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Chapter One

IN SHANTUNG PROVINCE, Ki-no Sung yawned, rolled up his reed bed and took down from the bamboo walls two big bundles of nets. He carried the first armful out into the dawn light flooding from the east across Hwang-Hai, the Yellow Sea, and looked down upon the narrow strip of beach separating the jungle from the ocean. As he put the netting down on the boards of his porch, he could see his small boat lolling there as upon the rim of a vast millpond, calm in the gathering light, with barely a ripple to rock it. Except for when the storms came, it was always like this, a scene that never changed.

Moving quietly so as not to disturb his heavily pregnant wife who was still asleep in a small room of her own, Sung went back inside, put on a wide-brimmed hat, took up the second bundle of nets and carried it outside – and promptly dropped it!

Down the beach, his small boat seemed to have disappeared, to have been swallowed up. And in its place … Ki-no Sung saw a resplendent pagoda, its uppermost tiers rearing high out of the water! The structure must have been all of a hundred feet tall.

Impossible! He rubbed at his slanted, sleep-filled eyes and looked again. But it was still there. It was real. A wondrous pagoda inlaid with scintillant jade or onyx or both, and the waves of disturbed ocean rolling back against it and foaming ivory-white, as if this – this what, this temple? – had suddenly emerged from the deeps, been thrust up by some earthquake to part the waters. Except the fisherman Ki-no Sung knew that there were no secret deeps here; the waters were shallow and muddy, and this incredible pagoda was clean as if freshly built or sculpted – but by what strange instantaneous builder or sculptor? Because for all that this unbelievable structure was huge, it had neither windows nor doors …

Stunned, for long seconds Ki-no Sung stood trembling, his eyes taking in what his brain could scarcely accept. But the wash of newborn waves was in his ears, and the sun’s first rays glanced slantingly, blindingly from the pagoda’s scrollwork and exotically carven inlays, and in another moment a seabird landed upon a corner scroll of the penultimate tier, where it perched in a flutter of white plumage. So quite obviously this thing was no mirage; it was real, leaving no room for the peasant fisherman to doubt his own senses.

Real, yes, and yet patently the end result of some colossal magic! Except …

Magic? Ki-no Sung had no use for it. Not far from Qingdao to the south, he had seen rockets rising from secret launching pads in the jungle, curving out over the Yellow Sea on blossoming stems of white smoke, and falling unerringly, devastatingly on target ships, flimsy test vessels, to destroy them in explosive fire and boiling ocean. How could magic compare with that? And what of the telephone, radio, and television? In the village there were three telephones, several radios, even two television sets, yes! So that Ki-no Sung knew well enough that the outside world was full of magics to rival anything out of ancient times.

Forty years ago, Ki-no Sung’s father, a Korean whose real name was Kim (Kim Tsu, the family name coming first) had fought alongside his North Korean countrymen and the Red Chinese army against the South. At the cessation, uprooted, he’d expatriated himself and his family to the Red Chinese mainland, and in Qingdao had told tales of weapons so awesome as to make men’s blood run cold.

‘We feared that should we fight on,’ (he had told his son) ‘the American dogs might do to North Korea – and perhaps to China itself – what they had done to Japan. Why, they have a bomb that can destroy a city in a single bright flash of light! What is that for an enemy, eh? Your ancestors feared magic. Ah, but this nuclear science is a far more dangerous thing, my son, and it makes cities dangerous places! Now that I have earned Chinese citizenship, the green jungle shall be our protection, and the Yellow Sea our provider.’

Following which he had quit Qingdao and moved his family some thirty miles north-east into the coastal forest, settling for the simple life of a fisherman. He and Ki-no Sung’s mother had lived out their lives there, and Sung – a man now, remembering his father’s words – had kept himself mainly to himself, and to the house on the rim of the sea and the outskirts of the small village where he had grown up to follow in his father’s footsteps. Or perhaps in his wake, since he was a fisherman.

He had taken a wife, Chinese, whose name meant Lotus, and she was with child – a boy, Sung prayed, to grow up and learn the secrets of the sea from him. Where now …

… Where now there was this new secret to be learned.

The pagoda would be visible from the village harbour, but Sung’s place was closer by a mile. If he were brave enough, he could even be first to set foot upon the tiers of marble steps leading up to … to what? A pagoda with no windows, no doors? He might even – what, lay claim to the place? Hardly that, not if it was something of the scientists’ doing, some governmental thing; some secret preparation – like the rockets in their jungle silos – for the protection of the mainland, or maybe for a renewed Chinese assault upon South Korea over the sea one day. But what if it wasn’t any of these things? And anyway, whatever it was it occupied Ki-no Sung’s patch of ocean, it stood on his watery property. And if he didn’t explore it someone else certainly would.

Perhaps sensing something, Lotus sleepily called out, ‘Kim Sung, did you speak? Is there something?’ When they were alone, she reverted to his Korean name, which was much to his liking. She loved him, yes, but her parents did not, not much. They had standing in the village, while Sung had very little. But to be first out into the Yellow Sea, first up onto the strange pagoda … that would very definitely bolster his prestige.

Sung made up his mind. And the sight of his boat, suddenly slewing into view on a wave-washed beach reduced to little more than a shingle strip at the edge of the jungle, seemed to validate his decision. ‘No, nothing,’ he found his voice and called out, lying in answer to his wife’s query – but a white lie, of course. ‘I’m going fishing. I’m sorry I woke you.’

‘It’s all right,’ she sighed, and he heard her pallet move a little as she turned over. And: ‘Catch lots of fishes,’ Lotus mumbled.

Maybe the biggest you ever imagined, Sung thought, leaving his nets behind and setting off at a lope along the jungle path to his boat …

Perhaps the pagoda was something of a mirage after all. The sea bird up there on the high ornate scrollwork wasn’t able to make up its mind either. It hopped from one webbed foot to the other and seemed quite unable to find its balance. And Ki-no Sung believed he knew why. It was as if the pagoda were only half here. The waters of the Yellow Sea were disturbed around it; they came and went, first sucked in, then repulsed by its presence; which caused shallow, slapping waves about its base. And perhaps the strangest thing of all: from close up, the pagoda’s outline was very definitely … blurred? Like a radio wavelength that won’t stay tuned in, or a picture on a TV screen that refuses to firm up. During the monsoons, Sung had observed just such atmospheric disturbances. But this thing was three-dimensional, a solid. It displaced water, however erratically. So by definition, how could a ‘solid’ be anything other than firm? The answer seemed simple: it couldn’t.

There was only one other possibility: that Ki-no Sung was mad. But driven mad by what? The loneliness of his fisherman’s existence, perhaps? Not now that Lotus was here. By her family, then; perhaps they had poisoned him! But no, their dislike of him was hardly so great, while their love of Lotus was. They would not hurt someone for whom she cared so much. And anyway, if he was mad, then so was that hopping sea bird up there.

