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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.


      




…aghast the Children of Men


Stood on the infinite Earth & saw these visions in the air…


But many stood silent, & busied in their families.


And many said, ‘We see no Visions in the darksom air.


‘Measure the course of that sulphur orb that lights the darksom day;


‘Set stations on this breeding Earth & let us buy and sell.’


Mighty was the draught of Voidness to draw Existence in.


William Blake 
Vala or The Four Zoas




PROLOGUE


STANDING UP ON the pedals, the schoolboy sprinted his bicycle over the cattle grid.


Ahead, the dusky rumples of Swale Moor spread out vaguely in the fast-failing light. The single-track road leading over and down into Goosedale was deserted. Rainclouds were clearing away fast to the east, unveiling a few glimmering stars, and Venus was already quietly bright, while the microwave relay tower silhouetted on the outcrop of Garth Rigg thrust two beady red warning lights up into the Yorkshire sky.


As a sheep blundered out of the furze and back, he squeezed his brakes then picked up speed again, whistling to himself. Ten minutes more and he would be back home at Neapstead in the dale.


His attention was caught by a bright violet light above the microwave tower—too intense to be a star or planet. The strange light swung from side to side like the bob of a sinking pendulum, then dodged sharply around the tower and began heading across the moor in his direction. The boy braked and watched, puzzled.


The light swelled, grew blue, incandescent. A blimp of burning gas, sinking down to the soil behind a rise a few hundred yards ahead.


It can’t be; but it might be! he thought.


He raced his bicycle towards the rise.


Resting among the gorse sat a wingless metal ellipsoid as large as a milk tanker. It no longer glowed, but seemed to be pulsing as if breathing: a metallic lung, emitting a bee-like hum. As he watched, it steadied, firmed. Light streamed from a porthole.


An oval hatch opened, framing a beautiful woman with long white hair.


It was quite late when he reached home, but he had no idea what had delayed him.


The next day his eyes smarted and his skin itched. A pink flush coloured his whole body. When he passed water, he felt a burning irritation; but out of embarrassment said nothing about it—before long the peculiar symptoms went away.


For a while—he couldn’t have said why—he caught the bus to school in Swale instead of cycling by the shorter route. Whenever he cycled over that moor afterwards, it always seemed as if something was missing—some dip in the road, or stretch of stone dyke that he thought should be there, but which wasn’t.





PART ONE





ONE


“I RECOMMEND THE green chair.” John Deacon waved his student into the room. A pretty boy, Michael Peacocke, a dark cherub with glossy eyes, thick eyelashes, a dainty nose. Who had scored an outstanding twelve on the Stanford Hypnotic Susceptibility Scale.


Michael sat. He crossed his legs then uncrossed them in a fidgety way. When Deacon had invited him to help his research towards the work in progress, The Hypnotised Mind, he’d appeared to be as pleased as if he’d won some prize; but now that the actual moment had come, he seemed nervous and on edge.


“All I want to do this afternoon,” explained Deacon easily, “is to get you acquainted from the inside with the Extended North Carolina Scale. That’s the scale for measuring the subjective depth level of the trance, remember? After I hypnotise you, I’ll ask you to call out your ‘state’ at regular intervals. A number will pop into your head. We’ll recap what they all stand for in a moment. Don’t bother about how the number gets there. It’ll be right. It always is—even if it takes both you and me by surprise.”


Deacon ran a hand across his head. Now that his wispy, sandy hair was receding apace, his crown was speckled with freckles, and his head looked a bit like a hen’s egg fringed with flaxen feathers as though from some hard delivery, the fluff advertising its supposedly free-range origin. His eyes were light blue, his lips humorous, if slightly sad.


His room was golden-crisp with early autumn sunshine: a freshly-baked loaf. The view south, from the University of Granton, was of grazing land encroached on by a new industrial estate; distant smoke from burning stubble smearing the sky. One could hear the hum of a chain saw, taken to sick elms…


And where was he really? Originally he’d set out with a trust that he could chart all the altered states of mind, and with this chart enter his own soul, discover hidden treasure there. Now charts and arcane; records seemed to be all there was—a mental filing cabinet of them to match the cabinets and card indexes in this room. He was an anthologist, lost at a crossroads beneath a hundred signposts.


Yet, on his desk lay review clippings of the symposium he’d edited the year before—Consciousness: Ancient and Modern— agreeing how insightful and stimulating it all was. And consciousness research was still in its infancy; no one even knew yet what consciousness was… Somehow the failure was elsewhere than in his work. It hovered offstage. The failure… beckoned, like a guide.


