the whole incident behind him. A fantastic incident had occurred, probably under unusual circumstances of which he was unaware.

There was nothing he could do about it and no one would ever believe him. The best thing to do was to forget it, push it out his mind as much as possible. He didn’t want a repetition. That sort of thing was enjoyable in fairy tales but it frightened the guts out of you in real life.

Got to get back on the road, back to all the grind—it had certain attractions now. After a few calls and a few rebuffs, he would soon revert to normal.

He walked out to the car park at the rear of the inn, more conscious than ever of the dullness of the sky.

High on the roof, a solitary seagull squawked depressingly and monotonously.

The sound added to Travers’ sense of despair and desolation. Every damn thing was adding its quota to the intolerable pressure building up inside him.

Abruptly he lost his temper.

‘Ah, drop dead, damn you!’ he said savagely and aloud.

The bird stiffened, then fell slowly sideways. He watched it roll untidily down the roof in a series of small bounces. It landed with a faint thud at his feet, eyes glazed and claws in the air.

He stared at it for a long time. He was trying to relate and, at the same time, trying not to relate his words with the actual happening.

After some minutes, he went inside again and poured himself another whisky. The bottle neck rattled against the glass and a lot of whisky ended up on the floor.

Travers was cold inside yet his face felt as if it had been splashed with water. Sweat crawled down under his collar causing an irritation of which he was only half aware.

If only there was someone to talk to—Marion? No, she was all right in bed but—face it—she was stupid. Bob? No, not him either, he would simply stand there with a silly grin. Mr. Wallace, the manager, yes, fat and jovial but no bloody fool.

The trouble was, Mr Wallace was nowhere around. He was a man who would listen, dear God, he wished he was here now—.

There was a sudden and heavy impact beside him. Four bottles, some glasses and a tray of sandwiches fell to the floor.

Travers turned, startled. Then he put his hand over his mouth in a desperate attempt to stop himself vomiting.

Wallace was back—what was left of him.

Travers recognized the gold ring on the third finger of the left hand. He recognized the digital watch and the blue suit.

There was not much else left to recognize. What remained of Wallace was draped over the bar like a torn and bloody sack. His right arm was missing and something had torn off his head.

Travers picked up a full bottle of whisky and walked stiffly from the building. He felt numb and his surroundings seemed unreal.

He put the bottle carefully in the back of the car—might need the lot later—and started the engine.

It occurred to him only briefly that he was well above the legal alcohol limit for driving but he no longer cared.

He drove down the short drive to the road and turned left for the nearest city.

Before he had covered a hundred yards, he was compelled to mount the grass verge for a vehicle blocking the road. One door hung open but the car was empty.

Two minutes driving brought four more and then there was a pile-up involving six vehicles. Five of the wrecks were empty but the sixth held a dead man. He had gone through the screen and lay sprawled on the bonnet.

Travers got past by driving into a ploughed field. Once past, he put his toe down and raced for the brow of the hill where the road joined the main highway.

When he got there, he stamped on the brakes, knuckles white on the steering wheel.

The main highway looked like a bombed transport division.

Vehicles lay slewed at all angles and, close to him, a big blue car had tried to climb a telegraph pole.

Some distance away was a gigantic pile-up involving at least forty vehicles. Two huge trucks had apparently collided head-on and following traffic had ploughed into the wreckage.

In the distance, pillars of black smoke crawled slowly upwards in the still air. In many places cars were burning and he could see several still bodies in the various wrecks.

Travers realized abruptly that whatever had happened had not been a wholly personal thing. Some major tragedy had overtaken the human race, at least in this part of Canada.

Some time during the night, something had struck. It had passed over the inn while he slept, taking with it Mr Wallace, Marion and poor, simple-minded unshaven Bob.

It had passed over this highway, over major and minor roads, leaving death and destruction behind it.

He shivered and glanced uneasily upwards at the grey drizzling sky. Was it still hanging around in case it had missed something—himself, for example?

He looked at the highway again and, in the distance, something caught his eye. He thought at first that it was a redness from one of the fires but it wasn’t.

