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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.
















Ah! wherefore with infection should he live,


And with his presence grace impiety,


That sin by him advantage should achieve


And lace itself with his society?


Why should false painting imitate his cheek


And steal dead seeing of his living hue?


Why should poor beauty indirectly seek


Roses of shadow, since his rose is true?…


—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


(from Sonnet LXXVII)












CHAPTER ONE






The room was dark. Just enough moonlight slanted through the broken windows for Alex Ward to make out the debris littering the floor, chunks of ceiling plaster lying in heaps amid the wrecked office furniture. He had gone from one floor to the next, until he had ascended almost to the top of this abandoned insurance building. He was looking for something—anything—that he could sell in the sewer, but the lower floors had been picked clean. His best chances were up high in these old executive suits, where he might find a bottle of liquor behind a wall painting, or a gold pen and pencil set, something he could trade for food or ammunition.


Besides, there weren’t likely to be any colloids up here. He couldn’t afford to waste ammunition, so it was best to hunt where attacks were infrequent…infrequent, but not unheard of. Alex fondled the barrel of his Ingram 9mm to reassure himself.


He overturned some plaster lumps with his boot. Underneath them was something with a shiny edge that might have been glass or metal. He reached down and gently pried it loose. Dusting it off, he held it up to the moonlight.


It was a photograph in a gilt frame, showing a man and two young children smiling through the cracked glass. They were probably the husband and kids of the executive who used to inhabit this office. Most likely all four were dead by now. If they weren’t, they wished they were…that much was certain.


Alex sighed and stuffed the picture under his shirt, figuring the frame would be worth something.


He walked slowly, stepping around a yard-wide hole in the floor, and entered the adjoining room. The windows, ten feet high from floor to ceiling, had long ago been smashed, and a cool breeze stirred the dust on the floor, piling it against the wainscoting.


Hundreds of feet below, the dead city streets were a blackened labyrinth, littered with insectile wrecked cars. Few buildings stood intact. The crumbled ruin of Independence Hall aroused memories of Philadelphia as it had been, before the colloids came. The old city had been vibrant then, but those days seemed as distant as a dream.


Something flapped out of the shadows, flying straight at his face from the floor above. Its unearthly shriek echoed in the enclosed space as Alex crouched and flailed at it with the Ingram. It sailed past his head, stirring the short hairs on the back of his neck, and smacked onto the wall beside him. It clung there, pulsing in the moonlight, a four-foot-long, shapeless thing.


It would be on him again in a second if he didn’t kill it. Alex fired a burst and the thing exploded in wet, stinking chunks. Hot liquid splattered onto his clothes and skin, as bits of the nonshape fell quivering to the floor.


Before he could take a breath, something snaked around his right ankle.


“Jesus!” He jerked his foot away before the pseudopod could get a purchase on him. Hopping backwards, he turned and nearly stepped into a viscous hump, its snake-like pseudopods whipping as it advanced. Behind it was a dripping coil that writhed like a worm in pain.


Time to go.


The Ingram’s flash strobe-lit the room, its roar deafening as spray from the two monsters soaked his ragged clothing and burnt his skin. The acrid smell of gunpowder mingled with the colloids’ stench. Before the pieces of the three things could regroup, he sprinted toward the door, skidding on the slime and nearly falling. Heart pounding, he managed to stay on his feet and get into the outer office, where he was confronted with more colloids than he had ever hoped to see in one place. Leaping, squirming, burbling, chittering, gurgling, screaming—they came at him.




He fired, muscles straining against the recoil, and backed away as the colloids were torn to pustular shreds by 9mm slugs. The monsters wailed hideously, pieces of them spinning through the dusty air and slapping against the walls and floor. More of them closed in on him through the outer door, and the quaking remains of those he’d shot were starting to come after him, too. He couldn’t kill them, could hardly slow them down. There was only one way out.


Behind him was the hole in the floor. It was ten or twelve feet to the lower level, and there was no telling what was down there, but he had no choice. He jumped.


