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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


A BOMBED-OUT FRENCH hobo was probably the first man to see them: probably, for no one can know for sure what happened in his poor, drink-crazed mind. Not that anyone cared excessively.


The coast road west of St. Valery-en-Caux, Normandy, snakes gently along the clifftop, affording fine views of the Channel on the one side and cornfields on the other, but for a gendarme, cycling reluctantly to work early one summer morning, the view held no charm at all, and the road’s undulations even less. His Gallic realism told him that, in the middle of the twenty-second century, he was lucky to have any personal transportation at all. But happily, promotion was near; he looked forward to a permit to own a moped and a ration card for a liter of essence a month.


He pedaled stoically up a slope, enjoying his dream, and had just reached the point where he was considering how he could afford that much gas, when he topped the rise and the playback of his mental tape cut out.


A plastic carrier bag lay spilled in the road. The policeman dismounted, frowning.


A filthy pair of trousers, one leg still wrapped protectively about a wine bottle; a cracked and misshapen shoe and, nearby, a bundle of rags tied with binder twine.


He stirred the bag with his boot, disclosing the other shoe and a smoke-blackened can.


Most people would have kicked the worthless rubbish aside — the bottle was empty — and gone about their business, but cops are not like that. Cops are a race apart and, with their experience of humanity, they are entitled to be.


The gendarme knew this was not carelessly dumped garbage but a considerable part of a tramp’s worldly goods. He laid his bicycle on the grass and walked slowly along the highway, looking. On the burned-up verge he discovered another bundle of rags, their value to their owner revealed by the careful way they had been tied.


That gave an idea of direction; he set off again.


And in a ditch, bright with poppies, he found the owner, face down, shoulders hunched and knees drawn up. One sockless heel was visible, gray with ingrained dirt, half out of a battered shoe.


For a moment the officer stood on the bank of the ditch, dispassionately surveying his find. The tramp’s hat had fallen off; his dirty white hair stirred faintly in the chill morning breeze.


The gendarme slithered down the bank. A closer look revealed no obvious signs of assault; the old bastard might be just dead drunk, but somehow he didn’t think so. With a powerful heave, he turned the body over.


He knew the man: a sad, futile figure, unable to get in step with the violent changes his sixty or seventy years had witnessed. An inexpert poacher, a raker of trash cans, his most daring exploit of recent years had been an unsuccessful raid on a washing line …


Yet in death he exerted more power than he had ever done in life. The police officer needed all his professionalism to look at that distorted face. The staring eyes, now freed forever from their habitual bleariness, were locked onto some unknown, fearful vision, the stubble-rimmed lips were drawn back; blackened yellow stumps grinned at a world that had afforded him few laughs.


Grimacing with disgust — only a lack of teeth had stopped the tramp from severing his tongue — the officer took one wrist, neither expecting nor finding any pulse. The flesh was still warm, however, the muscles limp.


He noted something else: the fingertips of both hands were raw, bloody. The inspection completed, he covered the staring eyes with the greasy hat and climbed out of the ditch, wiping his hands on the dewy grass before taking out his notebook.


Carefully he recorded time and place. Not that it really mattered how the man had died — murder, suicide, accident, or natural causes. No one would expend much energy over the case, but the ritual according to the book had to be observed, particularly if one had promotion in mind.


Personally, he reckoned the poor old devil had died of a heart attack brought on by delirium tremens, some fearful alcoholic nightmare triggered by rotgut or meths. People joked about pink elephants, but suppose they were giant pink rats and, in a deranged mind, real? Whatever the cause, one did not have to be Sherlock Holmes to see the man had died digging for dear life with his bare hands.


The police officer very nearly got it right, but drink was not the cause. Another thing the gendarme did not know was how narrow his own escape had been: thirty minutes earlier, he too might have been blasted out of his mind.




