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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.


      







For all history is in some measure a fall of the sacred, a limitation and diminution. But the sacred does not cease to manifest itself, and with each new manifestation it resumes its original tendency to reveal itself wholly. It is true, of course, that the countless new manifestations of the sacred in the religious consciousness of one or another society repeat the countless manifestations of the sacred that those societies knew in the course of their past, of their “history”. But it is equally true that this history does not paralyze the spontaneity of hierophanies; at every moment a fuller revelation of the sacred remains possible.


Mircea Eliade, Shamanism





Part One



IN HIGH SPACE





ONE


THIS TIME, WHEN Peter and I make love, we unmask the porthole. Dousing the cabin lights, we float in the pale gloaming. We touch, we kiss.


Outside is High Space: a grainy, mottled sea of trembling, incoherent half-light. Brighter kaleidoscopic whorls well up and die back in that twilight sea, as though they are the distorted, prismatic images of actual stars out there. But they are not that; the ship’s instruments cannot translate them into patterns corresponding to stars. At times they appear like ghostly images of our own ship, probability echoes trying to suck us back down again into normal space. Perhaps they’re simply the product of atoms sloughing off the hull, particles scattering away through the boundary of the High Space field, becoming mountains of virtual mass in our wake before they cascade back among the ordinary interstellar hydrogen.


“So far from Earth, and so close to ourselves,” murmurs Peter, with a royal purr. Freckles stipple his upper reaches (I chart their chiaroscuro with outspread finger tips) as though nature couldn’t make up her mind whether his top half was to be white or amber. In the vague glow of High Space all these freckles tend to merge, while his legs, bare of freckling, seem magnified, stockier and plumper than they really are. He’s quite short, and wiry. A curly red-head.


“Yet how far, Amy? We can measure our own closeness far more easily. This way—”


From our long, free-fall foreplay of tongues and toes and fingertips we are borne gently down upon the waiting bunk.


Or rather, here it is that we bear down by choice. For in High Space a strange, subjective sort of quasi-gravity comes into play. As we are drawn to each other by intense desire, so we gather a local force of gravity in ourselves. It pulls and holds us against each other as though we are about to be fused by natural law as well as inclination. Only extremes of feeling trigger the effect—and its opposite, if hate or rage is the feeling: an actual repulsion, a thrusting away.


So the tethers of the bunk rise towards us, Indian rope trick style, as we sink down. Peter catches hold and tugs impatiently. Will we never reach our goal? Time is stretching out now, teasing us. At last the tethers wrap round us softly. We squash the bunk, we squeeze each other.


So he slides inside me: slow dance of swelling tissues, hot muscle, nerves aglow, glissade douce. We are dense with this. Our joy winds us together slowly like twin rubber bands of nerve fibre which seem as if they can never reach a snapping point. Ours is snail-love: the slow mutual twining of molluscs. In this sliding world we move only by muscle waves, snails both of us, his love dart lodged beneath my mantle. The love-making of snails is very beautiful.


Outside in High Space the whorls bloom and dissolve back again into the formless modality of pre-Creation: fingerprints of our ship’s transit, perhaps. My fingertips press into Peter’s flesh meanwhile, his into mine.


Our twin orgasm, later, expends the quasi-gravity in a slow shockwave detectable throughout the ship, tugging vicariously for a while—we know well!—at the rest of the crew. There may be smiles of complicity later on, perhaps a grimace from cold Jacobik who deserves no first name. (Could he ever have been a product of love?) The others can sense that it was us, rather than René and Zoe, say; there is our signature, our flavour in the gravity pulse … Oh, we’re all very much together on this journey.


When we finally drift apart, in free-fall once more—in detumescent space—Peter remasks the porthole while I illumine the little cabin softly, rheostating the lights to half-strength.


Despite the size-constraints imposed by the ellipsoid of the High Space field, here is a private place. Private space guards us against the conflicting subjectivities of High Space, and makes me wonder again (as a good cultural proxemicist): what is the irreducible distance between people? What unconscious forces still resist the equalization of all humanity?


One wall of my cabin is decorated with a photocollage of those extraordinary events whose origins we now fly to discover: the God’s World broadcasts—those temporary appearances of angels and avatars who came into existence and departed from it again. Here are the photographs: actual snapshots of God’s messengers. I brood on them. Can one film an illusion? A durable, solid illusion? How solid and durable must an event be to be classed as real rather than imaginary? These angels and avatars hovered precariously between the two categories—though not so the chariot they brought for us; that remains, amidships.