He landed on his feet and fell to his knees, rolling over in plaster, wood, and masonry. He struck a jagged board, and a nail protruding from it ripped his clothing, tearing the skin on his back. Somehow he held onto the Ingram and managed to stand. His shin struck a fallen I-beam and he groaned, but he was still able to walk.


Looking up, he saw a bloated thing pulsing on the edge of the jagged hole. He kept the Ingram trained on it as he backed out of the room. No use wasting ammo if it stayed where it was.


There was nothing moving in the corridor. He had to get to the stairwell before the colloids did. Their hesitation wouldn’t last long. He had allowed them to follow him upstairs and corner him, and it was only by dint of sheer manic energy that he had escaped.


The dark maw of an open elevator door was between him and the stairwell. Alex winced as he pressed his wounded back against the wall and slid by, facing the elevator. A colloid oozed out and slithered toward him. He fired, fingers and forearms aching, and sprinted for the stairwell, adrenaline pumping as caustic spray and his own hot blood soaked into his shirt. He took several stairs at a time, leaping down to each landing with the Ingram’s barrel out in front of him, in case more colloids were waiting. His footsteps echoed in the stairwell. As he glanced over his shoulder to see if they were coming after him, he nearly stepped on a flowing mass of living tissue. The thing had crawled out from its roost behind the stairs, and he had surprised it as much as it had surprised him. Sensing his presence, it recoiled like an amoeba stung by electricity. Alex pointed the Ingram at it as the colloid pooled on the landing. He squeezed the trigger. The firing pin clicked on an empty chamber.


He was out of ammunition.


The colloid began to rush toward him, a coughing, gelatinous stream of gray tissue. It moved faster than it had any right to, but not fast enough to catch Alex. Grasping the handrail, he vaulted onto the stairs below, unable to keep his footing. He slammed down onto the next landing painfully. Dazed, he looked up to see the colloid descending the stairs like a sickly, slow-motion waterfall.


It would be on him in a second if he didn’t move. Behind it were four or five more colloids, and he heard the liquid sounds of still others, just above. Alex somehow made it to his feet and bolted, taking the stairs three at a time.


It took a lifetime to get to the bottom and out into the night air. He hobbled down Market Street until he found a grating. Lifting it, he dropped it onto the cracked pavement with a clang. He climbed down into the filthy sewer water, grateful to have the burning spray washed from his body, and made his way west, away from the building where he had been attacked. By now, the street above was swarming with colloids. It was pitch dark down in the sewer, but it was the only place the colloids wouldn’t go. They avoided any place where there was a lot of water.




Half an hour later, still wading waist-deep, caked blood gluing his shirt to his back, Alex stopped to catch his breath. He climbed up on a ledge and sat gasping. When he had recovered, and was convinced that he would not bleed to death, he took the framed photograph out and looked at it again. It was dawn by now, and enough light filtered through from the grating above for him to see.


Water dripped from the end of his nose onto the cracked glass covering the picture, as he permitted himself a moment of longing for the days when families like this one had existed. He’d had his own wife and kid, Sharon and Billy. It hurt to think about them.


Alex tucked the photograph into his tattered shirt. He got up and resumed moving, remembering that sentiment served no purpose in the scheme of things. These people in the photograph, even the children, no longer existed. Some of their tissues might live on, transformed into monstrosities like those that had attacked him tonight. But it would not do to think of the colloids as being human in any way. They were his enemies, and he had to fight them.


If only it wasn’t so difficult to kill them.


Splashing into the muddy water, he surged ahead, growing more and more angry as he went. It was so unfair, being able to die while your enemies could hardly be killed. You could immerse them in water and dissolve them, or completely burn them, but these things were not easy to do. No matter how many pieces you blew them into, they kept coming. They would feed, recombine, and grow, and be just as threatening in a matter of days, or even hours. All you could do was slow them down, make them a bit more manageable, but if you didn’t get away from them they’d mire you down and eat you alive. He’d seen people covered with the things, colloids of all kinds, different shapes and sizes—people drowning in them.


