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Author’s Apologia

It is the science fiction writer’s privilege (and pleasure) to tamper with the geography of this planet, though in this instance I feel an apology is due to those kind people who live along the Roaring Fork Valley in Colorado, USA. Not only have I moved several towns in the vicinity, like chess pieces, to suit my narrative, but I’ve also cast some of the citizens of Gypsum as characters – all of whom, needless to say, are fictitious (the characters, not the citizens).

In my defence I can only plead that finding a mountain called the Mount of the Holy Cross exactly where I wanted it to be was far too good an opportunity to miss. So if the people of Gypsum must blame somebody or something, please blame the mountain. It’s big enough to look after itself.
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Part One

THE MOUNTAIN




ONE

The travel-streaked red Oldsmobile Toronado turned on to Interstate 70 north of Grand Junction and headed east along the rift known as Roaring Fork Valley: it was then that Frank Kersh got his first glimpse of the mountain. It rose up directly in front of him, a vast cruel wall of granite hewn by wind, water and ice, towering over the slender winding ribbon of road, dominating the valley and casting its long ragged shadow across the descending banks of green and golden aspens.

This part of Colorado was new to him, although two years before he had visited the Martin Marietta Space Center near Denver on an assignment for Science Now. The subject had been the joint USA-USSR space shuttle which NASA was keen to develop, but since then precious little had been heard of it and, Frank suspected, even less achieved. It was one more example of scientific co-operation foiled by political tomfoolery. Frank Kersh didn’t care for politicians, having seen them slash research budgets for no good reason save that of appeasing an indifferent and ill-informed electorate.

Steering carefully with one hand he checked his map and found what he was looking for: the Mount of the Holy Cross, a 14,000-foot high peak overlooking the Eagle River and the small townships dotting its banks – De Beque, Rifle, Silt, New Castle, Dotsero, Eagle – and the place he was heading for, Gypsum, the nearest town to the Rocky Mountian Astrophysical Neutrino Research Station. Known in scientific circles as ‘Deep Hole’, the Project had taken over an old disused gold mine and installed equipment in what was reputedly the deepest mining shaft in the United States. The strange thing, as Frank now reflected, was that a two-year 5 million-dollar research programme had produced hardly anything in the way of new scientific data; a couple of routine progress reports from the Project leader, Professor Edmund Friedmann, had appeared in the scientific press but these had been concerned with method and application rather than factual information which added significantly to high energy solar particle research.

In fairness it had to be said that results weren’t rated by the speed with which they were obtained – it wasn’t a case of the faster the better – yet even so something more positive might have been reasonably expected from a team of experienced scientists and research workers using the world’s most advanced neutrino detection equipment. Hence the reason for the current assignment which Perry Tolchard, Frank’s editor, had as an afterthought added to the list. ‘It might make a short filler for the “Feedback” page. Don’t spend more than a day there, Frank, it isn’t worth it.’

‘Should I check out the Denver Space Center while I’m in the vicinity?’

‘If you have time. Give them a call and find out if anything’s happening that NASA have recently declassified.’

So he had planned his schedule accordingly: arriving in Gypsum during the late afternoon, the following day to be spent out at the Deep Hole Project, and then moving on to the Martin Marietta Space Center. There was no real hurry to get back to Chicago, and after the long drive from the West Coast he felt he deserved a period of relative relaxation.

To his right the Eagle River drifted calmly between low sandy banks, occasionally speeding up and turning to white rough water as it negotiated a sharp bend or a rocky outcrop. The highest state in the nation, Colorado was a land which straddled the Rockies, the result of half a billion years of cataclysmic forces which had repeatedly ripped the bedrock apart and flung up massive mountain ranges, which were then eroded by violent storms and flooded by encroaching seas. Volcanic activity caused more disruption, the seething lava bringing up precious minerals from the Earth’s core until 80 million years ago the vast ragged-toothed panorama of soaring peaks and deep sharp ravines cooled and crystallized, trapping veins of gold, silver, zinc, lead, molybdenum and uranium. A hundred years ago the area had been a prospectors’ paradise, the lure of gold bringing men from every corner of the country with the promise of striking it rich. Some of the townships had carried the legend into the twentieth century, their names a testament to those early pioneering days of exploration and discovery: Leadville, Basalt, Troublesome, Carbondale, Radium, and the more enigmatically named Climax, Paradox and Breckenridge.