Peter claps his hands. Here am I wool-gathering before my photographs! So easy to lose track of time, where time is ours to construct. How long have we been en route? Forever—and no time at all. Clocks tick on, yet they are only clockwork toys. True time depends upon our attention. Yet a shared consensus still exists by and large: the average of all our attitudes. In this same steel hull we contrive to coexist.


Peter bowls a ball of clothes for me to catch, my blue jumpsuit unravelling slowly in mid-air, arms and legs inflating, offering me part of my stencilled name, lest I forget: AMY. Briefs detach themselves and hover: a white butterfly.


Acrobatically we dress. Pulling on the magnetic boots, we click gently to the floor. Now AMY DOVE faces PETER MUIR, not loving snails but two crew members of Earth’s first starship—which is Earth’s only in superstructure. Myself, psychosociologist. And him? Call him parahistorian: chronicler not of profane but of sacred time, of events that occur outside history, in faith, legend, shamanic rites; cartographer of the ‘Other’. When we first met it was fairly obvious that he was the obverse of my coin, and I of his. For I charted the extent to which we can still remain ’other’ to one another in an increasingly homogenized world, and my basic yearning must always have been for that lost human terra incognita which he was pursuing, in fossil form, on the sacral plane: by way of the idea of some lost Golden Age of direct communication with the sky, with the beyond, to which we had all lost the key. Which is now so suddenly and alarmingly restored to us … 


“If you really love someone,” I suggest, “any baby you make together isn’t ‘yours-and-mine’ or ‘yours-or-mine’. No, it’s a fusion. It’s the impossible fusion that you can’t actually reach on your own, by yourselves.” A third side of the coin of ‘otherness’: the unity of lovers?


He grins roguishly. “We don’t do so badly.”


“We aren’t one, though. Our baby would be that one. I think that’s why people have babies, really. To be fused forever, even though they can’t experience it directly. When we get back … ”


“When?” The word puzzles him; he has to recollect its meaning.


“That baby would be the sum of ourselves: the sum of our relationship, wouldn’t it? Yet he or she would be somebody else, quite separate from us—a mere relation!” He groans at the play on words, which is—I admit—pretty ludicrous, and even unintentional. Words! So clear-cut and definitive on the one hand, yet on the other hand so foggy, dissolving into other words, even into their very opposites. With such words we try to express all the connexions and disconnexions of the world. Perhaps words have to be that way or we should see no connexions at all, or alternatively we should be cast adrift in a sink of consciousness where everything melted together indistinguishably. As it is, we’re poised in between total connexion and total disconnexion. I click a few paces across the floor to kiss him. Connecting.


“What will he look like, Amy? Or she! A perfect fusion would have to be a hermaphrodite, wouldn’t it?” Chuckling, he licks his lips, tasting my love. “It’s better in High Time, isn’t it? Making love, I mean. We’re that much nearer the fusion of I and Thou … And then the fusion bomb goes off, tickling them all up and down the ship! And so, we fly apart again.”


“Please don’t joke about those.” I’m offended. We may not be carrying fusion bombs but we do have our quiver of thermonuclear missiles—ten arrows tipped with five kilotons apiece. To me that is abominable. Yet the avatars spoke of war in Heaven … 


“I didn’t mean those, love. I wasn’t thinking.”


“No, but Jacobik does, at every moment.”


What will that baby of ours look like? The genetic roulette wheel should have a fine spin, matching Peter’s short befreckled redness to my own ampler, more exuberant limbs (for I overtop my love by almost a head; though my breasts are quite tiny, really, little cones); to my own tumbling jet-black curls (monkishly cropped for zero gee, alas), my brown eyes flecked with green, my copper-tan skin: I have Irish in me, and Bengali too … and am always predictably a little in love with myself, after love … 


“I’m hungry. Let’s go and dial a meal. We’ll watch the others smile at us, if anyone’s about. Race you?”


A race in lightly magnetized boots is an exaggerated, ridiculous fast walk of pumping elbows and quickly planted flat feet; one must be careful not to leave the floor. We could float, we could fly; but this is funnier—our private game.