The thought made him move faster, dirty water rolling around his churning legs. The inability to slow down, even after the crisis had passed, was symptomatic of his illness. He had been hospitalized after Sharon and Billy died, back when there still were hospitals, because he had fallen into a deep depression. Bipolar disorder was the diagnosis—meaning that he was what used to be called a manic-depressive.


“Hey!”


Alex swung the Ingram around, forgetting that he had no bullets. A woman crouched against the wet, stone curve of the sewer.


“Don’t shoot,” she said. “I’m not infected.”


He lowered the gun barrel, hoping that she wouldn’t notice his trembling hands. “I can see that.”


“What is that thing, an Uzi?”


“No, an Ingram 9mm, semi-automatic.” He didn’t mention that he had made it fully automatic by taping pennies under the firing mechanism. It was a trick he’d learned in the old days, from a casual conversation with an off-duty cop in a bar.


The woman moved closer, the sounds of swishing water around her. She was thin, with dark eyes and matted, curly hair. Not bad looking, but filthy…just like him.


“Have you got ammunition for it?” she asked. Her voice was husky.


“What do you want with me?” Alex asked abruptly, not wanting to answer her question.


The woman smiled knowingly, showing that she had all her teeth. “I want to know it you’ve got anything to trade.”


“Are you packing?” he asked.


“Just this.” She reached inside her ragged coat and showed him a .32 revolver. She stuffed it back where it had been. “So, what have you got for me?”


“How do I know you have anything worth trading?” demanded Alex, glaring at her.


“Kind of high strung, aren’t you?” She smiled again. “What’s your name, anyway?”




He hesitated, and then said, “Alex Ward.”


“Alex Ward…I’ve heard of you. Everybody’s heard of you.”


“Yeah, right.” Alex did not permit himself to exhibit pride. It was dangerous to have an inflated ego.


“No, I mean it. They say you don’t hide out down in the sewer.”


“So what am I doing here now?”


“Now maybe, but not all the time, not like the rest of us.”


That was because he couldn’t sit still for long, not once he got manic. He didn’t tell her that, either.


“So what have you got to show me, Alex?”


Not sure why he was doing it, he withdrew the photograph from his clothing and handed it to her. She looked at it for a long time, and then handed it back to him.


“You don’t want it?” he asked.


“I want it, but I can’t afford it.” She turned away, as if to leave.


“How do you know that?” he said. “I haven’t named a price.”


She whirled, sloshing dirty water at him. “I’ve only got one thing to offer,” she said angrily.


“I know.”


The woman was surprised. “You’d give me the picture? Just for sex?”


“Yeah.”


“Been a while, huh?”


“Maybe.”


She took his tremulous hand. Hers felt warm and dry. “Want to know my name?” she asked softly.


He nodded.


“Jo.” She began to lead him through the darkness. After a few minutes they came to a storm drain raised up about five feet above the water line. The grating had been sealed with concrete. There was a ledge just below the opening, making it easy to climb up. Inside the storm drain was a dry place with old rags and blankets piled high to make a nest. A kerosene lantern, some canned goods and a plastic jug of water were on a ledge in the back.


“They built a high-rise here, so they had to re-route the drains,” Jo explained, climbing up. “Just before the colloids came.”


“How do you know that?” Alex pushed himself up and joined her on the bed of rags.


“My husband was the architect, and I remember him complaining about all the trouble he was having with the city, because the building extended out over the sewer. The contractor had to dig a new drain.”


How are the mighty fallen, Alex thought. This woman had once had it all, and now she lived in a sewer. Still, she had a better set-up than most of the survivors down here; and the sewer was one of the few places in the city where there were any survivors. She still looked pretty good, and sex was a commodity that was always in demand. She was doing all right, considering.


“Give me the picture,” Jo said


He did as she asked.


She took off her torn clothing, revealing a slender, shapely body that immediately aroused Alex. He removed his clothes and she gently touched the raw scar on his back.


“Now I’ll give you what you need,” she said.




Embracing, they began to kiss. Jo showed more interest than she had to, Alex thought, becoming wildly excited. In the dripping darkness they made long, feral love until he was spent, and he was able to sleep fitfully at last.










