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‘To live is to be haunted’


Philip K. Dick





Chapter 1



Don Humbucker’s office has no name on the door saying ‘chief’, nothing to mark it out as any different from the other offices of the NASA administrators that are housed in the shining white tower of the Directorate building.


There’s a straightforward 808 on the frosted glass, but those numbers alone wouldn’t tell you that this is where dreams are smashed. Those 8s have taken on mythic proportions among the astronauts. ‘Getting eight-balled’ is what the recruits call getting dropped from the programme. As an astronaut, you only get called in to see Humbucker on his turf if he’s going to fire you. Otherwise you encounter him in neutral spaces – meeting rooms, test facilities, even the canteen if you don’t spot him coming. Humbucker has a habit of popping up when you least expect him, his long, lean, stooping form seeming to cast a permanent shadow before it like something risen from the swamp of legend.


If you do get called to face the 8s, he’ll tell you why you’re off the programme and he’ll tell you straight – you’re not physically up to it, not mentally up to it, temperament or brains found lacking. People come out of that office with all sorts of excuses as to why they got fired – ‘budget cuts’ is a favourite, but everyone knows that’s not strictly true. This is 1977 and, while the aftermath of the war in Vietnam has meant every government department is feeling the squeeze, NASA isn’t laying off staff quite yet – far from it, in fact. There’s work to be done and they have the money to do it, just about – development on the shuttle, satellite tech, you name it. It’s a pretty good time to be a spaceman. Not the best, of course. The days of Armstrong, Aldrin and Collins – when every company in the world was throwing TVs, cars, and whatever else you wanted at you – are over now that no one’s going to the Moon any more. Tough to complain about it, though: it’s a good living, interesting work and always, always, the prospect of space.


So, when Zigsa – Ziggy to friends – Da Luca hears her name on the Tannoy asking her to ‘proceed to 808’, her heart thumps at her chest like a cat in a sack. She’s a ‘mission specialist’, not a senior astronaut at all, brought in a year ago and her position has always felt precarious here.


She was invited from Columbia University where she was doing a post-doc in the art and artefacts of Tibetan Buddhism. NASA said it wanted to broaden and deepen its knowledge base, to work in new perspectives and to assess the feasibility of getting a civilian – even a female civilian – into space. That’s what they said. She can’t help feeling – hoping – it’s more than a coincidence that her PhD was focussed on what the ancients had to tell us about the Moon. She’s been fascinated by the Moon since she was a tiny girl, and the chance to get nearer to it seemed too good to miss. She had no idea the career path of astronaut was even available to US women, particularly from a background in linguistics and history. The job offer felt like fate.


There’s been no mention of her work so far, just a lot of training, spinning around, mending things, mind-melting engineering problems that will enable her to survive on a space mission if the shit hits the fan, like it has in the past and doubtless will again.


She sometimes wonders what she’s doing there – if they want to put a woman into space there are many others more qualified than she is. Other people wonder, too – what’s this weird Asian chick with the Italian surname who doesn’t know one end of a rocket engine from another doing coming in and sticking crazy Eastern art on her office walls? Fucking hippy.


Some have asked her to her face why a non-scientist is taking up resources that could be given to someone doing more clearly valuable work. Someone, say, male? Yeah, NASA’s like that – plenty of ex-military guys; plenty of guys with inferiority complexes competing with the ex-military guys; plenty of guys period. She can live with it. She has to if she wants to get up there. Space. Man, the very idea. Still, she has wondered if she’s wasting her time here – if she’ll ever get called as crew. The education brief might have been something to make Congress happy to hand over the dough. Once done, it might be quietly shelved.


She puts down the radio circuit board she was repairing, glances at her communications tutor, Marty Newman. Newman purses his lips. He thinks this is it for her.


‘Shit,’ she says.


‘Hey, Da Luca, you never know.’


There’s a brief silence between them, a silence that says, ‘you do know’.


Newman breaks it. ‘If I don’t see you again, look on the bright side. You’ll be able to fix your vacuum cleaner if it breaks now.’


She laughs. ‘You actually mean that as a consolation, don’t you?’


Marty looks puzzled. ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’


‘That’s right, dream of a lifetime gone, but I’ll save twenty dollars in repair bills. Hey, that’s probably nearer forty dollars over a life of domestic drudgery.’


‘Every cloud.’


‘I’ve been in lots of clouds recently, Newman. Didn’t see any linings at all.’


They hug.


‘You’re trembling,’ he says.


‘The thought of missing you, Newman.’


‘I doubt it,’ he says.


So it was just a dream, a stupid fantasy. Well, she’d once thought she might be some use here. She thought she might make a contribution. Silly me, she thinks. Just good for NASA’s image, employ the weird chick, string her along for a bit and then let the guys, the people who matter, get on with the job.


Firings take place immediately and your stuff gets sent to you in the post; contact with others from the base is not encouraged so as to build the idea of an elite and to avoid having too big an effect on morale. She sticks her notes and her angle poise desk lamp into a box, along with the furry Gonk toy her fiancé Andy bought her as a good luck charm and her sister’s white khata scarf that she keeps in a drawer. She unpins the mandala her mom gave her from the wall, pausing to look at it. It shows Mount Meru, the centre of the universe, as an inverted triangle, the sun as a three-legged bird, the Moon as a rabbit next to it. Looks like that rabbit just ran away. She folds the cloth of the mandala and puts it in the box, then makes her way over to Humbucker’s block. She wonders if he’ll let her take the notes with her. Probably not, but she has a better chance if she carries them with her than if she leaves them to be mailed. She wouldn’t be the first to be denied access to their own work.


