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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.


      




Part One


SHADOWS OF CHARLES





 


 


 


 


 


Maybe it was snobbish of Charles, but he had always hated cameras, especially those in the hands of tourists. A dog peeing against a palace wall was acting sensitively; it was leaving a memory of itself. But how often did camera-toting tourists really look at anything? So how could a photo truly remind them?


When Charles was a boy he began to choose memory places for himself. There was the local cemetery: chestnut trees, bluebells, and marble angels. There were the sand dunes at sunset: spiky marram grass pointing thousands of fading sundial fingers seaward as if the world was splintering with hair-cracks. He would vow, “I’ll fix this scene. In two years, ten years, I’ll remember this moment exactly! Myself, here, now.”


Of course he hardly succeeded; maybe that’s why he resented cameras. Yet a chain of such magic moments had linked his life. (And who is remembering him, right now?)


Here he was in Scotland keeping another thread of faith, with his widowed father. En route back to his academic seat at Columbia University from the Geneva arms talks he had hired a Volvo to tour the Highlands. He owed the old man a decent holiday so that Mr Spark senior could revisit his favourite sentimental sights and taste some good malt whiskies in their native glens. Charles also wanted a quiet time to think, about madness and Martine.


Scarcely had father and son started out than the alien Flies arrived on Earth. “We have come to your planet to remember it,” so they said. Broadcasting, in stilted English and Russian, their requests to tour all the world’s cities, the pyramid-ship settled gently into the Mediterranean offshore from Alexandria and floated, base submerged, not drifting an inch.


The unfolding news reached Charles via newspapers and TV in remote hotels. His father objected to their listening to the car radio.


“It’s worse than a bloody election campaign,” the old man groused as they were admiring Loch an Eilein. (Look: a solitary heron standing stock-still waiting to stab; jackdaws flapping over the castle ruin on the island.) “Blather blather. Most of it, sheer guesswork. Wait a few weeks and we’ll know what’s what.” Mr Spark was worried Charles would cut short their trip.


Mr Spark never used to swear until his wife died in a car crash—which wasn’t the old man’s fault, though he wouldn’t replace the car. “Where should I go to on my own?” he’d asked sadly after the funeral. Charles’s parents had driven all over the Borders and Highlands with a consuming passion. Now Mr Spark had taken to smoking a pipe, and swearing. You might have surmised that an anger rankled in him, and that a pipe was a substitute spouse. But Charles perceived that tobacco and rude words had been suppressed in his father many long years ago, although drams of whisky had been permitted. At the age of seventy-five Mr Spark’s behaviour was fraying round the edges, a genteel net curtain in decay.


As they were rounding the Pap of Glencoe, Mr Spark exclaimed, “Bloody ugly, that’s what!” For a distorted instant Charles thought that his Dad was talking about the looming peaks of the glen. Grim, those were, though sunlit. Then his father went on, “Wouldn’t want to meet one of your Flies on a dark night! Oh no. Nor would anybody in their right mind. Maybe your Martine might fancy doing their portraits. Just up her street, I’d imagine.”


Mr Spark had reason to be anxious. By now Charles had made several transatlantic phone calls from hotels to leave word of their itinerary. Already a week had passed and UNCO had been cobbled together, the United Nations Co-ordination Committee steered by America and Russia. Charles wanted to be in on this, and hoped he had sufficient clout and contacts. Already a thousand Flies had spread out from their floating Hive, and the Grand Tour had commenced in Cairo and Kyoto, San Francisco and Singapore, London and Leningrad and wherever else. Who would deny creatures which could fly a huge interstellar pyramid the way these aliens did? Who would not want to learn the secrets of their success?


“Look, son,” said Mr Spark after a while, “hordes of folk will all think they have special reasons for rubbing shoulders with these monstrosities. Why fuss on, when the buggers are going to be visiting everywhere? Bloody invasion, if you ask me. You’ll see a Fly soon enough. Will we ever see the back of them? That’s what I wonder.”


Charles nodded, unconvinced.


“Look!” His father pointed at the sky.


It wasn’t a Fly up there.


“Eagle?” Charles asked.


“Don’t be daft, that’s an osprey. Rare, those are. Almost extinct. It’s going fishing in Loch Leven. Look at it. You’ll likely never see another one.” (And I see it now, in shadow. Better than he did. Oh yes.)