It was still wild terrain, an area of dense forests and lost trails leading to forgotten workings and bleak inhospitable heights which spent many of their days shrouded in swirling mist. And even now in early September, Frank could see that some of the taller peaks were capped with a fine powdering of snow.

Nearer now, the Mount of the Holy Cross seemed to lean right over him. He thought: It’s so intimidating it could almost be alive. The people living round here must always be conscious of its looming presence, a severe granite face watching all that they do, reading their minds, ruling their lives.

The sign ahead said Dotsero, the last town before Gypsum. They were all the same, these places out here in the back of beyond. A main street with stores, a couple of bars, a post office, a small wooden-fronted hotel with a porch. He wondered idly what the people found to do when the winter snows blocked the passes and cut them off from the rest of civilization. They had TV and perhaps a Saturday night dance, but for Frank, a city boy born and bred, he couldn’t imagine how they lasted through the long winter months. And the scientists on the Deep Hole Project were even more isolated, living in their small self-contained community with not much to occupy their minds beyond the highly specialized field of solar neutrino research.

The last lingering rays of the sun sent slanting shadows across the road in front of him. It was a smooth undulating black snake following the line of the river to his right, and further beyond the gradual slopes of the aspens rising on the foothills to the deceptively gentle shoulders of the mountain itself. For the life of him he couldn’t dismiss the mountain from his thoughts: it seemed to be blocking out the sky, a monstrous presence dominating everything.

He had read somewhere – a legend of an ancient superstitious people – that mountains embodied the spirits of dead ancestors. It had meant very little to him when he had read it, but now the awful reality of such a belief made itself felt. You only had to approach a mountain to feel the pressence of something real and vital and alive … in this case a force that seemed almost malignant in the brooding silence of its gaunt peaks.

Frank Kersh shivered and gripped the wheel tighter. This was silly. He wasn’t at all superstitious; he was a science writer with a degree in biochemistry, a rational mind and a routine assignment to fulfil. Tonight he would sleep in the shadow of the mountain and tomorrow he would visit the Project; the day after he would be on his way.

A single shaft of sunlight illuminated the sign at the roadside and the dust-covered Oldsmobile Toronado rolled into the town of Gypsum.


TWO

The Cascade Hotel was a three-storey redbrick building on the main square, directly opposite the Courthouse. At this hour the town was quite busy as the storekeepers locked up for the night and the clerks from the offices and banks made their way home along the neat sidewalks. Frank was struck by the primness of the town; he had expected it to have a raw, almost rugged quality, a nostalgic throwback to the old mining days, but instead the place had acquired an air of faded gentility as if pretending that its rough romantic past had never existed. It reminded him of a person with a closed mind.

He took his leather grip from the rear seat of the car and entered the hotel. He had plans for a shower, a couple of stiff drinks, dinner, and an early night. He really was weary. It wasn’t just the long drive, he told himself. The truth was he was out of shape: at thirty-three he was paying the penalty for the sedentary life-style of a writer, swapping an office chair for the driving seat and using elevators in-between. And the pity of it was that not so long ago – eighteen months, two years – he had been pretty active, out most week-ends with the Cicero Explorers, camping up at Green Bay in northern Wisconsin with a full programme of trekking, pot-holing and dry-suit aqualung diving off Beaver Island. But about that time he had taken on the job of associate editor with Science Now which meant more commitment, longer hours, and week-ends taken up with planning conferences and last-minute rewrites for the next edition. Perry had warned him about the workload and said in the same breath (which was full of pipesmoke) that he mustn’t let recreation get in the way of his career. The journal was the fastest-growing science monthly in North America and with an increasing circulation overseas; in other words, Frank thought wryly, stick with us, baby, and we’ll make you a star.

There was a real live cowboy in the lobby, with stetson and spurs, who glanced up as Frank went past the overstuffed armchairs and the brass cuspidor towards the desk. They were either saving power or had forgotten to turn the lights on and the place was in semi-darkness, the gathering twilight making areas of shadow and filling the interior with a soft brown dusk.

