



[image: Cover Image]





U.F.O. 517


Lionel Fanthorpe and Patricia Fanthorpe


writing as


Bron Fane


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






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.







“If they were not extra-terrestrial whence did they come?”




CHAPTER ONE


The Advert


ELSPETH JERMYN looked at her watch—a small, neat, diamond and platinum affair that suited her wrist admirably—and realised that she had nearly twenty minutes to fill in before the next lecture. It was her experience that learning was inhibited by too close a juxtaposition of one period with another. She liked to relax, to give time for her mind to absorb and digest the information she had received, before going on to something new. It was like the quantum theory, she thought. Energy moved in little packets and so did knowledge. Her mind did not seem to be in a relaxed mood that day. There were occasions when Elspeth could close her eyes and allow the blissful gossamer blanket of daydreaming relaxation to protect her from the sharp draught of the world around, but now her mind was ticking over like a powerful sports car frustrated by traffic lights and irritated by halt signs. Something light, she thought, something unimportant, something I can read without really thinking, to occupy the eyes and the first level of perception rather than to occupy the mind. There were some old papers in the common room rack. She went forward and lifted one from its brazen clamps. The headline contained an account of a Flying Saucer sighting in the locality. Elspeth wrinkled her dainty little nose and smiled. Didn’t really seem very feasible, she thought. The witnesses had been so certain they had sworn affidavits and reported the business to the special department of Air Security which dealt with it. It had been designated in the files as ‘U.F.O. 517.’ The reporter had been doing a bit of overtime to unearth all that information, thought the girl. She read the account again in a leisurely fashion, and then, still smiling a little, she turned the paper over, preparatory to putting it back in the rack. The back page was covered with an odd miscellany of personal advertisements. They ranged from heart cries to advertisements for deodorant talcum powders, a new cure for haemorrhoids and a way to stop smoking. She laughed more at the advertisements than she had done at the accounts of the supposed Flying Saucer. Two different aspects of credulity; and then, in the middle of the laughing she stopped. For an instant she knew bewilderment, followed by intense curiosity. The line that took her eye read simply:


“What does the square root of minus one smell like?” Then there was a box number.


She read it again and put the paper down with another glance at her watch. Ten minutes remained. What does the square root of minus one smell like? Was it a joke? A ‘with it’ advert? One that she hadn’t been able to see through? Perhaps some kind of mathematical deodorant? She picked the paper up again and scrutinised the rest of the column. Was it a misprint or a typographical error? She could understand the religious organisations, tract-promotion groups, and well-meaning but harmless cranks putting in texts or passionate exhortations to prayer, but this——? This seemed to have neither religious nor humanitarian significance. “What does the square root of minus one smell like?”


He mind became a teeming hive of activity. Suppose somebody had put the thing in seriously? Was it a code, a symbolism, a cypher of some sort? If so, what did the cypher hide, and what did the symbolism represent? Basically she saw it as an abstract concept equated with one of the unlikely sense-perception data gathering organs. You couldn’t smell the square root of minus one; you could only hold it as a mental concept. It wasn’t within the field of any physical organ. You could see the words, or mathematical symbols, in which it was expressed, but that was all. You could hear somebody say it. What was the advertiser getting at—if he was serious? One of the other students touched her on the shoulder.


“Come on, Elspeth, you’ll be late.” Then she was moving with the rest into a large, multi-windowed room, sitting at a desk with a note pad open; and there were others doing the same thing all around her; a man was talking; a man was talking about psychology, about the theories of Freud, and the pioneer work of the Viennese School. Part of her mind was writing down the salient points he made, while another part of her mind was mulling over and over again the incredible question in the personal advertisement column of a half-discarded common room newspaper. What does the square root of minus one smell like? At first it sounded like Goon humour: the kind of remark that the uninhibited genius of Milligan would burble inimitably across the footlights. It could almost have been an Oblomovism; but there was more to it than that. It wasn’t just superbly zany humour. It was there for a reason. There was enough about it to be purposeful, and she wished to find its purpose.