Deacon outlined the North Carolina Scale to Michael.


Zero represented the normal waking state. From numbers one to twelve a subject felt himself relaxing more and more. At twenty-plus he could expect to feel strong sensations of, say, numbness if suggested. After twenty-five, powerful dreamlike inner feelings. By thirty-plus a subject could regress into the past, experience false tastes and smells, completely blank out actual items such as chairs or even people from his awareness. By forty-plus, a fully convincing false reality could be induced…


“What’s the limit?” asked Michael. “How far down can you go?”


“Oh, brief states have been reported as deep as a hundred and thirty. Around fifty to seventy is what I call the ‘sense of joke’ phase. Ego evaporates, there’s a feeling that you needn’t be this one person, but could equally be anyone or anything. A sort of detached Observer—some ‘higher’ aspect of the self—seems to be richly amused at the proceedings… And thereafter is a kind of passive Buddhist void. Pure awareness, of a sort of nothingness. That’s a very intriguing state of mind indeed! To me it’s the most fascinating aspect of the trance mind. The Void. But we shan’t be going so deep yet-a-while. Today’s is just a mapping session, to familiarise you. We’ll need—oh, at least half-a-dozen, maybe a dozen sessions before that.”


After disengaging the telephone, so that no incoming calls would disturb them, Deacon switched on the tape recorder and sat on the edge of the desk beside Michael to induce the trance.


He spoke routine words. He placed his hands upon Michael’s eyes for a moment…


“State?”


“Thirteen,” said Michael promptly, taking Deacon by surprise. Surely rather premature?


“Go just a little deeper… State?”


“Forty-five,” came the flat, blank answer.


(“You’re joking!”) But he didn’t say it. This was a farce. The boy wasn’t hypnotised at all… Yet he was, he could tell by the voice.


“Are you sure, Michael? Stay where you are. State, again!”


“Seventy.” So automatic, dissociated.


“Go no deeper, do you hear?” (“Yes, I hear,” the boy said promptly.) “I forbid you to. Return to forty-five now. To forty-five. Where are you? State, please!”


“Seventy-five.”


“Return, dammit!” ordered Deacon.


“I can’t. I’m on the moor. It’s right there in front of me. It’s stronger than you are.”


What was? He’d lost control of the trance. It was as though some outside influence had elbowed him aside—some suggestion planted under deep hypnosis. Yet Michael had assured him he’d never been hypnotised before. Buried, repressed material, then? It couldn’t happen!


“Where are you, Michael?”


“On Swale Moor near my home. I see the light in the sky. It comes down and lands. A metal egg with portholes. It can’t be but it is! It’s a flying saucer!”


“How old are you?”


“I’m sixteen. Eight days past my birthday.” The pedantic precision of the hypnotised…


“A lovely woman with long blonde hair stands in the hatch. She beckons me. I hear a voice in my head encouraging me. Though she’s not speaking words. She’s… mooding me, can I say that?”


“Yes yes, you can say it.” Allow it all to unwind. It must be some sex fantasy that had meant an enormous amount in private to the boy for years. Which he’d run through time and again till it became a tape-loop in his mind, lurking there unerased.


“She has two men with her. They’re dressed in ski-suits, just like her, and they’ve got long blond hair too. One of them shouts that it’s quite safe. Do I want to come aboard? Oh yes—she moods me on. I must jump through the hatch. I’m not to touch the earth and their craft at the same time. So I do. I jump into a semicircular cabin with a glowing ceiling. There’s one padded couch in it, nothing more. I can see through to another room with proper seats and screens and controls—that must be the control room. One of the men shuts that door in a hurry—”


The speechless woman ‘mooding’ him must be some fantasy figure of pent-up libido—and the two men were the superego twins, Guilt and Anxiety, their voice the voice of conscience. And now they had shut the door on the ‘controls’…


“He does most of the talking. His name is Tharmon, he says. I’m scared because—” (Michael started to sweat) “—I can’t even see the outside hatch any more, there’s only smooth hull. The other man hands me a glass of water. He says I’ll feel better when I drink it. At least I think it’s water. It has a queer metallic taste, it jars my teeth…


“It must have had something in it. I feel a lot happier now. The woman’s name is Loova, Tharmon tells me—”


“You say they’re blond?” interrupted Deacon. “Do you mean Nordic types, like Scandinavians?”