She doesn’t bother to change out of her overalls, just makes her way across the parking lot, past the fly boys’ Stingrays, Firebirds, Mustangs and Porsches, their windshields burning in the Florida sun.


As she reaches its perimeter her heart sinks. Pulling up in a long, low Corvette, window down, elbow jutting, is Steve Griffin, just Griffin to most. Griffin is a first-class astronaut and a first-class asshole.


‘Hey, no sucky fucky today,’ he says as he sees her approach. ‘I got things to do.’


She ignores him, walks to go past him.


He steps fully out of the car, slams the door, partly bars her way. ‘I used to bomb people like you in Vietnam.’ He’s smiling at her. If you saw them from across the way, you’d think they were having a pleasant chat but the menace in his voice is unmistakable.


‘Bye, Griffin!’ she says, stepping round him.


‘Fuck you, gook,’ he says to her back. ‘Fuck you!’


She turns, faces him. ‘Can I take the napalm instead?’


Griffin is not a big man – he wouldn’t be an astronaut if he was – but he is a hard one. He seems made of something denser than flesh, his muscles taut and lean. He has the look of a useful middleweight boxer. She holds his gaze. He’s not moving, she’s not moving. She thinks of her mom. This confrontation would make her tut. Resistance is the cause of all suffering, so says the Buddha.


‘Can oi take the napawwwm.’ He mocks her New York accent. ‘You think you’re clever.’ His gaze is intense.


‘Everyone at NASA thinks they’re clever, Griffin, and most of them are right. Do me the favour of a specific insult, not just one you use on everyone you hate.’


He smirks, rolls his head, and for a second, she actually thinks he’s limbering up to hit her. Then he glances down into the box.


‘Yeah, thought so. eight-balled. No way we was ever putting Charlie in space.’


Charlie. There he goes with the Viet Cong insults again. She feels anger rising in her and has to fight the urge to tip the contents of the box on top of his head.


She concentrates on the lessons her mom gave her. Compassion, hear without judging. Or just tell him to fuck himself, the lesson her dad taught her. She was always nearer to him in temperament, her sister Maria closer to her mom, despite the fact she got the Tibetan name and Maria the Italian. No, she’ll go with her mom and her sister for now. She steadies her breathing, regains control.


‘You have a great day, Griffin.’


She walks away from him and cuts through the lines of cars. Griffin probably thinks he’s won, forced her to walk away. Well, let him. If she gets angry about it, that makes them both losers.


Griffin gives her the shivers. There’s something damaged about him – she knows he was shot down over Vietnam and spent some time in a prison camp. She also knows he escaped and was recaptured. She tells herself to cut him some slack. The guy’s a hero, if also a dick. Still, he gets under her skin, and she resents that she hasn’t the self-control just to ignore him, let alone treat him with compassion as she’s been raised to do.


She goes around a block of portable lavatories that are servicing some sort of construction work going on out front of the building and up to the glass and steel of the Directorate Block, which has a huge Old Glory down one wall, the red NASA logo’s wriggly worm letters a good six feet wide next to it.


She approaches the reception desk but Jimmy the guard just looks up from the cigarette he’s lighting and waves her through. He’s got the same pursed lips as Newman as he eyes the box of her belongings. This is it. The way out.


Habit makes her take all seven flights of stairs, rather than the elevator – she needs all the fitness she can get. Or rather now she doesn’t, if she’s leaving the programme. She climbs anyway, trying to get rid of the tension she feels inside. She catches her breath at the top. It’s nerves, not effort, that tightens her chest as she makes her way down the corridor. It feels as if she’s in the anaerobic chamber, the oxygen content depleting, still trying to recite those strings of numbers as vision and reason fade. Her stomach sinks. Was all that for nothing?


She breathes deeply, concentrating on the breath, acknow-ledging other thoughts, her fear, her disappointment, but letting them slide away. Meditation’s second nature to her; her mom had her doing it from the moment she was old enough to sit up straight.


It works until she arrives in front of that door. 808. Facing the 8s. She thinks of the numbers as an infinity loop stood on their side. Infinity, zero, infinity. Is that what God has on his door? Humbucker may as well be God as far as she’s concerned. Shit. Here goes.


She can smell the cigar through the door. She swallows, counts to ten, concentrates on her breath again. The smoke irritates her nose and she sneezes. The door glass darkens as a large figure moves quickly toward it and it opens. There’s Humbucker: tall, lean, tie tight at the neck, grey suit, big cigar. He’s almost dancing on his toes as he surveys her. That’s odd. It feels like he’s the nervous one.


He nods, says nothing, gestures for her to come in.


He points to a plastic moulded chair in front of his desk. Clearly, he doesn’t want anyone getting too comfortable there. If you’re firing someone, you want them to leave quickly.


The office is bare and functional: no pictures of family, no sports trophies, no nothing beyond the desk, its chair, a standing ashtray by its side, three squat grey filing cabinets and a TV on a stand in the corner, a big piece of electronica below it – probably one of those new sorts of video recorder, she thinks.