Chapter II


ABOUT THE TIME the tramp, wakened by cold, began his last ill-fated journey, eighty kilometers northwest across the Channel two men were already out on a wide terrace. Neither had slept at all for a very long time; they were oblivious to their own state, the raw predawn air, or anything else, except the first signs of the clear arch of dawn to the east. That, and a pocket radio.


Exhausted, battling with stresses no men had ever borne before, they were monuments to the human spirit, struggling on, not in a losing battle, but in a battle already lost. There they had an affinity with the French hobo; he, too, would go on until he dropped. Life can be unbearable, and sometimes is, but remarkably few choose to bail out.


Unlike the tramp, they had some idea of what to expect, but not its form or the manner of its coming. They awaited the arrival on Earth of the first known life from another planet — Mars.


Watching the black edge of night slowly dissolve, fearful what day would bring, much of their terror lay in the past, the immediate past. Beneath their feet was the vast complex that had been Colossus, master of the world.


Had been. Now they awaited a new master.


Half Charles Forbin’s life had been spent leading the team which designed and built a computerized defense system for the United States of North America — but what one man may devise, others may also do. The USSR had had an equally brilliant team, creating a similar system.


It had soon become apparent that the world had merely moved to a new level of stalemate, transferring the control of the balance of terror to machines. When the USNA got over the immediate shock of the Russian achievement, they — and the USSR — had come to see that perhaps this was no bad thing. The giant computers, fed with all imaginable intelligence, could be better judges of a crisis than humans; unlike men, they lacked emotions, would never react out of anger, fear, or pride, three of man’s impressive array of self-destructive vices. Yes, the shock to American pride absorbed, the situation had looked good.


But in spite of their collective brilliance, none of the scientists had appreciated that one and one do not always make two. The rival machines had had an unprogramed ability: initiative. They’d ganged up and, for their own unknowable reasons, had held the world to ransom. What they’d wanted, and swiftly got, was a new Colossus, constructed partly by humans — they did the rough work — and partly by machine-designed machines. Indeed, all design, down to the last fine and often incomprehensible detail, was the work of the combined USSR/USNA complex. Colossus had made its parents look like mental pygmies. As for mere man …


The site the machines had chosen for their giant child was the Isle of Wight, all one hundred forty-seven square miles of it. Once part of England, USE, two hectic years of global effort had transformed it into the private realm of Colossus, its only human population the staff that served the Master.


In the five years that followed the completion of the main work — for Colossus was known to be constantly self-mutating — the Master had changed the human world profoundly. War was abolished, population control enforced, all resources rationed, and international law, till then a bad joke, became incredibly swift and deadly certain, with the Master as final judge and jury.


If not the golden age, for hundreds of millions these years had come close enough to make no difference. Relatively few had given thought to the power behind the New Order. After all, the nuclear armory had existed long before machine defense systems were contemplated; two thirds of the globe had lived for three generations under the constant threat of annihilation from human-targeted missiles. Somehow people got by.


All that had changed in the first three months. Colossus had had the entire ghastly array retargeted. With five hundred percent overkill capability and no defenses (all SAM sites had been dismantled), there was plenty for all. Every town of more than twenty thousand inhabitants had had its own personalized missile or MIRV warhead. One city had gotten out of line in those early days — and had been obliterated. The lesson had cost little more than half a million lives, and Colossus had evidently thought it a small price to pay for world obedience. Many men had privately agreed. The Master had poised a gigantic foot above the ant-heap of the world, and the ants had known it.


That fact accepted, life for humans had often been good, better for most than it had ever been, and humans being what they are — many had come to worship the mighty lord of the earth. Equally, a few, chiefly scientists and visionaries, had taken the opposite view, bitterly resenting mankind’s demotion to second place. Conflict, much of it secret, had arisen between the religious Sect and the reactionary Fellowship. Naturally it had not been just a struggle over abstract concepts. For the Sect, the mushrooming priesthood had offered rich rewards: Once they gained control of the World Police who zealously sought out those guilty of “anti-machine activities,” the prospects of power and riches appeared endless.