“No! Their skin’s yellow. Their eyes are like Chinese eyes with hardly any eyelids. They’re much longer than normal eyes. They go right round the corners of their cheeks, as though their eye sockets are a different shape from ours. What long fingers they’ve got! The fingernails are as smooth and pink as plastic… And Loova just smiles and smiles. Maybe she can’t mood me and talk at the same time.”


(But Michael Peacocke isn’t scared of women. He has a fine thing going with his girlfriend, buxom little Suzie Meade—or he seems to.)


“They’ve come from the stars, from the Pleiades. From a planet called Ulro, says Tharmon. The name means ‘Earth’ or ‘World’ in their own speech. He says that the human race is in danger because of our vile nuclear weapons. The people of Ulro want to save us. They can’t reveal themselves, though. That’s against their ethics.


“Luckily their biology’s slightly different from ours. Their women can fertilise themselves, if their glands release a particular hormone. It makes the woman’s egg capable of doubling the number of chromosomes in the germ-cell, so that the egg fertilises itself. Tharmon explains it all. The people of Ulro have found a hormone that will do the same thing for the sperm fertilising the egg. The egg will copy the chromosomes in the sperm and double those, contributing none itself. It will make a baby entirely from the male chromosomes. So you get a child that isn’t really the mother’s at all, even though she bears it. It’s entirely the father’s.


“They can use this hormone on an Ulran woman when she mates with a human male, and she’ll bear babies of either sex that are fully human. Tharmon calls it the parthenogenesis of the male. A virgin birth—out of the loins of donors… like me! Young donors are best, he says.”


A masturbation fantasy. Surely that’s what it was. Its self-reference was amply underscored by the name of the ‘alien’ world actually being ‘Earth’.


“If we do destroy ourselves, they can still save a small kernel of pure humans this way. They’ll be born on Ulro and carry on our race. They’ve prepared a special community.”


“So what happens now?”


“They leave me alone with Lover, I mean with Loova—”


Quite!


“And shut themselves up in the control room—”


The boy grinned, inanely, with excitement. “She runs a pink fingernail down the front of her ski-suit. It just falls apart like a pea-pod. Her flesh is a creamy dusky yellow like an old ivory ornament, but there’s no hair on it anywhere, not even—”


No, because you hadn’t seen female pubic hair then, had you? You didn’t know what to imagine.


“She has breasts like little puffballs you find in a field in the autumn. They’re very rounded and… new-looking, as though they’ve just sprouted from the ground. When she touches me it’s as though she’s never seen a naked human male before—”


Inverted truth, indeed!


“She pulls me into her, on the couch. And it hurts me! Oh I’m enjoying it, but there’s a cold pain in my balls as if they’ve been dipped in a bucket of ice. I never knew it hurt a man the first time! Now’s the only time she makes any sound: like a softly growling dog, a growling bitch—”


Hatred of the fantasy figure; resentment.


“When it’s done, she gets dressed without looking at me, then opens the door. Tharmon comes back in from the control room. She pats her belly. He grins. Then it’s foggy, I feel sick and empty-headed, They open the outside hatch again, and there’s the moor, black dark… And out I jump. As soon as my feet hit the ground I’m scared, I run away. A tingling follows me. My whole skin pricks with pins and needles. I’m too frightened to look back till I reach my bike. By then the craft is a bright red egg-shaped fog. Suddenly it rises up and skitters away across the moor—as though it’s bouncing over waves. I can hear noises, like fast burbling morse on the short wave band, inside my head. I’m trying to think about what happened, what they told me. B-but… I’m just cycling home along the road. How has it got so late?”


“You can come back now, Michael. Return to forty-five.” He hesitated. “State?”


“Forty-five.”


He counted him down in big leaps through the thirties and twenties; Michael followed tamely. From twelve to zero Deacon counted backwards one by one.


Michael woke. He moaned, like some hot metal surface contracting, and held his forehead.


“Have we started? I’ve got a filthy headache.”


Deacon hunted in the desk drawer for paracetamol. “In fact we’ve finished. How much do you remember?” he asked casually. He tapped out two tablets.


“Well, you said ‘State?’, then I said ‘Thirteen’ because that was what popped into my head, and then… you just counted me back to zero. Was I no good?”


He remembered nothing.


“Look at your watch; half an hour’s gone by. You were fine. Sorry about the headache! You must have been sitting too stiffly … It won’t happen again. I’ll fetch some coffee to wash these down—”


Deacon came back with the coffee just as the recorder was winding up its last few inches of tape; it clicked off.


“Can I listen to myself?”


