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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.







Résumé 1: Psychomech


For each force there exists a counterforce, and every action has its reaction. For darkness there is light, for day night. Time is measured in space and space in time, and neither may exist without the other. These are Laws of Nature which apply to all matter, to every living creature in every biosphere, and to every psychic emanation—every thought—in the great Psychosphere which encompasses all the worlds of space and time wherever life exists.


And the Principal Law is this: There Shall Be a Balance. For laughter there shall be sorrow, and for life death. That is to say: for every birth or emergence there shall be a life or existence, running its course and coming to an end. With time tipping the scales, even mountains die and turn into sand. …


… Except that in 1952 a man was born on the planet Earth who would break that Prime Law. His name was Richard Allan Garrison, and his destiny was immortality.


GARRISON’S CHILDHOOD WAS NEVER EASY, rarely happy. Life’s knocks were hard; he was shaped on an anvil of pain. Finally the loss of his mother, the only one who ever cared or mattered, finished the job. Dipped naked in his sorrow, he emerged case-hardened. Cynical, a little—a rebel, somewhat—and bitter, yes. But not completely.


Garrison’s flesh was weak as all flesh, but his will was unbendable. He had taught himself a trick: he could take disappointments, hurts and frustrations, and absorb them, drown them in the deep dark wells at the back of his mind. A trick, a defense mechanism. One which would serve him well.


But there were other tricks in Garrison’s mind of which he was unaware … until September 1972, in Northern Ireland. By then he was a Corporal in the Royal Military Police, a “target,” as he and every other soldier out there thought of themselves. Boots and a uniform, a flak jacket and a Sterling submachine gun, and eyes in the back of your head if you fancy a pint in the mess tonight.


September 1972, and a dream—or nightmare—that persisted in bothering Garrison. A warning, an omen, a glimpse into a strange future, the dream had concerned a man-God, a dog and a Machine … and Garrison himself. And it had ended with a bomb. While its repetition worried him he could hardly hope to recognize it for what it was; in Northern Ireland many men dreamed of bombs. But Garrison’s bomb was real. …


Thomas Schroeder was in Belfast, too, on business. Millionaire industrialist, ex-Nazi, arms manufacturer, international financier, he was there with his aide, Willy Koenig, and with his family. Schroeder’s young wife, their baby son and the child’s nanny, had rooms in a hotel in an assumed “safe area” of the city. From there, upon conclusion of his business, they were to fly to Australia; a holiday in the sun. That holiday never happened.


Garrison was on duty when the bomb warning came, was there at the Europa when Schroeder and Koenig returned from certain “business” talks with the IRA (whose proposals they had viciously rejected) to find the building cordoned off and in process of evacuation. In an effort to get Schroeder’s wife, child and nanny out of the hotel, Garrison had killed two young terrorists—after which he had been caught in the bomb blast. He was blinded, Schroeder crippled, the nanny killed outright. But Schroeder’s wife and child were saved unharmed.


At the last, however, when the blast came, Garrison had expected it. He had known it was coming and also that it would blind him—as it had in his dream. He later remembered Schroeder’s face from that dream, too—the face of the man-God. …


IN EARLY 1973 GARRISON ACCEPTED SCHROEDER’S invitation out to his estate in the Harz Mountains. There he became aware of the man’s consuming interest in ESP and the “fringe” sciences, theories and beliefs—especially reincarnation and immortality.


Like any vastly rich man as he grows old, the German loathed and feared death’s inevitability. His intention had been gradually to transfer his own mind and personality into his child. A man is after all “reborn” in his son; but Schroeder had been intent upon a far more substantial rebirth. Now, however, it could not be. The boy was as yet a baby, his mind unformed, and Schroeder was dying as a result of the bomb. If he had had ten more years … but he had not even one.


On the other hand, he did have Richard Garrison. …


Under Schroeder’s tuition Garrison began to discover and practice the hidden talents of his mind, finally coming to believe that indeed a man might achieve immortality! They made between them a pact, which was this:


If Schroeder could return from beyond the grave—if there was any way in which his psyche could subsume or Gestalt itself within Garrison’s—then that Garrison would accept him, become host to another’s mind. In return …


Schroeder numbered among his friends the world’s greatest seer, Adam Schenk. Schenk plumbed the future for Garrison and it was seen he would become rich and powerful beyond all dreams of human avarice. But money and power were not everything, there would be much, much more. The future was never lucid, ever misty; but there would be … a machine, the Machine of Garrison’s dream. And through the Machine his sight would be restored to him.


His pact with Schroeder was sealed. …


During his stay in the Harz Garrison met Vicki Maler. She, too, was blind and already beginning to burn bright with a rare cancer. But they loved each other, however briefly and intensely, before he lost her. Since she knew she was dying—unwilling to burden Garrison—Vicki simply went away.


Within six months Thomas Schroeder was dead, and not long after that Vicki Maler, too. Schroeder was cremated; Vicki’s ravaged body was cryogenically “suspended” at Schloss Zonigen in the Swiss Alps. This latter had been Garrison’s wish and he had his reasons—even if he did not fully understand them.


Meanwhile, much of Schroeder’s wealth had passed down to Garrison. Along with it came Willy Koenig, to look after the blind man as he had once looked after his beloved Colonel Schroeder; for Koenig believed that something of Schroeder had already found its way into Garrison. And there was also a dog: Suzy, a black Doberman bitch.


Years passed and Garrison married. Perhaps he loved Terri initially, it is doubtful that she loved him; there had been a man before Garrison and eventually she would turn to him again, though not for some years yet. He was the psychiatrist Gareth Wyatt, into whose hands had fallen a certain machine. A machine called Psychomech, a mechanical psychiatrist.


Wyatt was desperately in need of funds. His practice, once flourishing, was almost defunct; to make matters worse, there was a problem of a far more serious nature. Wyatt was a murderer. His victim had been the war criminal Otto Krippner who deserved death (even if he did not die for his crimes), and the weapon Wyatt had used was Psychomech.


Perhaps ironically, Psychomech had been built by Krippner, a man whose origins, background and ideals were as far removed from Thomas Schroeder’s as the dark side of the moon. Krippner had been a psychiatrist in a so-called “remedial medicine unit” of the SS. Certain of his practices there had guaranteed his name’s later appearance on the world’s most-wanted lists of war criminals. Some years after the war, with the help of an organization known as Exodus, he had made his escape from Germany to England.


Wyatt, of sympathetic persuasions, had been recruited by Exodus in Germany while a student of psychiatry. When Krippner’s escape was planned, Wyatt was contacted and instructed to “employ” the man and assist with his absorption into his new identity and environment. There was no way he could refuse (Exodus would take such a refusal very badly) but things would not be so bad. Krippner had been, still was, a brilliant psychiatrist in his own right. There was a great deal Wyatt might learn from him. …


And so, after his many years of fear, flight and evasion, Krippner settled in to work—ostensibly as a gardener in the grounds of Wyatt’s large but largely untended country home in Sussex—and at first he had seemed more than grateful. He displayed his gratitude, again ostensibly, by slowly constructing Psychomech in an empty upstairs room of Wyatt’s house.


Psychomech was to be the culmination of many years of research and experiment, and through the machine Wyatt’s fortunes would be restored to their previous standing. The German did not tell Wyatt that Psychomech was an unfinished Nazi project to create supermen—and that he, Otto Krippner, intended to be the very first of such!


By the time Psychomech was completed in 1976, Amira Hannes and her network of Israeli bloodhounds had already tracked down many of Krippner’s contemporaries; it was only a matter of time before they got him, too. Exodus got in touch with Krippner, advised him to move on. Wyatt was also contacted, told to waste little time seeing Krippner on his way and covering the Nazi’s tracks.


He did no such thing but used Psychomech to murder Krippner, weighed his body down and slipped it into a deep, dark, tree-shaded pool in the grounds of his home. This way Krippner could never be tracked down; Wyatt’s connection with Exodus would never be discovered—


—All of which occurred three years before Wyatt’s second affair with Terri Garrison.