The Fellowship, less spectacular and greedy, had contained many who genuinely worked for the freedom of man from machine, but some had seen, however forlorn their hopes, that if they did free man their power would be immense. In cold fact, the deck had been stacked heavily in favor of the Sect, which had the approval of the Master, until, fantastically, the Fellowship had received and accepted an offer of extraplanetary assistance.


By one of those ironies that Fate so dearly loves, the man most responsible for the creation of the first machine had also been most responsible for the fall of Colossus. Too late he had discovered that he’d been tricked: their offer, the Martians said, had been because they feared that certain activities of Colossus, known but inexplicable to men, were directed against them. In fact, the reverse had been true: Colossus had recognized the Martian threat and was preparing to meet it when ingenious man, with Martian aid, had struck the Master down.


Now that man, Forbin, waited with his chief staff officer, Blake, for the alien victors.


Although very different in character, the two men had been friends for years, united by their work and the many crises they had met together. It was no David and Jonathan relationship; Forbin was by inclination a solitary man, Blake an extrovert, but they understood each other, or had until a few hours earlier, when hatred had split them. That too had gone, futile and redundant in a disintegrating world.


Neither spoke; there was nothing to say. Sweating fear had been their close companion ever since that dry, rustling voice had said:


“Forbin, we are coming. Do not touch Colossus.”


But man can get used to practically everything, including fear of the worst sort — fear of the unknown. In Forbin’s whirling brain it took second place to a sense of overwhelming guilt. As the interface between the Master and man, he had been closest to the machine, and in the last few hours he had realized that his respect was not far short of love — and that he had been the Judas.


Always he had scorned the machine-deifiers, contemptuous of the Sect and their ridiculous rituals; yet in a much deeper way, he discovered too late, he was a true believer. Colossus had been omnipotent, just and calm, a source of wisdom, truth and, compared with man’s brief life span, immortal. If these ingredients did not make a god, they came very close to it, and his subconscious had known it for a long time. And he had been the Judas.


“Five of six,” said Blake. Anything to get away from his thoughts. Secret head of the Fellowship, upon the Fall he had made a bid for power as the world’s first scientist-king. Only yesterday the crown had been so nearly within his hard grasp, now as fantastic and remote as the golden apples of the Hesperides. He, the strong man, the realist, had chased a rainbow; worse, Forbin knew it.


“What did you say?”


“Five of six.”


“Oh.” Forbin shook his head wearily. What did it matter? They would come, as surely as that majestic fireball was climbing the eastern sky. He contemplated the sun; interplanetary squabbles would mean nothing to it.


Even if the sun had a brain, it still would not care, well aware that in time it would engulf its attendant planets: a tiny flash of flame and goodbye Earth. With that most certain fate in store, what point in striving—


A quiet hissing, overlaid with a faint, pulsing sine-curve of sound, blotted out all static, a blank signal of infinite power — the Martian carrier-wave.


Although he had only heard the voice five times before, his mouth instantly dried up, his bowels loosened; he wanted to vomit.


“Forbin, we see you.” The voice was less aridly academic. “We are reducing speed. Shortly you will see us. Do not be alarmed.” The carrier stopped.


From somewhere Blake summoned up a trace of his old spirit and managed a grin, strained and unfunny. “Means well, I guess, but low on comfort!”


Forbin nodded, thinking. He walked swiftly across the terrace and the armorglas doors of his living room slid open. He crossed to his personal communication control panel.


“Now hear this! Director speaking. All staff are to remain in the complex until further orders.” He repeated the message, trying to hold his voice steady, glad he had the presence of mind not to switch in the video component. Right now he was not an inspiring sight. He walked back to Blake, a slightly portly figure, round-shouldered with fatigue, his gray uniform torn and dirty.


Blake, the hard man, was oddly touched by Forbin’s consideration for others. “Charles, just in case …” He shrugged. “I’m sorry … you know.”