The lecture ended; there was only one thing to do; she would have to answer the advertisement. It suddenly occurred to her she hadn’t got the box number; she hadn’t written it down. What if someone had taken or destroyed the paper? She hurried back to the Common Room, panting by the time she got there. It was still there. She snatched at it avidly, like an opium addict reaching for his tincture. She scribbled the box number down with feverish haste: Zy 221. Even that seemed to have a strange symbolism of its own. She went to the Commons stationery store, bought a stamped envelope and returned to the Common Room. It was empty. Everyone else had already gone hurrying towards the dining room. Somehow Elspeth didn’t feel hungry. Curiosity had replaced every other appetite. The sheet she tore from her note pad didn’t look particularly attractive; she wasn’t really satisfied with it as a medium for her letter, but impatience was an integral part of Elspeth’s make-up. She was aware of the conflicting drives of impatience on the one hand and an innate desire to be neat on the other. She compromised by screwing up and throwing away the first sheet of paper she had torn from its holder. The second one she took out carefully and neatly. It still didn’t strike her as being adequate for a letter, particularly one that had now assumed such importance, but at least, despite its obviously collegiate look, its edges were intact. She jotted down her address and the date, began “Dear Advertiser,” and then stopped to think.


Something instinctive warned her that what she had to say was going to be of prime importance. A single line ‘I am interested in your advertisement and would like to know more’ would not do. She had a hunch that the odd question had been written simply to attract a certain kind of person who, in the opinion of the advertiser, would respond in a certain kind of way.


And so, with the pen resting against the paper, she paused and thought. The more she thought about it the less sense there seemed to be in answering it, and with a rather rueful and critical smile she knew that if she thought about it for long enough she probably wouldn’t answer it at all; and that would give the burning curiosity a chance to return with redoubled vigour in the middle of the night when she had neither envelope nor paper available.


Any beginning, however tame, would be better than not answering, she decided. It took her the whole of lunch hour to compose the letter to her satisfaction, and even then the satisfaction was by no means complete. It read:


“Dear Advertiser,


“I am intrigued by your olfactory associations of the square root of minus one. If the imputation of redolence to an abstract mathematical concept has any philosophical significance I would be interested to hear of it. Perhaps, on the other hand, you intended the advert as a joke, in which case I am wrong, but it has been sufficiently entertaining to merit the expenditure of four pence on this stamp. Perhaps there is some poetical concept inherent in the idea. If so, I am probably too much of a Philistine to appreciate it, but would be grateful to have it explained. If it is of any importance in relation to the advertisement, I am a nineteen-year-old student of psychology in my second undergraduate year.


“Yours sincerely,                  


“Elspeth Jermyn.”    


She posted it in the college box, and realising that she had now missed lunch walked ruefully to the canteen and bought coffee and biscuits instead. Now that she had done all that could humanly be done to satisfy her curiosity, normal things like hunger were reasserting themselves. A smell came through the back of the canteen window and the kitchen just beyond it, where the lunches were prepared. College lunch was not usually of the best, but the smell promised more sapidity than was usually placed at the disposal of the student fraternity.


Elspeth patted her firm, flat young stomach and imagined that she heard a hollow sound coming up rather sadly.


The neat little watch warned her that the next lecture period was due.


The two following days passed with difficulty. Try as she would to concentrate on anything, social activities or her lectures, try as she would to read or to make the right kind of noises during tutorial sessions, she could not get her mind very far from that intriguing question about the graveolence of the square root of the negative unit. Then the post came. … There was a letter from her aunt in Cornwall. A circular from the Students’ Union, a catalogue of posts from agencies specialising in vac. jobs—all of which she discarded—and a mysterious greyish envelope that had a vaguely medical and vaguely academic appearance. The writing—small, neat and very methodical—was thin, almost as though it had been written with a mapping pen. The unusual, strong, black quality of the ink made it more legible than ordinary writing, not less. Elspeth opened it with fingers that shook unashamedly with excitement. She looked at the signature first and then the address. The address was Kensington. The signature looked like ‘Zelby.’ It was not written with the same meticulous neatness as the envelope or the rest of the letter, but it certainly looked more like ‘Zelby’ than any other letter combination. She read the letter through carefully—twice, and was glad that she had answered the advertisement.