A few minutes later Mr Spark was puffing contentedly, telling his son about the massacre of the MacDonalds. On his own terms the old man was good company, though really he and Charles had drifted worlds apart.


Charles’s reputation was founded on his first book about body language, The Truth of Signs. Soon he was being retained as a consultant by defence and aerospace as a kind of walking lie detector. This led to his kibbitzing on the arms talks on behalf of the US government. His next book, Signs of Passion, was his pop success.


Charles had a heightened sense of body language. If he couldn’t ever record a chunk of scenery to his full satisfaction, he could read body signals and facial cues with an animal instinct. Not that he didn’t need to work at this, scientifically; but let’s not weigh ourselves down with talk of proxemics and kinesics, all the jargon of non-verbal communication.


You might think this would have immersed Charles in other people’s lives as in a crowded jacuzzi, a hot tub of humanity. Not so. Old Eskimo saying: when you rub noses, you don’t see the face. When you’re watching the face, you don’t rub noses.


Another week passed. By Rannoch Moor, to the Braes of Balquhidder to the bristly Trossachs. During convivial evenings spent with his Dad over a glass or several of ten-year-old Glenduffie, Charles caught TV pictures of individual aliens in Rome, Edinburgh, and he strained to read significance into their gait, their stance, their gestures … and those blank, insect faces.


The topic of Martine cropped up again at the Trossachs Hotel. Martine had been a sort of alien, too.


“At least there was no grandchild,” remarked Mr Spark. “Just as well, in my opinion.”


A daughter-in-law who was part black, part brown, part blue for all he knew! Why should Charles have waited years then married such a person as Martine?


“Not that you ever met her,” Charles said mildly.


“Why should I put myself out, an old chap?”


True, Martine wouldn’t leave her one secure root in Greenwich Village. Charles had met her at a gallery opening just three months after Mrs Spark’s funeral. Within ten weeks he and Martine were married, and he had moved from his apartment off 116th Street into the Village for the next four years. When the break-up came, Charles returned to Upper Manhattan.


Loud tipsy Glaswegian talk babbled about them in the hotel bar. A stuffed golden eagle regarded visitors maliciously through glass eyes from inside its case.


“Maybe you ought to have had more children than me,” Charles suggested, “and had them earlier.”


“Costs money, son. You should know. Good schooling, Cambridge, all that. There’s the trouble with education, makes you want the world on a plate. Ach, it’s water under the bridge. Let’s enjoy another dram.”


Returning from the bar, Charles was aware of his father regarding him lovingly: his only son, big-boned and hardy-handsome, as the poet had written. Burly, though not tall. Shock of brown hair, already thinning at the crown. Broad, fresh, open face, with some crumpled laundry creases around the grey eyes. Generous lower lip, and thin mean upper lip which might have benefited by a moustache; but Charles hadn’t wanted to copy his Dad, who had always worn a tash. A loving look could betray a glint of bitterness which a glance which was merely affectionate never contained.


“A plague of bloody Flies from space,” sighed Mr Spark. “Who’d have believed it? Cheers, lad.”


Was there a weepy in the old man’s eye? In Charles’s heart salt tears stirred. The dead eagle’s eye also glinted. At least that was an earthly eye.


None so blind as those who rub noses! As Charles finally realised, Martine was mad. Crinkly chestnut hair, hazel eyes, milk chocolate skin, slim as a boy with breasts, melting and assertive, wiry-tough and sensuous-soft; hermaphroditic! On first encounter Charles read her signs of passion. Perhaps she thought he held a key to human behaviour, something which she illustrated only in faery or devilish parody. Perhaps Charles knew the secret of true expressions, a secret partly withheld from her.


In his lovely dark wife several persons cohabited, carrying out one psychic coup d’état after another. She was an artist in pen and ink, illustrating books and magazines. She drew inhabitants of a nether Earth, a population of goblins and nymphs which seemed to inhabit her, as subjects of her various ruling persons. These signalled out of her drawings with their fingers and their eyes, drawing Charles to her inexorably so as to understand those strange body signals.


