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"We were warned off. There was never any question of a moonbase or trips to Mars. We'd be allowed enough lunar landings to prevent panic, and that was it."

——quote often attributed to Neil Armstrong by UFO conspiracy theorists
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Those of us who grew up in the 1950's, reading Robert A. Heinlein, got a pretty good idea of what the future was going to look like. Upward and outward in a never-ending frontier of human exploration and settlement. By the turn of the century we'd have cities on the Moon, bases on Mars, prospectors and mining habitats in the Asteroid Belt.

Instead we got Neil Armstrong's one small step, then everything fell apart. After six lunar landings we retreated back to low Earth orbit. There we got a series of makework programs to keep anybody from noticing we were going in circles until too much money had been sunk into the fatally flawed Space Shuttle to recover our lost momentum.

So what happened to those old dreams of space as our next frontier, where ordinary people would live and work in those bases on the Moon and Mars? Did they really disappear like mist in the morning light, the way the notoriously anti- Senator Proxmire of Wisconsin and his intellectual successors have wanted? Or did they take on a life of their own, slipping the bonds of time and place to dwell free and wild in humanity's collective subconscious?

With proper preparation our minds can wander free across time, like an old-fashioned AM radio tuner dial sliding across the frequencies to bring in a distant station through static and interference. And when the stars are right, we can gaze into the futures that might have been, the futures we used to have, until someone or something took them away.

——Rebecca Curwen, Days of Futures Lost: A Parapsychological Exploration. Arkham, Massachusetts: Miskatonic University Press, 2012.




Washington, DC

April 9, 1959



When Deke Slayton received the invitation to test for a new project, he'd been excited at the prospect of flying higher and faster than ever before. Now that he had endured all the ordeals that passed as a selection process to become one of America's first seven astronauts, he no longer felt so confident in his decision to volunteer for this Project Mercury. For starters, why did the brass think they needed to hold a goddamned press conference?

At least he wouldn't have to go through this ordeal among strangers. He'd recognized Gus Grissom and Gordo Cooper from Edwards Air Force Base, and had at least a glancing acquaintance with the other four. The world of professional military test pilots was simply too small for it to be otherwise. For instance, that tall, lanky Navy guy had visited Edwards to sort out the problems the Air Force was having with the F11F-1 Tiger. Damn if Al Shepard wasn't still as aloof and cocky as he'd been that day he'd sauntered into Pancho's Fly-Inn after he'd ejected from a flamed-out spinning plane. Could nothing puncture that man's ego?

Curious, Deke maneuvered to get an earful of whatever wild story Al was telling. Deke had expected some exploit at Pax River, the Navy's primary aircraft testing ground, but this story didn't even have anything to do with flying.

"...tried to break into the library to steal a rare volume, and the guard dog caught him and killed him. It all happened years before I ever set foot on campus, but I've talked to people who saw it, and they said that dog threw itself right through a plate glass window to get at him, bam, just like that." Was it Deke's imagination, or was Al's gesture at the end calculated to show off his Naval Academy ring for the benefit of the ROTC guys?

Another of the Navy guys, the one who'd been telling jokes a little earlier, went all wide-eyed. "Wow. Why?"

"Because that guy wasn't human, that's why. People called his grandfather Old Wizard Whateley, but the professors at Miskatonic say that's just ignorant back-country townsfolk seeing things through the lens of superstition. Nowadays, people would probably say the old man opened a gate to another dimension and bred an alien's children on his daughter. I never went back to Arkham after I got orders to Annapolis, but I've seen enough to convince me Shakespeare was right: there are more things in heaven and Earth than our science wants to admit."

Now there was a story that could get wide-eyed attention from even experienced test pilots who'd heard everything and prided themselves in never showing astonishment. Deke wasn't sure how much credence he wanted to give this tale. Sure, he'd heard stories about dangerous ancient places and the foolish people who nosed into books of esoteric lore better left well enough alone, but always as secondhand accounts, friend of a friend stories. Even Al had just admitted that he'd only heard this one from people much older than himself.

Before Al could expound further, one of the official types came in to usher them to their seats. As Deke made his way toward his assigned place, Al gave him a fishy look. "So, are those things, what do you call them, bow ties, coming back in style?"

The sneer in Al's tone hit a nerve and Deke bristled. "What's the matter with my goddamn tie?"

