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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 I


Mordak stank like an old corpse. The tractor scooped him up with a load of alien soil, cracked him out of his comfortable incubator and dumped him into the living world.


Gusty didn’t know what the place was or how it had come to be there. The sky was gray and full of lowering clouds that seemed to dissolve into the forbidding horizon. There wasn’t much to look at on the ground save for rocks of various sizes and a dusty surface that blew into the air in spirals each time the big mechanical shovel thrust down into it.


The old man wandered about kicking up dust, now and then glancing at the sky to see if it had changed. It paid a fellow to stay alert while treading unfamiliar sod. Tidal waves, conflagration, mud slides or general disaster were not inconceivable in strange territory, and that was where he was, somewhere out from reality in a spot where everything was crazy.


Unmissed, undesired, like the space debris adrift in the orbit of Earth, the human stood up to his ankles in stardust and watched a tractor gobble up a portion of dirt. He observed the horizon, the machine, the ground, the hill of rocks behind which that odd hole in the building yawned and all the while he was thinking that he might not really be experiencing this, that he was still back in the cave asleep and snoring.


He was looking right at the shovel when it unearthed a bubble of glass two meters high and as many meters across. Of course the sphere couldn’t have been glass or the machine would have crushed it to powder, but it was transparent and obviously not too fragile since it merely cracked under the pressure of the metal jaws. They lifted the egg out of its shallow grave and split it open, allowing the contents to drop onto the dust a short distance from where Gusty stood.


Mordak stank and shrieked and tried to see but the sky was still light and his eyes preferred darkness. Large and set far back in his face, they gleamed like blue lamps as they moved here and there from horizon to horizon, blinking, nearly blind. How long he had been living and growing in the bubble-like egg was unknown, but his body had a human form of sorts while the hair on his head was long and stringy.


Gray except for his eyes, Mordak was shockingly lean and alien in appearance. He uncurled from his position on the ground in a slow and dazed sequence of motions that made Gusty think of a mound of writhing maggots. The alien could move in a hurry when he wanted to or when he was angry, which he was then, murderously so. Wasn’t Gusty to blame for the precious life cycle having been interrupted?


Before plunging into the obscurity of rock mounds and craters, Mordak peered closely at the enemy, tried to get rid of the man in that very instant by raising a hand and leaping forward. He was weak and would remain so for a few hours and his vision was inferior in daylight, so all Gusty had to do was step aside and the creature went on past, groping with savage gestures, shrieking as though fate had made off with his stairway to Heaven. As he hurtled away the human image burned on the retinas of his hateful eyes.


Seldom had Gusty been passionately loved by anyone, but to his knowledge no living person harbored in his or her breast an inordinate hatred for him. During the last few decades he had accepted the fact that he was an almost invisible cipher in reality. Now he came to know that Mordak loathed him, atom and molecule.


More than anything he wanted to go back the way he had come, longed to exit from this unholy place and get back into that big lighted tunnel with the rock wall on one side. Home and safety lay beyond that wall and if he could reach the crevice through which he had come, he could fade away like a shadow and be among the caves where his friends lived. Only a little while ago he had been idly wandering through granite rooms that were as familiar to him as his own hands, and then he decided to squeeze through the crevice and discovered something besides the basement of a building. Stupid curiosity made him walk down the tiled tunnel toward that blazing hole of light, and now look where he was. When it came to that, where was he?


Back the way he had entered the gray world he went, skipping and hopping in his haste to find the bright hole leading into the tunnel. He made himself move as nimbly as possible in case the ugly stinker came anywhere near him again. With any luck the bright light of the hole had scared it away and now it was sniffling and snorting among the dunes off to his right.


The hole was as big as a house, glittering like a giant searchlight, smack in the middle of what looked like a solid mountain except that this couldn’t be right since there had to be a building there. Sore-footed, Gusty took a hesitant step into the shattering illumination and was simultaneously relieved and amazed. It didn’t matter that he felt crazy. The tiled tunnel was back again and so was the rock wall to his left. Ahead was the same old carpeted vestibule but he hadn’t any intention of going that far because he could see the special crevice he planned to use as an escape route. It wasn’t very large but he was accustomed to skinning in and out of narrow places so it was like second nature for him to know where this one was.


He looked back and was gratified to see that the gray world had disappeared. Now there was only the bright hole. He couldn’t even hear the sounds of the tractor.


