



[image: Cover Image]





STATIONS OF THE NIGHTMARE


Philip José Farmer


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com




      

      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




PAUL EYRE AWOKE


He was naked on something cold and hard. A scalpel was poised above him and beyond a face, its lower half hidden by a gauze mask. Above the man there glared a hard bright light.


The man’s eyes widened, the scalpel jerked away, and he cried, “No! No!”


Eyre rolled off the stone and onto the floor. A few feet from the door, he collapsed. Out there, beyond the door and not far away, were dangers. They were walking up and down the corridors, intent on their business. At least two were thinking about him.


As he sat up, he caught another element in the faint whisperings. It identified the sex of the thinkers.


A few days before, Paul Eyre had been an ordinary man—now he had amazing powers … and no control over them!





Part 1: THE TWO-EDGED GIFT





CHAPTER ONE


PAUL EYRE shot a flying saucer.


On this bright morning, he was walking through a farmer’s field. Ahead of him was the edge of a woods bisected by a small creek. Riley, the setter, had just stiffened. Nose down, crouched low, seeming to vibrate, he pointed toward the magnet, the invisible quail. Paul Eyre’s heart pumped a little faster. Ahead of Riley, a few yards away, was a bush. Behind it should be the covey.


They broke loose with that racket that had made him jump so when he was a novice. It was as if the earth had given violent birth to several tiny planets. But there was not the dozen or so he had expected. Only two. The lead one was much larger than the other, so much larger that he did jump then. He knew as the shotgun roared and kicked that it was not a bird.


The concentrated pattern of his modified choke must have hit the thing squarely. It fell away at a forty-five degree angle instead of dropping as a dead bird drops, and it crashed through the lower branches of a tree on the outskirts of the woods.


Automatically, he had fired the second barrel at the trailing bird. And he had missed it.


The thing had rocketed up like a quail. But it had been dark and about two feet long. Or two feet wide. His finger had squeezed on the trigger even as his mind had squeezed on the revelation that it was not a winged creature.


It wasn’t a creature, he thought, but a made thing. More like a huge clay pigeon than anything else.


He looked around. Riley was a white and black streak, running as if a cougar were after him. He made no noise. He seemed to be conserving his breath as if he knew he’d need every atom of oxygen he could get. Behind him was a trail of excrement. Ahead of him, over half a mile up the slope, was a white farmhouse and two dark-red barns.


Roger, Paul’s son, had spoken of mines which flew up into the air before exploding. This thing had not been attached to a chain nor had it blown up. It could be a dud. But there had been no blast as it soared up. Perhaps the noise of his shotgun had covered it.


He shook his head. It could not have been anything like that. Unless … Had some vicious person put it in the field just to kill hunters? Senseless violence was on the increase in this God-forsaking country.


The situation was much like that of a car that refused to run. You could think about it all you wanted to and make mental images of what was wrong. But until you opened the hood and looked at the engine, you would not be able to make a definite analysis. So he would open the hood.


He walked forward. The only sound was the northwest wind, gentle here because the woods broke it. The bluejay and the crows that had been so noisy before he had fired were quiet. There was the bluejay, sitting on a tree branch. It seemed frozen with shock.


He was cautious but not afraid, he told himself. He had been afraid only three times in his life. When his father had deserted him, when his mother had died, and when Mavice had said she was leaving him. And these three events had taught him that nothing was as bad as he’d thought it at the time and that it was stupid, illogical to fear. He and his brothers and sisters and mother had gotten along without his father. His mother’s death had actually made his life easier. And Mavice had not left him.


“Only the unimaginative, of whom you are the king, have no fear,” Tincrowdor had told him. But what did that effete egg-head know of real life or real men?


Nevertheless, he hesitated. He could just walk away, round up the dog, and hunt elsewhere. Or, better, tell Smith that someone had planted a strange mechanical device in his field.


Perhaps, though he did not like to admit it, his sight had betrayed him. Behind his glasses were fifty-four-year-old eyes. He was in good shape, better than most men twenty years younger. Much better than that Tincrowdor, who sat on his tocus all day while he typed away on his crazy stories.