Actually, it looked mad, the way it couldn’t seem to settle …

The waves slapped at his shallow boat and made it difficult for Sung to steer up alongside the pagoda’s base. Finally he managed it, and drew his small motor’s long-stemmed propeller into the stern of his vessel. But how to anchor? The massive steps swam up from yellowy-green water to form this first level platform … the pagoda’s ground floor? Well, that was how it looked. Which begged the question: if this was indeed the ground floor, what was down below on the muddy bed five or six metres deep under the surface? The design of the thing was all wrong – or deliberately tricky? – or maybe this wasn’t the base and the pagoda’s doors were all on the lowest, submerged level.

But where were the windows? And why were there no balconies? Sung lobbed his anchor – more a grapnel – around a fancy curlicue of white stone scrollwork, and used the line for support as he drew himself from his boat onto the first step where it swam in the choppy spray of peculiarly disturbed water. And the water tingled where it washed his hands and soaked through his trousers.

The sensation was like a mild electric shock, so slight indeed that Sung could be mistaken. Or maybe it was the weirdness of his situation: to find himself crouching on something as massive as this, which wasn’t here twenty-odd minutes ago. Little wonder it scarcely felt solid at all!

And there yet again was that doubting niggle in the back of Sung’s mind, about the pagoda’s reality. But Ki-no Sung was real and really here, scrambling up onto the next tier of brand new steps (the pagoda was brand new, yes) before the eccentric wavelets could suck him back into the sea again. And his craft was there, rocking in the surging water below him, and the pagoda went up and up, gorgeously into the morning light. It went up gleaming – indeed shimmering – and utterly alien.

Shimmering …

Maybe that had something to do with the sensation of pent electricity. Maybe the tingling was the ultra-rapid vibration of a mild electrical charge. But alien? Where had that thought come from? Not alien as in a creature or thing from some other world – not necessarily, anyway – but as in inexplicable, or perhaps in its defiance of logic.

A word was on the tip of Ki-no Sung’s tongue. And then it slipped out of his mouth: ‘Imitation!’

A pagoda without windows or doors? Oh, the thing was real, but it wasn’t a real pagoda. It was an imitation! And it wasn’t yet a perfect imitation.

The blurring was stronger now, the vibrations speeding up. Sung saw every facet of the pagoda shimmering, like the gut of a bow when twanged or the wind chimes when he played his flute too close to them. Then from high overhead there came the sudden hiss and crackle of static electricity, or of some kind of energy, anyway. And just as suddenly, the fisherman Ki-no Sung was deadly afraid.

Shielding his face – he didn’t know why or from what – he looked up. From his elevation, where he stood three tall, wide steps up from the agitated water, the shimmering, ‘unreal’ surface of the pagoda climbed a hundred feet. But because each of the levels was set back from the preceding level, pyramidal, he could see all the way to the topmost tier. And staring, he saw blue and white energies snaking and crackling the entire length or height of the now frightening structure. Which was only the start of it.

The steps only a few tiers higher than the level where he stood suddenly rippled – rippled as if they were no more substantial than water. And Sung knew in his instantly hammering heart that this was not simply the effect of some strange heat haze – no earthly heat haze, anyway. And now the word ‘alien’ must surely take on its other meaning.

Sung had seen science fiction films; the Japanese variety frequently found their way onto the village TV screens. But he had seen horror films, too, and various mixtures of the genres.

The rippling flowed inwards and upwards, left the steps to climb the broad central stem of the pagoda. And while the base and steps seemed solid again, the first level or platform some eighteen feet higher started to waver and warp like the flimsy canopy of a sun awning in a sudden brisk gust. It lasted only a moment as the effect moved on and continued to ‘climb’ the pagoda, and each level in turn steamed and crackled with snaking energies and went through the metamorphosis from solid to immaterial and back again.

But it was speeding up; the air was beginning to hum like a dynamo; in a matter of seconds the penultimate, then topmost tiers were briefly obscured in steam and blue and white energy traceries, until the wavelike ripple reversed itself and started back down again. And now it was moving really fast, like a wave in a crowd of people such as Sung had seen televised from the Olympics in Seoul ten years ago. But ahead of the wave, in a mad squawking and a bomb-burst of bloody red feathers, something else was falling from on high.

The sea bird, thudding to the steps only a few paces away from Sung where he crouched. The bird’s legs were gone, cut off to half-way up its thighs, and its right wing had likewise been severed at the first major hinge. Bloodied and squawking in agony, the maimed creature skittered in a small, hopeless circle. And a horrified glance up at the pagoda told Sung that whatever had crippled the bird was about to do the same thing to him!

The jutting, ornately carved (or otherwise created) landing directly overhead was steaming and writhing, sheathed in unearthly energy discharges, and the broad stem or body of the structure was already beginning to warp out of shape. Then, in a single breathless second as Sung stood there paralysed, this nightmarish metamorphosis descended to his level and came rushing upon him across the melting steps!

In that same moment, ignorant or perhaps not so ignorant peasant that he was, Sung knew; knew that as the pagoda firmed into its final, physical permanency it could only be at the expense of any other reality that happened to be interfacing with it at the time. He knew – albeit without knowing that he knew, in the same way that everyone intuitively knows to avoid oncoming vehicles, stampeding buffaloes, and even other people in a hurry – that no more than one solid object may ever occupy one space at any one time. And it was obvious to him that, just like the flopping sea bird, he was by far the weaker of the two forces here.

Galvanized, as the effect reached to engulf him and flickering energies formed a web to enclose him, he made a headlong dive for the ocean. His left foot was the last part of Sung to leave the ‘stone’ surface of the steps. He felt a terrible attraction, a tugging, as if his sandal were stuck down; but then he was free, flying like a knife through the throbbing air and a moment later plunging down into the choppy water.

Just how he had managed to clear the pagoda’s ‘solid’ rim he would never know; a superhuman effort seemed the only explanation. But at an angle of some forty-five degrees he went deep into the hissing sea. And the warping, flowing, metamorphosing effect kept pace with him as his dive bore him inches clear of the corners of the submerged tiers of steps, until he shot over the rim of the true base and felt the Yellow Sea open its empty vastness beneath him. Then, in a rush of bubbles, Sung arched his body and outstretched hands to bring himself into a sweeping turn, and looked back.

He was maybe four metres deep and the sea … was blurred. But even as he stared the weird distortion went away. And there behind it was the solid – really solid, finally solid – face of the pagoda only a few metres away. But the structure wasn’t solid through and through, for as Sung now saw there was indeed an entrance, a door of sorts: an oddly-angled aperture receding into the core of the false pagoda. And flanking this orifice, a pair of faceted oval crystals like underwater lights set flush with the stone.

Sung saw it, and at once felt the alien threat of it. This secret, submerged, green-lit tunnel, angling back into shifting shadows; this vertical slit of a mouth guarded by crystal eyes. He saw it, and was mortally afraid of it. For the alien pagoda, artefact, lair – or lure? – was fearsome enough on the outside, without that he ponder its conjectural interior.