Suddenly two men dressed in pale-blue uniforms walked out of the vestibule. They saw Gusty and both dropped into a crouch while they cocked their rifles at him. Too far away to make out their faces, Gusty scowled and kept moving forward and to his left. They might shoot him before he reached the crack in the wall.


“What’d I do?” he yelled. “You gonna kill me for nothing?”


They seemed to relax right away, stood up and started coming down the tunnel at a run, and all the while Gusty was trying to get to the crevice. They were no more than halfway when he saw the ugly stinker above them. The ceiling was high and they weren’t looking up, but he spotted it because he was still worrying about where it had gone.


Mordak looked like a big spider spread out flat on the tiled ceiling. Rapidly and with craft he crawled a little farther along until he was in position to drop on the men.


“Watch out, watch it, over your heads!” Gusty bawled. At that moment the crevice was there within easy reach and in a flash he flattened himself against the rock wall and faded out of sight.





Tully had been hired by Gee Rumson who gave him a rating of private and sent him to guard the lower levels of his building. Though it wasn’t much of a job, Tully was young and ambitious and desired to become indispensable to his employer.


Now he stood in his clean blue uniform, gripped his black gun and wondered what the old man had been yelling about. Also he was wondering how the old man had gotten through one of those cracks in the wall. Tully had personally checked out every one and would have been ready to swear that nothing other than a snake could use any of them as a doorway into or away from the tunnel.


When he first saw the old man, Tully thought he had come out of the hole. That alone would have been reason to shoot the skinny buzzard but then he started yelling and Tully knew right away he was human except he was so excited that what he yelled was mostly a jumble of high sounds.


Going over to the wall, Tully tried to find the crack. He went up and down the tunnel looking for it but every line and gouge in the granite looked alike. Just as he laid his gun down so that he could run his hands along a particular crevice, he heard Bates scream. Whirling, he saw something sticking to the front of his companion. It was gray and for a second he thought it was a naked man but then he saw the streaks of red running down its arm and realized it was attacking Bates.


Something happened to Tully when the sure knowledge hit him that the gray thing came out of the hole. It had come through the dimensional opening created by the Rumson Bore and here it was not twenty meters away from him gnawing off his friend’s head.


There in the tunnel he discovered that his worst terror was of the foreign, and by that he meant something that didn’t belong to Earth. Had it been an animal clinging to Bates and attacking him, Tully would have grabbed up his gun and used it like a club, but the gray thing was just that, a thing, sticking to the screaming man like an oversized insect.


As soon as Bates went down, the thing turned on Tully. Fortunately for him, he staggered backwards up the tunnel and paused directly beneath a bright light. Unaware that he had moved at all, he stood with his eyes opened wide and his brain emptied of nearly every thought or emotion as he waited for the rotten monster to come and take him. His only sensation was that of coldness.


It gradually dawned on him that the thing was hesitant to close in on him. It circled him, reaching out with first one hand and then the other, obviously longing to come closer and use its dripping fangs on him yet something stopped it and made it remain beyond reach. It never occurred to him that it might not be able to see him.


Shock after shock ripped through his brain as he observed Mordak in all his alienness: sunken blue eyes, slitted nostrils, mouth stretching from ear to ear, gray and slick all over with only a full round pouch where the genitals should be, bony knees, a lump in the center of the chest, feet that were mere pads with many wispy protrusions, like brushes. Hands the same, brushes with each bristle curling and moving independently.


Loud rumblings came from somewhere up above. It was the Bore preparing to shut down for the night. Tully cried out in his mind, cursed and threatened, pleaded with them not to turn it off. They surely wouldn’t leave this thing in here. Not in this world. They had to take it out, make it go back to its own. They mustn’t leave it here where he could see it.


He didn’t know why Mordak decided not to stay in the tunnel and kill him. The thing could have since he wasn’t putting up any defense but stood bonelessly waiting for this creature that was too ugly for him ever to accurately describe to come and rend him.


Without comprehension he watched as it leaped all the way up to the ceiling and scurried away, not towards its own home but into a hallway which had several forks leading to other parts of the building. Its arms and legs moved so rapidly it seemed to him that it possessed more than two pairs. More like it had six or eight. Yes, eight. Like a spider.