Her art was always black and white; and flat without full perspective. Highly effective work—stunning—yet it seemed as if she lacked stereoscopic and colour vision, because—because her elements would not fuse and co-operate. She was several flat people stacked side by side, each of them vivid in its stance, seen frontally. Each person seemed full of so much, yet let them tilt sideways and there were only two dimensions to them, with edges which could cut cruelly. Meanwhile a different Martine came to the fore.


She could never draw ordinary human faces—her rage when she tried to sketch his! Yet when she invented the features of a troll or elf or imp, oh yes, that’s how those creatures would be; that’s how they would express their alien feelings. At the height of his passion Charles wrote a preface for a book of her drawings entitled Alien Expressions, though she never drew “aliens” as such. The body language of her imaginary beings was human body language distorted in a hall of mirrors as if it had followed an alternative path of evolution. Or else distorted in a personal madhouse.


Martine originally came from New Orleans, and was of wildly mixed ancestry. Perhaps this explained—to her!—her fractured self. Her brother Larry, a weatherman down in Louisiana, was a regular guy. His only turmoils were natural storms, your ordinary sort of hurricane.


Ah, Martine. If Charles did undertake a new book to be called Signs of Madness—researched in clinics, illustrated by eighteenth and nineteenth century engravings of the inhabitants of Bedlam—might this seem an impeachment of Martine, a revenge? In turn might this make Signs of Passion, written while they were living together, appear to have been an exploitation of her?


Charles had hoped to sort this out in his mind while in Scotland; till the Flies came to Earth.


They took a steamer cruise on Loch Katrine. Eyeing the rumpled, lovely woodlands, Mr Spark talked of Sir Walter Scott and Rob Roy. The Glaswegian trippers nursed sore heads so the outing was fairly peaceful. Father and son were only a stone’s throw from the fault line between Highlands and Lowlands but they stayed in the former, plunging that evening in the Volvo downhill to the toy town of Inversnaid by Loch Lomond, to another Victorian hotel, and more malt of the glen. As a final ferry departed the little harbour for Inverglas across the loch, Mr Spark stared at the summer sun setting.


“Just look at that golden whisky light falling on Ben Vorlich!” he exclaimed. “Remember it always—before it goes away!”


“When I was a boy,” Charles started to say. He had never told anyone about his magical memory moments. Did his Dad also know about memory-photography? Had Dad seen a certain look in his son’s eye?


A Scots voice interrupted, “Is there a Charles Spark in the bar? Telephone!”


By helicopter the next day from the hotel lawn to Glasgow, thence to Rome in a Lear-Fan executive jet. A chubby, genial American in his thirties, Lew Fisher, was Charles’s courier; he had even brought a driver to Inversnaid to return the Volvo and Charles’s father to the other side of Britain.


Why Rome? No less than eight of the aliens were flitting about Rome; no other city rated more than two Flies. UNCO was paying special attention to Rome.


Why the sudden VIP treatment for Charles?


Orders.


Whose? Lew talked instead during the flight about antigravity. Not only could the aliens steer something twice the volume of the Great Pyramid at Giza, but each was using a personal flying pack. Those whirry little wings couldn’t support their body weight, let alone zip them along at jet speed. After the first week or so the scouts flew back non-stop to the hive—even from the other side of the world—then returned to wherever to continue sightseeing.


“Repulsion machinery,” said Lew, “that’s the theory. They’re using the fifth force in nature, called, um, hypercharge. When we measure hypercharge it’s gentle. Tiny. But our eggheads guess there are actually two extra forces involved, um, Yukawa terms, that’s the name, both of ’em big. Only, one is attractive and the other’s repulsive.” (“Like the Flies themselves,” Charles could hear his Dad mutter.) “So those almost cancel out. Well, the Flies have figured how to nix the attractive force, letting them tune the repulsive one. That may give them a force-field too. Deflect interstellar debris.”


Lew was clearly no physicist. It was already plain to Charles how the CIA and KGB would be operating within UNCO, doing their best to be Cosmic Interstellar Agency and Kosmic Galaxy Bureau, both fishing for the secrets of the Flies.


Then there was the communication problem. Was the aliens’ use of English and Russian deliberately poor? Their own lingo of whistles and chirps was uncrackable.


The bottom line: what was their game?


“The sun’s going to blow up? They know, but we don’t?” mused Lew. “They’ve guessed that we might wipe ourselves out? Shame to lose such a neat civilisation totally. Let’s remember it, guys. Or is ‘remember Earth’ a euphemism for shoving us aside? Meaning that we’ll be no more than a memory?”


