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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.







CHAPTER 1


My father had always hoped to write this. He wanted to be the one who would write the sequel to his original manuscript. But he will never do it now.


So it’s up to me.


Where do I begin? I wonder how he himself would have tackled it; or how, in the circumstances, he would have advised me to tackle it. Probably he would have had some pretty decided views about the whole thing, just as he had decided views about everything else. And if I disagreed with his suggestions or commands, I would have found some way of evading his strictures, just as I always used to do.


There was, for instance, that business of Don’s failure to return from Zopilotec, and my suggestion that I should go after him.


I remember that day. I remember it clearly. In many ways it marked the beginning of a new phase. Looking back, I see it as the beginning of a new campaign in the long war against the possessors.


“Your mother would never forgive me,” my father said, that day.


“I’ll never forgive you either,” I said, “if you can’t let me go.”


His brow darkened, but for a moment he did not reply. He looked away, and we both stared across the burning wilderness of the plateau towards the east—towards the distance where the plateau fell away at last to the coastal plain, and our conquerors worked away at their most ambitious projects.


Nothing moved. From the ruins of the old Toltec city that served us as a watch-tower, we could look out across the arid wastes and see anything there was to be seen: and there was nothing. There was no road, not even a regular path: whenever we journeyed out or in, we obliterated any trace of our passage.


Beyond the hazed limits of the plateau lay that city into which my brother had disappeared.


I said: “We can’t just sit back and——”


“Look!” said my father suddenly, tersely.


We saw it rise from the blurred distance. Against the hot sky it was fiery and savage, leaping up and up, a flare in the heavens.


“Another test rocket,” I wondered aloud, “or the real thing this time?”


“We know they’re getting very excited about something. If only we knew what it was … if only we could find out if they had really succeeded this time.”


“That’s what we sent Don in to find out,” I observed. “And as he hasn’t come back, we’ve got to try again.”


We both continued to stare at the fading arc across the sky.


My father said: “Someone will have to go in. Or at any rate some plan will have to be made. But you won’t be the one.”


“I insist——”


“You don’t insist on anything, son. We’ve lost one of our boys, and your mother isn’t going to have her heart broken by the loss of another.”


“We don’t know that Don’s lost,” I protested. “He may be alive.”


“Quite possibly.” My father’s eyes narrowed in pain. “In fact, I should think he almost certainly is—if you can call yourself alive when you’re possessed by the Motils.”


We turned, as though deciding it was time to call a truce to argument, and made our way back towards our underground home. We did not speak, but I had no doubt that both of us were thinking of the same things. Who ever thought of anything else? In all the nineteen years of my life, when had I ever given time to thoughts of anything but the best way of attacking Motils and eventually freeing the world?


I paid little attention to work that day. My job of attending to the cavern crops which provided our staple food was neglected. In my mind I reached out towards Zopilotec, trying to visualise it and to guess what had happened to Don. I thought with hatred—a hatred that was second nature to all of us—of the scaly travesties of human beings that walked in the streets of the city. Once, my father had told me, it was no more than a small town, a typical lazy Mexican coastal town drowsing on the plain down there; but now it had grown, spreading with the spread of the parasitical invaders from outer space, until it had become one of their most important operational centres. One day we would reclaim those streets and buildings. One day, clean and free from the hideous devouring growth, we would hold up our heads and walk proudly on the face of our own planet instead of skulking in caves and vainly chipping away at the enemy with our little, unrelated acts of sabotage.


One day …


I could not bear to be idle. I could not bear to think of my older brother trapped in that city while the rest of us wagged our heads and said that we mustn’t risk losing anybody else in that way. Whatever my father might say, I was determined to go in after Don.


In the afternoon it occurred to me to enlist the aid of Major Kline.


Sardonic and grim of feature, the Major was one of the mainstays of our community. He had known my father from the earliest days of the invasion, and their mutual respect had grown into a deep and lasting friendship. I had always looked on him as one of our family—I seem to remember calling him “uncle” at one stage of my growth—and I knew as well as anyone that behind his military brusqueness and occasional sarcasm he was a sincere and fine man. His hair had gone white in the time that I had known him, and his tanned face was as seamed with age as the faces of the Mexican peons we still saw occasionally.


