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To ChrisPriest - counsdllor and friend.

one

The drive to Chivenor had been long and tiring. Asit had progressed the pain in Hasson's back had
grown worse, and with the pain had come a steady deterioration of hismood. At first there had been
Stray misgivings, hints of sadnesswhich anybody might have felt on passing through a series of townsand
villageswhere dl commerce and community life ssemed to have been vanquished by the chill grey rains
of Match. By the time they had reached the north Devon coast, however, Hasson felt more than normally
degjected, and later when the car surmounted arise giving its three occupants a glimpse of the Taw
estuary - heredlized he wasterrified of the journey that lay ahead.

How can this be? he thought, unable to reconcile his fedings with those he would have experienced
sx weeksearlier in smilar circumstances. I'm being given afreetrip to Canada, three months leave on
full pay, dl thetime| need to rest and recuperate

'I dwaysthink there's something right about the principle of the flying boat,’ said Colebrook, the
police surgeon, who was sitting in the rear seat with Hasson. 'The whole idea of flying over the seain
ships, having four-fifths of the globe for alanding place

It al seemsnaturd, if you know what | mean - technology and nature going hand-in-hand.’

Hasson nodded. 'l see what you're getting at.'

"Just ook at thosethings.' A gesture of Colebrook's plump, strong hand took in the date-blue strip of
water and the apparently haphazard scattering of flying boats. 'Silver birds, as our Polynesian cousins
might say. Do you know why they aren't painted?

Hasson shook his head, trying to take an interest in the surgeon's conversation. 'Can't think.'

The load factor. Economics. The weight of the paint would be equal to the weight of an extra
passenger.’

Isthat right? Hasson smiled, hopeesdy, and saw the boyish enthusiasm fade from Colebrook's face
to be replaced by alook of professiona concern. He cursed himsdlf for not having made a greater effort
to cover up.

'Problems, Rob? Colebrook turned bodily to get abetter look at his patient, pulling his suit into silky
diagond folds across his ssomach. 'How do you fed? ‘A bit tired that's dl. A few achesand pains. I'll
hang together.’

'I'm not asking about that side of it. Have you taken any Serenix today?

'‘Well .. ." Hasson abandoned the attempt to lie. 'l don't like taking pills.'

'What's that got to do with anything,” Colebrook said impatiently. 'l don't like brushing my teeth, but if
| stop the result will be alot of pain and amouth full of delph - so | brush my teeth.’

'It's hardly the same thing,' Hasson protested.

it'sexactly the same thing, man. Y our nervous system is bound to give you hdll for amonth or two,
maybe longer, but the fact that athing is natural doesn't mean you have to put up with it. There aren't any
medalsfor thisRob - no Misery Cross or Depression Diploma...’

Hasson raised afinger. 'That's good, doc. | likethat.'

'‘Swallow a couple of those caps, Rob. Don't be afool.” Colebrook, who had too much medica
experience to alow himself to be upset by awayward patient, leaned forward and tapped Air Police
Captain Nun on his shoulder, his expansive mood returning. Why don't we al go to Canada, Wilbur? We
could al dowith abresk.

Nun had been at the whedl most of the way from Coventry and was showing signs of strain. 'Some of
us can't be spared,’ he said, refusing to be captivated by pleasantries. 'Anyway, it'stoo early in the year
for me. I'd rather wait till the Iceland-Greenland corridor iscleared.’



"That could take months.”

I know, but some of us can't be spared.’ Nunn transferred the weight of hisforearms on to the
Steering whedl, managing to convey his disinclination to talk. The sky ahead had cleared to an antiseptic
pale blue, but the ground was till wet, and the car's whedls made swishing sounds on the tarmac curves
asit descended towardsthe airfield and flying boat termind at Chivenor. Nunn continued to drive fagt,
with broody concentration, asthe view of the estuary waslost behind arow of dripping evergreens.

Hasson, douched uncomfortably in the rear seat, stared at the 8 back of his chief's neck and wished
there had been no reference to the clearing of the flight corridors. His plane was due to take off in little
more than an hour and the last thing he wanted was to think about the possibility of it smashing into any
human bodies which might be drifting through the low cloud and fog that often obscured the Atlantic air
lines

Nobody in thewest had any clear idea of what was going on in the vast tracts of land spanning the
eastern hemisphere from the Zemlayasto Siberia, but each winter asparse, dow blizzard of frozen
bodies - kept aoft by their CG harnesses - came swirling down over the pole, endangering air cargo
traffic between Britain and North America

The generd beief was that they were Asian peasants, ignorant of the dangers of boosting to even a
modest dtitude in a continental winter, or victims of sudden weather changes who had been claimed by
frosthite without realising what was happening to them. A hysterical faction, smdl but vociferous, claimed
they were political expendables deliberately cast |0ose on the geostrophic winds to hinder, even
margindly, the flow of western commerce. Hasson had always regarded the | atter idea as being unworthy
of hiscondderation, and the fact that it had entered his mind now was yet another pointer to his state of
hedth. He did his hand into his coat pocket and gripped the container of Serenix capsules, reassuring
himsdf they were available.

In afew minutes the car had reached the airfield and was skirting its perimeter on theway to theflying
boat docks. Thetdl slvery fins of the boats could be seen here and there above the complex of quayside
sheds and portable offices. A number of men, their clothing marked with dayglo pands, wereflying
between the quay and the boats anchored further out in the estuary, registering on the edge of Hasson's
vison as acongtant agitation of colourful specks.

Nunn brought the car to ahdt in a parking bay which was outside the mesh fence of the departure
area. As Hasson's department head, he had been burdened with most of the behind-the scenes work
associated with smuggling Hasson out of the country and finding a place where he could livein safe
obscurity for three months. No formal machinery existed for hiding and protecting key witnesses whose
lives could be under threet, and 9 Captain Nunn had been put to considerable trouble to find a suitable
host for Hasson in another country. In the end he had come to an arrangement with a Canadian police
officer who had been on an exchange visit to the Coventry force some years earlier. Nun was aman who
hated anything to upset his adminigtrative routine and now he was anxious to get Hasson off his hands.

'Wewon't goinwith you, Rob," he said, switching off the engine. "The Less we're seen together the
better. No point in taking any chances.’

‘Chances!' Hasson snorted to show his disapprova of what he thought of as acharade. "What
chances? Sullivan isamobster, but he's dso abusiness man and he knows helll befinished if he starts
killing cops.’

Nun drummed with hisfingers on the serrated rim of the steering whedl. "Were not cops Rob - we're
ar cops. And peoplekill usdl thetime. How many of your origind squad are still dive?

‘Not many.' Hasson turned his head away to hide an unexpected, unmanning quiver of hislower lip.

'I'm sorry - | shouldn't have said that." Nunn sounded irritated rather than apologetic.

Colebrook, ever watchful, gripped Hasson's arm just above the elbow and squeezed it firmly. "Take
two capsules right now, Rob. That's an order.’

Embarrassed and shamed, Hasson brought the plastic dispenser out of his pocket, fed two
green-and-gold capsulesinto his palm and swallowed them. They felt dry and weightlessin his mouth,
like the blown-out eggs of tiny birds.

Nun cleared histhroat. The point | was making isthat the Sullivan caseis out of the hands of the Air



Police and we have to do what SCQ tells us. If they think your evidenceisworth the Sullivan
organisation's trying to shut you up for good we have to accept what they say. It'stheir patch.'

I know, but it'sall so ... Hasson gazed around him helplessly. '| mean ... fake identity, fake passport!
How am | going to get used to caling myself Haldane?

"That doesn't seem much of a problem to me," Nunn said brusquely, compressing hislips. 'Try to
adopt amore positive attitude, Rob. Get yoursdlf off to Canada and do alot of deeping and eating and
drinking, and enjoy it while you have the chance. Well send for you when you have to testify.'

'Speaking as amedical man, that sounds like good advice.' Colebrook opened the door at hisside,
got out and went to the back of the car. Helifted thelid of the trunk and began unloading Hasson's
Cases.

'I won't get out,” Nunn said, reaching ahand into the rear seat. 'Take care of yoursdlf, Rob.'

"Thanks." Hasson shook the offered hand and let himsdlf out of the car. The sky had completely
cleared now, to the palest wash of blue, and a searching breeze was whipping in from the Atlantic.
Hasson shivered as he thought of the thousands of kilometres of open seathat lay between him and his
degtination. The journey seemed too great for any aircraft, and even more incredible was the idea that
only afew months ago he, Robert Hasson, faced with the task of getting to Canada, would have brashly
strapped on a counter-gravity harness and made the flight aone, with no protection other than ahelmet
and heated suit. At the thought of going aloft again, of being ableto fdl, alooseness developed in
Hasson's knees and he leaned againgt the vehicle, taking care to make the action look casud. The
enameled metd chilled hisfingers.

I'll go with you asfar asreception, Colebrook said. 'Nobody's going to worry about seeing you with
adoctor.’

'I'd rather go in done, thanks. I'm dl right.’

Colebrook smiled gpprovingly. That's good. Just remember what the physiotherapist told you about
how to lift heavy weights." Hasson nodded, said goodbye to the surgeon and went towards the gate
which led to the departure building. He carried alarge and asmall case in each hand, keeping his back
graight and theload in balance. The pain from his spine and the rebuilt joint of hisleft knee was
considerable, but he had learned that movement - no matter how uncomfortable - was hisdly. Thered
pain, the devasting and paraysing agony, came after he was forced to remain immobile for along period,
and then had to perform a once Ssmple action such as getting out of bed. It was as though his body,
denying the magic of surgery, had amasochistic yearning for crippledom.

He went to the passenger termina where he and his baggage were subjected to aseries of fairly
perfunctory checks. It turned out that there were about twenty other people on his particular flight, which
meant that the flying boat had almost itsfull quota of passengers. For the most part, they were
middle-aged couples who had the flustered, expectant look of people who were not used to
long-distance travel. Hasson guessed they were going abroad to visit relatives. He stood apart from
them, spping machine-made coffee and wondering why anybody who had the option of remaining safely
at home would st out to cross awintered ocean.

'Y our attention, please,’ called a stewardess who had razor- cut golden hair and neat, hard features.
'Hight Box 62 is scheduled to take off for St John'sin gpproximately twenty minutes. Due to the strength
and direction of the breeze which has sprung up within the last few hours, we have been forced to anchor
the aircraft further out than is usua and our motor launches are having to cope with extrawork - but we
can avoid delaying our departure if we fly out to the aircraft. Are there any passengers with boarding
cardsfor Flight Bo162 who are unable to make a persond flight of half akilometre?

Hasson's heart lurched sickeningly as he glanced around the group and saw that dl of them were
nodding in tentative agreemen.

‘Very wel,' the stewardess said, nodding her head. 'Y ou will find standard CG harnesses on the rack
besidethe...

I'm sorry,’ Hasson cut in, 'I'm not allowed to use aharness!’

The girl's eyesflickered briefly and there was a disgppointed murmur from the other passengers.
Several women glanced at Hasson, their eyes speculative and resentful. He turned away without



gpeaking, feding the chill ar rush upwards past him at termina velocity as he bombed down into
Birmingham's crowded commuter levels after afdl of three thousand metres, and the lights of the city
expanded beneath him like avast jewelled flower...

'Inthat casetheres no point in any of usflying.' The sewardesss voice was neutrd. 'If you will dl
make yourselves comfortable | will cal you as soon asalaunchisavailable. We will do everything we
can to keep delaysto aminimum. Thank you." She went to a communications set in the corner of the
glasswalled lounge and began whispering intoit.

Hasson set his cup down and, acutely conscious of being stared at, walked into the toilets. He locked
himsdlf into acubicle, leaned againgt the door for amoment, then took out his medicine dispenser and fed
two more capsulesinto his mouth. The two he had swallowed in the car had not yet taken effect, and as
he stood in the sad little closed universe of partitions and tiles, praying for tranquillity, it dawned on him
how complete his breakdown had been. He had seen other men crack up under the strain of too much
work, too many hours of cross-wind patrols at night when the danger of collison with arogue flier made
the nerves sing like telephone wiresin agale, but aways he had viewed the event with akind of smug
incomprehension. Underlying his sympathy and intellectua appreciation of the medica factshad beena
faint contempt, aconviction that, given his mental stability, the wilted air cops, the sick birds, would have
been able to shrug off their woes and carry on as before. His sense of security had been so great that he
had totally failed to recognise his own warning symptoms -the moods of intense depression, the
irritability, the growing pessmism which drained life of its savour. Without realising it, Hasson had been
terribly vulnerable, and in that fragile condition-shorn of al hisarmour - he had goneinto the arena
against a grinning opponent who wore ablack cloak and carried ascythe...

A sudden claustrophobia caused Hasson to open the cubicle door. He went to awash basin, put cold
water in it and was splashing some on his face when he became aware of somebody standing beside him.
It was one of the passengers from his own flight, aman of about sixty who had aflorid complexion and
sardonically drooping eydlids.

'Nothing to be ashamed of,' the man said in anorth country accent.

'What? Hasson began drying hisface.

‘Nothing to be ashamed of. That'swhat | was telling them out there. Some people just can't usea
harness, and that's that."

'l suppose you're right." Hasson fought down an urgeto tell the stranger he had done agreat ded of
flying but was temporarily barred from it for medica reasons. If he started justifying himself to everybody
he met he would be doing it for the rest of hislife and there was also the fact that the story was alie.
Therewas no physica necessity for him to avoid persond flight.

'On the other hand," the red-faced man continued, 'some people taketo it like aduck takesto water.
| was nearly forty when | got my first harness, and within aweek | was cloud- running with the best of
them.’

"Very good,' Hasson said, edging away.

'Yes, and | ill fly in atough area. Bradford Thekids up there think nothing of coming in close,
ddiberate-like, and dropping you twenty or thirty metres.' The stranger paused to chuckle. 'Doesn't
bother me, though. Strong stomach.’

That's great.' Hasson hurried to the door, then it occurred to him that a garrulous companion might be
just what he needed to numb his mind during the Atlantic crossing. He paused and waited for the other
man to catch up with him. 'But you're going to Canadathe easy way .’

'Haveto,' the man said, tapping himsalf on the chest. 'Lungswon't take the cold any more - otherwise
I'd save mysdlf the price of aplaneticket. Bloody robbery, that'swhat it is.'

Hasson nodded agreement as he walked back to the lounge with his new companion. Persond flying
was both easy and cheap, and with the advent of the counter-gravity harness conventiona aviation had
falen into an abrupt decline. At firgt it had been smply amatter of economics, then the skies had become
too clustered with people - millions of liberated, mobile, foolhardy, uncontrollable people - for aircraft to
operate safely, except in gtrictly policed corridors. The formerly lucrative passenger traffic acrossthe
North Atlantic had been replaced by cargo planes carrying handfuls of passengers on sparse schedules,



and the cost per head had risen accordingly.

Regoining the other passengers, Hasson leaned that the older man's name was Dawlish and that he
was on theway to Montred to vist an ailing cousin, possibly in the hope of inheriting some money.
Hasson conversed with him for ten minutes, reassured by the sense of calmness that was spreading
radidly through his system as the Serenix capsules began to do their work. His knowledge that the fedling
was atificially induced made it nonethel ess precious, and by the timethelaunch arrived  to takethe
passengers on Flight Bo162 out to the plane he was experiencing amuted euphoria.

He sat near the front during the ride across choppy water to reach the flying boat, fegling a
pleasurable excitement at the thought of spending three months abroad. The boat looked prehistoric, with
grillsover the turbine intakes and armour plating on the airfoil leading edges, but now Hasson had some
confidence in the looming machine's ability to take him anywhere in the world. He climbed on board -
inhaling the digtinctive aroma of engine ail, brine-soaked rope and hot food - and got awindow seat near
the rear of the passenger compartment. Dawlish sat down opposite him with his back to the movable
partition which alowed the cargo space to be expanded or contracted as required.

'‘Good machinesthese," Dawlish said, looking knowledgeable. ‘Based on the Thirties Empire boat
design. Very interesting story to them.’

As Hasson half-expected, Dawlish launched into adiscourse an the romance of the flying boat, a
rambling account which took in its disgppearance from world aviation in the Fifties because of the
difficulty of pressurisng the hull for the high-altitude operation demanded by jet engines, its regppearance
inthe 21st Century when, of necessity, dl aircraft had to fly low and dow.

At another time he might have been bored or irritated, but on this occasion Dawlish was performing a
useful function and Hasson concentrated gratefully on the flow of words while the boat's four engines
were being started and it was taxied round into the wind. In spite of the capsules hefelt a pang of unease
asthe take-off run seemed to go on for ever, culminating in athunderous hammering of wave-tops on the
underside of the ked, but dl at once the noise ceased and the boat wasin rock-steady flight. Hasson
looked at the solidity of the deck beneath hisfeet and felt safe.

".... monoprope lant turbineswould work just aswell at atitude,’ Dawlish was saying, 'but if you fly
low anybody you runintoislikely to be reasonably soft and the shielding will stand the impact. Just
imagine hitting afrozen body at nearly athousand kilometres an hour! The Titanic wouldn't be... .’
Dawlish broke off and touched Hasson's knee. 'I'm sorry, lad - | shouldn't be talking about that sort of
thing.'

I'mal right," Hasson said deepily, making the belated discovery that for aman in his exhausted state
four Serenix capsules had been too much. 'Y ou go right ahead. Get it out of your system.’

'What do you mean?

'Nothing." Hasson sincerely wished to be diplomatic, but it had become difficult to perceive shades of
meaning in hisown words. Y ou seem to know alot about flying.

Apparently annoyed at Hasson's tone, Dawlish glanced around him from below sagging eyelids. 'Of
course, thisisn't red flying. Cloud-running, that'sthething! Y ou don't know wheat redl flying isuntil you've
strapped on aharness and gone up five hundred, six hundred metres with nothing under your feet but thin
ar. 1 only wish | could tdl you whet it'slike’

"That would be ..." Hasson abandoned the attempt to speak as the conscious world tilted ponderoudy
away fromhim.,

He was three thousand metres above Birmingham, as high asit was possible to go without specia
heavy-duty suit heaters, at the centre of a sphere of milky radiance created by hisflares... ashort
distance away from him the body of his dead partner, LIoyd Inglis, floated upright on height-maintenance
power, performing a strange aeria shuffle ... and, just beyond the range of the flares, Lloyd's murderer
waswaiting in ambugh...

There was no human sound as the attack began - only the growing rush of air asthe two men'sCG
harnesses cancelled each other's fields, allowing then to drop like stones.,.

It took aminute for them to fal three thousand metres - a hideous, soul-withering minute in which the
howl of the termina velocity wind, was the blast from the chimneys of hdll. During that minute the



low-level commuter lanes, glowing like agdaxy with the persond lights of tens of thousands of fliers,
expanded hungrily beneath him, opening like a carnivorous flower. During that minute, pain and shock
robbed him of the powers of thought, and his mind was further obliterated by the obscene grinding of the
psychoatic killer'sbody againgt hisown...

And then - when it was so late, when it was S0 desperately late - came the successful disengagement,
the breaking free, followed by the futile upward drag of hisharness ... and theimpact ... the ghastly
impact with the round... the shattering of bone, and the explosive burgting of spind discs.

Hasson opened his eyes and blinked uncomprehendingly a aworld of sky-bright windows, curved
ceiling pands, luggage racks, and the subdued pulsing of aero engines. I'm in an aircraft he thought. What
am | doing in an aircraft. He sat upright, groggy as aboxer recovering from aknockout blow, and saw
that Dawlish had falen adeegp in the seat opposite him, amicro- reader ill clasped in one blue-knuckled
hand. The redlisation he had been unconscious for some time was accompanied by arush of memories
and he rediscovered the fact that he was on hisway to Canada, faced with the challenge of anew identity
and anew way of life.

The prospect was daunting, but not as daunting as the idea of meeting the chalengein his present
condition of drug-fuddled incapacity, held up by apsychotropic crutch. He waited for afew minutes,
breathing deeply, then got to his feet and walked to the toilet at the forward end of the passenger
compartment. The soundproofing within the toilet was not as good asin therest of the aircraft, and for a
moment he was disconcerted by the pounding of atmospheric fists on the skin of the hull, but he braced
himsdf againgt the partition and took the medicine dispenser from his pocket. He wrenched the top off it
and, without giving himsalf time for second thoughts, poured a steam of green-and- gold capsulesinto the
toilet bowl.

By the time he got back to his seat he was woozy again, ready to fall adeep, but he had the spare
satisfaction that ways came from refusing to compromise. He was not the Robert Hasson he used to
be, or had imagined himself to be. He felt incomplete, wounded, flawed - but his future was hisown
persona property, and there was to be no side-stepping of any problemsit would bring.

two

Technica difficulties had dosed the transcontinentd air corridor west of Regina, so Hasson completed his
journey by rail.

It was mid-morning when he reached Edmonton, and on stepping down from the train he was
immediately struck by the coldness of the sun-glittering air which washed around him like the waters of a
mountain stream. In his previous experience such temperatures dlied with brilliant sunshine had only been
encountered when patrolling high above the Pennines on a spring morning. For an ingtant he wasflying
again, dangeroudy poised, with aflight of gullstwinkling like stars far below, and the weakness returned
to hisknees. Helooked around therail station, anchoring himsdf to the ground, taking in details of his
surroundings. The platform extended along way beyond the girdered roof, dipping into hard-packed
snow which was criss-crossed with tyre tracks. City buildings formed ablocky paisade againgt the
snowfields he could sense to the north. Hasson, wondering how he was going to recognise his escort,
examined the people nearest to him. The men seemed huge and dauntingly jovia, many of them dressed
in reddish tartan jackets as though conforming to tourists preconceived notions of how Canadians should
look.

Hasson, suddenly fegling overwhelmed and afraid, picked up his cases and moved towards the station
exit. Ashedid so an dmost handsome, olive-skinned man with a pencil-line moustache and exceptiondly
bright eyes came towards him, hands extended. The stranger's expression of friendliness and pleasure
was S0 intense that Hasson moved out of hisway, fearful of perhaps obstructing afamily reunion. He
glanced back over his shoulder and was surprised to find there was nobody close behind him.

'Rob I' The stranger gripped both of Hasson's shoulders. 'Rob Hasson | It's grest to see you again.
Redly great!

' ..." Hasson gazed into the varnish-col oured eyes which stared back at him with such intemperate



affection and was forced to the conclusion that thiswas his Canadian hogt, Al Werry. ‘It'sgood to see
you again.'

'‘Come on, Rab - you look like you could do with adrink." Werry took the cases from Hasson's
unresisting fingers and set off with them towards the exit barrier. 'I've got a bottle of scotch in the car
outside - and guesswhat.'

'It'syour favourite. Lockhart's!

Hasson was taken aback. 'Thanks, but how did you...?

"That was quite a night we had in that pub - you know the one about ten minutes aong the highway
from Air Police HQ. What wasiit caled?

I can't remember.’

"The Haywain." Werry supplied. 'Y ou were drinking Lockhart whisky. Lloyd Ingliswas on vodka,
and | waslearning to drink your Boddington'sdle. What anight!" Werry reached a deek-looking car
which had acity crest onits Sde, opened its trunk and began loading the four cases, thus giving Hasson a
moment in which to think. He had the vaguest memory of an occasion seven or eight years earlier when
he had became involved with providing hospitdity for agroup of Canadian police officers, but every
detail of the evening waslost to him. Now it was obvious that Werry had been one of the vistorsand he
felt both embarrassed and alarmed by the other man's ahility to recal an unimportant event with such
clarity.

'Hop in there, Rob, and welll shake this place - | want to get you to Tripletreein time for lunch. May
is cooking up moose steaks for us, and I'll bet you never tasted moose." While he was speaking Werry
dipped out of hisovercoat, folded it carefully and placed it on the car'srear seat. His chocolate-brown
uniform, which carried theinggnia of acity reeve, was crioly immaculate and when he sat down he spent
some time smoothing the cloth of the tunic behind him to prevent it being wrinkled by the driving sest.
Hasson opened the passenger door and got in, taking equal care to ensure that his spine was straight and
well supported in the lumbar region.

'Hereswhat you need,' Werry said, taking aflat bottle from a dash compartment and handing it to
Hasson. He smiled indulgently, showing square heslthy teeth.

"Thanks." Hasson dutifully accepted the bottle and took aswig fromiit, noticing as hetilted his head
that therewasapolice style counter-gravity harness flying suit lying on the rear seat besde Werry's coat.
The neat spirit tasted warmish, flat and unnaturally strong, but he pretended to savour it, atask which
became Herculean when it seared into one of the mouth ulcers which had been troubling him for weeks.

"You hold on to that - it'smore'n an hour'srun to Tripletree.’ Werry spun up the car'sturbine as he
spoke and afew seconds later they were surging into a northbound traffic stream. Asthe car emerged
from among the downtown buildings expanses of blue sky became visible and Hasson saw abovehim a
fantastic complex of aeria highways. The bilaser images|ooked real but not redl - curves, ramps,
sraights, trumpet-shaped entrances and exits, al apparently carved from coloured gelatine and bannered
across the sky to guide and control the flux of individud fliers whose business brought them into the city.
Thousands of dark specks moved adong the insubstantial ducts, like the representation of agasflow ina
physicstext.

"Pretty, isn't it? Some system!" Werry leaned forward, peering upwards with enthusiasm.

"Very nice. Hasson tried to find a comfortable posture in the car's too pliant upholstery as he studied
the three-dimensiond pastel-coloured projections. Similar traffic control techniques had been tried in
Britain back in the days when there still had been hope of reserving some territory for conventiona
arcraft, but they had been abandoned astoo costly and too complicated. With million of individuas
arborne above asmall idand, many of them highly resistant to discipline, it had been found most
expedient to go for asmple arrangement of columnar route markers with bands of colour at different
dtitudes. The most basic bilaser ingtalations could cope with the task of projecting the solid-seeming
columns, and they had afurther advantage in that they Ieft the aeria environment looking comparetively
uncluttered. To Hasson's eyes, the confection hovering above Edmonton resembled the entrails of some
vast semi- trangparent mollusc.

'Y ou feding dl right, Rob? Werry sad. 'Isthere anything | can do for you?



Hasson shook his head. 'I've been travelling too long, that's

"They told me you got yourself al smashed up.’

"Just a broken skeleton,” Hasson said, modifying an old joke. 'How much did they tell you, anyway?

‘Not much. It's better that way, | guess. I'm telling everybody you're my cousin from England, that
your name's Robert Haldane, that you're an insurance sdlesman and you're convalescing from a bad car
smash.’

‘It sounds plausible enough.’

'l 'hope s0," Werry drummed hisfingers on the steering whedl, signdlling his dissatisfaction. 'It'safunny
sort of set-up, though. With England having separate air police, | mean. | never thought you'd get mixed
up with big-time organised crime.’

It wasjust the way thingsworked out. Lloyd Inglisand | were busting a gang of young angels, and
when Lloyd got killed the..." Hasson broke off asthe car swerved dightly. ‘I'm sorry. Didn't they say?

'l didn't know LIoyd was dead.’

I can't take it mysdlf yet." Hasson stared at the road ahead, which was like ablack canal banked with
snow. 'One of the gang was the son of amob chief who was buying up respectability asif it was
developed land, and the boy was carrying papers which were going to wipe out his old man'sinvestment.
It'salong story, and complicated ..." Hasson, tired of talking, hoped he had said enough to satisfy
Werry's professiona curiogty.

'Okay, let'sforget dl that sort of stuff, cousin.’ Werry smiled and gave Hasson an exaggerated wink.
'All | want isfor you to relax and get yoursdlf built up again. Y ou're goin' to have thetime of your lifein
the next three months. Believe me.’

'l do." Hasson glanced discreetly, gratefully, at his new companion. Werry's body was hard and flat,
with abuoyant curvature to the muscles which suggested anatura strength carefully maintained by
exercise. He seemed to take an ingenuous pleasure in the perfection of his uniform, something which
combined with his Latin-American looksto give him the aura of aswaggering young colond ina
revolutionary republic. Even hishandling of the car - dightly aggressive, dightly flamboyant - spoke of a
man who was perfectly at homein hisenvironment, taking up its challenges with azestful confidence.
Hasson, envious of the other man'sintact and gleaming psychologica  armour, wondered how it had
been possible for him to forget hisfirst meeting with Werry.

‘By theway, Werry sad, 'l didn't tell the folks at home - that's May and Ginny, and my boy Theo -
anything about you. Anything apart from the officia story, that is. Thought it better just to keep thingsto
oursalves. It'ssmpler that way.'