“Dear Miss Jermyn,


“I assume from your address and your professions of studentship, that you are still outside the noble institution of holy wedlock.” There was a jocular, academic quality to Zelby’s phrasing. The humour was dry, not stiff. “However,” the letter went on, “If I have inadvertently dispossessed you from your title, please accept my humble apologies. The advertisement, as you guessed, was intended to convey certain information in symbolic form. If this information is as accurate as I suppose it to be, it could have very important consequences indeed upon an international, perhaps even a cosmic scale.” That word ‘cosmic’ made Elspeth think, suddenly, of the article she had seen in the same paper, the thing about U.F.O. 517. Even as the word moved through her mind she realised that she must have associated it with science fiction for a long time. It was an exciting, imaginative sort of word, ‘cosmic’. She whispered it out loud. It seemed to bode much.


“I would not like to commit too much of my theory to so open and easily intercepted device as a letter,” continued Zelby, “however, if you would care to call at the above address, this evening if possible, I would like to show you that the question in the advertisement does have an answer and that this answer can be reached by normal, computer programming methods. There is no need to reply if you do not wish to pursue the matter any further. For reasons of security, which you will understand if you come, I would like you to memorise the address and then burn the letter.”


How very odd, she thought, how very very odd. The idea of burning the letter, combined with the overtones of that word ‘cosmic’ gave her the feeling that she had become involved in a science fiction novel which had married a spy thriller and wasn’t quite sure what would happen next. Elspeth looked rather disappointedly at the warmly efficient central heating pipe all around the Common Room wall. Spy thrillers belonged to the coal fire epoch, she decided. Unless you went all the way down to the boiler room—which even then might turn out to be oil-fired, or electric or something even more inconvenient for letter burners, how did you get rid of the missive? The ash tray presented itself for her consideration. Elspeth was too mature and intelligent to smoke, but there was a table lighter in the centre of the polished oak surface in front of her. She lit a corner of her letter very carefully, held it by the opposite corner, and allowed it to burn. With the tip of a pencil she stirred the ashes, and the resulting fragments would have defied the most patient technician in Scotland Yard forensic laboratories.


The last lecture might as well not have been given as far as she was concerned. Her hand and her ear obeyed the habit of the last two years and wrote copiously what they heard, but her mind, her real consciousness, the brilliant, living essence of Elspeth, kept repeating an address over and over again. She was among, the first out of the lecture room, preceded only by a miserable looking student with a neurotic landlady (who always made a scene if he was late for the ill-prepared tea with which she was systematically destroying his internal economy).


She took the tube to South Kensington and began looking for the address. For some reason, perhaps the hint of dark things, and the importance of security—inferred from the burning of the letter—she didn’t want to ask the way, even from the solid, reliable form of a Dock Green type police constable. She felt that she wanted to find Doctor Zelby’s home unaided, and as unobtrusively as possible. She found herself at last in the shadow of a wrought iron street lamp. Its beams just reached the door of an old Georgian mansion that looked as though it had seen palmier days. Elspeth felt an odd sense of foreboding as she looked up at the house. The top dissolved in the darkness, as she looked up. It was an amorphous, grey-black shape against the night sky, with the glow of London lights, behind it. A breeze with a late-Summer-early-Autumn tang to it arose, as if to whisper a warning in the girl’s ear. She could almost taste danger as she stood looking at what must be Doctor Zelby’s house. She felt a thrill of fear tingling pleasantly in her back, as she crossed the pavement and climbed the steep stone steps to Doctor Zelby’s front door to the accompaniment of a gentle rustle of nylon. She hesitated again just for an instant, wishing that she had the letter to show. Yet she felt glad, overawed as she was by the house, that she had obeyed the request. Did you ‘obey’ a request, she asked herself, or did you ‘comply’ with it? Comply, that was better. She wished she was reading English instead of psychology sometimes, both disciplines fascinated her. Language, she decided, was only the medium in which thought was expressed. Psychology was the study of thought itself. She rang the bell. There was a long silence after the sound had died away in the interior of the house. She had an almost uncontrollable urge to turn, to run, to disappear, never to come back. Something—stubbornness rather than courage, she felt—held her to the spot. There was a soft footstep, a light came on, on the other side of the door, and Elspeth knew that convention had now made it impossible to run: too late to escape. Something still prompted her to go, but she was rooted to the spot. The door opened slowly. Somehow she had expected a Hitchcock creak from sinister hinges, or a Karloff smile from a malevolent butler.