‘This is homely,’ she says, sitting.


Humbucker lets her attempt at levity hang in the air like a bad fart. He watches her for a while, sucks on his cigar. She finds his gaze uncomfortable and looks briefly down into the box in her lap. When she looks up, she sees him staring into the skew-whiff eyes of the Gonk. She smiles at him, but he does not return it. Ziggy is sure this could be more awkward but can’t immediately think how.


He opens a drawer in his desk and takes out a folder, opens it and scans the papers inside.


‘You’ve got a vacation booked.’ His voice is a little croaky. She’s reminded of the creaking of a coffin lid.


‘In a week.’


‘What do you want a vacation for?’


‘My fiancé wants to go to –’


‘You gotta fiancé?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Yeah, I see that.’ He holds up the page in front of him with a slight grimace, as if he’s just pulled it out of the trash. ‘You close to him?’


‘Close enough that he’s my fiancé, I guess.’


He nods.


‘Yeah. Less than ideal. That sort of thing provides . . . distractions.’


What does ‘less than ideal’ mean? Ideal for what?


He says nothing for an instant, just sits rubbing his temples.


Then he puts the paper on the desk and taps at it with his knuckle. ‘Your undergraduate degree was . . .’


‘Language and Linguistics.’


‘You speak any other languages?’ She doesn’t know why he’s asking her this – it’s all on her résumé in front of him.


‘Three Tibetan dialects and I can read Classical Tibetan, obviously, Italian, French, Russian. I fake it in Spanish. It’s pretty similar to Italian but with just a different emphasis.’ She’s aware that she’s over-elaborating but she is very nervous.


‘Why’d you do Russian?’


‘You had to do either Russian, Arabic or Chinese on the course. You had to pick one.’


‘But it says you speak Arabic too here.’


‘I picked two.’


‘That must have been time-consuming.’


‘I don’t watch a lot of TV.’


‘OK.’ Humbucker is very hard to read. That OK could mean 100 things and Ziggy is convinced 99 of them mean the reverse of OK.


‘Then a Master’s.’


‘In Palaeography. The study of ancient writing.’


‘Yeah, that. What was your PhD?’


‘Men in the Moon – Lunar geography, ritual practice and religion with reference to Egypt, Iraq and Tibet.’


‘A bit of a leap.’


‘Not really. Most of it involves decoding ancient writing.’


‘How many years on that shit?’


Is he being deliberately difficult? Is this some sort of interview technique or is he just a bully? He has a reputation as a bully, but she thinks this informal way of talking might just be his way of opening up to her. Maybe.


‘Five.’


‘How’d you get the money for that? Family?’


She laughs.


‘I wish.’


‘How’d you afford to finance it, then?’


‘I worked in a bar to get through.’


‘A bar in Tibet?’


‘In Brooklyn. My mom still has family in Tibet, so I got put up when I went there.’


‘You got a letter through to them?’


‘I just turned up. Quite a surprise.’


He snorts, she can’t tell if it’s in amusement or disdain.


‘Mexico, Iraq?’


‘The academic community helps you out.’


‘Can’t have been easy in Tibet. Chinese have an eye on you?’


‘Yeah, of course.’


‘You didn’t get recruited as a spy.’


‘No.’


‘I was telling you, not asking you. Intelligence gave your life a shake before you were taken on here.’ He flicks through the pages in front of him.


‘You went to Iraq, too. Who’s that guy on the rise there?’


‘Saddam.’


‘Yeah. He give you any trouble?’


‘Not him.’ She feels a pang of anxiety in her guts. The guilt never goes away.


He studies his file.


‘Oh yeah.’ He looks surprised but she can’t believe he hasn’t read her file already. He must know about her sister. He says nothing for a second, as if weighing whether to explore this avenue any further. Then: ‘You lost your sister over there. Tell me about that.’


Is he using her sister’s death as a test, to see if she’s emotionally stable, to see if she’s ‘the right stuff’? She feels like punching him in the mouth.


‘You OK?’


She swallows.


‘She came with me. She helped me out with admin, some research. She was an archaeology postgrad. It was meant to be an adventure. I fixed it so she could come. There was some finishing up to do, just paying people we’d employed, returning a few things. One of us had to stay on for three days. I was feeling homesick, she noticed – she always noticed even if you tried to hide things – and volunteered to stay. She was killed in a robbery at the office two days after I left.’


He’s looking hard at her, looking for what? Weakness? Tears? He won’t see any; she cried out of them a long time ago.


‘You blame yourself?’


‘I blame the dick who shot her.’


The real answer is ‘yes’, of course, but she’s not going to give Humbucker that.


‘You were close?’


‘Like the same person.’ Everybody always said that about them; only close family could ever tell the difference between the two. Even Ziggy sometimes wondered where she ended and her sister began. They talk about twins having a telepathic understanding. It wasn’t like that; she couldn’t read her sister’s thoughts. She didn’t have to: she was already thinking them.


Humbucker nods, moves his jaw like he’s detected gristle in his teeth.


‘You weren’t aware of the risks?’


‘It didn’t seem risky. It’s a police state, we were working with Iraqi academics and Saddam was keen on cosying up to the West. The US was doing big business with him. I thought that would protect us.’