IN 1980 TERRI ARRANGED A MEETING BETWEEN HER lover and her husband, and Garrison’s ESP at once pinpointed Wyatt as a crucial factor in his future. In short, he “knew” that Wyatt was the key to the Machine, “knew” also that the psychiatrist actually had possession of Psychomech.


Wyatt was still desperately in need of money. He claimed that while Psychomech was incomplete and in need of much more work yet, nevertheless its potential was enormous. It would repay any investment many times over. If Garrison were willing to fund the project, he would surely reap a large share of the eventual profits. Garrison did better than that: he employed an expert in microelectronics to strip Psychomech down and replace bulky, obsolete and dangerous parts with new and compact high performance components.


When in 1981 the new Psychomech was ready to be tested, Garrison demanded that he himself be the guinea pig. This suited the illicit lovers very well. Their original plan had been this: that when Psychomech became a success, Terri would desert Garrison for Wyatt. They would manage a living on Psychomech’s commercial earnings. But now … Wyatt had used Psychomech once to commit a murder. Why not twice? Terri’s inheritance would be vast.


As for the Machine itself, Psychomech was supposed to function like this:


The patient would be caused to dream, to experience nightmares born of his own worst fears. This would be achieved by the stimulation of his brain’s fear-centers. Psychomech would blow up his neuroses and psychoses out of all proportion, simultaneously supplying him with the physical (more properly mental) strength to overcome these fears. The conflicts within the patient’s mind would be utterly real to him; having subconsciously “defeated” his personal, inner demons, he would discover upon awakening that the conscious manifestations of his neuroses were similarly vanquished.


And indeed the Machine might well effect just such cures—but that was merely a spin-off from its primary function, which was this:


That the subject’s mind be utterly cleansed of all fear, and that his ego and potential ESP abilities—latent in all men—be expanded almost infinitely. So that he would emerge a fearless mental giant, a near-superman!


The mad dream of an insane Fuehrer? Perhaps …


GARRISON WENT ON TO PSYCHOMECH ON A SUNDAY morning in June 1981. Certain precautions had been taken to ensure that the “experiment” would not be interrupted; surprisingly, Garrison himself had been responsible for the arrangements. Willy Koenig had been sent on holiday to Hamburg; Suzy the Doberman pinscher—Garrison’s “familiar”—was safely lodged in the kennels at Midhurst. Be that as it may, both Koenig and Suzy knew the exact moment that Garrison went on to the Machine, and they would later hear and answer his mental SOS when Wyatt tried to kill him.


Wyatt’s method was simple—or should have been. He would magnify fear-stimulation to the full and cut the Machine’s relief systems to their minimum. Garrison would be driven mad and the Machine would not be able to help him; its fail-safe would not function; eventually, in paroxysms of absolute terror, he would expire. The log of the experiment would be falsified, the controls reset. It would all be seen as a terrible accident; Wyatt would sigh, shrug and point out that Garrison had known the dangers, had known that Psychomech was, after all, only a prototype. …


But Garrison did not go insane and he did not die. While his wife and her lover sated themselves, he reached out from his mechanically induced nightmares and took control of Psychomech with his mind, turning certain of the Machine’s energies to his own advantage. The battle was joined, unendurable mental horror against almost limitless psychic strength! Something had to give, and because Psychomech was a machine that something must be the flesh-and-blood Garrison himself.


Unless—


The pact! That pact he had made with Thomas Schroeder, dead these eight years. Schroeder was there now in Garrison’s bloated nightmares just as he had been in that much earlier dream in strife-torn Belfast, and his plea now was that same plea he had made then: that Garrison let him in! Even Psychomech could not destroy both of them.


Garrison capitulated, freely admitted Schroeder into his mind, subsumed the long-dead German’s disembodied psyche within his own id, his own being.


After that. …


Hitler’s advisers had envisaged a machine to turn ordinary men into supermen. But what would happen if the subject was a man whose powers of ESP were already honed to an extraordinary edge? What if, instead of one mind returning from such a voyage, a multimind should emerge—a psychic sentience expanded to almost cosmic proportions? Superman—?


Or God?


Not God, no—not even a god—but a man with near-godlike powers. This was the Garrison/Schroeder which Psychomech had created. And this was the Garrison/Schroeder who freed himself from the Machine to find the lovers desperately, fearfully coupling in their bed—find them out in all their treachery.


Then … miracles and madness!


By the will of Garrison/Schroeder, Vicki Maler was brought from Schloss Zonigen to England and returned to life. But it was Schroeder’s will alone which transferred the living cancer that killed her into Gareth Wyatt and Terri Garrison! And it was Garrison, humane as he had always been, who ended it by destroying both of them in an instant.


OUTSIDE WYATT’S HOUSE WHEN ALL WAS DONE, Garrison/Schroeder and Vicki found Koenig waiting. Suzy was there, too, but she was dead; Wyatt had blown her apart with a shotgun. No longer blind—golden-eyed and awesome—Garrison/ Schroeder had looked at Suzy, commanding her that she be whole again and live. And Suzy lived.


And Koenig, too—the ever-faithful Koenig—he also was rewarded. He and Garrison/Schroeder embraced, and when it was done Koenig’s clothes fell empty to the earth.


Then, as the house of Wyatt and all it contained melted down behind them and became slag, Garrison/Schroeder/Koenig, Vicki and Suzy moved on toward their futures. …




Résumé 2: Psychosphere


Garrison’s dream was now reality, all of its elements fulfilled. But still there were problems. The world was not ready for a superman, certainly not one whose mind—whose multimind—was flawed and faulted as is any human mind. (Or any three minds.) Nor would the world be willing to accept a resurrected woman whose body had lain frozen in death for eight long years!


Perhaps more to the point, men had laws. Prime amongst these and accepted worldwide was this one: Thou Shalt Not Kill. Terri Garrison and Gareth Wyatt, however, were indisputably dead. And what of Willy Koenig? No court of law on the entire planet, presented with the facts, would ever accept that Koenig was not dead. In short, with all Garrison’s expanded ESP powers, there was still no way he could reveal himself to the world.


Not that he considered this of any great importance in itself (in all truth Garrison did not desire to be the new Messiah), but its implications most definitely were. For if he could not reveal himself, then he must keep himself hidden. Certainly he must hide his eyes, which were not the eyes of any ordinary human being; and Vicki must likewise hide hers. This was not difficult: the two remained, as it were, “blind,” or at least part-blind, wearing deep-sided, dark-lensed spectacles whenever they were to be seen in public.


A vaster problem by far was Garrison’s multimind, the fact that he had a Gestalt psyche. The Schroeder facet was less than satisfied with the “immortality” he had achieved for himself: while Garrison lived, he “lived,” yes, but not freely and by no means fully. True, the Schroeder/Koenig facets did occasionally surface and take ascendancy in their own rights, but usually Garrison himself was master. It was hardly the “sharing” Thomas Schroeder had envisioned, but it had to be a great improvement on death! Schroeder had been there, and he had not liked it.


In Koenig’s case matters were far simpler. He had only desired to serve Schroeder and Garrison, and now as a Gestalt facet he was closer to both men than he had ever dreamed of being. The conflict between the two, of which he was of course aware, could never blossom into open warfare; there was no way in which they could spite or harm one another; anything one of them might maliciously engineer in his ascendancy could certainly be canceled by the other in his, which would only ensure mutual chaos. In short their relationship was balanced, as all Gestalts are; and all three facets knew that in the event of some accident, should Garrison die, then that all of them were dead. Yes, and Vicki and Suzy, too. …


But between times:


When Schroeder was ascendant he lived as Schroeder; likewise Koenig. Both subfacets had their foibles, their idiosyncrasies. Schroeder kept a woman in London; Koenig, as had always been his way, paid for his women wherever he found them. Vicki Maler was inviolate: she belonged to Garrison himself.