“Well, I’ve got a lecture soon… We’ll have a longer session next Monday. I’ll play you the tape before we start. All right?”


When Michael left, Deacon re-engaged the telephone, then pushed the rewind switch on the recorder. While the tape was spinning back, the telephone rang. He lifted the receiver, and heard a high-pitched scraping noise. The screech of a fingernail on slate. The teeth-jarring noise sounded like the squeak of tape racing through the machine, much magnified. He spoke into the receiver, but no one was calling. Puzzled, he cradled it, then halted the tape and pressed for play.


His own voice was asking, ‘State?’ ‘Thirteen,’ replied Michael. There was a pause. ‘Go just a little deeper. State?’ This was where it had gone really wrong.


The tape wound on—in complete silence. There was nothing more on it.


He flipped open the lid and ran the cassette forward, spot-checking.


Not a word.


But he’d seen the recording needle flicking about! Michael couldn’t even have erased the tape during the couple of minutes he was out of the room—that would have taken as long to do as it took to record in the first place. Why should he have done it anyway? Deacon sat staring, exasperated, at the mute recorder. Damn the machine.


Hurriedly he began making notes.


He had no evidence now.




TWO


DEACON PARKED IN the gravel drive of his burly Gothic-trimmed house, down a quiet road lined with horse chestnut trees shedding golden leaves.


Fourteen-year-old Rob was guiding the hover-mower on the back lawn. An Old English Sheepdog galloped around him, a curtain of hair in its eyes. Waving to Rob, he went in by the kitchen door, perfunctorily kissed Mary, poured a sherry for her, one for himself, and started telling her about the trance that had gone wrong.


He broke off. “Why is Rob leaving all those fungi?”


Mary laughed. “He says they’re edible… Parasol mushrooms. I don’t intend cooking them!”


“They look poisonous to me.” He cracked the window open. “Rob,” he called. Then louder; the mower was too noisy.


“Don’t fret, John. I said I don’t intend cooking them.”


(He’d been overworking lately… She imagined cracks suddenly running across his crown like crazy paving. Funny if he was about to hatch at last! What would emerge?)


“You were telling me about this boy Michael?” she reminded.


“Oh yes, don’t you see? It’s such a strongly repressed fantasy there should have been a lot more abreaction—more of an emotional outburst, more struggle when I stumbled on it! But it just spilled right out, as though he was programmed to spill it. The whole thing was taken out of my hands. He went all the way to seventy-five.”


“Didn’t Freud say that flying’s a sex symbol? Hence the flying saucer.”


“Oh it’s obviously sexual,” he agreed. “I mean, the control room being shut off. That punishment by pinpricks afterwards. The Lover-woman’s breasts sprouting like falsies—he’d never seen a girl’s breasts before and was making them up. The hairlessness. The fact that she couldn’t talk—because he wouldn’t know what to say. I know he’s from the countryside, but he’s an only child, and his mother was Italian, so maybe they’re a bit straitlaced.”


“You have a funny concept of the country! Swains and milk-maids tumbling in the hay… Did you say that the space-woman was called Luvah? And one of the men Tharmon?”


“It sounded like ‘Loova’. But I know what he meant!”


“No you don’t, John. You’re being illiterate. I remember now. Those are both characters in Blake’s Prophetic Poems. Luvah’s a man, not a woman. He’s a demi-God who nurses infant Man-kind. Later on, he gets locked up in Ulro—which is a sort of deep-down Hell. Enitharmon, not plain ‘Tharmon’, is another demi-God, the enemy of Luvah.”


“Are you sure?”


“Of course I am. I used to love Blake when I was at college. He seemed so… magical. Such an imagination!”


“So Luvah’s really male? Michael was screwing a man in his fantasy. I suppose that explains the tacked-on breasts! The poor kid must be fairly knotted up inside. Repressed homosexuality—which he can’t acknowledge… Damn. What should I do?”


“He probably just had some pederastic frolic when he was a schoolboy. That doesn’t make him queer. He has a steady girl-friend, hasn’t he? If you go digging into this, you’ll just mess him up.” Mary regarded homosexuality not as wicked, but as faintly absurd. It seemed so restrictive. She was a dark, lithe woman, growing stocky of late, who had handed on her strong bushy black hair to both the children, Rob and Celia. With her firm jaw, long nose, and brown-flecked eyes deepset close together, she recalled (to herself) the black and white collies of her youth in the Welsh sheep-farming hills: well-trained and masterful, godlike bolts of energy to the bleating, scurrying flock; however, at heart, with a strong scent for the fold. They had an instinct for penning in securely, amidst the intoxicating wild. The playful beast gambolling round the garden was only a satire on that sort of sheepdog, more like a sheep and named accordingly.