The facets in the oval crystals changed their inclination. It was as if a pair of eyes, real eyes, had blinked and refocused on Ki-no Sung!

He kicked for the surface – and the Yellow Sea turned red. The crystals glowed red as hellfire, swivelled to catch him in pulsing cross-beams, hauled on him to draw him feet first into the yawning slit of the door. Or the mouth?

And as the shadow of the door fell on him and the crystals dulled and blinked out, Sung felt a different force acting upon him. A terrific suction from within the pagoda, a current that drew him irresistibly into darkness. And he dared not even scream for fear of drowning.

But if he had known where he was going, he might well have screamed and chanced drowning – or gladly drowned – anyway …

The men from the village found the strap of one of Ki-no Sung’s sandals floating near what was left of his boat. Just the strap, severed as if by a razor in the three places where it had once joined with the sole. As for his boat:

The rear section was discovered sliced end up, bobbing not too far from the pagoda. The boat’s aft net-storage compartment had trapped sufficient air to remain afloat, and Sung’s grapnel anchor, caught in weeds on the bottom, had prevented the wreckage from running with the current.

When drawn from the sea, the anchor itself was seen to be a blob of fused, blackened metal, with the blunted shape of one tine barely projecting.

And apart from these few things, there was no evidence at all that Kino Sung had ever been here …


Chapter Two

BY THE TIME Spencer Gill left the auditorium where he’d spoken to a doubtful-looking gathering of radio-astronomers and astrophysicists, he was himself confused and angry. Confused because he didn’t have the vocabulary (no, be honest, because he didn’t have the science, the technical know-how) to converse with them on their own level, and angry because he suspected they weren’t telling him all there was to know about it – or someone wasn’t. ‘It’ being the problem with, or the glitch in, the Jodrell Bank radio telescope. Indeed the same glitch that appeared to be in all the world’s radio telescopes.

Gill’s driver – dressed in civilian clothing but wearing a Ministry of Defence lapel tag – was patiently waiting for him in the car park at the wheel of a glittering takes-your-breath-away Peugeot. He had been there for more than two hours but was obviously boredom-proof; from long practice, Gill supposed. The vehicle was equipped with chrome pennant scabbards on its bonnet, chrome star-plates situated centrally over its fenders, and reinforced glass windows which, while they were currently inappropriate, nevertheless told a tale of their own: that this was a VIP car, normally used to convey royalty, military top brass, governmental types, diplomats and foreign dignitaries from place ‘A’ to place ‘B’, wherever.

The place ‘A’ in question was the radio telescope at Macclesfield, and place ‘B’ was to be – or was to have been – the railway station at Crewe. But as Gill made himself comfortable in the wide back seat he noticed that the car had turned out of the car park in the wrong direction. He leaned forward to query the driver, but before he could say anything the man passed him a scribbled note which read, ‘Convey Mr Gill to grid reference …’ Gill didn’t bother to read the numbers. In any case he had no map. But his driver did.

‘It’s a field about a mile north of here,’ the driver had seen Gill’s frown in his mirror and now waved a folded ordnance survey map at him. ‘A chopper – for you, sir, I would guess. It passed overhead fifteen minutes ago, circled the car park, then headed north. I saw it losing altitude. Then this message from the Minister.’ He nodded his head to indicate the car’s radio.

The Minister: Gill’s sometimes boss in the MOD – but only when there was work of a special nature to be done for the MOD. The man who had sent him to have a look at the radio telescope at Jodrell Bank in the first place – which in turn had caused him to believe that he hadn’t been told everything, because he couldn’t tie Jodrell Bank and the MOD together. The radio telescope was for looking at distant stars; it wasn’t some kind of super computerized radar station on a twenty-four hour lookout for incoming missiles. It and the MOD just didn’t seem to have anything in common, or they hadn’t until the glitch or glitches. And suddenly, despite that it was July and the temperature up in the seventies, Gill felt a chill. Knowing what that signified he at once put it from his mind. That was over and done with now, and there wouldn’t be any more trouble of that sort. Not from the Thone, at least …

‘You all right, sir?’ It was his driver, of course, drawing Gill’s wandering mind back to earth – or to Earth.

Startled, Gill looked back at him in the interior mirror. ‘Did I do or say something?’ he asked, shaking his head lamely. ‘I mean, do I look … odd, or something?’

The other shrugged. ‘Just for a minute there – well, let’s just say you looked pretty serious. Frowning, biting your lip? So, is something up? Something you forgot? Anything I can do?’

Gill’s turn to shrug. He couldn’t talk about it – wasn’t allowed to, not to just any curious party – but in fact several things were ‘up’. And nothing could be done or said to anyone until he was more fully in the picture.

But glancing upwards through his window at the clear blue sky, he frowned and began biting his lip again anyway. The sky was clear now, yes, but for two hours on the night before last it hadn’t been. Yet from any radio astronomer’s point of view it had been extraordinarily clear. More so than ever before in the entire history of Mankind.

A glitch or glitches, apparently.

Or maybe something else? Maybe something else entirely …

The field had a gate and when they got there Gill’s ‘Minister’, George Arthur Waite (a ‘junior’ in the MOD, but Gill knew that was only a ploy to lend his position a degree of obscurity) was sitting on the gate’s top bar with his knees drawn up. Handsome and casually dressed – wearing no tie, and with the loose collar of his yellow silk shirt inside the collar of a lightweight grey summer jacket – Waite looked like a young, rich layabout, like a self-indulgent, done-it-all, know-it-all, precocious kid who never quite grew up. If Gill should half-close his eyes, he fancied he might even see a silver spoon dangling from a corner of Waite’s oh-so-slightly cynical mouth.

Stretching his long legs to step down easily from the gate, Waite met the car as it drew to a halt. Behind him in the field a helicopter stood waiting, its vanes slowly rotating.

‘Spencer,’ Waite smiled a bland smile, offered his hand as Gill got out of the car. They shook and Gill said:

‘George, and still looking like a playboy.’ The very image, in fact. Nothing conservative about this one. No pinstripe suit or bowler hat, no rolled umbrella or copy of The Times anywhere in sight. Just long-legged, smooth-talking, up-and-coming-without-much-going George Arthur Waite. Or sometimes ‘King’ Arthur to his subordinates … probably because he had a cutting edge that was easily the equal of Excalibur’s. Waite’s looks were very deceptive …

While Gill had given the Minister a quick once-over, he in turn had been checked out by Waite; not only what could be seen of him, but also what Waite knew of him.