'Y ou're probably right." Hasson mulled over the new information for amoment. ‘Didn't your wife think
it abit odd when you produced a brand-new cousin out of thin air?"

'May isn't my wife - not yet anyway. Sybil left me about ayear ago, May and her mother only moved
inlast month, soit'sdl right - | could have cousins dl over the world, for al they know.'

'l see" Hasson felt athrob of unease at the prospect of having to meet and cohabit with three more
strangers, and it came to him once again that he had joined the ranks of life's walking wounded. The car
was how Speeding dong agtraight highway which cut through immensties of sun-blinding snow. He
fumbled in his breast pocket, produced a pair of darkened glasses and put them on, glad of the barrier
they set up againgt the pressures of an unmanagesble universe. He shifted to an easier position in his sedt,
cradling the unwanted bottle of whisky, and tried to come to terms with the new Robert Hasson.

The deceptively commonplace term 'nervous breskdown’, he had discovered, was a catch-dl for a
host of devasting menta and physica symptoms - but the knowledge that he was suffering from a
classcad and curableillness did nothing to alleviate those symptoms. No matter how often he told himself
he would be back to normal in the not too distant future, his depressions and fears remained implacable
enemies, swift to strike, tenacious, dow to relinquish their grip. In his own case, he appeared to have
regressed emotiondly to relive the turmoils of adolescence.

Hisfather, Desmond Hasson, had been a West Country village storekeeper driven by circumstances
to work in the city, and had never even begun to adapt to his new surroundings. Naive, avkward,
pathologicdly shy, he had lived out the life of ahopeless exile amere two hundred kilometresfrom his



birthplace, bound by therigidity of his outlook, awayswhispering when in public lest the differencein his
accent should draw curious glances. His marriage to atough-minded city girl had served only to let the
incomprehensible strangeness of the world of factories and office blocks invade his home, and he had
become perpetualy reserved and uncommunicetive. It had come as a bitter disgppointment to him to find
that his son responded naturally and easily to an ur- ban environment, and for some years he had done
his best to correct what he regarded as a serious character defect. There had been the long,
uninformative walksin the country (Desmond Hasson knew surprisingly little about the world of nature he
espoused); the futile hours of fishing in polluted streams; the boredom of enforced labour in avegetable
garden. Y oung Rob Hasson had didiked al of those things, but the real psychological marks had been
caused by hisfather's attempts to mould his essentid nature.

He had been a gregarious boy, not averse to speaking his mind, and the worst personality conflicts
had arisen from thisfact. Time after time he had been quelled, humbled, desolated by the admonition -
always ddlivered in ashocked and betrayed undertone - that a proposed course of action would cause
peopleto look at him. He had grown up with the implanted conviction that the most scandaous thing he
could ever do would be to draw the attention of othersin public. There had been other strictures, notably
those concerned with sex, but the principal one, the one which clung longest and made life most difficult,
had been that concerning the need for salf-effacement. Even as ayoung adult, at college and during a
brief spell in the army, each time he had been called upon to get up on hisfeet and address any kind of
assembly he had been plagued and undermined by visions of panic-stricken blue eyes and by the parental
voice whispering, 'Everybody will look at you!”

Hasson had eventually broken the conditioning, and - with hisfather long dead - had thought himself
free of it for ever, but the impact of nervousillness appeared to have shattered his adult character like a
glassfigurine. It was asif hisfather had begun to achieve a posthumous victory, recreating himsdf in his
only son. Hefound it intensely difficult to sustain any kind of a conversation, and the thought of having to
enter ahouse of strangersfilled him with a cool dread. Hasson stared sombrely at the unfolding aien
snowscapes and yearned desperately to be back in his two-roomed flat in Warwick, with the door
locked and the undemanding companionship of atelevison set for solace.

Al Werry, asthough sensing his need, remained silent in the following hour except for the passing on
of scraps of information about local geography. In between times, the police radio made occasiond
popping and growling noises, but no calls came through on it. Hasson took the opportunity to recharge
his spiritud batteries and was feding dightly more competent when atangle of pae-glowing aerid
scul ptures appeared above the horizon, letting him know they were drawing closeto Tripletree. He was
taking in the broad outlines of the traffic control system when his eye was caught by the silhouette of a
peculiar structure closeto the city, stark againgt the background of luminous pastels. From the distance it
resembled amonstrous, single-stemmed flower, grown to aheight of perhaps four hundred metres. He
speculated briefly about its purpose, then turned to Werry.

'What's that thing? he said. 'It can't be awater tower, or can it?

"There's nothing wrong with your eyes, Rob.' Werry spent afew seconds staring straight ahead,
satisfying himself that he too could see the object clearly. That's our local landmark, Morlacher's Folly -
otherwise known as the Chinook Hotdl.'

‘Strange architecture for ahotel.’

'Y eah, but not as strange as you would think. Y ou know what achinook is?

'A warm breeze you get in the wintertime!'

That's right, except that we don't dways get it. Around hereit has ahabit of streaming over usat a
height of ahundred or two hundred metres. Sometimes as low asfifty. It can be ten below zero at ground
level, so were going around freezing, and up there the bird's are sunbathing at ten and fifteen degrees
above. That'swhat wasin old Harry Morlacher's mind when he built the hotel - the residential part is
right up there in the warm air stream. It was meant to be a high-priced R& R spot for oil execsfrom al
over Athabasca'

‘Something went wrong?

‘Everything went wrong." Werry gave aquiet snort, asound which might have been indicative of



appreciation, awe or contempt. ‘None of the construction outfits around here had ever tried building a
giant lollipop before, so the costs kept going up and up till Morlacher was down to near hislast cent.
Then they developed new ways of scooping up the tar sands and cleaned out what was | eft of the easy
stuff in acouple of years. Then mono- propellant engines came in and nobody had much use for our oil
any more, o the Chinook Hotel never took in apaying customer. Not one! Tak about afool and his
money!"

Hasson, who had little expertise with money, clicked histongue. 'Anybody can make amistake.”

'Not that sort of mistake. It takes a specia talent to make that sort of mistake. Werry grinned at
Hasson and adjusted the angle of his cap, looking scornful, tough, healthy and well adjusted, the picture
of an up-and-coming career cop, aman with complete confidence in hisown abilities. Hasson felt afresh
pang of envy.

'Stll, it makes agood talking point,’ he said.

Werry nodded. 'Well be going right by it on the way into town. We can stop there and you can have
acloselook.'

I'dlikethat.’

Therewaslittle dse of interest in the flat white landscape and Hasson kept his gaze fixed on the
remarkable structure as it steadily expanded in the frame of the car'swindshield. It was only when they
gpproached to within akilometre that he began to appreciate the full daring of the unconventiona
architecture. The central column looked impossibly dim asit soared skywards to blossom outwardsinto
an array of radial beams supporting the circular mass of the hotel proper. It gave the gppearance of
having been forged from asingle piece of stainless sted, dthough he was sure that seams would become
visible upon close ingpection. Sunlight glinted on the glass and plagtics exterior of the hotel section,
making it look remote and unattainable, an Olympian resort for agodlike breed of men.

"Thereisn't much room ingde that stem for alift.. . elevator,’ Hasson commented as the car reached
the outskirts of Tripletree and began to passwidely separated high-income dwellings perched on
snow-covered hummaocks.

No room," Werry said. "The plan was for two tubular scenic eevators running up beside the pylon,
but things never got that far. Y ou can see the holes for them on the underside of the hotdl .’

Hasson, narrowing his eyes againgt the intense light from the sky, had just managed to pick out two
circular gpertures when his attention was caught by amoving speck in the upper air closeto the hotel.
‘Therésaflier up there!

'Isthere? Werry sounded uninterested. ‘Could be Buck Morlacher- old Harry's son. Buck or one of
hismen.

Theplaceigtinusg, isit?

It'sinuse, dl right - but not the way the Morlachers had in mind," Werry said grimly. "Weve got
angels here too, you know, and the Chinook makes a dandy roost for them. At night they comein from
al over the provincefor their get-togethers:’

Hasson visudised the task of trying to police the huge eyrie a night and therewas anicy heavingin his
stomach. ‘Can't you sedl the place up?

"Too much glass. They can pick awindow anywhere and cut through the bars and they'rein.’

'What about CG field neutralisers? A building like that must have had them to keep off peepers.”
"The money ran out before they wereingtaled. Werry glanced at hiswristwatch. 'Look, Rob, you
must bereal hungry by thistime, I'll take you right on home now to eat and we can stop by for alook at

the hotel some other time. How does that sound to you?

Hasson was on the point of faling in with the suggestion out of courtesy when herealized he had no
desirefor food. Furthermore, making a closer ingpection of the fantastic building would stave off the
ordedl of having to meet the other members of Werry's household.

'I couldn't look at food just yet,' he said, testing the position. 'A column that height must have one hell
of afoundation.’

"Yeah - in the ground, where you can't seeit.’

‘All thesame...



Tourigts, Werry sighed, swinging the car to the left to pick up atree-lined avenue which ran towards
the hotd. At this proximity, for the occupants of avehicle, the building registered on the vision as nothing
but asilvery mast sprouting from behind ordinary buildings and making adizzy ascent to unseen regions.
Theideaof following that dim pylon upwards for four hundred metres and finding aworld of conference
halls, ballrooms, cocktail bars and bedrooms seemed utterly preposterous, as much apart of afairy tale
asagiant's castle at the top of a beanstalk.

Hasson looked about him with interest as the car reached aflat and undeveloped tract of land which
would have formed spacious grounds for the hotd. Its boundary was marked by afour-strand wire fence
which had been knocked down in severa places, and here and there beneath the snow it was possible to
pick out old scars made by earth-moving equipment. The air of desolation, of a battle that had been logt,
was added to by the state of the low circular building which surrounded the base of the support column.
Most of its windows had star-shaped holes and the walls were colourful samplers of aerosol graffiti. A
strip of waterproof skin that had amost been detached from the roof stirred gently in the breeze.

Asthe car came to ahat Hasson noticed another vehicle - an expensive-looking, wine-coloured
sports mode - parked just insgde the line of the fence. A fur-hatted man in histhirtieswas leaning against
it with ashotgun cradled in hisarms. He was wearing a one-piece flying suit, the glistening black materia
of which was crossed by the fluorescent orange straps of a CG harness. Hearing the other car arrive, he
turned his head towards Werry and Hasson for amoment - flashing sunlight from mirrored lenses - then
resumed his concentrated study of the lofty upper section of the hotel.

"That's Buck Morlacher, Werry said. 'Guarding the family investment.'

‘Redly?Withagun?

"That'sjust for show, mainly. Buck likesto think he's afrontiersman.

Hasson paused in the act of opening the car door. 'Heisn't wearing panniers. Don't tel me heflies
with ashotgun just held in hishands.'

'No chancel" Werry tugged the peek of his cap down alittle. ‘It wouldn't matter much, anyway.
There's nobody around herefor it to fall on.’

'Yes, but ..." Hasson stopped spesking as he realized he was on the verge of interfering in thingswhich
were not his concern. One of the most universal and necessary legidations relating to persond flight was
the one which forbade the transportation of dense objects, except in specialy approved pannier bags.
Even with that precaution the annud degth toll from faling objects was unacceptably high, and therewas
no country in the world where the breaking of that particular law did not bring severe mandatory
pendties. All Hasson'singtincts told him Morlacher had just flown with the gun, or was about to fly, and
he felt aprofound relief over the fact that the law enforcement task was not his. It waswork for afit,
hard man in full possesson of himsdif.

'Areyou getting out? Werry said, again glancing a hiswatch.

‘Can't see anything from in here." Hasson pushed open the passenger door, swung hisfeet sdeways
and froze as his back locked itsdlf into immohility with a sensation like bone grinding on dry bone. He
caught his bresth and began trying different grips on the doorframe as he struggled with the engineering
problem of how to hoist his skeleton into an upright position. Werry got out at the other side without
noticing, adjusted his cap, checked to see how his gleaming boots were faring on the snow, tugged his
tunic straight at the back, and approached Morlacher with careful tread.

'Mornin', Buck," he said. 'Going to do alittle duck shooting?

'‘Go away, Al - I'm busy." Morlacher continued staring upwards, his eyes hidden behind chips of pae
blue sky. Hewas alarge, overweight man with copper-coloured hair and atriangular patch of bright pink
on each cheek. Hislipswere drawn back, exposing teeth which seemed to be inhumanly thick and
strong, with heavy molarsin place of incisors, Hasson immediately fdt afraid of him.

I can seeyou're busy,’ Werry said pleasantly. 'Just wondered what you're busy at.'

'What's the matter with you? A look of impatience appeared on Morlacher's face as he lowered his
head to stare a Werry. "Y ou know I'm doing the work you should be doing - if you'd any balls. Why
don't you just get back into your kiddycar and leave metoit? All right?

Werry glanced back at Hasson, who had managed to draw himself into a standing position with his



arms aong the top of the car door. 'Now you listen to me, Buck,' Werry said. 'What makesyou...?
"They were up there last night again," Morlacher cut in. 'Having one of their dirty parties- violating my
property - violating it, do you hear? And what do you do about it? Nothing. That's what you do -
nothing!" Morlacher scowled, pulling his colourless eyebrows together, and directed his mirrored gaze
towards Hasson as though becoming aware of him for thefirst time. Hasson, till trying to establish
whether or not he could stand up unsupported, looked away into the distance. He detected a movement
at the upper edge of hisvision and raised his eyesto see aflier swooping down from the hotdl.

"There might be one or two of them till holed out up there,’ Morlacher went on, 'and if that's so, Starr
and | are going to flush them out and dedl with them oursalves. The old way.'

Theré'sno need for that sort of talk,' Werry protested. He was staring, perplexed, at Morlacher
when the descending flier closed in on him from above and behind. He was awispy- bearded youngster,
wearing ablue flying suit and carrying a pump-action shotgun dung across his back. As Hasson watched,
he moved ahand to hisbelt and ddiberately switched off his counter-gravity field while still three metesin
the air. He dropped ingtantaneoudy, but the momentum remaining from his curving descent brought him
into athudding collision with Werry's shoulder. Werry sprawled on the ground, his face driven into the
Sow.

‘Sorry, Al. Sorry. Sorry.' The young man helped Werry to hisfeet and began brushing show from his
uniform. "It was a pure accident - the glare from the snow blinded me." He was winking at Morlacher as
he spoke.

Hasson felt arush of adrendine through his system as helooked at Al Werry, waiting for him to take
the action the Stuation cried out for. Werry straightened up and looked uncertainly down at the
newcomer who was stooped before him brushing his clothes with exaggerated gestures of concern.
Now, Hasson willed. Now, before any more time passes. Now, while he's set up for you in dl his
arrogance.

Werry shook his head and - disastroudly - began to smile. 'Know something, Starr Pridgeon? | don't
think you're ever going to get the hang of that harness!'

'Know something, Al?1 think you'reright.’ The youngster gave a bray of laughter and in the middle of
it, just asMorlacher had done, turned and fixed his gaze on Hasson as though seeing him for thefirst
time. Hasson, veteran of athousand such encounters, recognised the imitative borrowing of amannerism
and guessed at once that Morlacher was the dominant partner of the pair. He remained leaning on the car
door, tentatively trying to straighten his back as Pridgeon came towards him. Pain flared in hisjoints.
They were machine bearings which had been sabotaged with carborundum powder, robbing him of
mobility.

Thismust be Al's cousin from England,’ Pridgeon said. 'What do you think of Canada, Al's cousin?

| haven't had time to form an opinion,’ Hasson said steedily.

Pridgeon glanced at the others. 'Don't he talk nice? He ruined back to Hasson. 'Wasn't that accident
the dumbest thing you ever saw?

I didnt redlly seeit.’

'No? Pridgeon examined him critically for amoment. "Y ou a cripple or something?

To hishorror, Hasson found hislips arranging themsdlvesin the shape of asmile. 'Almost.

'Huh!" Pridgeon walked away |ooking dissatisfied and stood beside Morlacher, and Hasson redlized
the older man had summoned him with adight inclination of his head. His guess about the relationship
was confirmed, but the ingght was worthless.

'Did you see anything up there? Morlacher said to Pridgeon, as though they were a one together and
nothing had happened.

‘Nope. Anybody's up there, they're keeping away from the windows.'

I'll go up with you." Morlacher began tightening the straps of his harness.

‘Just S0 long asyou don't carry that shotgun with you," Werry said severdly. "We can't have you just
blasting off & people.’

Morlacher continued addressing Pridgeon. 'I'll take this shotgun up with me, and if | see anybody I'll
blast off at them.’



'Well, | don't know how you charactersfed, but I'm hungry,’ Werry said, suddenly breezy and jovia
as he turned to Hasson. 'Come on, Raob - May's going to get mad at usif we don't show up in timefor
those steaks." He walked to his car and dropped into the driving seet, causing the vehicle to rock on its
suspension. Hasson, who had just established thet it was now safe for him to move, lowered himself back
into the car and closed the door. He placed his hands on his knees and gazed fixedly at them while
Werry started the car, droveit in asemicircle across the uneven snow and took them back out to the
road. A minute of silencewasal he could endure.

‘Al hesaid quietly, 'are you going to put inacal?

‘A cal? Werry sounded genuindly surprised. 'What for?

"Y ou saw Pridgeon commit aTDO - hewas carrying a shotgun on an ordinary shoulder ding. And
Morlacher'sgoing to do it, too.'

I wouldn't worry about that too much. Besides, it was on Buck's private property.’

'Which doesn't count inair law.'

Werry laughed. 'Relax, Rob. Thisisn't the old country. People aren't shoulder to shoulder on the
ground here. We've got millions of square kilometres of open land you could drop whole city blocks on
without anybody paying any heed.'

‘But ..." Hasson tightened his grip on his knees, and the knuckles shone through the skin like ivory
hillocks, each bifurcated by athin pink line. He had realized why he could not remember hisfirst meeting
with Werry - the man he had believed Werry to be smply did not exi<.

'Pridgeon knocked you down on purpose, you know,' he said, reminding himself it was none of his
business, but unable to keep the wordsin check.

He'saways horang around like that,” Werry replied cardlesdy. 'High spirits. It doesn't mean athing.'

That's where you're wrong, Hasson thought. The symbolism meant every thing. 'Fromwhat | saw..."

'l thought you didn't see anything," Werry cut in. "'When Starr asked you, you said you hadn't seen
anything.’

"Yes, but..." Hasson was stung by Werry's remark, mainly because there was no denying it, and he
lapsed into ashamed, recriminatory silence. The car reached the business section of Tripletree and he
began to sudy the unfamiliar design of the various stores and office buildings, retresting inwards, picking
out unfamiliar elements, noting the different waysin which it was possible to combine windows, wals and
doors, and nogtalgicaly comparing what he saw to the homely architecture of Englishrurd villages The
pavements were crowded with lunch- time shoppers, many of whom wore brightly coloured flying suits
as protection against the cold. Two policemen - one of them fat and middle-aged, the other looking
barely pubescent - nodded amiably at Werry asthe car paused at an intersection. He gavethem a
parody of an official salute, then nodded and grinned, secure and comfortable againin hisrole, asthefat
man wielded an imaginary knife and fork. Both policemen turned immediately and hurried into a
hamburger bar.

'Always edting, those two," Werry commented. 'Still, it means| generaly know whereto find them.’

Hasson, surprised at the degree of informality in Werry's relationship with hismen, seized onit asyet
another indicator that he was aone, adrift, orphaned in an dlien world. He was sinking luxurioudy to new
depths of gloom when he became aware that the car was again entering aresidentid areaafter having
traversed only three or four downtown streets.

'How many peoplelivein Tripletree? he said, looking about him in some surprise.

Twenty-six thousand at the last count." Werry gave him ahumorous glance. 'We ill cdl it acity,
though. When the provinces al became autonomous and got their own governments they wanted to be as
much like real honest-to-God countries as they could, so they didn't issue charters for anything but cities.
Therearen't any villages or townsin Alberta. Just cities. Hundreds of them.' He laughed and flicked up
the peak of his cap, his bonhomie apparently fully restored.

'l see." Hasson tried to digest the information. "And how many men in your department?

'Actudly on the street - four. That was half of my force you saw disgppearing into Ronni€s diner. The
other half handlesair traffic.

‘It doesn't seem enough men.’



'I manage - and thejob carriesthe officia rank of reeve. If | transfer to abig city it'll be asreeve!

Hasson tried to visudise ways of running an effective police force with only four men, but his
imagination balked at the task. He was on the point of asking further questions when Werry dowed the
car down and turned into a short avenue of white- painted frame houses. The snow had not been
cleared fromit, asin the main thoroughfare, and it lined the street in fudge- coloured ridges. Hasson's
heart began to pound as he realized they had reached Werry's home and he was dose to the meeting with
hisfamily. The car crunched to a halt about hafway aong the avenue, outside a house which was partly
hidden by severd young fir trees.

Thisisit,” Werry said cheerfully. 'Rob, you'll have your feet under thetablein notime.”

Hasson tried to smile. Just remember, Dr Colebrook had told him once, a person who hashad a
nervous breakdown and dealt with it successfully isfar better equipped to face life than somebody who
has never been through the experience. The battle for self-control reved sinner strengths and reserves
which otherwise would never have been discovered. Remembering the words, Hasson tried to draw
comfort from them as, fearful of looking at the house in case he encountered strangers eyes, he opened
the car door and lowered his feet to the ground. He discovered that getting out afew minutes earlier at
the hotel had helped to free his spine and lumbar muscles, and that he was able to stand up quite
normaly. Grateful for the respite, heingsted on taking two of his cases out of Werry's hands and carrying
them up the path to the house.

Werry opened the outer and inner front doors with aflourish and ushered him into an atmosphere which
smet warmly of cooking, wax polish and camphor. A staircase ran up from theright sde of the smalish
hail, whose space was further encroached upon by an old-fashioned coatstand which was bulging with a
variety of heavy garments, quilted flying suits and CG harnesses. Framed photographs and some highly
amateurish watercol ours hung on the walls, creating an air of domesticity which made Hasson fed more
of an exile than ever because the home to which they belonged was not hishome.

He was looking around him, smothered and tapped, when a door at the end of the hal was opened
by awoman of about thirty. She was of medium height and fair haired, with alean- hipped yet busty
figure, and the exact kind of full-lipped, sulky good looks that Hasson had seen in a hundred old
fiat-screen moviesin cinema clubs. This he thought, was the saloon girl who enjoyed her work, the
gangster's girl friend, the chick onthe back of the big bike, the roadside café waitress for whose favours
truck drivers beat each other down with chair legs. She was dressed for the multiple part, in high-hedled
shoes, toreador pants and awhite T-shirt, Hasson was unable to meet her gaze.

'May,' Werry said, hisvoicefilled with omnidirectiond pride, 'I'd like you to meet my cousin, Rob
Haldane. He's been travelling for days and he's hungry. Isn't that right, Rob?

"That'sright.' Hasson agreed, accepting that there was no diplomatic way of making Werry seethat
his principal requirement was for solitude and rest. 'How do you do?

'Hello, Rob." May took his extended hand, and on the instant of contact gave him a sudden smile, coy
and direct at the same time, as though some unexpected human chemistry had been worked, taking her
by surprise. Thetrick was so unsubtle that it embarrassed Hasson, and yet heimmediately felt flattered.

Werry beamed at them both. "We ought to have a drink. What did you do with the bottle, Rob?

'Here." Hasson discovered he had dlipped the bottle of whisky into his topcoat pocket. He wasin the
act of producing it when they were joined in the hail by a sharp-featured, thin-shoul dered woman of
about sixty. She was modishly dressed as though about to set off for aparty, with an abundance of
jewedllery and hair tinted to match her coppertex suit.

'‘And thisis Ginny Carpenter - May's mother," Werry said. 'Ginny, meet Rob.’

'Pleased.’ She looked up at Hasson through narrowed eyes and made no move to shake hands.

"Y ou're the onewho nearly killed hissdf inacar.’

Hasson was taken aback. That'sright.’

'Haven't they got any good hospitals back in England?

‘Now, Ginny," Werry put in placatingly. '‘Rob's had al the hospital trestment he needs. HEs here to
rest and build himsdf up.'

'Heneedsit, Ginny said, sill examining Hasson critically. 'Have to see what a couple of months of



good food will do for him.'

Hasson tried to think of a swift retort which would let the woman know he had been accustomed to
egting well dl hislife and expected to continue doing so when he left Canada, but the abrasiveness of her
manner had thrown histhoughtsinto disarray. He stared down at her, dumb and helpless, as he stroveto
find theright words.

"Were you about to have abdt? she said, forestaling him, glancing significantly &t the bottlein his
hand. 'lIf you need it, go right ahead and haveit - the smell doesn't bother me.’

The phrases which Hasson so desperately needed to put together collided with those which were
aready swirling in hismind, rendering him even more incapable of speech than before. He turned to the
othersin thelittle group. Werry was nodding eagerly, expectantly, as though enjoying abantering contest
between life-long friends: May was il regarding him with wide- eyed, misty candour, projecting waves
of startled tenderness. Hasson suppressed an urgeto flee.

"That'smy bottle, Ginny,' Werry said, after what seemed along time. 'Rob brought it in from the car for
me’

'‘Why didn't he say so07? Ginny snapped as she went back into the room from which she had emerged.
'I'm going to put the stesks under the grill. Come on, girl! Y ou're not very ambitious today, and theré'sa
load of extrawork to do." May obediently followed after her, giving Hasson alast liquid look as she
closed the door.

That Ginny'sared character, Werry said, chuckling. 'Always the same - doesn't care what she says
to anybody. Y ou should have seen your face when she made the crack about bending your elbow!’

Hasson smiled in return, strickenly, wondering how insensitive it was possblefor amantobe. 'I'ma
bit tired. If you don't mind, I'd like to go up to my room.’

'Y ou've hardly touched this Werry said disappointedly, holding the whisky bottle up to thelight. 'l
got it specidly for you.'

Thanks, but I'm. . . Ismy room upstairs?

'Follow me." Werry picked up the larger pair of cases and led the way up the narrow stair. He
installed Hasson in a pleasant square room which had a double bed and framed photographs of ice
hockey teams on the walls. The furnishings were modern except for one glass-fronted bookcase filled
with dark cloth-bound volumes whose titles had been eroded to isolated specks of gold or silver. There
were two windows admitting awhite light whose main direction was upwards, reflected from the snow
outsde, creating am airy ambience smilar to that of the passenger cabin of the flying boat in which he
had crossed the Atlantic. Hasson surveyed the room, seeing it with a presternatural clarity which came
from the knowledge that it was to be his private fortress for months to come. He checked that there was
alock on the door and amost at once picked out the best place to set up a portable television.

‘Bathroom and toilet arejust dong the landing,’ Werry said helpfully. 'As soon as you get yoursalf
sorted out come down to lunch. Theois getting out of school early today, and hell want to meet you too.'

I'll be right down," Hasson replied, willing the other man to leave. As soon ashewas done helay
down on the bed, coaxing his body into relaxation, staring at the shifting twig patterns on the celling.
Where are they? he thought Where are the inner strengths and reserves that Dr Colebrook promised me?
He pressed the back of ahand to hislips and closed his eyesto shut out the mercilesswhite radiance
which surrounded him like abesieging army on dl sides.

three

Hisfirst med in the Werry domicile was even more of an ordeal than Hasson had anticipated. Four
places had been st at acircular table in the kitchen, Hasson's distinguished from the others by the
presence of abrimming tumbler of neat whisky which produced aqueasy feding in his tomach each time
he looked at it. He sat down with Werry and May Carpenter while her mother, with ablack cigarette
clinging to her upper lip, orchestrated the meal from a standing position at the cooker. Shefilled each
plate in person from various pans, like an army cook, paying scant heed to stated preferences. Hasson,
who liked his steak well done, was given awedge-shaped dab which had been seared black on the



outside but was oozing pinkly from severd fissures.

'No saucefor me," he said as Ginny reached for an outsized ladle.

'Needs sauce,' shereplied, dousing everything on his plate with asity fluid and placing it before him.
Hasson glanced a Werry, hoping he would fulfil his obligations as host and come to the rescue, but
Werry was busy grimacing happily at May and trying to snatch aribbon from her hair. He was il
wearing hisfull uniform except for the cap, and looked like agarrison soldier flirting wish anew girl. May
responded by frowning at him, tossing her head and continualy smoothing her hair down with both
hands, an action which might have been designed to show off the voluptuousness of her breasts. Hasson
was fascinated againgt hiswill, and kept being discomfited by the discovery that at the moment of
maximum uplift May's gaze was dways fixed innocently on hisface. In desperation, while waiting for
Ginny to St down, he distracted himself with the whisky, taking minute sps and which were barely
enough to wet hislips. The months ahead suddenly seemed unbearable, an endurance test he was bound
to fail unless his defences were shored up without delay.