He sucks on his cigar. ‘We should have paid your fees.’


She keeps a blank face, conceals her surprise. This doesn’t sound like a firing.


NASA paying her fees wouldn’t have been a good idea. Being on NASA’s payroll would have raised a whole bunch of suspicions about espionage.


‘Remind me what you concluded.’


He seems almost friendly. This isn’t the Humbucker of legend. That Humbucker lives on a sip of vinegar a day and any other sustenance he gets comes from chewing up the dearest dreams of wannabe spacemen.


‘There are hints and references throughout Tibetan writing and art, Egyptian tomb hieroglyphs, and in steles recovered from the Temple of the Moon Goddess at Ur to gods – we’d call them aliens – living on the Moon. The precise locations of their dwellings can be traced particularly in mandalas . . .’


He waves his hand, irritated. ‘What the fuck is a mandala? I thought he was some terrorist in prison in Africa.’


She holds up the mandala from her box, shows Humbucker its dizzying concentric circles.


‘It’s a representation of the universe, and an aid to meditation.’


‘You meditate?’


‘Yeah. It’s a Tibetan thing. It helps with my work.’


‘How?’


‘Just concentration, you know?’ She doesn’t want to burden Humbucker by telling him about the Twilight Language – too far out for him, she thinks. Some Buddhist writing can’t be read conventionally. It requires meditation, insight and sometimes the guidance of a priest, a lama, to understand it. That’s the Twilight Language, or the Intentional Language, depending on which translation you prefer. She’s always gone for ‘Twilight’ because it sounds cooler. ‘Intentional’ is much more correct but, to her, ‘Twilight’ gets the flavour of thing more accurately. Can she read it? ‘Read’ is probably the wrong word and ‘understand’ would be putting it far too strongly, but she can get meaning from it. Explaining that in an academic paper or to a bone-dry scientist like Humbucker is another thing entirely. Best not even go there.


‘And your insight, was?’


‘The gods, or the aliens, were living in the Taurus–Littrow crater and the Messier A crater. Investigations of photographs from powerful telescopes and from the limited photography taken by the Apollo missions suggest structures detailed in the mandalas. In particular, a cigar-shaped structure in the Taurus–Littrow crater is worthy of further investigation. It may relate to the ‘Thunderbolt Vehicle’ in Buddhist writing and art. That’s a bit of a weird idea because mostly it has been taken to refer to a stage of enlightenment, where you put your awareness of true reality into practice, but I have concluded that in several special cases it may refer to an actual spaceship. Also references to the Boat of Millions of Years in ancient Egyptian writing.’


He draws on the cigar, exhales with a billowing sigh like a steam train. ‘In a sentence.’


‘Ancient religious texts indicate there were aliens on the Moon in contact with humans. Present evidence supports at least half of that assertion.’


‘That’s two sentences.’


Humbucker taps the ash of his cigar into the tall ashtray that stands next to his desk. He takes another manilla file from his drawer, puts it on his desk and pats it with his hand.


‘Mandala, insight, Thunderbolt Vehicle. I see why you’re having a hard time here. How’s that go down with the boys in the jet lab?’


‘We tend to stick to discussing football.’


‘Yeah. I bet.’


Ziggy shifts in her uncomfortable chair. If this isn’t a firing, what is it?


Humbucker stubs out his cigar, pushes a button on top of the ashtray. Metal jaws open, the stub falls in and the jaws close again over it.


‘OK. I’m gonna ask you and ask you straight. You get one chance at an answer, no changing your mind. At this point, you’re in or you’re out. I’m about to share some information that will change your entire life. It may end your life. Once shared, there is no return to ordinary street. So, if you want to go to Mexico with Andy, now’s the time to say and you can walk through the door. We’ll give you a good reference for a university position. Otherwise, you’re ours. No discussing this with anyone, not ever.


‘This will never be the subject of an academic paper, it won’t be the theme of your first novel, nor any pop UFO bullshit book you may care to put out one day. You will never discuss it with me or any other NASA or military employee unless within a certified debugged office like this one and at the direction of myself. It is most secret. If you begin to work on this information, you discuss only the work in hand and share no speculation, information or conversation on this topic. You’re going to be a stranger to your loved ones and family in some ways. If you speak about this work, we will know and there will be consequences. Severe consequences. We come first, always. More important than anything.’


‘We?’


‘NASA. And some arms of the government.’


Ziggy steadies her breathing again. Her heart is pounding. If this is what it sounds like . . . If they really have found something up there . . .


‘You mean I’m not actually here for civilian outreach and public relations? There is a real point to me being here?’


He eyes her blankly, like a poker pro watching the flop.


She thinks of Andy. A distance between them is a high price to pay. But if this relates to her work, if there’s something that tells her she was right, that aliens really did exist, she has to know.


Humbucker stares at her, unblinking, tiny nods of his head reminding her of one of those thin glass birds that dips its beak into water. She has the idea that any hesitation now will cost her. Would she like to call Andy now? Sure. Will she ask to? No.


‘Hit me.’


‘Sure?’


Her mouth is dry, her throat tight. ‘I’m in.’


Humbucker opens the file on his desk, takes out a piece of paper and slides it across the table. He rolls a biro towards her.