“It’s fascinating, a psychic structure as powerful as that. If only the damn recorder hadn’t gone on the blink! Well, I’ll just have to repeat the whole performance. I must know how a hypnosis could get so completely out of hand. I suspect, Mary, that I might just have stumbled on a new discrete state of consciousness distinct from the usual trance terrain. An independent subsystem. In a word, a new ASC—” Freudian interpretations, besides being out of fashion, were really far too simplistic. “ASC?”


“An Altered State of Consciousness. One which can be explored through hypnosis, since it shares some of the same mental structures, but it can’t be controlled by hypnosis. That’s very strange. I can’t pass this up. Besides, there’s my responsibility to the boy… This thing’s like an independent, alien ego within the mind: a parasite one with its own will and initiative which copies the ‘shape’ of a particular ASC—”


The kitchen door flew open. In bounded Shep, to thump his tail against their legs before subsiding, panting. Rob followed, a dark wiry youngster. Looking a little like a Romany boy, in school cap and blazer rather than rags and earrings, he stood waiting for his palm to be crossed with silver.


“You saw I left the mushrooms, Dad?”


(“And did you hear me shouting?”) “They’re fungi,” corrected Deacon.


The sound of the front door banging shut—Celia, at seventeen, asserting herself with a newly acquired doorkey—brought Shep to his feet again.


“We still aren’t going to eat them,” said Mary.


“Not eat what?” asked Celia—a dark girl with her mother’s ebullient hair and the big oval face of her father; coming in, she wrestled Shep as the dog planted its polar bear paws on her shoulders.


“Our parasol mushrooms,” said the boy.


“I don’t trust fungi,” explained Deacon.


“Maybe they’re hallucinogens?” insinuated Celia. “Perhaps you could feed them to the Consciousness Research Group and find out?”


Deacon shrugged. “We’ve got a Ministry of Health contract to study the effects of cannabis—that’s Bernie Jorden’s line. And Rossiter and Sally Pringle do some work with the mental hospital. That’s about all.”


“Aha, the chemistry of madness,” chuckled Celia. “Serotonin and LSD? It’s so false, grooving away in your own heads on official time while kids are being busted on the street for doing research into their heads in their own way.”


“Outside of any framework, Celia.” It was an old argument.


“The framework called life, Dad. It’s one big experiment from birth to death. And if you cross the road at the wrong time and die, even that’s okay because you made the choice.”


“That seems like an excellent reason for having a proper framework for crossing roads: roads in the head as much as roads in town.”


“Really? What does ‘proper’ mean? You wrote in the intro to your own book that what’s irrational nonsense for the everyday mind can be perfectly valid and true in another state, and it can tell us a damn sight more (“Celia!” Mary snapped) about what being alive and conscious are. I quote chapter and verse.”


Celia was only making waves—paddling a little way from shore, the better to return. So he hoped; so Mary hoped.


“I doubt you’d drive a car better if you were high on berserker mushrooms,” he said to her.


“Most people already drive as though they’re stoned Vikings. Most people are crazy, Dad. They’re stuck in a mad repetitive trance. You wrote that.”


“I didn’t say they’re mad exactly. What I said is that there’s a constant loading stabilization of ‘brain chatter’ that keeps us in an ordinary baseline state of consciousness most of the time.”


“In a trance, like most of the teachers at school.”


“You’re not implying,” enquired Mary, “that it would be a nice constructive idea if you took drugs?”


“Oh Mummy.” Celia’s face became spiritual. “I just can’t stand hypocrisy. Dad has all these far-out ideas, but…” She gestured at the neatness of the garden; and Mary smiled faintly, in complicity.


Quite abruptly, Deacon felt grief-stricken.




THREE


LOITERING BY THE off-licence hatch of the Bunch of Grapes, Michael watched the glitter of upside-down spirits bottles reflected in cut-glass mirrors behind the brightly-lit bar, and listened to the grumble of talk and the clack of the fruit machine. A bar billiards cue rose high in the air as someone tried to bring it to bear on the ball without butting too many backs. He swayed slightly as he waited for Suzie, pleasantly tipsy. Tonight everything would be fine. He felt no urgency—no prematurity.