'Al," he said, keeping his voice casud, 'are there any shops, stores, nearby where | could buy or rent a
portable televison set?

Werry raised his eyebrows. There's anutty ideafor you! Weve got anew solid-image job right there
in the front room. Two-mete stage. May and Ginny are always watching it, and you can St with them any
time you want. Ian't that right, May?

May nodded. 'The Nabisco Club ison tonight.'

Hasson tried to smile, unableto reved that he planned so lock himself in hisroom and turniit into an
outpost of hishomeland by taking nothing but British shows from the satellite system. 'Ah.. ... I'm a pretty
poor deeper these days. These nights, | should say. | need aset in my bedroom for when | can't deep.’

'Other people need to deep,’ Ginny Carpenter put in as shejoined them at the table with aloaded
plate.

'I'd be using the ear pieces. Theréd beno...'

'Seems awaste of money when there's a new solid-image set with atwo-metre stage right therein the
front room," Werry said cardlesdy. 'I'll tell you what I'll do, though - I'll take you into town with me on
Tuesday morning and introduce you so my buddy, Bill Raszin. Hell fix you up at theright price.

Hasson did amenta calculation and decided he could not wait four days. Thanks, but if you don't
mind I'd liketo..."

'‘Good food going to waste here," Ginny reprimanded.

Hasson lowered his head and began to eat. The moose steak was more edible than he had feared, but
the flavour which got through the coating of sauce reminded him strongly of rabbit and after afew small
mouthfuls he was unable to continue with it. He began marking time by eeting thin dices of carrot which
had been liberaly glazed with brown sugar and which to him tasted like sweets. Werry wasthefirst to
notice hislack of gppetite and began to chivvy him loudly, only subsiding when Ginny explained that
people who were accustomed to alow standard of living were often unable to cope with rich food.
Hasson managed to think of severd apt replies, but each time he considered putting them into words he
saw hisfather's panic-stricken eyes and heard the well-remembered voice saying, 'Everybody will ook at
you.' May Carpenter kept giving him sympathetic smiles and making overtly tactful effortsto discusshis
journey, but only succeeded in making him fedl more gauche and inept than before. He devoted dll his
mind to ensuring that no particle of food found itsway into one of the painful mouth ulcers, and prayed
for the meal to cometo an end.

‘Great Suff," Werry announced as soon as he had finished his coffee. 'I'm going into the office for an
hour - just to make sure I've till got an office - then I'll pick Theo up coming out of school and run him
home!

Seizing his chance, Hasson followed Werry out to the hall. ‘Listen, Al, | might aswell admit it - I've
turned into ared TV fanatic Since they brought in these solid-image jobs. Can | ride into town with you
and pick mysdf up a st this afternoon?

'If that'swhat you want to do.' Werry looked puzzled. 'Get your coat.'

When he got outside Hasson saw at once that the weather had changed. A shutter of low cloud had



been drawn across the sky and the air had a chill metalic smell which promised more snow. Againgt the
leaden backdrop, the light-scul pted agrid highways of the city'straffic control system glowed vividly and
were as solid looking as neon tubes. The gloominess of the overcast re minded Hasson of winter
afternoonsin Britain and had the effect of improving his spiritsalittle. In agrey world his bedroom would
be a cocoon of safety and warmth, with its door locked and the curtains drawn, and atelevision set and a
bottle to keep him company and absolve him from any need to think or live alife of hisown.

On the way into town he gazed about him with something approaching contentment, picking out one
Christmas card scene after another. The car was cruising on the main road into town when the radio
hissed loudly and acal camethrough.

'Al, thisisHenry Corzyn," aman'svoice said. 'l know you didn't want any calsthis afternoon, with
your cousin being here and al that, but we've got aserious AC here and | think you'd better come over.'
‘An aerid collison? Werry sounded interested, but not particularly worried. 'Somebody taking a

short cut? Flying outside the beams?

'No. Some kids were bombing the east approach, and one of them migudged it and hit some guy
sguare on. They might both be dead. Y ou'd better get over here, Al

Werry swore fervently as he took directions from the police- man and dowed the car into astreet
leading east. He switched on emergency lights and asiren, and the already sparse surface traffic melted
away into the greyness before him.

‘Sorry about this, Rob, he said. 'I'll get it over with asquickly as| can.’

It'sdl right." Hasson said, hisfeding of insularity shattered. He had seen the results of bombing
accidents many times during his career and knew the sort of Stuation into which Werry was now being
precipitated. With the advent of the automobile, man had been transformed into the swiftest creature on
the face of the earth, given anew dimension of freedom. That freedom had been too much for many
people to handle, and the outcome had been adesth toll in the same gridy league as those produced by
more ancient scourges such aswar, famine and disease. Then man had learned to put ajudo hold on
gravity, turning its strength back on itsdlf, and had become the swiftest creature in the air, and with his
new freedom - to soar with thelark and outstrip the eagle, to straddle the rainbow and follow the sunset
around the red rim of the world - the Fifth Horseman, the one who rode awinged steed, had come fully
into being.

Theyoungster who might once have killed himsdf and some of hisfelowswith the aid of amotor
cycleor fast car now had anew repertoire of dangerous stunts, al of them designed to prove he was
immorta - al of them frequently demondirating the opposite. A favourite gamewas agrid chicken, in
which two flierswould grapple high in the air and fal like stones astheir CG fields cancelled each other
out. Thefirgt to break free and check his descent was regarded asthe loser: and the other - especidly if
he had switched off hisfield and prolonged the fall until the last possible second - was regarded asthe
winner, even though the winner often became theloser by virtue of migudging his dtitude and ending up
inawhedchair or on amarble dab.

Bombing was another game played on days when low cloud cover screened participants from the
eyes of thelaw. The rules demanded that one should take up position in cloud above an aeria highway,
switch off lift, and fal down through astream of commuters, preferably without using the CG forceto
vector the descent in any way. The aim wasto strike fear into the soul of the staid, ordinary flyer on his
way home from work, and that aim was usualy achieved because anybody who thought objectively
about the thing redlized theimpossibility of judging the closing angleswell enough to guarantee there
would never be acollison. On more than one occasion Hasson had shot pain-killing drugs into bomber
and bombed dike, and had stood helplesdy by while the Fifth Horseman had added fresh coffin-shaped
symboalsto histaly.

Werry activated his microphone. 'Henry, have you got any 1Ds?

‘Some. Thekid who did it checks out as aMartin Prada, with an addressin Stettler.' Therewasa
moment of fretful near silence from the radio. 'He might have been holed up in the Chinook al morning. If
therewas a party up there last night they could be starting to get abit restless. Thislow-leve stratus
we're getting swallowed up the hotel about an hour ago, so they're free to come and go asthey please.’



"What about the other guy?

'All | know isheisn't locd. Judging by hisgear, he's up from the States.’

That'sal we need, Werry said bitterly. '‘Any sign of drug abuse on the kid?

‘Al, he hit alight pole on the way down," the radio said in aggrieved tones. 'I'm not about to start
poking around in the messlooking for hypo marks.'

‘All right - I'll be therein a couple of minutes." Werry broke the radio connection and gave Hasson a
sdelong glance. 'If there'saUS citizen involved it trebles the paperwork. How's that for bad luck?

His or yours? Hasson thought. Aloud he said, 'What's the narcotic Stuation like?

'Most of thetraditiond stuff has died out, except for some acid but empathin is getting to be abig
problem.' Werry shook his head and leaned forward to scan the horizon. 'That's the one that redlly beats
me, Rob. | can understand kids wanting to get high, but wanting to get mixed up inside each other's
heads, thinking the other guy's thoughts ... Y ou know, we get them down at the station some nights and
for acouple of hours- till the stuff wears off, that is - they genuinely don't know who they are.
Sometimestwo of them give the same name and address. One of them actually believes he's the other
one! Why do they doit?

It'sagroup thing,' Hasson said. 'Group identity has ways been important to kids, and empathin
makesit aredity.’

I leave dl that stuff to the psychiatrists.” Werry switched off hissren asacluster of vehicleswith
flashing lights appeared on the road ahead. The outskirts of the city had been left behind and the country
lay fiat and white al around, looking as though it had been abandoned for ever. Paralld to the road but
hundreds of metres above it were two bell-mouthed agrid tunnels, bilaser projections glowing yellow and
magenta, which guided flierswho were entering or leaving the city. There was asteady flow of travellers
within the insubstantia tubes, but others were swarming down through different levels of the cold air,
drawn by the activity on the ground.

Werry brought the car to a halt near the others, got out and picked hisway across the snow to a
group of menwhichincduded two in palice flying suits. On the ground. in the midst of the thicket of legs,
were two objects covered by black plastic sheets. Hasson averted his eyes and thought determinedly
about histelevison set while aman drew back the sheetsto let Werry ingpect what lay undernesth.
Werry taked to the othersin the group for aminute, then came back to the car, opened the rear door
and took out hisflying suit.

'I've got to go doft for awhile," he said, pulling on the insulated one-piece garment. ‘Henry picked up
acouple of blipson hisradar and he thinks some of the punks might still be up there.”

Hasson peered up at the all-obscuring cloud. 'They're crazy if they are!’

'l know, but we have to go up and fire off afew flares and tir things up abit. Let the good citizens
see uson thejob." Werry finished zipping his suit and began to don his CG harness, looking tough and
competent once more as he tightened the various straps. 'Rob, | hate to ask you this, but could you take
the car back across town and pick up my boy Theo coming out of school?

'l should be ableto copeif you give me directions.’

'l wouldn't ask, but | promised him I'd be there.’

'Al, theré's no problem," Hasson said, wondering why the other man was being so diffident.

‘Theresabit of aproblem.’ Werry hesitated, looking strangely embarrassed. 'You see. .. Theois
blind. Youll haveto identify yoursdf to him.'

'Oh." Hasson was |lost for words. 'I'm sorry.'

It isn't apermanent condition," Werry said quickly. 'They're going to fix him up in acouple of years.
Hell befinein acouple of years.

"How will | recognise him?

‘There's no problem - it isn't aspecia school. Just look out for atall boy carrying a sensor cane.'

That'sdl right." Hasson strove to absorb the instructions on how to reach the school and to guessin
advance what sort of relationship he might have with ablind boy, and al the while he was reluctantly
fascinated by Werry's preparations for flight, the ingtinctive rituals a professional never faled to observe
before venturing into a perilous environment. All straps properly tightened and secured. Shoulder and



anklelightsfunctioning. Fuel cellsin good condition and delivering at the correct level. All the nets, lines
and pouches associated with the air policeman's trade present and properly stowed. Suit heater
functioning. Communications equipment functioning. Face plate locked in down position and helmet radar
functioning. CG field generator warmed up and al controls on belt pane at correct preliminary settings.
Following the pre-flight checks with mind and eye, Hasson was lulled for amoment into visualisng what
came next - the effortless legp which became a dizzy ascent, the sensation of falling upwards, the patterns
of fields and roads dwindling and whedling below - and his somach muscles contracted. propelling a
sour hileinto the back of histhroat. He swallowed forcibly and distracted himsalf by diding over behind
the car's steering whed and examining the controls.

'I'll see you back at the house, Werry said. 'Assoon as| can.'

'See you," Hasson replied stolidly, refusing to pay much attention as Werry touched acontrol at his
belt and was wafted upwardsinto the cold grey sky at the centre of an invisible sphere of energy, hisown
micro-universe in which some of the basic dictates of nature had been reversed. The two other cops took
off a the sametime, stiff-legged, headstilted backwards as they made cautious ascentsinto an
unnaturaly crowded medium.

Hasson started the engine, made a three-point turn and drove back towards the city. The sky had
darkened perceptibly asthe cloud cover thickened, dthough it was still mid-afternoon, and the
trand ucent pastel geometries of Tripletreg'straffic control system were stark and garish at the upper edge
of hisfidd of vison. Hefound hisway into the commercia centre without difficulty, aided by thefact that
the city was entirely laid out on asimple grid pattern, and was leaving it again on the west sde when he
came to asnap decision about his craved-for televison set. Slowing the car down, he began to study the
dore fronts which were drifting by and was rewarded by finding an eectrical deder within amaiter of
seconds. He parked just afew lengths beyond the appliance-filled window and walked back to i,
experiencing atremulousjoy over the prospect of being safefor that evening and dl the eveningsto
come. The glass door refused to move for him when he tried the handle.

Hasson stepped back and stared at the lighted interior with disbelieving eyes, wondering how a
downtown store - even asmall one - could be closed so early in the day. He swore at his bad luck,
fedling cheated and persecuted, then became aware of aman watching him from the window of the
adjoining premises. Unwilling to give up hisectronic talisman when it had dmost been within hisgrasp,
he entered the other store and discovered it speciaised in health foods. The shelves were overloaded
with packets and bottles, and the air was charged with conflicting yeasty, malty and herba odours.
Behind acluttered counter was asmall, middle-aged man of Asian descent who regarded Hasson with
knowing, sympathetic eyes.

'Next door,' Hasson said. 'What's happening next door? Why is there nobody there?

'Ben has stepped out for five minutes.’ The small man had a precise dry voice. 'HEIl beright back.'

Hasson frowned and shifted from one foot to the other. 'l can't wait. I'm supposed to be somewhere
dee!

‘Benwill be back any minute, any second even. Therelll be no deay, Mr Haldane!'

Hasson looked at the storekeeper in surprise. 'How did you know my...?

'Y oure driving Reeve Werry's car, and you speak with a British accent.' The man's eyes developed a
humoroustwinkle. 'Simple, isn't it? | keep passing up chancesto be mysterious and inscrutable, but with
anamelike Oliver theré's no point in my overdoing the Orientd bit, isthere?

Hasson eyed the small man sombrely, wondering if he was being ribbed. ‘Are you sure helll be right
back?

'Pogtive. You canwait in hereif you like!'

Thanks, but..."

'Perhaps | can sdll you what you need.

The unusua phrasing, plus some indefinable qudity in the storekeeper's voice, derted the dormant
cop in Hasson, making him wonder what might actualy be on offer. Hismind flicked over alist of
possihilities- drugs, women, gambling facilities, contraceptives, stolen property - then decided that
nobody but a fool would proposition ardative of theloca police chief on such ashort acquaintanceship.



And Oliver, whatever else he might be, was no foal.
'l don't need anything.' Hasson picked up asmal bottle of lime green pills, glanced in-curioudly at the
label and set it back on the shelf. 'I'd better go.'

'Mr Hadane!" Oliver's voice remained light, his manner easy but his eyes disturbed Hasson. Y our life
isentirely your own concern, but you are not at ease with yourself - and | can help. Believeme, | can
hdp.

Good saes pitch, Hasson thought defensively. He was choosing words to cover hisretreat when a
burly grey-haired man passed the store window and waved in a Oliver. AlImost immediately there was
the sound of the adjoining door being opened and Hasson stared towards the swest, relieved of the need
to speak.

'So long, Mr Haldane.' Oliver smiled, looking compass onate rather than disappointed at theloss of a
possblesde. 'l hopeyoull cdl again.’

Hasson paused outside in the bitterly cold air, fedling he had had a narrow escape of somekind, and
hurried into the eectrical store. It took him less than five minutes to purchase asmall solid image
televison set, using some of the dollar currency which had been issued to him before he left England. He
carried it out to the car, placed it carefully on the rear seat and resumed driving westwards in the
direction of the school. Its|ocation became apparent from a distance because two tree-like bilaser
projectionslinked it into the agrid traffic system. Hasson could see hundreds of tiny figures representing
students and parents floating up the ruby-coloured outward stem and dispersing at different atitudes.

The schoal itself turned out to be a cluster of not too modem buildings surrounding alarge take-of f
areaand car park. Students and a scattering of teachers were till emerging from some of the doors, and
the sight of them reassured Hasson that he was not |ate. He stopped the car and got out, with only a
moderate twinge from his back, and looked around for Theo Werry. There were severa knots of
teenagerswithin aradius of fifty paces, each of them seething with playful energy asthe young people
responded to the open air and freedom from school restrictions.

Most of them seemed obliviousto anything outside their immediate areas, but he noticed that his
arrival inthe police cruiser had wrought a change in one group. Its members had drawn closer together
for afew seconds and then reformed into a pattern which alowed amgjority to observe his movements.
Hasson'strained eye, without his bidding, detected the whispering and shuffling of feet and, above dl, the
sght preening movements of the shoulderswhich told him that young braves were entertaining thoughts of
violence.

Sheer force of habit caused him to try assessing the command structure of the set, and he at once
picked out a suited-up redhead of about eighteen - some four years older than his companions - who
was standing in adightly different attitude to the others and occasondly fingering his nogtrils as he sared
intently into the middle distance. Why am | doing this? Hasson thought, as he noted the heavily
ornamented, non-standard straps of the man's CG harness and the faint rectangular markings on the flying
suit which showed that its patches of fluorescent material had been removed to make the wearer harder
to track in flight. The suit aso looked wet, asthough it had recently been wornin cloud. At that moment
ayounger member of the group turned towards him and Hasson experienced anervousjangling in his
stomeach as he saw the dim white tube of asensor cane in the boy's hand. He began walking in Hasson's
direction, watched by his companions.

Hasson put on asmile of greeting and fdt it dissolve into a novocane numbness as he remembered it
could not be seen. Theo Werry was atall, black-haired boy with finely moulded features, pae skin and
the beginnings of amoustache and beard shadow which signaled his approaching manhood. His eyes
looked clear and normdl, fully under control, and only thetilted- back angle of hishead and an unnatura
serenity of expression revealed that he was blind. Hasson felt a pang of combined rage and pity which
raked him with itsintengity, and his thoughts promptly seized on Al Werry's statement that the boy's
condition was soon to be cured. He stood without moving as Theo approached him. The boy walked
dowly but with assurance, angling his canein such away asto gain maximum information about Hasson's
position and szefromitsinvisble laser rays.

'Hello, Theo," Hasson said. 'I'm Rob Haldane. Y our father got called out on ajob so he asked meto



meet you.'

'Hi.' Theo made an adjustment to the ear piece which trandated the sgnas from his caneinto audio
tones. He extended his|eft hand. Hasson gripped it with his own left, taking care to achieve aclean
handshake.

'I'm sorry you've been troubled,’ Theo said. 'l could have made it home by mysdlf.’

It'sno trouble." Hasson opened the passenger door of the police cruiser. 'Would you like to get into
the car? He was surprised to see Theo shake his head.

'I'd prefer to fly back, if you don't mind. I've been cooped up al day.’

‘But...

It'sdl right,’ Theo said quickly. 'I'm alowed to go up, aslong asI'm tethered to another flier. You'll
find my suit and harnessin the trunk of the car.’

'Y our father didn't mention anything like that.' Hasson began to fed uncomfortable. 'He asked meto
pick you upinthecar.'

‘Butit'sdl right - honestly. | often fly home from school.’ A note of impatience had crept into Theo's
voice. '‘Barry Lutze has offered to go with me, and he'sthe best arman in Tripletree.”

'Isthat the redhead you were talking to?

That'shim. The bet flier in the country.'

'Redly? Hasson glanced across the intervening ground at L utze, who immediately turned away and
began staring into the distance while he stroked his nostrils between hisfinger and thumb.

Theo smiled. 'Can | have my suit and harness, please?

Hasson continued appraising L utze while he cameto adecision. 'Sorry, Theo. | can't take that
responsibility - not without your father's express consent. Y ou can see my position, cant you?

'Me?| can't see anything,' Theo said bitterly. He found the car with his cane, got into it and sat down.
Watched intently by the other boys, Hasson lowered himself into the driving seat and tried not to wince
asthe nervesin his back reacted violently to the flexure. He Sarted the engine, drove away from the
take-off area and turned towards the city. Theo maintained areproachful silence.

'It'salousy day for flying, anyway," Hasson said after atime. 'Far too cold.’

"The chinook can make it warmer up top.'

"There's no chinook today-just low cloud and akatabatic wind falling down from the mountains.
Bdieve me, you're better off out of it.'

Theo showed signs of interest. ‘Do you fly alot, Mr Haldane?

'Ah... no." Hasson redlized he had made amistake in reviving the subject of flying in the presence of a
sky-struck boy. 'l don't fly at al, asamater of fact.'

'Oh. I'm sorry.'

Itsdl right.' The apology showed the boy felt a shameful admission had been made, and in spite of
the dictates of his common sense Hasson was suddenly unwilling to let the matter drop. There€'s nothing
wrong with travelling in comfort, you know.'

Theo shook his head and spoke with bland certainty. 'Y ou've got to fly. When | can seeagain I'm
going to live up there. It'sthe only way.'

'Who says?

‘Barry Lutze, for one - and he knows. Barry says you can tell agood airman just by looking at him.'

Hasson recognised a disturbing echo of the angels aced, the unsystematic and semi-ingtinctive mode
of thought - too primeval to be classed as a philosophy - which was born in the minds of somewho flew
like supermen far above the drowsing earth. It was a dangerous aced, and one he seemed to have been
fighting for thewhole of hislife. He recaled noticing the condensation on Lutz's flying suit and once again,
entirely without volition, the policeman in him began to test patterns of idess.

‘Barry seemsto tell you lots of things," he said. 'Do you know him well?

'Pretty well: Theo replied with smple pride. 'Hetaksto mealot.

"Was he doing abit of cloud-running this afternoon?

Theo'sface dtered. 'Why do you want to know?

'No special reason, Hasson said, redlising he had given himself away. 'I'm just interested. Was he



doft?

‘Barry spends most of histime doft.’

'It's not the sort of wesather 1'd pick to go drilling holesin clouds!’

Who said hewasflying in cloud?

'Nobody." Hasson, now anxious to abandon the subject, scanned the twin lines of unfamiliar buildings
ahead of the car. 'I'm not sureif | remember the way home from here.’

'Isthere asort of brown glass building at the next intersection? Theo said. 'A furniture sorewith a
projection of abig armchair on the roof?

'Yes- just ahead of us!'

'Make aleft there and follow the road till you pick up the north freeway. It'sabit longer that way, but
it'seasier when you don't know the place too well.'

"Thanks. Hasson carried out the instruction and glanced curioudly at his passenger, wondering if Theo
gtill possessed some degree of Sight.

'l can just about tell night from day,’ Theo said, but I've got agood memory.’

I wasn't going to. ..'

Theo smiled. 'Everybody's surprised to find I'm not completely helpless. | keep amap of thecity in
my head and | check off my position oniit. | move alittle dot dong the Streets:”

That's really something.' Hasson was impressed by the boy's fortitude.

"The system doesn't work inthe air, that's al.’

'No, but you'll befinein acouple of years, won't you? Theo's smile hardened. 'Y ou've been talking to
my father." Hasson gnawed hislower lip, having learned yet again that Theo was ahighly perceptive
person with no interest in making small talk. "Y our father did tell me you'd be having an operation or
something like that in two years time. Perhaps | picked him up wrong.'

'No, you picked him up right,’ Theo said eadily. 'I've only got to wait another two years - and that's
nothing, isit? Nothing at dl.’

I wouldn't say that," Hasson mumbled, wishing the conversation had never got Starred, wishing he
could be adonein hisroom, secure, with the door locked and the curtains drawn and al theworld a
televison stage. Hetightened hisgrip onthe steering whed and concentrated on following the traffic
markers on the road which looped northwards around the outskirts of the city. The road passed through
acutting which enclosed it between steep snowy banks, shutting off al signs of habitation and creating the
impression that he was driving in awilderness.

Hasson was watching adaty triangle of sky opening out to receive him when something struck the car
with enough force to makeit rock dightly on the suspension. The impact appeared to have been on the
roof, but nothing that could have caused it bounced down on to the pavement.

Theo sat up straight. 'What was that?

'I think we've got company,’ Hasson said. He trod gently on the brake pedd and at the sameingtant a
flier made a swooping descent to land on the road about a hundred metres ahead. Theflier wasabig
man who was wearing a black suit, a harness with fluorescent orange straps and - in spite of the fading
light conditions - mirror-lensed sun glasses. Hasson immediately recognised Buck Morlacher and made a
smultaneous guess that his partner, Starr Pridgeon, was at that moment perched on the roof of the car,
having matched velocitiesin the air and dropped onto it. A wave of irritation, rather than anger, caused
him to react ashisformer self. The car was il losing speed gradudly asit neared Morlacher, but
Hasson kicked down on the brake and jolted the vehicleto ahalt. A blue-suited figure tumbled down the
doping windshield, struck the nose of the car and did the rest of the way down on to the road.

Hasson, now regretting hisimpulsive action, sat perfectly still asthe figure sprang to itsfeet and he
saw the thin, venomous face of Starr Pridgeon coming towards him. Pridgeon wrenched open the driver
door and his eyeswidened in surprise.

'Hey, Buck,' hecaled. Thisain't Werry - it's his Goddamn cousin from Goddamn England.’

Morlacher paused briefly, then continued his gpproach to the car. 'I'll talk to him, anyway."

‘Right." Pridgeon put his head right insde the car until hisface was amost touching Hasson's. 'What
wastheidea? he whispered. 'What was the idea puffin’ me down on the road like that?



Hasson, numb with apprehension, shook his head and somehow chose the exact words Pridgeon had
used earlier when he had felled Al Werry. 'It was a pure accident.'

Pridgeon's expression became murderous. 'Y ou want me to drag you out of there?

It was an accident,’ Hasson said, gazing straight ahead. 'I'm not used to this sort of car.’

'If I thought you had enough...'

'‘Come out of there," Morlacher said to Pridgeon, appearing at his elbow. Pridgeon withdrew,
scowling, walked round to the other Side of the car and stared in a Theo Werry. The boy remained
motionless, hisface cam.

Morlacher stooped to look in at Hasson. 'What's your name? Halford or something like that, isn't it?

'It'sHaldane!'

Morlacher appeared to digest the information for amoment, the two triangles of red glowing on the
pink background of hisface. "Where's Werry?

'Over on the east side,' Hasson said, submitting to the interrogation. Therewasan AC.'

‘A what? Morlacher demanded suspicioudly.

'An aexid collison. Two people dead. He had to be there!’

'He should have been there before somebody got killed." Morlacher was speaking in tones of barely
suppressed rage, afact which Hasson noted and found dightly puzzling - Morlacher had not struck him
as being particularly humanitarian or public spirited in his outlook. He was pondering the matter when he
heard aclick on hisright and turned his head to see that Pridgeon had opened the passenger door and
was peering in a Theo with akind of brooding, clinica interest. Theo, athough he must have heard the
noise and felt theinflux of cold air, did not movein any way.

Hasson tried to put aside the distraction. 'It's hard to show up before an accident.’

'Accident my ass,’ Morlacher growled. "That was no accident. Those hopped-up young punks get
away with murder. Welet them get away with murder.’

'One of them got killed aswell.’

'Y ou think that makesthingsright?

'No." Hasson had to concede the point. 'But it shows..." "The other man who got hit wasn't just
anybody, you know. He was an important visitor to our country. An important visitor - and ook what
happensto him!'

'Did you know him? Hasson's attention was distracted from the subject of the dead flier by the fact
that Pridgeon had spread one of his hands out and was holding it a bare centimetre awvay from Theo's
nose. The boy sensed its presence almost at once and jerked his head back. Pridgeon's mouth twitched
with amusement behind the wispy tendrils of his moustache and he repeated the experiment, thistime
holding his hand alittle further away. Hasson stared down at his own hands gripping the steering whedl
and tried to comprehend what Morlacher was saying.

... indl the mediatonight,’ the big man thundered, ‘and what will the message be? I'll tell you what the
message will be. They'll be saying it isn't safeto fly north of Calgary. They'll be saying thisis cowboy
country up here. | tell you, it's enough to makeaman . . .' Morlacher's peg-like front teeth came together
with an audible click, shutting off aflow of words as his anger went beyond the limits of articulation.

Hasson gazed up a him, mute, helpless, baffled, wondering what was coming next, wondering if the
predatory strangers would resort to violence against asick man and ablind boy. Beside him, Theo was
rocking his head from sideto Sdein an effort to escape the unseen proximity of Pridgeon's hand. "When
you see Werry tell him I've had enough,’ Morlacher said at last. "Y ou tell him I'm full up to my back teeth
with this sort of thing, and that I'm coming over to his place to see him. Got that?