‘Sign your life away,’ he says. ‘That’s not an exaggeration. You’re about to become a second lieutenant in the USAF.’


‘NASA’s a civilian agency.’


‘Yeah, but this is in close liaison with the military and uses military facilities. We need you in the air force before we go any further.’


‘Why?’


‘We get to shoot you if you reveal anything at all about this programme.’


‘That’s not a joke, is it?’


‘Do I look like I have a gift for humour?’


Her hand shakes slightly as she signs, the pen scratchy and difficult to get going. Finally, after a bit of scribbling, her signature is there on the paper. It’s a security clearance to Top Secret level.


‘Welcome to the service, Lieutenant.’


‘You’ve found something up there?’


Humbucker swallows, drums his fingers on the desk. Is he nervous? He looks nervous.


‘Not us,’ he says. ‘The Soviets. I think they’ve found your Thunderbolt Vehicle. We’ve been looking for it for a while, but they’ve got there first.’


‘The Russians are on the Moon?’ Ziggy feels a little dizzy.


‘Yeah. They keep it secret because of what they’re doing up there. We keep it secret so as not to scare the shit out of people. Anyway, the top and bottom is this: we think you were right. We’ve thought you were right for a while and have been looking into it.’


‘You’ve been working on my paper?’


‘It formed part of the Apollo 17 investigations.’


She feels briefly angry that she wasn’t told but knows she has no right to that anger. This is the biggest thing in history; who gives a shit how she feels?


She remains quiet, her mind numb. She almost can’t think anything at all.


‘Watch,’ says Humbucker. ‘This is from an intercepted communication we got back from the Moon three days ago. The source is a transmitter in the Taurus–Littrow Valley.’


He goes to the recorder, takes up the remote on its cord and presses a button. The screen displays some colour bars and then blinks into a fierce black and white moonscape.


It shows, of all things, the outline of a bulldozer, or something like one, with a bucket scoop against a black sky.


Then the images blur as the camera is moved.


‘Investigation of hatch discovered yesterday,’ says a voice in Russian. ‘Selenic colongitude 20.0 degrees north, 31.0 degrees east, 200 metres direct north of Apollo 17 landing site.’


‘That’s the Taurus–Littrow Valley,’ says Humbucker.


An off-screen voice crackles from the TV. ‘It was under the Americans’ noses.’


‘Long fucking noses, if it was,’ says the first voice.


The camera is set down again and the focus adjusted.


The image shows what looks like a flat expanse of rock. Just visible, as if etched upon it, is a rounded rectangle shape.


‘This is your hatch?’ says a voice.


‘What else do you think it is? Have a better look.’


The camera swerves again. A cosmonaut comes into view, wearing a Krechet-94 spacesuit, judging by the white plastic ‘hula hoop’ around the waist that allows a cosmonaut who falls over to roll and stand again. But it’s heavily modified. She notices immediately that the LSS – life support system – pack is huge.


The cosmonaut leans forwards on his hands and knees and brushes the surface. The camera zooms in. An image starts to appear; just a collection of lines on the poor resolution of the camera.


‘What’s that?’ says a voice in Russian.


‘I don’t know.’


‘Focus on it.’


The camera zooms in further. The image is bad at first, but it crystallises for a couple of seconds to show a curve like a bowl, but extended slightly as if to form a wave. She can’t tell if it’s painted or etched on.


Ziggy swallows. The image resonates with her; she feels its meaning just out of grasp. On carvings in the heart of the Jokhang temple in Lhasa, in the Moon Goddess’s Temple at Ur, in Mexican and Peruvian excavations, she has seen something similar – not the same, often very much more ornate – but that wave line, almost like the bottom of a human lip, is the distillation of something she has seen before.


‘Step back from it!’ Now it’s a female voice, not quite native Russian, she thinks. A bit of an accent.


‘OK, I . . .’


‘You can’t really see at first watch, but he leans on the door to get up,’ says Humbucker.


The rounded rectangle pushes forwards, lifts up. Inside, it is light, but that’s all Ziggy can see. She swallows.


‘My God!’


‘Yeah,’ says Humbucker.


‘We need to discuss this,’ says the Russian Mission Control. ‘Return to lunar lander and await instruction.’


‘There was no point dragging the bigger life support if I’m just going to turn around. This is first contact! I should go in!’ The camera comes back a little, showing the cosmonaut on his hands and knees. There is some noise, scraping, and the picture tips and shakes.


‘What’s that?’ says Ziggy.


‘We think they’re attaching the camera to a tripod, watch,’ says Humbucker. The cosmonaut returns into view.


‘Major, remain where you are. It is my strong concern that you are not capable of understanding nor even surviving the technologies on this ship. You have done your job. Return.’ It’s the non-Russian woman’s voice.


‘Transmission patchy,’ says the cosmonaut. ‘You have cleared me for entry, right?’


‘Not right. Return to lunar lander.’


‘Communication dead. Hello, hello.’


‘Major, this is not acceptable. You can hear us perfectly well. Return to lunar lander.’


‘I can’t hear anything. Entering as instructed.’


‘Major! Return to lunar lander! You risk damaging import-ant technologies!’


The cosmonaut manoeuvres his bulk through the hatch, the big pack only just fitting. Another cosmonaut comes in to join him, lowering himself through to disappear, the camera left showing nothing more than the barren glare of the lunar surface and the light emanating from the hatch. Humbucker clicks off the TV.