Ekler bore a faint resemblance to a hound as he sniffed the air of the conference room into which he had been ushered by a servant several minutes before. He sniffed again. There was the smell of expensive wooden furniture, air cleaner and rank fear.


“The anonymous phone call which I received at the station,” he said, repeating himself. “Everyone thought it was so outlandish. We all sat down and talked about it in order to see what we could come up with. We arrived at some odd conclusions which I’m certain will interest you once you hear them.”


“I’m a busy man,” said Rumson, clasping his hands. They were pale like the rest of him.


“No one is above the law.”


“Certainly not I.”


“The world knows about the Rumson Bore. The world remembers you were restrained by the Court from using it because it was potentially dangerous.”


“Plainly a lunatic made that phone call to you.”


“It was suggested in my office conference that perhaps some government or private agency coerced you into building the Bore and using it. We all know the country needs ore and chemicals.”


The look of fear and annoyance deepened on Rumson’s face. “If you know so much you don’t need me and I don’t see why we need this conversation. Arrest me if you have any evidence of guilt on my part.”


Shrugging, Ekler said, “The old man told me one of the guards was killed; had his head bitten off.”


Rumson sat down at the end of the long, glistening conference table and looked toward the undraped window. Suddenly he shivered and lowered his gaze. Not once did he look toward the light again. “The duty roster isn’t confidential. I can tell you Tully and Bates guarded the lower halls Tuesday night but I’m afraid you can’t talk to them. They’re both on leave.”


“What do you have in the building that requires protecting?”


“My privacy and my property.”


“The two men left addresses where they can be reached.”


Rumson shrugged and clasped his hands. “I tried to get in touch with them as soon as you called me. They left nonexisting addresses and numbers. That isn’t at all unusual. Too often my people get called back before their vacation time is up. Of course Tully and Bates will get some demerits for making their whereabouts unknown.”


Ekler sat down uninvited at the head of the table and propped his chin on his hands. He was a big, muscular man with a shock of dark hair. “Naturally no alien came out of that place. By the way, do you still maintain you don’t know where it is?”


“No, I don’t know where it is.”


“Not Venus or Mercury or Mars?”


“Only a policeman could be so careless about the sciences. Anyone else would point out to me that conditions on those planets are not conducive to life as we know it.”


“It’s a place so it has to be someplace.” Ekler’s chair was equipped with motorized wheels. Silently he rolled away from the table, approached the high, broad window and slowed. He could see the spires of Eastland’s only cathedral. Brass plated, they glittered in the sun like a crown. “It’s somewhere out there, maybe just on the other side of an invisible wall or conceivably light-years away in space.”


Momentarily startled, Rumson said, “I always maintained it didn’t matter where it was as long as it had resources. However you’re mistaken about my having used the Bore. Not since my experimenting days. It’s part of my past.”


“Most business installations have TV cameras built into the hallways or ceilings.”


“Sorry, no. There are no cameras on the lower floors.”


“Our artists composed a sketch from the old man’s description,” said Ekler. “You have a problem, Mr. Rumson. Your agency will dump you when you tell them a murderous alien came out of that Bore, your security people will walk off the job and the citizens of Eastland will try to hang you from a lamppost.”


“It’s all nonsense.”


“A killer in the streets. Like Jack the Ripper all over again.”


Out on one of those streets a few minutes later, Ekler breathed deeply to get rid of the smell of deodorant and wealth. He frowned when he realized that he still smelled fear. It seemed to be all over Eastland.


Rumson had been thorough in his panicked haste. The lower floors of his building were a pile of rubble so search warrants didn’t mean anything. If there had been a Bore down there, it was now covered with tons of debris.


Ekler’s men would be present when the digging crew went to work. The lies were beginning to irritate him. If Rumson had broken the law Ekler wanted to know about it. He was curious to learn what had motivated an old man to call the police and tell such unusual whoppers. Perhaps just to get Rumson in trouble.


Not for a moment did Ekler believe the part about the alien. He hated science fiction. Besides, he knew a bit about the Bore. It supposedly opened into a planet or a world empty of intelligent life. That much was well established fact. In several areas a great deal of vegetation and small mammals had been spotted but there were no high-level animals of any kind. Period. Except that he had put out tracers on Tully and Bates and came up with exactly nothing. But that had nothing to do with aliens. Somebody might have killed Bates. Maybe Tully did it. Maybe the old man did it.


