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CHAPTER
ONE

 



SPIDER-CHAMELEON

 


My name’s
William Brown, but I’m hoping you’ll call me Will. My friend,
Colin, calls me Will. I’m just going to go right ahead and tell you
what happened, and it’s up to you whether or not you believe me, I
don’t really give a toss.

Well,
actually, I suppose I would rather you believed me; I guess I need somebody to believe me.

It happened one
Thursday morning, as I was on my way to work. It was about 3:30am,
my job means that I have to get up really early, and I had been
driving my van down a terribly long road called Allington Lane.
About half way along there’s a stretch of woods on both sides of
the road; the darkest, loneliest part of the whole goddamn journey
to work, even in broad daylight. It was there that, like a total
idiot, I had decided to pull over for a nip of, er, coffee. And, of
course, it was there that the bloody flying saucer came down and
got me.

One
second there was a bunch of dancing, coloured lights in the sky,
and the next, I had been beamed aboard a spaceship, like Captain
bloody Kirk, or something. I found myself stretched out on the
cold, hard surface of an operating table, in some kind of
laboratory, with shiny, silver walls and floors, and panels with
flashing lights everywhere. The room was still dark, nevertheless.
It made me think of one of those science fiction, horror films, you
know, technology a thousand years ahead of our own, but they don’t
seem to be able to light a room properly. And then they wonder why
they don’t see the monsters coming. In the movies, those
beasts always jump out
on you when it’s dark, and yet nobody seems to remember that. Put
all the lights on at once, I say, and make the bloody monsters work
a bit harder for their dinner.

Anyway, talking
about monsters, I wasn’t the only living thing in that lab;
something utterly hideous chose that moment to shamble forward,
blocking out what little light there was, and it looked a bit like
the inside of a tripe bin in an abattoir.

No,
actually, it looked a lot like it.

The alien
started to speak, and I could hear it, even though it wasn’t moving
its lips; well, it was covered with hundreds of things that might
have been lips, but I couldn’t see any of them moving, just then.
No, I could hear talking in my mind, like telepathy, and, for some
inexplicable reason, I could understand it, too.

“I have taken
this physical form so as to be more pleasing to your eyes,
Earthman,” it said. “Believe me, you would not want to see my true
appearance.”

And I believed
it, too. God, how I believed it.

“W…what do you
w…w…want from me?” I asked, dreading the beast’s reply, but I had
to know.

“I need to give
you a medical check, as is mandatory when admitting alien species
onto this ship, and then…”

“You’ll let me
go?” I asked, hopefully.

“Oh, no, no,
no, we can not let you go, before…”

“You’re gonna
kill me?” I feared the worst.

“Oh, no, do not
be silly,” it said. “I am going to show you around the ship, as is
the custom of our race, and then you will be free to leave. But,
first…”

The alien
reached down for something with one of its ragged appendages.

“…the physical examination,” it said, pulling a fiendish looking gadget into
view, something that looked like a cross between an electric
toothbrush and a prize-winning cucumber.

“W…what the
hell are you gonna do to me with that?” I asked. I had heard
horrific stories about people being abducted and experimented upon
by aliens.

“Sorry? Oh, I
see. You thought that…no, no, this is for stirring my mulled
Krishlac with,” it said, dipping the gadget into a pot of steaming,
black liquid. “This is my favourite beverage, you know!”

“Thank God for
that,” I said. “ I thought you were gonna shove that thing up
my…”

“Ah,
tut-tut, no, Earthman, do not be so foolish, this is the anal probe!” it said, reaching down again,
and dragging up something that looked like a bloody great,
todger-shaped, cannon with an umbrella projecting out of the end of
it.

“Right, then.
Drop your pants, Earthman!”

I nearly
fainted away, right there and then, I can tell you, but the alien
pressed a stud on the side of his contraption, and out popped
something that resembled an ordinary, every-day thermometer.

“Ah, here it
is!”

The examination
wasn’t so bad after that. The alien actually seemed quite friendly;
it even asked me what my name was.

“Er,
William Brown. My friend, Colin, calls me Will, but everybody else
calls me Willy, some of the nasty ones even call me
Brown
Willy…” I stopped, then,
because I sensed that I was starting to babble.

“Then I shall
call you Will,” said the alien. “I come from the planet Tau Ceti
42, - it is a rather large neighbourhood - and my name is…

…John
Smith.”

“John Smith? Ha
ha! How can that be?” I ventured, beginning to feel somewhat
braver. “Are you tellin’ me that you’re from some god-forsaken
planet half-way across the galaxy, and your name’s John
bloody
Smith?

“No, it
is simply John Smith. No bloody. And I would ask you not to
ridicule my name, Earthman. On my planet, in the language of The
Ancient Ones, John Smith means One who yearns for the sweetest cessric pond, even
before the third milking of Teuhleuhlah’s teat. It is an honourable name, not like
Brown
Willy, I
suspect!”

“I’m sorry, I
didn’t mean to insult you,” I said, worrying for my life, once
again. “It’s just that, well, John Smith’s a fairly common name on
Earth.”

“Is it really?
Well, that is amazing. A coincidence of truly, cosmic proportions,
I can assure you!”

The
examination ended as unexpectedly as it had started, and then the
alien began his tour of the ship. “We’ll start with the specimen
zoo. Follow me,” it said, abruptly sliding through an open doorway
where there just hadn’t been one a moment before. As we moved down
a dimly lit corridor, strangely wider at the ceiling than it was at
the floor, Smith informed me of why they were visiting our world;
their entire home planet was utterly hooked on the classic Earth TV
series, I
Love Lucy, which they’d
started receiving a few years back. A group of enterprising
Tau-Cetians had gotten together to fund a trip here to try and buy
the first series episodes on holo-chip.