She came out of the toilet: bouncy, dressed in fray-bottomed blue jeans and a chunky-knit fisherman’s sweater, her red hair descending in crinkly wedges like some rusty ziggurat. Draping one arm around her, he tucked his hand into the back pocket of her jeans, and they set off across the Common towards the distant lights of the highrise Halls of Residence, rocking slightly about a common centre of gravity located somewhere in her abdomen. Behind them wagged moon shadows, for the Moon was high and dazzling, only a shave off full, the rays from Tycho and Copernicus so bright that you couldn’t make out any details.


A church clock struck ten as they reached the mid-way lake. Apart from the white boat of a swan sailing towards a fellow white hump on the small stone island, the whole Common seemed deserted.


“Mike, look up there! Look at the Moon!”


A bright violet orb—a halfpenny to the Moon’s penny—floated beside the Moon. As they stood staring up, the mysterious object became a dazzling ultramarine, painting their hands and faces with ancient savage woad.


“It’s so cold!” Suzie burrowed into him. His body felt frozen, as though the Common had suddenly been translocated beyond the Arctic Circle, and they were standing on a field of blue ice.


“It’s like a great blue eye, watching us! Mike, I’m scared.”


The false moon swelled, competing in cold brilliance with the real Moon. Bands of green and yellow swirled round rapidly, now, bearing a hot red blotch: the pupil of an eye, hunting.


Suddenly the glowing orb darted downwards and sideways in a Knight’s move that clued them in to how close it really was—hovering before them now in a rocking, sloshing motion as if floating on a watery swell. The red spot swam counterclockwise through the swirling colour bands, coming to rest, staring at them. A white searchlight beam flashed out from it, catching them briefly, blindingly. Heat swept their bodies, though their clothes still felt as cold as ever.


When they looked again the thing was gone, was nowhere.


“Christ!” cried Michael. “This afternoon! The trance—I remember! John Deacon knows. And he didn’t tell me!” He drew Suzie to him, stroked her hair. “It’s all right, love. I know what that was. They promised they’d find me again. It’s the Space People, Suzie! Isn’t it wonderful? They’ve woken my memory up again.”


Already in the distance they heard the bee-baw wail of a siren approaching; presently a fire engine halted on the far edge of the Common, its blue light whirling in tiny replica of the recent apparition. Helmeted figures spilled out and stared across the Common.


“Someone must have thought it was a fire…I’ll take you back to your room. I must phone him.”


“Shouldn’t we tell them we saw something?” She hadn’t taken in what he said.


“Tell them?” he scoffed. “Do you think they’d believe? When I was sixteen, love, Space People landed and took me on board one of those.”


“What…? You’re saying you went on board a flying saucer?” She brought the phrase out repugnantly. “You’re saying that’s what that was? You’re… you’re crazy.”


“They blocked my memory. But they told me they could always find me again.”


“You’re kidding.”


“Do you realize what we’ve seen, the two of us? A starship from the Pleiades! Look up there, love.” He pointed at the Seven Sisters twinkling milkily. “That’s where. They even took me for a flight in it.”


“To the stars?”


“Of course not. Look, let’s both phone Deacon. You saw it too. His hypnosis brought it out. There’s a lot more that he didn’t hear.” Michael laughed harshly. “He must have thought it was a fantasy. He’ll believe it now all right. When you tell him what we both saw!”


Suzie was a lapsed Methodist; and it was a pragmatic, trimmed religion, without hysteria, almost without miracles. All things bright and beautiful, in a plain brick building. The prodigy of the loaves and fishes translated into a Sunday School tea party. No breath of Hell, no Devil, hardly even a Deity. Heaven was a rather large meadow strolled by a white-robed, bearded figure wearing slightly dusty sandals.


Two firemen were walking up the grass from the road, casting about as they went.


“You’re just making up a nonsense explanation. Why should this happen on the same day as your trance?”


“Maybe… maybe somehow I drew them to me.”


“That’s preposterous.” Suddenly she made a retching noise. “I think I’m going to be sick—”


One of the firemen waved to them and shouted.


“They’d just think we were drunk,” said Michael. “Let’s go.”


“Maybe you are drunk,” she panted. Somehow she managed to avoid vomiting.


They hurried off, as the fireman headed towards the lake, switching on a torch.


Suzie woke from a dreamless sleep, squeezed into her single bed alongside Michael. Traffic noises proclaimed it to be a new day. A painful rosy light suffused her eyelids. She tried to open them. She couldn’t. Sitting up, she fumbled at her face. Her eyelids felt huge, filled with hot water. They were glued together. Blindly, she shook Michael.