Ziggy sits in stunned silence.


‘No communication since. The guy on the orbiter hasn’t a clue what happened to them either. First impressions?’


She almost laughs. Little lights swim at the corners of her eyes as if she’s got up too quickly after lying down for a long time.


‘It’s a lot to take in. I can’t give a response immediately. It’s mind-blowing.’


Humbucker purses his lips, though she doesn’t detect disapproval.


‘Who was the non-Russian?’ she says.


‘Yeah. The woman’s voice. We think that’s Amira Kovacs. She’s a Hungarian working for the Soviets. Same field of study as you.’


‘I’ve never heard of her.’


‘Well, she’s heard of you, according to intelligence. Why do you think she warned the cosmonaut away from the hatch even before it opened?’


‘Just general caution.’


‘Maybe. But they’ve got a cosmonaut on the spot, it would be an enormous effort to get him to come back. Why not just let him take a look?’


‘It would be speculation.’


‘Speculate.’


‘The symbol, if it was a symbol, carried some threat she recognised.’ Ziggy’s speaking intuitively now, allowing herself to run ahead of the facts. She must check that impulse.


‘Specifically, what?’


Ziggy thinks: that curve, she’s seen it somewhere before. It is very similar to things she’s seen in ancient Tibetan writing, if you can call it writing. Puzzles might be a better description, inscriptions in the Twilight Language. Then, in a flash, she sees it. Of course, it was staring her in the face.


‘Do you mind?’ she says. ‘I need some paper.’


He pulls a sheet of paper out of his drawer. She takes it and sketches a shape on it. The same curve that’s on the door.


‘It’s that shape,’ she says. ‘That. It’s not well known in the West, but it is there in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition.’


Humbucker takes the file and turns it towards him. The shape almost resembles an upside-down ice cream cone, but the lower part extends beyond the body of the cone and is formed into a curve unmistakably similar to the one on the hatch.


‘What’s this?’


‘It’s a dakini knife,’ she says. ‘A Kartika, as it’s sometimes called.’


‘A what?’


‘In Tibetan Buddhism there are these spirits known as dakini – female spirits that carry knives that slice through all the illusions of the world. This representation of their knives goes back thousands of years.’


‘You sure that’s what it is?’


‘Not sure, but . . .’ She hesitates. Can she run this far ahead of the evidence, make these wild links? Yes. That’s what reading the Twilight Language is all about, to feel the shape she has drawn on the page calling to the shape she saw in the video, calling to others buried in the depths of temples and tombs.


She’ll tell him. She has to. ‘Dakini means “Sky-goer”.’


Humbucker sits back down in his chair. He puts his head into his hands, thinks for a second and then looks up and says:


‘Could there be one of these knives aboard?’


‘It’s more a metaphorical thing is my understanding.’


‘Hmmm. A knife is a weapon. There’s an image of one on that door. If that is an alien weapons store and the Reds get there first, I don’t have to explain the implications.’


‘It’s very likely decayed to nothing, no matter what it is.’


‘That door hasn’t decayed and it’s not a chance we can take. Kovacs thinks there’s alien tech there and they seem keen to get a look at it. We know they’re planning on sending more people up, and soon.’


Ziggy can hardly take all this in. She sits, steadying her breath.


‘We have to get there first,’ he says. ‘We have to find out what’s in there and what the Russians know.’


She’s very aware of the movement of blood in her temples, of the tightness of her throat.


‘You’re on lockdown,’ he says. ‘You’ll be flown to Groom Lake, and you’ll stay on that base for a week. After that . . . You go and check this out. In person.’


‘Groom Lake. That’s Area 51, right, the experimental facility?’


‘Yeah. Though you won’t be there long.’


She looks at her hands; they’re shaking.


‘You’re sending me to the Moon?’


‘Yeah. How are you with a gun?’









Chapter 2



She is allowed one call to Andy, with Humbucker listening in. No point complaining; that’s the way it goes. She tells him NASA has seconded her out to Australia for some training for a few weeks. He takes a deep breath.


‘How many weeks without you?’


‘I dunno. It’s kind of a big deal. I’ll miss you.’


‘A big deal? Are you . . .?’ He means to say, ‘On your way’. That is, selected. That is, going to the Moon.


‘It’s just a thing.’


‘Everything’s just a thing.’


‘Yeah. This is one of those. A thing among everything.’


‘So no need for . . .’


‘What?’


‘Er.’ Andy’s not stupid. He’s picked up that their call is being listened to, she’s sure.


‘Well, you know, undue . . .’


‘Undueness?’


‘That would be the thing.’


‘Undueness is never due, Andy.’


He laughs. There is a silence. Four, five seconds. T minus four, that sort of silence, counting down to something huge, something important. Is he going to ask her not to go?


He breathes deeply. ‘Well, I’ll be thinking of you. All the time.’


‘And I you.’


‘Can you tell me where?’


Humbucker shakes his head.


‘No. I’m sorry I can’t be more specific.’


‘How often can you call?’


‘We’re in the outback.’


‘The outback. That’s like, where the snakes live, right?’ Andy is a worrier, to an extent. That’s why they complement each other. She rushes in. He does the thinking, and somewhere between those two points the right course of action emerges.