'l tell him," Hasson said, relieved to see that Morlacher's hand was now resting on the flight control
pand on his belt.

'‘Come on, Starr - we've got work to do." Morlacher moved a switch and was hurled upwardsinto
the sky, disappearing from Hasson's restricted field of view in afraction of a second. On the other side of
the car, Pridgeon snapped hisfingersloudly in Theo'sface, causing the boy to flinch, then performed his
intimidatory trick of suddenly fixing Hasson with ableak, hostile stare. He backed away from the car, il
gtaring, legped upwards and was gone. There was a silence disturbed only by the flustering of the breeze



in the car's open doors.

Hasson gave an uncertain laugh. 'What was dl that about?

Theo compressed hislips, refusing to speak.

It was nice of them to drop by and see us," Hasson said, trying to make light of his sense of
inadequacy and shame. 'Friendly people you have around here.’

Theo put out hisright hand, pulled the passenger door shut and shifted dightly in the seat, sgndling
that he wanted to go home. Hasson took a deep breath as he closed his own door and set the car rolling
again. They emerged from the cutting. Scattered houses, some of them aready showing lights, became
visblefar off to onesde. Indl other directionsavast unfamiliar land stretched away to the dimness
where the snow was turning as grey asthe sky. Hasson felt totaly aone.

'l wasn't quite sure what to say back there," he ventured. 'Only having been in town afew hours... not
really knowing anybody... | wasn't quite sure how to handle the Situation.’

It'sdl right,’ Theo replied. 'Y ou handled it exactly the way my father would have done!’

Hasson weighed the comment and understood that he had been insulted, but he decided againgt trying
to put up adefence. 'l can't understand why Morlacher is so upset - is he the city mayor or something?

'No, he'sjust our friendly local gangster.’

"Then what's on hismind?

Y ou'd better ask my father about that. He works for Morlacher, so he should know.'

Hasson glanced at Theo and saw that his face was pale and stern. That'sgoing abit far, isn't it?

"You think so? All right, let's put it thisway.' Theo spoke with a bitterness which made him sound like
amuch older person. 'Mr Morlacher put my father into the reeve's job, and he did it because he knew he
would be completdly ineffectud. Theideawasthat Mr Morlacher would be able to do anything he
wanted around Tripletree without being inconvenienced by the law. Now the situation has changed and
Mr Morlacher needs some hard-nosing done on his behaf - and theré's nobody to do it for him. I'm sure
you can gppreciate the humour in that. Everybody elsein town does.’

The boy'swords came across like a carefully planned and  rehearsed speech, one which had been
repested many times to many people, and Hasson realized he had dipped histoes into a deep dark pool
of family relationships. Shocked though he was by Theo's cynicism, he made up his mind to backtrack
before getting involved in other people's problems. He was in Canadafor no other reason than to rest
and recuperate, and a the end of hisalotted time he was going to flit away, asfree and unencumbered as
abird. Life, he had learned, was difficult enough...

'I think well be homein afew minutes,' he said. There's aroad ahead which lookslike the
northbound motorway, freeway.'

'Make aright there, then take the third on the right,’ Theo replied, an odd inflection in hisvoice
making him sound almost disappointed over Hasson's failure to respond to his set piece. He changed his
position in the seat severd times, looking moody and intelligent, giving the impression that hismind was
far from being at ease.

"The accident this afternoon,’ he said. 'Was it abad one?

'‘Bad enough - two people dead.’

'Why was Mr Morlacher talking about murder?

Hasson dowed down at the intersection. 'Asfar as| know some menta subnorma started bombing
the east gpproach - with the inevitable result.’ 'Who saysit'sinevitable?

'A character called |saac Newton. If somebody is crazy enough to switch off in mid-air it only takes
him seven seconds to reach termind velocity of two-hundred kilometres an hour, and no matter what sort
of vector hetriesto add ..." Hasson paused as he became aware of Theo's unseeing eyes being turned
towards him. 'We get to know about that sort of thing in the insurance business. 'l suppose you would,'
Theo said thoughtfully.

Hasson fdll silent, wondering if the stories he had heard about the uncanny perceptiveness of some
blind people could be true. He followed the directions given him by Theo and brought the car to ahalt
outsde Al Werry's house. Theo made an adjustment to the control on his cane bringing life to the inset
ruby beads, got out of the car and began walking towards the house. Hasson lifted histelevison set out



of the rear seat and followed him, glad to turn his back on the darkening world.

The hall seemed smdller than before due to the fact that Theo was struggling out of hiscoat in the
centre of it, and thistime the aroma of coffee had been added to the background smells of wax polish
and camphor. Hasson's anxiety level increased at the prospect of having to go into the back room, there
and then, and St making conversation with agroup of near-srangers. He made immediately for the sairs,
fighting off the urge to go up them two at atime before the door to the back room was opened.

"Tell your folks I've gone up to unpack,’ he said to Theo in alow voice. Then I'm going to freshen up
abit.

He reached the landing just as the sound of adoor handle turning came from below. Hemade a
panicky rush into his own room, set the television on the bed and locked the door behind him. The room
looked dim and strange in the twilight. Facesin framed photographs stared at each other in Slent
communication, agreeing among themsdvesthat the intruder in their midst should be ignored. Hasson
drew the curtainstogether, switched on alight and busied himsalf with setting up thetelevison on atable
bes de the bed. He switched it on, bringing into existence aminiature proscenium under which tiny human
figures grutted and strove in aperfect smulation of life.

Hasson doused the light, hurriedly stripped off his outer clothing and - with hiseyesfixed on the
technicoloured microcosm - got into the bed. He pulled the covers up until they almost covered his head,
creating yet another barrier between himself and the universe outsde. The coolness of the bedding
coming into contact with his back produced painful spasmswhich caused him to twist and turn for afull
minute, but eventually he was able to find a comfortable position and began relaxing his guard. Using the
remote control pand, he instructed the set to sample any British televison programmes that were
available by satdllite and promptly discovered that, due to the difference in time zones, he had accessto
nothing but early morning educationa broadcagts. In the end he settled for aholofilm that was being put
out by aloca gtation and promised himself he would go back to the store at the first opportunity and buy
somelibrary spools of British Situation comedies and drama series. In the meantime, he felt warm,
tolerably secure, free from pain, absolved from the need to act or think... Hasson wasrecdled from his
electronic demi-world by a persistent tapping on the bedroom door. He eased himsdlf into an upright
position and surveyed the room, which was now in darkness, reluctant to leave the cocoon of bedding.
The tapping noise continued. Hasson got to his feet, went to the door and opened it to find Al Werry
advancing upon him, il infull uniform.

'Y ou can't see athing in here," Werry commented, switching on the lights as he spoke. 'Were you
adeep?

'Redting, anyway, Hasson said, blinking.

'‘Good idea - you'll bein good shape for the party tonight.’

Hasson felt something lurch in his chest. 'What party?

'Hey! | see you went ahead and got yourself aTV." Werry crossed to the television and hunkered
down to examineit, adoubtful expression appearing on hisface. 'Dinky little thing, isn't it? When you get
used to atwo-metre job like the one we have down in the front room anything else hardly seemsworth
bothering with.'

'Did you say something about a party?

‘Sure thing. It won't be too big - just afew friends coming round to meet you and have afew drinks -
but I promiseyou, Rob, you'll get ared Albertan welcome. Y ou'reredly going to enjoy yoursdf.'

'l ..." Hasson gazed into Werry's eager face and redlized the impossibility of putting him off. 'Y ou
shouldn't have goneto any trouble.

'It'sno trouble - specialy after the way you guys looked after mein England.’

Hasson made another attempt to recal their first meeting, the drinking session which Werry appeared
to cherish in hismemory, but no images were forthcoming and he felt an obscure guilt. ‘| met up with your
friend Morlacher this afternoon, by theway.'

'Isthat afact? Werry looked unconcerned. 'He said the man who got killed today was some kind of
aVIP!

‘Bull! Hewas abuyer for adepartment store down in Great Falls. He didn't deserve to get killed, of



course, but hewas just an ordinary joe up here on an ordinary businesstrip. Another statistic.’

Thenwhy did...?

‘Buck dwaystaksthat way, Werry said, losing some of his composure. 'He's got it into his head that
the Civil Aviation Authority can be talked into extending the north-south air corridor up past Cagary to
Edmonton, maybe even asfar as Athabascaitsdf. He goeson TV, gets up petitions, brings bigwigs here
our of hisown pocket... Doesn't seem to redlise there Just isn't enough urgent freight traffic to justify the
expense.

Hasson nodded, visualising the cost of ingtalling a chain of automatic radar posts, energy fences and
manned patrol stations to bring athree-hundred-kilometre strip up to the safety standards demanded by
thevariouspilots guilds. 'What'sit to him, anyway?

"The Chinook. The big lolly. Theinn on apin." Werry paused to look affronted. ‘Buck thinks he can
gtill get some of his old man's money back out of it. He seesit asaluxury airport hotel, convention
centre, billion dollar brothdl, Olympic games stadium, the United Nations building, Disney planet, last
filling station before Mars.. . Y ou nameit - Buck thinkshe'sgot it.'

Hasson gave a sympathetic smile, recognising the kind of bitter rhetoric used by men suffering from
the age-old complaint of athorn in the sde. 'He was worked up about it this afternoon.’

"What does he expect me to do?

'Fromwhat | can gather, he's coming over to tell you what he expects. | told him I'd pass the word
on.

Thanks." Werry furrowed the carpet with the toe of a glossy boot. 'Sometimes| wishI'd ... He
glanced at Hasson from under lowered brows and suddenly smiled, resuming the guise of the insouciant
revolutionary colond. Hisfingerstraced the pencil line of his moustache as though making sureit was il
inplace.

‘Listen, Rob, we've got better thingsto talk about,’ he said. Y ou came here to forget about police
work and I'm going to make sure you do. | want you to report downgtairsin thirty minutes, spruced up
for aparty and thirsty ashell. Got it? Got it?

'l probably could use adrink,' Hasson said. Too much had  happened to him in one day and he knew
from experience that it would take at least a quarter-litre of whisky to guarantee an easy descent into
deep and no dreams of flying.

"That's more like my boy." Werry dapped him on the shoulder and |eft theroom in aflurry of air
currents which were scented with a peculiar mixture of talc, leather and machine ail.

Hasson glanced regretfully at the bed and the comfortably glowing television set, then began to do
some belated unpacking. Dreadful though the prospect of a party was, it offered him more leeway than
an evening cooped up with Al Werry and the three other members of his household. It should be possible
for him to get into acorner near the booze supply and sit tight until he could decently retire for the night.
That way he would have won through to the next day, when he could think about regrouping hisforcesto
withstand fresh ondaughts.

He gathered up histoiletries, opened the bedroom door afraction and listened to make sure there
was no chance of encountering May or Ginny Carpenter, then set out with stealthy tread towards the
bathroom. Part way aong the landing he reached another door which was dightly gar, and was intrigued
to see that the room beyond was being dternately it up and plunged into total darkness every few
seconds. Hasson hurried on by, went into the bathroom and spent fifteen minutes an having a shower and
generdly making himsdf presentable. He renewed an earlier finding that it is dways a stranger who looks
back at one from a strange minor. The only explanation he could think of was that people who are
familiar with the positioning of their mirrors unconscioudy pose, straining towards adesired image of
themsalves, before turning towards their reflections.

In this case, Hasson was taken unawares by the sight of adark-haired, unobtrusively muscular man
whose face was marred by an apprehensive tautness around the mouth and eyes. He stood at the mirror
conscioudy composing hisfeatures, trying to eliminate the traces of swain and sdf-pity he saw there, then
|eft the bathroom and went back adong the landing. The intermediate door was till gar and the light was
gtill flashing on and off behind it. Hasson passed by, but immediately was troubled by fears of some



bizarre dectricd fault which could ignite the dry timber of the house. He went back, eased the door open
alittle further and looked into the room. Theo Werry was Sitting cross- legged on the bed, holding a
tablelamp directly in front of his eyes and steadily operating the switch. Hasson backed away as slently
as possible and returned to hisroom, filled with the shameful redlisation that there were worseinjuries
than ruptured spinal discs and broken bones.

Moving dowly and thoughtfully, he dressed in comfortable dacks and a soft maroon shirt, and by the
time he had finished guests had begun to arrive for the party. Their voices came up through the floor in
irregular waves. They were loud, relaxed and cheerful, as befitted members of the exclusive club for
those who felt at homein Al Werry's house - a club to which Hasson did not belong. He opened the
bedroom door three times and turned back three times before mustering enough resolve to go
downdairs.

The firgt person he saw on entering the front room was May Carpenter, now dressed in afew scraps
of white digphanous materid, held together by fine gold chains. She turned towards him, smiling, amost
swamping him with acomposite projection of every screen sex goddess he could bring to mind. He
blinked, trying to absorb the visua impact, then became aware of other women in smilarly exotic attire
and men in colourful braided jackets. It dawned on him that, contrary to the impression he had received
from Werry, the occasion was one for dressing up. Everybody, a silent voice reprimanded, islooking at
you. He hesitated in the doorway, wondering if there was any way in which he could withdraw.

There heis,’ Al Werry shouted. 'Comein and meet the gang, Rob.' Werry cameto him, glassin
hand, incongruoudly dressed in his reeve's uniform minus only the tunic and cap. He gripped Hasson's
elbow and led him towards the others.

Lost for something to say, Hasson glanced down at Werry's uniform. ‘Are you on call tonight?

Werry looked surprised. 'Of course not'

'l just thought. .

'Say hello to Frank and Carol," Werry put in and then went on to perform a bewildering series of
introductions from which Hasson failed to salvage even one name. Numbed by the succession of amiles,
handshakes and amiable greetings, Hasson arrived likea piece of flotsam at atable of drinks presided
over by Ginny Carpenter, who was wearing the same coppertex suit he had seen her in earlier. She
gazed at him without moving, implacable asasuit of armour.

'Give the man adrink." Werry said, chuckling. That's Rob's specia brand -the Lockhart's. Give him a
good belt,

Ginny picked up the bottle, examined itslabel critically and poured out asmall measure. 'Anything
withit?

'Soda water, thanks." Hasson accepted the glass and, under Werry's benign scrutiny, swallowed most
of its contents. He was unable to prevent himself flinching as he discovered the whisky had been diluted
with tonic water.

‘All right, isit? Werry said. 'lt took me daysto track down that bottle.’

Hasson nodded. 'It'sjust that | never tried it with tonic water before.’

Expressions of incredulity and delight appeared on Werry'sface. '‘Don't tell me Ginny gave you the
wrong mixer! What awoman!'

'He oughtato be drinking good rye and ginger ale, same as everybody ese,’ Ginny said unrepentantly,
and Hasson knew she had ruined his drink on purpose. Baffled and depressed by her hogtility, he turned
away and stood without spesking until Werry had furnished him with afresh glass, which thistime was
brimming with amost neat whisky. He moved into aquiet corner and began working on hisdrink,
methodicaly and joylesdy, hoping to anaesthetise himself down to aleve at which the nearness of
strangers would be unimportant.

The party went on dl about him, forming and dissolving different centres of activity, gradualy growing
louder in proportion to the amount of alcohol consumed. Al Werry, apparently feeling he had discharged
al hisobligationsto Hasson, circulated continuoudy among hisfriends, never staying more than afew
seconds with any one group, looking hedthy, spruce and competent - and totally out of place- inhis
chocolate-brown uniform. May Carpenter spent most of the time surrounded by at least three men,



seeming to be fully absorbed in responding to their attention and yet always managing to intercept his
gaze when helooked in her direction. It cameto him that Werry and May had onething in common in
that their characters were completely impenetrable asfar as he was concerned. In each case the physical
presence was 0 overwhelming as to obscure the inner being. May, for example, was behaving exactly as
if shefound Hasson interesting, in spite of the fact that he had virtually ceased to exist asfar aswomen
were concerned. Perhaps she had a strong materna instinct: perhaps she met all men on the sameterms -
Hasson had no way to tell. He toyed with the problem at odd moments between bouts of conversation
with men and women who took it in turnsto relieve his solitude. The noiselevel in the room continued to
increase. Hasson persevered with his drinking until he had finished the half-bottle of scotch and was
obliged to try the rye, which he found bland but reasonably acceptable.

At one stage in the evening, when the lights had been turned down and a number of people were
dancing, he made the discovery that the chubby, apple-cheeked young man talking to him was not a
farmer, as his gppearance suggested, but was actually a physician caled Drew Collins. A memory which
Hasson had suppressed - that of Theo Werry sitting alone in hisroom with the table lamp held close to
his eyes - sorang to the forefront of his consciousness.

'I'd like to ask you something," he said, uncertain about the ethicsinvolved. 'l know it's the wrong time
and dl that...

'‘Don't worry about dl that crap,’ Drew said comfortably. 'I'd write you a prescription on abeer mat.'

It isn't about myself- | was wondering if you were Theo's doctor.'

'Yeah, | look after young Theo.'

'Wall.. . Hasson swirled hisdrink, creating aconica depresson initssurface. 'Isit truethat helll get
hissight back in two years?

'Perfectly true. Slightly lessthan two years, in fact.'

"Why does the operation have to wait so long?

It isn't an operation as such,’ Drew explained, apparently happy to talk shop. 'It'sthe culmination of a
three-year course of treetment. The condition Theo suffersfrom is known as complicated cataract, which
doesn't mean the cataract itsalf is complicated - just that there were other factorsinvolved in his getting it
so young. Until about twenty years ago there was only one possible treatment - removal of the opaque
lenses - which would have left him with highly abnorma vision for life, but now we can restore the
trangparency of the lens capsule. It involves putting dropsin the eyes every day for three years, but at the
end of that time the mpleinjection of atailored enzyme into the lenseswill makethem like new. It'sa
genuine medical advance!

‘It certainly sounds that way," Hasson said. 'Excegpt..."

'Except what?

Threeyearsisalong timeto beleft in the dark.’

Unexpectedly, Drew moved closer to Hasson and lowered his voice. 'Did Sybil ropeyou in, aswell?

Hasson stared at him in silence for amoment, tying to hide his confusion. 'Sybil? No, she didn't rope
mein.’

'I thought she might have done," Drew said in confidentia tones. 'She contacted some of Al'srelations
and got them to lean on him, but Al'sthe only onewho islegdly responsible for the boy, and it had to be
his own private, persond decison.’

Hasson searched his memory and dredged up avague recollection of Werry mentioning that his
former wifes namewas Syhil. A glimmer of partid understanding gppeared in hismind.

‘Wéll," he said guardedly, ‘there are things for and against this new treatment.’

Drew shook hishead. The only thing againgt it isthe three- year delay, but - especidly for a
youngster - that'sa small priceto pay for perfect vision.

Isit?

'Of courseit is. AJ made the decision, anyway, and Sybil should have stuck with him over it and
backed him up, if only for Theo's sake. Persondly, taking everything into consideration, | think he made
theright decison.’

'l suppose ..." Hasson, recognising dangerous conversationa waters ahead, cast around for achange



of subject and for no reason he could explain his mind fastened on the man he had encountered in the
downtown hedlth food shop. 'Do you get much competition from dternative medicine around here?

'Practicaly none.' Drew glanced sideways and raised his eyebrows as he wasjoined by Ginny
Carpenter. 'Albertan law is pretty strict about that son of thing, Why do you ask?

'It's nothing much. | bumped into an interesting character today - an Asan who runs a hedlth food
shop. He said hisnamewas Oliver.'

‘Oliver? Drew looked blank.

That's Oily Fan,' Ginny put in, cackling like a Disney witch. 'Y ou wannastay away from him, boy.

Y ou wanna stay away from dl those Chinks. They can live where white folkswould die off ‘cause dl they
ever think about is how to make money.' She swayed for amoment, glassin hand, her triangular face
flushed with acohol. 'Do you wannaknow how those sons make money in their corner storeswhen
there's no customersin?

'What | want isanother drink,' Drew replied, moving off.

Ginny caught hisarm. 'I'll tell you what they do. They can't bear to et aminute pass without making
money, so they just stand there at the cigar counter opening match boxes and taking one match out of
each. I'velooked in and seen them at it - just standing there! One match out of each box! Nobody would
ever miss one, but when they've done it fifty timesthey've got an extrabox to sdl. White folkswouldn't
goto al that trouble, but the Chinksjust stand there. . . One match out of each box!'

Hasson consdered the story briefly, classfied it under the heading of 'Racist Apocryphd’ and
smultaneoudy picked our aflaw initsinternd logic. 'Hard to believe, isn't it?

Ginny mulled over hiswords and seemed to note their ambivaence. 'Do you think | made dl that up?

'l didn't mean to imply ..." Hasson smiled gpol ogetically, dreading a confrontation with theflinty little
woman. 'l think | need another drink, too.'

Ginny waved expansively in the direction of the table. '‘Go ahead and soak it up, friend.’

Hasson thought of a number of retorts ranging from the coldly sarcastic to the crudely obscene, but
again in hismind there was averba |og-jam complicated by undercurrents of embarrassment, exhaustion
and fear. He found himsalf mumbling thanks to Ginny and backing away from her like acourtier excusng
himsdf from aroya presence. He topped up his glass, aware that he was drinking too much, and
decided to adopt Werry'stechnique of continually moving from one locus to another until he could
decently withdraw to thefortressof his room. In ashort time the excess of strong drink combined with
histirednessto produce in him atrance-like state in which the room became an encompassing screen
upon which human forms were flat and meaningless projections, like the patterns radiated by a guttering
fire

At one stage Hasson was dumbfounded to redlise he had been drawn into some kind of inebriated
game whose rules were never made clear to him, but which engendered agrest dedl of sumblingin
darkness, whispering, laughing, and damming of unseen doors. It cameto him that his chance of escape
had arrived, that with any luck at al he could be safe in bed before his absence was even noticed. He
tried to take his bearings in the darkness and set out for the door which opened into the hal, but his
progress was impeded by others who seemed to possess amagicd ability to know exactly what they
were doing and exactly where they were going in the absence of light. A door opened in front of him,
reveding adimly lit room, and severa hands pushed Hasson forward. He heard the door dam behind
him and in the same moment became aware that he was done in the kitchen with May Carpenter. His
heart began an unsteady pounding.

'Well, thisisasurprise,’ she said in alow voice, coming towards him. "What sign have you got?

'Sgn? Hasson stared at her in bewilderment. In the low- centred mellow light her flimsy party clothing
appeared hardly to exigt at dl, turning her into afeverish erotic vision.

'Yes. I'vegot Libra." She held up acard with adrawing of apair of scales. "What have you got?

Hasson spread the fingers of hisright hand and looked down ét it. He was holding acard which also
borethesign of Libra.

Thesame,' May said. That'slucky for both of us." With no trace of hesitation she put her arms
around his neck, drawing hisface down to meet hers. In the instant before the kiss Hasson saw her open



mouth grow large with its nearness, large as any screen goddess's mouth in photographic close-up, as
amplified and idedlised as any sex symbol's mouth on amovie poster, dl flawless mathematicd
curvatures and billowing crimson and stepped white planes, filling hiseyes. During the kisshe
experienced a sense of unredlity, but at the same time his hands and body were receiving other messages,
reminding him that thebusnessof  life waslife and that it had not done with him yet. The revelaion
unnerved him with itsforcefulness and smplicity, driving him to separate himsdlf from May so that he
could look at her again.

‘Thisisgood, he said, desperate for timein which to think, 'but I'm very tired - | haveto go to bed
now.'

'Perhapsit'sjust aswell, May replied with ahusky candour which Hasson found infinitely flattering
and thrilling.

'Please excuse me." He turned, managed to identify the door which led directly into the hail and went
through it. The hail was empty and in darkness, but somebody had used the bulging coat-stand asa
support for aflying suit which had been left with the helmet in place and the shoulder and ankle lights
flashing. Hasson squeezed past the golem-figure, went upstairsto his room and locked its door behind
him. He went to the window, parted the curtains and looked out at the unfamiliar nightland. Snow was
sfting down from the overhanging darkness. Immediately outside the window was alarge, bare tree
through the twigs of which a street lamp shed itsradiance in concentric frosty circles. Myriads of
glimmers, sparkles and reflections seemed to have been carefully placed on tangentsto the circles,
creating the sense of looking down along illuminated tunnel wound with gossamer.

Hasson surveyed the view for perhaps aminute, trying to come to terms with the redlisation that he
had first seen it only twelve hours earlier, that he had completed less than a day of rest and recuperation.
His mind was swollen with newly implanted memories of faces, voices, names and ideas as he went to
the bed, stripped off his clothing and put on his pyjamas. Aswas usud at night, he was moving easly and
without discomfort-the prolonged spell of activity having freed hisjoints and muscles - but it wastime for
his night-cap of pain.

He lay down on the bed and as soon as his back, now unprotected by day clothing, came in contact
with the mattress awar began. The conflict was between various muscle groups, to see which would gain
the advantage in new states of relaxation or tension, to see which could fire the greatest salvoes of agony
- and in every case the loser was Hasson. He endured the struggle in silence until the spasms became
infrequent, and very soon after that he had fallen adeep, awounded warrior, exhausted, defeated in
every skirmish of the day.

four

The dream was afamiliar dream - the recreation of one day of Hasson's early life, thereiving of one
event. One specid event.

The preparation had been going on for dayswithout his admitting, even to himsdlf, what lay inthe
back of hismind. At first there had been an agrid tour of the Hebrides, and there was nothing very
unusud in the fact that he had chosen to go alone. Then had come the procurement of extra power packs
and specid long-life oxygen bottles - but even that could have been interpreted as the taking of
reasonable precautions prior to flying over aremote and sparcely populated area. And Hasson had
actudly begun hisbig climb before he findly acknowledged what he was doing.

It isin the nature of some men that when amachineis placed into their handsthey haveto satisfy
themsdaves asto the limits of its performance. The CG harness operated by distorting gravitic fid linesin
such away that the wearer could 'fal’ upwards - the closest analogy being that of amagnetic field in
which any nodd point moved towards the region of greatest flux intensity. Because it drew most of its
energy from the gravity field itsdlf, the CG harness was most efficient at low dtitudes. Close to the ground
there wasllittle drain on the power pack, but when aflier went high he found that his energy supplieswere
being squandered at greater and greater rates to compensate for inherent system inefficiency.

The most obvious consegquence was that there was alimit to the dtitude a persond flier could achieve,



but - asisawaysthe case -that limit could be modified by various technica and human factors. Air
Policeman Robert Hasson, newly qualified for the force, had no more than anormal interest in the
mechanics of the big climb. He had, however, arestless craving to explore his own psychological
parameters, to find out which had the greater operationa ceiling - the man or the machine, He knew it
was an obsessiond state of mind, that it was far from being novel or unusual and yet the experiment had
to be performed...

Helifted off from the Eye Peninsulaon Lewis at dawn on asummer day and set hisinitia rate of climb
at 250 metres aminute. The speed was fairly moderate by CG standards, but Has son's dead weight had
been greatly increased by the addition of three extra power packs and he had no wish to overload any of
the equipment upon which hislife depended. The maximum load which could belifted by a CG harness
was limited by the fact that, above a certain point, the load itsalf began to generate a noticeable gravitic
fidd, thusinterfering with the delicately arranged pattern of force lines set up by the counter-gravity unit.
Basic modular mass, asthe load figure was referred to in text- books, was 137.2 kilograms, and
exceeding it induced an effect known asfield collapse, which gave theflier al the aerodynamic properties
of amillstone,

Not sacrificing any energy by introducing horizontal componentsinto hisflight, Hasson alowed alight
westerly wind to carry him out over the waters of the North Minch. Complex vistas of land and water
continued to unfurl on al sides asthe Scottish coast came into view some sixty kilometresto the east.
The vegetation on theidands and mainland glowed in pastel shadesin the early morning sun, with swaths
of pale powdery yellow sfting into areas of lime green. Coadtlines were limited with white againgt the
nostalgic travel-poster blue of the ocean, and the air Hasson was breathing felt prehistoric inits
deanliness.

Twenty minutes after take-off he had reached aheight of five kilometres, far abovethelevelsnormaly
used in persond flight. He sedled the faceplate of his helmet and began to draw on his bottled oxygen.
Benegth the soles of hisbootstherolling Earth wasimmense, beginning to show hints of curvature, and
Hasson felt thefirgt sirrings of loneliness. He could see no birds, no ships, no signs of human habitationin
all the atlas-page sweeps of territory below - and there was no sound, Hasson was alonein the silent
blue reaches of the sky.