So: click, click, click, we sprint in stylized sloth along the corridor, past closed doors. Quasi-gravity tugs at us once, unbalancing us. René and Zoe? Yes! We know, we know. Their signature is in the pulse. Today (what does ‘today’ mean?) our couplings have coupled, almost. Maybe we inspired them. We wink, we chuckle. Conspirators.





TWO


A TAPE RECORDER stood on a long mahogany table, spools slowly turning. Behind the vast gilt-framed mirror on the wall perhaps a video camera was filming me; maybe a team of psychologists sat there unseen, observing every gesture, every tic. My chair wobbled slightly and was placed too far out in the enormous room, isolating me; however I sat composedly, concentrating instead on the minute interactions of collaborating nations, brought together by the mystery and threat of the God’s World visions. Through the tall, heavily draped windows, on the other side of the Rue de Rivoli the trees in the Tuileries gardens were still leafless. A cold scudding shower blew from the north; a forlorn electric camionette with striped red awning unfolded was attempting to sell hot crepes to passers-by. Piebald pigeons pecked and scuttled near it.


I shook my head, just once, to toss my curls aside, indicating the faintest impatience with the questions, outweighed by friendly tolerance of the questioners, aware that the ritual was necessary.


“Proxemics,” I told my multinational interrogators, “is the study of how close people come to one another—how close they can come, psychologically. Cultural proxemics is more; it’s the study of how closely human cultures can converge in a highly integrated and homogeneous world. Or whether there’s an irreducible core of cultural diversity. Society functions like the stars,” I smiled, offering them a bit of astrophysics that I had off pat. (After all, we were talking about going to the stars.)


“The pressure for diversity—for which you can read radiation pressure—balances the convergent pull of the huge solar mass. Where these two balance, you have a viable sun. Where diversity wins out, you get explosions, novae, a tearing apart. Where convergence wins out, you get that collapse inwards upon itself of a neutron sun. Every atom is stripped of its difference from every other. Every irregularity is erased. Worse, you can get the black hole from which nothing will ever emerge. Humanity might be heading that way culturally. Though, of course, the inward collapse—the sheer density—may provoke an explosion in its turn, an outburst on a different energy level: a new fusion explosion in the core. Maybe the God’s World broadcasts should be seen in this light—as a sort of resurgence of mythical thought, a resurgence of the ‘Other’.” (I was annoyed by that ‘sort of.) “I believe it’s a useful viewpoint … ”


“But there is an objective machine, Dr Dove,” insisted the Chinese interviewer. “An actual piece of alien equipment was transmitted here.”


“In which we must participate with our … souls, to make it carry us anywhere. Why now, at this point in time? That’s the question I put to you.” Yes, turn the tables on them!


In High Space, where time has ended, to be reborn only when we reach our destination, I remember that world where history had become too much for us. Every moment had become instant history, a matter of recorded data to be sorted and ordered as soon as they occurred. The foreseeable future would consist only of extrapolations from this mass of data—portending the death of our culture? Culture had ceased to recreate itself at every moment. Now it merely accumulated itself (just as the mass of humanity accumulated itself!), and no alternative cultures were in view. I’m remote from that world now, seeing it through the wrong end of a telescope, receding and diminished. In any case, that world had passed away already. The ‘Other’ had returned with a vengeance, erupting from elsewhere. It was an emergence which I greeted with as much joy as fearful surprise … 


“Of course my background influenced this line of thought!” (A background which was all on record. But did I understand my own record? This was what I had to sell them—or, in the case of the Chinese interviewer, provide a self-criticism session about … )


“One of my grandads was a Bengali, a Hindu who’d emigrated to London. He married an Irish girl who’d lapsed from her faith. My other two grandparents were Finnish and Brazilian; he was an engineer and she was a Kardecist spiritualist. They were lovely people. We all lived—three generations—in this huge house. A family commune. The grandparents used to make up hybrid stories to amuse us kids: Krishna and the leprechauns, you know! After a time this began to worry me. It seemed as if they were throwing away something precious—the totems of the tribe—on anecdotes, so that we could all live together smoothly. It seemed so richly textured and, well, up to date on the surface, but I got to wondering how much of themselves they were all giving up for adjustment’s sake. They all gave so much to the common pool.


“Well, you pour water into a bathtub and let it stand for a few days, and it looks completely settled—but it isn’t settled at all. The original currents are still there days afterwards, even though you can’t see them.