CHAPTER TWO






Alex had planned to slip away, but he couldn’t pull his arm out from underneath Jo’s head without nudging her. She blinked and opened her eyes to the dim light. “Good morning,” she said, seeming to be wide awake already.


“Afternoon is more like it.”


“Yeah. This morning was nice though, Alex.”


He scratched at his beard. “It helped get me out of a bad state of mind. Last night I was jumped by more colloids than I’ve ever seen before.”


“Well, they won’t come down here.” She stretched, and said, “How’s that cut on your back?”


“It’s healing.” Alex listened to the susurrant gurglings from below. The sewer water was murky, but there were few pollutants in it anymore. It had been three years since a toilet had been flushed or a factory had dumped toxins in the rivers, so there was little chance of catching diseases. Other problems were imminent, though.


“It’s September now,” he said. “In a few weeks it’ll be too cold to stay down here.”


“It gets rough in the winter, but where else can you go?”


“Out of the city.”


“And starve.”


“People lived off the land for thousands of years. Besides, there aren’t many colloids out in the country.”


“Farmer Alex, how do you know what it’s like out in the country?” Jo asked.


He tried not to be annoyed at her sarcasm. “It stands to reason. Where there are fewer people, there have to be fewer colloids, too.”


“What about animals?”


“Uh-uh. Humans are the food of choice.” He felt Jo’s warm body shudder against him. After all this time, she still didn’t like to think about it. Who did? Still, it was a fact of life. Colloids ate people.


“I’ve got to get some kerosene. You want to go to Suburban Station with me?” Jo asked.


“What for?”


“Well, for one thing, you said you were in a fire fight last night. You must need more bullets.”


She was sharp. “Yeah, I need some ammo,” he admitted, “but now I don’t have anything left to trade.”


“You gave me all your valuables, did you? I should be flattered.” He liked the throaty way she said that. “Look, come with me, and I’ll get you some bullets.”


“You’d do that?” He didn’t have many rounds left.


“Why not? I could use a partner.”


“Like a pimp, you mean?” Alex asked sourly.


“No, a partner. I can do other things besides selling my body, you know.”


He felt like a jerk. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to insult you.”


“Forget it.” She sat up, pulled on a tattered jersey and stuffed a few items into a navy blue backpack. “You want to come?”


He shrugged. “Why not?”




As soon as they were both dressed, they ate half a can of beans and headed east. Jo took the lantern, since their route frequently led them through total darkness. Along the way they talked a little about the old days. Alex learned that Jo had been a social worker, and she seemed amused when he told her that he had worked in the city planner’s office. Their destination, half an hour away through a series of interconnected passageways, was the Suburban Station Concourse underlying much of Philadelphia’s Center City. Abandoned shops and restaurants lined the subterranean corridors, leading to the decaying commuter train station. The silent tunnels provided quick escape routes should colloids interrupt the bartering in this makeshift marketplace.


Alex and Jo walked up the broken concrete steps of the subway and saw a few people, most of them hiding in the shadows of the wrecked shops. All of them were armed.


“How’s business, Jo?” a grizzled, gray-haired black man asked as they approached him. He sat with his back against the wall, resting his one arm on a stack of boxes. Alex had seen him before, but had never done business with him.


“Not bad, Victor. Got a sucker right here.” She smiled at the one-armed man.


Alex looked carefully at her. Was she joking? Or was she so sure of herself that she dared to mock him?


“That man don’t look like no sucker to me,” Victor said, pointing his stump at Alex. “That’s Alex Ward…and he’s bad.”


“He won’t be bad for long, not unless you can sell me some bullets for that popgun he’s got with him.”


“Ingram nine? We might be able to do business.”


It had never occurred to Alex that this guy would sell ammo. He was still learning, it seemed.


“I don’t mind selling bullets to heroes,” said Victor, “but I got to eat, too.”


“You’ll be able to get some food with this.” Jo took out the picture and handed it to Victor.


“Pretty,” he said.


“More than pretty,” Jo replied. “That’s real gold.”


“Yeah, but it ain’t got the value it once had.”


“People still want it.”


“Not when they got colloids crawling up they ass, they don’t.”