No matter. Ekler would find out. He was a hound when it came to his work.





Mordak knew what he was doing. He was getting his revenge. He hadn’t wanted to come to this place and indeed had no idea how or why he had arrived, having been blinded by a severe bright light moments before plunging through a hole. Since he was here and didn’t know how to get out he would discover necessary things to do.


Anyone who even faintly resembled the old creature in the garden at home would go down before his fangs and his spite; any erect organism walking on two legs and swinging two arms would fit the spinner’s description of the enemy.


When Mordak wasn’t gnashing his teeth he was grieving. The garden was lost to him forever and he was an outcast in a land which was stranger to beauty and pleasant sound. He liked silence and bland colors. At the moment he climbed down one of the cathedral’s spires, hurrying toward a clanging noise that reverberated up and down his body. As he moved, his hands slid across the brass like brushes, painted it with a thin lacquer that came from inside his body. Within seconds the lacquer seethed, bubbled, thickened.


Opening a trapdoor he went down the rope so quickly the bell ringer at the bottom hadn’t time to open his mouth to scream. Mordak dropped onto the unprotected shoulders and laid his hands on the head. Suddenly the wispy fingers stiffened, became strong and rigid, dug deeply and easily into the flesh, the eyes, the nose, ripped them away.


Upon completing his task the spinner twisted the rope around the man’s neck and left the mutilated carcass hanging there. In the dark his eyes glowed fiercely. He was in his element now. When his environment was lightless it was almost as if he were back in the egg again where life was black and the dreams came one after another. So full of promises those dreams had been.


He discovered that he was scarcely noticeable when he stood upright and walked down the street. Avoiding areas illuminated by overhead globes, he stayed close to the buildings as he took up the trail of a man with an armful of packages.


For a while the man ignored the slapping little footsteps behind him but at last he turned and confronted his pursuer. All he saw was a dim blue light that gradually separated into two blue lights below which was a slight human form. A child with a pair of blue bulbs?


All at once there was the stink and the swift aura of deadly danger, both arriving too late to do the man any good since Mordak sprang upon him in the exact moment that he dropped his packages. He was young and strong but the thing clutching him and sinking its teeth into his throat was made of steel. Its fingers were razor blades destroying his shoulders, its toes sliced his thighs to tatters and all the while its fangs groped for his jugular.


He drowned in his own blood, fell across the sidewalk into the gutter, thrashed and crawled to the end of the block where a series of screens determined that he wasn’t something to be deposited in the underground pipe. The screens handled him gently, kept him from sliding away, held him in the trough so that he couldn’t escape. All the while he tried to cry out for someone to come and help him.




CHAPTER II


Gusty was fishing from the rocky shore when someone threw a body off the cliff. It came hurtling down to land in the ocean not ten yards away from him. He knew a second party was involved because he heard a door slam and tires squeal as a car pulled away up on the bluff.


Expert with rod and reel, he snagged the shirt on the bobbing form, hauled his catch in and rolled it on its back. A young man with an egg-sized knot near the hairline on his forehead lay there scarcely breathing. Leaving his gear on the beach, Gusty began climbing through a wall of rocks that cut off the passage south of him. Only someone familiar with the maze could have found his way through the nooks and crannies pounded out by the high tides.


The first cave he entered was both high and deep with a shallow pool to the left and gradually ascending flat stones on the right. The pool would rise above the cave mouth when the tide came in, cutting off normal access to the rooms above and beyond.


He went looking for Hitty, found her in the bathroom sitting on the purple commode he had brought especially for her. “Fellow got dumped off the cliff and is croaking out there on the sand. I don’t think we should leave him out there. He might be spotted from above.”


He waited and at last she went along with him, at the same time signaling to various others to accompany them. It took them a while to carry the young man through the maze after which he was transported into the warm recovery room and laid on a clean cot.


“He reminds me of a dog I had once, name of Rune,” said Hitty. “Is he dead?”


“Soon, probably,” said Gusty. “Unless whoever threw him was strong enough to get him out over all those rocks jutting up there.”


“Can’t you tell if anything’s broken?”


“Not without X-rays. I felt him all over and except for that bump on his head I can’t find anything.”


“They hit him with a loaded sock. Otherwise the skin would be split.”