And yet in Vicki, too, a problem. While she knew it was not Garrison who went off on occasion to seek his pleasures in other beds, it was Garrison’s body. And this created stress in her.


Finally, the greatest problem and by far the most disconcerting was this: ever since Psychomech had given Garrison’s Gestalt mind its powers, those powers had been leaking into the Psychosphere. Each time he or his subfacets used those powers, the battery of his mind grew that fraction weaker. For almost two years Garrison had suspected it, worried about it, before he finally became convinced that it was so.


By that time his financial empire was enormous. If he was not already the richest man the world had ever known, he soon would be. And yet, paradoxically—and chiefly because he must maintain a low profile—this was a fact of which the world was largely unaware. Certain people did know, however, and there was one person in particular who knew very nearly all there was to know about Garrison.


That person’s name was Charon Gubwa. …


GUBWA WAS A FREAK, THE CUMULATIVE RESULT OF mutating genes piled one upon the next and passed down by successive generations.


An obese hermaphrodite albino (in fact of pure African Negro descent, with typically negroid features, however leprous), Gubwa was also enormously ESP-endowed. Frighteningly so. He had known of Garrison’s “coming” from the instant Psychomech created the Garrison/Schroeder Gestalt, for he had “felt” the other’s presence rending the Psychosphere as a great meteor rends the atmosphere. And Gubwa had feared Garrison.


Gubwa knew that while his own mind was a mere glowing dustmote in the Psychosphere, Garrison’s was a rising star. Of all men, Garrison was the one who might one day stand in Gubwa’s way, prevent him from achieving his awful ambition. For the albino, too, desired immortality—desired to make himself the immortal and omnipotent Emperor of Earth!


And his ambitions were greater (or more dire) than even that. Gubwa was both man and woman, a freak in the eyes of mankind’s great majority. But in the future he envisioned—after the world had been devastated and when the remnants of the human race began to climb back out of the nuclear pit—hermaphrodism would be the norm, bisexuality would cease to be. And only Garrison, unknowing, unsuspecting, standing in his way.


And so Gubwa set wheels turning to crush Garrison. An attempt was made on his life, and more would follow. And Garrison’s powers deserting him now, running out like water from a leaking bucket. And of all three facets of his multimind, his the ascendant one, and him the most vulnerable.


Gubwa’s weapon against Garrison was two-pronged: he manipulated certain elements of both the Mafia and a largely underground and somewhat suspect branch of the Secret Service. And with Garrison apparently on the run, finally Gubwa kidnapped Vicki Maler and took her to his subterranean headquarters deep beneath London.


Gubwa’s “Castle” originally had been designed as a nuclear shelter and command post toward the end of World War II, but was now largely forgotten. Gubwa had equipped it to his own needs, staffed and ran it in a paramilitary fashion.


There in the Castle, captive along with Vicki Maler, Gubwa also held Phillip Stone, an agent of M16. Stone, a dangerous man in his own right, had been the unwilling tool the albino had used in Vicki’s kidnap; but he would later cause Gubwa to regret his enforced involvement.


Using telepathy to probe Vicki’s mind, Gubwa found out about Psychomech, discovered the facts of Garrison’s “creation.” Since Garrison’s death now seemed inevitable, Gubwa looked forward to the next phase of his plan for world domination. He would build a bigger, better Psychomech—and this time he would be the Machine’s subject. His powers of ESP were spawned of radiation and mutation, and were greater far than Garrison’s had been before Psychomech. Garrison had emerged an incredible, awesome power—Gubwa would emerge a God! An actual God: omniscient, omnipotent and utterly evil! Building Psychomech would take a little time, but time was on Gubwa’s side.


Meanwhile … Garrison fled north for Scotland. He had dreamed again, a precognitive dream no less important than his Belfast dream of 1972. In this new dream he had courted the Goddess Immortality, and She had shown him the panoply of infinity, the glorious pathways of the universe. Also, there had been the glimmer of dawning awareness, the recognition of an imminent transition. Garrison knew that he was ready to take the next step, a step which must be taken. The gateway to his destiny lay in a wild valley where a new hydroelectric scheme was due to come into operation, but he must get there before his pursuers took him or his powers failed him entirely.


He was within an ace of his objective when the Mafia caught up with him. In the ensuing confrontation, Suzy was again fatally injured and Garrison driven to expend most of what was left of his ESP power. Of his pursuers … they were no more.


But Garrison was now merely a man once more, his powers very nearly spent, and still a way to go. He absorbed the essence of the dying Suzy into himself, adding her as a new facet to his Gestalt psyche, and with a dog’s instinct set out on foot to cover the last leg of his journey. …


With the fall of night he found the valley, taking shelter in a deserted house which stood in the shadow of a great hydroelectric dam of still, slumbering waters. And there, even as the last dregs of his power leaked from him, Garrison accidentally stumbled upon his salvation. By then he was very nearly blind again and the old house was dark. Fumbling with an electric lamp, attempting to insert naked wires into a socket, he received a shock—and a shocking, marvelous revelation!


For an instant, even as his body had been shaken, vibrating with the current surging through it, Garrison had felt strong again. His eyes had brightened and his multimind had been illumined. Then, deliberately, he had plugged himself into the electrical source, jamming himself into a corner where he throbbed and burned and absorbed power as a sponge soaks up water.


Electrocuted, he felt only strength. Fingers, hands and forearms crisped and blackened, he knew no pain. Twice-blind, he saw again, saw more than mere eyes could ever show him. For at last he knew how to recharge his sorely depleted mental batteries, and charge them as never before!


With his mind he opened the great dam’s gates, drawing off millions of volts from the energy so released. And when that was not enough he sought more power still, stretching out his mind and leeching from the atomic power station at Dounreay—until Scotland’s very grid was dampened and lights burned low all across the land. Strange aurorae filled the skies, and the valley where the dam now thundered became luminous with eerie radiations and weirdly flickering energies.


And at last in one great blast of raw power, a Titan bolt of energy from the sky—finally Garrison underwent his transition. Every last physical vestige of Richard Allan Garrison was removed forever from the world of men, but the mental Garrison had ascended to a higher plane.


In his dream the Goddess Immortality had shown Garrison her abode—her House in the Stars, which was nothing less than the Infinite Universe itself—and now Garrison would go there, would venture to the limits of the very Psycho-sphere. Nor would he venture alone, for Schroeder and Koenig, yes, and Suzy, too, would be with him.


But first there were things to do.


And Garrison reached out into the Psychosphere and made adjustments. He touched things and changed them. And as if the world were a vast book where Garrison’s era was a single chapter written in pencil, he rewrote certain passages and erased others completely; all of which took a single microsecond of time before he wrote finis on that chapter. And in the world of men things were changed at a stroke and would never be the same again.


In the world of men …


… In Charon Gubwa’s Castle, Phillip Stone and Vicki had made a bid for freedom. Recaptured by the albino madman, they had been inches from death when Garrison’s transition took place—his and the world’s! Gubwa was one of the changes Garrison made.


In his presupposed moment of triumph the leprous hermaphrodite felt defeat, felt another mind within his own. A mind awesome in its power and pitiless in its resolve. Garrison had seen the stars themselves and would now show them to Gubwa. But Gubwa’s body was of flesh and his mind still mortal. Plunged like an upward-hurtling meteor into the vault of the sky, the ESP-master died horribly, his menace removed forever.


And also removed, dug out at their roots, many of the world’s worst evils; and it was as if they had never been.


Another change was this:


That Vicki Maler was merely a woman now, whose husband, Phillip Stone, was rich and successful. And they were happy and had never known any other way. What memories there were were good ones, however vague or misty, but what mattered was not yesterday but today and tomorrow.


Especially tomorrow, for Vicki was pregnant. … Thus it was that Garrison and his companions left behind them a world very nearly perfect, a world largely purged and purified. They left a good world, a sane world. In short, they left a world where the Balance had been disrupted almost irreparably.