“I began to think, if you pour people together so that they’ve got no choice but to mix—in a pool of nine billion, do you see? That’s why I started in on this line of work. And it also seemed to me that humanity must have had a primitive sense of identification with others and with nature once upon a time—a kind of collective soul rather than separate individualities. Civilization only began when you got differentiation: a sense of diversity, of the existence of the ‘Other’.


“Wars and hatreds came from this, but the chance of cross-fertilization too. That’s what powers civilization. But our history is growing stationary and locked. Our culture is all together again, and all alone because of this. Can it be that these avatars from God’s World are symptoms of a new upsurge of diversity: of a rebound, of the ‘Other’ welling up again psychologically? Where can that ‘Other’ be found nowadays? Only out there, among the stars! You don’t really need to send an alien anthropologist—not that any such person exists! You need someone who senses these currents—senses how they can be played on and manipulated.”


“Nice commercial.” A certain General Patrick Sutton pursed his lips. “These forces are extremely destructive. Destabilizing, hmm? All the religious groups claiming the avatars as their own personal revelation; that’s desirable, is it?”


“You speak as though this is simply a psychological event,” repeated Chen Yi-piao doggedly. “Do you think we have collectively imagined the High Space drive into existence? Why should you be thought fit to travel to a far star, if it is only to study the irrational in mankind?”


“Because the ‘Other’ is out there. It must be. It reaches out and touches the hollow where the ‘Other’ was, in us. It fills it. It gushes into the empty reservoir. This may be how we were able to perceive these messages at all: because of our need for them! God’s World—whatever it is—has reached into the subconscious context of man. It’s a lost context. And now it restores that context abruptly in a world which has no place for it, no social structures adapted to it. Suddenly it becomes objective: in the form of tangible apparitions. The transcendental has come back into our lives. Mystery, strangeness, the numinous, God. That’s the form this ‘Otherness’ takes when it flows in now. The unused symbols are still latent in us.”


A certain André Navarre scribbled a note and passed it down the line of faces … 


Rain stung along the Rue de Rivoli. Electric Citroens and Peugeots passed silently, wipers performing interrupted harmonic motions, bearing citizens whose lives had all been interrupted, some of whom were terribly afraid, affronted in their bourgeois myth by avatars of Christ, Mohammed, Buddha. Solid men of civilization, managers, they were being manipulated by something out of their control which couldn’t be tamed in tidy convenient token rituals while the life of the real world went on without revelation; they had been touched by something from outside, manipulating the religious consciousness.


A van with red slogans painted on its side cut in. ‘Bouleversez le Monde!’ ‘La guerre des anges aura lieu.’ ‘Turn the world topsy-turvy.’ ‘The angel war is on’ Drivers hooted angrily; they wanted to ram that van.


Here in Paris one should feel safe! The God’s World broadcasts weren’t visible north of the 44th parallel. Maybe that was one reason why this panel was being held in Paris. One might thus prevent something from eavesdropping. God, in a word: deus absconditus, who had recontacted humanity from an alien star … 





THREE


CAPTAIN K CALLS another meeting, summoning everyone personally by interphone. (In vain merely to post notice of a meeting amid this personal timelessness.)


K stands for Kamasarin, Grigory Arkadievitch. Half-Russian and half-Mongol, and a General in the USSR Kosmonaut Corps—though styling himself plain Captain here—with years in military and astronautical parapsychology research, he is a ‘sensitive’. Consequently he keeps a foot firmly planted in both camps aboard ship: the rationals and the psychics (wickedly abbreviated to rats and psychs).


Built like a champion wrestler, a lion of the steppes, is our Captain K: a man of severe merriment and a gracious though tough politeness (of courtesies to opponents on grassland wrestling fields). In his broad ruddy wind-chapped Asiatic face, under a bullet haircut which would render him bald were his stubble not so jet-black, are set mesmeric eyes.


As usual, the meeting (or encounter group, or metascientific rap session) occurs in the mess room. Most of us soon have our butts stuck fast to the adhesive chairs. One or two simply float, albeit not far off the deck. Lese-majesty it would be to float up above Captain K’s head; though, as mercury slides up the thermometer, this may happen if opinions hot up. Peter brings two tubes of tomato juice from the autochef as the last stragglers drift in. (They make a point of rubbing sleep from their eyes.) We pretend there is vodka in the tomato juice.