The night before they had neither phoned Deacon nor made love. By the time they had reached her room, they had both felt too limp and drained to do anything more than shed their clothes by moonlight and fall into bed, and sleep.


Michael woke. His eyes also ached. But at least he could open them.


“I can’t see, Mike! My face hurts.”


“You’re… sunburnt. Just like I was, after…”


“Damn it, what’s wrong with my eyes?”


“They’re puffed and swollen. Can you make out any day-light?”


“Yes.”


“It’s just the lids, then. Good job we both shut our eyes last night. I’ll soak a handkerchief in milk for a cold compress. That should help.” His eyes took in the rest of her body. It was pink all over. Sliding sorely from the sheets, he saw in the mirror over the washbasin how sunburnt he was too.


A half-full milk carton stood on her desk. As he picked it up, he glanced out across the Common. People were wandering about in a purposeful yet random way as though searching for lost property. Several appeared to be carrying field glasses and cameras; bird watchers, but the birds had flown…


‘Throw a pin to find a pin,’ he thought. It was a maxim of John Deacon’s.


Deacon had spoken a good deal in Psychology seminars about ‘state-specific logics’ and the need to develop ‘state-specific sciences’ to pin these logics down. Each altered state of consciousness possessed its own internal logic, different to a greater or lesser extent from the logic of ordinary baseline consciousness. Each altered state had a rationality that was perfectly coherent, yet could be wholly alien to everyday reason. This was why it was so difficult for the traditionally ‘objective’ scientist to study these states. Here was a fundamental barrier to communication: an unreportability. Even the subject who experienced the altered state couldn’t necessarily explain it, even to himself, afterwards. That was because separate memory systems seemed to exist for each altered state. Whenever you entered that state of mind again, they clicked into place with a shock of familiarity, the sense of being there again in a familiar landscape lost till that moment. Thus new psychological sciences were needed that would be specific to each altered state: sciences that would devise their laws within these states, exploiting the logics specific to them—with the ultimate aim of reporting back to states nearer ordinary consciousness; for some states could apparently overlap other states, while these in turn shared features in common with more workaday mentality. Figuratively, then, you had to throw a pin away to get into the frame of mind where you threw—and lost—a pin before. You had to get drunk, to discover what you had (so logically) misplaced when you were drunk. And in order to meet a flying saucer…


Deacon. He had to see him. He had news.


Michael poured milk on to a folded handkerchief.




FOUR


Two FLOORs DOWN, the London traffic rumbled. In his small office Barry Shriver sat opening the morning post, which came from France, Sweden, America, Australia, Brazil, Britain. Soon news cuttings and typed reports littered his desk, to be eyed with a sarcasm which might have surprised his faithful, even fervent correspondents.


The Alabama Huntsville News told of ‘a spinning disk, like an upturned jelly mould’ seen by truck drivers not far from Marshall Space Flight Center. The jelly mould had fled up into the sky, receding at huge velocity…


The Hereford Evening News reported a ‘mystery flying object’ hovering over an R.A.F. camp at Credenhill, seen by airmen on guard duty and a passing farmer.


So it went. Fresh sightings every day, buried in local newspapers world wide. Many hundreds every year. Encounters of the First Kind, mostly—things seen in the sky. A fair number of the Second Kind, where some sort of physical evidence was left, some visible trace. A few of the Third Kind too—glimpses of the ‘operators’ of these mystery objects and even actual contact with them… The third category seemed to be on the increase lately.


Shriver—turned fifty—sported a trim black goatee beard and a rigorous greying crewcut: a mix of colonel (to which rank he had never actually risen) and natty archaeologist or explorer. Fire-proof cabinets lined the office walls. An IBM Selectric sat on his desk alongside a pile of Apa Newsletters, monthly journal of the Aerial Phenomena Association—to him, by now, so ineptly named.


In the earlier nineteen fifties, fresh from college into the U.S. Air Force, Barry Shriver piloted an F-86 interceptor in the Korean War. In June 1952, flying wing in a squadron out of Inchon, they were paced through the sky by a glowing cylinder as large as a B-26, shorn of wings. When the squadron climbed towards it, it split up like an amoeba into two pulsing disks dotted with portholes. Arcing around the squadron at high speed, these bracketed the American jets. Shriver’s radio went dead, his compass spun, his engine cut out. He dived. He saw the two disks closing in around the F-86 on his right as though herding it; then they fused around it, and—as one single fat cigar again—shot skywards, receding to a point of light, and vanishing. (Except that he wasn’t positive the cigar had actually shot away into the distance, so much as shrunk to nothing right where it was…)


He and the others pulled clear. Controls and engines functioned again. Returning to Inchon, they logged the loss of an interceptor in collision with a moving ball of light…


Some effort was made to find wreckage, as the ground below was in United Nations hands; none was found. War was pressing. The loss was blamed on massive ball lightning.