I knew there was no point in trying to lead up to things nonchalantly. If you wanted to talk to Major Kline, you said what you had to say. If you tried to wheedle him or spring something on him, he was always several sentences ahead of you.


So this time I said bluntly: “I want you to help me. I want to go in and look for Don.”


“Indeed? What does your father think of this?”


“He’s afraid of what my mother will say.”


“Quite reasonably so.”


“Yes, but——”


“There’s also the fact,” he snapped, “that your father is very fond of you. It hasn’t been easy for him to face up to this blow.”


I felt myself flushing. I said: “But he ought not to hold up investigations for personal reasons.”


“Investigations won’t be held up. Somebody will be chosen to go into the city, when we’ve worked out a plan for their benefit.”


“I don’t see why I shouldn’t be the one. I don’t want to be sheltered just because my father is in an important position in the community.”


Major Kline leaned back against the wall of the cave that was his home and also the hospital, surgery and medical inspection room of our troglodytes’ world. I could not tell whether he was going to say something cutting or merely reproving.


“Your father himself is touchy on points like that,” he said in a level tone. “That’s why Don went on the job in the first place. The rest of us wanted to send somebody else, but Cliff said that he wasn’t going to have any favouritism, and insisted on his older son going. He’s done that, and that settles it. There’s no reason why he should sacrifice another son.”


“It won’t be a sacrifice. I’ll come back all right.”


“That’s what Don thought.”


There was a short silence. I knew that Major Kline was talking sound common sense; but I also knew that it didn’t make the slightest difference to me.


I said: “Instead of waiting about and discussing it, and wasting time, I want to go in there. We’ve got to find out what’s happening. I’m the one to do it.”


The Major grinned faintly. “You sound darned sure about it.”


“You’ve got to help me.”


“Have I?”


“Yes,” I said.


His grin continued to twitch at the corners of his sardonic mouth, and a light of amusement came into his eyes.


“Your old man will be pretty sore with me,” he said.


It was as good as an admission that he was won over.


“You’ll help?” I said eagerly.


“You’re so infernally like Cliff when he was younger: it reminds me of the early days.” He sighed and got up. I watched him as he opened the door of his big cupboard, filled with bottles and equipment that had been laboriously and dangerously acquired over years of guerrilla activity. “I suppose you want me to make you pretty?”


“That’s what I had in mind,” I said. “All pretty and green and purple.”


With the door wide open, he hesitated for another moment.


“What Cliff and Julia are going to say to me …”


“I’ll smooth it all over when I come back.”


He shook his head wryly. But then he reached in and took out the large bottles that he had used a few weeks before when my brother had set out to Zopilotec. I watched him as he laid out the brushes.


“Here we are,” he said. “It takes a couple of hours, as you know. Once it’s finished, you must get moving so that you can get into the city during the night. From all we’ve heard, they’re making a strong check on anyone entering the place from the main roads.”


“If they’re as wary as all that, it shows something big is in the wind. That’s why I’ve got to get in there and do some rooting about.”


He nodded wearily. “All right, all right. I’m convinced. But if you don’t come back——”


“I won’t let you down,” I laughed.


He dragged the heavy door across the entrance to the subterranean room, moved the lamp nearer, and then indicated that I should take my shirt off.


It was a long and irritating procedure from then on. My skin had to be painted over with the solution that it had taken us so long to develop—the solution that turned the skin to that hideous shade of green flecked with purple that characterised the human beings who had been attacked by the Motil parasites. The skin dried and puckered, and it was extremely painful. Considering what limited facilities Kline had, his development of the material had been little short of a work of genius. It had taken years. But he had doggedly plodded on, knowing that if we were to spy on the Motils and attack them and destroy their workshops we must be able to move freely among them.