This thing was drifting above the wrecked vehicles as if searching. It was round and scarlet like a hot coal but contained within a circle of black. A sullen roundel with a black rim or, he thought morbidly, a bloody eye in a black socket.

Suddenly and without warning, his nerve snapped. He slammed the car into reverse and collided with an abandoned vehicle. Barely aware of it, he shot forward in a wild U turn, knocking down a signpost in the process.

He had no idea where he was going, his only thought was to get away.

The speedometer was quivering on ninety and the hedges were a blur before his panic evaporated. He slowed down just in time to negotiate the pile-up in which the dead man was sprawled.

He decided to drive on past the inn, back the way he had come yesterday—with variations. Some of the journey had included the main highway.

Fortunately he knew the country roads and tracks intimately. A man like himself, with inclinations for the clandestine, had to know his way around, he thought, sourly. Maybe that knowledge would now save his life—maybe.

God, what was that thing he had seen? He had no doubt it was completely alien. Although it had been almost a mile away, he figured it was about fifteen feet in diameter. Large enough to carry, say, three men—men?

A thought occurred to him. How could a sphere have a black rim? If it had a visible rim, it must be a disc, like, for example, one of his wheels. He was oddly unconvinced, it had looked like a sphere.

He realized he was dwelling on the subject because the implications frightened him.

He had read stories about interstellar invaders and dismissed those stories as fantasy. However well written and however plausible, it just couldn’t happen.

He frowned. This was familiar reasoning. Violence happened to other people, road accidents to other drivers and riots occurred in other countries never one’s own. This was a protective philosophy and not a rational one.

He turned down a side road which was almost a track, confident that the chance of meeting or seeing another vehicle was virtually nil. He had driven along this road at peak holiday periods without passing a living soul.

The road climbed steadily through thickly wooded country and there was a comforting arch of branches above him.

He came to an open glade and turned into it. A few minutes walk through the trees would bring him to an area where the ground sloped steeply away to the flat lands below. In this weather the glimmer of the distant ocean would not be visible but he should be able to see the city.

He climbed out of the car, conscious that his legs felt rubbery and weak.

As he walked, he watched everything intently, not only from fear of attack but for assurance. The trees were real, weren’t they? He touched them gingerly. Rooks still cawed as they flew above. A wood pigeon perched on a branch eyed him briefly then continued to preen its feathers. The wood smelled the same, dead leaves and small twigs crackled beneath his feet.

One hot day he had brought Marion out here, ostensibly for a picnic. It seemed centuries ago now.

He came to the edge of the slope and stood staring in front of him. The city and parts of the highway were visible, great columns of black smoke rose from the city and formed a pall above it. It looked as if about a quarter of it was on fire.

He could see no sign of the disc thing by the highway, maybe it had gone elsewhere.

Travers tried to put out of his mind a mental picture of silent alien vessels stabbing their shining lances at the cities and highways below them.

Funny he had heard nothing during the night, he was not a heavy sleeper and yet—. He shrugged. No doubt, if he lived long enough, everything would be explained.

He turned away, deciding to take the alternate path back to the car. It led through a huge clearing where a budding forest fire had been stopped by local volunteers some two summers past.

He walked quickly, suddenly aware that he was hungry. A chicken leg and a couple of slices of ham was hardly a solid meal, was it?

He remembered he had something in the car. A slab of chocolate, sandwiches and a flask of coffee. The sandwiches would be stale, the coffee cold but, put together, it would fill a gap.

As he approached the clearing, he came to an abrupt stop. Bacon! Someone was frying bacon. No doubt it was another refugee like himself who had had the time to bring some supplies with him.

Yes, wood smoke! Maybe there were eggs too! At that moment, all else seemed subjugated to a solid familiar breakfast.

He hurried towards the clearing and tripped over a fallen branch. He fell heavily, barking his knee on an exposed tree root.

The pain saved his life because he stopped and looked ahead.

The clearing was swathed in a tangle of threads. Threads which shimmered and danced, even on this dull day, with the iridescent beauty of a thousand rainbows.