‘I guess, but people do live there.’


‘You be careful, I don’t like the idea of you being at such risk.’


‘I’m an astronaut, Andy.’


‘Yeah, but . . . there aren’t any snakes in space.’


‘Any we know about,’ she says.


They both laugh, nervously, weirdly, a first date laughter, that moment where the ice is broken, a connection is made, you relax and think ‘maybe this is going to be OK’. Andy knows something’s not right, though – that he hasn’t got the full picture. He’s clever and he’s empathetic. He can read her; she can read him. Secrets are impossible between them. He might not have the detail, but he’s worked out this is more important than she says it is.


‘I love you, Zig,’ he says.


‘I love you too. More than anything.’


‘How long will you be away?’


‘I don’t know. A couple of months, I guess.’


‘Jeez. Write me.’


Again, Humbucker lids his eyes, shakes his head.


‘I can’t do that.’


‘Well, can you bring me back a kangaroo?’


‘Will do.’


She feels tears coming; the phone feels hot under her ear. Humbucker looks at her as if she’s the alien species and this is first contact.


‘They won’t even give us one night together?’


‘No. I am so, so sorry, Andy. This is . . .’


There is no need to finish her sentence. He knows how she wants to end her sentence – with the word ‘big’. Andy’s not an idiot and can hear the sadness in her voice, sense there is more to this than she can tell him. She can never really hide anything from him, which is one of 10,000 reasons their love will endure. It will last. She will return to it, with luck. Maybe with a lot of luck.


‘I’ll be thinking of you every second,’ she says.


‘And I you. I love you.’


When she puts down the phone, Humbucker says nothing, just gestures for her to leave the room, glancing at the phone as if he’d like to smash it to atoms just in case there’s a chance it holds the remaining scent of a chance of any secrets escaping through it.


Is she being selfish? She would like to put the risk to the back of her mind, but NASA will not allow her that privilege. She has to write a Next of Kin letter before she goes in case the worst happens. On a printed yellow form, in five hundred words or less, she has to say goodbye to Andy from beyond the grave. The letter will be censored, redacted. She can give no real clue as to what happened to her, though she feels she has to offer him something. What does she say, in that stark office? A desk, a lamp, a chair, yellow light, nothing more. This:


‘Andy. Sorry. I know you must have 1000 questions about what has happened and that none of those questions will really ever be answered. I know that what we have between us is something very special. If you are reading this. I am dead. Dramatic, right, and corny but true.


I am sorry beyond words that I will not spend the rest of my life with you, that we can’t be companions to each other, best friends, watch our children grow. I am sorry. The officials will have told you how I died.


I missed you every moment we were away and, if I am sliding through the netherworld on my way to my next incarnation, I miss you now and will miss you for a million incarnations. Move on from me but don’t forget me. I will be there in the light on the evening water on Siesta Beach, there on the warm breeze and in the lapping of the waves. Look into that light and know that I am there forever, in that dreaming moment.’


She pauses. Will he remember the Moon, the huge red moon over Siesta Beach where they drank wine by the ocean’s edge, where the pelicans flapped by, slow and stately, and where a dolphin broke water only fifty yards from the shore, seeming to look at them, say hello, before disappearing again? Of course he will; it’s where he asked her to marry him. She wants to write ‘moonlight on the water’ but knows that any mention of ‘moon’ will be redacted. Andy is clever, he is empathic. He will get it. He will know where she has been, where she died.


‘I am gone but I will find you again, 100, 1000 lifetimes from now. We are meant to be together, that is the way of the universe and nothing, not death, not mystery can prevent that. You are not alone.’


A tear falls down her cheek. The thought of her own death doesn’t bother her. She has faith in rebirth, not as a spiritual concept but as a scientific, a mathematical one. In the immensity of time, the vastness of infinity, the precise arrangement of molecules, the impulses, the chemical exchanges that make up her and make up him will come again. It’s a mad thought but, in forever, all chances must play out. The thought of Andy alone leaves her distraught. They dealt with that when she accepted the position at NASA, but accepting the possibility of disaster isn’t the same as dealing with the reality. In a way, her accepting the position was a chance to test all the brave sentiments of youth against hard reality.


‘Better to burn than to rot,’ she’d told Andy.


‘Better to burn and then rot,’ said Andy. ‘You can do both, I think.’


‘I won’t be burning, even if I get this job. I promise to come back and rot with you.’


‘That’s so romantic,’ he’d said. ‘I wonder which limb will fall off first.’


That was it, really – her love for Andy was such that she thought nothing could shatter it, like the universe owed her one after Maria. They would grow old together. Writing the letter, she was not so sure. Can she do this to Mom and Dad – have them lose another daughter? Can she do this to Andy, her soul mate – deny him a life lived for love? The letter, finished, seems to speak to her. ‘Fold me or crumple me,’ it seems to say. ‘Send me, or send me away.’


The night is full of reasons to quit. The dangers are enormous. She will be strapped to nearly a million gallons of fuel, fired into space to fly at 25,000 mph in no more than a tin can, delve into what in all likelihood is an alien structure with no guarantee of what they will find, or that their oxygen will last, knowing only that two people have already gone in and not emerged. On top of that, if Kovacs is right, there may be dangerous technologies inside. What was she thinking?