I gritted my teeth against the itching, ravaging pain. I watched with a nausea that was difficult to keep down as my arm became scaly and reptilian. My heart beat faster. I was going to walk into a city of beings who nearly all looked like this. The greedy parasites that now ruled our planet had taken possession of the bodies of millions of human beings and spread all over them so that they had come to appear like this—alien, evil and revolting.


The brush paused. Kline looked up at me with a speculative twist of his mouth.


“Well?”


“Well?” I said.


“You want to go through with this?”


“Of course I want to go through with it.”


“They’re not a nice crowd,” he said with a sort of mock banality. “I don’t like to think of you acquiring a skin like this that won’t rub off the way this one does.”


“I’ll watch out for it. Once the Controller comes, there’s no hope for us. We’ve got to know.”


He sat back, studying the texture of the puckered flesh.


“Sometimes I wonder if we haven’t lost the fight,” he mused. His voice was as sharp and derisive as usual, as though he were sneering at his own words; but I detected a great weariness behind the facade. “How many of us are there, against how many of them? And what do we do?”


“We hit them wherever we can,” I said hotly, “as often as we can.”


“Yes, yes, I know. But what chance have we of rolling ’em off the planet altogether? Even without their worshipped master, the Controller, they’ve made a good job of taking possession. Once he—or it, whatever it is—gets here, I don’t see how we can expect to start a really effective war.”


I said fervently: “But we’ve kept it away this long. All these years we’ve prevented them getting out into space. We’ve sabotaged their attempts at building a space ship. All over the world they’ve been working, and all over the world our little groups have succeeded in busting things up. They want to bring their Controller down here: they’ve been wanting to do that for more than twenty years, and they haven’t been able to manage it yet. If that’s not good reason for us to be optimistic, what is?”


The grin came back to his face. He leaned forward with the brush once more.


“I’m getting old,” he apologised sourly. “I get so damned cramped sitting in here as the years go by. I like to dream of a terrific rebellion, and the whole thing being cleared up in a few months, and everything being the way it was. Then I think a bit more, and I know it won’t happen like that. It won’t be finished in my lifetime. And that makes a man gloomy, Matt.”


“You never know what’ll happen,” I said. “You just don’t know how close we may be to the end.”


He did not reply, but merely went on painting away, driving fire and tingling poison into me, until I felt that I could scream. I wanted to thrust him away and start scratching myself—anything to stop this intolerable prickling.


But at last he had finished. He looked at me and said:


“What a beauty! All the ladies of Zopilotec will fall for you.”


“I don’t think I’d care to go near them,” I said.


He held up a shattered piece of mirror. Even through the cracks I could see what a horrible sight I was. My face was seamed with lines of purple, glistening as though some appalling infection had bitten deeply and gangrenously into them. The muscles of my cheeks felt tight. I had difficulty in speaking normally because my mouth had drawn in painfully at the corners.


Major Kline said. “Stay here for twenty minutes or so, and then you can be on your way. Don’t take any chances, Matt.”


“No more than are necessary,” I said.


“And good luck to you.” He put his hand affectionately on my shoulder. “I’m with you, son, all the way. If you find anything, there’s no telling what it may lead to. We’ve got to get moving soon. Like I told you, I’m getting old … and tired … and darned impatient.”


“We’re all getting impatient,” I said. “We want our world back. We want it for ourselves.”


He nodded very slowly. “That’s about the way it is. Even you, who were born into this mess, and never knew what the world was like in the old days—you feel it the way we all do. It’s your heritage, Matt. I hope you and the young men like you can reclaim it.”




CHAPTER 2


“We believe in the future of the world,” wrote my father in his account of the coming of the Motils. “Later,” he went on, “we shall come back into our rightful heritage … We shall return.”


It was a hope—no, more than a hope: a sort of inborn compulsion to believe—that every young man and woman of my generation had known from the early days of childhood. My father and those others who fled with him into Mexico looked forward courageously to years and perhaps generations of guerrilla fighting, and vowed to do all they could to make the Motils rue the day they had come to our Earth.