But the Balance is the Law. And just as there is Good so is there Evil, and for Great Good there is Great Evil.


And slowly but surely the Psychosphere moved to restore the Balance. …




Part I




Chapter 1


There had been twenty years of a tranquility beyond all of Man’s former expectations, such as never before existed in all his long and bloody history. Hot wars had simmered down into cold wars, into uneasy, puzzled periods of dialogue and treaty, finally metamorphosing into blossoming friendships. Border disputes and territorial arguments had fizzled out, been replaced by mutual trust, sharing and understanding. The Great Nations had made a prolonged, concerted effort to help the Not So Great, with the result that they were finally seen to be great and were no longer feared for their might; and the Lesser Lands in their turn had adopted those so long neglected or ignored technologies by use and means of which they were at last able to help themselves.


Economic crises had receded; creeping ideological territorialism had crept to a halt; the population explosion had not novaed but had in fact sputtered and gone out like a damp squib. The old agricultural science of the land and the new science of sea-farming, together with an expanded and sympathetic awareness of Nature beyond the wildest dreams of the early conservationists, had for the first time provided food aplenty for the world’s billions.


It was an age of peace and plenty.


Twenty years, and 1984 left in the wake of the world’s well-being (and Big Brother nowhere in sight), and the old arts and cultures revitalized and the new sciences surging ahead, reaching for a fair tomorrow. The turn of the Century only four years past, and life never so good on the green clean planet Earth …


And then the plague—or at least recognition that it had come amongst us. A plague not of vermin, not born of the new sciences or the atom, not of radiation or of wild chemicals or poisons—not physical in any way. A plague of madness!


The doctors had no explanation, no cure for it. To them and to those who suffered it, it was known only as The Gibbering. …


THE HOSPITAL WAS SET IN FIFTEEN ACRES OF landscaped gardens, its three floors spaciously appointed, its many-windowed, fresh-air appearance belying the conditions existing within. Not the physical conditions, for they could not be better—not in the circumstances. But the twelve-foot tall tight-meshed wire security fence surrounding the entire estate spoke all too ineloquently of its function. Tucked away in belts of shrouding pines and oaks, still that fence could not be hidden completely—neither it nor the fact that it was not there to keep people out.


Typical of dozens of similar retreats the hospital was new, had been standing for less than five years, was wholly state supported—and was filled with inmates. With poor mad people who had heard and heeded The Gibbering. The hospital had a name, Calm Lawns, but the lawns were the only calm things about it.


It was a sunny Saturday, early June of 2004 when the Stones made their eleventh monthly trip seventy miles north from their Sussex home to Calm Lawns in Oxfordshire, for it was just a month short of a year ago that their son, Richard Stone, had been committed. The thing had first come to him on a hot Friday night last July.


A tall, well-built youth of previously sound physical and mental strength, he had suddenly got up from his bed to prowl the house and complain of a sound in his ears: a faint murmur like the beating of waves heard in a sounding shell. A susurration of whispers growing ever louder, a tumult of tiny voices in chaotic conflict. In short, he heard The Gibbering.


The symptoms were unmistakable, their development inevitable. Before the eyes of his stricken parents Richard Stone’s deterioration had accelerated with demoniac speed. Friday night the first shaking of his head, as if to dislodge some leech of the brain, to still the murmuring in his ears; Saturday his reeling and rushing about, and the sickness, the bile, the maelstrom of mad winds or waters howling in his skull; and Sunday … Sunday his imitation of those imagined sounds, the gabbled cries of souls in torment. The Gibbering.


Snatched aloft by unseen harpies, by Monday Richard had been a candidate for the straitjacket.


Heartbroken, they had visited him every third day through that first month; following which their visits had been restricted. It was known that too much proximity tended to induce the symptoms in certain people, and Phillip Stone was secretly glad when their trips to the asylum were curtailed by medical restrictions. Vicki had been almost “out of her mind” since Richard’s committal; her husband did not want to see that condition become permanent.


He had even tried to persuade her that the monthly visit was too much—protesting that it could only damage her already ravaged nerves, or at best increase her unhappiness—but all such arguments had gone unheard. She loved her son, as did Phillip Stone himself, and she could see no harm in him express or implied, neither deliberate nor incidental. Heartbroken she was; faithless she could never be. She would always be faithful: to her son’s sanity, to his memory as he had been. He was not the same now, no, but he could recover. She ignored the fact that no one—no single victim—had yet fully recovered from The Gibbering. Richard was different. He would recover. He was her son.


And there had been a girl. Vicki could not forgive her. Lynn had been the love of Richard’s life. He had lived for her, and she had seemed to live for him. But the plague had taken him and she had visited him only twice before her father stepped in and forbade it. She had her own life to lead. She must forget Richard Stone and leave him to his padded cell and his gibbering. …


Phillip Stone’s large expensive car purred up to the gates of Calm Lawns and stopped at the security barrier. The guards were gray-uniformed, carried rifles that fired tranquilizer darts, wore helmets that filtered out all sounds except face-to-face conversation. In addition to filters the helmets contained radios tuned in to the hospital’s security computer; through them the guards could “talk” to the computer, and to each other. The other function of the helmets—some would have it the main function, quite aside from communication—was isolation. No one, not even the doctors, liked to listen to The Gibbering for too long. For which reason Security and Staff alike worked in staggered six-hour shifts, and no one lived permanently within the Calm Lawns perimeter except the inmates themselves.


The Stones had visitors’ passes but even so their prints were checked at the security barrier. Then, with their passes stamped, the barrier went up and they were allowed in. And while they drove through patrolled gardens—along gravel roads between lawns and fountains and low, rocky outcrops of moss-covered stone, where shrubs and rose bushes luxuriated and vines crept on arching trellises—Security alerted the hospital of their coming. At the car park they were met by a helmeted receptionist, a girl who smiled and checked that the doors of their car were locked, then gave them headphones that covered their ears and issued soft, calming background music; following which they were led into the hospital complex itself.


Richard’s cell was on the second floor. His parents were taken up by elevator and led along a rubber-floored perimeter corridor where dust-motes danced in beams of sunlight through huge, reinforced glass windows. There were many, many cells; their inhabitants did not need a great deal of room. And while the soothing music was fed to the Stones through their headphones, they plodded on behind their guide until they reached Richard’s cell—his “room,” as Vicki termed it, but it was a cell like all the others.


Its door had a number, 253, and there the guide paused, smiling again as she tapped out the three digits on her electronic wrist-key. The door hissed open, admitting them to a tiny antechamber no bigger than a cubicle. Inside were three chairs, one of which the girl in the helmet took out into the corridor, leaving the Stones on their own. Just before the doors hissed shut on them, she said, “I know you’ve seen him in a straitjacket before. It’s for his own good,” and she nodded sympathetically.


“Are you ready?” Phillip Stone asked, his voice a little shaky. His wife half-heard him, half-read his lips, nodded and took off her headphones. “Vicki,” he pleaded, “why don’t you leave them on?”


“I want to speak to him,” she answered, “if I can. And when—if—he speaks to me, I want to hear what he says.”


Her husband nodded, took off his own ’phones and hugged her. “Have it your own way, but—”


She wasn’t listening. As soon as he released her she turned to the inner doors, stared for a moment at a slip-card in its metal frame, read the words she had come to dread through many previous visits:


“Richard Stone—No Positive Improvement.”


Then, hands trembling, she reached toward the doors, reached for the handles which would slide those doors back on well-oiled rollers. An inch from grasping them she froze. The flesh of her cheek quivered. She glanced at her husband. “Phillip?”


“I hear it,” he said, his color gray. “It’s louder this time. Not only Richard. It’s all of them. You can hear it coming through the walls, the floor. They’re gibbering, all of them!”


“I … I feel it more than hear it,” she said.


“Feel it, hear it,” he shrugged defeatedly. “That’s why they give you headphones.”


“Ma! Ma!” came a bubbling, rising, tormented scream from behind the doors. “Oh! Mamaaaaaaaa!”