A crew list for starship Pilgrim Crusader: 


Grigory Kamasarin (USSR; Captain)














	

rats


Col. Neil Kendrick (USA; computers & communications; 2nd in command)


Col. Gus Trimble (USA; astronaut-engineer)


Maj. Ritchie Blue (USA; astronaut-pilot/navigator)


Maj. Natalya Vasilenko (USSR; astronaut-doctor; life-support systems)


Dr Li Yu-ying (China; biochemistry)


Mme Wu Chen-shan (China; historiographer/commissar)


Jacobik (Czechoslovakia; weapons systems, deserving no first name)




	

psychs


Heinz Anders (W. Germany; astro physics)


Salman Baqli (Iranian IPR; planetology)


René Juillard (France; biology)


Zoe Denby (USA; comp. religion)


Sachiko Matsumura (Japan; linguistics)


Peter Muir (Scotland; parahistory)


Amy Dove (England; psychosociology)










So you see, the punch, the hard technology is entirely in the hands of the heavy rationals, American and Soviet, with Chinese support. (Except of course, for Kamasarin’s hybrid role; but he is loyal.) The political trigger fingers are orthodoxly Christian, or their orthodox Marxist antitype: bedfellows in defence of established history. We psychs, who hold the ship in High Space by our presence, are only supportive scientists, really. We may be the batteries that sustain the flight, but the switchgear is in other, harder hands; and if the ship travels the slower for that, so much the worse, so long as it travels.


We visualize High Space as a huge pyramid, apeing the pyramidal shape of the alien drive itself—the higher step you are on, the closer you are to the other side. So we psychs leaven the flight; we make it rise. We’re the horses in harness, pulling the royal chariot along (albeit horses much deferred to in our whims). No doubt we should arrive much sooner without the drag of the rat contingent, yet this is a political crusade as much as a pilgrimage, and besides, without rational stabilization the flight might enter a fantasy domain—for we are, in a very real sense, imagining our journey’s progress; it is a journey through, by virtue of, imagination.


Affectionately Peter slips his arm around me, and I fondle him. Dr Li stares frostily at us—pretty creature, as tormentingly sexless as a jade figurine of herself.


“Maybe it is your pleasure that delays us,” she hints. “Maybe it holds our journey back. You wish it not to end.”


“Your disapproval delays us, dear lady,” smiles Peter. Li stares up at the clock ticking on mechanically, bearing no relationship to the time that any of us feel. According to that, we are at Day 41, Hour 13. To me it feels no longer than the day before yesterday since we left. It is always the beginning here.


“Fine way to run a ship,” remarks Li, not looking directly at Captain K but criticising him nonetheless. Captain K appears infected by our joy, however. René and Zoe are holding hands too, exchanging enchanted glances.


“There must be amity aboard,” pronounces our Captain: his order of the day. “In one sense this is a journey of love.”


“Love?” snorts Jacobik, the hatchet-faced. Slightly built, really, starved in his boyhood; bony-nosed, witch-chinned, with dark eyes which never seem to blink—as though somebody has cut the lids off them. He is thinking of his missile bays and lasers. His fist firms. “Love? After what they have done to our civilization? That clock tells lies. We’ve been flying forever. We’ll never get there!”


“Do we send a warship to worship God?” asked Salman gently. (Yes, the meeting has begun. The subject, invariably and as always, is ourselves, our attitude to the voyage and to the apparitions broadcast to the Earth.)


“Did they say anything about worship, though?” enquires Captain K, deftly balancing both sides of the argument. “We are summoned. It is a crusade to the holy places. Yet who occupies them? Who besieges them? Why are they holy? Anyway, we aren’t heavily armed against a whole world that can project solid images across the void. And they set those size constraints, not us.” He smiles distantly at Peter and me. “It is more of a children’s crusade.”


“We all know what happened to that” sniffs Wu. Comrade Wu: small, dapper, too tight-skinned for her forty-five years to have left a single mark on her. One thinks of her as Madame Wu—she has such autocratic presence. Alongside sexless biochemist Lady Li, the Chinese have sent as orthodox and historically adept a politician and diplomat as one could imagine: diadem of a mandarin Marxist court.


From her throne, she denounces us.


“We are being thrust back into childishness aboard this ship—into infantile gratification and superstition—just as they would thrust our whole culture back, into childishness. I’m surprised at your talk of love, Captain Kamasarin. You grow infected with this”—she gestures at René and Zoe, Peter and myself—“this euphoria which loses touch with time, with history, with Earth’s true situation. Making love is only like drinking a glass of water. It is a materialistic need.” (And this is a set speech.) “To raise it to the level of a spiritual power that speeds our ship along is another part of their same trickery. Even if the drive does seem to work that way, still we must not trust it.”