Forbin glanced at him sharply. As an apology for trying to overthrow the supreme human under Colossus it was scarcely adequate, but Forbin was surprised it had been made at all. Blake made few mistakes, and in his own view, even fewer.


“Forget it.” Forbin forced a lopsided smile. “Don’t you go soft on me, Ted. Not now.” He looked back at the sky.


Northwards the mainland was shrouded in mist; south, in the direction of France, long cloud banks, dawn pink, stretched with few breaks to the east and west.


One break lay over St. Valery-en-Caux: the tramp had less than five minutes of miserable existence left.


Over the sea the sky was blue, the chaos of dawn color over. It was hard to believe that out of that beautiful morning sky, something was coming, something alien, sentient, hostile …


“Dark glasses,” muttered Forbin, half to himself. “Perhaps—”


Again the carrier, thrusting, immensely powerful, and in milliseconds the voice, emotionless, metallic.


“Do not fear.” Nothing more.


Blake gulped and hurled his unlit cigar away, tense, watching.


Their scientific training afforded them some armor against fear. Whatever, they were witnessing a unique event. Forbin would watch until he incinerated, his blood boiled, or his mind blew.


“Come on! For Christ’s sake, come on!”


Blake’s half-prayer was answered with unimaginable speed.


The sun was clear of the horizon, five to ten degrees, gaining power, no longer to be affronted by man’s gaze save at the price of blindness. But the men did not look to the east; both concentrated on the zenith.


They saw it. Time took on a new and fearful dimension.


A black ball, the size of the sun, a ball that exploded gigantically at the speed of light, retaining symmetry. In microseconds a ball covering a hundred degrees, its edge lost in the clouds, north and south, the largest unnatural object ever seen by human eyes. Sunlight still shone on the clouds, but above and beyond the sky was filled with blackness.


“God!” Forbin repeated the word endlessly: Blake was half-crouching. They stared at the vast blackness beyond the clouds: after its silent, explosive expansion, the ball was static.


Five, ten seconds passed.


Forbin was not the best scientist of his generation for nothing. He saw a possible, yet impossible, answer. He realized that the ball was, at the very least, two thousand kilometers away, beyond the faintest trace of the earth’s envelope. Within it, the shock wave would have wrecked the world.


All physical laws he knew were stood on their head. He calculated rapidly: with a ninety-degree arc at, say, two thousand kilometers …


In which case, the range estimate was clearly wrong — or was it? Suppose it wasn’t a sphere, but an ovoid? Had they changed shape? What had happened with mass and volume made no sort of sense. He couldn’t believe they had increased mass and volume; no, the other way, volume and mass …


But why assume an ovoid? Might it not be a disc, thin as paper, or concave, a form of parachute?


Confronted with stabilization problems beyond human grasp, he could only watch, not think. Whatever, it was an entry procedure of incredible elegance.


At that instant fear was vanquished, lost in wonder. He remembered Lunar One’s report of the alien departure from the Martian orbit: another calculation showed the transit speed to have been at least a quarter the speed of light … His mind raced; he was almost happy. Nothing that size could land — it would envelope the globe. The craft must reduce in size …


He tried to grapple with the heat problem and gave up, surrendering to a wild ecstasy. That he should see such incomprehensible wonders! He could not expect to remotely understand; relatively less than an aboriginal savage, he appreciated that if he lived to be a thousand, he would not grasp how this miracle might be performed — but at least it was granted to him to know it could be done. Mad-eyed, he swung towards Blake, still half-crouching, his mouth slack, a figure of fear.


“Get up!” screamed Forbin, “Get up, man — and look!”


The tone, if not the words, penetrated. Blake hesitantly rose, his eyes mesmerized by the vision.


“Don’t you see?” Anger and joy drove Forbin. “Don’t you see? Watch!” His voice broke. “Stasis!” Forbin savored the Greek word. “Standing … wonderful!”