Al's mouth quirked upward into a sly smile. "Oh, I don't think the catsup, or egg, or whatever guck is on it should be too noticeable."

Guck? Deke didn't think he'd spilled anything on his tie, but he was just unnerved enough to want to check. Except he couldn't bolt from the line to find a mirror, so he cocked his head to bring his tie into view.

He was still struggling to check the condition of his tie when they all sat down. Moments later Al leaned over to whisper, "By the way, there's nothing on your tie. Gotcha."

***
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NOW THAT AMERICA'S first seven astronauts had gotten introduced to the public, it was time to buckle down on getting Project Mercury flying. The Mercury spacecraft was minimalistic, so tiny you practically put it on rather than climbing into it. Just getting proper controls and a window to see through had required hours of head-butting with NASA engineers.

It didn't take long for Deke to figure out that every now and then you needed to step on Al Shepard, tell him to knock off the horseshit. The man was a damned good pilot, until his ego got the better of him and there went teamwork. Or he decided to impress some pretty young thing by telling yet another wild story about inbred townsfolk up beyond the notches having unnatural relations with aliens with nearly unpronounceable names like Cthulhu and Yog-sothoth. With the girls, Al liked to make it sound like he single-handedly defeated their monstrous get, even when the event turned out to have happened decades ago.

As those tentative tentative steps of the Mercury spaceflights gave way to the longer and more complex missions of the Gemini program, Deke began to wonder if Al's stories about wild happenings up in New England's mountain country might be more than hot air. More than one astronaut returned from a Gemini mission to report seeing strange objects that maneuvered like piloted craft, yet couldn't be correlated to any American or Soviet mission. Of course it remained possible the Commies weren't owning up to all their activities in space, but some of the descriptions so far exceeded the known parameters of Soviet spacecraft performance that all the easy explanations sounded like whistling in the dark. These guys were trained test pilots, not some hick sheriff or excitable kids who'd watched too many B-grade movies at the drive-in.

By the time the Apollo missions to the Moon got underway, it was pretty much accepted wisdom in the NASA Astronaut Office that humanity wasn't alone, even if nobody made any official statement. Air Force scuttlebutt said the guys in the Manned Orbital Laboratory had seen the ruins of a giant city of inhuman geometries in the Antarctic, and had found the photographs so disturbing to examine that someone higher up had decided nothing about it should be released to the public. As one after another lunar crew returned, the whispers around Johnson Space Center suggested artifacts of far more recent origin on the Moon, perhaps even abandoned within contemporary history.

Except getting straight answers proved more frustrating. Anything Al Shepard said on the topic was already suspect, and you never knew whether Pete Conrad was pulling your leg. A member of the second astronaut selection group, he was the biggest practical joker in the entire astronaut corps, and commanding the second lunar landing hadn't changed him one bit. His "Yippee, man, I'm on the Moon!" pretty much summed up his attitude.

While Deke knew he could always trust Gus Grissom to give him the straight dope, the man was still torn up about the cosmonaut he'd watched die, killed in the Soviets' last-ditch effort to beat the Americans to the Moon. Gus really didn't need to relive the mission yet again so Deke could satisfy his curiosity.

Even getting that damned heart murmur resolved and being OK'ed for his own lunar mission didn't clear things up. Deke couldn't forget the scientists' discussion of pareidolia, the phenomenon by which the human mind assembled random details into a meaningful object that didn't exist, such as the figures various cultures saw in the pattern of lunar maria, the dark plains that early-modern astronomers mistook for seas and named accordingly in Latin. As a result, even being able to clearly identify previous missions' Lunar Module descent stages from orbit didn't give Deke any confidence the other things he saw elsewhere on the lunar surface were indeed artifacts of some unknown civilization, human or otherwise. Much as he'd wanted to try one scientist's suggestions of photographing the same putative artifact on multiple orbits to control for tricks of viewing angle, those things never seemed to be near enough to any of the landmarks he'd studied to find them the next time around. Not to mention there was so damned much to do already, and his checklists were all focused on preparations for landing and moonwalks, not orbital observation.

He'd hoped to spend a little more time in observations when they got back to the Command Module, but difficulties with the docking system had consumed everyone's attention until time for their Trans-Earth Injection burn to take them home. So all Deke could offer the scientific community was yet another collection of inconclusive photographs, and the observations of a man trained to describe the fine points of aircraft operations
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