Forty minutes after take-off he had reached aheight of ten kilometres and knew he was passing
through the level of the polar tropopause. The air around him had been steadily growing colder
throughout his ascent, the temperature decreasing by six degrees or more with every kilometre of atitude,
but now he could expect it to remain constant or even become dightly warmer as he penetrated the
sratosphere. Unfortunately, that fact signified little real benefit for Hasson. His heavy-duty suit heaters
were labouring to cope with a surrounding air temperature of amost fifty degrees below zero, and would
go on being amgjor drain on hisenergy supply.

Ten minutes later Hasson saw alayer of thin cloud moving eastwards benesath him, beginning to
obscure hisview of theland, and he knew the time had come to perform theillegal action which had
necessitated his making the flight from such aremote area. He checked hisfirst power pack, saw that it
was nearing exhausgtion, and switched to the second in line. For one heart-stopping instant, while the
electrical circuit was being broken and re-made, he felt himsdlf begin to fall, but the harness renewed its
grip on him dmost immediately and he knew the ascent was continuing. He unbuckled the expended
power unit and, with atrangent pang of guilt, released it from hisfingers. The heavy pack dwindled out of
sght benegth hisfeet, bombing itsway down to an unseen impact with the choppy waters of the Minch.

Hasson's plan had included shedding the second power unit and perhaps the third, provided
conditions had been right, so asto Lighten the load on those remaining asthey clawed their way up into
regions of weskening gravitic flux. A primerequisite, though, had been perfect visibility below. The
chances of afdling unit causing any damageto life or property were virtudly non-existent in his present
geographical location, but a deep- rooted ingtinct would not let him consider dropping a dense object
through cloud. He would smply have to accept the limitation on hisflight.

The redlisation came asless of a disgppointment than Hasson might have expected an hour earlier. He
had dready climbed higher than most fliers even cared to think about, and the namel ess hunger within him



was dowly abating. On the other hand, he had reached a dimensionless zone - once the domain of the
big jets- and going on upwards into regions of darker blue seemed just aslogicd and natural asreturning
to the ancient kingdoms of men. With his head tilted back, and aams and legstrailing limply, Hasson
continued his climb, his posture an unconscious echo of the onein which mediaevd artists depicted
human souls ascending to heaven. A single point of light - possibly Venus - gppeared in the aching purity
above him, beckoning, and Hasson swam towardsit. Hisrate of ascent was decreasing with every
minute, in inverse proportion to the drain on his power packs, but afurther hour took him to an atitude of
twenty-five kilometres. The world curved away beneath him in nacreous splendour. Therewas no visible
movement anywhere, except for the hastening progression of needles acrossthe dials on his chest pandl.
Hasson flew onwards.

At thirty kilometres above sealeve he checked hisinstruments and saw that his upward movement
had al but ceased. His CG fidd generator, with lessand lessinvisible grist for itsmills, was expending
dtored energy at a prodigious rate Smply to keep him from falling. The only way in which he could gain
more height would be to discard the dead power packs, but he had ruled that action out, and in any case
the result would be of no great significance. He had done what he set out to do.

Hanging motionlessin theicy blue solitude, poised on the threshold of space, Hasson gazed dl about
him and felt.. . nothing. There was no fear, no eation, no wonder, no sense of achievement, no
communion with the cosmos - removed from the context of humanity he had logt his humanity.

He completed afull survey of the heavens, knew himsdlf to be astranger there, then adjusted a
control on hisbelt and began the long and lonely fall to Earth.

five

Hasson awoke to aroom which was brilliant with diffused sunlight and he knew without looking &t his
watch that he had dept late. His head was throbbing so powerfully that he could actudly hear the
squirting pulsesin the temple which was pressed into the pillow, and histongue fet like stiffened chamois
leather. There was aso afierce pressurein hisbladder asaresult of acoholic enhancement of his body's
diuretic processes.

Not ahangover, he protested to the morning. The last thing | need isa hangover. Helay ill for a
time, reacquainting himsalf with the room, wondering what had happened on the previous day to trigger
the nervy fluttering of excitement he could fed a the threshold of consciousness. There was pleasure
involved - that much he knew - the pleasure of .. . Hasson closed his eyes momentarily as a picture of
May Carpenter cameinto focusin hismind, quickly followed by dl the recriminations and objections
appropriate to his age, background and temperament. She was too young; she was mated to his host; he
was fantasisng like an adolescent boy; shewas not histype; it was highly unlikely that she could have any
interest in him whatsoever - but, but, she had looked at him in a certain way, and she had said, That's
lucky for both of us," and she had said, 'Perhapsit'sjust aswell, and the fact that he had never actudly
communicated with her and had no knowledge of her as a person was not very important, because there
was an abundance of timeinwhich to...

A sudden renewd of the pressurein his abdomen brought Hasson to his senses, making it dear that he
had to face the task of getting himsdf into an upright attitude after many hours of lying in bed. Thefirst
gage in the operation was to trandfer himsdlf, till in the horizontal position, from the bed to the floor,
because he was tackling an engineering job of Brunelian magnitude and the first requirement wasafirm
and immovable base. He began by dragging hislegs sidewaysto the edge of the mattress by hand, then
herolled over, grasped the underlying frame and drew himself into akind of acontrolled fal to the floor.
Theinevitable flexure of his back and the abrupt change of temperature initiated a period of torment
which he borein near-silence, staring at the ceiling through ditted eyes. When the spasms began to
subside herolled again until he was lying in the prone position and could begin the dow process - largdly
guided by tria and error - of raising his upper body and very carefully, like amason inserting propsto
hold an unwiddy mass of stone, bringing more and more of his skeleton under it until he had achieved
verticdity.



Two minutes after making the decision to rise, Hasson was on hisfeet - breathing heavily, chastened
by what he had just been through, but now capable of movement. He shuffled about the room, putting on
adressing gown and collecting toilet articles, then listened at the bedroom door to satisfy himsalf that
opening it would not precipitate the ordeal of having to speak to strangers. The landing was deserted and
the upper part of the house had an empty fed to it, athough there were muted sounds of activity from
bel ow. In the bathroom he brushed his teeth and made the depressing discovery that two mouth ulcers he
had thought to be fading away were more painfully active than before. Returning to the bedroom, he
contemplated the idea of getting under the covers again and switching on the televison, but the
dehydration of his system had given him a powerful yearning for tea.or coffee which could not be denied.
He dressed and made his way down to the kitchen, wondering how he would react if hefound May there
alone. He tapped the door gently, went inside and saw Theo Werry seated by himsdlf at the circular
table, eating adish of cereal. The boy was wearing dacks and ared swesater, and there was a pensive
expression on his handsome young face.

'Morning, Theo, Hasson said. 'No school today?

Theo shook hishead. Thisis Saturday.'

'I'd forgotten. The days don't seem to mean much to me now that..." Hasson checked himsalf and
glanced around the room. "Where is everybody?

'Dad's outside clearing snow. The other two have goneinto town.' Theo's choice of phraseand a
certain dryness of tone informed Hasson that he did not care much for May or her mother.

‘Inthat case, I'll brew mysalf some coffee,' Hasson said. ‘| don't suppose anybody will mind.'

I'll doit for you, if you like.' Theo half-rose from his chair, but Hasson persuaded him to go on with
his breakfast. While performing the domestic routine of making the coffee he spoke to the boy abouit his
tastes and pursuits, discovering as he did so that conversation with Theo wasless of astrain on him than
trying to exchange pleasantries with adults. They talked briefly about music and Theo's face became
animated as he learned that Hasson shared hisliking for Chopin and Liszt, aswell asfor some modern
composers working for hard-toned piano.

'l supposeyou listen to the radio alot,” Hasson said, sitting down with his coffee, and redlized at once
that he had made amistake.

That'swhat everybody supposes.' Theo's voice had grown stony. ‘It's fun being blind aslong asyou
havearadio.'

‘Nobody thinksthat.'

But it's supposed to be agreat solace, isn't it? Everywhere | go people turn on radiosfor me, and |
never ligentothem. | don't enjoy being blind - unsighted, they call it a school - and nobody's going to
make melook like I'm enjoyingit.'

That'sagrest bit of corkscrew logic,' Hasson said gently, al too aware of his own stumblings under
the burden of illness.

'l guessitis- but then awood-louse isn't avery logica creature.’

'Wood-louse? Y ou'velost me, Theo.'

The boy gave a humourless smile which saddened Hasson. 'There's aKafka story about a man who
woke up one morning and found he had turned into a giant cockroach. It horrifies everybody that one,
the idea of being turned into a cockroach - but if held really wanted to sick people off Kafka should have
made the guy into awood-louse!

'Why'sthat?

"They're blind and they're busy. I've dways hated those things because they're blind and so busy.
Then | woke up one morning and found I'd been turned into a giant wood-louse.'

Hasson stared at the black, vapouring liquid in his cup. "Theo, take some advice from aleading expert
on the gentle art of beating oneself on the head with aclub - dont doiit.’

'Minestheonly head | can get at.’

‘It was rough on your father too, you know - he'shaving abad timeaswell.’

Theo tilted his head and considered Hasson's remark for afew seconds. 'Mr Haldane,' he said
thoughtfully, 'you don't know my father at al. | don't think you'reredlly hiscousin, and | don't think you're



redlly an insurance slesman.’

"That's funny,' Hasson parried, 'that's what my boss used to say to me every month when he looked at
my figures.' 'I'm not joking."

'He used to say that aswdll, but | surprised him by inventing anew kind of policy which et people
insure themsdves againgt being uninsured.’

Theo'slipstwitched. 'l read a story once about a character called Nemo the Nameless!’

Hasson chuckled, impressed by the speed with which the boy had classified his absurdity and
correctly matched it. Y ou sound like another Stephen Leacock buff.’

'No, | don't think | ever heard of him.'

'But he was a Canadian humorist! The very best!" Hasson was mildly surprised to find he could be
enthusiastic about anything connected with literature - for months he had been unable even to open a
book.

I'll try to remember the name,’ Theo said.

Hasson tapped him lightly on the back of the hand. 'Listen, I'm about due to re-read some L eacock.
If 1 pick up a couple of books perhaps | could read them to you. What do you say?

"That soundsdl right. | mean, if you havethetime...’

I've got loads of time, so well make it definite,' Hasson said, musing on the fact that immediately he
had started thinking about doing something for somebody el se his own state of mind had improved. It
seemed there was alesson to be learned. He sipped his coffee, wincing occasionally asthe hot fluid came
in contact with amouth ulcer, and tacitly encouraged Theo to talk about anything that came into hismind,
aslong asit had nothing to do with Hasson's past and his supposed family connectionswith Al Werry.
Theo'sinterest in flying quickly cameto thefore, and dmost at once there were referencesto Barry Lutze
and to aloca gang of cloud-runners known as the Hawks. As before, Hasson was disturbed to hear a
note of uncritical admiration manifest itself in Theo'svoice,

I'll bet you," he said, deciding to risk endangering his new- found rel ationship with the boy, ‘the leader
of that outfit is caled Black Hawk.'

Theo looked surprised. 'How did you know?

‘It had to be that or Red Hawk. Those characters dways have to hide behind some kind of label and
it'samazing how limited their imaginations are. Practicaly every town I've ever been in has had a Black
Hawk or aRed Eaglefluttering around the place at night terrorising the smaller kids, and the funny part of
it isthat each and every one of them thinks he's something specid.

Theo stood up, carried his empty ceredl dish to the recycler and returned to the table before
speaking. 'Anybody who wantsto do any red flying hasto cover up hisname.’

"That's not theimpression | get from the sports pages and TV. Some people become rich and famous
through redl flying.' Hasson knew from the expression on Theo's face that hiswords were having no
effect. The phrase 'red flying', asused by younggters, meant flying illegdly and dangeroudy, Throwing
off dl petty resrictionsand flying solely by inginct, flying without lights at night, playing aerid
Catch-me-if-you-can in the canyons of city buildings. The inevitable consegquence of that kind of 'redl
flying' was asteady rain of broken bodies drifting to the ground astheir power packs faded, but it wasa
characterigtic of youth that it flt itself to beimmune from calamity. Accidents dways happened to
somebody ese.

One of the difficulties Hasson had encountered in hisyears of police work wasthat dl the arguments
were emotiond rather than intellectua. He had lost count of the occasions on which he had interviewed
members of agroup who had just seen one of their number smeared aong the side of abuilding or diced
intwo on aconcrete pylon. In every case there had been an undercurrent of feeling, akin to dawn-time
superdtition and primitive magical beliefs, that the deceased had brought misfortune down on himsdlf by
violating the group's code of behaviour in some way. He had defied the leader's authority, or had
betrayed afriend, or had shown hewaslosing hisnerve.

The death was never attributed to the fact that the young flier had been breaking the law - because
that would have opened the door to the notion that controls were necessary. The nocturnal rogueflier,
the dark Icarus, wasthe folk hero of the age. At those times Hasson had begun to wonder if the whole



concept of policing, of being responsible for others, was no longer vaid. The CG harness, aswell as
inspiring its wearer to flout authority, alded and abetted by giving him anonymity and superb mobility. A
Black Hawk and his aeria cohort could range over thousands of square kilometresin the course of a
single night and then disappear without trace, like asingle raindrop faling into the ocean of society. In
amog every case, the only way to bring arogue flier to book wasto go after him and physicaly hunt him
down through the sky, an activity which was both difficult and dangerous, and it seemed that the number
of hunterswould aways be pitifully inadequate. And when he was faced with asky-struck youngster like
Theo, automatically predisposed to worship thewrong kind of hero, it seemed to Hasson that he wasted
hisentirelife

".... thinks nothing of boosting up to six or seven thousand metres and staying up there for hours,'
Theo was saying. 'Just think of it - seven kilometres straight up into the sky and thinks nothing of it.'

Hasson had lost track of the subject, but he guessed it was Barry Lutze. 'He must think something of
it," he said, 'otherwise he wouldn't have bothered to tell you about it.'

"Why shouldn't he? It's more than.. . Theo paused, obvioudy refraining a sentence. 'It's more than
anybody around here has done.'

Hasson thought about his own brief sojourn on the edge of space, thirty kilometres up, but felt no
desireto spesak of it. 'Doesn't hethink it'sabit juvenile to go around calling himsalf Black Hawk?

'Who said Barry is Black Hawk?

'Have you got two top fliers around here? Barry L utze and the mysterious Black Hawk? Do they
never run across each other?

'How would I know? Theo demanded with a betrayed expression on hisface as he fdlt for the coffee
pot.
Hasson forbore to assist him, knowing that in the boy's eyes he was guilty of prying into thingsan
adult could never understand. For thefirst timein history young people could escape the survelllance of
their elders, and that was a prize which was never to be rdinquished. Complete personal mobility had
shrunk the world, and enormoudy widened the generation gap. Barrie had been brilliantly prescient in his
understanding of the fact that there could be no communication between Peter Pan and any member of
the grown-up world.

Hasson maintained a contrite silence while Theo, aided only by memory and the thin ray from asensor
ring on hisright hand, located a cup and poured himsalf some coffee. He was wondering how best to
open peace negotiations when Al Werry entered the kitchen from the rear of the house in aflurry of cold
ar. Werry was bresthing deeply, apparently asaresult of his snow-clearing activities, Hasson was
dightly taken aback to see that he had kept his uniform on while performing the household chore, but he
forgot about the idiosyncrasy when he noticed that Werry was looking strangely flustered.

'Go upgtairs, Theo," he said without preamble. 'Some people are coming to talk business!

Theo tilted hishead enquiringly. ‘Cant | finishmy...?

'Updtairs,’ Werry snapped. 'Moveit.'

'I'm going.' Theo was reaching for his sensor cane, which was propped againgt the table, when there
was a sound of the house's front door being thrown open, followed by heavy footstepsin the hail. A
moment later the kitchen door opened and Buck Morlacher and Starr Pridgeon came into the room.
Both were wearing flying suits and harnesses which bulked out their figures and made their presencein
the domestic environment seem adien and hostile. Red patches glowed like warning pennants on
Morlacher's dabby cheeks as he advanced on Werry, while behind him Pridgeon examined the contents
of the room with an amused, semi-proprietary interest. Hasson felt amixture of outrage, sadness and
panic.

I want to talk to you," Morlacher said to Werry, tapping him forcefully on the chest with agloved
finger. 'In here. He nodded towards the front room and strode into it without turning to seeif Werry was
following. Werry, after one stricken glance at his son, followed him, leaving Pridgeon behind in the
kitchen with Hasson and Theo.

Y ou know why I'm here," Morlacher's voice was thick with anger, filling both rooms.

Werry, in contrast, was dmost inaudible, 'If it's about that AC yesterday, Buck, | don't want you to



think...

'One of the reasons I'm hereisthat you're never in your God.. damn office where you're supposed to
be, and the other one is about that murder on the east approach yesterday. It wasn't an AC, asyou puit it
- it was a Goddamn murder, and | want to know what you've done about it.'

Thereisn't much more we can do,’ Werry said placatingly.

'lsn't much more we can do," Morlacher mimicked. ‘A VIP comesto this city on business and gets
murdered by some crazy shit-head punk, and there isn't much more we can do!

Hasson, driven by the expression on Theo's face, stood up with the intention of closing the
interconnecting door. He turned without having made sufficient preparation for the move, and froze ashis
back locked with a sensation like a glass dagger having been thrust between his vertebrae. He leaned on
the table for a second, then carefully extended his hand to the door knob.

‘Now, Buck, hewasn't realy aVIP, Werry said in the other room.

'‘When | say the son-of-a-bitch wasaVIP," Morlacher ground out, ‘that means the son-of-a-bitch
was aVIP. He came up hereto...,

Hasson dammed the door shut, reducing the overheard exchanges to a background rumble, and did
his best to stand up straight. Pridgeon, who was walking around the room picking up small objects and
replacing them, watched him with akind of amiable contempt.

‘Boy, youreredly inamess, Al's cousin from England,’ he said, smiling through the wisps of his
moustache. His teeth had the a most-greenish tinge that comes from a permanent accumulation of food
residue, and there were charcoal -col oured pockets of decay close to the gums between the incisors. 'Car
Smash, wasn't it?

That's right." Hasson fought to keep back a conciliatory smile. Pridgeon shook his head and hissed in
his breath. 'Shouldn't have been fruiting about in acar, Al's cousin from England. Y ou shouldabeen
treading sky like afull-grown man. Look at young Theo! Theo's going to show 'em something as soon as
he'sable. That right, Theo?

Theo Werry tightened hislips, disdaining to spesk.

"Theo was on hisway up to hisroom, Hasson said. 'l think he had finished breskfast.’

‘Bull ' He hasn't touched his coffee. Drink your coffee, Theo." Pridgeon winked at Hasson, pressed
onefinger to hislipsin aslencing gesture and poured athick stream of sugar from the stainless stedl
dispenser into the boy's cup. He stirred the resultant dudge and guided the cup into Theo's hand. Theo,
hisface dert and suspicious, gripped the cup but did not raiseit to his mouth.

'I think you put in too much sugar,' Hasson said lightly, sickened by his own complaisance. 'We don't
want Theo to get fat.’

The playfulness disgppeared from Pridgeon's face on the instant. He performed hisintimidatory trick
of abruptly fixing Hasson with afrowning, baleful voodoo stare, then came towards him, head thrust
forward, moving sllently onthebalsof hisfeet. This can't be happening to me, Hasson thought, ashe
found himself nodding, smiling, shrugging, backing out of the kitchen, unable to bear theidea of the other
man entering his persona space. Still under Pridgeon's threatening gaze, he reached the foot of the Sairs
and put his hand on the banigter.

'Excuse me," he said, listening in fascinated dread to hear what words his mouth would utter next.
‘Naturecalls!

He went up the gairs with the intention of going to hisbedroom and locking himsdlf inside, but the
bathroom door was directly ahead and - spurred on by the notion of trying to make it appear that he
redlly had needed to relieve himsalf - he went through it and thumbed the concave button on the handle.
The sllence in the bathroom begat inwards upon him.

‘Nature calls," he breathed. 'Oh, God! Nature cals!' Pressing the back of ahand to hislipsto prevent
their trembling, he sat down on the white-painted cane chair, remembering with a keen sense of lossthe
treasure trove of green-and-gold Serenix capsules he had so blithely thrown away. I'll see adoctor and
get some more, he thought. I'll get some more Sunday morning pills, and I'll get sometelevision cassettes,
and I'll bedl right. He lowered his head into his hands, feding much as he had done while suspended in
the high purple archways of the stratosphere - cold, remote, abandoned - and entered a period of



timelessness,

His numb reverie ended with the sound of adoor opening downstairs and a corresponding increasein
the relentless, pounding surf-noise of Morlacher's anger. He waited afew seconds and opened the door
just enough to give him averticaly ditted view down into the hail. Morlacher and Pridgeon were standing
init, occupying most of the floor space while they closed up their suitsin preparation for flight. The door
to the downstairs front room was closed and there was no sign of Al Werry. Pridgeon opened the
entrance door, admitting awhite blaze of snow-reflected daylight, and went outside. Morlacher was on
the point of following him when there was an extramovement and adarkening of the trapezium of
brilliance on the hal floor, and May Carpenter came into the house. She was carrying anet shopping bag
and was dressed in atraditionaly styled tweed jacket and skirt trimmed with fur which gave her an oddly
demure quality. Morlacher looked down at her with evident appreciation.

'‘May Carpenter,’ he said, putting on arakish grim which was totaly unlike any expression Hasson had
seen him use previoudly, 'you get prettier every time | seeyou. How do you do it?

‘Clean living, | guess, May replied, smiling, apparently unperturbed by his standing so closeto her in
the confines of the hail.

"That's one for the book," Morlacher chuckled. 'All flower arranging and rug tying down at the PTA, is
it?

'‘Don't forget the cake competitions - you should see what | can do with apiping bag.'

Morlacher laughed loud, put his hands on May'swaist and lowered hisvoice. 'Seriousy, May - why
haven't you been over to see me since you got back into town?

She squared her shoulders. 'I've been busy. Besides, it isn't agirl's place to go calling on aman, isit?
What would people say?

Morlacher glanced towards the room where he had been talking to Al Werry, then drew May closer
to him and kissed her. Sherdaxed into it for amoment and Hasson saw the dight grinding movement of
her hips which had thrown every organic switch in his body the night before. He remained tranfixed at
his vantage point, terrified of being caught spying and yet completdy unable to move away.

'I have to go now," Morlacher said asthey separated. 'I've got urgent businessin town.’

May looked up at him through quivering eyelashes. ‘Perhgpsit'sjust aswell.'

'l call you," Morlacher whispered. 'Well fix something up.’ He turned and disappeared into the white
radiance of the outsde world. May watched him depart, closed the entrance door and - without pausing
to remove her outdoor jacket - came straight up the stairs towards the bathroom, taking the steps two at
atime. Hasson almost dammed the door shut before realising the action was bound to be noticed.
Dry-mouthed and sick with gpprehension, he whirled away from the door and stooped over the
washbasin as though busy cleaning his hands. May passed the bathroom and went into a bedroom further
adongthelanding.

Hasson, moving with the exaggerated stedth of aburglar ina stage production, |eft the bathroom and
plunged into his own sanctuary slently locking the door behind him. The discovery that his heart was
Iabouring like a museum-piece engine strengthened hisresolve to stay in hisroom as much as possible
and avoid direct contact with the rest of humanity. He sat on the edge of the bed, turned on histelevison
set and tried to become part of its miniaturised and manageable world. He had been aone for some thirty
minutes when there was aknock on the bedroom door, and on answering it he found Al Werry waiting
on thelanding. Werry had left off hisuniform in favour of duracord dacks and ablack sweater, and the
change had made him look younger.

'Have you got aminute, Rob? he said in a congpiratorial undertone. 'I'd like to have aword with you.'

Hasson opened the door fully and gestured for Werry to enter. 'What's it about?

‘Can't you guess?

Hasson avoided the other man's gaze. 'I'm just passing through this neck of the woods, Al. Thereésno
need to..."

I know, but it would help meif | could talk to somebody. How about stepping out for a couple of
beers?

Hasson glanced at histelevision set which, once again because of time zone differences, wasfailing to



provide the sort of programmes he wanted. "Would the television shops, stores, be open? | need to buy
some cassettes.

"We can do that aswell - no problem. What do you say to abeer?

I'mdry ashdll after last night." Hasson confessed, reaching for histopcoat. Werry dapped him on the
shoulder with something like hisnorma bonhomie and led the way down the sairs, jigging noisily on his
hedls. A minute later they were in the police cruiser and swishing aong a street whose wet black
pavement gave it the appearance of acana cut through afield of snow. Asthe car picked up speed thick
chunks of snow which had encrusted its hood broke off in the dipstream and shattered on the windshield
without making a sound. Hasson deduced that the snow was powder dry and light, unlike the variety he
was familiar with in England. The car swung out onto themainroad and topped alow rise, givinghima
panoramic view of the city looking arctic-pure and idyllic in the generous sunlight. Colours had intensified
in contrast to the pervasive whiteness and the windows of houses appeared as jet-black rectangles. Off
to the south the fantastic pylon of the Chinook Hotel shonelike asted pin which was holding earth and
sky together.

Hasson, dready becoming familiar with the genera layout of Tripletree, studied the agrid scul ptures of
the traffic control system and used them as aguide to pick out other landmarks. Among the latter jutting
up from aconglomerate of lesser buildings, was the glassy brown bulk of the furniture store where Theo
had guided him on to the ring road the previous afternoon. On its roof, and glowing powerfully in spite of
competition from the sun, was a huge bilaser projection representing afour-poster bed. Hasson frowned
as an amber star began to wink on the computer panel of his memory.

'‘Quiteasign that, he said, indicating the building to Werry. 'Y esterday it was an armchair.’

Werry grinned. That's old Manny Weisner's latest toy. He changes the image two or threetimesa
week, just for fun.'

'He hasn't had it long then?

'About three months or so." Werry turned his head and regarded Hasson with some curiosity. 'Why
do you ask?

'No reason,’ Hasson said, trying to extinguish the amber star. Y esterday the sign had portrayed an
armchair, and Theo Werry - who was blind - had said that it portrayed an armchair. The obvious
explanation was that somebody had described the sign to him on a previous occasion when the image
was the same and had not told him about the owner's habit of switching it around. Armchairs were one of
the most common saleitemsin any furniture store, therefore the degree of coincidence involved in Theo's
being right was not very great. Hasson dismissed the matter from hismind, irritated with itslingering habit
of saizing on small shards of information and trying to build mosaic pictures with them. The question of
what Werry wanted to talk to him about was of more immediate interest and importance. He hoped there
were to be no confessions of corruption. In the past he had known other police officers to become too
closdly connected with men like Buck Morlacher, and none of the stories had happy endings. The
thought of Morlacher brought back an associated memory of his own humiliating encounter with Starr
Pridgeon, and it occurred to him that M orlacher and Pridgeon were astrangely assorted pair. He
broached the subject to Werry.

'Fine example of an habituad crimina who has never done any time,' Werry said. 'Stan's been mixed
up in everything from statutory rape to aggravated assault, but there was dways atechnical] flaw inthe
police case againgt him. That or epidemic annesiaamong the witnesses. He has arepair businessover in
Georgetown - washing machines, fridges, things like that - but he spends most of histime hanging around
with Buck.'

"What does Morlacher get out of it?

‘Company, | guess. Buck's got ared hair-trigger temper specialy when he'shad afew belts, and he's
got ahabit of delicately hinting at his digpleasure by kicking peoplein the crotch. If you see anybody
walling around Tripletree with bow legsit doesn't mean they're cowhands - they used to work for Buck,
that'sal. Most folksfind reasonsto stay out of hisway as much asthey can, but Starr gets on pretty well
withhim/'

Hasson nodded, mildly intrigued by Werry's steadfast practice of referring to everybody, even men he



had reason to hate or despise, by their first names. He gave the impression of regarding all human failings,
from thetrivid to the most serious, with the same kind of carelesstolerance, and it was a characteristic
which Hasson found difficult to square with the profession of law enforcement. He sat quietly, coping
with minor achesin hisback and hip, until Werry brought the car to ahalt outside abar near the centre of
Tripletree's shopping area.