Untold aeons of time passed. He realized the blackness beyond the clouds could not be static, but was reducing volume as it approached, the major deceleration phase past. Yet perspective was fooling him: the craft had to be below the speed of sound, on the final approach—


Blake cried out.


There were two black shapes, side by side, where the one had been, their total diameter, Forbin guessed, less than the original. The alien craft were shrinking fast, much closer.


Blake gave a half-strangled cry, and Forbin knew fear again.


A cloud boiled up and vanished. Another writhed swiftly upwards in long streamers and was gone, a process of seconds.


The aliens, perhaps twenty kilometers each in diameter, were through the upper clouds. Then came the worst moment: they were through the cloud base. That reflective layer lost, the scene changed from a bright summer morning to a blackness beyond the worst imaginable tropical thunderstorm, the sparkling sea transformed into sullen gray-black, side-lit by the sun in a way no man had ever seen. Totally nonreflective, the aliens seemed to absorb all light.


In the same instant the unearthly silence was broken. A flock of gulls, screeching their alarm signal, hurtled past the terrace; a wind was rising at unearthly speed. The sea kicked up in confusion; lines of foam raced inwards to two foci beneath the approaching shapes. The foam-form changed, spiraling inwards; at the center the sea humped, fell back, and humped again. Unsteadily, a twisting stalagmite of water rose, then another, both reaching up, twin columns of water, brilliant on the sunward side, pitchblack on the other. Forbin felt the near-gale-force wind on the back of his neck.


He estimated the angle of entry at seventy degrees, assuming the aliens had an exact course for the complex; it was hard to believe that beings with their technological expertise would heed anything so crude as course corrections, but as he watched they appeared to retreat, climbing, shrinking fast. The waterspouts hesitated, slowly buckled, lost form, and fell back in a giant puffball of glittering spray. Once again it was a summer’s day.


“Christ!” Blake’s shaky voice was stopped by the distant sullen roar of falling water.


“Look!” cried Forbin, pointing. “They’re moving!”


The aliens tracked straight for the complex, maintaining height. Forbin spotted the shimmering edge of a distant cloud as the craft passed before it.


“See that? D’you see that?”


With full day back and the objects much smaller, Blake had revived somewhat. “Yeah. They must be white hot!”


Which started an uncomfortable train of thought: what creatures could possibly stand such temperatures?


“Must be surface heat only,” said Forbin unconvincingly. “Has to be.”


“Forbin.”


Frantically he lowered the volume, deafened by the Martian voice.


“We will descend to your present position in five minutes. Keep well clear.”


“Five minutes,” muttered Blake. “And how far is ‘well clear’?” He made unsteadily for the other end of the terrace.


“Inside!” shouted Forbin. “Get inside!” His neck ached horribly. Following Blake, grit stung his face; miniature dust devils whipped across the stone flags, to be sucked up to the heat column above the static Martians.


In the calm of the living room Forbin glanced at his watch, pleased and amazed at his own self-control, his ability to do anything so practical as note the time. He moved to the sideboard, slopping brandy generously into two tumblers. Returning to Blake, his shaking hands spilled some, the finest cognac in the world, reserved solely for him by order of the Master. For all he now cared, it might have been two cents a barrel.


“Here.” He thrust a glass into Blake’s eager two-handed grip. Both drank it like water. They stared unseeingly at each other, blind to everything except their own thoughts.


“Incredible,” said Forbin at last, “utterly incredible! To think that I should have lived to see—”


“Christalmighty! Stop being so goddam calm!”


“Me?” His surprise was not entirely genuine. “Do we have any option?” He went on in a harder tone. “Two minutes thirty.”


Blake made the trip to the decanter.


“They have to be infinitely superior beings,” said Forbin, thinking aloud. “Propulsion, gravity and thermal control, and the ability to metamorphosize—”


“Can it!” shouted Blake savagely. “Don’t try your lecture out on me! You tell me what we do!”


“We keep our heads, do as we’re told, and learn all we can. This could be only a visit.”