“Victor, don’t give me that crap. You can get a lot of food with this, and a lot of ammo. You know that people want gold as much as they ever did.”


Victor smiled, a beautiful, friendly smile. “Can’t bullshit you Society Hill mamas about gold, I guess.”


Jo stood with hands on hips, waiting to hear his offer. Alex tried to keep from laughing.


“I can give you two boxes.”


“Two boxes! That won’t last five minutes in a fire fight.”


“If you can get it someplace else…”


Grudgingly, Jo shook her head and handed the photograph to Victor. They had all known that she would give in from the start. Nobody manufactured ammunition anymore, so its value went up steadily. It was, quite literally, as good as gold. Better, in fact.


“I meet you back here in a couple hours with the ammo,” Victor said.


“Right now I need some kerosene,” Jo said.


“Got that right here,” Victor replied, moving the boxes around until he found one containing six stoppered glass bottles. He handed a bottle to her, and she stuffed it into her backpack along with the lantern.




“Are you gonna let him keep the picture without any collateral?” Alex said, feeling duty bound to comment on the apparent tenuousness of the deal.


Victor raised his eyebrows, but said nothing.


“You can trust him,” said Jo. “Don’t worry.”


Victor stood up and stretched. “Be cool, hear?” He walked away, his footsteps echoing through the nearly empty Concourse.


“Want to take a look up top?” Alex said a few minutes later. He had never been good at waiting patiently.


“Now?” Jo looked a little nervous.


“No time like the present.” Some action would do him good, and he wanted to see how Jo would handle herself up on the street. She had selected him for a partner, but he didn’t know for sure if she was good enough to work with him.


She looked at him earnestly. “Okay,”


They came up the stairs at Penn Center, across the street from City Hall. The giant clothespin statue lay broken on its side, part of it extending into the street. The colonnades of City Hall still stood, but the tower and the statue of William Penn had been destroyed by rocket fire during the war, in a vain attempt to wipe out the colloids before it was too late.


“I used to work on the fourth floor over there,” Alex said.


“Oh, yeah?”


“What happened to your husband, the architect?” Alex asked as they were crossing the street.


“He woke up one morning with a growth on his chest,” Jo said with controlled emotion. “He made an appointment with a dermatologist. They said they could squeeze him in next week. That was on Friday. He came home from his golf game early on Saturday. By midnight on Sunday, the colloid covered his chest. It ate him alive.”


Alex felt a constriction in his throat. “That’s pretty much what happened to my wife and kid.”


They walked silently through the abandoned plaza, watching for movement. The sun was warm, Indian summer weather. A breeze moved dust lazily across the cracked pavement of 15th Street.


“Been in City Hall lately?” Alex asked.


Jo seemed a little annoyed at his bravado. “Not in the past three years,” she said, referring to the time since the colloids had taken over. “I like it better in the sewer.”


“Some people said that before the war.”


“I would have thought we’d see a colloid or two by now,” Jo said.


“Why? There’s not much food for them around here, not above ground. This neighborhood’s been deserted for a long time.”


They entered through an arch and moved cautiously into the passageway at the south entrance to City Hall, opposite Broad Street. Limestone boulders stood embedded in detritus, the remains of the fallen tower. They climbed over these to reach the open square at the building’s heart. On the east side, Alex noticed a metal door that had always been locked before; he had failed to force it open on more than one occasion.


Nevertheless, it was ajar now.


“Somebody’s been in there,” he said softly. “Looks like they bent the door when they smashed the lock, and now they can’t get it completely shut.”


They approached the door, finding that it opened easily. When they saw what was in the dark storeroom beyond, they wished that they had left it alone.




A man lay on the floor, gasping and shuddering. A colloid sucked at him, clinging to his torso from crotch to throat. A pseudopod stretched across the right side of his face, and through the clear, pulsing gel, the corroding muscles of his jaw worked visibly.


The colloid, sensing their presence, oozed off the dying man in a pink gout, slurping toward a rusted vent.


“Burn it!” the dying man cried.