Hissing her horror from between colorless, twitching lips, Vicki grasped the handles and rolled back the doors. On the other side a wall of lightly tinted plate glass separated the Stones from their son, who lay on the thickly padded floor coiled in a near-fetal position. He was in a jacket, as they had been warned he would be, with a white froth drying on his lips; but his face was turned toward them and his eyes were open. Open wide and wild. The eyes of a terrified animal, a rabid dog, their gaze wasn’t quite concentrated, their focus not entirely correct. There was a vacancy, a nameless distance in them.


The antechamber and padded cell were audio-linked. “Richard!” Vickie reached out her arms uselessly toward him. “Oh, Richard!”


“Ma?” he repeated, a query in his voice, a half-prayer, “Ma?”


“Yes,” she sobbed, “it’s me, son—it’s only me.”


“Do you understand, son?” Phillip Stone asked. “We’ve come to see you.”


“Understand? See me?” Richard’s eyes were suddenly awake, alert. He rolled, sat up, hitched himself across the floor by inches, came up close to the glass—but was careful not to touch it. On his side the plate’s surface was electrified. In the early days he had used it deliberately, when things got too tough, to shock himself unconscious. Since then he had learned better. Learned the lessons of any poor dumb trapped animal.


“It’s us, son—Ma and Da,” his mother told him, her voice close to breaking. “How are you, Richard? How are … things?”


“Things?” he grinned, licking his lips with a furred tongue. “Things are fucking bad, Ma,” he said matter-of-factly, rolling his eyes.


“Son, son,” his father gently admonished. “Don’t talk to your mother like that, please.”


“… Fucking, cunting, arse-picking, shit-stinking bad,” Richard ignored him. “Why don’t you get me out of here? Why did you put me in here? Do you know what it’s like in here? Do you realize that I can hear them every second of every minute of every hour of every day and night? Did you know that, Ma?”


“Richard!” his father snapped. Then, less harshly, “Son, old chap, try to control—”


“Son?” Richard’s eyes had shrunk down to yellow pinpoints burning into his father’s through the tinted plate. Perhaps it was only a trick of the colored glass, but Phillip Stone could have sworn those pupils pulsed like a pair of amoebas, brimming like blobs of molten gold. “Did you say son?” Richard shook his head, his eyes fixed in their stare. “Ah, somebody’s son, yes! But not your son, ‘old chap!’”


Vicki could no longer hold back her tears. “Richard, oh my poor, poor boy! Oh my poor love, my lovely boy!”


Her husband threw an arm about her shoulders. “Vicki, don’t. He understands nothing. We shouldn’t have come. It’s too much for you. He doesn’t know what he’s saying. He’s … just gibbering!”


“Ma!” Richard screamed again. “Maaaaa! I do understand, I do! Don’t listen to him. He’s not my father. You don’t remember, do you? No, but I do. Ma, you named me after my father!”


His words seemed to conjure something within her. For the merest moment mad, impossible memories seemed to burn upon the surface of her mind’s eyes—only to be brushed aside. The Gibbering was, after all, infectious. “Oh, son, son!” she collapsed against the plate glass, going on her knees, her face only inches from his and wet with tears. “You don’t know what—”


“But I do I do I do!” he insisted. “Oh, I do! I’m the only one who does know!” He rolled his eyes again, the yellow pupils going up, up until the white showed. And slowly, slowly his lips drew back from his teeth in a horrific lunatic grin, and the saliva trickled and bubbled thickly from his gaping jaws. In mere moments his face had become a total nightmare.


“No want in all the world,” he said, the words breaking glutinously through phlegmy foam like oily bubbles rising in mud. “No wars, no misery, no fear—except the misery of this, the fear of this! No prayers where there’s nothing to pray for. Religion dead, faith dying. What use faith when the future’s assured? No famine, no flood, no pestilence—except this pestilence! Nature herself bows to Man’s science … but does she really? Peace and plenty? The land of milk and honey? A perfect battleground! With all the lesser evils out of the way, the field is clear for the greatest Evil of all. And it’s coming, it’s coming! The Gibbering is only the advance guard, and we are the fathers of the New Faith!”


The white balls of his eyes rolled down, seemed almost to click into place, like the reels of some sentient slot machine. Their yellow pupils blazed … and then a further deterioration.


The Stones had seen this twice before, this abrupt and still more hideous alteration in their son, which must invariably terminate any visit in which it occurred. It was a transformation from subhuman to complete alien. Without warning his cheeks, all the flesh of his face seemed sucked in, shriveled, wrinkling like a paper bag with its air extracted. The yellow fires behind his eyes flickered low. His head wobbled upon his neck, jerking and twitching without coordination. His color became chalk-white—a pale amber as seen through the tinted glass—then rapidly darkened to a purplish blotching. The rise and fall of his chest beneath the straitjacket slowing, stilling. Breathing coming to a halt. And the purple spreading. His wrinkled, monkey-face darkening, tongue protruding. And finally the blood trickling, then spurting from gaping nostrils as his mother screamed: “Oh, Richard—no, no, no! Noooooo!”


In another moment consciousness fled him and Richard toppled face forward against the glass partition. The charged plate galvanized his muscles, flinging him back from its field. He tossed for a moment, then lay still upon the deep-padded floor, his face turned to one side and shiny with blood.


Vicki had instinctively jerked back from the tinted pane, lay half-fainting on the floor, her hands propping her up. Phillip went down on his knees beside her, wrapped his arms about her, rocked her to and fro for a moment as she sobbed. Then the door behind them hissed open and their receptionist-guide was touching his shoulder. “I’m afraid—” she gently began.


“It’s all right,” Phillip Stone cut her short, staring almost unseeingly up at her. “We’ll be leaving now.”


“Mr. Stone,” she smiled concernedly, reached up a hand and tapped her clean pink nails upon the plastic casing of her headphones, “you really should wear them, you know.”


“Yes, of course,” he automatically answered, helping Vicki to her feet. Then his eyes focused. He stood stock still, his arm about his wife, holding her up. His air was that of a man who listens intently for something.


The girl looked at him questioningly. “Mr. Stone?”


“No need for the headphones now,” he told her. “Can’t you feel it? It’s quiet as a tomb in here. They’ve all stopped, for the moment at least. They’ve stopped gibbering. …”




Chapter 2


Halfway back to their Sussex home the Stones stopped for a break at a roadside restaurant, a bright place dishing up snacks and salads on a serve-yourself basis. Vicki was not hungry but Phillip had a ham salad with eggs mayonnaise. He ate mechanically while she sipped coffee and smoked a cigarette. Conversation was absent; both were lost in their own thoughts.


But as he paid the bill and they made to leave she caught his elbow and said: “That … that gibbering. It’s so horrible! Once it gets in your head you can’t seem to shake it. It’s like some feverish pop tune or jingle: you hate it but it gets fixed in your memory. Like a couple of silly words heard late at night, that keep repeating all through the dark hours and refuse to let you sleep. You know, I can still hear it.”


He frowned and looked at her curiously for a moment, but she only gave him a wan smile and shook her head as if in denial of herself, then tugged his arm and drew him toward the exit.


The car was hot inside from the sun, and Phillip cursed under his breath as he started the engine. “I should have wound down the windows—at least left a gap. It’s a bloody furnace in here!”


“That would have let in the wasps,” she answered. “There are lots of them this year. Flies, too.”


“Yes,” he nodded, “—and thieves!” Pulling on to the road he frowned again. “Can’t say I’ve noticed many wasps.”


“Oh?” she stared out of her window, breathing deeply as the air conditioning did its work. “Oh, yes—lots of them.”


He turned the car onto a southbound motorway where traffic was heavy, settling into the center lane of a three-lane system. Rumbling articulated lorries rolled on the slow outside lane, while long, squat, sharp and shiny cars flashed by on the fast inner. The Stones’ car, while expensive and well kept, was a staider, older model, and Phillip Stone himself was respectful of speed where his wife’s safety was concerned.