Framed in the open doorway, she saw a man; he was tall, five feet eleven or six feet, broad and solid with it, but there was no suggestion of great bulk. He was a large man, but his massiveness was so proportional that it did not seem obvious. He had the look of a well-designed tailor’s dummy. His face was quite impassive, and as far as she could judge colour in the light of the street lamp he seemed to be wearing a kind of grey uniform or grey suit.


“I’ve come about the advertisement,” she said, “I’ve come to see Doctor Zelby.”


The face remained quite impassive.


“The advertisement,” said a voice at last. He had an almost mechanical intonation. The impassive face could have belonged in Madame Tussaud’s, with name and date hung round the neck, or stood on a neatly printed card in front of it.


“Yes—the advertisement,” she repeated, feeling strangely embarrassed. What do you say next? she wondered. She could read nothing in the face, but she got the impression that the mind behind it was racing like an express train.


“Doctor Zelby has changed his mind,” said that peculiar intonation again. “He asked me to give you his apologies and to refund your expenses. One moment.”


She stood frowning as the door closed in her face. Footsteps went and came again; the door re-opened, a handful of silver coins were thrust towards her.


“Doctor Zelby thanks you for your trouble and asks that you will now go, please. Does this cover your fare?”


“It is more than adequate, but are you sure Doctor Zelby doesn’t want to see me?”


The eyes looked like glass in the masky face.


“Go, please.” The door closed.


Elspeth looked at the pieces of silver, and, feeling vaguely like Judas, walked bewilderedly down the steps and back towards the Underground.




CHAPTER TWO


The Pub


SHE stood thoughtfully in the space between the station entrance and the barrier. The expenses jingling in the pocket of her duffle coat were an unexpected windfall, there was over a pound in silver, and to a second year student on a grant that was a fortune. It altered the entire pattern of the week’s entertainment. She still felt very curious about Zelby and the advertisement. She was hurt and a little disappointed at the peculiar reception she had received from the odd character in the grey uniform, but Elspeth was an advocate of the old maxim ‘physician heal thyself’ and unless a psychiatrist—or a potential psychiatrist—could be an expert in the matter of her own individual behaviour, Elspeth would have felt that the years of training were wasted. Psychology, like charity, had to begin at home. By her lights the best cures for bewilderment and dejection were conversation and cheerful company, preferably with a little alcohol thrown in. She fished in her bag for the current copy of Interim and scanned the back page for any meetings in the area. There was one and it was being held in a pub that she had visited before. Feeling more cheerful, she replaced the magazine in her bag, adjusted the little gilt ‘M’ in the lapel of her duffle coat, and walked towards the ticket machines. One of the silver coins that had come from Zelby was exchanged for a flat oblong of pale verdure which permitted one to sample the mysteries of the subterranean locomotives. A train chugged towards the platform like a predatory caterpillar nosing its way around a cabbage leaf. Doors opened like insectile air vents, and, feeling like an ingested food particle, Elspeth stepped on to the tube train. The door closed; she sat looking at a wild miscellany of adverts and wondered when the digestive juices would absorb her. She was reading an interesting historical essay which ended up with an exhortation to buy her favourite beer, when a sidelong glance through a grimy window told her this was her station. She leapt from her seat and moved quickly to the opening doors. The train disgorged her, like Jonah’s leviathan. She moved past automatic chocolate vendors, the weighing machine which was out of order, a defaced map and a poster for an erotic French film which had attracted the pencils of some transvestite teenagers. Smiling to herself a little she reached the bottom of the escalator and felt a blast of mildly gritty air blowing down towards her. The escalator glided her to the next level. She paced across a curved area enriched with white tiles until it looked like a Roman public convenience, another escalator took her to the top. She handed in her ticket, and bought an evening paper from the hunched, one-eyed man vending them vociferously to the London night; then she walked briskly along the street that could have been one of ten thousand in the metropolis. It was a street which could not have belonged anywhere else. The smell of the air, the traffic fumes, said London. Every carcinogenic particle that bombarded her olfactory nerve endings said, ‘London!’ the rumbling and the roar of the traffic, echoed and re-echoed ‘London’. A pigeon fluttered up towards her face and its wings clattered ‘London’ in the air. There was the taste of London on her tongue. Her feet met pavements that could only have been part of London. The metropolis held a magic, partly black, and partly white, an enchantment and a spell all its own. They did things in London that happened nowhere else in the world. You could find things in London that you could find nowhere else. There was a sense of potential adventure around every corner, a hidden story behind every window, triumph or tragedy behind every door. Here was London. This was opportunity, and she loved it, every inch of it!