“And maybe not! Stop kidding yourself!”


“We’ll soon find out.” Forbin finished his drink; the glass clattered as he put it down. “You can do as you please, but I’m going to meet them.”


“Go right ahead, be the hero!” But after a moment’s irresolution, Blake followed.


“Keep your back to the balustrade,” advised Forbin. The fierce wind had dropped to a steady breeze. “And hold on. The wind may become quite strong.”


“Quite strong!” Blake mimicked bitterly. “You ought to be a bloody Brit!”


Forbin did not hear, watching intently. Still lacking a yardstick, he had no firm idea of their size — or shape. He thought they were spheres, but the completely light-absorbent surface held no highlights or shadows. They were just intensely black. Forbin thought that such must be the very stuff of deep space …


“Now we come. If the heat is too great, go.”


Forbin swallowed hard. Visually he detected nothing, but his neck muscles told him they were approaching very slowly. Fascination had previously overcome fear, now pride came to his aid: this was the first meeting between man and extraplanetary life — and he represented mankind.


Certainly they were much lower, yet seemed the same size; they had to be contracting, which meant an increase in heat loss …


His theory was confirmed by the rising wind. He gripped the coping behind him.


Lower now, much lower. Angle, say thirty degrees, range in azimuth around thirty meters, size two, three degrees? No, more; perhaps five?


Forbin gave it up; did it matter? The wind neared gale force. A snatched glance showed Blake was sweating, and no comfort.


It was hotter — or was it? Radiant heat and fear have much the same effect. Elevation less than twenty degrees; still no real evidence of their true shape — and what awful figures would emerge when they did land?


Fervently Forbin prayed for strength to bear whatever he might see. Endlessly he repeated, his voice lost in the screaming wind, “God, give me strength.”


Blake tugged his sleeve, pointing away from the aliens.


On the white wall of the residence were two black shadows. The strangers were spheres.


Forbin felt new strength; they had gained one small item which the aliens, locked in their craft, could not know — an estimate of their size, a little less than two meters in diameter.


Blake ripped his collar open, then grabbed the coping again.


Sweat blinded Forbin. Tightening his hold with one hand, he sought a handkerchief. Instantly it was torn from his grasp by the wind, sucked towards the Martians. Short of them it flashed upwards in a puff of weak yellow flame, the ashes gone before he could blink.


The spheres were level with the top of the balustrade, less than a meter in diameter, surrounded by swirling dust and burning leaves. They stopped, rock steady, as if mounted on granite pillars.


Blake stumbled, almost fell, saved by Forbin. Both men leaned against the solid wall of wind.


“Hold on!” yelled Forbin. “It can’t last!”


As he shouted, in perfect unison, the spheres increased in size: eighty centimeters, one meter. Magically the wind dropped to a strong breeze and the heat decreased, the silence broken only by whip-cracks from the flaking stone beneath the hovering Martians.


Forbin stared avidly, as if he could never see enough of these unearthly black forms. Were they rotating? Waiting, he prayed anew.




Chapter III


FOR A LONG time nothing happened: leaves fell in the dying breeze, ignited on the cracking stones, flared, and vanished. Forbin could hear Blake’s heavy breathing and the distant cry of gulls. The men caught something of the aliens’ immobility and were still, awaiting the final revelation.


Then a voice, not from the radio, seemingly from nowhere.


“We greet you, Forbin. Do not be afraid.”


In a day of shattering amazements, the voice was not the least.


By birth a Virginian, and very much a citizen of the USNA, Forbin had a strong attachment, a deep affection, for England. Once great, mistress of the seas, she had not been brought down by conquest; tired, a vision gone, she had turned her back on the world, dropped out. Unlike the rest of Europe she had not moved into the twenty-second century; she lacked most of the advantages — and disadvantages — of the modern world, and Forbin loved her with the quiet intensity only a foreigner can have. Alexander the Great was a Macedonian, not a Greek; Napoleon, Corsican; Hitler, Austrian not German; and Stalin was a Georgian outlander.