“Ah, here we
are,” said the alien, gesturing to the side with one of his
tentacles.

We had entered
another dingy passageway, and arranged along one side of it were a
number of darkened, glass compartments.

“Inside this
particular container is one of the rarest, most exotic creatures in
the whole of this galactic arm,” said Smith, approaching the first
compartment, and passing one of his protuberances over an etched
circle on the glass. “Allow me to show you!”

The container
instantly blazed with light. When my eyes finally adjusted I was
amazed to see…

…a
rat.

A common or
garden, round the back of the nearest bloody restaurant, rat.

I stared at it,
flabbergasted, not knowing quite what to say.

“Yes, it is an
impressive creature, is it not?” said the alien, already slithering
on to the next compartment. “And worth a small fortune back on Tau
Ceti 42.”

“Well, I just
might have a little business proposition for you, my dear Mr.
Smith,” I told him. I was feeling more and more relaxed by the
minute. “Please be kind enough to remind me about it later.”

We halted in
front of the next box. “What’s this, then?” I asked.

“Uh…The
Invisible Spider-Chameleon of Deneb 5.”

I gazed
intently into the container, but all I could see were a few
branches and twigs. “Wow, he disguises himself really well, doesn’t
he,” I said. “Is that him over there?” I was indicating a lump
attached to one of the larger branches.

“No, that is
not it.”

“Is that him,
then, clinging to the base of the trunk, there?”

“No, that is
not it, either.”

“What do these bloody
things actually look like, then?”

“Who knows?
Nobody has ever managed to catch one. This compartment is still
awaiting its first specimen. It is quite empty, Will.”

“Oh.”

“Enough of
this, now,” said Smith, sliding past the other containers, and
disappearing around a corner. “There is something else I want to
show you.” The alien stabbed a button with the end of his tentacle,
and another door slid open.

As soon as we
stepped into the room I was nearly bowled over by the stench. There
were thirty, or so, hideous creatures floundering around in a
massive pool of stinking, yellowish-brown liquid. Some of them were
terribly lively, jumping up and down in the muck, and some of them
were just wallowing in it. Ugly critters, they were - bloody great,
hairy monsters. Whooping and wailing, and fighting, they were, over
something that looked like a big, furry watermelon.
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“What are these
revoltin’ specimens? And where the hell did you get them from?
Because you ought to send them back there, bloody quick, I reckon!”
I was shouting, trying to make myself heard above the terrible din.
And then it dawned on me: the fiends had gone quiet when I was only
halfway through my comment. Every, last one of them had stopped
what it was doing to stare hard at me, as if they knew exactly what
I had been saying. They began to move in our direction, waggling
their incredibly long talons at us.

Smith was
gawking at me. “How could you, Earthman?” Several of his mouths had
dropped open. “You have just insulted the whole of our first-class,
fare paying passengers, enjoying a game of appendage-ball in the
ships pool!”

“Er,
sorry.”

“The universal
translator is still on in here! I need to get you off of the ship,
right now, for your own safety; you wouldn’t last a second with
them!”

The alien
guided me through a doorway, and into a gloomy room, with several
transparent floor-to-ceiling tubes arranged around the walls. In
the middle of the room was a console covered with buttons, switches
and angrily flashing lights.

“Quickly, Will,
get into a transporter tube. I’ll send you back down to Earth!”

As I groped my
way into the nearest tube, 20 curiously shaped suckers snaked out,
attaching themselves to various parts of my body.

“No, Earthman,
not this tube, it is one of the B-deck toilets!”

“Oh,
sorry!”

Smith pulled me
out, propelling me towards another glass cylinder.

Suddenly, it
occurred to me that I would probably never see John Smith again. I
was actually beginning to like him. I turned and grabbed his
nearest appendage, giving it a warm-hearted shake. “I wanna thank
you for everything John. I’ll never forget this visit. Thank you,
friend!”

“Ahh…Will
Brown, I have known you for only a short time, but I would like to
call you a friend, too,” said Smith, gently, but firmly, removing
my hand. Several of his eyes were watering. “But, please,
understand that you must not touch me there again, unless we are
first united in wedlock and securely strapped into an appropriate
spawning tank!”

With that final
remark, the alien stepped back and punched a button. He disappeared
in an ocean of blinding light - along with everything else.

And then I was
dreaming… and in that dream I clearly saw the alien, John Smith,
back in the specimen zoo, standing before that empty compartment.
He waved an appendage across the glass, and then a line of text
materialized, like breath on a chilled window:

SPECIMEN - MAN
OF SOL 3

“I could not do
it, my friend,” he said. “They told me that Earthlings are not
truly sentient, but I believe that you have proven them wrong.”

As the writing
began to fade, John Smith swung around, slithering down the dim
passageway that led to the ships pool; the alien still had some
irate passengers to deal with. Exactly 5 seconds after he had left
the specimen zoo, the passageway was plunged into complete
darkness.

I suddenly
tipped forward and my head whacked something hard. I woke up to
find myself back in the van. My face was resting on the steering
wheel, and I’d been dribbling. The flying saucer was nowhere to be
seen. I glanced at my watch and saw that it was 3:40am; I’d only
been gone for 10 minutes.
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