The cowboy was stretched out on a couch by the window, his hat tipped forward, and although his eyes couldn’t be seen Frank knew he was being observed each step of the way.

He rang the bell and waited.

A small pale man with a wrinkled forehead emerged from the back and placed two small thin hands flat on the counter. His face carried no discernible expression and Frank was reminded of a timid nocturnal creature disturbed from its resting-place. He thought: If this is their idea of a warm welcome I’d hate to be around when they’re positively indifferent.

The Clerk’s voice was as drab and unwelcoming as his manner.

‘What can I do for you?’

‘This is an hotel?’ Frank said.

The clerk nodded.

‘And you have vacancies?’

The clerk nodded again.

‘I’d like to register.’

‘Have you made a reservation?’

Frank regarded the small pale man, who seemed quite serious, and frowned in mild surprise. With a growing sense of impatience, he said:

‘No, I haven’t made a reservation. But if you have vacancies …’

‘We have vacancies, as I’ve already told you,’ said the clerk, ‘but it’s customary to book in advance. It’s management policy here at the Cascade.’

‘Well, I’m sorry about that,’ Frank said. ‘Next time I’ll remember.’ He stood his ground and looked at the clerk’s pale wrinkled forehead in the dimness; even now the man seemed hesitant to offer him a room and for a moment Frank experienced the crazy notion that they were going to stand facing one another until the light completely drained from the room. It was like a dream in which the simplest, most commonplace act is impossible to accomplish.

At last the clerk made a move and abruptly swivelled the register and held out a leaky ballpen. Frank saw that it had stained the man’s fingers and used his own to sign his name and home address. The clerk reached behind him for a key and at the same time said in his flat, slightly nasal voice, ‘You’re from Chicago.’

It seemed neither a question nor a statement, and whatever it was Frank felt no obligation to respond. He picked up the key, glanced at the number on the metal tag, and dropped it into his pocket.

The clerk said, ‘Is it just for the one night?’

Frank picked up his leather grip. He faced the man and said, ‘More than likely. But if it isn’t I’ll let you know.’ His impatience had fed a slow burning annoyance, fanned by this churlish reception, and he didn’t see why he should placidly answer the man’s questions and volunteer any more information than was strictly required by law. They had his name and home address; they could whistle for the rest.

He went to an open staircase with curving oak banisters and paused before he mounted the first step, aware that the clerk was still watching him.

‘I take it you have a dining-room in this establishment.’

The man’s pale thin face nodded slowly in the dimness.

‘And a bar?’

‘Same place. Dining-room opens at seven and you can get a drink there too.’

‘Thank you,’ Frank said, trying to keep the irony out of his voice.

‘One second.’

Frank turned at the bend in the staircase and supported himself with an outstretched arm against the banister. ‘What is it?’

‘You didn’t ask the price of the room.’

‘I imagine I can afford it. And I have an American Express card if I run short.’

‘Twenty dollars a night,’ the clerk informed him stonily.

‘That’s with breakfast.’

‘Without.’

It was more than such an hotel was entitled to ask, but Frank didn’t feel like arguing. He had his mind on the shower, the stiff drink, the meal. Perhaps later, or in the morning, he would feel angry about it, but just now he wasn’t in the mood to haggle with a desk clerk who looked prematurely aged. In any case it was probably the only hotel in Gypsum, which was why they had the nerve to charge so much.

After the shower he felt better, and after the first drink better still. His preference was Southern Comfort, without ice or water, and he was glad to see the barman (who was also the waiter) pour him a generous measure. It was eight o’clock when he got around to eating, by which time darkness had descended on the town, the street outside lit by a few rather faint lamps which if anything seemed to intensify the blackness and the vivid night sky, spangled with sharp icy stars.

Of course, Frank thought, we’re over a mile above sea level here. The air is thinner and there’s less atmospheric disturbance. And with the mountain ranges encircling them the usual gentle Mid-Western sunsets would be blocked out. It really gave him a feeling of being cut off, out here in the middle of the continent surrounded by walls of granite several miles thick. It was hardly surprising that the people exhibited an insularity of character when their entire lives were spent in such remote isolation.