Travers didn’t ask himself what the threads represented, it was, all too clearly, a web.

He didn’t wait to see the spider. A creature which could fill a five hundred foot clearing with such a mesh would obviously regard a human being as a quick snack.

Travers ran back the way he had come and hurled himself into the car, slamming the door behind him.

He gunned the motor and lurched out of the glade, soil spraying from spinning tyres.

The next time he: stopped, it would be in an open space where he could see what was around him. The trees fell away a couple of miles on, he’d stop and eat there.

As he drove, points about the incident began to fall into place. The spider which had built that web was an intellectual cut above a normal spider. There had been no frying, no wood smoke and no smell of bacon.

The spider, if spider it was, had perceived the predominant thought in his mind and somehow contrived a bait. Had he, Travers, been thinking of a naked woman, no doubt, the most luscious blonde he could possibly conceive would have been standing seductively in the middle of the glade. This spider not only built a web but supplied the correct bait in the form of an hallucination.

Travers was not aware of it but he was beginning to acquire survival faculties fast. He had a photographic memory and the rare ability to profit from experience.

He was still unaware of the change although his thoughts were fully concerned with survival and rapid adaptation to conditions.

He was, by nature, a realist and he knew that many of the things he had hitherto taken for granted, no longer applied. As far as he was concerned, heroes had ceased to exist. If survival dictated that he run like a scalded cat, he was going to do exactly that. One stood and fought only when there was no alternative.

There were no restraints. He was not bound to go forward into danger as, for example, a soldier who was compelled by duty to press on regardless. Nor was there anyone to cheer him, not that it would make any difference. There was only one primary concern and that was staying alive. He was honest enough to admit these things to himself without justification, years of conditioning were falling away rapidly.

He noticed that the trees were beginning to thin and he slowed the car accordingly. Here he would see what was on either side and, at the same time, if anything was hanging around in the sky.

Once on the low plateau, he pulled the car under the branches of a large tree where it would be invisible from the air. Then he looked about him carefully for signs of danger.

He knew the area. Grass, moss-covered boulders and widely spaced immense trees. The ground was undulating, bisected with rock shoulders and fretted with cleft and hollow.

Difficult tank country, he thought, irrelevantly but a God-send for defending infantry.

Some six miles distant, he saw, the level land dropped almost sheer for six hundred feet.

Still in the car and still watching carefully, he ate the stale sandwiches, washed them down with cold coffee and chewed some chocolate. Better save some, food was going to be a big problem in the near future.

Finished, he climbed cautiously out of the car and looked about him.

After a brief search, he found a piece of fallen branch which would serve as a staff and was heavy enough to break a skull. He didn’t want to use it that way but he would if he had to.

The solid weight of the branch gave him a certain comfort. It was probably useless against some of the things around but, with it, he felt less vulnerable.

Now for a brief look around. He picked a tree in the distance, knowing that from there, he could see the track curling downwards for several miles.

He glanced upwards at the still drizzling sky and hoped it would not become a downpour. One hour of heavy rain and the dirt road would become impassable.

He reached the tree about ten minutes later and climbed the slight rise on which it was standing.

He reached the top and stopped dead.

Below, a bare hundred feet away on flat open ground, three cars were drawn up neatly side by side as if the owners had decided to stop here and picnic.

No one appeared to be near them but their very presence struck Travers as slightly improbable. Who the hell would park three large cars out here in the middle of nowhere? Particularly so in the middle of an interstellar invasion or whatever it was that was going on.

Had they been a small group of army vehicles or even the overloaded cars of fleeing refugees, the picture would have made sense. These cars, however, were outwardly immaculate and looked as if they had been driven here straight from the showroom.

Taking advantage of every possible cover, he edged closer.

The first car was a superb Rolls Royce with a British registration. The second was Cadillac’s newest and plushest model about which he had been reading a bare week before.

The third, in silver-grey, was the newest and most luxurious model ever built by Mercedes.

Travers stared at them, trying to relate their perfection, sleekness and spotless condition with the present crisis.

‘Magnificent are they not?’ said a man’s voice behind him.
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