“Heavy,” he commented. “All these cars heading for the sea. Like mechanical lemmings. A splash in the briny, heigh-ho!” But his levity was forced.


“Off for the weekend,” she answered. “We were the same, last year. You and me, and Lynn, and—”


“Yes,” he cut her off, “yes I know. I remember. We do have the memories, you know.”


“Memories,” she sighed.


“Remember when weekends were just Saturday and Sunday?” he asked, his tone deliberately light. “And we all used to wish they’d abolish Mondays? Well, finally they did. A four-day working week for most of us now, and only three for many.”


“I remember … strange things sometimes,” she said. “Things that didn’t happen. Dreams, I suppose.” She swatted at something. “I thought there was one in here! A fly—or a small wasp—I’m not sure.”


Phillip glanced quickly about the car’s spacious interior, saw nothing. He peered sharply at Vicki out of the corner of his eye. “Things that didn’t happen?” he repeated her. “What things? What do you mean?” Something played a queer little tune on the chords of his mind, a cold little tune that chilled him.


She turned her head and looked at him, willing him to look back at her. “I remember being blind,” she said. “And I remember dying.” Her voice was cold and emotionless as ice, crystal clear. “And sometimes … sometimes I seem to remember a man called Richard. Richard Garrison. My Richard’s father.”


Phillip Stone’s jaw dropped, dropped more yet as his wife halfheartedly swatted at a wasp which clearly wasn’t there. “They buzz so loud,” she said. “In my head, they buzz. …”


Stone wanted to pull over into the slow lane, find a layby, stop. His hands were clammy cold; he felt ill, wanted to be sick. But the lorries were rumbling by on his left, their huge wheels coming up tall as the windows; and when he lifted his foot from the accelerator the line of traffic behind him flashed and tooted, apparently angry with his indecision. So that as Vicki commenced shaking her head and swatting furiously, he cursed, put his foot down hard, began to pull ahead of the lorries in the slow lane, and—


—She stopped swatting, reached over and yanked at the wheel, jerking it way over to the left. Her face was totally vacant; saliva trickled from the corner of her mouth; her strength was that … of a madwoman!


The big car swerved over into the slow lane at the worst possible time, just as Stone hit the brakes. An articulated truck clipped his rear end, sending the car spinning across the hard-standing and through the thin metal sheeting of an advertising hoarding. Empty space beyond the hoarding, a railway embankment beneath. The car curved down through thin air, its nose crashing at an angle into the embankment’s declining slope.


Phillip Stone had time only to hit the catch of his seat belt and lift the catch of his door, then all was pain and chaos. He was hurled free, bounced and felt ribs go, slid and felt his face torn, came up against something hard and felt his right leg snap below the knee. But all in a sort of vacuum of disbelief, in which the crashing of metal and roaring of an enraged engine came from a million miles away, in which even the pain was unreal, belonging to someone else.


He opened his eyes, saw the car bound across shiny ribbons of track below the arches of the bridge, saw it roll over onto its back and slide to a rocking halt halfway across the far track—


—And saw the train hurtle out from under the bridge, its blunt bullet nose tearing the car in two halves, smashing them aside, and rushing on down the track in a demon howling of brakes and showers of hot, bright sparks from the biting wheels.


Then he was crawling among the cinders and oil-blackened gravel, dragging himself across tracks and hand over hand along the ties, unaware of the pain of his body against the greater agony of his mind. The train had come to a halt further down the tracks; people were erupting from its doors, screaming and shouting, running toward him. He didn’t see them, saw only the battered front half of his car, with the passenger’s door forced open and the top half of his wife hanging head-down from her safety belt. Only her top half, scarlet with her blood.


The rest of her was somewhere else. …


“HOW ARE YOU TODAY, RICHARD?” CALM LAWNS’ governor and senior psychiatrist, Dr. Günther Gorvitch, sat on the safe side of the tinted glass partition.


“Fine,” Richard Stone answered. Fine, you bald-headed old bastard, you strained-through-a-blanket son of a scummy boil-sucker! “I’m just fine—and I’m as sane as you are.” He smiled, forcing The Gibbering from his brain, squeezing it out by use of an unending stream of mental obscenities.


Gorvitch was small, stocky, bulb-nosed and bespectacled. His eyes were a piercing blue behind thick lenses. He was dressed in a rumpled suit under his plain white hospital smock, seemed uncomfortable where he sat crossing, uncrossing and recrossing his legs. “Well, you’ve certainly got us thinking,” he finally admitted.


“You mean you’re about ready to let me out?” Richard raised a half-sarcastic eyebrow. Turd-sucking, slime-dwelling, rat-shagging—


“Oh, I wouldn’t go as far as that,” Gorvitch laughed, “not just yet. But I’d certainly like to think it possible—eventually. And if it is …”


“I’ll be the first who’s made it, right?” Right?—you blob-nosed, analytic, syphilitic anus!


“Right. If it was that which brought you in here in the first place. It might have been some lesser, er, aberration? The symptoms said it was The Gibbering, of course, but that might—just might—have been coincidental. On the other hand, it’s our experience that mental disorders do metamorphose into The Gibbering. But—” the half-smile dropped from his face in a moment, “—whichever, you might yet prove to be an invaluable asset to this hospital.”


“Just to this hospital?” Fuck-face.


Gorvitch nodded, smiled again, wryly, corrected himself: “To the world, of course.”


“The first patient ever to beat The Gibbering,” Richard grinned. “Hey!—I’ll be something of a celebrity!”


“You’ll be a lot of a celebrity,” Gorvitch agreed. “If you’ve really beaten it. If you had it in the first place—and if we can discover how you beat it!” For the first time he allowed himself to look at his young patient from a purely physical viewpoint.


Richard Stone was a fine specimen, typical of his generation. He had been born in the years of plenty, had grown up in an era when the world prospered as never before. There were no starvelings anymore, certainly not in those lands which one constituted the first- and second-world countries. Even the tottery third-world economies were now solidly-based, whose children prospered in welfare states remote from the living-memory deprivations of their parents.


Richard was good-looking, rangy-limbed, broad in the shoulder and narrow in the hip. His dark hair was short in the modern vogue, crew cut and trimmed evenly as a well-kept lawn. That was the single demand (apart from the inevitable one) he had made since his arrival here: that his hair be trimmed once every ten days. His head itched, he said, if his hair got more than an inch long. As for jewelry: he adhered to the now outmoded affectation of wearing a single gold ring in the lobe of his right ear.


In short, there was little to distinguish him from any one of a million youths of his generation. Or maybe there was one thing, Gorvitch tentatively corrected himself: his eyes. They were perhaps the strangest eyes the psychiatrist had ever seen. Their color was hard to define. One might call them very light brown, but they were rather more yellow than that. A kind of bronze or gold color, but changeable as a moonstone. Sometimes they even seemed dark; but right now, through the tinted glass of the partition, they were a sort of gold-flecked green. Feral, almost …


They were alive, those eyes, brimming with a unique intelligence of their own, burning on Gorvitch and—


And he blinked, shook his head, found his patient speaking to him again, in the middle of a sentence:


“… you distinguish between The Gibbering and just any old madness? I mean, is there any real distinction?”


Gorvitch coughed, pulled at an earlobe, covered his mind’s wandering as best he might. “To go into that might take some little time,” he said, carefully deflecting his gaze from that of the inmate. Had his mind wandered, he asked himself, or had it been something else? Hypnotism? That hardly seemed likely—unless it had been self-hypnotism. Maybe he was just tired.


“I have all the time in the world,” the world, all the time in the fucking wide world!


The psychiatrist shrugged. “Very well. About five and a half years ago—we can’t really put a finger on it more accurately than that—the world became aware of a peculiar, a frightening and universal trend among its lunatics. Both its certified lunatics and people on the lunatic fringe, as it were. It was The Gibbering, of course. …” Gorvitch shook his head, looked impatient or angry with himself.