Where else but here, Elspeth asked herself, could there have been a house like the house of Doctor Zelby and a strange man in a grey uniform, and a mystery? Where also but here could you find the opportunity to meet other ‘M’s so quickly and conveniently so that the whole thing could be absorbed in the great fabric of life and intelligent conversation.


She reached the White Hart, opened the door of the saloon bar and walked confidently inside. It was early yet, and there were only two other people in the saloon, they had their backs to her as she entered, but she was almost certain, even then, that she recognised them. The man was tall, taller than the strangely uniformed stranger with the mechanical intonation who had denied her access to Doctor Zelby. The back of the man’s head was covered with short, iron-grey curls that crinkled with the rugged masculinity of a veteran Spartan general. The neck, partly hidden by the trench coat collar, was as broad as the neck of a buffalo. It would have looked disproportionately thick and muscular had it not been for the breadth of the massive shoulders beneath. Even below the trench coat the arms could be seen to match the shoulders and neck. The man was by no means a giant but he was an undeniable heavyweight with all the avoirdupois in the right places. He looked like a great, animated oak tree, like one of Tolkien’s Ents. There was a confident, relaxed air about him. She didn’t need to see the face to know that it was the one and only Valentine Gregory Stearman, journalist, trouble shooter, adventurer extraordinary. The woman beside him was of medium build, lithe and lissom. There was almost a feline grace about her magnificent curves. The hair was as black as wet coal, and cut in a short, straight, simple, Cleopatrine pattern. She could have stepped from the pages of an illustrated volume of Egyptian Art. Elspeth walked towards the corner of the bar, and fished in her duffle coat pocket. Val half turned to see who had come in. He smiled in recognition; he had seen Elspeth before at Mensa meetings in the White Hart. La Noire, too, turned and smiled welcomingly.


“Hello!” Stearman’s deep bass baritone was a powerful, musical sound, stentorian yet controlled.


“Can I get you a drink?” asked Val.


“I think it might be an idea if we went and sat down,” said La Noire. She and Elspeth moved over to a small, comfortable alcove table near the fire. Val brought the drinks over and took a long, appreciative pull at his beer.


“Well kept,” he announced, with the pontifical air of a connoisseur. La Noire sipped a Dubonnet and nodded.


“How’s everything in the Land of the Mighty Freudians?” grinned Val.


“Oh, we’re getting rid of our inhibitions as best we can,” laughed Elspeth.


“This must be your second year now?” said La Noire.


“That’s right.”


“Time flies,” commented Val.


“How original can you get?” commented La Noire, disapprovingly.


“The greatest truths are platitudinous!” he answered.


“And that itself is a platitude,” she challenged.


“I shall confine my attentions to the beer for the next five minutes while I think of an answer,” said Val.


La Noire was looking thoughtfully at Elspeth.


“Is anything wrong?” she asked quietly. There was a probing sensitivity about La Noire. It was not a morbid inquisitiveness that wallowed in the troubles of others under the pretence of doing good. It was a genuine concern of one human being for another. Part of it was innate sensitivity, but some was the experience of life and people that can be built up only in the course of innumerable years. Practice, thought La Noire, added to the ability to sense the feelings of other people so accurately that it seems in itself a supernatural thing. For an instant her thoughts were lost in the dark rearward and abyss of all her Yesterdays; then she was back in the present, looking at Elspeth and wondering. There was a shadow of dejection, a soupçon of doubt in the girl’s eyes. A ghost of bewilderment still haunted the corners of her mouth. Val emerged from his beer, replaced the half empty tankard on the table, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand with a gusto that was in itself a direct and powerful thing, then the real intelligence and sympathy of his innermost being swept away the bluff, Philistine exterior. He raised a thick, interrogative eyebrow and smiled encouragingly.
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