The steak was good, thick and juicy, and the coffee strong and black. He mellowed a little in his appraisal of the place and lit a cigarette to round off the meal. It was his ninth of the day – yet another attempt to break himself of the habit by strictly rationing his intake. The penalty of a desk job and especially that of being a writer when the mind is scrabbling for a thought decent enough to clothe with words.

The difference between himself and a journalist, as Frank Kersh was always too ready to point out, was that for a journalist the stories neatly categorized themselves and could almost be written off the top of his head. But articles and features dealing with difficult and complex scientific concepts – which comprised Frank’s daily grind – had each to be approached individually and given the right sort of treatment. Science Now wasn’t an abstruse technical journal filled with learned university papers, like say Nature or Physics Review, but was aimed at a broader readership which encompassed graduates, students and the intelligent lay reader. His training in biochemistry was useful but all the same he was expected to grapple with cosmology, astrophysics, quantum mechanics and a host of other scientific disciplines which no one man could be expected to master.

Even so, he prided himself on having achieved sufficient grounding in all the main categories to be able to hold a creditable conversation at a fairly high level. And when he wasn’t sure he made a point of asking.

From his corner table in the small dining-room he could see through into the lobby, which in the last ten to fifteen minutes had filled up; pink frosted wall lamps threw a soft glow over a small crowd of people, including the cowboy in his white stetson and shiny spurs. There were cattle ranches hereabouts, Frank knew, and he guessed that the man must be the genuine article and not a drug store dude.

He called the barman-waiter across, a young man in his twenties with a prominent sunburnt nose and a jutting Adam’s apple which seemed to complement it, and asked what was going on.

‘Reg’lar meetin’,’ said the young man, who had an exaggerated drawl which sounded in Frank’s ears like an impersonation of a youthful Jimmy Stewart. ‘Folks come into town to listen to the preacher. He whips ‘em up, they get drunk, fight a little, then sleep it off. Gettin’ to be two, three times a week recently.’

‘You mean to say it’s a Prayer Meeting?’ Frank said, still not sure that he understood.

‘Guess so.’ The young man nodded and wiped his large red knuckly hands on his apron. ‘Guess you could call it that.’

‘And they hold the meeting right here in the lobby?’

The young man shook his head. ‘Naw, they get together here to wait for the preacher, Mr Cabel. He ain’t got no reg’lar place to preach, so’s they wait here till he gits hisself all fixed up in the street. Then the proceedin’s commence.’

He pronounced it co-mmence.

Frank had heard how some of the small Mid-West communities went in strongly for religious meetings, still carrying on the traditions of the fire-and-brimstone preachers who had wandered the country at the turn of the century, but it seemed odd that red-necked ranchers, farmers and mineworkers should be such devoted students of the good book. It only went to show that living in the city gave you a distorted perspective on what the rest of America was up to; for Frank Kersh it was like stepping back eighty years into the past.

He said, ‘What denomination does Mr Cabel represent?’

The young man had absently picked up a knife from the table and was polishing it. ‘Calls hisself a member of the Telluric Faith. The folks round here don’t seem to care what the hell he is so long as he preaches a good sermon. And Mr Cabel sure does that right enough.’

‘Telluric?’ Frank repeated. He took a sip of Southern Comfort. ‘Is that some local religious sect? I’ve never heard of it before.’

‘Somethin’ to do with the earth,’ the young man advised him. ‘Mr Cabel talks a lot about earth and fire and water – calls ‘em the prime sources from which everything springs. Myself I don’t know too much about it. I listen in now and then but it don’t seem to make a heck of a lot of sense.’

The lobby was now full and amongst the gathering Frank caught sight of the hotel clerk. His small thin figure and pale narrow face with its set of corrugated vee-shaped wrinkles seemed conspicuously out-of-place alongside the broad-sunburned ranchers and miners. There were no women present.

‘I see the desk clerk’s a member of the congregation.’

The young man snorted down his nose. ‘That’s Stringer. He helps organize the meetings and goes round with the plate. If you ask me he’s the one behind all this.’

‘Behind all what?’ Frank said curiously.

But the young man had moved away, still polishing the knife, as if he hadn’t heard – or chose to ignore – Frank’s question. There was a small bar with half a dozen bottles and some upturned glasses on a tray and he busied himself behind it, keeping his face averted.