Still, he had been informed by the optometrist that he needed a new prescription. He had not told anyone about this. He hated to admit to anyone that he had a weakness, and that anyone included himself. When he had a chance to get fitted with new lenses, with no one except the doctor the wiser, he’d go. Perhaps he should not have put it off so long.


He resumed walking slowly across the field. Once, he looked toward the farmhouse. Riley, his pace undiminished, was still headed toward it. When he caught Riley, he’d rap him a few on the nose and shame him. If he were ruined by this, he’d get rid of him. He couldn’t see feeding something that was useless. The hound ate more than he was worth as it was.


He could imagine what Mavice would say about that. “You’re going to retire in eleven years. Would you want us to give you away or send you to the gas chamber because you’re useless?”


And he’d say, “But I won’t be. I’ll be working as hard as ever on my own business after I’ve retired.”


He was ten feet from the wood when the yellow haze drifted out from it.




CHAPTER TWO


He stopped. It couldn’t be pollen at this time of the year. And no pollen ever glowed.


Moreover, it was coming with too much force to be driven by the wind. For the second time, he hesitated. The thick yellow luminance looked so much like gas. He thought about the sheep that had been killed in Nevada or Utah when the army nerve gas had escaped. Could—But no … that was ridiculous.


The shimmering haze spread out, and he was in it. For a few seconds, he held his breath. Then he released it and laughed. The stuff blew away from his face and closed in again. Here and there, some bits sparkled. Before he reached the trees, he saw tiny blobs form on the grass, on his hands, and on the gun barrels. They looked like gold-colored mercury. When he ran his hand over the barrels, the stuff accumulated at the ends into two large drops. They ran like mercury into the cup formed by his palm.


Its odor made him wrinkle his nose and snap it to the ground. It smelled like spermatic fluid.


It was then that he noticed that he had not reloaded. He was mildly shocked. He had never missed reloading immediately after firing. In fact, he did it so automatically that he never even thought about it. He was more upset than he had realized.


Abruptly, the haze or fog, or whatever it was, disappeared. He looked around. The grass for about twenty feet behind him was faintly yellow.


He went on. A branch, broken off by the thing, lay before him. Ahead was the dense and silent wood. He pushed through the tangles of thorn bushes, from which he had flushed out so many rabbits. And there was one now, a big buck behind the thorns. It saw him, saw that it was seen, but it did not move. He crouched down to look at it. Its black eyes looked glazed, and its brown fur scintillated here and there with yellowness. It was in the shade, so the sun could not be responsible for the glints.


He poked at it, but it did not move. And now he could see that it was trembling violently.


A few minutes later, he was at the place where the thing would have landed if it had continued its angle of descent. The bushes were undisturbed; the grass, unbent.


An hour passed. He had thoroughly covered the woods on his side of the creek and found nothing. He waded through the waters, which were nowhere deeper than two feet, and started his search through the woods on that side. He saw no yellow mercury, which meant one of two things. Either the thing had not come here or else it had quit expelling the stuff. That is, if the stuff had been expelled from it. It might just be a coincidence that the stuff had appeared at the same time the thing had disappeared. A coincidence, however, did not seem likely.


Then he saw a single drop of the mercury, and he knew that it was still … bleeding? He shook his head. Why would he think of that word? Only living creatures could be wounded. He had damaged it.


He whirled. Something had splashed behind him. Through a small break in the vegetation, he could see something round, flat, and black shooting from the middle of the creek. He had seen it before at a distance and had thought it was the top of a slightly rounded boulder just covered by the creek. His eyes were going bad.


He recrossed the creek and followed a trail of water which dwindled away suddenly. He looked up, and something—it—dropped down behind a bush. There was a crashing noise, then silence.


So it was alive. No machine moved like that, unless …


What would Tincrowdor say if he told him that he had seen a flying saucer?


Common sense told him to say nothing to anybody about this. He’d be laughed at, and people would think he was going insane. Or suffering from premature senility, like his father.