“Actually, it’s more like a hallucinogenic drug experience,” suggests Natalya the flaxen-headed, of the turned-up nose. “It lasts much longer, but isn’t quite so drastic. Though it does have its troughs and its crests. These tricks of quasi-gravity, the dissolution of time, the paranoias and ecstasies. We shall all return to normality when we re-enter normal space. We must simply tolerate the constant dissolution of one’s sense of reality till then. Apparently it’s our ticket through interstellar space. So let us tolerate it rationally. As indeed you do.”


Peter fidgets; Peter disagrees. “It seems more like the original shaman flight to me—a flight to knowledge.” (To each it seems what they themselves are.) “We’re going up into the sky like the shaman of old, back when there was free communication between all men and the Beyond, before we lost touch. Only, we’re flying in a steel ship, rather than on a bird’s back … ”


“We still call ’em birds,” grins Ritchie Blue, our farm-boy astronaut, least offended of the rats by the psychic component of our voyage, perhaps since he was once close to nature, if only from the cab of his Dad’s grain harvester.


Wu looks offended, but Kamasarin nods understandingly, his mind (I imagine) on the last few seeds of the dying Siberian shaman magical tradition, barely a memory in some centenarians’ heads, painstakingly gleaned from among the Tungus, the Reindeer People, the Yakuts, the Mongols, and replanted by the paraphysicists outside Novosibirsk.


“Costly ticket,” grunts Gus Trimble. “A trap.” He speaks in crossword clues, in anagrams; as though wishing to say something else, only he doesn’t know what. He sweats: a meaty man, with padded hips and butt that fail to emulate Captain K’s sculpture of muscle.


“Why should it be a trap?” asks Peter angrily. “If they had simply bombarded the world with inexplicable visions and quasi-beings and had not come through with the High Space drive so that we can follow them up—well, we might justifiably feel paranoid. As it is—”


“They’re manipulating human history,” Wu interrupts. “They destroy the very essence of history—which is human practice, human action. That’s why Colonel Trimble rightly speaks of a trap.” (Though actually she spoke of it first. But such is her diplomacy. Or cunning.) “He senses this accurately. Whereas he”—a finger pokes out at Peter, and with her other hand upon her hip she is a teapot with a scalding, scolding spout—“he brags about primitive shamans. Is that to be our astronautics from now on? You see how the God’s World broadcasts rob us of our really noble, authentic human dreams by seeming to make archaic, obsolete religious dreams come true! It’s pitiable that we should fly on a hand-me-down broomstick fuelled by superstition. The fact that it will not work without ‘psychic’ sensitivity is the real trap.”


“If it does work,” sneers Jacobik. “If we really are going anywhere. If we can return.”


“Ach, the probability of our arrival goes on rising,” breaks in Heinz Anders. “At least, most of the time it does. As to returning, we will find that out. One would hardly go to so much trouble to maroon fifteen humans light years from home.” (Would one?)


“Pitiable,” repeats Madame Wu, still pouring tea, “that our history is seen by many now as guided—however evasively—by emanations from another world. Most pitiable of all that the artefact we have found—the main drive of this ship—suggests to these same people that our whole technology is merely the feeble rediscovery of some ancient, star-guided wisdom.” Her lip curls on the last word. “It diminishes man. That is the intention of the trap. That is why we carry our weapons with us—not because they summoned us to some vague contest.”


“Those missiles are hardly planet-busters,” regrets Jacobik, as though a planet-buster exists. In his dreams, no doubt it does! “Tactical stuff. This ship’s too damn small. Come and fight, my little ones—but don’t bring your catapult, just bring a wooden sword.”


“Perhaps,” says Wu, “the trap was waiting to be sprung all these centuries in the Gobi desert, instead of being projected there overnight. Perhaps the broadcasts all came from the pyramid machine itself? Perhaps that has been recording and assessing human activities for a very long time? We hardly understand its workings, do we?”


“That’s a new point of view,” allows Captain K. “Yet it’s hardly supported by the geographical cut-off line of the broadcasts.”