At maybe five-eleven, Spencer Gill was perhaps two inches shorter than Waite, but blockier. And at thirty-seven years of age he was also three years Waite’s senior. Gill was, however, an ‘old’ thirty-seven and looked forty-something; a rare blood complaint – in remission for four years now and hopefully gone for good – had long-since taken its toll. His teeth were evenly white behind slightly crooked but sensitive lips; his nose was straight and narrow. While his complexion overall was generally unblemished, there was a certain pallor residual of his illness. A little overweight at around one hundred and sixty-five pounds, with a high forehead, grey-flecked sandy hair and unfathomable eyes that were green one moment and grey the next, there was something of an enigmatic look about him. Which was scarcely surprising.

Nineteen years ago as a teenager he’d caused something of a stir; they had recognized him as a new phenomenon, a quantum leap of Nature to keep pace with Science. Gill had ‘understood’ machines. His paternal great-grandfather had been an engineer, which seemed to be Gill’s only qualification for any trick his genes might have played on him. In any case it seemed very unlikely that anything his great-grandfather had done could have much in common with Gill’s ability.

‘In the Age of Computers,’ (a sensational journalist had written) ‘there will have to be minds that are like computers! This young man has that sort of mind.’ Of course he had had it wrong; Spencer Gill’s mind wasn’t like that at all. Rather, he understood them, computers and all other types of machines: by touch, taste, smell, sight – by listening to them and feeling for them. But people had first taken note of him when, at the age of eighteen, he had described Heath Robinson’s mobiles and mechanisms as ‘soulless as Frankenstein monsters.’ He hadn’t understood them because they couldn’t understand themselves. ‘If they were men,’ he’d said, ‘they would be idiots …’

Waite had answered Gill’s ‘playboy’ remark with a mainly genuine grin. But now he said, ‘When I was a young subaltern, I was obliged to do an SAS course – which I failed, of course. Far too physical! But do you know, SAS officers don’t wear any badges of rank? And their men don’t normally salute them? It’s true. And can you guess why?’

Gill nodded. ‘Such formalities would only serve to identify them as priority targets,’ he answered. ‘And in their line of work, who needs it? They’re targets enough without advertising the fact.’

‘The diplomatic world is much the same,’ Waite said, without further comment for the time being. But as he took the gate off its latch and let it swing open, he said:

‘Four years ago, while you were being kept busy with that House of Doors thing up in Scotland, I was in Moscow, a “military attaché” – er, in fact the Intelligence Corps. Being in the ex-USSR, of course I was well out of the picture. But alien incursions aren’t easy things to keep under wraps … let’s face it, the whole world knew about it! Anyway, by the time I moved on into the MOD, into our own rather special branch of the Ministry, your very graphic – er, even highly dramatized? – report had become required reading. More recently, even very recently, I’ve been tasked to look at the whole thing again: an in-depth study of the entire case file, in order to be doubly sure that there’s nothing more to be gleaned … you know?’

Gill felt that chill again, and as they made for the helicopter asked: ‘How recently? I mean, when were you tasked?’

‘Thirty-six hours ago,’ the other answered, offering Gill a curious or speculative sideways glance. ‘And only naturally, I suppose, I find myself greatly influenced by my predecessor’s role in those earlier events. Er, David Anderson? Or if not in his role, definitely in his subsequent decline.’

Gill nodded, tried not to grimace, said: ‘How’s he doing?’ But at the same time he wondered why Waite should be concerned about Anderson’s ‘decline’. He wasn’t the type to worry a deal about anyone’s problems except his own.

‘Quite well, actually,’ Waite nodded. ‘Yes, he seems to be over the worst of it …’ Then he sighed. ‘He’s no longer of any use to the Ministry, of course, so they’ve pensioned him off. A nice little cottage in Cornwall, I hear …’

Gill started biting his lip again. He’d always felt responsible, in a way, for Anderson’s eventual breakdown. The fact was, though, that he’d believed the man was stronger than that.

‘So,’ Waite went on, ‘since any extra information Anderson might have would tend to be – you know, suspect? – that leaves only you. Oh, and Mr Jack Turnbull, of course. Er, and …’ He paused and looked at Gill sideways.

‘And?’ Gill snapped. Waite was getting on his nerves now. Why couldn’t the smug little shit just tell him what was going on here? But Gill could play guessing games too, and so curbed his irritation, waiting for what he knew Waite would say next.

‘And Angela,’ Waite said, offering Gill what was supposed to be a look of surprise. ‘Angela Denholm, of course. Er, have I touched a nerve or something?’

‘Er, or something,’ Gill grunted, and changed the subject. ‘Where are we going?’

‘We’re going to a briefing,’ Waite said. ‘I am going to be briefing you. And the easiest way and place to do it will be in the perfect privacy of this chopper on your way home to Hayling Island. That way we won’t be wasting any time, you see?’

‘Your Int Corps training?’ Gill said, abruptly.

‘Eh?’ This time Waite’s surprise was genuine.

‘You can’t get straight on with it?’ Gill said. ‘You think we might be overheard … what, “bugged?” In this open field in the country miles away from anywhere?’ He grinned, however humourlessly. ‘I think it’s time you started talking before I stop walking, George. What’s going on here?’

‘In the chopper,’ the other said, cool and unflustered, as he ducked low under the slowly rotating whup – whup – whupping vanes. ‘I’ll tell you everything in the helicopter. Everything I know, anyway – and I shall expect you to do the same for me.’ Waite’s boyish eyes were very sharp as he mounted the aluminium steps and turned to offer Gill a helping hand, which was promptly rejected. ‘Oh, and by the way,’ Waite shrugged aside Gill’s attitude, ‘if I haven’t already mentioned it, you have a crazy friend who wants to be in on this with you!’

‘Wants to be in on this …’ Gill started to say, then saw who was sitting in the aircraft, and finished with an entirely different ‘… What!?’ from the ‘what’ he had intended.

For his ‘crazy friend’ was none other than Jack Turnbull. And now the chill was back in earnest …

‘We all got over it in our different ways, I imagine,’ Turnbull said, when they’d taken off. This was in answer to Gill’s questions as to how he’d been, what he was doing, et cetera – but it was also his apology for the way he looked, which was rough. ‘I got over it with booze,’ he explained with a shrug. ‘Wrong solution, apparently. I ended up hooked on the booze!’

Gill shook his head. ‘That doesn’t sound like you. I mean, I was mistaken about Anderson – I thought he’d be okay, too – but you’re an entirely different kind of animal. Booze? All the stuff you’ve seen in life, and the House of Doors turned you on to booze?’ But in fact Gill could see that it had.

Just on six feet tall, Jack Turnbull was slim in the hips and broad in the shoulders. Shaped like a slender wedge, a real torpedo, he had a bullet head supported by no neck to speak of. His jet-black hair was long; swept back into a mane and held by a silver clasp, he ‘regulated’ it with something that gave it a shine without making it greasy. Not vanity but simply a way of keeping it out of his eyes. Those eyes were heavy-lidded, blue when they flashed a smile or widened in surprise. Such smiles were rare, however, while the creases in his forehead were many and etched deep. He seemed to be always on his guard: his close-protection training, Gill rightly supposed. His hands were big, blunt, extremely strong, and very fast and flexible. As for his face:

Turnbull’s right eyebrow sat fractionally higher than the other, probably as a result of a long, thin white scar, barely visible along the ridge of the orbit, which tightened the skin there and gave him a perpetually quizzical look. His hard, angular chin was likewise scarred, with tiny white pocks showing through what used to be healthy tanned skin. His skin had used to be tanned, yes, but it now looked almost as pale as Gill’s. Finally, his nose had suffered somewhat from years of minding (or roughhousing); it cast a crooked shadow on lips that were fleshy over strong, uneven teeth.