“Maybe they’re the first interstellar package tour?”


“Without anything you’d call a camera? Just staring at things?”


“That’s the way to see a world.”


Lew cocked an eyebrow, then shrugged. “Welcome aboard the puzzle wagon.”


He ran a videotape for Charles. Behold those sleek bodies, plated with a chitin so deeply blue it was almost black. Around the waist between thorax and abdomen the tool belt certainly included a powerful radio and location beacon. Consider those dome heads with the hairy ears and the twitchy moustache feelers and those big bulgy faceted amber eyes.


A Fly had six skinny hairy black limbs. Its arms ended in jointed claws. Its hind “balance” legs were short, its abdominal legs four times as long. When a Fly hurried, its body pivoted up on to those long legs till it was almost horizontal, little legs wagging like rudders. That was how a Fly sometimes launched itself into the air; but the wings were undoubtedly science, not biology. Perhaps the ancestors of the Flies once had wings, which withered as the species evolved; now Flies wore wings again, re-invented.


“They can’t be true insects,” said Lew. “Anything that size needs an internal skeleton. They breathe like us. Yeah, breathe our air, and eat our food—though they’re like flies in that regard! Prefer the trash cans of restaurants, not the haute cuisine inside. They could inhabit this planet quite happily, Charlie.”


Charles was to stay at the American Embassy in the Via Veneto; and on arrival Lew ushered him in to meet the regional security chief who was UNCO liaison man, name of Dino Tarini, an Italian-American.


Tarini, mid-forties and scrawny, wore an impeccable cream silk suit and did not blink like other people, irregularly, inconspicuously. He stared—then once a minute or so he shuttered his eyes briefly as if he were some human surveillance camera making a time-lapse record of what went on. His high-tech desk and leather chair were backed by framed photos of Michelangelo’s David and the Statue of Liberty looking strangely like brother and sister.


“Carlo, you eyeball some sights with Lew today. Try out Santa Maria sopra Minerva. A nun’s showing one of the Flies round this afternoon. Interesting church, Carlo. It’s Dominican. Dominicans ran the Inquisition. Grand Inquisitor’s statue’s there. They prosecuted Galileo in the convent next door. Showed him the thumbscrews.”


Tarini plainly resented the way a string had been pulled on Charles’s behalf and had a low opinion of the relevance of body language. (By whom had the string been pulled? Ah …)


The following morning an UNCO bull session was scheduled at the Farnese Palace, which housed the French embassy: neutral territory, thus to underline international co-operation.


“French don’t swap intelligence with us or the Soviets; whereas Italians allow our missiles on their soil, don’t they?” As venue Tarini would have preferred an Italian government building staffed by his cousins.


“Tomorrow evening: reception at the palace. Try to talk to a Fly, Carlo. Why do they go back to the Hive?” Find out. Prove your worth.


“Maybe they get homesick,” said Charles.


Tarini closed his eyes, recording the witticism.


“Yeah, and maybe there’s a queen-fly roosting in there, a great black squashy mass that was full of eggs. Maybe she hatched all the other little Flies while the ship approached; programmed all her sons.”


“You don’t sound as though you like them too much, Don Tarini.” Yes, give him the title of a Mafia godfather.


“Some things about our visitors we like very much.”


Questions hung in the air. Did the Hive have defences? How to find out non-disastrously, whilst also laying out the golden credit card from Kyoto to Copenhagen, the red carpet from Minsk to Vladivostok? The road to the stars lay open; but Flies crowded it.


“Will they share their knowledge with us if we’re nice to them?” Tarini was lying.


Rome was aromatic with the scent of flowers, coffee, olive oil, whiffs of unfamiliar tobacco, mixed with puffs of exhaust fumes and drain stench. The whole hot, humid city—streets, pavements, walls—droned a faint mantra. Hum-om-hum.


After catching beers and mortadella sandwiches at a bar beyond Trevi, Charles and Lew played chicken to cross the Via del Corso. Their destination was a piazza where a marble elephant supported an obelisk carved with hieroglyphs. The beast stood on a plinth, knitting its brows, its trunk slung rearwards as if to squirt dust. What big cabbage-leaf ears it had, pinned back in sculpture. The area between Jumbo and the scabbed cliff-face of the church of Santa Maria above Minerva was cordoned by police in dark blue, cradling machine pistols. Several hundred spectators, including newsmen and paparazzi slung with cameras, waited for a sight of the alien.