‘Ben'sHolotronicsisjust round the corner,’ Werry said. "Y ou go off and get your cassettesand I'll set
up acouple of hafs." He went into the brownish dimness of the bar, walking with the jaunty lightness of a
boxer in pesk condition. He gave no sign of having anything preying on his mind. Hasson watched him
disappear and made hisway dong the block through fierce sprays of reflected sunlight. Shadowsflitted
across his path every few seconds asfliers drifted down from the sky and landed on the fiat roofs of
buildingsal around. It was the standard arrangement in modern cities, because CG fields broke up when
any massive object, such asawall, intersected their lines of force. That was the reason there were no
arcraft powered by counter-gravity engines, and it was aso the reason for modem public buildings
having flat roofs or being surrounded by wide landing strips. Any flier who went too closeto awall found
himsdf to be aflier no longer, but an ordinary morta, fragile and afraid, hurtling towards the ground at an
acceleration of close to athousand centimetres per second squared. The same effect occurred when two
CG fiddsinterfered with each other, which was the reason for Air Police Sergeant Robert Hasson taking
the big drop over the Birmingham Control Zone, the endless screaming drop which had aimost...

Wrenching his thoughts back into the present, Hasson located the store where he had bought his
televison set and went insgde. The owner, Ben, greeted him warily, but brightened up on learning that he
had not returned with acomplaint. It transpired that he had a good selection of six-hour programme
cassettes and was able to supply Hasson with anumber of complete runs of British comedy and musical
shows, some of which had been recorded only the previous year.

Hasson, like an a coholic contemplating awell-stocked cupboard, felt acomforting glow within
himsdf as heleft the store carrying abulging plagtic bag. He was now self-reliant, salf-sufficient, equipped
to live hisown life. The evocative scent of dried hops and malt reached his nostrils and an impulse made
him glance curioudy into the window of the next store aong the block. The proprietor, the oddly named
Oliver Fan, had been an interesting and sympathetic character with an unusua line of salestak. You are
not at ease within yoursdlf. That part was certainly true, Hasson mused. Asasnap diagnosisit had been a
hundred per cent accurate, but perhapsit was one of those all- purpose pieces of patter such as used by
fakefortune-tellers, designed to make the general sound like the particular. Perhapsit applied equally
well to everybody who ever stirayed through Oliver's door. Believe me, | can help. Would a charlatan say
that? Would he not be inclined to use amore ambiguous form of words which would give him latitude for
twisting and turning under legd scrutiny? Hasson hesitated for along moment and then, filled with a
curioustimidity, went into the hedth food store.

'‘Good morning, Mr Haldane," Oliver said from hisposition behind the glass counter. ‘It is good to see
you agan.’

Thank you." Hasson |ooked uncertainly around the laden shelves, breathed the mixture of heady
aromas and felt lost for words, as though he had cometo ask for alove philtre. 'l . .. | wonder if..."

'Yes, | meant what | said - | can help you.' Oliver gave Hasson a knowing, compassionate smile ashe
did off hisstool and moved aong the counter. He was small and middle aged - of exactly the same size,
build and coloration as millions of other Asans- and yet he had an individuaity which impressed Hasson
as being as durable as the bedrock of Chinaitself. His eyes, by contrast, were as homely, accessible and
humorous as Laurel and Hardy or Mark Twain.

That'safairly sweeping statement,’ Hasson said, testing his ground,

Isit? Then let's put it to the test.’ Oliver took apair of iodine- tinted glasses from his breast pocket
and put them on. 'l dready know you've been serioudy hurt in adriving accident, and you probably
know that | know, so we can take dl that as given. There's no question of my using specia powers or
being able to see your aurathe way some of those aternative medicine freaks claim to do. But - smply
by looking at the way you walk and stand - | can tell that your back is giving you considerable pain. |
would say that you aso smashed up your |eft kneein the accident but that it isfairly well on the mend and



that it'syour back that's causing al thetrouble. Am | right?

Hasson nodded, refusing to be impressed.

'So far so good - but thereés moreto it than that, isn't there? The physical injuries were bad, the spell
in hospital was bad, the convalescenceislong and painful and boring - but there was atime when you
would have taken dl that in your stride. Now you can't. Y ou fed you're not the man you used to be. Am
| right?

'Y ou're bound to be right,' Hasson countered. 'Is there any-. body the man he used to be? Are you?

"Too generd, eh? Too woolly? All right, you know your specific symptoms better than anybody, but
I'll go over some of them for you. Theresthe depressions, theirrationd fears, theinability to concentrate
on smplethingslike reading, the poor memory, the pessmism about the future, the dozing like alizard
during the day followed by the inability to deep properly at night unless you've had pills or booze. Am |
right?

‘Wdll...

Isit difficult for you to meet strangers?Isit difficult for you to talk to me now? Oliver took off his
glasses as though to make confession easier, dismantling barriers.

Hasson wavered, tom between a cautious reserve and the urge to unburden himsdlf to the stranger
who seemed as though he could be more of afriend than any friend. 'Supposing al those things were
true, what could you do about it?

Oliver appeared to relax alittle. Thefirg thing to realiseisthat you and your body are aunity. Y ou
are one. Thereé's no such thing asaphysical injury that doesn't affect the mind, and there's no such thing
asamental injury that doesn't affect the body. If both aren't right, both are wrong.'

Hasson felt apang of disappointment - he had heard smilar things from Dr Colebrook and a series of
therapists, none of whom seemed to redise that he had lost the ability to dedl in abstracts, that words
which did not have a clear-cut, one-to-one correspondence with concrete redlities were completely
meaninglessto him.

'What doesit dl boil down to? he said. 'Y ou said you could help. What can you do to stop my mind
feding painsin my back?

Oliver sghed and gave him alook of rueful apology. 'I'm sorry, Mr Haldane - it looks asthough |
may have blown thisone. | think I've let you down by saying the wrong things.'

'So ther€'s nothing you can do.’

'I can give you these." Oliver took two cartons - one small and inscribed with Chinese charactersin
gold on ared background, the other large and plain - from the shelves behind him and placed them on
the glass counter.

Thisiswhat it had to come down to, Hasson thought, his disillusonment complete. Doctor Dobson's
Famous Herba Remedy And Spleen Rguvenator. 'Wheat are they?

'Ginseng root and ordinary brewer's yeast in powder form."'l see." Hasson paused, wondering if he
should buy the productsjust to compensate Oliver for histime, then he shook his head and moved to the
door. 'Look, perhaps I'll come back an other time. I'm keeping somebody waiting.' He opened the door
and began to hurry out of the store.

'Mr Hadane!' Oliver's voice was urgent, but again there was no hint of annoyance over thelossof a
sde

Hasson looked back at him. 'Y es?

'How are your mouth ulcers today?

"They hurt,” Hasson replied, sensing with amazement that Oliver had deliberately and clinicaly taken
somekind of action on his behalf, had chosen words that were tied to an objective redity for no reason
other than his need to hear them. 'How did you know?

'I may goinfor mystery and inscrutability, after al." Oliver gave him awry amile. 'It seemsto get the
best results!’

Hasson closed the door and retraced his steps to the counter. 'How did you know | have mouth
ulcers?

'Old Oriental trade secret, Mr Haldane. The important thing is - would you like to get rid of them?



'What would | have to do? Hasson said.

Oliver handed him the two cartons he had left on the counter. ‘Just forget dl those things| said about
the unity of mind and body. This stuff, especidly the yeast, will cure your mouth ulcersin acouple of
days, and of you keep on taking it as directed you'll never be troubled that way again. That's something,
in'tit?

It would be. How much do | owe you?

Try the stuff out first, make sure it works. Y ou can cdl back and pay for it any time.'

"Thanks." Hasson gazed thoughtfully at the storekeeper for amoment. 'l really would like to know
how you knew about the ulcers!

Oliver sighed, amiably exasperated. 'Hospitas never learn. Evenin thisage, they never learn. They
flood patients bodies with broad-spectrum antibiotics and wipe out the intestinal bacteria which produce
B-vitamins. A common symptom of B-vitamin deficiency isthe gppearance of mouth disorders, like those
painful little ulcers, so what did the hospitas do? Would you believe that some of them are still painting
them with potassum permanganate? It's completely ineffective, of course. They send people out looking
like they've been swigging the blushful Hippocrene - you know, with purple-stained mouth -hardly able to
egt, hardly ableto digest what they do egt. Lacking in energy. Depressed. That's another symptom of
B-vitamin deficiency, you know, and I'm getting back on to the kind of patter which nearly made you
walk out of hereinthefirg place!

'No, I'm interested.’ Hasson spent afew more minutes talking to Oliver about the relationship
between diet and hedlth, impressed and oddly comforted by his evangdidtic fervour, then began to think
about Al Werry waiting alonein the bar. He put his new purchasesinto the plastic bag on top of the TV
cassettes and | eft the store after promising Oliver he would return early in the following week. In the bar
he found Werry stting in acomer booth with two full beer glasses and several empties on thetablein
front of him.

I like drinking at lunchtime,” Werry said. ‘It hasfour timesthe effect.’ Hisvoice was dightly blurred
and it dawned on Hasson that he had been persondly responsible for emptying the hadf-litre glassesina
remarkably short time,

'Y ou save money that way.' Hasson drank from the glass which Werry pushed over to him. The lager
it contained did not impress him as abeer, but he was grateful for its cleansing and tingling coolness. He
eyed Werry over therim of his glass, wondering what he wanted to talk about and hoping that no
marked response would be required on his part. It seemed that every conversationa exchange he had
made since arriving in Tripletree had added to his burden of stresses, and it was a process which could
not go on indefinitely, or even for much longer.

Werry took along drink of beer and leaned forward with a solemn expression on hisface. 'Rob," he
sad, hisvoice charged with sincerity, 'l redly envy you.'

Isit my money or my looks? Hasson parried, genuinely surprised.

'I'm not kidding, Rob. | envy you because you're ahuman being.'

Hasson produced alopsided smile. ‘And you aren't?

That's exactly it." Werry was speaking with the utmost conviction, like a preacher trying to make a
convert. 'I'm not ahuman being.’

Hasson, dthough baffled, redized with asnking feding that his téte-a-téte with Werry was not going
to be an easy run. 'Al, you'd pass for ahuman being any day.'

‘Butthat'sal | do - | passfor ahuman being.’

‘Rhetoricaly speaking,' Hasson said, wishing that Werry would get on with making his point inamore
direct manner.

Werry shook his head. ‘It might be rhetoric, and it might not. Isit right to regard yoursdlf as human if
you haven't got any human fedings? Isn't that what the word human means -having humanity?

'I'm sorry, Al' Hasson decided to show some impatience. ‘| haven't the dightest ideawhat you're
talking about. What's the problem?

Werry drank more beer, his eyes remaining fixed on Hasson's, somehow transferring aweight of
responsbility to him. "Y ou saw what happened a my place this morning. Buck camewalking in like he



owned the place and started leaning on mein front of my kid - and | just stood there and took it. What
would you have done, Rob? What would you have doneif you'd been in my shoes?

'It'shard to say,' Hasson replied, toying with his glass.

‘All right - would you have got mad a him?

'l daresay | would.'

That'sit, you see. | didn't get mad - because there's something wrong with me. | don't feel anything.
Sometimes | hear thislittle voice teling me | ought to get mad in asituation like that, but it doesn't carry
any weight with me. I'm not afraid of Buck, but | don't care enough about anything to make it worth my
whileto stand up to him. Not even my own boy.’

Hasson fdt totaly inadequate to receive such aconfidence. 'l don't think any of usare qudified to
anayse oursaves the way you'retrying to do, Al.'

Therésno analysis- I'm just reporting certain facts,” Werry said doggedly. 'There's something wrong
with me, something about the way I'm put together, and it affects everything | do, big or small. Tell the
truth, Rob - when we met at the rail station yesterday you didn't know me from Adam, did you?

I haven't got much of amemory," Hasson said, feding he had lost the thread of the discussion.

‘It doesn't matter how good your memory is- the pointisthat you know what it's safe to forget. Y ou
know what you can let go. But I'm s0 busy trying to convince people I'm one of the boysthat |
remember everything that happens so that | can enthuse about it afterwards and tell everybody about the
great timeswe had, but thetruthis| never have any greet times. | don't redly exist, Rob.'

Hasson began to fed embarrassed. 'Listen, Al, do you think thisisa...

It'strue,’ Werry cutin. 'l don't really exist. | go around in my uniform most of the time, because when
I'm wearing it | can convince mysalf I'm the city reeve. | haven't even got a sense of humour, Rob. | don't
know what's funny and what isn't. All | do isremember thingsthat other people laugh at, and then when |
hear them again | laugh too, but when | hear ajoke thefirst time I'm not even sureif it isajoke.

I can't even argue with people, because as soon as| hear the other guy's point of view that becomes
my point of view, aswel. Then when | run into somebody who startstelling methe opposite | Sdewith
him right off.

I don't even ..." Werry paused to drink more beer, again fixing Hasson with an intent, brooding stare.
'l don't even get much of akick out of sex. I've read about the ecstasy of love, but I've never
experienced it. When I'm on thelob and it's right at the big moment ... you know, when people are
supposed to fed they're knocking on the door of paradise.... dl | can think about isthat | might have left
the lightson in my car, or that my backsideiscold. Thingslikethat.’

Hasson felt a sudden heartless desire to laugh. He picked up his glass and studied the swarming of the
tiny bubblesin the beer froth.

"That's part of the reason Sybil walked out on me," Werry continued. "We had arguments about the
treatment for Theo's eyes - she wanted to let the hospital cut the middle out of them, and | wouldn't hear
of it - but | think she got sick of living with somebody who was nobody. That'swhy | get on okay with
May. She's another nobody. Her one ambition in lifeisto go around looking cute, and that's all she does,
50 | know where | am with her.’

There was alonger pause, and Hasson knew that Werry had spoken his piece and that it was up to
him to make some gppropriate response. He glanced down at the plastic bag containing his dream
cassettes and wished he could be locked in his bedroom in the parchment-coloured shade a drawn
curtains, with the television set bestowing its sweet absolution. The unfairness of the Situation-here was
another person making impaossi ble demands upon him - began to weigh heavily on hismind.

'Al," hesad findly, ‘why areyou tdling medl this?

Werry looked dightly nonplussed. 'l thought you would want to know - after what you've seen a my
place - but I've probably got it wrong.'

'No, naturaly I'd be concerned about a friend's problems - it'sjust that I've no idea of anything to say
which might hdp.’

Werry gave him awan smile. 'Who said | wanted help, Rob? I'd need to care about things being
wrong before | could care about getting them put right." He finished his haf-litre of beer and signalled a



waiter at the other side of the room to bring areplacement.

Hasson gazed a him for amoment, then took refugein aclassicd British non-sequitur. 'Do you think
therell be any changein the westher?

As soon as they got back to the house Hasson went up to his room and locked the door. The bed
had been neatly made up and somebody had drawn back the curtains to admit the days snow- reflected
brilliance. He set his new purchases out on atallboy, selected a cassette and dropped it into adot on the
televison s&t. Gratifyingly familiar music seeped into the air and under the set's proscenium tiny figures
began to act out a domestic comedly, part of a series he had watched in England only twelve months
earlier. He drew the curtains together, shed his outer clothing and got into the beds stoically waiting for
the spasmsin hisback to subside. The artificid world of the television stage occupied hisentire field of
vison. It was as though he had retrested through time and space, back into his previouslife, and hefelt
safe.

He had completed aday and ahalf of rest and recuperation and the thought of three further months of
samekind of thing was unbearable. It was much better to be curled up in awomb-cave of eider, and to
submerge hismind in the dreaming of other men'sdreams.

gx

Contrary to Hasson's fears and expectations, his new lifein quite abruptly Tripletree became easy to
bear.

One of the things which cameto his rescue was akind of variable time effect he had noticed
previoudy when vigting aforeign country on leave. He had atheory that persond time was not measured
by the clock, but by the number of fresh sensory impressions recorded by the mind. On the first day or
two of avacation, especidly if the surroundings were very different to those of hisdaily norm, he
continualy experienced new sensations and those days seemed dmost endless. The vacation felt as
though it would go on for ever. Suddenly, however, the new environment became familiar, the number
and frequency of surprise encounters with undiluted redlity decreased, the mind returned to its customary
complacency - and as soon asthat state of consciousness was reached the remaining days of the holiday
flickered by like on a speeded-up projector.

Hasson's theory had aways depressed him alittle because it both explained and confirmed the
existence of a phenomenon described to him by hisfather - the acceleration of subjectivetime during
later life. He had always sworn to himsdlf that he would never get into a sense-numbing, mind-deadening
rut, that he would never |et the months and seasons and years dip through hisfingers, but dl a once he
found the process working to his advantage. Time began to go faster, and the demands of each day grew
less

Keeping hisis promiseto Oliver Pan, he began taking large spoonfuls of powdered brewer'syeast.
At firgt he found the bitter, tongue- substance dmost impossible to swalow and had to swill it down with
glasses of fruit juice. An immediate effect was that he became so bloated with internal gas production
wasthat he had difficulty in bending over, but Oliver had told him in advance that such asymptom would
be proof of how much he needed the yeast's rich supply of B-vitamins. Placing hisfaith in Oliver'sadvice,
he persevered with the yeast, rehearsing in his mind what he could remember from the impromptu lecture
onitsvaue asasource of anti-gress vitamins, biotin, cholin, folic acid, inositol, niacin, nucleic acid,
pantothenic acid, iron, phosphorus and whole protein, aswell as the complete B- vitamin complex. None
of the biochemica terms had much meaning for Hasson, but two days after beginning the trestment he
awoke to find that the mouth ulcers - which had plagued him for months - had vanished without trace.
That benefit done, he decided, was worth anything that Oliver was going to charge him.

He a so began chewing tiny fragments of the ginseng root twice aday. It was adark reddish-brown in
colour, almost astough as high-impact plastic, and tasted vaguely of grass. Hasson failed to see what
good it could do him, but after his success with the mouth ulcers he was more than willing to give dl of
Oliver'srecommendations afair trid. His digestion improved, the gaseous pressure faded from his
abdomen, his appetite returned, and in a short time he rediscovered asimple pleasure - that of looking



forward to medls.

Thefood provided in the Werry household was not awaysto Hasson's taste, but in the middle of his
second week there Ginny Carpenter - who had maintained her attitude of casua hostility towards him -
departed on unspecified family businessfor astay in Vancouver. May Carpenter did most of the cooking
after that, and dthough she had her own set of culinary shortcomings these were more than compensated
for in Hasson's view by the absence of her mother. It turned out that May had a part-timejob in the
office of aplant-hire company in Tripletree. She went to it four days aweek, which meant that when
Theo was a school Hasson had the house to himself, an arrangement which suited him perfectly.

He continued to spend as much time as possible watching television in hisroom, but in spite of his
avowed wish to keep the shutters closed on the world he found himsdlf thinking more and more about the
redl-life problems of hishosts. Al Werry, after his strange Saturday morning confessiond in the
downtown bar, reverted to hisnorma persona, going about his business with his suggestion of a swagger,
looking fit and cheerful and competent, the picture of awell-adjusted career cop. He oversaw the
activities of his minuscule force with abreezy carel essness which seemed not to have been affected by
anything that had been said by Buck Morlacher.

Hasson was surprised to note that Morlacher - after having impinged on hislife threetimesin rapid
succession, each time looking more like a volcano on the point of eruption - had quieted down and
virtudly effaced himsdf from the scene. He wondered if Morlacher's change of attitude was smply dueto
the fact that the big man had other businessinterests and only got around to bedevilling Werry on
occasion, or if it was something to do with May Carpenter. It was difficult for Hasson to be certain, but
he had afeeling that the relationship between the two had developed since the encounter he had
witnessed from the bathroom, and he became intrigued with the problem of determining what sort of
person actudly lived behind May's facade of primitive, uncomplicated sexudlity.

According to Werry the facade was dl there was. It was ajudgement Hasson had thought to be
unfair and insengitive, but as the days wore on he began to accept the fact that it wasimpossible to hold
any kind of conversation with May. It began to appear to him that she was a gorgeous femae android
with only two modes of operation - Sgnaling aromantic interest in the men she met, and actudly
indulging that interest. Hasson, perhaps by failing to make the correct responses, had confused the
identification processes and caused himsdlf to be placed in a category with which the mechanism was not
programmed to dedl. At times hefdt guilty over thinking about another human being in such terms and
decided that the failure in communications was due to his own redl inadequacies, rather than those he
imagined in May, but that ingght - if ingght it was - had no materid effect on their relationship or lack of
it. It appeared that she was prepared to deal with him only on her own terms and those termswere
unacceptable to Hasson, partly out of consideration for Al Werry, partly because aremnant of pride
would not dlow him to stand in line with Buck Morlacher.

His relationship with Theo Werry became equaly stagnant and unproductive, dthough in that case
Hasson knew exactly what waswrong. The boy had al of the young male's natura respect for strength
and courage, arespect which perhaps was enhanced by his handicap, and it was easy to guessthe
opinion he had formed of Hasson. In addition, the generation gap had been yawning between them ever
snce Hasson had put forward his views about angelsin genera, and their shared interestsin music and
literature were unable to bridgeit.

Hasson chose to bide histime with Theo, watching closdly for the first Sign of encouragement, but the
boy remained aloof, spending much of hisfree timein his bedroom. On anumber of occasions as Hasson
was going aong the darkened landing he saw the door to Theo's room being limned with brief flashes of
light, but he passed on hisway each time, forcing himsdf to ignore the distress beacon, knowing that any
attempt to answer it would be regarded as an intrusion. Once, well after midnight, he thought he heard a
voicein the room and hesitated at the door, wondering if Theo could be having anightmare. The sound
died away dmost immediately and Hasson passed on hisway back to histelevison set, saddened by the
ideathat even the spurious vision of bad dreams could be cherished by ablind person.

Asthe new pattern of hislife became aroutine Hasson welcomed the dulling of his perceptions.
Monotony was a mind-sapping drug to which he quickly became addicted and he drew comfort from a



rapidly growing conviction that nothing of any significance would ever hgppen to him again, that night and
day would continue to merge into the undemanding and featureless grey blur of eternity.

He was, therefore, taken by surprise by two miracleswhich occurred within afew days of each other.

The first miracle was externa to Hasson and concerned the weather. For perhaps aweek he was dimly
aware of great changes taking place out of doors, of the light softening and the air growing warmer, of the
sounds of trickling water replacing the night-time stillness. On the television there were reports of floods
from other parts of the country, and once when Hasson looked out of his window he saw adults and
children engaged in a British-style snowbdl| fight in anearby garden - an indication that the nature of the
snow itself had changed. It had ceased being alight dry powder and now could be moulded into solidity,
amock-solidity which heraded its oncoming dissolution.

And then Hasson got up one morning to find that the long Albertan summer had begun.

Conditioned as he was to the protracted and uncertain seasons of the Western European seaboard,
to the reluctant, ragged retreat of winter and the equaly hesitant advance of milder weather, Hasson was
scarcely able to comprehend what had happened. He was standing at his window looking out at a
transformed world whose dominant colours were greens and yellows when he became aware of the fact
that a second miracle had taken place.

Therewasno pain.

He had wakened and had risen from his bed without pain, accepting the condition asingtinctively and
unthinkingly as acresture of thewild stirring itself in response to thelight of dawn. Hasson turned away
from the window and looked down at himself, feding the morning sunlight warm on hisback, and madea
few tentative movementslike agymnast limbering up for adisplay. There was no pain. He crossed to the
bed, lay onit and got up again, proving to himself that he was awhole man. There was no pain. He
touched histoes, then rotated his trunk so that he could touch the back of each hed with the opposite
hand. Therewas no pain.

Hasson looked all around the bedroom, breathing deeply, the sudden possessor of untold riches, and
made further discoveries. The room seemed more homely - its framed photographs nothing more than
sgnsof family occupancy - but it had aso grown too smdl. It was a suitable place for degping in at night,
but there was a huge country outside, unexplored and intriguing, full of new placesto visit, new sghtsto
see, people to meet, food and drink to enjoy, fresh air to breathe...

With arush of pleasure and gratitude, Hasson found he could contemplate the future without flinching,
with no welling up of the darkness of the soul. He could anticipate reading, listening to music, swimming,
attending parties, meeting girls, going to the thegtre, perhaps even strapping on a CG harness and...

No!

Theicy prickling on his forehead made Hasson redlise he had gone too far. For amoment he had
alowed himsdlf to remember fully what it waslike to stand on an invisible pesk of nothingness, to look
down at his booted feet and see them outlined clear and sharp againgt abackground of fuzzy pastel
geometries, to dter the focus of the eyes and trandate that background into adizzy, detailed spread of
city blocks and squares many kilometres below, with riverslike twists of lead stapled by bridges, and
ground cars shrunk to specks and halted by distance on white threads of concrete. He shook his head,
dismissing the vision, and began to make plans whose scope did not extend beyond his own mortal
capatilities.

Severd dayswent by in which he was content to consolidate his new position, daysin which he held
himsalf ready to experience amenta and physica relapse. The bedroom which had once been a haven of
security was mildly claustrophobic now. He reduced histime at the television set to an hour or two
before going to bed, and instead began taking waks which were brief at first but which soon lasted three
or more hours.

One of hisfirst expeditions wasto the hedlth food store, where Oliver Fan gave him asingle
appraisng glance and, without allowing him time to speak, said, 'Good! Now that you've discovered
some of the benefits of proper diet | can begin to make some real money out of you.'

'Hold on,' Hasson replied, feeling an ingenuous pleasure over the fact that his state of well-being was
noticeable. 'l admit I'm fedling better, but what makes you so sure your stuff had anything to do with it?



How do | know | wasn't naturaly on the point of picking up alittle?

'‘Doyou believe that?

'All I'm saying isthat there must be anatura tendency to...

"To get over illnessand injury? There is. Homeogstasis is the word for what you're talking about, Mr
Haldane. It'sa powerful force, but we can assist it or hold it back - asin the case of those painful little
moon cratersin your mouth that you had for months and haven't got any more.’ Oliver shrugged
expressively. 'But if you fed you haven't had vaue for money..."

'l didn't mean that,’ Hasson said, reaching into his pocket.

Oliver grinned. 'l know you didn't - you were just showing that you're no longer afraid of me.’

‘Afraid?

'Yes. Theday you first walked in here you were afraid of everybody in the world, including me.
Please try to remember that, Mr Hal dane, because when you're making ajourney it's very important to
know where you started from.'

I remember it.' Hasson stared at thelittle Asian for amoment, then an impul se extended his hand.
Oliver shook handswith himin silence.

Hasson remained in the store for more than an hour, waiting in the background while other customers
were being served, fascinated by Oliver's discourses on dternative medicine. At the end of thetime he
was gill not entirely certain about Oliver's credentials and hisfund of anecdota case histories, but hewas
carrying abag filled with new additionsto hisdaily diet, the chief of which were live yoghurt and wheet
germ. He dso took with him the conviction that he had made a genuine friend, and in the days that
followed he began cdling regularly at the store, often just for the conversation. In spite of his professed
commercialism, Oliver seemed happy enough with that arrangement and Hasson began to suspect that he
himsdlf was providing materia for yet another dietetic dossier. He had no objectionsto that, and in fact
hed to fight off afulfilling-of-the-prophecy syndrome which tempted him to give Oliver exaggerated
reports of his progress.

The progressitsdf, however, was genuine and exhilarating. There were occasond psychologicd fiat
gpots, reminders that eation was not anormal state of mind, but - as Dr Colebrook had predicted for
him - Hasson found he could handle them with increasing confidence and skill. He extended his
programme of exerciseto cover walkswhich lasted six or eight hours and took him many kilometresinto
the hilly terrain which lay to the north and west of the city. On those days he carried food he had
prepared for himself, and during the lunch breaks would read and re-read an early copy of Leacock's
Literary Lapsesthat hefoundin astorein Tripletree.

He had bought the book with the intention of being prepared for areconciliation with Theo, but the
boy had kept up his barriers of reserve and Hasson had been too intent on his own affairsto try pressing
the matter. In the process of recovery he became amost as obsessive and self-centred as he had been
during theillness, pursuing fitnesswith amiserly lugt, and in that state of mind the problems of others
receded into unimportance. He knew for example, that the return of warm weather had made the
fantagtic eyrie of the Chinook Hotel a much more habitable placeat night, and that there had been a
corresponding increase in the activities of the young flierswho used it as a headquarters. He was aware
of AL Waerry fretting about empathin partiesin the tower, and the growing frequency of offenceswhich
air police jargon reduced to convenient sets of initids (AC, aerid collison: TDO, trangportation of dense
objects. AD, aerid defecation) - but which represented a genuine socid menace - and none of it had any
ggnificancefor him. Hewasisolated from the rest of humanity - just as surely aswhen hovering on the
high threshold of space - fighting a private war, and had no reserves for anything else.