“Jo, the kerosene!” Alex fired a burst in front of the colloid to slow it down, as Jo yanked the jar out of her backpack and tossed it to him. Cradling the Ingram in the crook of his left arm, Alex unstopped the bottle and splashed it onto the colloid. The colloid heaved and flattened against the wall.


Alex reached inside his shirt and withdrew a tiny box. He smiled as he felt its dryness. Opening it and pulling out a match, he snapped his thumbnail against the matchhead. The light of the match flared in the dim light, revealing tools and cable spools. The acrid smell of sulphur stung his nostrils.


While it still burned, Alex tossed the match at the colloid. A shrill, unearthly scream filled the cramped space as the crawling thing went up in flames, writhing and blackening, shivering and shrinking into a charred, black heap. Its scream faded as it was consumed, until it was silent. An almost intolerable stench filled the storeroom. Black snowflakes fell around Jo and Alex as they tried to comfort the dying man.


“Didn’t think they’d be downtown anymore,” the man said, his words distorted through mutilated lips. It was hard to look at him, despite all the colloid hosts Alex had seen. “Thought they were gone.”


“So did we, man,” Alex said. “There’s always one around, though, God damn it.”


Jo stroked the man’s head, where it had not been eaten away by the colloid.


“Fire,” the dying man said. “The only way to deal with them.”


Alex nodded as the dying man sighed. His ribs showed through translucent flesh. Veins and arteries pulsed sluggishly. His liver was clearly visible.


“Kill me,” he said.


Alex did not hesitate. “Jo, you don’t have to watch. Go on outside.”


She looked straight at him. A tear glistened in the corner of one eye. “We’re partners,” she said. “I’ll stay.”


He nodded, gently pulling her away from the dying man. He stood over the shuddering, prostrate form and said, “I’m sorry.”


“Me, too,” said the dying man.


Alex shot him in the heart.










CHAPTER THREE






It didn’t take long to get back to Suburban Station, and Victor was waiting as he had promised.


“Everything cool?” he asked, seeing in their faces that something had happened.


“We ran into a colloid having lunch,” Alex said.


Victor nodded. “How far gone?”


“Half way. It died of indigestion, though.”


Smiling, Victor said, “Heartburn?”


“Right. Your kerosene came in handy.”


“Too bad it’s in short supply.” Victor withdrew two boxes of ammunition from a sack. “But not as short as these.”


It was better than nothing, Alex thought grimly as he accepted the bullets. He would have to scour the underground for more ammunition…after he secured something to buy it with. Life could be a bitch.


“Tell you the truth, man,” Victor said. “It’s the best I could do.”


“Sure, Victor,” Jo said. “You aren’t hoarding anything, are you?”


“Babe, would I hold out on you?” Victor smiled broadly.


Jo grinned, too. “Someday I’ll find out where your stash is. You’ll go there to get a few goodies and find yourself cleaned out.”


“Shee-it.” Victor leaned back against the wall and wiped his brow with a red handkerchief. “The way things are going, it probably don’t much matter.”


Concerned, Jo reached out and placed her palm on his forehead. “You’ve got a temperature, Vic. Better find some place to lie down.”


“Yeah. Felt a little misery this morning, but I thought it would go away.”


“Do you think it might be a colloid?” Alex asked.


“Please don’t say that,” Jo said.


“It’s all right,” Victor told her. “That’s a question has to be asked when anybody gets sick.” He looked at Alex. “Truth is, man, I don’t know. Might just be a regular virus. Might be one of them slimy muffugs. I can’t tell.”


“Better get moving,” Alex said. “You’ll be easy prey if you get too weak.”


“I got a ways to go to my crib.” Victor’s eyes were very red. He was clearly feeling worse every minute.


“Maybe we better take you back to my place,” said Jo. “Keep an eye on you.”


“You don’t mind?”


“Come on, man.” Alex gave him a hand, grasping Victor’s one arm.


“You know,” Victor said as they went underground. “We be lucky to live here. Some cities got no tunnels underneath. No place to hide from them creepy-crawlies.”


“That’s right,” said Alex, wondering if delirium was setting in.