Showing their UNCO credentials, the two men were admitted into the chill of the church, where blue marble geometry inset a white marble floor, highly polished. Black marble pillars, flecked pink, lined the nave. Curving medallioned groin-vaulting supported a star-studded imitation sky. A multitude of side chapels … any description of this church was a cartoon! Ten thousand sentences couldn’t capture every detail in remembrance.


Down at the transept half a dozen UNCO people were scrutinising a chapel, from which a soft clear voice emerged. The chapel was graced by a statue of a pope and a fresco of an angel with blue swan’s wings half-furled. Watched by cloaked prelates a dove spat golden fire at a kneeling Madonna. In front of this painting a lanky young woman in a long blue frock, her flaxen hair peeping from under a blue headscarf, was patiently addressing … the very opposite of an angel: a five-foot-tall black Fly, mosaic eyes clamped to its head like swollen golden leeches. Now and then the woman touched her necklace, of variously sized turquoise beads, a chain of little blue moons.


“Here in the Caraffa Chapel you see the Annunciation as painted by Fra Lippo Lippi …”


“Yes,” the Fly responded in a dry, rattly, jerky tone. It seemed to be drinking in every detail of the chapel as thirstily as Charles had ever stared at a scene when he was a boy. He sniffed but could detect no alien odour, only wax polish and candle smoke.


“The nun’s Dutch,” whispered Lew. “Outfit called Foyer Unitas, specialising in guiding non-Catholics. Very much in depth. They can gab on half a day about a single church.” As indeed the woman seemed intent on doing.


“They hope to convert non-Catholics, aliens included?”


“No, they’re simply ace guides. Got the right pace for the Flies, who look at everything for ages.”


The two men followed the guided tour around till Charles knew more than he ever needed to know about Santa Maria sopra Minerva.


Lo, here is the tomb of Saint Catherine of Siena. There is the very room where she died in 1380, frescos by Romano. Lo, here is the chapel of Saint Dominic housing the tomb of Pope Benedict XIII, sculpted by Marchioni between 1724 and 1730. The Dutch nun fiddled inconspicuously with her necklace while she talked.


“Yes,” the Fly said periodically.


That evening, Lew took Charles to a trattoria he recommended. Superb sea-food ravioli in garlic butter followed by a delicious concoction of lamb brains, and home-made ice cream. A friendly Chianti, then some fierce Grappa. Charles still wondered who had called him to Rome but didn’t wish to lose face by asking outright.


The Farnese Palace was built like the noblest of prisons, its windows facing upon a dark, majestically porticoed courtyard into which rain poured that particular morning. In the crowded conference room Charles soon spotted Valeri Osipyan. In Geneva at the arms talks the KGB psychologist Colonel had been accompanied to begin with by a fat old woman aide (his peasant mother?), then later by a sly wisp-haired fellow who the Russians claimed was a chess master, only no one had ever heard of him.


In their own fashion the Russians were deploying scrutineers of human behaviour to follow the American lead in non-verbal, nuance interpretation of the talks, and the negotiators. How could one ultimately trust the other side? That was becoming a question almost as vital as warhead verification—to Charles’s mind at least; and he as a British expatriate might have added, “How do you trust your own side?”


The vinegary, purse-lipped Colonel was a hard one to read. At a reception in Geneva, Osipyan had inquired with apparent sympathy how it was that Charles hadn’t correctly read the body language of his own wife, with whom he had so recently split up? Western colleagues were listening. Was this said to undermine Charles’s credibility? To demonstrate the depth of KGB information? Was it a subtle warning not to let a possible prejudice colour his readings of the honesty of Irina Kovaleva, the new Soviet negotiator who happened to bear a certain resemblance (skin colour excluded) to dear, wayward, hysterical, ultimately hateful Martine?


Charles had replied, “Now that we’ve begun taking body language seriously I can imagine negotiators being kept ignorant of the full, true picture by their own side.”


“You can be too subtle,” Osipyan had retorted. “We’re a bluff people at heart. Basically blunt and frank.”