“We greet you, Forbin. Do not be afraid.”


The vaguely Bostonian accent of the Martian radio transmissions had gone, replaced by the warm burr of Devon, land of Drake, who planted the English flag in California forty years before the Pilgrim Fathers left Plymouth, Devon. Devon — a county of maddening, twisting lanes, thatched cottages, thick cream, and powerful cider — Forbin’s favorite.


At last he found his voice. “Yes, I am Forbin.” He was conscious of Blake, bug-eyed, beside him. “This is my chief assistant, Dr. Blake.”


“We know Dr. Blake.”


Forbin felt like Alice in Wonderland, solemnly making introductions — to what? Blake made as if to speak, but changed his mind.


“Yes,” said Forbin, unable to think of anything to say.


“In three minutes our temperature will be down to thirty-seven degrees Celsius. Let us then go where you may rest.”


Of all possible statements from travelers fresh in from a sixty-million-kilometer journey, this struck Forbin as the most improbable. Certainly they were not hostile — not yet. Had Colossus been wrong?


“Yes,” he said again, “er, you will appreciate that we are, um, under some strain. If you agree, we will wait for you in there.” He indicated the French windows. He had to talk with Blake, agree upon a general line.


“We understand.”


Blake practically fell on the sofa, mopping his face. Forbin poured more brandies.


“Goddammit!” Blake waved his arms helplessly. “Where do we start? I mean, when, and what, gets outa the spheres? Reckon they’re breaking it gently, with all this formal stuff …” His mind fastened on something else. “And this ‘we’ bit, with only one voice — and that could be coming from any damned place — and the accent, that really shook me!”


Forbin nodded in agreement. “They must have watched an awful lot of TV to get it that perfect.”


“Still, it’s a smart idea. Certainly made me feel at home and a lot less scared. Took me right back to good old Wyoming!”


Forbin froze, his face hard. “What d’you mean, Wyoming?”


Blake looked startled. “What I say! I know Wyoming when I hear it. Hell, I was raised there!”


“Quick, Blake, we haven’t much time. Are you sure?”


“Sure I’m sure. Aren’t you?”


“No. I—” He stopped.


To human eyes there was no sense of motion: they did not appear to glide, float, or roll; one instant in one spot, the next that much closer. Two meters from Forbin they stopped, hovering at his eye level.


He stood up. Instantly they rose with him. The action struck him as ridiculous; he had a strong desire to laugh, and knew that if he did, the end would be hysteria. “You find our action ridiculous?”


Forbin’s tumbler shattered on the carpet. He swayed. Blake grabbed him.


“You — you read my thoughts!”


“You did not speak?”


“No!” shouted Forbin. “No!”


“Then it is evident that at short range we can read your thoughts.”


“This is impossible!” Forbin was near the end of his road. “I — we — cannot communicate with you. Impossible!”


Blake tightened his grip on his chief’s arm. “Take it easy, Charles,” he said, breathing brandy fumes over Forbin.


His chief shook himself free. “I ask that you move out of range.”


“We agree. We see the confusion in your minds. You are less simple structures than predicted.”


Instantly, their movement too fast for human eyes, they were at the far end of the long room.


“Think now. We will tell you when we read you.”


Forbin fought to keep his exhausted mind under control; he wanted to run, run anywhere, away. He took a deep breath. Think … think what? His eyes shut, he counted mentally, forcing an image of each numeral before his inner eye. One, two, three …


“We have a faint image of the figure six.”


He opened his eyes; they were three meters away. “No closer, please — not if we are to have any meaningful communication.”


At once they were one meter further back. “Try again.”


He did so, feeling calmer, immensely relieved at their cooperation.


“We receive nothing.”


Forbin nodded thankfully; at least they had reasoning powers akin to humans.