He and those other survivors had certainly kept to their intention. And, whatever Kline might say in moments of despondency, they had done a good job. They had proved that the free human mind was more adaptable than the minds of the invaders—more cunning and more resourceful.


One of the earliest fears of my father’s contemporaries had been that the Motils might prove to be telepathic. There had been no sign of this in the opening stages of the invasion, but nobody at that time could be sure of knowing anything really definite about the parasites. They dropped in crystalline form from space, incredibly sprang to life when they came in contact with human flesh, and drove their way up to the human brain. A Motil infection could take over the brain as a thief might take over somebody else’s automobile! the brain became merely something which carried someone about, and responded to the touch of the new master. Perhaps, it was feared, when once the Motils had established themselves, they would prove to be mutually telepathic, and then life would be made even more difficult for the few remaining human beings.


But it had proved otherwise. In order to speak to one another, the Motils had to converse through the medium of the human beings they had possessed. It must often have been difficult for them: although we ourselves could not tell the difference, we knew that there were various levels of intelligence and authority in the parasite society; but in many cases one of their leaders found himself in the mind of an ignorant labourer who could not phrase the concepts that the Motil wished to put across to his fellows. No doubt they found some way of getting around this in due course, after collating facts and names and so on, but even after all the years of occupation by the enemy we found that there were still many absurdities in their society.


They were not very subtle. Even the best of them were far from bright by our standards. Creatures of pure thought, locked up in suspended animation in crystalline form … one would have expected their mental faculties to be far beyond our own. It was not the case. They could be taken by surprise, could be hopelessly fooled. In all the years of their occupation of our world they had not succeeded in wiping out the guerrilla bands that harassed them in their cities and on their rocket launching grounds.


Of course you had to be careful. You could catch them out with a smart trick once, but it wasn’t wise to try it twice. They seemed, after a surprise had been sprung on them, to dig deeply into the minds of their human hosts and ferret out an appropriate response. They demanded from the human mind which they dominated what that human mind thought of the trick which had been played: how should it be coped with, how could it be guarded against in future? Next time they would be ready and waiting.


But next time it would be a different trick.


We had held out for years now, and we could go on holding out. Only it wasn’t enough. There was more than that to be done. There had to come a day—it must come—when the enemy could be expelled from our planet.


How?


A parasite that feeds on your flesh and takes possession of your mind isn’t easy to get rid of. You can’t scrape it out and you can’t kill it. We knew of no bacteriophage that would attack the Motils and leave the human host unharmed. Even if we could have resolved to be ruthless, and wipe out the larger part of the human race rather than allow it to live in this degrading slavery, we didn’t know of anything that would bring death to the Motils and keep them dead: a Motil that had reverted to crystalline form would revive as soon as it touched healthy flesh once more.


Perhaps there was a way. Perhaps one day it would all prove simple. But in the meantime we lacked laboratories and equipment and skilled research workers. We lacked almost everything.


Except determination.


The Motils were determined, too, and it was a good thing that they could be so easily outwitted. Their ambition was to bring their Controller to Earth. That was what they were here for: they had investigated the planet, taken possession of its inhabitants, and decided that this was a good place for their master.


We still had no clear idea of what this Controller of theirs was. Everything we had heard of it, every little bit of information gleaned from various sources, made it seem something god-like—something whose arrival and installation here would really mean the end of Earth.


The Controller, it was said, had a telepathic link with the minds of every sentient Motil. It was a co-ordinator, a thinker of the most complex possible thoughts, an absolute ruler of a race that numbered countless millions—and every one of those millions was in immediate mental contact with its master.


That’s what we had heard.


And we had heard that the main endeavour of the Motils would be to use human brains and the metals and tools that human hands had made in order to construct a space ship that would bring the Controller to Earth.


“The Controller must never come.”


It was a watchword. It was the first thing we learnt as children, and I remember having nightmares about some indescribable bogey-man called the Controller.

OEBPS/images/9781473210783.jpg





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