It was too much to ask of Andy, too much to ask of Mom and Dad, she decides.


She crumples the letter, dunks it in the bin, picks up the phone to tell Humbucker she’s changed her mind. As the phone rings, she thinks of that cosmonaut at the hatch. ‘I’m going in. This is first contact’. She thinks of the Vikings heading west into the grey blue of the Atlantic, their open boats searching for whatever, something, finding Vinland; Marco Polo heading east; Chuck Yeager shoving the thrust forward to break the speed of sound, not knowing if he would disintegrate. Armstrong, Aldrin, Collins. They were all pushed by the same tide: history. And what if the Russians do discover some master weapon or technology in there? What then for Mom, Dad and Andy? Are these her real reasons for agreeing to go, though? Her sister seems to be at her side. ‘You just have to know, Zig, same as you always did, curiosity like a heroin habit. You know you’re going. You can’t fight it.’


‘My curiosity got you shot.’


‘So take your chances while you’ve got them. I’d be first on that rocket.’


‘Andy, Mom, Dad?’


‘Death didn’t part us.’


It didn’t either, not in a fundamental sense. Sometimes, at times of stress or sadness it’s almost like her sister has been sleeping within her and that she steps out to counsel or comfort Ziggy. It’s a fantasy, Ziggy knows, but a powerful one she’s glad she has.


She puts down the phone, writes the letter again, seals it along with her destiny. Then two notes for Mom and Dad, one saying she’s going away and another in case she dies. It doesn’t say much, just ‘all the love in the world’ and that she died doing what she loved. She can’t face calling them, won’t have the strength. In some ways it is so selfish but in another they would want her to be everything she could be. They knew the risks when they gave her their blessing to join NASA. She pulls up the blind, looks up to the silver moon, a sharp crescent of light cut into the veil of the sky. Is that where she’ll die? Or is that sliver of light up there the glimmer of a light that will reveal everything she’s wondered about for years, a herald of humanity’s greatest discovery?


‘Coming, ready or not,’ she says, as much to herself as to the Moon.









Chapter 3



Nothing really prepares you for this. Not the weeks of training, not the vomit comet weightless airliner flights, not spinning in a centrifuge, nothing. This is space. It’s mind-blowing, consuming. From the porthole of the craft, she looks out on a sky awash with stars, comets streaking the vast blackness. She and her companions are themselves a comet, she thinks, searing through the void, a bright slash cut into the velvet of the dark. She has to think like that, she finds. It takes away from the reality that there is a four-inch-thick honeycomb capsule wall between her and, like, everything else. Infinity, the hungry darkness that wants to suck you through any hole or puncture like meat paste from a tube.


So here she is, dozing weightless inside her aluminium bullet aimed at the Moon, the sensations of the launch coming back to her in lurches and drops. She relives that sense of the vastness around her she felt when strapped into her seat for the launch, not just the tons of rocket fuel, the launch pad, the Nevada salt flats stretching out, but wider: the Earth as a ball, the planets, galaxies, the universe expanding out from her seat, waiting for her.


The rocket fires through her sleep like a storm god waking.


As she dreams, she imagines she is being pushed, swept like an ant from a cosmic table. She jolts into consciousness, realises she’s strapped in her sleeping bag, weightless. Weightlessness. Wow. That first moment when her chest moved against the straps of her seat and the headset’s metalled voice said, ‘Earth orbit achieved, begin checks for translunar injection.’


Houston – the mission was controlled from there, even though it was launched from Groom Lake in Nevada – went silent. Everyone was silent.


Dave ‘Toog’ Myers – mission commander – smiled at her, took out a pen and released it. It hovered in the air as if on invisible strings.


‘Welcome to space, Ms Da Luca,’ he said.


Toog’s short for ‘Too Good’. Former top college quarterback who turned his back on a career in football to sign for the air force as a fighting pilot and then as a test pilot. Intelligent, empathic, kind and funny, but with the biggest kill numbers of anyone in the USAF back in ’Nam. Did he get shot down? Of course not. Toog’s too good for that. And too lucky. That’s something you can’t buy, according to the other flyers.


‘Let’s check the fucking systems and stop being assholes,’ said Griffin.


Griffin, yeah, Griffin. Oh, man, why him? He’s the lunar module pilot – he’ll handle the descent. He’s the man most qualified for the job – a year up to his neck in swamp water and dead friends in Vietnam as a Marine Corps officer before training as an aviator and duelling with the MiGs over the jungles. They’ve managed to disguise their mutual loathing for the two weeks’ crash training before launch. It was like a compact between them – they both knew there was no chance of them getting on the mission if their beef was discovered. So it’s a little secret, something only they share.


Still, Griffin started to refer to her as ‘the cargo’ the minute they were in space. In a way, she is. The command module has been adapted and, where there might normally be space for scientific instruments and tools, there is a berth for her.


The remaining member of the crew is Command Module Pilot Danny Perry – another test pilot but of a different mould from the other two. He’s quiet, head always in a book and fascinated by engineering problems. He’s also a big music fan and, as the command module breaks briefly from the lunar lander to reconfigure for the journey to the Moon, he has Television’s ‘Marquee Moon’ playing on cassette – choppy guitar, urgent, high-pitched vocals – part of a tape of Moon songs he’s put together for the journey.
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