After a moment he said, ‘Can I get you another drink, mister? I mean sir – they keep telling me I should call hotel guests sir.’

‘Unless they happen to be women.’

The barman-waiter turned his prominent red nose in Frank’s direction. ‘Huh?’ he said, his expression blank.

‘You don’t get many customers in here.’

‘They’ll be in later, after the meeting. We get pretty busy about ten onwards.’ He seemed willing to talk once again. ‘You prob’bly won’t get much sleep, mister – sir – they go on drinkin’ and yappin’ till all hours, and here’s me got to get up at five-thirty in the mornin’.’ He puckered his lips and thrust them forward in a comical expression of pained martyrdom. ‘An’ Chuck’s the worst one of all,’ he muttered, half to himself.

‘I guess Chuck is the cowboy.’

‘That’s right.’ The young man leaned his sharp elbows on the bar, his head sunk between his shoulders. ‘But don’t let Chuck hear you call him that. Chuck Strang is a rancher. Runs a breeding herd of 600 head along by Roaring Fork there. The Lazy W ranch.’

‘What does he get out of the Telluric Faith? Does it help fatten up his cattle?’

The young man’s eyes shifted evasively and he traced the wet imprint of a glass on the bar-top with a bony finger. ‘No use askin’ me. I just serve them beer and bourbon.’

‘You can serve me another Southern Comfort,’ Frank said. He looked towards the lobby and saw that the people were slowly filing outside. The preacher must have arrived and the meeting proper was about to begin. As if a light had suddenly gone on inside his head Frank realized the significance of the word Telluric: it derived from the Latin tellus meaning of or pertaining to the Earth. What were these people – Earth worshippers? In one way, he supposed, it did make a weird kind of sense. Miners spent their working lives underground, digging into the bowels of the earth, so it was logical that they had a certain kind of reverence for it. But as for actually worshipping the planet and making it the focus of their religious homage – no, that didn’t seem to square with the miners he had met in the past, tough hard-working men who wouldn’t take bullshit from anybody, much less a fire-breathing preacher who had invented his own screwball religion.

The young man set the drink down in front of him. He said, ‘You movin’ on in the morning, mister?’

‘Not right away.’ There had seemed more than just a casual inquiry in the young man’s tone; or was he reading devious meanings into something that was innocent and blameless, himself affected by this strange cult he had stumbled across in the middle of nowhere? He thought with a flash of wry humour that if they were of the Telluric Faith they probably referred to themselves as Tellurians: inhabitants of the Earth.

The young man had remained at the table, apparently still waiting for an answer. He wrapped his large raw-boned hands in the folds of his apron, imitating the motion of wiping them, even though they were perfectly dry. Frank Kersh interpreted this as a sign of unease.

He said, not seeing why he should conceal anything, ‘I’m here on business. There’s a scientific establishment in the area which I’m covering for my journal. I’m a science writer,’ he added, to forestall the inevitable query as to whether this meant he was a reporter. People didn’t seem to understand or appreciate the difference anyway.

The young man moved slowly away. The information didn’t appear to have registered, or at any rate hadn’t produced a reaction, but Frank saw that he was mistaken when the young man said, ‘Does Stringer know why you’re here?’

‘You mean the desk clerk?’

‘He’s the owner of this place.’

‘No, I didn’t tell him. He never asked and I don’t see what business it is of his.’

‘Then I wouldn’t, mister. Don’t tell him.’

Frank laughed. ‘You make it sound mysterious.’

‘I’m jus’ saying: if he doesn’t know, don’t tell him.’

‘Doesn’t he get along with the scientists working on the Deep Hole Project?’

‘None of them do. No way.’

‘You mean the rest of the sect?’

‘None of them,’ the young man repeated flatly. He turned and said, ‘Is that the official name of that place – Deep Hole?’

‘That’s how it’s known to other scientists. Its official designation is the Rocky Mountain Astrophysical Neutrino Research Station. Why should Stringer have anything against the people who work there? I shouldn’t think he has a clue about what they’re doing there.’

‘He doesn’t need to know – what matters to Stringer and the others is where they’ve situated the damn thing.’

‘You mean an old abandoned working on the side of the mountain?’