The closest he came to involvement was one morning when climbing a high saddle back to the west of
the city, trying for aview of the Lesser Save and Utikuma Lakes. A huge silence lay over the land,
undisturbed by insectsin that early part of the summer. There was no visible trace of human existence
and it was poss ble to imagine that time moved at adower pace here, that the last of the Pleistocene
glaciers had barely retreated and the first of the Mongoliform tribes had yet to pick their way acrossthe
Bering Strait from the west.

Hasson had paused in his ascent and was trying to adjust his vision to accommodate the vast doping



perspectives when, without any warning, abrilliant source of light sprang into being in the sky to the
north. Thegrassdl around him glittered liketiny scimitars asif he had been caught in the beam of a
powerful searchlight mounted on ahelicopter, but the silence remained unbroken. Hasson shielded his
eyes and tried to focus on the object, but it appeared as an anonymous centre of brilliance surrounded by
arosette of oily needles of light. The sky pulsed in bluecircles.

As he watched, a second eye-searing point appeared close to thefirst, and that was followed by
others until there was aring of six miniature suns blazing down on Hasson, pinning him at the gpex of a
cone blinding radiance. The grass at hisfeet incandesced as though about to explode into flame.

Hasson experienced amoment of near-superstitious dread before ingrained menta disciplines cameto
hisrescue. Mirrors, he thought. A group of six fliers. Height anywhere from five hundred to a thousand
metres - enough to render them invisible againgt abright sky. Violations: TDO, for agtart. Possble
intended violations: Anything they fed like - there's nothing here to stop them.

Helowered his gaze and resumed the climb, straining his ears for anything - arush of air or the sound
of voices - which might indicate that he was going to be caught up in something more seriousthan a
juvenile game. Thelight continued to flicker around his path for aminute, then abruptly vanished. Hasson
went on climbing for another minute before stopping and scanning the hemisphere of the sky. Therewas
nothing out of the ordinary to be seen, but he no longer felt alone or remote from the 21t Century. The
sky was asentient blue lens.

A ghort time later, while he was seated on arock having lunch, he was struck by a comforting thought
which dmost made him fed grateful to the group of unseen fliers. During the incident he had felt worried,
tense, gpprehensive - but not afraid. Not excessively so, anyway. There had been a certain coolness of
the forehead and hollowness of the stomach, but none of the plethora of devastating symptoms he had
cometo know so well in recent months. There was apossibility that he was further dong the road to
recovery than he had redized.

He mused over the notion for atime, taking it to itslogica conclusion, then roseto hisfeet and began
walking in the direction of Tripletree. 'Sure thing Borrow any harness you want - we've got lots of them
just lying around the place." Werry gave Hasson an encouraging smile, 'Do you want to use my spare
it?

'No need - | won't be going up far." Hasson smiled in return, trying not to appear too diffident. 'I'm
just going to fool around for awhile, redly. See about getting acclimatised. Y ou know how itis..."

‘Can't say | do. | thought you were acrophobic.’

'What made you think that?

Werry shrugged. 'Just an impression. It's nothing to be ashamed of, isit? Lots of people can't fly after
asmash.’

That'strue, but it doesn't apply in my case,' Hasson said, wondering why he felt the need tolie.

'Well, do you want meto go up with you just to be sure? Werry put aside the cloth he had been using
to polish hisboots and stood up, his uniform making him seem like an invader in the domesticity of his
own kitchen, On returning from hiswalk Hasson had found him aonein the house and had decided to
wadte no timein setting up his private experiment.

'l can manage by mysdlf,' Hasson said, unable to keep the edge from hisvoice.

'Okay, Rob." Werry looked a him with arueful expression. 'l can't tell where helpfulness ends and
nosiness begins. Sorry.'

'No, I'm sorry. It'sjust that I'd feel self-consciousif...'

Thisiswhat | wastdling you about, Rob. Thismorning at the station Henry Corzyn - that's one of my
patrolmen, the fat one - started griping about being short of money this month, and Victor - that'sthe kid
- offered him aloan. Henry said he wasn't that hard up and didn't need to borrow money from anybody.
And do you know what the kid did then?

Hasson blinked. 'Sighed with relief?

'No. The kid took some hills out of hiswallet and stuffed them into Henry's shirt pocket - and Henry
let them stay there. After saying he wouldn't take aloan from anybody, he let the money stay in his
pocket!"



'He must have wanted the loan, after al.’

That'swhat I'm getting at," Werry said with something like anguish in his eyes. 'He must have wanted
aloan, but he said he didn't - so how did the kid know? If that had been me I'd have believed Henry,
and I'd have walked off and held probably have been caling me dl kinds of bastard from nowv till
Chrigtmas. Or dsel'd have got it wrong another way and forced money on him and hurt hisfeelings, and
held still have ended up bad-mouthing me from now till Christmas. What | want to know is - how did
young Victor know what was expected of him?

'He's on an empathin kick," Hasson suggested.

'Not achance! None of my .. ." Werry paused and gave Hasson a solemn stare. 'l suppose that was a
joke.'

'Not much of aone," Hasson apologised. 'Look, Al, you're not done. Some people are naturally
smpatico and the rest of us can only envy them. I'd like to be that way myself.’

'I'm not envious - just puzzled." Werry sat down again and resumed polishing the dready glossy
toecap of aboot. 'Would you like to go to a barbecue tonight?

Hasson considered the ideaand found it attractive. "That sounds good. | don't think 1've ever been to
agenuine barbecue.’

"You'll enjoy thisone. Buck's entertaining some visitors from out of town, so you can bet your life
therell be plenty of good food and good booze. He dwayslaysit on thick.'

Hasson did amental double-take. 'Are we talking about Buck Morlacher?

'Y eah." Werry looked up a him with the calm innocence of achild. '‘Buck throws great parties, you
know, and it'sal right - I can bring as many guestsas| warnt.'

There's something wrong with one of us, Hasson thought increduloudly. Al, you're supposed to be the
law around here.

'May's going too," Werry said. The three of uswill shoot over to Buck's place around eight and drink
the place dry. Okay?

I'll look forward to it." Hasson went out into the hail, selected a CG harness from the severa that
were hanging there, arid checked its power unit. The familiar action evoked astirring of unease, and the
confidence he had felt earlier began to fade. It was possible, after al, that he was rushing hisfences,
making unreasonable demands on himself. He hesitated for amoment, then dung the harness over his
shoulder and | eft the house. The sun was curving down towards the west, cubes of shadow filled the
spaces between the houses and there was a touch of coolnessin the air. Hasson estimated there were
lessthan two hours of daylight left, but it was enough for his purpose.

It took him some forty minutes to reach adeserted area where old quarry works had permanently
disfigured the ground to such an extent that it was unsuitable for any form of agriculture. An occasiona
flier could be seen overhead, speeding into or away from Tripletree, but he knew from experience that in
such terrain he would be practicaly invisble to airborne travellers. He scanned the immediate
surroundings, seeing everything with rich clarity in the coppery light, and began putting on the CG
harness.

It was astandard modd, with strgps which felt too thin to Hasson'sfingers. In norma flying there was
no need for heavy webbing, because the counter-gravity field surrounded both the generator unit and the
wearer, affecting them equally and creating no differential such as existed with a parachute or early
troop-lifting jetpack. Police harnesses were much heavier and more positive in their connections, but for
reasons which were unconnected with the laws of physics. The object was to ensure that no officer
became separated from his CG unit during the aerial man-to-man combat which sometimes accompanied
an arrest, Hasson was accustomed to heavy-duty straps and buckles, and athough the benefit would
have been purdly psychologica he would have preferred using police-style equipment for his crucia
ventureinto thear.

He finished the flight preiminaries and, sensing that any further delay was inadvisable, rotated the
measter control on the belt pand to the primary position.

There was no perceptible effect. Hasson knew that was because the ground intersected the field in
which he was now englobed, disrupting its onion-layer pattern of forced lines. He aso knew that he had



only to perform a standing jump to make himsdf airborne, floating in geometrica equilibrium ashort
distance above the yellowed and dusty grass.

He bent hisknees and raised hishedlsalittle, making ready for the snapping release of muscular
energy which was dl that was needed to promote him from the status of man to that of aminor god.
Seconds went by. Malicious, heart-pounding, blood- thundering seconds went by - and Hasson
remained as much apart of the earth as any of the rockswhich lay dl about him. An audio alarm began a
muted but steady chirping at hiswaist to remind him that power was being expended to no good effect.
Histhighs quivered from the effort of maintaining what should have been atranstory pose. And till he
was unable to jump. Swest prickled out on hisforehead and cheeks; his somach muscles clenched in
nausea. And still he was unableto jump...

To hell withit, he said, turning back the way he had come, and in that instant one part of hismind -
representing the intolerant, unbending facet of Hasson's character, the side of him which regarded
cowardice as the ultimate shame - took unilateral action. What he had intended to be an ordinary stride
became an ungainly one-legged legp into the air, and he found himsdlf drifting with nothing under hisfest.

Sick, cheated and afraid, he reached for the master control, determined to kill the CG field. Hold on,
camethe silent shriek. Don't waste the chance. Y ou're off the ground now, and you're dl right, and you
can survivethis. Make the best of it. Fly, man, FLY'!

Hasson was unable to believe what was happening to him as he touched the clinosel ector, trading off
asmdl fraction of lift to gain horizonta movement, and the ground began to flow undernesth him. This
was the moment. All he had to do now was advance the master control and he would go swooping up
into the metdlic sunlight, free of earth and dl its petty restrictions, with new horizons unfurling on al sdes
and nothing above, around or below him but the pureness of wind-rivers...

NO! NO! NEVER!

Hekilled the CG field and danted down into the tough grasses, stiff-limbed as awooden manikin.
Green snares gripped hisfeet. He pitched forward and rolled over, crying aloud as pain lanced through
his hip and lower back. The earth took hold of him and he clung to it, waiting for al sensations associated
with flight to depart his body.

When he stood up afew minutes |ater he was able to move fredly, and for that hefdlt grateful. He had
learned avauable lesson at the cost of only abrief period of mental distress and physical agony, and now
that he knew for certain that hisflying days were over hewould be able to make reasonable and redistic
plansfor thelong-term future.

As Hasson might have expected, Al Werry came downgtairs prepared to go to the evening's barbecue in
full reeve's uniform, complete with sdearm. Finding Hasson aonein the living room, he grinned
ferocioudy and advanced on him crabwise, performing an e aborate shadow-baoxing routine which ended
with light pats on Hasson's cheeks.

'‘Where's May? he whispered. 'Have we time for awarmer before we go?

Hasson nodded towards the kitchen. 'She's in there with two boys who came round to stay with
Theo.’

Then we do have time for aquick belt." Werry went to the sideboard and picked up abottle. ‘Isrye
okay? Have we educated your taste buds yet?

‘Ryesfine. With plenty of water." That's my boy.' Werry made up two largish drinks and handed one
to Hasson. 'How did things go this afternoon? Did you do any cloud-running?

Hasson sipped hisdrink before he spoke, releasing that thiswas the crucid first moment of hisnew
life. Thingswent very badly. | did one short hop, and | hated it.’

That'sonly naturd. I1t'll take awhile for you to get used to going up again.’

'No, it'smore serious than that,' Hasson said, keeping hisvoice levd. 'I'm finished flying. | won't be
going up again.’

It'san overrated pastime, anyway,' Werry said moodily, staring into hisdrink. "'They'll give you adesk
job, won't they?

'l imagine so - acrophobiais arecognised occupationd disease in theforce!

The cheerful expression returned to Werry'sface. That's not so bad, then. Drink up and forget about



it." Hewas following his own advice when May Carpenter emerged from the kitchen wearing gold boots,
dacks and aquilted gold anorak. She looked at Werry and her jaw sagged.

'My God,' she said, 'you're not going dressed up like that!'

Werry looked down at himsdlf. "What's wrong with the way I'm dressed?

'What'swrong? She glanced at Hasson, then turned back to Werry. 'Al, isit acostume ball or are
you planning to raid thejoint?

Werry made placating gestures with his free hand. 'Honey, thisisn't just asocia occasion tonight.
Buck has some very important visitors - least he thinks they're important - and helll want them to see that
he hobnobs with the city reeve.’

May sghed, looking beautifully disconsolate. 'Go into the kitchen and say goodnight to Theo.'

Theresno need,” Werry said. "He never notices whether I'm here or not. Let's go, folks - it's crazy to
stay here drinking our own booze when we could be out drinking somebody el se's. Isn't that right, Rob?

Hasson set hisglass down. 'Y our argument is economically sound.’

'I'm ready,' May said. 'Areweflying or driving?

'Driving.' Werry opened the door to the hail and ushered May through it with exaggerated
courtliness. 'Didn't Rob tell you he's been grounded?

'No," May said incurioudy, walking towards the front door.

It'strue- | can't fly any more," Hasson said to her retreating back, putting in some practice at making
the admission. She appeared not to notice. When they got into the waiting police cruiser Hasson sat
adoneintherear seat, feding londly in the spacious darkness and wishing he had awoman with him.
Almosgt any woman in the world would have been suitable, aslong as she provided companionship. As
the car did slently along dim Streets he stared nostalgically at the windows of the houses they passed -
mellow, glowing rectangles, some of them framing tableaux of family life, the figures frozen in mid-gesture
by the briefness of the glimpses he received. Hasson distracted himself by trying to invent characters and
backgrounds for the waxwork people, but he could smell the light flowery perfume May was wearing
and his thoughts kept coming back to her.

Weeks of discreet observation had given him no deeper insghtsinto her persondity, and he was till
unable to see what had brought Werry and her together in thefirst place. Asfar as he could determine,
Werry provided accommodation and food for May, and sometimes for her mother, and in return she
gave some ass stance with the running of the household. It wasto be presumed that they had a sexua
relationship, but there was an aosence of any kind of mutua commitment which Hasson found baffling
and digurbing.

Isthiswhat lifeislike an the ground? he wondered. Hisingtincts had led him to rgject Werry'sclaim
that he and May were non- people, merely redigtic lay figuresimitating the movements of life - but
supposing the fantastic hypothesis were true? Insdious and shameful thoughts began to burgeonin
Hasson's mind. Why not throw overboard al cumbersome precepts concerned with honour and truth?
Why not consider the Stuation as a straight- forward problem in logic or mathematics? X isaman
restored to health and with an increasing need for asafety valveto release biological pressures. Y isa
man who isincapable of feding love, hate or jealousy. Z isawoman for whom the concept of fideity has
little meaning. The current relationship can be expressed as X+(Y Z), but why not do alittle algebraic
manipulation, the sort of thing that isdone dl thetime, and changeit to Y +(X2)?

Hasson gazed at May's silhouette, for the moment alowing himself to see her asalove machine, a
human engine which would respond in a certain guaranteed way if he pressed the right buttons - then a
rising tide of self-disgust obliterated dl the symbols from hismind. Al Werry was ahuman being, not a
mathematical abstraction, and if the things he said about himsdlf were true it meant that he had gained
very little from life, and for that reason should be protected rather than plundered. Equaly, May wasa
human being and if she appeared two-dimensiond to him the fault had to liein hisinability to perceive
depth.

The car had been climbing agentle hill on the western outskirts of Tripletree and now it swung onto a
private road which tunnelled through banks of rhododendrons and other shrubs which Hasson was
unableto name. After afew seconds of utter darknessit emerged on aflat summit where arambling



floodlit house presided over aglittering view of the city. Tripletreeitself was aspilled hoard of jewd lery,
acentra mound of every kind and colour of precious stone surrounded by outflung necklets of diamond
and topaz. The aeria highways hung over it in paste brilliance, each generoudy seeded with the lights of
night-timefliers, and above them afew first magnitude stars pierced the canopy of radiance with their
own patient lustre. Fairy lanterns had been lit on apatio at the Sde of the house, there was the sound of
music and thronging figures surrounded a column of smoke from what appeared to be ahuge charcoa
onill.

'We must have come to the wrong place,’ Hasson said ironically.

'No, thisis definitely Buck's house," Werry replied, bringing the car to ahalt. ‘I ought to know my way
around Tripletree by thistime.’

They got out of the car and walked towards the centre of activity with May patting her hair into place
and Werry tugging various pans of his uniform into the required degree of smoothness. Hasson lagged a
little behind them, experiencing the curious mixture of hesitancy and anticipation he dwaysfdt when
arriving at a party which waswell under way. He expected their entrance to go unnoticed, but thetall
heavy-shouldered figure of Buck Morlacher came towards them immediately. An old-style striped apron
wastied around hiswaist, he was carrying along fork and the heat from the charcod had inflamed the
triangular patches of red on his cheeks. He went straight to May, affecting not to see Werry or Hasson,
put an arm around her shoulders and whispered briefly into her blonde hair. May listened for amoment
and began to laugh.

‘Evening, Buck,' Werry said pleasantly. 'Looks like the party's going well. | brought Rob along to
show him how we do these thingsin Alberta.’

Morlacher looked a him with cold eyes, ill not acknowledging Hasson's presence, and said, The
booze is over by the fountain.’

Werry laughed. 'That's all we need to know. Come on, Rob.' He took Hasson's arm and began to
guide him across the patio.

Hasson refused to move. 'Perhaps May would like adrink.'

'l canlook after May,' Morlacher said, tilting his head to give Hasson an appraising sare.

'Y ou're busy with the cooking." Hasson addressed himsdlf directly to May. The usud, isit? Rye and
ginger?

'l ..." She gazed back at him, wide-eyed and flustered. 'I'm not thirsty yet.'

Morlacher tightened his grip on her shoulders. 'I'll fix the lady a drink when she'sready. What'sthe
rush?

Werry pulled harder on Hasson'sarm. That's right, Rob. It's every man for himself around here!’

Morlacher nodded dowly and an unexpected look of satisfaction appeared on hisface. Taking about
every man for himself, Reeve Werry, | did something today that you should have thought of along time
ago.'

Y eah? Werry released Hasson's arm. 'What was that?

"Y ou know that black hound of mine? The one tried to shoot |ast year for tearing a piece out of
Eddie Bennett'sleg?

'Y ou put him down, did you?

'No - | put him to work. Starr and | went out to the farm and netted him today and carried him up to
the hotdl and turned him loose up there. Any punks who move in tonight are going to move out ahdll of a
gght faster. Morlacher grinned, showing hisinhumanly powerful teeth.

Werry looked impressed. 'That should make adifference I'll get one of my boysto drop him some
food every day.'

'No you won't - | want the brute to stay mean and hungry From now on he'son a strict diet of angel
food. Get it?

'Hey, that'sagood one," Werry said, chuckling. He turned and sauntered away across the patio,
waving salaam-like greetings to people he recognised, giving the impression he had forgotten the
existence of Hasson and May. Hasson, feeling betrayed, followed in hiswake, noting as he did so that
Morlacher and May were moving off in the direction of the house. He caught up with Werry at aportable



bar where two men in white jackets were dispensing liquor in heavy goblets which were decorated with
amulated rubies

'Do me afavour,’ Werry said to Hasson as soon as they had obtained their drinks, ‘try not to upset
Buck - it only makeslife difficult for me. Why were you arguing with him, anyway?

"That'sagood question,’ Hasson said in astony voice, 'but | think I've forgotten the answer.'

Werry looked perplexed. ‘| hope you're not going to start going funny on me, Rob. I'm off to do a bit
of mingling. See you around." He moved away towards a group of men and women who weredancingin
acomer of the patio.

Hasson stared after him in exasperation, then turned his thoughts to the question of what he was going
to do during the next four or five hours. There gppeared to be about thirty people in the genera area.
Many of them were dressed in duvet garments of one kind or another to ward off the early season
coolness, with the result that the atmosphere of the gathering was an uneasy blend of party and heroic
picnic. A number of the guests were wearing identica gold badges. Hasson spoke to agaunt, shivering
middle-aged man who was determinedly lowering drink after drink in the manner of one who wanted no
memory of the occasion, and learned that the visitors were members of an association of chambers of
commerce from the western States. They were on agoodwill tour of the Canadian federation and the
gaunt man gave the impression of suffering deep regrets over having strayed so far north from hishomein
Pasadena.

Hasson remained with him for some time discussing the effects of latitude on climate. Other tourists
joinedinand whenthey heard Hasson's British accent the conversation devel oped into alively debate on
the effects of longitude on climate. Hasson, far from being bored, took pleasure in his newly regained
ability to mix and interact with strangers. He drank, obtained food from volunteer cooks at the grill, drank
some more, danced with various women wearing gold badges, and smoked hisfirst cigar in months.

In between times, he observed that Morlacher and May were absent from the rest of the assembly for
the best part of an hour, but by then he had reached a condition of malty benevolence in which he was
prepared to concede that May could have been looking at her host's stamp collection, and in which he
saw clearly that other peopl€'s problems were no concern of his. Life on the ground, it seemed, could be
perfectly acceptable aslong as one was prepared to live and let live. The notion struck Hasson, retired
air cop and reformed meddler, with al the force of abrand-new philosophica concept, and he was
exploring itsimplications when the dance music was suddenly switched off and everybody near him
turned to look at something which had begun to happen in the centre of the patio. He moved into aclear
space to get a better view.

Buck Morlacher and two other men were whedling aflat-bed bilaser projector into place. They
locked its whedls, made some control adjustments and a glowing image of the Chinook Hotel sprang into
being above the machine. The solid-seeming representation was about three metres high and showed the
building asit might have appeared in the Architect's mind, complete with scenic eevators and roof
gardens. A murmur of agppreciation was heard among the viewers.

‘Sorry to interrupt your enjoyment, ladies and gentlemen - but | guess you knew there had to be a
catch somewhere," Morlacher announced with agrin that hovered between candour and coyness.

'Don't worry, though - thisis only going to take up aminute of your time - and | think you'll agreeit's
worth that much to become acquainted with some of the truly wonderful amenitiesthat Centra Alberta
can offer to businessmen who are interested in reaching new suppliers and new markets. Now | know
the Western Prairies air corridor stopsafew hundred kilometres south of here, but that's nothing but a
minor detail when you think of the potentia for new businessthat this area offers!’

Morlacher produced a sheet of paper and began to read out statistics which supported his argument.
Most of hisaudience gppeared suitably interested, athough there was astedthy drift from the outskirts of
the circlein the direction of the bar. Hasson discovered that his own goblet was empty. He turned to go
for areplenishment, but stopped in mid-stride as a new sound impinged on his hearing.

It was an unexpected, aien, unidentifiable sound - aghastly hybrid between a moan and ascream
which immediately conjured unwanted thoughts of demons and banshees, and which brought a coldness
to the heart. Morlacher stopped speaking as the sobbing wail swiftly reached a crescendo which beat on



the gathering likeasren.

It's coming from above, Hasson thought, but before he could look upwards into the night sky there
was akind of pulpy explosion near the centre of the patio and a number of women shrieked with horror.
Hasson shouldered hisway forward and saw something black and incredibly bloody lying on the stone
dabs.

For an ingtant he was able to identify the gridy object - it could have been an insane and meaningless
concoction of charnel house nightmares - then he redlized he was |ooking at the flattened, ruptured body
of alarge black mastiff. Spatters of crimson reached out from it in dl directions. From the condition of
the dog's carcass Hasson estimated that it had been dropped from a height of several hundred metres.

That almost happened to me once, he thought bemusedly. But now I'm safe. | don't care about that
dog - because now I'm sfe.

'Y ou lousy bastards!' Morlacher roared as he leaped on to the low platform of the bilaser projector.
His clothing was disfigured by adiagona stresk of red blotches. He shook hisfist at the sky and its
unseen habitants, and his presence in the cone of laser rays caused the solid image of the Chinook Hotel
to shimmer and dissolve like avision projected on a screen of smoke.

'Y ou lousy shit-head bastards!' Morlacher bellowed, his massive figure seeming to swell with
uncontrollablefury. 'I'll get you for this!

Helowered his gaze and, apparently remembering the presence of his out-of-town guests, made a
vigble effort to bring himself under control. A shocked silence had descended over the patio, aslence
which was disturbed by the faint sounds of awoman crying. Morlacher took out a handkerchief and
dabbed himsdlf with it while he muttered apol ogies to those nearest him. He stepped down off the
platform and began to move through the hushed assembly, his eyes questing from side to side. Hasson
guessed he waslooking for Al Werry.

"Tough luck, Al," Hasson murmured to himself as he turned towards the bar with hisempty goblet. 'A
policeman's ot is not ahappy one.’

seven

Wrapped tight in a cocoon of sdlf-interest, Hasson continued to live as quietly as he possibly could,
devoting dl hisattention to hisown wefare.

In that isolationist and myopic frame of mind, the importance he attached to events was reduced on a
logarithmic scale by their distance from the core of his own being. News of world trade and shiftsin
global drategies, for example, had so little significance as scarcely to register on his consciousness. He
was aware of Al Werry being unusudly busy on the days following the barbecue, spending long hours
rousting aeria vagabonds, but that too was at aremove from the hub of reality and no more worthy of his
concern than the activities of the shadow peoplein apoor holoplay.

Thetruly momentous happenings in Hasson'slife, the events which could stir hisimagination and
dominate histhoughts, were of adifferent class dtogether: the discovery that his skin was becoming
tanned as aresult of his prolonged spellsin the open air; his growing ability to jog for kilometres over
terrain which formerly would have exhausted him at walking pace; the Epicurean pleasures he had
learned to derive from such noble arts as breathing properly and degping well. He madelivinganend in
itsdlf, agod which was continuoudy achieved, and as the days progressed he fdt increasingly sife,
secure, impregnable... A five-hour trek across rolling grasslands had |eft Hasson feding hot, dusty and
tired. He took a cool shower and changed into fresh clothing, then realised he had neglected to take his
full quotaof yeast for the day. Oliver Fan had promised him he would eventudly learn to enjoy the taste
of the aromeatic brown powder, and although he had made little progressin that direction he
conscientioudy swallowed fifty grams of it on adaily bass. He picked up the yeast canon and went
downdtairs, pausing for amoment in the crowded hal as he heard afamiliar twanging voice coming from
the direction of the kitchen. It appeared that Ginny Carpenter had returned from her stay in British
Columbia

When he went into the kitchen he saw Werry and May Carpenter seated at the round table with beer



glassesin front of them, while Ginny - as spiky and sparkly as ever - was standing with her back to a
counter, arms folded, relating details of her trip.

'Wdll, look who it is,' shesaid. Thequiet limey.'

I'mvery well, thank you," Hasson replied palitely. 'How are you? He turned and nodded greetingsto
Werry and May, then rook aglass out of a cupboard.

Ginny examined him criticdly, blinking alittle, and spoke asif he was no longer present. 'He'slooking
abit more human, anyways- | told you al he needed was a spell of good food and good home cooking.'

Hasson smiled at her. 'Isthat why you went away?

Her face stiffened and she looked at Werry with scandalised eyes, seeking support.

"Y ou needn't try to put one over on Rob these days,’ Werry said, looking delighted. 'He's as sharp as
arazor latdy - it must be something to do with that blasting powder he keeps swallowing.'

'What isthat stuff? Ginny watched suspicioudy while Hasson took a spoonful of yeast and washed it
down with water from the tap.

'Y east. He getsit from the health food store on Second Street.”

‘Oily Fan's place? Ginny gave ayelp of derision. 'Anybody who goesin there needs his bumps felt.'

'Mum!" May Carpenter whispered. 'That's not avery nicething to..."

Ginny waved her into silence. "Y ou can't tell me anything about those Chinks. | see'em hundreds of
timesin their corner stores. Y ou know what they do to passthe time?

'You'vetold usbefore May said wearily, with aflickering glance at the calling.

"They keep opening matchboxes and taking one match out of each. Nobody's going to miss one
match out of each, you see. Just standing there al the time - opening matchboxes and taking one match
out of each. Wewouldn't do athing like that, but after they've done it fifty timesthey've made the price of
an extra box of matches." Ginny paused, having completed her case, and looked at the otherswith a
mixture of indignation and triumph. "What do you say to that?

'What do they sdll them in? Hasson said, thinking about Oliver and hisingght and compassion.

Ginny frowned. 'What do you mean?

'I mean what do they sdll those extramatchesin? According to you they've got fifty extramatches, but
no box to sell them in." Hasson nodded to Werry. 'Did anybody ever sell you a paper bag full of
matches?