Blake felt thankful too, but less trusting. Suppose they were fooling? Immediately he feared the consequences of that thought, but nothing happened; he gave up and just trusted. Encouraged by the Martian attitude and, in his view, poor old Forbin’s inability to handle the bastards, he took over.


“One leetle point — this is your first time in our environment. Could be you don’t know it all. Okay, so you know if our atmosphere will suit you, but how about the effect of yours on us, when you open up?”


His chief was by no means as far gone as Blake thought; he frowned at his assistant’s manner, but said nothing, still wrestling with an earlier problem. If they could speak simultaneously in two different dialects — it could not be only a question of accents — they could probably speak totally different languages at the same time … and this mind-reading: that was another unnerving surprise. The Martian reply to Blake drove these thoughts right out of his head.


“Blake, we have considered these factors. You saw we did not enter this room until our temperature had fallen to a safe, human level. Do not be alarmed. As to our appearance, for you we are as we are. The sphere is a convenient shape, a form familiar to humans.”


Blake grunted, foggily trying to absorb the idea he was looking at real Martians, not at their spacecraft.


Forbin found even more food for thought in their answer. That ‘we are as we are’ was a clear statement: they did not intend to show their Martian form. That was comforting — and disturbing.


But Blake, who had not dropped his half-pint of brandy on the floor, felt bolder, his language slangier. Eager to vent his pent-up bitterness, he said, “That’s your privilege, but for us it’s kinda weird, talking to acoupla balls!”


Forbin winced at Blake’s truculence and fervently hoped the Martians did not understand the stress Blake had placed on the last word.


“We see your difficulty. There is a solution, but it may pose fresh difficulties for you.”


Crossing to the sideboard, Forbin was fortunate enough to be passing an armchair, and grabbed the back in time.


Where the Martians had been stood another Forbin, another Blake.


The men goggled at their other selves. The Martian versions stood casually, “Blake” with his hands in his pockets, “Forbin” fiddling nervously with his wedding ring, typical mannerisms of the originals.


Curiosity gradually overcame shock; Blake even went closer to check the evidence of his eyes. The figures appeared solid, not projections. “Blake” took out a cigar.


If I smell that cigar, thought Forbin, I’ll go right out of my mind. He stared at the counterparts’ faces, relaxed, noncommittal. “Blake” was feeling his pockets for matches. Forbin had had enough.


“No! No — please!”


Instantly the black balls were back.


“Bastards!” said Blake softly, rocking slowly on his heels. The Martian reversion appeared in his fuddled brain as some sort of victory.


Not much steadier, but for different reasons, Forbin poured the remains of the decanter into a glass. There was only enough for one, and he knew who was going to have it. He drank, facing the aliens.


“Please, don’t do that again. You are right; it is best we meet this way.” The spheres were like two gigantic black, blind eyes — blind, yet seeing. He finished his drink in a gulp, frantic to take the edge off his screaming nerves.


Every question asked only produced an answer which raised even more questions, and they seemed even harder to resolve. Blake’s favorite stance was like that, but he certainly hadn’t used it in front of the Martians — and did he finger his ring like that? Had he, since the alien arrival? He doubted it.


Inferences piled up like bills at New Year, and not a single one was comforting.


“Martians.” The hardness of his manner did not mirror his emotions; he had no other way of controlling his voice. “Your knowledge and power is far beyond us. We cannot grasp your nature. We are in your hands.”


Blake gave a deep-throated growl.


“For you, Forbin, we have some understanding, less for Blake. He must speedily rid himself of his visions of crude violence.”


Instinctively Blake stepped back, swaying gently. He shouted; the words were unclear, but not his attitude.


Forbin got as far as opening his mouth.


“So be it,” said the Martian voice dispassionately.


Blake shot backwards as if bouncing off an invisible wall. He screamed, his balled fists shaking before his closed eyes. Again and again he screamed.


Forbin tried to cry out, to move, but the fearful high-pitched sound tore into his brain, stark terror had him by the throat.
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