So in fact Turnbull looked mainly as Gill remembered him. Except… there were telltale signs. A certain dullness of eye and spirit, from imbibing too much spirit? And maybe his wedge-shape was sagging just a little in the middle? And his clothes … looked like he’d slept in them. That last wasn’t too unusual for a minder. But the stubble on Turnbull’s jowls and chin was. Unkempt was the only word for him.

Meanwhile he’d absorbed Gill’s comment about the House of Doors getting to him. ‘Who are you kidding, Spencer?’ he grunted. ‘We all of us saw stuff in there enough to turn our hair white!’

‘I came through it okay,’ Gill answered, but he still felt guilty about it. He knew that his survival was down to the fact that he was the only one who had understood what was happening. Which was true even now, mainly. ‘And so did Angela …’ he added, letting it tail off.

‘And Anderson?’ Turnbull lifted that querying eyebrow. But when Gill went to answer him: ‘Don’t bother,’ he said. ‘George here has already told me about him. And hey, stop blaming yourself, Spencer! Me, I never blamed anyone but myself for my problems – or my mistakes. Anyway, as of right now I’m off the booze. Let’s face it, who would put his faith in a drunken minder, eh?’ And he grinned lopsidedly.

Gill grunted, tried to smile and failed. Until he had seen Turnbull sitting there, he hadn’t known he needed a minder. But now it was obvious that Waite’s ‘in-depth study’ story had been so much bullshit, only a small detail of the entire scenario.

‘So tell me about Angela,’ Turnbull went on. ‘You and she are still together?’ But seeing a certain look on Gill’s face, he misinterpreted it. ‘It didn’t work out?’

Gill glanced once out of the corner of his eye, at Waite, who happened to be looking the other way. Turnbull got the message. The ‘Machine Man’ – as he had always thought of Gill – wasn’t going to talk about Angela in front of the man from the Ministry. And so Turnbull quickly continued, ‘And the Frog – I mean, Jean-Pierre Varre? What of him? And that American, Clayborne? Is he still with SCOPE: the Society for the, er …’

‘… For the Correlation of Paranormal Experiences,’ Gill helped him out, and this time looked at Waite deliberately. ‘I haven’t kept track of anyone – well, except Angela. Maybe the Minister can bring us both up to date? I mean, on everything?’ For Gill knew beyond a doubt now that this was all connected.

‘Very well,’ Waite nodded, ‘let’s get down to it. But if you don’t mind I’ll leave the personalities until later. Spencer, you were sent to Jodrell Bank to have a look at the radio telescope. With your superior knowledge of machines—’

‘—My machine empathy,’ Gill corrected him. ‘I couldn’t build a television set or jet engine to save my life. I haven’t the foggiest notion what makes a complicated machine work – or perhaps only the foggiest notion – but when I’m close to a sick one I can usually tell what’s wrong with it. And yes, I do have a knack when it comes to operating them.’

‘A sick machine?’ Turnbull frowned. He wasn’t thick by any means, but he’d had similar conversations with Gill before. And he hadn’t been able to make much of them then, either.

‘Sick, inefficient, stressed, broken,’ Gill said. ‘Didn’t you ever get into your car and when she complained about starting up you called her sick? Or, when you had her running, you heard something you didn’t like and headed straight for the garage? If it were someone else’s car, perhaps you wouldn’t notice it, but your car … you know when she’s sick. Well, that’s the way it is with me. Except, it’s not just cars but everything – everything mechanical, anyway. Let it go at that. It’s much too complicated to explain in detail.’

‘I know,’ Turnbull shook his head. ‘You’ve tried before!’

‘Can we get on?’ Waite wasn’t as patient or secretive now. ‘We do have some things to go over.’ And after Gill nodded his agreement:

‘Two reasons for sending you to Jodrell Bank,’ Waite continued. ‘One: to see if there was in fact a glitch in the radio telescope. So, was there?’

Gill shrugged. ‘A couple of nights ago, yes, apparently – but …’

‘Save the buts for later,’ Waite cut him short, ‘and tell me how this “apparent” glitch manifested itself?’

‘Four areas of space, each with a radius of about a hundred miles, stopped transmitting,’ Gill said. ‘They went dead.’

‘Ah, no!’ Waite jumped on him at once. ‘That’s your interpretation, right, Spencer? We’re not asking what went wrong with space, however, but what went wrong with the radio telescope. What you’ve just said is that there’s nothing wrong with Jodrell Bank—’

‘There isn’t, not right now,’ Gill cut in.

‘—But that in fact,’ Waite quickly went on, not wanting to lose his grip on it, ‘that in fact there is something wrong … with space?’

‘Was,’ Gill answered. ‘Yes. Two nights ago …’ But now he knew exactly where all of this was leading, and: ‘My turn with the questions,’ he snapped. ‘First question: what is it that’s proving so very hard to talk about? Second question: what precisely has happened? Third and last question: in the event you don’t know the answers to the first two questions, tell me who does because in that case I’ll be through speaking to you.’

‘Huh!’ said Waite dismissively, and sat back in his seat.

‘I mean it, George,’ Gill told him. ‘In the last fifteen minutes you’ve pissed me off a whole year’s worth! Now listen, it’s obvious you need me, so let’s lose all of this cloak and dagger stuff and just do some straight talking. Starting with me asking you, for the very last time – what’s going on?’

Waite narrowed his deceptively boyish eyes, looked at Gill and saw that he was serious. Knowing that he couldn’t afford to alienate him further, he took a deep breath, let it out slowly, said, ‘Those spatial anomalies two nights ago … they weren’t natural, didn’t result from sunspots, magnetic field fluctuations, meteor showers or “glitches”. At least, we don’t think so. And you’ve just confirmed it. Actually, we already had confirmation. Jodrell Bank is only one radio telescope, after all …’

As Waite paused, Turnbull said, ‘Anomalies? Spatial anomalies? Hey, I said I wouldn’t mind minding for Gill. I said that if he needed looking after, I was your man. But this is beginning to sound like … hell, like it’s something like the last time!’

Gill nodded grimly. ‘It is like the last time, Jack. These holes in space are only the beginning, but George here is going to tell us the rest of it. Right, George?’

‘Holes in space?’ Turnbull repeated him, before the Minister could say anything further.