“Bluff has another meaning.”


“Nowadays we always tell the simple truth. You hunt for subtleties to worm yourself off the hook of peace.”


“A hook catches the unwary prey.”


“Women sometimes catch men by hiding their hook in a lovely lure, Mr Spark.”


“Did your grandmother tell you that? It was her who was with you last year?”


Osipyan had smiled tightly. No, the Soviet truth-sayer had not been his grandmother, or mother.


Now here was the Colonel in Rome, facing Dino Tarini across the huge oval table as some forty UNCO personnel sought their name cards and settled down. Others took refuge in armchairs scattered about the room, made notes, consulted files.


An hour later, an Italian biologist was saying, “The aliens look identical to flies. Like insects they display industry and persistence. Do they have true individuality? Are they genuine intelligences?”


“To remember is to be intelligent,” Osipyan said. “Besides, they talk to us.”


“After a fashion! Maybe they have developed awareness to a remarkable degree … for insect types. Powerful instincts may still rule them, far more than we are ruled.”


Tarini nodded. “What if they’re really biological machines? With eyes which are lenses, brains which are recording equipment? Why shouldn’t they fuel themselves with any garbage? Why should they have taste?”


“Taste enough,” said a Vandyke-bearded linguist from Rome University, “to admire the masterpieces of our culture.”


“Indiscriminate cataloguing. Like auctioneers.” There was scorn in Tarini’s voice. “It would be interesting to know if they can reproduce, or if they’re just specialised living machines. Now suppose one of them crashed in a regrettable accident—”


“No,” said Osipyan. “A large floating pyramid says no.”


“A pyramid we can’t see inside of.”


“Compound eyes oughtn’t to see as clearly as our eyes,” the same biologist declared.


“Depends how the brain is programmed,” said a French colleague. “Surely they must have a single central brain, not different ganglia spread throughout the body like insects? Let’s forget the insect analogy.”


“A dissection could settle these questions.”


Osipyan pouted at Tarini. “People may play dirty tricks with one another, because we know the rules. To play these games with aliens is the height of folly.”


“Perhaps it’s the height of naiveté not to? You Russians are so romantic about aliens.”


Charles found himself speaking. “The Flies look at the sights with a relaxed intensity. With those compound eyes they’re seeing more intensely than any human tourist. A machine would simply record. They’re not just cameras. I’m sure of it.”


Osipyan swung round. “So, Mr Spark, in your view does landing a pyramid, which dwarfs the Egyptian pyramids, quite close to those same pyramids serve as a gesture of cultural solidarity—or as a caution that their power and technology likewise dwarf ours in the same proportion?”


Charles shrugged, having no idea. If he was a violinist of human nuances, he was being asked suddenly to take up playing the trombone or the tuba; an alien instrument.


The quirky tilt of Osipyan’s chin and the droop of his eyelids said that Charles was admitting inability. Yet Charles wasn’t the prime target for the Colonel, whose glance glided onward to Tarini.


“We need to discover new rules,” the Russian said, “not the same old ones. Why should aliens play our games? We need to know the simple truth about them.”


“They aren’t exactly spelling out their motives,” grumbled Tarini. “Remember: what does that mean?”


Something, thought Charles, which was so much a part of their nature, of their biological existence, that the Flies could be blind to it—as a peculiarity which might baffle strangers.


Lew had detailed a marine guard from the American embassy to act as gumshoe. After a leisurely beer and sandwiches in a café following the bull session, Lew consulted a two-way pocket radio and set out with Charles for the church of Sant’ Ignazio half a mile away.


Sharing a large umbrella, they walked till they reached the fringe of the mobile carabinieri cordon which accompanied a Fly when on foot. No alien anywhere in the world had yet been attacked or threatened—perhaps no fanatic could think of a good reason—but police protection certainly gave a Fly some open space to sightsee in.


By now the rain was slackening off, but after hours on the streets, even under an umbrella, the waiting marine was soaked. As had the nun been, he reported; however, once she reached Sant’ Ignazio a priest had turned up to deliver a change of clothing and footwear. The Italian-speaking marine had heard the man in the soutane explaining to the police that he brought these dry clothes from the nun’s base in the Pamphili Palace, Piazza Navona. Rain merely rolled off the Fly.