Barry Shriver knew this for a lie, a miserable cover-up. Though—of what?


After the war he was posted to Edwards Air Force Base at Muroc, three hundred thousand acres of dry lake and scrubland in the Mojave Desert’s Antelope Valley where, in 1954, the world’s longest runway was being completed.


At the end of the second week in April 1954, in a restricted area of Edwards Base, he’d seen five flying saucers land. And remain on the ground for two whole days, during which scientists, military experts and even churchmen were invited over them by their humanoid operators—the humans bewildered and overwhelmed by craft that could change shape and size at will, become transparent, invisible, even insubstantial so that people could walk through their walls.


He’d seen all this from a little way off. Yet he’d recognized, unmistakably, Dwight D. Eisenhower, spirited in from a supposed golfing holiday at Palm Springs. He saw the President himself, meeting the Space People. He’d spotted Bishop McIntyre of Los Angeles. Many other faces too. Right there.


And he’d known that President Eisenhower would address the nation within a matter of weeks. Then Barry would know where his buddy of the Korean War had gone to, and why.


But nothing happened.


Nothing at all.


People wouldn’t speak about those two days at Muroc, subsequently. It was more than a blanket of silence; it seemed an actual subtraction of what had happened from actuality—a deletion of it ever having happened…


Cold War, then. Red Alerts. He was posted to Germany. Under a pen-name he published a booklet, 48 Hours at Muroc. Seeing his own account in print, he too had begun to wonder: had it ever really happened? He knew perfectly well that it had, yet as the years went by, each with its own crop of contradictory, paradoxical sightings and close encounters, nothing was ever learnt, and the more he knew, the less he knew.


He married a German woman, later she divorced him. The subtraction of Gisela from his life didn’t deny that she had ever been there, though—in the way that Muroc implacably denied itself. He grew angry; then patient and defiant. He left the Air Force and helped found the Aerial Phenomena Association in London, a city he had taken a liking to during leaves.


The phone rang; he lifted the receiver.


“It’s Norman Tate here. I’ve got a really super CE-2 report for you. Local paper—Granton Herald. This one could be worth chasing up at source. Alas, I’m off to Scotland on business. A saucer buzzed and burnt some students—”


Enthusiastic Norman—yet the man was a meticulous, fussy investigator. As Shriver listened, he watched a jumbo jet straining heavily through the clouds on its flight path in to Heathrow, and imagined an absurd blob of light engulfing it, and deleting it from the natural world.


What had he experienced at Muroc? A hallucination? Or something more sinister: a breach in reality itself? A collapse of consensus causal law, which had sucked into itself temporarily some hundreds of air force officers, scientists and politicians? Including the President of the land himself who, God bless his golf clubs, recognized the anomaly for the treacherous thing it was: a hole, of warped reality, in the midst of Edwards Air Force Base—something which released its captives after a while as normality reasserted itself. Released them so that perhaps even they no longer knew! Quite clearly this was different from an ordinary…


“Hallucination,” he whispered into the phone.


“What’s that? Listen, man, actual burns. The makings of a classic case!”


“I’m sorry Norman, I was thinking about my book. Do you like UFO: Buyers Beware! for a title? Caveat emptor, you know!”


“No-o-o.” It was a long drawn-out reproof. “Frankly I don’t like it. The reading public might take you at your word and never buy the damn thing.”


“Well, my idea is that there might be hallucinations of a very special sort, which affect non-psychotics, and which can be shared among witnesses miles apart—”


“That’s hardly tenable, Barry. How can strangers possibly share the same hallucination? Everybody has a different breaking point. We all snap in different, unique ways.”


“Isn’t the Indian rope trick a collective hallucination? This would be a sort of rope trick, without a fakir. The people trick themselves.”


“Oh, I’ve seen the rope trick. That was in Bangalore. I saw it, but did my camera see it? Not likely. The rope trick is some kind of powerful hypno-telepathy. But cameras don’t see anything because they haven’t got any minds, and nothing actually happens. UFOs, my boy, make real holes in the ground, as we all know. They burn people and knock planes out of the sky. Smack. Solid events.”
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