‘Right.’ The young man nodded emphatically. ‘The Tell-uride Mine.’

‘Is that what it was called before the Project took it over?’

‘The oldest mine in this part of the Rockies, so they say. Goes right back to the first rush in the 1850s when Colorado was opened up for the first time. Men been diggin’ that mine for more than a hundred years, then the scientists move in and everythin’ goes haywire—’

As if realizing that he was talking too much the young man turned away and went behind the bar; it almost seemed as if he needed to place a physical barrier between them.

Frank now saw, or thought he did, the connection which linked the religious following to the old mine working: the Telluric sect apparently regarded it as possessing special religious significance because of its name – which in fact, as he now recalled, was the description of an oxide of tellurium, a silvery-white non-metallic element found in association with gold, silver and bismuth. In some weird and wonderful fashion the Tellurians had confused the Latin derivative telluric – meaning ‘of the earth’ – with the mineralogists’ name for a non-metallic oxide: telluride. It seemed plausible enough, though it never ceased to amaze him how the human race had this capacity for conjuring up out of thin air random figments of fantasy and building an entire structure of belief on the shiftiest of premises.

He smiled, wondering if the scientists over at Deep Hole knew of the rash of rumour, distrust and consternation they had caused by innocently choosing to install their neutrino detection equipment at the bottom of the deepest shaft in North America. That was the whole point of the operation, of course, shielding the perchloroethylene tanks from cosmic rays and other background ‘noise’ with a mile-thick layer of solid rock so that only the elusive massless, uncharged neutrino travelling at the speed of light would get through. Every other particle known to science would be stopped dead in its tracks, with only the ‘ghost particle of the atom’, as it had been called, completing the trip into the depths of the mine.

It would be unreasonable to expect the layman to understand the need for such a location; he would naturally assume that the scientists were actively seeking something deep below ground and not simply using the mountain as an efficient shielding device to prevent stray and unwanted nuclear interactions.

Frank said good night and took his drink up to his room. It was on the first floor overlooking the small main square. The dim street lights made pools of pale illumination, leaving murky areas of darkness which were filled with the murmur of low voices. Frank stared out but could see nothing, and after a few moments stripped down to his underclothes and lay on the bed, his drink near at hand, a pleasant drowsiness pressing down on his eyelids.

Now that he was alone he thought longingly of the girl he had met out on the Coast. She had been very good. It had been one of those instantaneous attractions – for both of them – and five hours after meeting her at a publisher’s cocktail party they had wound up in her bed making very satisfactory love. Susan Cleeve, twenty-nine, small and dark with a sexy generous mouth she had known how to use. Divorced, living alone, an attractive independent woman with a lively mind and a desirable body …

He had fallen into a light doze, drifting along on the gentle waves of pleasant retrospection, and then he slowly became aware of the sound of low monotonous chanting from the square below. The words were indistinct, lost in the constant drone of voices, but as his senses sharpened he picked out the odd phrase here and there which seemed to have the ring of Biblical quotation. There was something about ‘… and the flood was forty days upon the earth’, and another chant, repeated over and over again, which went, ‘… and the waters prevailed and were increased greatly upon the earth’.

The Tellurians, it appeared, were prophesying doom and destruction in the manner of the Flood as depicted in the Bible. Yet another sect who believed that the end was nigh.

Turning the light off and going quickly to the window, Frank looked down into the dark square. He could vaguely make out a group of people, the dim lamplight catching the outline of a face, the shape of a hand, and now that his eyes were accustomed to the gloom he could plainly see the white stetson, a ghostly hat on the head of its invisible wearer.

The preacher, Mr Cabel – if he was there, which Frank assumed he was – was lost in the darkness. The chanting went on, rising and falling to the mournful rhythm of a funereal dirge. It seemed odd, and rather eerie, to be witnessing such an event in what was after all the most technologically advanced country on the face of the earth – and in an age of scientific reason and enlightenment when the antiquated voodoo of religious ceremony had, supposedly, been swept away along with primitive superstition and the belief in spirits.

The chanting lulled Frank to sleep that night, but his dreams were filled with cataclysmic visions of torrents of rushing floodwater and mountains split asunder by thunderbolts from the heavens.
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