The slow tour that morning had taken in the Pantheon and Piazza della Rotonda. At lunchtime, the nun had steered the Fly along the Via Monterone to sample French colonial pig-swill from the dustbins of L’Eau Vive, followed by a trip inside that restaurant—housed in a sixteenth century palazzo—so that the sister could have a decent bite too.


“You’ve done good. We’ll take over.”


The marine departed gladly.


“Damn stupid conference,” muttered Lew. “Couldn’t have been worse timed.”


“Why’s that?” asked Charles.


“A visit to the Vatican has just been arranged—very likely.”


“By the priest who brought the clothes? He was a go-between?”


“No, listen, Charlie, that restaurant L’Eau Vive is where all the Vatican bigwigs dine out. It’s staffed by stunning young nuns with a special dispensation to wear sexy dresses.”


“Sounds risqu6. What goes on?”


“Just splendid expensive eating. The waitresses all wear golden crosses to remind their eminent clientele of chastity. Could put cardinals off their cuisine and vino if it was served gloomily.”


“Remind them of poverty?”


“Something like that. They still need moral ladies to serve them. That’s where the princes of the Church hang out; and that’s where she took the alien. Obeying orders, I’ll bet. Vatican must be pretty stirred by an alien race turning up. Haven’t spoken out yet. No Flies have visited there—to see the finest sights of all.” Lew shilly-shallied. “I have to split. I’m going to talk to Dino. We’ll see if we can get a list of reservations at L’Eau Vive. Will you keep a close eye on the sister while you’re Fly-watching? She’s called Kathinka.”


Lew offered Charles an umbrella escort through the ring of armed, rain-caped carabinieri to the door of Sant’ Ignazio.


“The Russians might pretend to be pussy-footing, but what is the Vatican up to? There are at least six Machiavellis on the staff.” He fled.


*


The Fly was staring up at the ceiling with rather more than “a relaxed intensity”. The alien seemed perturbed, under strain, as if controlling an urge to unfurl its wings and zoom up to the heaven-painted dome to accompany Saint Ignatius Loyola on his journey direct to Paradise. If so, it would have banged its head. This only dawned on Charles as he heard Sister Kathinka (crisp and dry) point out to the Fly how cunningly the real building flowed into its painted continuation.


The dome was a trompe-l’oeil, an eye-deceit, an illusion of art. The work of the Jesuit priest Andrea Pozzo shortly after 1685. Hats off to Fra Pozzo! No one had bothered to build the planned cupola, consequently he had painted it in. The illusion was extraordinarily convincing; the alien gazed at it for the best part of an hour. Even Sister Kathinka exhausted her repertoire and stood mute. Meanwhile Charles had been joined by other UNCO spectators, amongst them that Italian linguist with the beard, who frowned at the continuing silence.


At long last the Fly came to terms with the spectacle overhead, and turned to the nun.


“Yes, yes, like our tanks.” Briefly the alien seemed to float, buoyed up.


Professore Barba scribbled in a notebook. “It likes ” he murmured. “It thanks the sister.” Charles had heard something else entirely.


The Fly again addressed the sister, who had perhaps lost track of the tour.


“Memory vanished? Because heaven is false?”


The nun touched her necklace as if for reassurance.


“This painted heaven is not the true heaven,” she replied. “I have told you all I know about the ceiling.”


“No more is known about Saint Ignatius?”


“Oh yes! Why, there are whole volumes written about him. They fill shelves in the Vatican Library.”


“Volume is cubic size?”


“Books!” Sister Kathinka led the Fly to the lectern, where a huge brass-bound Bible lay open.


“Here is the most important book. It contains the word of God.”


The Fly tapped the pages with a fuzzy claw. Its moustache quivered.


“This Bible is in Latin,” explained the sister. “That’s the old language of this country. The language is dead, but it still lives in the Church, just as Christ is dead but still lives.”


At that moment two facts became intuitively obvious to Charles. The nun had been encouraged to explore the possibility of converting the aliens to Christianity. Secondly, this alien had no idea of the function of a book—what it was! The aliens possessed no written language.


Mightn’t that be the case with a sufficiently advanced race? Even on Earth the electronic tide was submerging literacy. People of the superscience tomorrow could easily be illiterate. And yet, and yet …


The dining room of the French embassy was a welcome antidote to the severe aspects of the Farnese Palace, a gush of gaiety sensuously decorated by the Caracci brothers with the Triumph of Love. Four of Rome’s Flies were present at the event.