‘Holes, negative zones … call them what you will, Jack,’ Gill answered. ‘But you can think of them as grid references – or maybe targeting devices?’ Then turning more fully to Waite, ‘Cards on the table, George. ‘Where is it? Where has it landed, or materialized, this time? Where is the House of Doors?’

But Waite, grim-faced now, and no longer so young-looking, slowly shook his head. Suddenly husky, he said, ‘Not house, but houses, Spencer! Try Houses of Doors. And you’ve just confirmed something else: that you are the right man – and probably the only man – for the job …’


Chapter Three

‘THERE WEREN’T JUST FOUR “ANOMALIES” BUT EIGHT,’ Waite continued. ‘Four over the northern hemisphere, and four more over the southern. They held their positions, turning and orbiting with the Earth. And much as you have pointed out, Spencer, they were like targeting devices that have locked-on, forming the corners of a perfect cube with the Earth hanging in the middle. Jodrell Bank, the big dish in Puerto Rico, and others in various locations – including the VLA, or Very Large Array, in New Mexico – all of them recorded the same, well, interference.’

‘Spaceships?’ Turnbull’s lined forehead showed his shock, his alarm. Experience is the best teacher. But:

‘No,’ Gill shook his head. ‘These were holes, Jack – but rather special holes. Radio telescopes “see” radio waves from outside the Earth’s atmosphere. Here’s an analogy: imagine you are sitting in a swivel chair in the centre of a large, square room. Looking up, you can see all four corners of the ceiling. Then, suddenly, you can’t. There’s just emptiness there. Light isn’t reaching you from those regions. That’s what happened to the radio telescopes. They couldn’t see the radio waves coming from those areas of space. Something – or several somethings, invisible forces – were in the way, interfering. And they were in the way for two hours.’

‘Targeting devices,’ Turnbull said, still frowning as he repeated words from an earlier part of the conversation, words which had registered, stuck, and continued to echo in his mind. And he slowly nodded his understanding. ‘Like when a fighter’s weapon systems lock onto an enemy plane, just before it fires its missiles …’

‘Right,’ said Gill. ‘Then, with a bit of luck, the target aircraft picks up the lock-on signal and takes evasive action. And with even more luck it survives.’

‘If it’s lucky,’ Turnbull glanced at the Minister, and at Gill, then back to Waite. ‘Is that it? Someone’s got us in his sights?’

‘Worse than that,’ Waite answered. ‘He’s already squeezed the trigger, delivered his payload. The radio-holes – for want of a better description – were evident for two hours, but they were followed by other manifestations before they vanished.’

‘Other manifestations?’ Gill stared at him.

‘Radio telescopes aren’t the only kind,’ Waite could only shrug. ‘UV, X-ray, infrared – the Hubble has them all. And all of them affected. Especially infrared. When those holes linked up to fire their shots, there were massive heat emissions and God only knows what else. At CERN and the Fermilab, months’ and even years’ worth of experimentation was lost when these – hell, these glitches – got into the works. There was some damage but nothing that can’t be recovered or duplicated in time. It was as if someone had waved a gigantic magnet over the doughnuts.’

‘Doughnuts?’ Turnbull was lost again.

‘Rings half a mile across,’ Gill told him. ‘Conduits for proton acceleration. CERN near Geneva, and the Fermilab forty miles west of Chicago. But these weren’t the targets. Any damage to the instrumentation was simply an effect of the firing, similar to the electrical chaos near the ground-zero of a nuclear bomb burst.’

‘Right again,’ Waite nodded. ‘But there are instruments, and there are instruments. We don’t only point things up into space but down from it. And the West’s listening stations are far and away our most powerful early-warning tools. Though in this case – well, patently we’re not much concerned with our own “alien” nations.’

And Gill said, ‘So then, we do know where they’ve materialized. The other manifestations you mentioned, right? So how do we know? Aerial photography – spy satellites? That can only mean the ex-USSR, China, Iran, Iraq, Libya … maybe a handful of other nations of similar inclinations.’

‘Oh, really?’ said Waite. ‘But it could also mean America. The USA isn’t much known for volunteering this sort of information either, you know.’

‘No more guessing games!’ Gill snapped. ‘Even stuck in a fucking helicopter it’s still a waste of time! So how many are there, and where are they?’

Waite’s face reddened up a little. ‘Spencer, I would like to remind you that—’

‘Don’t,’ Gill told him, sharply. ‘Instead, let me remind you. It’s no boast when I say there’s only one of me. But if I have to work through a Minister, I know they’ll always be able to find another you. You see, I don’t give a twopenny toss for your career, George. If everything you’ve said so far is true, everybody’s career, from Her Majesty’s down, isn’t only on the line but could very easily be at the end of the line … !’

Waite gritted his teeth and seemed about to go on the defensive, until Turnbull said, ‘George, I haven’t agreed to work for you yet. If I do I’ll call you “sir”, maybe. What it boils down to is a matter of attitude. Gill and me, we’ve been there. We know what it’s like when people get in the way. Which means that until we can all start getting along, you’re just part of the problem. And in that case … well, instead of calling you “sir” I’ll call your bluff and stand with Spencer.’

Waite swallowed his pride. It wasn’t his show and he knew it. Without Spencer Gill he didn’t have a show to speak of! ‘I … I suppose I’m being overly cautious,’ he said. ‘Overly anxious. But for thirty-six hours now my nerves have been on edge. I believe I’m the Ministry’s bloody scapegoat! I mean, this job isn’t like anything anyone ever had before. It’s been dumped on me because no one else wants it. Upstairs, oh, they’re all playing it down – but you’d better believe the hotlines are buzzing from London to Washington, Washington to Moscow, Moscow to Beijing and back again! Frankly, I didn’t expect to be able to recruit either one of you. Which is why I chose to break it gently, let you get used to the idea slowly. And that’s why we sent you to Jodrell Bank first, Spencer, so that the rest of it wouldn’t come down on you like a bombshell. But you’re right: I need you – we need you – your expertise, your advice, whatever you can do for us. The whole world needs you!’

Gill heard him out and nodded, just a nod, and again said, ‘How many, and where? But without the histrionics, okay?’

‘There are three of them,’ Waite said. ‘Three that we know of, anyway. One is more or less straightforward, one isn’t, and the other’s as weird as hell! The easy one’s a pyramid. You can guess where … okay, okay,’ he held up a placating hand. ‘It’s in Egypt. Easy because we’re on speaking terms with the Egyptians. The second one’s a pagoda – in China, the Shandong Peninsula – yes, yes, you were right. And the third …’

‘Well?’ Gill said.

‘… Is an iceberg,’ Waite flapped his hands, helplessly. ‘No-man’s-land, in the middle of the fucking ocean!’

Gill tilted his head back, considered what he’d been told. ‘The first two seem typical,’ he eventually said. ‘Pyramid and pagoda. In Egypt and China, of course. Both equate to a castle in Scotland. But the iceberg … puzzles me. As for the reason why: that puzzles me even more, and worries me more yet.’