The thought seemed to drive him crazy for a minute. Shouting, he plunged through the bushes and the thorn tangles. When he was under the tree from which the thing had dropped, he stopped. His heart was hammering, and he was sweating. There was no impression in the soft moisture-laden ground; nothing indicated that a large heavy object had fallen onto it.


Something moved to the right at the corner of his eye. He turned and shot once, then again. Pieces of bushes flew up, and bits of bark showered. He reloaded—he wasn’t about to forget this time—and moved slowly toward the base of the bush at which the thing seemed to have been. But it wasn’t there anymore, if it had ever been there.


A few feet further, he suddenly got dizzy. He leaned against a tree. His blood was thrumming in his ear, and the trees and bushes were melting. Perhaps the yellow stuff was some kind of nerve gas.


He decided to get out of the woods. It wasn’t fear but logic that had made him change his mind. And no one had seen him retreat.


Near the edge of the woods, he stopped. He no longer felt dizzy, and the world had regained its hardness. It was true that only he would know he had quit, but he wouldn’t ever again be able to think of himself as a real man. No, by God—and he told himself he wasn’t swearing when he said that—he would see this out.


He turned and saw through the screen of bushes something white move out from behind a tree. It looked like the back of a woman’s torso. She wore nothing; he could see the soft white skin and the indentation of the spine. The hips were not visible. Then the back of the head, black hair down to the white shoulders, appeared.


He shouted at the woman, but she paid no attention. When he got to the tree where she had first appeared, he could no longer see her. Some of the grass was still rising, and some leaves had been distorted.


An hour later, Paul Eyre gave up. Had he just thought he’d seen a woman? What would a woman be doing naked in these woods? She couldn’t have been with a lover, because she and the man would have gotten out of the woods the first time he’d fired his shotgun.


On the way back, he thought he saw something big and tawny at a distance. He crouched down and opened the bush in front of him. About thirty yards off, going behind an almost solid tangle, was the back of an animal. It was yellowish brown and had a long tufted tail. And if he hadn’t known it was impossible, he would have said that it was the rear end of an African lion. No, a lioness.


A moment later, he saw the head of a woman.


She was where the lion would be it if stood up on its hind legs and presented its head.


The woman was in profile, and she was the most beautiful he had ever seen.


He must be suffering from some insidious form of Asiatic flu. That would explain everything. In fact, it was the only explanation.


He was sure of it when he got to the edge of the trees. The field was covered with red flowers and at the other side, which seemed to be miles away, was a glittering green city.


The vision lasted only three or four seconds. The flowers and the city disappeared, and the field, as if it were a rubber band, snapped back to its real dimensions.


He could hear it snap.


Ten minutes later, he was at the farmhouse.


Riley greeted him by biting him.




CHAPTER THREE


Eyre parked the car in front of his house. The driveway was blocked with a car to which was hitched a boat trailer, a motorcycle lacking a motor, and a Land Rover on top of which was a half-built camper. Behind it was a large garage crammed with machines, tools, supplies, old tires, and outboard motors in the process of being repaired.


Thirteen-thirty-one Wizman Court was in an area which once had been all residential. Now the huge old mansion across the street was a nursing home; the houses next to it had been torn down and buildings for a veterinarian and his kennels were almost completed. Eyre’s own house had looked large enough and smart enough when he and Mavice had moved into it twenty years ago. It looked tiny, mean, and decaying now and had looked so for ten years.


Paul Eyre, until this moment, had never noticed that. Though he felt crowded at times, he attributed this to too many people, not the smallness of the house. Once he got rid of his son and daughter, the house would again become comfortable. And the house was paid for. Besides taxes, maintenance, and the utilities, it cost him nothing. If the neighborhood was run down somewhat, so much the better. His neighbors did not complain because he was conducting his own repair business here.


Until now, he had not thought anything about its appearance. It was just a house. But now he noticed that the grass on the tiny lawn was uncut, the wooden shutters needed painting, the driveway was a mess, and the sidewalk was cracked.