Around the cot wandered old men and women in varied states of mental alertness and physical strength. Cappy touched the unconscious man’s blond curls with curious fingers, Pathia merely stared into his still face, Nox methodically began undressing him.


“Get some long johns on him,” said Gusty. “Some thick socks, a pair of sneakers, maybe a heating pad on his belly. A cold rag on that bump.”


“He looks a whole lot like my dog,” said Hitty. “We have to call him Rune.”


They didn’t want the youth to live, they didn’t want him to die, but rather it was their manner to observe phenomena and patiently wait and see how they turned out. In the granite doorway rested a large battery-operated heater that blew hot air inside. There were a dozen empty cots in the room, usually immaculately made except when someone forgot and sat on one or crawled into one or had a fit on one or did something the others were forced to pretend he didn’t. Rows of shiny white cabinets lined the walls, furnished with the most modern medicines the caves’ inhabitants had been able to steal. Since they were accomplished thieves the cabinets lacked little if anything.


Pathia shuffled up to Gusty, poked him in the ribs and told him Bindle was ready for surgery.


“Good thing, too, since I’m beginning to feel fuzzy headed,” he said. “Hope I don’t lift his liver by mistake. Be sure I don’t wander off once I open him up.”


In surgery the patient was laid out on a high slab of rock which was covered with clean sheets. Gusty’s instruments lay nearby in a metal pan.


“Sterilized?” he said to Pathia. He washed his hands and arms in a small hot spring that bubbled from the mountain in one corner.


“Perfectly.”


“You sure?”


“Ask me again and I’ll quit being your nurse.”


“I have to make certain you haven’t got your days mixed up. Yesterday I did a skin scraping on Jesse’s infected toe. Remember that?”


Pathia was little and skinny except for her belly which showed a bulge. “Sure I remember,” she said, her voice squeaky. She was ninety-two.


“What did you do with my tools when I was done?”


“Dumped ’em in the pot and boiled the devil out of ’em. In fact I just fished ’em out before you walked in. Good enough?”


Bindle didn’t fight the anesthetic, allowed the doctor to drape his lower face with the pad and by and by his mind went peacefully away. It took Gusty approximately twenty minutes to make a small incision, fish for the appendix which was five inches long and curled around the lower rib, snip, suture, close the wound and slap a pad on it. While Bindle was still asleep, his friends lifted him onto a wheeled cot and took him to recovery.


“Is he gonna be all right?” said Hitty.


“Which one?” said Gusty.


“Both.”


“Bindle will be fine. I don’t know about the kid.”


“Rune.”


“Yeah.”


Far back in the mountain steam and smoke rumbled and fought for release in the shafts, exited two miles away at the edge of the swamp.


Fuzzy minded all of a sudden, Gusty set out to see his brother Arthur, walked far back into the mountain because the tide had come in which meant he couldn’t go out the front. Sometimes he could locate the series of tunnels leading to a narrow opening in the ground almost directly outside of Eastland, and today he found it. No one would see him come out, not even children since the area was inhabited by wild dogs that chased everyone except Gusty. They ran away from him, seemingly alarmed by the thin apparition in flapping clothes who hopped from out of the rocks to chatter at them.


He was walking down an alley in the city proper when he remembered Arthur had died a couple of decades ago. Almost at the same time he recollected his call to Ekler. Crossing to a phone booth on the curb at the mouth of the alley, he punched a button to the main police station. After sucking his teeth for a nervous minute and mumbling, “How do you do?” he said, “You gone after that ugly stinker I told you about?”


“It’s you! Oh, sure, you bet. Why don’t you come on over here so we can discuss it.”


“Discuss what?”


“How the man was killed. His name was Bates or Tully.”


“What do I care what his name was? The only reason I told you about that creature is that I detest him more than some of my fellow men, which is saying a good bit. And you’re a liar.”


“I beg your pardon?”


“It’s near dusk, now, isn’t it?” said Gusty. “Early in the morning I want you to stand in the middle of Main Street and take a look up at the cathedral.”


“How about now?” said Ekler.


“I don’t know if you can get here before dark, but I don’t plan to stay around and find out if you or I can still see him then.” Since his brother wasn’t anywhere around where he could be visited, Gusty went on down the street toward the Retreat. It was a semicircle of eight-story apartment buildings created specifically for the elderly—comfort and security guaranteed, with high rent and unbreakable leases. It looked like several motels stacked one upon another, powder blue in color with pink trimming, surrounded by artificial turf that never looked scuffed in spite of traffic.