“Way I figure it, most everybody’s dead in those places. Maybe we’re like rats living in the sewers, but at least we’re living.”


“Yes, at least we’re living,” Jo repeated.




They made their way along the rusted tracks until Jo pointed to the shaft above, which was practically invisible even in the lantern light. They climbed up, Victor having some difficulty, and crept through to the sewer on the other side. The entire city, on both sides of the Schuylkill River, had been built over a system of passageways, steam vents, gas lines, and tunnels, something of a subterranean city in itself. Most of those who had lived aboveground knew little about this dark labyrinth before the colloids came, but the less fortunate street people had been well acquainted with Philadelphia’s underworld. Maybe that was why so many of them were still alive.


“Man, it’s getting worse,” Victor said, gasping. “I don’t like to whine, but I’m really feeling sick. I don’t know if I can make it much longer.”


“We’ll be there soon,” Jo said.


“All right.”


Five minutes later, they were helping Victor up into her—their—nest. Victor lay back, breathing heavily, sweat droplets like pearls on his forehead.


“Hanging in there, man?” Alex asked.


“Still alive,” Victor said, but his voice was weak and tremulous.


Alex sensed that a bad end was coming for Jo’s friend. He could not be certain, but it looked as if Victor might be infected by a colloid.


Closing his eyes, Victor tried to sleep. After only a few minutes, however, he lurched toward the vent opening. He hung his head over the edge and vomited into the slowly moving water below.


“Don’t worry,” he said, gasping and falling back on the piled rags. “It’s biodegradable.”


Alex and Jo tried to smile, understanding just what a brave man he was. The odds were that he was being eaten from the inside out by an alien organism, and here he was making jokes at his own expense.


“Know how I lost this?” Victor asked, raising the stump of his right arm. “One of them bastards infected me two years ago. I cut that muffug off myself, man.”


Jo was weeping now, softly.


“Always knew they was gonna get me again, sooner or later.”


“You can’t be sure,” Jo said, sniffing and wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.


“I’m sure.” Victor looked right at her. “This time it’s deep inside me, though. In my guts. No way to cut it out.”


“Jesus,” said Alex.


“I want you to do something for me.”


“Name it.”


“Kill me.”


Shit, Alex thought. Two in one fucking day. And though he hardly knew this man, it pained him to have to do it. This wretched world needed more men with Victor’s balls. “It’ll be clean,” said Alex.


“Thanks.”


Alex nodded, and Victor closed his eyes. When it became apparent that he had lost consciousness, Jo said, “How can we be certain? There’s so much disease in the world, and no medicine to stop the contagion. It could be anything.”


“Jo, he didn’t get this from eating green apples. He’s got a colloid inside him. Do you think he would say what he did if he wasn’t positive?”


“He’s delirious. He said himself that he lost his arm to a colloid. Maybe he’s just got a fever and thinks he’s infected.”


Alex had to admit that it was possible. “We’ll wait a little while longer, then. But you know how quick it can be past the initial stage. We’ll have to keep a vigil.”


“Don’t worry. I’ll stay with him.”


“We both will, Jo. Like you said, we’re in it together.”




She managed a wan smile. Shaking a few drops of clean water from a canteen onto a rag, she gently wiped Victor’s face.


“He’s so hot.”


Alex said nothing. Leaning against the wall, he waited for the inevitable. The Ingram was in his lap.





Alex heard people talking, a man and a woman. They seemed to be far away, at the bottom of a well. He was in the psycho ward, sure as shit stinks. Thirteen Thompson, as it was so esoterically called. The thirteenth floor of the Thompson Wing of Jefferson University Hospital. The nut house. He couldn’t get into the veterans’ hospital because this wasn’t service related. That was why he was here. But no, he wasn’t in any hospital. He must have been dozing, heard the nurses out in the hall, or something. A man and a woman. No, there was water dripping.


Opening his eyes, he remembered where he was. In a sewer, cramped in a ventilator shaft with an ex-Society Hill princess and a dying man.


Victor was talking. He seemed lucid, though he looked terrible. His eyes were red and rheumic, and his skin was ashen. He was sweating, though it was chilly in the sewer tonight.