“No, that won’t do,” he said. “That’s not the way to tell it, a very poor start indeed. Let me try it differently.”


“By all means,” it was Richard’s turn to shrug. “Maybe I shouldn’t have asked,” you farting old fossil, “but I mean, well, what’s so difficult about understanding The Gibbering? Ask a physician to distinguish between cancer and the common cold, or an astronomer between Mars and Venus, or a geologist between granite and limestone, and they’ll—”


“But, that’s just it!” Gorvitch cut in, his voice suddenly animated.


Or a priest to distinguish between good and evil!…


“In the examples you pose the distinction is quite clear, indeed obvious,” said Gorvitch. “And similarly, there used to be clear-cut definitions and terms of reference for most of the mental illnesses, But—” he slowed down and became calm again, “but that all changed with The Gibbering.” His eyes had narrowed, were studying Richard’s face, watching and analyzing its every slightest movement.


“Do you mind if I pace while we talk?” You stinking shrink! Richard began to plod to and fro across the padded floor of his tiny cell, his hands clasped behind his back. “I mean, it’s a bloody good job I don’t have claustrophobia too, isn’t it?”


Gorvitch laughed, relaxed. If he didn’t know better he’d swear his patient was normal. Even knowing better, still Richard Stone was much improved over when he first came in here. Very definitely. And after fifteen months of gibbering this sudden improvement might, just might, make him quite unique—eyes, mind, psyche and all! It already made him far more of a “celebrity” than Stone himself might ever suspect (or so Gorvitch mistakenly believed).


“But you were saying? …” Richard prompted him. You bald-pated, stunted little prick!


As he paced—four paces to, four fro, back and forth, back and forth—Richard kept his hands clamped tightly together, hoping that the whiteness of his knuckles would not show through the tinted wall between. Clamped, yes, for if those hands escaped each other and crept round to his front, they might just leap at Gorvitch, might drag Richard Stone after them, crash him into the partition’s electric field. Not that that would be a bad thing in itself; shocked unconscious he would doubtless dream his strange dreams, those dreams which he knew were more than merely nightmare visions conjured of a warped subconsciousness. But on the other hand it would lose him a great deal of ground with Gorvitch, and that was something he did not want. Not at all. Having gained the psychiatrist’s confidence, he must now do all he could to maintain and improve their relationship. And with all of these thoughts rushing through his mind it was hard to concentrate, difficult to focus on what the good Dr. Gorvitch was even now telling him:


“… madness? That all such disturbances would metamorphose into The Gibbering? Of course not! And yet that was what must ultimately happen. And after two years of gibbering, death—usually from cardiac arrest or a brain hemorrhage during a seizure. Now? We no longer bother to diagnose schizophrenia, melancholia, megalomania, paranoia, etcetera as such but simply as the First Phase of a disorder for which there is no known treatment. Not yet. All of them, without exception and however simply they start out, must deteriorate into The Gibbering! Small wonder we’ve made so little progress! What would be the state of things if doctors of the physical condition were faced with an epidemic where the common cold, mumps, anaemia, flu and ingrown toenails were all symptomatic of an imminent and completely incurable strain of leprosy?”


“Epidemic?” Richard repeated him. “You mean plague? Really?” He stopped pacing. Their eyes locked again through the tinted plate glass. For a moment the silent two-man tableau held … then Gorvitch nodded.


“Since it’s highly unlikely you’ll be going anywhere, I suppose I can tell you. Plague, yes. It’s on the increase. The curve is—” he shrugged expansively, “—exponential. We don’t know where, or if, it will end.”


“And I might have the answer?” I do have it, I do! It’s locked somewhere inside me. Only let me out of here, let me track it down. I, Richard Stone, AM the answer—you poor dumb blind stupid bastard!


Again the psychiatrist’s nod. “You might have it, yes.” Oh, God!—let it be so!


“Then how can it serve you to keep me locked up in here?” Answer me that, witchdoctor!


Gorvitch pursed his lips, began to concede, “There might well be something in what—” and paused abruptly, frowned, adopted an attitude of careful, concerned listening.


“Yes,” said Richard after a moment, “I hear them, too.”


It was as if the hospital trembled, however minutely. Point zero, zero, zero, one on the Richter Scale. A sort of humming in the walls and floors. A slumbering hive suddenly whirring to life.


“A moment ago, silence,” Gorvitch muttered, shaking his head. “Now—this! What turns them on, Richard, do you know?”


The inmate shook his head. “No,” he answered, truthfully. But I know that whatever it is, it turns me on, too. Leave me now, please leave me. Oh, God, go!—before I give myself away. …


“We’ll talk again,” said Gorvitch, tapping the cell’s code into his wrist-key. “Tomorrow.” Then the outer door hissed open and he stepped through into the corridor. “Tomorrow,” he promised again as the door closed on him.


Alone—barely in time alone—now Richard Stone could relax, give himself over to The Gibbering. Except that he knew he must not do that. Features mobile as a rubber mask, he kneeled before the plate. Commencing a low, frenzied, uninterrupted and incredible stream of meaningless and meaningful obscenities, he turned his shining face to one side and held up his hands palms-forward on a level with his head.


Then he fell forward, chest, face and hands all coming into brief and simultaneous contact with the field.


Thank God! he thought, even through the great vibrating rrrrip! of physical agony which tossed him like a doll back from the plate. Thank God for the padding!


Thank God, too, for the merciful all-engulfing blackness. …




Chapter 3


Mr. Stone?” The hand on his slumped shoulder was gentle but persistent. “Sir? Sir?”


Finally the anxious voice of Phillip Stone’s housekeeper got through to him. He became aware of his surroundings almost as upon awakening, and yet he had not been asleep. He had not been here, no, but neither had he been asleep. He could not remember—not actually remember—sleeping at all since the accident, though he supposed he must have slept. Certainly he looked as if he had had no sleep for … days. At least, that had been his opinion when last he looked in a mirror. And from the worried look on his housekeeper’s face things had not improved much since then, whenever “then” had been.


“A gentleman to see you, sir,” she said when finally his eyes focused upon her. “A doctor, sir—a surgeon. He says it’s to do with … with Mrs. Stone.”


In his time, Stone had suited his name well. Now, for all that the years were catching up with him, he was a crag of a man still. But the rock of his being was old and cracked, and weathering had started to soften its core.


He looked from his housekeeper to the empty glass in his hand, to the empty bottle on the table before him. Then he looked at his study, also empty. Full of his things, yes, but empty. Like his life.


His life. A year and a half ago it had been full. Where the hell had everything gone to?


“Sir?”


“Yes, yes,” he finally answered, surprised to discover that his voice retained some of its former strength. “What does he want? Papers to be signed? Tell him to leave them.”


“No papers, Mr. Stone,” said a new voice, deep, powerful and polished. A speaker’s voice, that of an orator or lecturer; not quite right for a surgeon, whose strength should be in his hands. “It’s simply that I have to talk to you, that’s all.”


Stone eased himself upright in his deep leather armchair, put down his glass, looked beyond the dumpy figure of his housekeeper to the face of a tall, gaunt man who had followed her into the room. Mrs. Wells also looked at him, pursed her lips and said:


“I did ask the gentleman to wait, sir, but—”


“It’s all right, Mary,” Stone told her. He pushed himself to his feet. “Since Mr.—er, Dr.—?”


“Likeman,” the stranger obliged. “Miles Likeman.”


Stone nodded. “Since Dr. Likeman has already found his way in, I’ll talk to him.”


When she had left the room, taking Likeman’s overcoat with her, Stone offered his visitor a seat, opened a new bottle of Scotch and poured drinks. “You want to talk about my wife,” he ventured at last, nodding. “You know of course that she died some four months ago, in a traffic accident?”


“Oh, yes, I do,” came the answer. “I would have come to see you sooner, but it seemed only decent to—”


“I understand,” Stone cut him short. “Thank you.”