All the open porches on ground level were occupied by gray-haired or bald men and women who sat in swings, chairs, wheelchairs, lounges or on the stoops. For so many people there was very little noise.


Gusty looked for Kruge among them, didn’t spot him and went inside to the elevators. Choosing an empty one and making certain there was no youth in the hallway ready to pop inside with him at the last moment, he rode to the sixth floor.


Kruge’s stroke had left his right side paralyzed. He sat perpetually bent over in his wheelchair, and in order to see in front of him he had to jerk his head up. Only for a second or two could he hold it up and then it dropped again, so when he looked at Gusty he did it by bobbing like an apple in a barrel. He was unable to speak.


Now he sat with a lapful of dog droppings and continued to hit the arm of his chair with his left elbow. His wrist was tied down with a piece of wire.


Gusty untied him, found a piece of paper and pencil in the ransacked apartment and placed them where Kruge could make use of them. “Told you to get out of here and come with me,” he said.


Kruge wrote: Firstly, his son had run out on him six days ago, claimed he wasn’t staying another hour and for the old man to call welfare or the police to come and get him. The son had to be out of his head for he knew the old man couldn’t reach the phone without getting out of the wheelchair which Kruge couldn’t do without help. Secondly, yesterday Jerome had come in and torn up the place, stole the TV and everything else worth more than a dime. Instead of beating Kruge up or killing him, Jerome tied down his good hand, brought in a sack full of dog crap and put it in his lap.


“Stay here a little while longer,” said Gusty. “I’ll be back for you before midnight.”


Kruge began to cry and slapped the arm of his chair.


“I know. You’ve been sitting there for six days. I’ll be back with friends. You won’t know we’re coming until we’re all around you. We’ll handle you like a baby, take you home with us and give you a hot bath, a good meal and a clean bed. Shut up. Wait for us.”





Rumson felt best when he was at the bottom of his building wherein not a particle of natural light filtered. Since the two lowest floors were rubble he had to settle for the third, but it was good enough for his purpose which was to feel as surrounded as possible by obstacles, any kind of obstacles, the more cumbersome the better. He was sick and needed everything but open space. At the moment he was on the phone.


“You can’t expect me to bail you out,” said the man at the other end. “I’m a corporation head, not a politician. Any member of any security agency has more influence than I.”


“I’m not gullible enough to believe that. And you didn’t have that whining tone in your voice when you asked me to build the Bore.”


“For which you were well paid.”


“It seems to me you and your company collected several million dollars for the oil, so don’t talk about money right now. If you don’t mind I’d like you to suggest something that makes me optimistic.”


“Sorry, I can’t.”


“You aren’t thinking of your own legal defense already, I hope,” said Rumson. “I also hope you don’t have it in mind to claim I approached you. It won’t wash, not at all.”


“You keep to yourself too much. You ought to come out of that place and get a breath of fresh air.”


“Never mind—”


“What I’m trying to tell you is that you don’t hear enough unless you walk the streets. It’s becoming one of my favorite methods of picking up information. The country needs the ore and the oil.”


“What does that mean?” said Rumson.


“What the people need and want supercedes court orders.”


“You can believe junk like that but not I.”


“Forget it, forget it, nothing will come of this, mark my words.”


“Why should I? You’ve personally made a fortune off this deal but now you won’t even come to Eastland to talk to me.”


“Patience. I will.”


“When?”


“When you get rid of that alien.”





The lacquer from Mordak’s body formed what looked like a broad web that stretched from one of the cathedral spires to the tip of the Drake building next to it. Expanding under its own power, the substance reached across space like fingers of mist that felt and probed, touched the other structure and began to toughen.


There was now a large web between the two buildings and Mordak hung in the center staring blindly at the fading sun. He tried to dream but couldn’t. He thought of the egg, tried to return to it in his mind but it was no good. An outcast, he grieved. One day he would have come naturally out of the incubator, would have discovered a gray paradise, would have sowed his fruit everywhere so that his species could thrive. Now there was nothing on his world to enjoy the paradise. The tractor had unearthed the only egg on the spinner’s planet. As far as home was concerned he had been and would always be alone of his kind.
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