“With the pyramid found near the very boundary? I’ve been giving a lot of thought to this of late, Comrade Captain. The High Space pyramid may be much more complex than even we suppose. It did ‘grade’ the candidates for the mission. It is,” she speaks bitterly, “responsive to human thought patterns. Some would say to some numinous sensitivity. Why shouldn’t it soak up human thoughts world-wide?”


“Some ancient traditions do suggest a centre of, well, power somewhere in or around the Gobi,” recalls Zoe, our priestly negress. “There was the legend of the Kingdom of Shambhala, north of Tibet. An invisible redoubt of magical wisdom was supposed to exist somewhere there. Are you suggesting that this tradition was based on the presence of some kind of psychic sponge-cum-time bomb—which some people, Tibetan lamas, for example, were aware of?”


“A mind bomb,” echoes Captain K, with one slight change of wording, as if to lead Wu and Zoe on. “A psychic projector? A sort of God machine, switching on periodically?”


“To keep us all in thrall, in ignorance!”


“No,” frowns Ritchie Blue. “The thing was custom-built to take us to the stars. Well, to one particular star.”


“Just how,” Wu asks him, “is it known out by 82 Eridani that we have achieved sufficient know-how to lift it into space and build a ship around it?”


“Extrapolation from our radio output?”


“They didn’t contact us by radio, boy,” snaps Trimble. “Their approach was a damned sight more direct! We might have been under surveillance—mental surveillance, deep down. Maybe that pyramid, maybe something else. I guess some of us—and it could be a whole lot of us—have been growing sort of opaque to that surveillance for some time now! Our third eye has shut up shop. We’ve been getting a sight too rational for their liking.” He glares bullishly at us psychs.


Captain K flexes his arms, stretching strong fingers out. “We must arrive in agreement and amity. I believe it is good to talk out our differences of opinion like this.”


And quite suddenly I see the truth behind these meetings. It’s as though I’ve read his mind, for the thought leaps fully formed into my brain, and it does have a ‘flavour’ of Grigory Kamasarin attached to it as surely as there’s a flavour of whichever lovers are responsible, in the surge of quasi-gravity that tugs our bodies but touches something too within our minds. That thought is that the authorities on Earth, who have fully confided alone in Captain K, hope that we fifteen human beings, in constant proximity to the activated High Space drive which ‘registers’ at least half of our number intimately, will somehow achieve a collective insight into the true nature of the alien device. The thought is that we shall measure its essence by collective parallax from all our various viewpoints, some of which are safely opaque to it. That’s why he condones—no, encourages the fusion of love-making, over and above the presumed speeding of the flight. He hopes that we shall somehow fuse into a consensus mind—if only for a moment, if only in someone’s dream!—and perceive the real purpose. We are a flying laboratory of ourselves, as well as being pilgrims, crusaders, scientists, whatever; and of course, who better than Grigory Kamasarin to run it?


I stare at our Captain, till Peter grows restive at my inattention to himself. Captain K sits invulnerable, a distant smile on his face.


While Jacobik launches into some revolting gratuitous anecdote about flaying people alive and about executioners sticking heads back on their victims with glue behind the guillotine …


We listen to the sadistic ravings of the Czech as though hypnotised by a snake. What is this doing to our probability of arrival? Yet no one cuts him off. One is free to say anything at these meetings. Let him vent it all out of his system; let him get it off his chest. I’m scared, though. He’s a madman. He must have been under huge restraint before, to fool the panels. This side of him has only betrayed itself now in High Space. It’s as Natalya says: paranoia, hallucination, dissolution of reality threaten us constantly. Oh, let love conquer them!


Much as I would prefer to stuff my fingers in my ears, I realize after a while that he, astonishingly, is uttering poetry—rendered into English so that we can all appreciate it. Even if it is a poetry of death and torment, which alone speaks to his twisted soul.


“King Herod alone” he sings,


“loved you pure white babes


	above everything else


	and ordered you to be set free from life


	Give thanks therefore to your saviours.”





FOUR


THE YEAR 1997: the millennium was a little early. On the other hand, maybe Christ was really born in 3 BC? And what did time matter anyway: this was revelation—the end of secular time … 


It was Easter Day in Jerusalem. In the dingy cluttered Church of the Holy Sepulchre, to a crowded brawling congregation of Roman Catholics, Copts, Greek Orthodox and others, in the chapel that contains the empty marble-lined tomb of Jesus, there appeared a radiant angel—a tall shimmering creature of golden light. Rapidly it resolved itself into more tangible bodily form, naked but for a loincloth, with wounds in the wrists and ankles and a deep gash in its side.