“As it is, today, since I happened to be down this way—I mean, I know it’s off the cuff, that I really should have made an appointment or some such, but …”


While Dr. Likeman talked, Stone checked him over, growing steadily more conscious of his nervous agitation. A doctor? A surgeon? Not at all the sort who should suffer from his nerves. And yet he had a doctor’s hands, and certainly he spoke with something of authority, however reluctantly. Maybe a few years more than fifty, about the same age as Stone himself. But why was he here? Whatever his mission was he didn’t relish it, that was a sure thing. No, his reticence showed all too clearly in his worried hazel eyes.


Stone waited for him to continue anyway, and only when the pause threatened to stretch itself out indefinitely prompted: “I’m not much of a one for protocol, Dr. Likeman. As for appointments: I rarely make them and hate having them made for me. In fact, I often wonder how come I’ve got on so well in the world. In business, I mean. But come to think of it, I believe I do know your name. I’ve seen it quite recently, I think, on some documents.” He frowned. “Yes, I remember now. Weren’t you the one who did some sort of postmortem on Vicki? A medical autopsy?”


Likeman saw the change in Stone: his eyes had narrowed, peered at him more keenly now, and his huge frame had seemed to tense, tightening like a steel spring. His speech, too, had sharpened, the words coming out hard-edged.


“You were unconscious for four days, Mr. Stone,” Likeman said. “And for another week you were doped-up against your injuries. I was in the middle of a course at the time of the accident, teaching student doctors. I did once have a Harley Street practice, yes, but now I prefer to instruct others. Part of my curriculum covered accidental death. Your wife carried a donor’s card and is—was—total-body registered. The course was held at Oxford, in an emergency hospital for obvious reasons. The hospital computer confirmed Mrs. Stone’s registration—yours, too, incidentally—and further told me that your only other living relative was your son. The law does not require permission, as you probably know, but I like to get it whenever possible. Getting your son’s permission, however, was …”


“… Out of the question, yes,” Stone nodded. Then he slumped back down into his armchair. “It’s all right, Dr. Likeman,” he said after a moment. “I’m not questioning anyone’s ethics. It’s just that some of these arrangements we make in cold blood … well, I’m sure you know what I mean.”


Likeman relaxed a little. “Of course I do,” he said. “You must not let yourself believe that my familiarity with death has made me contemptuous of it—or callous. Quite the opposite: I’m one of the proverbial exceptions that prove the rule.”


Stone nodded again. “Then let’s get to it,” he said. “What do you want from me? For all your obvious sincerity, you didn’t come here simply to commiserate.”


Likeman sighed, blinked once or twice and got his thoughts in order, then leaned forward and took up his drink. “There are some questions I might ask you,” he said. “A very odd thing has happened, perhaps several odd things, and your answers may be very important to me. Frankly, since my examination of your wife’s body, I have been at something of a loss. Medical science is not exact, Mr. Stone, but it does have certain rules. And there are limits beyond which these may not bend. In your wife’s case, the rules were not merely bent but broken—I might even say shattered!”


Stone recognized genuine concern when he saw it, but he wanted no man’s pity. He sat up straighter, an angry retort rising and dying unspoken on his hard lips. Instead, very quietly, he said, “Why the hell don’t you get on with it? Don’t worry about hurting me, Likeman. Worry about getting tossed out of here on your neck—unless you start making sense pretty soon!”


“Very well,” the other maintained an even tone, “I have to know about your wife. I have to know a lot about her.”


“That’s a start,” Stone scowled, “but you already told me that. Now tell me why you need to know about her?”


“Because she was … different. She was very different, Mr. Stone.” He leaned forward, his firm, strong hands trembling, however slightly, where he lay them on the table between them. “First, how old was she?” His eyes fixed and held those of the other man.


Stone frowned, shrugged huge shoulders, said, “You know, I never asked her? But I’d hazard—” again his shrug, “—oh, forty-five or six. Say, ten or eleven years my junior.”


“And you were born in? …”


“1948,” said Stone. “What are you getting at?”


“So you’d say your wife was maybe forty-five years old?”


“I already did say so!”


Dr. Likeman sat back, pursed his lips for a moment, said: “She was born in 1947. She was a year older than you.”


Stone snorted. “Rubbish!” he said. “That would make her thirty-seven when I married her, twenty years ago. Thirty-seven? She was like a young girl. I used to look at her and feel like an old man! You must have made some sort of—”


“No, no mistake, Mr. Stone. A copy of her birth certificate is in the new Central Registry in Köln.”


“Birth certificate?” Stone’s brow darkened. “Köln? Who gave you the right to—”


“I had to! I had to corroborate the data from the hospital computer. It was linked to Medcen in London, but Medcen might have incorrect information. It was the computer first told me she was born in ’47; the source was her passport.”


“Passport? That makes about as much sense to me as ‘ration book’!” Stone snorted again. “Passports went out nine, ten years ago. It’s a free world now, Dr. Likeman! No borders anymore. Didn’t anybody tell you?”


“But she had a passport in 1992,” said Likeman, unruffled, “when she made herself a donor. So … like you, I just couldn’t believe she was fifty-seven years old. Hers wasn’t the corpse—you’ll forgive me—of an old woman. Not when I first saw it, anyway …”


Silence fell in the room. Stone gulped at his drink; but he was interested now. “What are you saying?” he asked. “What are you getting at? She didn’t look old when you first saw her? What’s that supposed to mean?”


His visitor held up a hand. “I’ll get to that in a minute. Please be patient. You see, I have to have answers for all my questions before I can formulate any sort of explanation.”


Stone gritted his teeth. “So get on with it,” he said.


“About her blindness—” Likeman began.


“Her what?” Stone was incredulous.


The doctor looked at him in surprise. “Her blindness, Mr. Stone. How long had she been blind?”


Vicki, blind? Icy feet tiptoed on Phillip Stone’s spine. He heard again Vicki’s voice, echoing in the back of his mind:


“I remember being blind. …”


“But she wasn’t blind!” he said, and saw Likeman’s eyebrows go up. Suddenly the doctor was looking at him as if he were a madman; and just as suddenly, Stone felt unsure of himself. “She … she wasn’t,” he said again. “She wasn’t blind, and I’m not crazy. But I’m not so sure about you!”


“Mr. Stone, I—”


“Is that it? Are you some sort of madman?” Stone whispered, slowly uncoiling from his chair, stepping carefully round the table, looming huge. “You know what it sounds like to me, Dr. Likeman, or whoever you are? It sounds to me like you’re gibbering!”


As Stone’s hands reached down to grip the lapels on his jacket, Likeman shrank into his chair and closed his eyes. He was prepared to believe without demonstration that Stone was as strong as he looked. As for his mental state: the doctor wasn’t sure he was fit to make comment on that anymore. And he could well understand Stone’s doubts about him!


As Stone breathed Scotch into his face, Likeman said, “Please, Mr. Stone, do nothing rash.” The authority Stone had at first noted was absent now. Likeman’s voice shook.


Stone drew him upright, drew him close, held him limp as a damp rag, hanging from his hands. At last, carefully, the doctor opened his eyes. “I don’t think either one of us is mad, Mr. Stone. There has to be some other explanation. Maybe a mistake. But the corpse I examined was certainly that of a woman who had been blind for a great many years.”


Stone lowered him to the chair, reluctantly released him. “Are you saying it might not have been Vicki after all?”


“I’m not sure what I’m saying,” Likeman sat still, waiting for Stone to uncoil. Finally he did, began to pace the floor.


“What do you remember of the accident?” Likeman quietly asked.


“I last saw my wife,” Stone muttered, “—saw half of my wife—hanging out of what was left of our car. One of her eyes had been knocked out and was hanging on her cheek. …”

OEBPS/images/9780575088948.jpg
%EWAY

THE WORLD FANTASY AND
BRAM STOKER AWARD-WINNING
AUTHOR

FS)/chamok

BRIAN LUMLEY





OEBPS/images/Gateway_Logo.jpg
%EWAY