“Charles Spark? I’m Olivia Mendelssohn. Head of White House Security. President’s personal representative. We’ll be working together, you and I.”


“We will?”


Olivia was short. The crown of her head only came level with his chest, and Charles was no giant. She was mid-thirties, perhaps shading forty. Charles recalled her face from earlier in the conference room, though that morning she had seemed intent on remaining inconspicuous. Previously, her black hair had been roped in a tight ponytail, hadn’t it? Freed now, it swept luxuriously around bare shoulders of a light buttery hue. Olivia was dressed in a glittery gown of darkest blue instead of—what had it been before?—a grey jacket, skirt, and ruffled white blouse.


With a vague nod Lew melted away into the crowd.


Earlier, Olivia Mendelssohn had worn dark glasses. Now her eyes were naked. And huge. They were large brown liquid eyes in any case, but she had enlarged them further by applying kohl. Her smoothly oval face was of generous enough proportion—just—to accommodate such eyes. Was she trying to attract alien attention by that gown which copied the colour of their bodies; by those enormous eyes?


Her legs were shorter than her face or trunk or bosom merited. The evening gown moulded those legs together into a stumpy mermaid’s tail glistening with scales, upon which she perched. Her shoes—expensive, black-dyed crocodile skin—pointed apart, somewhat like the fork of a tail. Hans Andersen’s Little Mermaid had summoned Charles to Rome!


“We’ll need to be fully open to each other, Charles, in order to osmose your talent and mine together.”. “Yours being a talent for security?”


“For something else too! Here isn’t the place or time … we’ll have to be franker than any barbed insights of Colonel Osipyan into your failed relationship with Martine.”


Charles blinked. “You seem to know me inside out.”


He collected a glass of champagne from a passing, ducktailed waiter. Olivia barely moistened her lips with an orange juice. Amidst the throng of French embassy staff and other foreign diplomats, Italian government ministers, UNCO personnel, several churchmen in black soutanes and stiff white collars, a lone nun in a black habit, and of course four aliens, a cardinal stood out: a stout tropical bird in his scarlet cassock, cape, and biretta. To Charles at that moment little Olivia stood out much more.


“Your Martine,” she said, “was a pool of emotions in which you could fish but not swim, or sail. On account of the sudden storms. The spouts, the maelstroms. She was so fluid, so labile, wasn’t she? That was why you couldn’t read her, fix her nature.”


Tilting her head, Olivia stole a glance up at the sumptuous ceiling; and Charles thought to himself, “The Failure of Love. For me. Not the Triumph.”


“Ultimately,” continued Olivia, “Martine shook herself apart; and you too. She broke the banks, so far as you were concerned. You had hoped to be those banks, confining the pool, framing it like a setting for a rare jewel. She wasn’t a jewel, though. She was … dissolution … a persona written in bitter if sparkling water, inhabited by toads as well as by such wonderful, delicious, slippery fish.”


This peculiar conversation—her side of it—captured Charles even more than the presence of aliens in the room.


“Professionally I plug leaks,” she said. “Nowadays we need an enormous leak—from the alien side. Any signs of moisture yet?”


With an effort Charles hauled his attention back to the matter of Flies.


“Yes, I believe they’re illiterate.”


“Aaah?”


“I don’t think they know what writing is—letters or squiggles or dots or hieroglyphs.”


The alien guests were drinking in the details of the room while a number of UNCO mavens and dignitaries sidestepped like so many geosynch satellites, keeping out of their direct field of vision. Each alien held a glass of whitish liquid. A glass was emptied; a waiter suavely furnished a full one. As the waiter shimmied by, Charles stopped him.


“What are the aliens drinking?”


“Sour milk, Signore.” The man made a face. “Seven days old.”


“You have Egyptian blood,” Charles said suddenly to Olivia.


It was those eyes of hers, so vastened by the dark cosmetic! Perhaps aping some Renaissance princess she had even put drops of belladonna sap in those eyes to dilate them?


“My Mom was half-Egyptian,” she agreed. “And my Dad, half-Jewish. Should we try to talk to a Fly?”
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