‘Why what?’ Waite was all attention now, hanging on Gill’s every word. ‘And what worries you more yet?’

‘Why this second visit?’ Gill murmured, still deeply wrapped in his own thoughts. ‘I mean, we were – what, cleared? We were accepted, we proved ourselves – the first time around. Huh!’ He gave a self-derisory snort. ‘The Thone gave me their word …’

Turnbull leaned towards Gill, took his arm, caused him to look him in the eyes. ‘I don’t follow,’ he said. ‘I thought it was all over, definitely. Hell, we proved our point!’

‘Cleared? Proved your point?’ Waite repeated them. ‘Do you mean our right to exist? That’s what it was all about, correct? Up in Scotland? That’s what your report said, anyway.’

‘Yes,’ said Gill. ‘That’s what it was all about.’ And very quickly, he summarised the scenario:

‘The Thone are expanding through space. They seek suitable habitable worlds. Most worlds have life-forms, not all of which are deemed worthy – damn few, in fact! So if the Thone had got here sixty million years ago, the dinosaurs would have been eradicated. Or if not wiped out they would have had to move aside, make way. As for Man: he would never have existed. Again, if we had been visited five thousand years ago … we might just have squeezed in. Two thousand years, we’d have been on fairly safe ground. But four years ago: it’s like Jack said: that’s when we proved our point. Or at least, I thought we had.’

‘So how come you had so much trouble?’ Waite was puzzled. ‘From space it must be obvious that we’re an advanced race. We have cities, planes in the sky, ships on the sea. We communicate by radio, television, satellite, and we’ve sent probes out into and beyond the Solar System. Our scientists, too, are looking at the stars, looking for intelligent extraterrestrial life or any kind of life. So who could possibly doubt but that we’re fit to exist?’

‘The Thone have their own standards,’ Gill told him. ‘Okay, we’re a couple of steps up from the amoeba, but we’re also aggressive – very! There hasn’t been a single day, not a day, in Man’s entire history when someone somewhere hasn’t been killed as a result of warfare or just for the hell of it. Why, according to the Bible, even the first men who were born and not made men couldn’t live in peace! There were two of them – and sure enough one killed the other. Worse still, they were brothers!’

‘But as a race—’ Waite began to protest.

‘—Species,’ Gill stopped him. ‘Think of us more in terms of a species. The human race has many “races”, but we’re only one species. And – what did you say – we have cities? But so do termites. We fly through the sky? So do birds, insects, and even the seeds of plants. We communicate? Possibly the weakest evidence of all. Whales communicate, over hundreds of miles of ocean! And they don’t have radio and television. So we’ve sent probes into space? So what? For all we know there may be creatures out there that actually inhabit space! There’s a hell of a lot of it, after all. Why, before the Thone we couldn’t even be sure but that we were on our own, and million-year-old fossil microbes in Martian rocks to the contrary.’

Through almost all of this Waite had sat shaking his head dismissively, but Turnbull was more thoughtful as he said, ‘An alien might have a different way of looking at intelligence or worthiness. Is that what you mean, Spencer?’

‘That’s exactly what I mean,’ said Gill. ‘We simply might not fit the picture. And that’s if the alien was playing by the rules according to Hoyle. On the other hand, he probably never heard of Hoyle. And if he wasn’t playing by the rules – or no rules to mention …’ He paused, looked at Waite and said:

‘You asked why the original House of Doors gave us so much trouble. Well, that’s why, or maybe you didn’t read my report as closely as you say? You see, the Thone have their own rules of acquisition. Never by conquest, for that would be to admit that they had opposition, which in turn would be acknowledgment of a degree of their opponents’ worthiness. Let’s face it, you’ve got to respect some one who is willing to stand up and fight you even when you’re a far mightier foe, right? So their scales are balanced differently.

‘When the Thone find that a world they would like to live on already contains a sophisticated species, they let that species define or determine its own right to existence. In our case – in the alien worlds of the original House of Doors – we went up against our own worst fears. Our worst nightmares were made real, and we could either face up to them … or not. That was bad enough in itself, because we had no idea what was going on. No one had explained the rules. Of course they hadn’t, for that would have been to give the game away! But far worse, the Thone gamesmaster, Sith, wasn’t playing by the rules. He’d built himself into the game, to ensure that even if we won out over our own evils we wouldn’t triumph over his.’

‘But you did win,’ Waite nodded, ‘and this – this “rogue controller,” Sith? – was brought to book by his own kind, his superiors. But it was you, Spencer, who brought Sith’s game to their attention. Which is where your report leaves a lot to be desired. Or maybe a lot to the imagination? I mean, just exactly how did you turn the tables on this alien? There’s no real explanation in your report.’

Gill shrugged; not out of indifference or in defeat, more out of impatience, and with himself as much as with Waite. ‘The House of Doors was a machine,’ he said. ‘It was the machine … or one of them, as it now seems. When I was drawn inside along with the others, I was a spanner thrown into the works. Not immediately, for the thing was alien to my mind, my way of thinking. But as you know I have this knack, my empathy with mechanical things. And gradually I came to understand what was going on. But explain it to you or to anyone else for that matter? I can’t even “explain” it to myself! But I did get into the system; I levelled the playing field and stopped Sith from moving the goalposts. And then, with Turnbull and Angela on the team, we won. Sith got his comeuppance, and the Thone promised they wouldn’t be back. It was over …’

‘Except it isn’t,’ Waite said.

‘Apparently not,’ Gill answered.

‘And you’re puzzled, and worried?’

Gill shrugged again, tiredly now. ‘Yes, of course I am,’ he said. ‘Who wouldn’t be … who isn’t? That’s why we’re here, right?’ He sighed, let his head fall back against the headrest and closed his eyes. And they all took a break from talking but not from thinking.

Feeling eyes on him, Gill squinted sideways at Turnbull. The minder was looking at him from under that scarred eyebrow of his, with an expression on his face that Gill knew only too well. It was the one that said: Spencer, you’re not telling us all you know, are you?

Gill pursed his lips and narrowed cautionary eyes at his big friend. Then he chanced glancing the other way – at Waite where he sat fingering his chin, staring into space – before turning his cautionary look on Turnbull again. It was as good as saying, Later, Jack. We’ll talk later, you and I – in private. And later it would be.

And like a giant dragonfly, the helicopter whirred south under throbbing, near-invisible wings …

‘Why were you so interested in Anderson?’ Gill said, suddenly sitting up straighter, frowning at Waite. ‘You said you were – how did you have it? – influenced by your predecessor’s “role” in the House of Doors thing? But what role? Just like the rest of us, he was taken prisoner. No “role” as such but a trick of fate, a coincidence. He just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. He made up the numbers Sith needed to start playing his game. After that, if he had any role at all it was to be a nuisance. As Jack here pointed out, he got in the way, became part of the problem. That’s all there is to it. So what is it that really interests you?’