He got out of the car and picked up his shotgun and bag with his left hand. The right hand was heavily bandaged. The old ladies sitting on the side porch waved and called out to him, and he waved back at them. They sat like a bunch of ancient crows on a branch. Time was shooting them down, one by one. There was an empty chair at the end of the row, but it would be occupied by a newcomer soon enough. Mr. Ridgley had sat there until last week when he had been observed one afternoon urinating over the railing into the rosebushes below. He was, according to the old ladies, now locked up in his room on the third floor. Eyre looked up and saw a white face with tobacco-stained moustaches pressed against the bars over the window.


He waved. Mr. Ridgley stared. The mouth below the moustaches drooled. Angry, Paul Eyre turned away. His mother had stared out of that window for several weeks, and then she had disappeared. But she had lived to be eighty-six before she had become senile. That was forgivable. What he could not forgive, nor forget, was that his father had only been sixty when his brain had hardened and his reason had slid off it.


He went up the wooden unpainted steps off the side of the front porch. It was no longer just a porch. He had enclosed it and Roger now used it for a bedroom. Roger, as usual, had neglected to make up the bed-couch. Four years in the Marines, including a hitch in Viet Nam, had not made him tidy.


Eyre growled at Roger as he entered the front room. Roger, a tall thin blond youth, was sitting on the sofa and reading a college textbook. He said, “Oh, Mom said she’d do it.” He stared at his father’s hand. “What happened?”


“Riley went mad, and I had to shoot him.”


Mavice, coming in from the kitchen, said, “Oh, my God! You shot him!”


Tears ran down Roger’s cheeks.


“Why would you do that?”


Paul waved his right hand. “Didn’t you hear me? He bit me! He was trying for my throat!”


“Why would he do that?” Mavice asked.


“You sound like you don’t believe me!” Paul said. “For God’s sake, isn’t anyone going to ask me how badly he bit me? Or worry that I might get rabies?”


Roger wiped away the tears and looked at the bandages. “You’ve been to a doctor,” he said. “What’d he say about it?”


“Riley’s head has been shipped to the state lab,” Paul said. “Do you have any idea what it’s going to be like if I have to have rabies shots? Anyway, it’s fatal! Nobody ever survived rabies!”


Mavice’s hand shot to her mouth and from behind it came strangled sounds. Her light blue eyes were enormous.


“Yeah, and horseshoes hung over the door bring good luck,” Roger said. “Why don’t you come out of the nineteenth century, Dad? Look at something besides outboard motors and the TV. The rate of recovery from rabies is very high.”


“So I only had one year of college,” Paul said. “Is that any reason for my smartass son to sneer at me? Where would you be if it wasn’t for the G.I. Bill?”


“You go to college to get a degree, not an education,” Roger said. “You have to educate yourself, all your life.”


“For Heaven’s sake, you two,” Mavice said. “Quit this eternal bickering. And sit down, Paul. Take it easy. You look terrible!”


He jerked his arm away and said, “I’m all right.” But he sat down. The mirror behind the sofa had showed him a short, thin but broad-shouldered man with smooth pale brown hair, a high forehead, bushy sandy eyebrows, blue eyes behind octagonal rimless spectacles, a long nose, a thick brown moustache, and a round cleft chin.


His face did look like a mask. Tincrowdor had said that anyone who wore glasses should never sport a moustache. Together, these gave a false-face appearance. That remark had angered him then. Now it reminded him that he was looking forward to seeing Tincrowdor. Maybe he had some answers.


“What about a beer, Dad?” Roger said. He looked contrite.


“That’d help, thanks,” Paul said. Roger hurried off to the kitchen while Mavice stood looking down at him. Even when both were standing up, she was still looking down on him. She was at least four inches taller.


“You don’t really think Riley had rabies?” she said. “He seemed all right this morning.”


“Not really. He wasn’t foaming at the mouth or anything like that. Something scared him in the woods, scared him witless, and he attacked me. He didn’t know what he was doing.”


Mavice sat down in a chair across the room. Roger brought in the beer. Paul drank it gratefully, though its amber color reminded him of the yellow stuff. He looked at Mavice over the glass. He had always thought she was very good-looking, even if her face was somewhat long. But, remembering the profile of the woman in the woods, he saw that she was very plain indeed, if not ugly. Any woman’s face would look bad now that he had seen that glory among the trees.
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