“Jo,” Victor was saying in a gasping voice, “I want you and Alex to have my stash.”


“You’re going to be all right,” Jo said. “Don’t start writing your last will and testament just yet, all right?”


“I’m telling you, babe. This is it.”


“Victor…”


“Once it starts crawling up my spine, what you see won’t be me anymore. My body’s gonna belong to some monster from Jesus only knows where. I might attack you then. So you gotta make sure Alex kills me before that.”


Jo could no longer convincingly pretend that she didn’t think it was going to happen. “Oh, Victor, I’m so sorry.”


“You got nothin’ to be sorry for, Jo. You been a good friend.”


She was crying openly now, the tears like jewels in the lantern light. “I’m sorry. I guess I should be used to this by now.”


“You never get used to this shit,” Victor said. “But listen, babe. Let me tell you where my stash is at. First thing is, reach inside my coat and pull out that big ol’ forty four.”


Jo did so, withdrawing an enormous pistol.


“You’ll find bullets in my pockets,” Victor said, wheezing. “Now, listen to what I tell you.”


Victor grimaced and sat part way up, suffering a spasm. He fell back on the pile of rags and groaned. “You got to get across the river to West Philly.”


“Where in West Philly?” Alex said, leaning forward. When Victor had told them that his place was too far for a sick man to go, he wasn’t kidding.


“Basement off Lancaster, house got leveled during the war. But there’s a way to get into the basement. I put some planks over the steps and covered it with trash. Whole neighborhood’s all wrecked, and nobody goes there much anymore. So there ain’t many colloids around there, either.”


“What street is it?”


“Ishan.” Victor choked.


“Ishan? I don’t know that street. Are you sure that’s the right…?”




Victor’s mouth opened wide, spittle flecking his lips. He coughed spasmodically and gagged. He was unable to breathe, rasping and choking. A lump appeared on his throat.


At first Alex couldn’t tell if it was Victor’s Adam’s apple, but then he saw that it was too low on the throat. And it was swelling, fast enough for him to see it balloon and threaten to break the skin.


“Good God!” Jo cried.


The death rattle sounded in Victor’s throat. Foam gushed out through his clenched teeth and his body shook alarmingly. “Do it!” he rasped. “Do it, Alex!”


Alex took the safety off his weapon and pointed it at the dying man. But just as he was about to fire, Victor’s gray hand shot out and grasped Jo’s shoulder. He pulled her on top of him, as she screamed in horror. The colloid had taken over.


“Jo, get away from him!” Alex shouted. But she couldn’t. And he couldn’t get a shot off without running the risk of hitting her. Alex bolted toward the struggling figures.


Jo wasn’t screaming anymore. She reached down to her boot and pulled out something that clicked and gleamed in the dim light. It was a switchblade. With one quick and graceful motion, she cut Victor’s throat.


The gray hand relaxed its grip on her shoulder and fell away. Victor gurgled, the foam turning pink, and then crimson flowed so dark that it looked black in the lamplight. Arterial blood sprayed as Victor’s body shuddered and was still.


Jo shrank back away from the corpse. “Will the colloid come out?” she asked. “Can it infect us now?”


“Probably not. It’s suffering from shock now, with its hooks so deep into his nervous system.”


Alex pushed the body with his foot, until it teetered on the edge of the shaft. He kicked it hard, and it went over the ledge, splashing below.


“Don’t you think we should have burned it?” Jo asked, her eyes wide with fear.


“No, it will probably dissolve. They don’t like water very much, unless it’s inside a living organism.”


“Yeah, right. Alex, hold me.”


He put his arm around her, feeling her trembling body. His heart was pounding, too. He had almost lost her, so soon after finding her.


In spite of the need to preserve kerosene, they left the lantern burning even while they were asleep that night.










CHAPTER FOUR






“How the hell do we find Ishan Street, or Ishan Place, or Ishan Court, or whatever it is?” Alex said. They were moving slowly through a tunnel, following the tracks. This route would take them under the Schuylkill River to West Philadelphia. They were on an upward incline now, which meant that they would soon see daylight.
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