‘I also said I was interested in his subsequent decline,’ Waite pointed out. ‘But perhaps I’m more interested in a certain – I don’t know – anomaly?’

‘More anomalies?’ Turnbull deliberately yawned.

‘Again plural, yes,’ Waite nodded, turning again to Gill. ‘For it applies to you, too, Spencer.’

‘What does?’ Gill asked defensively, believing he already knew.

‘Medical records …’ said Waite, pausing as he saw Gill’s reaction – the way he drew back, almost visibly pulling in his horns. And sure of his ground now, Waite quickly went on:

‘Anderson had a problem with cysts. In the softer, membranous areas of his body: his testicles, throat, et cetera. Also with nasal polyps, rodent ulcers in the back of his neck, and so forth. Every two to three years he’d have to be snipped and gouged in as many as half a dozen places at a time. These were usually minor operations, you understand; he wasn’t about to keel over and die. He was due for a visit when the House of Doors took him. A specialist had already seen him and selected the matter for excision. But after you had all returned safely from your – well, your abduction, I suppose – when Anderson went for a pre-med check-up …’

Waite’s pause came at a well-chosen juncture and was very deliberate. Since he was looking pointedly at Gill, it invited comment.

And Gill obliged. ‘They discovered that he was okay,’ he said. ‘All of Anderson’s little disabilities had disappeared. Yes, and my big disability, too. The Thone have an aversion to disease. Not only in themselves but all species. Whatever Anderson’s system lacked – which caused him to be prone to these cysts and polyps and such – they fixed it. Just being there in the House of Doors fixed it. And as for me, it turned my water into wine.’

‘It did what?’ Turnbull hadn’t been privy to this. No one had, except Spencer Gill in his first and last telepathic conversation with the Grand Thone.

‘My blood,’ Gill answered. ‘After the time I spent in the House of Doors, it was pure as a baby’s! Not only that, but my immune system started working like anyone else’s, and my body’s natural defences went into high gear to block toxins, or neutralize them if they got in. But that was then and this is now. Now I’m just as prone to a dose of illness as anyone else. But my doctor assures me that currently I’m quite well.’ He looked again at Waite.

‘Is that what’s been worrying you and the people upstairs, George? What do they think, that the Thone did a deal with me, and four years later they’ve come back to collect the interest? Is that why I – why we – have been watched so closely all this time? Because you didn’t know whether to trust us or not?’

It was Waite’s turn to be caught off guard. ‘I … really don’t know what you’re—’

‘—Of course you do!’ Gill cut him short. And to Turnbull: ‘Jack, where did they pick you up?’

‘Where did they pick me …?’ Turnbull stared hard at him, then at Waite, and back again. ‘You know something, Spencer, I never even thought to ask?’

‘To ask what?’ Waite blustered, trying to bluff it out.

‘To ask how your goons knew where to find me,’ the other growled. ‘All of this going down in just thirty-six hours, and after only twenty-four of them your people just happen to bump into me in a bar in Charlottenberg, Berlin? Shit!’

Gill grinned a tight grin. ‘Four years,’ he said. ‘Didn’t you ever get the feeling you were being watched, Jack? Dear oh dear! And you a minder and all …’

Turnbull gritted his teeth, said, ‘Yes, I fucking did! But I thought it was the booze!’

Waite laughed, albeit shrilly. ‘I don’t believe this!’ he said. ‘Your attitude in this. Jesus Christ, men go into space, to the moon, and when they come home again they go into quarantine. People work in the nuclear power industry, and in biological research, and every day after work they’re checked out for … for their own good! Not a one of them sees it as some kind of conspiracy! Yet you people … you’re kidnapped by an alien machine, kept for days in an alien environment, and when we get you back you expect—’

‘—To be told what’s going on!’ Gill snapped. ‘We expect some privacy, some understanding. Hell’s teeth, you’d think we were the aliens! I mean …’ But here he stopped dead and looked at Turnbull – who was looking at him the same way, with his jaw hanging slack. And then they both looked at Waite.

‘It was before my time!’ he protested. ‘You can’t blame me for that. You can’t blame anyone! Or if you have to, then blame yourselves. It was you who gave that finger to Anderson …’

‘Finger?’ Gill repeated him, before he remembered and understood. The finger that a lucky shot from Turnbull had blasted from the hand of an alien – but an alien who had looked like a man. Exactly like a man.

‘It had blood that wasn’t quite blood,’ the Minister said. ‘And its skin was almost but not quite skin. But close? Only an expert with a microscope would have been able to tell for sure. It was synthetic, a near-perfect counterfeit. And of course the “person” it came from was a forgery, too.’

Gill closed his mouth and said, ‘We knew that. But all of this time – four years – you’ve been checking us out, making sure that we … that we aren’t synthetic, too?’

‘A little over two years, actually,’ Waite said. ‘It took two years of covert testing before the boffins were completely satisfied that you – what in the … ?’

For Jack Turnbull had come out of his seat and was crouching over him, bunching Waite’s casually smart jacket in a huge fist and showing his teeth in an utterly convincing snarl. And shaking Waite like a baby’s rattle, the enraged minder growled: ‘Fuck the boffins! What about you, George? Are you“completely satisfied?” ’ But:

‘Let it be; Jack,’ said Gill, with his hand on Turnbull’s arm. ‘George is only the asshole end of the affair. The brains are far removed. As for being satisfied that we’re only human: of course he is. Can you really see him getting in this plane with us if he wasn’t?’

Turnbull was reluctant to release his hold, and as he did so Waite glared at both of them. Human? Well, he was satisfied about Gill, anyway. But as for Turnbull – maybe not an alien, but some kind of animal for sure …


Chapter Four

‘SO WHAT’S NEXT?’ Gill asked, watching as the Minister shrugged himself back into shape and flattened down his crumpled lapels. ‘Where do we go from here – I mean, after I’ve packed my toothbrush?’

‘Can I take it I’ve recruited you?’ Waite answered with a question of his own, while continuing to scowl at Turnbull. ‘If so, then it’s your choice. No problem with the Egyptian authorities; they’ll welcome us with open arms. China … may be less welcoming, but they won’t turn us away. They’re nervous as hell and looking for answers – which we would dearly love to deliver before they decide to take things into their own hands! What do I mean? Well, for one thing I mean they’re a nuclear power, and for another they’re obviously suspicious that this pagoda thing is some sort of joint military experiment – maybe a bridgehead on the Chinese mainland? – that the Americans and South Koreans are fooling with. Do I need to enlarge upon that scenario? No, I didn’t think so. And finally there’s the iceberg which – since it doesn’t belong to anyone – might well be your best starting place. It’s adrift in the North Atlantic some six hundred miles south-east of Cape Farewell. Except “adrift” is maybe the wrong word, for in fact it isn’t going anywhere. It’s stationary, big and flat, and we believe we could land a plane on it. Also …’

‘Whoa!’ said Gill. ‘Slow
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