“Come to God’s World in the Heavens, for I am the Son of God,” it told the exalted faithful (variously heard in English, Russian, Greek, and even in Latin by some clergy). “Come to the holy places in the sky, where there is no death—” So saying, the being vanished.


Before news of the miracle had spread into the nearby streets, let alone around the world, by the Wailing Wall close by appeared another—or the same—creature of golden light. For Jewish pilgrims it resolved itself into a tall, white-bearded, white-robed figure, heard by most witnesses to speak in Hebrew, in the prophetic perfect tense—the tense for a future event of such certainty that it can be spoken of as already accomplished. “You have come to God’s World. You have climbed Jacob’s ladder. You have crossed the years of light—”


As this figure vanished in its turn, in the Noble Enclosure of the Moslems beyond the Wailing Wall, in the bright and beautiful mosque of the Dome of the Rock from which Mohammed is said to have ascended to Heaven, leaving his footprint behind in solid rock, a third glowing angel appeared, becoming a black-bearded man wearing kaftan and turban, with a scimitar by his side. He planted his foot in Mohammed’s footprint and called out in Arabic, “Come to God’s World, come to success!”


As the world spun on its course that Easter Day a whole series of manifestations came and went: a mere shaft of light at Lourdes—but a robed Christ figure who endured for all of five minutes on the terrace of the hilltop church of Bom Jesus at Congonhas in Brazil. (Here the first photographs of an apparition were shot. Standing amidst the remarkably lifelike soapstone statues of the twelve apostles who look out across the valley, it invited an ecstatic crowd in Portuguese to visit Heaven.) In Salt Lake City appeared Joseph Smith’s angel, and in Mexico the Virgin Mary … and some hours later at the Great Shrine of Ise in Japan, amidst the cypress trees, materialised the Sun Goddess Amaterasu. And on, across South-East Asia and India, avatars Buddhist and Hindu appeared at holy places, completing the circuit of the globe in Mecca as a golden angel floating above the black-draped granite block of the Kaaba, calling out to circling pilgrims the same message: “Come to God’s World, come to success!”


Even in China an ancient warrior figure coalesced out of light in the Square of Heavenly Peace and fired arrows of light towards the horizon.


Northern Europe, Canada and the USSR, excluding its Asian southlands, were alone unblessed … 


Over the next few days, as people flocked—and inevitably trampled over each other—to these places of witness, the apparitions gained in duration and solidity, as if they actually borrowed strength from the increasing numbers who saw and heard them. Already it was apparent that they spoke to the ear of each faith (even to atrophied faiths) and presented themselves to the archaic not the modernist eye. It was apparent too that the apparitions tracked around the world in a systematic scan from numinous node to numinous node, remaining below latitude 44° north.


The composite message of the avatars, given through the lips of quasi-Jesus, quasi-Buddha, quasi-Mohammed—and interpreted a little out of the language of revelation—ran as follows:


I am the prophet/angel/messenger/message


from Heaven/the heavens/space


where God lives/where God’s World is.


There is a star in the River/constellation Eridanus.


That star is unique/an isolated star.


Your best souls will go to Heaven/will ascend/fly there.


If you die, you will live again, undying.


Now there is war in Heaven/conflict/struggle. Gird your arms about you!


Join the Crusade. Bear witness/send witnesses/an expedition.


Send champions/representatives.


Follow the path of the angels/the waveguide of these messages.


The way is open/transport is arranged/a means.


Join the caravan/the drive//yoke your caravan (your craft?) to the drive/means/engine we bring you. Hitch your wagon to the stars/your craft to the star-drive.


It is high time you came//it is in High Time/sacred time you will travel/it is outside space-time/in hyperspace. Ascend to Heaven through High Space/the space above/hyperspace.


Look beyond the highest mountains, beyond the roof of the world.


There is the instrument of light beyond light.


Bring pure minds to the task//only suitable minds (your wish/intention/consciousness) will make it work. (The journey is imaginary?)


I (it) will judge/diagnose your best/most suitable souls.


Let some hard (evil? unresponsive?) souls ballast your ship, so you will travel more steadily (or slowly?). For all are called, both sheep and goats, and all WILL BE chosen in the end.
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