'He's got you there, Werry shouted gleefully, gripping Ginny'sthigh. Y ou never thought of that one.’

‘Just you listento me, Al Werry, and I'll tell you what they do," she snapped, beating his hand away.
She opened her mouth severa times, as though prompting it to go ahead and produce an explanation by
itsedf Finally, when it had become obvious to her that no suitable words were forthcoming, she looked at
Hasson with eyes which were dulled with hatred.

'I haven't got time to stand here jawing all night,’ she said. 'I'm going to make the dinner.’

The ultimate wegpon, Hasson thought, but aready he felt mildly disgppointed in himself for having
squared up to atiny twig of awoman whose aggression was probably asign of unhappiness.

'l shouldn't have made that crack about your cooking," he said, smiling. 'I'll look forward to esting
anything you want to conjure up for us!'

'Have abeer, Rob," Werry put in. 'I'm on duty tonight, so | won't be able to have one with you later.’
He stood up, took a can of beer from the refrigerator and led the way into the front room. Hasson
winked a Ginny, changing her expression to one of bafflement, and went after Werry. The two men sat
for an hour during most of which Werry talked about the difficulties of police work and how much better
off hewould be in some other occupation. He looked composed and dauntingly immeaculate, but there
was anew sobernessin his eyes which suggested that Buck Morlacher had managed to penetrate his
mental armour, and he spoke at length about his renewed effortsto block off the Chinook Hotel to
trespassers. Histwo air patrolmen, Henry Corzyn and Victor Quigg, had been detailed to circle the lofty
upper section from before dusk to prevent unauthorised entry. Werry himself had arranged to spell them
infour-hour shifts during the night vigil, which was why he wasto go on duty as soon as he had esten
dinner.

"Thetroubleis|'ve been extrabusy during the day, aswell," he grumbled, tapping the side of hisbeer



glassto revive the head. 'Now that the good flying westher isback, kids are drifting in from al over. The
Chinook draws them like amagnet, you see. We keep turning them back or busting them for flight
offences, but there's aways another lot on the way and we can't stop them all. Especidly after dark.

‘Sometimes| fed like getting hold of atonne of hidyne and blowing the stick out from under the big
lolly. It justisn't right for most of the city's police force to betied up trying to look after one man's private
property.

‘It's bound to become dangerous with neglect,” Hasson said. ‘Maybe you could get an order to have it
pulled down.’

‘Maybe, but it would take years." Werry gave an introspective sigh. 'Y ou can see the atraction it must
have for some kids. They can have their own world up there - aworld that no adults ever see. They can
have their own society up there, with different rules, and no parents butting in to spoil things. The parents
can betwo or three hundred kilometres away, or more, not even knowing where the kids are, and that's
abad thing, Raob.'

I know, but the only way you could hopeto link socia unitstogether again, the way they werein
pre-flight days, would be to implant radio tracersin everybody - and that son of thing isn't on the cards.'

'I don't know," Werry said moodily. 'l think it'll cometo that someday. | redly do.' He jumped to his
feet and did his now- familiar parody of amilitary salute as May appeared in the doorway to announce
that dinner was ready.

Hasson followed him into the kitchen and noted that the table had been set for four. "Where's Theo
tonight? he said, realising that he had done very littlein the past few daysto rebuild his relaionship with
the boy.

'Hetook some milk and cold cuts up to hisroom," May said. 'He wantsto listen to theradio in
peace.’

'Oh? Hasson recalled an earlier conversation with Theo. 'l didn't know he was keen on radio.’

'Heligensquitealot at night, Werry said. 'It'sabig help to him, having theradio.’

May nodded her agreement. ‘That'sright - it meansalot to him.'

Hasson sat down, thoughtfully stoking his chin, and turned his attention to the food his somach so
urgently craved. The main course was built around a spiced meat loaf which he found enjoyable, and he
further disconcerted Ginny Carpenter by giving it lavish praise. Dessert was gin-flavoured ice cream with
lychees, acombination he found dightly sickly, but he asked for a second helping and had developed a
comfortable tightness around his middle by the time coffee was served.

"When somebody tells you to build yourself up you don't fool around, Werry commented jovidly. ‘It
seemsto me... He broke off and muttered with irritation as the police radio on hiswrist emitted ashill
bleep. There was amoment of silence, during which he sat shaking his head, then the radio sounded
agan.

‘Sorry, folks." Werrv touched a button on the communicator and spoke into it. 'Reeve Werry here.
What's your problem?

‘Al, thisisHenry Corzyn,' theradio said in athin, urgent voice. 'I'm at the Chinook. Y ou'd better get
over here asfast asyou can.'

'Henry, | said I'd be there nine o'clock. Can't you wait till 1.

Thiswon't wait, Al. There's been some kind of explosion on the bottom floor of the hotel section -
and | think therésafire garting.'

‘A fire? Werry looked around the table with arched brows. There's nothing to burn up there, is
there?

The placeisfull of lumber and scaffolding and partitions, Al. The contractor just walked off and left
the place full of guff’

'Wéll, have you cdled thefire service?

'Victor did that, but it isn't going to help. The hotel's four hundred metres up, and our hoses and
sonics haven't got ahopein hell of reaching thet far.’

"You'reright! Know something, Henry? Y ou're dead right!" Unexpectedly, a peaceful, beetific smile
spread across Werry's features. 'Do you think we stand any chance of saying goodbye to our local



landmark?

There was a pause before Corzyn spoke again, and thistime his voice was curioudy hesitant. 'l don't
know about that, Al - | only saw abit of aflare-up and it might die down again, for al | know.’

'WEell just have to hope for the best,’ Werry said.

Thisisserious, Al,' the radio came back. ‘It looks like some people have been hurt bad.’

'People? Werry sat up straight. 'What in hell are you talking about? What people?

'l told you there was an explosion, Al. Leastways, that'swhat it seemed like to me. Some kid got
blown right out of an eevator shaft and he's hurt pretty bad.'

‘Chrigt Almighty!" Werry sorang to hisfeet, sending his chair tumbling behind him, snatched histunic
from another chair and ran to the door. Hasson saw May staring after him, both hands pressed to her
mouth, then he too was out in the hail and running behind Werry. They burst out into the breezy,
star-crowned darkness surrounding the house and sprinted for Werry's cruiser parked in the stret.

Hasson pauised at the car as an unnerving ideaoccurred to him. 'Al, are you flying or driving?

'l was going to fly." Werry glanced into the car where his harnesslay on the rear segt. 'Hell, by the
time| get strapped up | could be three-quarter way to the Chinook. Jump in!'

Hasson did into the front passenger seat and in afew seconds the car was broadsiding out on to the
main road which ran to-. wards the centre of Tripletree and the south side. Asit plunged towards the
massed lights and the whorls of glowing aerid highways Werry called up Corzyn on the car radio.

'I'm on my way, Henry," he said briskly. 'Give me that again about somebody faling out of an elevator
shaft. Is he dead?

'Heisn't dead, Al - broke up abit and concussed. I've called an ambulance for him.'

‘Butif hefdl four hundred metres...’

'No, he was up there when the explosion happened - sounds like abomb to me, Al - and asfar as|
can tell he got blasted into the eevator shaft and hit thewall. Lucky for him his CG unit wasal right and
he had enough savvy l€ft to switch it on. He was floating down the wind like a sogp bubble when Victor
and me put aline on him and brought him down.'

'Get an ID on him as soon as you can.' Werry drummed hisfingers on the steering whedl. 'How did he
get in there, anyway?

There was a sputtering silence. 'Wdll ... Victor and me got cold up there and we didn't see any harm
incdlinginat Ronnie's place for acup of something to warm us up. | guess he could have got in then.'

‘That'swonderful,' Werry said. That's redly wonderful, Henry.'

'Al, theré'sfourteen Goddamn floorsin the Chinook and it'sfour or five hundred metres al round.
Two of usflitting around in the dark can't sedl up a place that big. There could be awhole Goddamn
procession going in and out, for al we would know about it." Corzyn sounded hurt and aggrieved.

‘All right, dl right." Werry glanced at Hasson and pulled aface. 'What's al this about a bomb?

That'swhat it seemslike to me, Al. What €lse would cause an explosion? | found out theresalot of
paint stored on some of the floors, but that would only burn, wouldn't it? It wouldn't blow up.

"Y ou could be right. Do you think the kid who got hurt was fooling around with explosives and blew
himself up by accident?

'He's out cold now, Al, but it doesn't look that way to me.'

'‘What do you say, then?

There was an even longer crackling pause. 'Victor saw Buck Morlacher at the hotd thismorning.'

'‘Aw, no," Werry groaned, shaking his head. 'Henry, don't say things like that over the air. In fact,
don't say them at al. Hang on-1'll be there in a couple of minutes:

Werry accelerated past a group of dow-moving cars and the dark hulk of Weisner'sfurniture store
cameinto view ahead. The bilaser projector on itsroof had created a gigantic dining table which glowed
againg the night sky. The sight of it caused an uneasy gtirring in Hasson's memory, but his thoughts were
completely dominated by the conversation he had just heard. On the night of the barbecue Morlacher
had seemed dangeroudy near hislimit of control, and from what Hasson knew of the big man it seemed
entirely possible that he would go asfar as planting booby trapsto clear his property of what he regarded
asvermin.



'I don't like the sound of this, Rob,’ Werry said thoughtfully. 'l don't like it one bit.'

Hasson gave him asympathetic glance. 'Y ou think Morlacher would have gone that far?

‘Buck thinks he can get away with anything.'

'So what'l1 you do?

'Who says |'ve got to do anything? Werry demanded, hunching his shoulderslike aman warding off
blows. 'We don't even know that Buck had anything to do with this. It seemsto rue that 1've got to have
somekind of proof before | think about arresting aman like Buck.'

'Nobody's going to argue with you on that one,' Hasson said, resolving not to raise the matter again.
Theflashing lights of an ambulance expanded out of the distance and momentarily washed the interior of
the police car with ruddy brilliance as the two vehicles passed. The blegt of the ambulance's sren
dopplered away into alow growl. Werry swung his car into the cross-street from which the ambulance
had emerged and the Chinook Hotel cameinto view asavertical thread of grey light surrounded by a
vague smudge of weak radiance.

Hasson, who had been looking out for something spectacular, had to remind himself that the hotel
building itsdf was four hundred metes above ground, that a person standing on itslowest floor could
have |ooked down on the old Empire State Building. The fantastic structure, made feasible only by 21st
century materials and engineering techniques, was amonument to one family's mega omaniaand
arrogance. He could visualise, and dmost condone, the poisonous rage which boiled through Morlacher's
mind each time he looked at the edifice which had annihilated the parenta fortune and which, instead of
repaying the investment with profit and prestige, had made him the butt of local humour and created a
safe refuge for the gangs of delinquents he hated so much. It was even possible to imagine him reaching
an extremity in which he was prepared to destroy the building altogether...

The police car abruptly dowed down asthe street ahead of it became congested with other vehicles
and groups of pedestrians dl, asthough taking part in an anima migration, converging on the site of the
hotel. Werry swore and rolled down his window as he came to an intersection where a uniformed police
officer was absent-mindedly controlling traffic while exchanging banter with two girls.

'Arnold," he shouted, 'stop trying to fix yourself up and get this street cleared right up to the hotel
entrance. Do you hear me?

Arnold gave him afriendly wave. 'l hear you, Al. Somefun, eh?

That'swhat | have to work with," Werry muttered as he switched on the car'swarning lights and
forced hisway a dangerous speed up to the hotel grounds and across the line of the perimeter fence.
Severd other cars and two fire vehicles were parked in aloose cluster ashort distance away, their
headlights streaking the grass. Werry did his cruiser into place beside them and got out, smoothing his
tunic as he craned his neck to look up at the hotel. Hasson joined him as he was met by the bear-like,
sag-bellied figure of air patrolman Henry Corzyn.

‘It doesn't look like there's much happening up there, Werry

Y ou can't see anything till you get up high.' Corzyn lowered his voice and moved closer to Werry. 'l
haven't said anything to the television people, but | think theré'sabunch of angels ill in the building, Al. |
got ascloseas| could and shonealight in, and | think | saw somebody skulking about. Couldn't be
sure, though.'

"‘Why don't they pull out? Aren't they worried about being roasted?

'Who knowswhat goes on insgde their pointed little heads? Corzyn shifted his position until he had his
back to aman who was standing nearby aiming atelevision cameraat the sky. 'Besides, if there's
anybody dead up there...'

Werry looked at him with narrowed eyes. 'Are you trying to make me feel good?

It was one hell of an explosion, Al. Most of the glassis gone out of thefirst floor windows on this
sde - and those kids don't go around singly, you know. A whole bunch of them might have got
clobbered dl at once.’

Werry walked three paces away from Corzyn, stood for amoment with ahand on his brow, then
came back. 'That isn't very likely, isit? | mean, some of the otherswould have sent for help.'

Corzyn shrugged. 'Y oung Terry Franz from the TV gation is up there now with abig spotlight.



Maybe hell be ableto seemoren | could.’

"Y ou better get up there with him, Henry. Try to check the place out. Take amegaphone with you.'

'Got one here.' Corzyn touched his breast pocket, revealing the square outline of an eectronic voice
magnifier, and shifted his hand to the control pand of his CG harness. Hasson turned away, chilled,
unable to watch the take-off. He waited a moment and when he directed his gaze skywards Corzyn's
shoulder and ankle lightswere like asmall group of tracer bullets speeding towards the dim-glowing
target of the hotdl. The dinner Hasson had eaten became an unwanted massin his ssomach.

'Where's Quigg? Werry bellowed, striding towards the nearest knot of onlookers. 'Has anybody seen
Victor Quigg?

'Herel am, Al.' Quigg, managing to gppear thin and adolescent even when wearing aflying suit,
detached himsdlf from agroup which was standing at a portable televison transmitter. Werry gripped his
arm and drew him into a private triad with Hasson.

'Victor," he said quietly, 'are you making unauthorised statements to the gentlemen of the press?

Quigg glanced a Hasson, obvioudy wondering how hefitted into the picture. "Y ou know me better
than that, Al

'‘Okay. Did you tell anybody you saw Buck up at the hotel today?

'Nobody 'cept Henry. He wasthe only one | told.'

Areyou sure it was Buck you saw?

Quigg nodded vigoroudy, jiggling the magnifying visor of hisflying hdmet. ‘It was Buck, dl right. | hed
asecond look a him because hewas al rigged up with panniers and he don't usudly like to load hissdlf
down that way. He was taking something into the hotdl .’

Werry made aclicking noise with histongue. 'But you didn't try to find out what.'

It'shisplace, Al,' Quigg said reasonably. 'l figured he was entitled.’

'Y ou did right." Werry gave the young policeman a sombre stare. 'l want you to keep quiet about this
till | say it'sdl right to talk. Okay?

'Sure, Al. By the way, nobody has contacted L utze's folks yet- do you want meto do it?

Werry frowned. 'Lutze? Lutze?

'Y eah - the kid who got hissdlf blown up. Didn't Henry tell you?

'Isthat Barry Lutze?

'No such luck,’ Quigg said. Thisishiscousn Sammy. Thefamily lives out Bettsville direction. They
probably didn't even know he was out of his own back yard tonight.’

'Probably not,' Werry agreed. 'Call the station and get somebody down there to notify the Lutzes. |
want you to stay hereand..."

'Hey, Al!" One of the men at the television unit beckoned to Werry. '‘Come over and have alook at
this, for God's sake - old Henry's trying to get into the hotdl .’

Werry mouthed an obscenity and ran towards the group who were gathered around atelevison
monitor. Hasson, beginning to fed bemused, hurried in hiswake. The console of the televison unit was
illuminated with greenish light, but recessed into it were three wells of blackness which housed
solid-image monitors. In the centre one was asmall vivid projection which showed Henry  Corzyn
moving againg a background of the hotel's unevenly lit outer surface. Theimage was drifting dightly, due
to thefact that it was coming from acameraheld by aflier, but it clearly showed awindow whose lattice
bars had been cut away to make an aperture large enough to admit aman.

Hasson watched in fascination, trying to ignore the queasinessin his sscomach, as Corzyn swooped
towards the window. The policeman went in fast, came within field interference distance of thewall and
immediately began to drop. Hasson pressed his knucklesto hislips. Corzyn made agrab for the window
frame, managed to get a handhold and checked hisfall.

"That's his second shot at it," somebody commented admiringly. ‘Who'd have thought old Henry had it
inhim?

The miniaturised Corzyn clung to the frame for amoment, breathing heavily, and dragged himsdlf
through the opening into the interior of the building. A second later his head and shoul ders regppeared
and he waved his hand at the camera, grinning like asportsidol. Hasson tilted his head back and tried to



seethe actua event, but he could discern only atiny star-like glimmering in the remote high darkness.

Werry raised hiswrist communicator to hislips. 'Henry, what do you think you're doing? | sent you
up thereto look the place over - not to rupture yourself.'

Itsdl right. Al - I'm doing just fine." Corzyn sounded breathless but triumphant. "'Thiswindow I'm at
ison the second floor, so I'm above the fire. It doesn't seem like much of afire, anyway - | might even be
abletoputit out.’

"That's not your job.'

‘Relax, Al. I'm going to have aquick look around and make sure the placeis empty. I'll have plenty of
timeto bail out if the fire gets worse. See you around!'

Werry lowered hiswrist and stared accusingly at the man who had summoned him to thetelevison
unit. Thisisyour fault, Cec. Henry's way too old and tubby to be making grandstand plays. HEd never
have doneit if you hadn't been here!'

'Hell beall right,’ Cec replied carelessly. "Well give him an on-the-spot interview to himself when he
comes down. Make hisday for him.'

'You'redl heart. Werry moved away from the group, taking Hasson with him, and looked up into
the night sky where aeria spectators had begun to congregate, svarming likefireflies.

'Herethey come,’ he said. 'Thelong-nosed rubbernecks - noted for their habit of gathering in large
numbers at scenes of accidents, making loud honking noises and getting in everybody'sway. It lookslike
the whole city will be herein acouple of minutes!

Hasson spoke in alow voice, choosing his words with the utmost care. 'One citizen is notable by his
absence!

That'swhat | was thinking.' Werry scratched the back of his head, a gesture which made him ook
boyish and handsome in the uncertain light. 'Rob, there's no two ways about this, isthere?

Hasson shook hishead, feding adreadful responsibility. 'After the evidence you've heard, the very
least you can do istalk to Morlacher.'

'l guessit had to cometo this some day.' Werry glanced up a the hotdl. 'Things seem pretty quiet up
there - I'll go and have aword with Buck now.' He turned and walked away through the battery of
golden headlight beams, casting multiple shadows on the broken ground.

Hasson stood and watched him depart, recounting to himself every one of hisreasonsfor not getting
involved, then he too walked towards the waiting police car.
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During the drive to the Morlacher house Al Werry produced the peaked and braided cap of his office -
apparently it was areserve he kept in the car for emergencies - and positioned it carefully on his head,
leaning Sdewaysto look a himself in the rear view mirror. It seemed to Hasson, watchful in the
passenger sedt, that he derived more reassurance from the resplendent headgear than from the pistol
strapped to hisside.

No other cars were visible when they emerged from the tunnel of shrubbery and crunched to a halt
near the house's pandlled front door, but rays of light danting from the tall windows showed the place
was occupied. Hasson got out of the police cruiser with Werry and stood for amoment looking around
him. The view from the low crest was exactly as he had seen it before - the Chinook Hotel was not even
visble beyond the heaped embers of the city - but to hisimagination the atmosphere was entirely
different. He had a disturbing sense of being watched.

'Do you think they know we're here? he said.

'No doubt about it - Buck's agreat man for surveillance systems.” Werry went up the stone stepsto
the house, tugging, smoothing and adjusting his uniform in amanner which reminded Hasson of a
peacock dressing its plumage. Hasson went with him, but hung back alittle, suddenly aware that hisown
casud swesater and dacks could only detract from Werry'sritua show of authority. Werry touched abell
push and waited for the door to open. Hasson smiled encouragingly, but Werry regarded him with the
cool blank eyes of a stranger and remained that way until they heard the sound of alock being operated.



The door opened a short distance to reveal the wisp-bearded face of Starr Pridgeon. He looked at
Werry and Hasson for amoment without speaking, maicioudy amused.

I want to talk to Buck,' Werry said.

‘Buck doesn't want to talk to you. Bye, Al.' Pridgeon closed the door, but Werry did a gleaming boot
forward and prevented it from nesting fully into the frame. The door opened again, and thistime
Pridgeon's face was dack-jawed with resentment.

'Al, why don't you do usal abig favour and stop trying to act like ared live cop? he said with mock
reasonableness. "Y ou don't fool nobody - so why don't you just hop into your kiddycar and go back to
where you came from?

Werry moved forward alittle. 'l told you | want to talk to Buck.'

Something flickered in Pridgeon's eyes. 'l guess| can't stop you coming in - but just remember you
weren't invited." He moved back and swung the door fully open, leaving the entrance clear.

Hasson, hisingtincts aroused, got the impression that Pridgeon had been uttering a rehearsed
statement - like ajunior barrister going over apoint of law - and at the same time he noticed the odd
waltz-like movement with which Pridgeon retreated, aright-angled three-step which kept hisfeet off the
areajust ingde the threshold. He started forward, grasping for Werry'sarm, but was afraction of a
second too late.

Werry stepped across the door sill, there was a sharp splat of released energy, and Werry sank to his
knees. He remained kneeling for perhaps a second, shaking his head, then collapsed on to the parquet
floor. His cap rolled a short distance on the polished wooden bricks.

'Deary me ' Pridgeon said, grinning. 'Deary me! How unfortunate! Somebody must have left the
intruder screen switched on." He moved back, doing nothing to assist the fallen man. A door opened
further along the hail and three men came through it, one of them carrying abeer glass. They exchanged
nudges and advanced to stand behind Pridgeon, looking expectant and dightly self-conscious.

"What happened to old Al? one of them said. 'Has he had one of histurns?

It must be histime of the month,’ Pridgeon replied, triggering yelps of laughter, before hefixed his
blesk gaze on Hasson. 'Y ou! Al's cousin from England! Get him out of here - he's making the place
untidy.’

Hasson moved forward and paused on the threshold. 'Are you inviting mein, and isthe intruder
screen switched off?

‘This one doesn't ever take any chances,’ Pridgeon said over his shoulder, and turned back to
Hasson. 'The screen's off now. It was apure accident, Al barging into it like that. Just tell him that when
he wakes up.'

Hasson knelt beside Werry and looked down into his face. The policeman was conscious, but his
eyeswere dulled and bubbles of salivawinked at the corners of his mouth. Hasson knew he had been
subjected to a paralysing neuro-shock which had rendered him hel pless by temporarily widening most of
the synaptic gapsin his body, and that it would be a minute or two before he would he able to walk
unaided. He did his hands under Werry's arms, dragged him to a high-backed chair at the side of the hail
and wrested himonrto it.

'‘Outside,’ Pridgeon commanded. 'l told you to get him out of here.’

'Heisn't fit to go anywhere just yet.' Kneeling beside the chair, Hasson patted Werry's cheeks with his
left hand, while with hisright he covertly unbuttoned the safety strap which held Werry's pistal inits
holster. Theleast you can do isgive him aglass of water.'

Pridgeon'slipstightened. 'I'm giving you both ten seconds to get out of here!

"What'll you do then - send for the police? Hasson renewed his efforts to give Werry control of his
own body and was rewarded by apreliminary stirring of hislimbs. Werry rolled his head from sdeto
sde, then brought his eyesto focus on Hasson's face.

'I'm sorry, Rob," he said thickly. 'l ... You'd better get me out to the car.’

Hasson leaned forward and brought his mouth closeto Werry's ear. "Al," he whispered urgently, 'l
know how sick you must fed. | know how little you want to hear dl thisright now, but if you leavethis
house without talking to Morlacher you're finished as a police officer. Too many people have seen what



happened. They'll talk it up al over town, and you'll be finished.'

Werry amost smiled. 'Supposing | don't even care!

"You do care! Listen, Al, you don't even have to do anything. Y ou don't even have to stand up - just
talk to Morlacher the way you set out to do. Then we can leave. Okay?

'‘Okay, but who'sgoing to.. .?

That'sit! I've had enough of you two pricks.' Pridgeon's feet sounded on the floor behind Hasson.
‘Nobody can say | didn't give you afair warning.'

Hasson stood up and turned to face him. 'Reeve Werry has deputised meto act for him - and we
want to talk to Mr Morlacher.

'He's deputised you!' Pridgeon gaped at Hasson, then he smiled and closed his eyesfor amoment like
aman experiencing along-sought ecstasy. 'Hereswhat | think of you, cripple.”

Slowly and gently, as though about to pick up apriceless vase, he raised his hands towards Hasson's
ears. Hasson placed one hand on the centre of Pridgeon's chest and gave him a iff armed shove which
took him completely unawares, carrying him backwardstoo fast for hisfeet to catch up. Hefdl, diding
on hisback on the polished floor with hislegsin the air. One of the watching men gave a derisive whoop.

Pridgeon scrambled to hisfeet, mouthing venomoudly, and went for Hasson, thistime coming in with
all his speed, dit-eyed and crouching, determined to wreak swift and bloody vengeancefor the
humiliation he had just received. He feinted with hisleft and right, then threw alooping right-handed
punch which was amed a Hasson's throat.

Hasson, shifting into adrendine overdrive, had time to analyse the three movements and knew at once
that here was an ingtinctive and overconfident opponent, the sort of man who blundered casudly into
physical duels perhaps once ayear - winning by dint of strength and ferocity - and who on that basis had
deluded himsdf into believing he was a superior and gifted fighter. Lifting the punch harmlesdy over his
shoulder with his|eft forearm, Hasson saw the whole of Pridgeon's body hung up before him like an
anatomica wallchart with al the nerve centres marked in red, and made the discovery that he had no
dedireto bring the contest to a clean and scientific conclusion. Pridgeon had insulted him and degraded
him and made him fed ashamed. Pridgeon liked tormenting blind youngsters who were in no position to
do anything about it. Pridgeon liked using muscle on men he thought were cripples. For al thet, and for a
thousand other things of which Pridgeon had no knowledge, Pridgeon would have to pay aheavy price,
and the time had come...

Hasson changed his point of aim and drove hisright fist into Pridgeon’'s mouth, exulting in the dull snap
of teeth. He threw Pridgeon against the pandlled wall, to deny him the respite he might get through being
knocked down, and hit him three more times, each time aiming for the face, each time connecting solidly
and drawing blood. The madness boiled away as quickly asit had come when from the comer of hiseye
he detected a movement among the three men on hisleft. He dlowed Pridgeon to dide down on to the
floor and turned to face the men. They were advancing and fanning Out to surround him, and on their
faces was an expression Hasson had seen many times before - the righteous anger that abully dways
fedswhen thevictim hasthetemerity to strike back. The man with the beer glass - astocky redneck ina
plaid shin - had drained the glass and was holding it with the base nestled into the palm of his hand.

Hasson moved in close to Werry and raised his handslike atraffic cop, giving them asigna to halt.
‘Before you men get yourselvesinvolved, he said, forcing hisvoice to sound light and unconcerned, ‘I
think you ought to know that Reeve Werry is here to make enquiries about amurder. Somebody planted
ahigh explosive bomb in the Chinook Hotel, and it went off alittle while ago in the middle of acrowd of
youngsters. More than one of them might be dead - we're not sure yet, but | can tell you that some
people around here are going to go to jail for along, long time. Now, it's up to you whether you want to
dirty your handswith that sort of thing or not.’

Hasson paused, bresthing quietly and regularly to ease the pounding in his chest. The three men
glanced a each other, obvioudy distrustful of Hasson and undecided about what to do next. Hiswarning
had been |ess effective than he had hoped it would be, and he had an uneasy feding hewasfacing a
group of individuas who had the classicd crimind inability to weigh up future consequences.

'It'stime somebody did somethin' about those punks up in the hotel,' the man with the glass said.



"They're nothin' but apaininthe ass.’

'Y es, but isthat any reason for you to become an accessory after the fact of murder?

The man looked unconvinced. That soundslike aload of hull to me. | don't know nothin' about no
murder, but | know | don't like to see cops beatin' up on my friends!'

That'sright,’ another man agreed, moving forward dightly.

'Look at it thisway," Hasson said. 'Y ou came up here tonight to have a quiet drink and maybe agame
of cards. Right? Y ou didn't come out to get yourselves mixed up in amurder enquiry. It'sanasty
business, and it could get even worseif this sort of thing was brought into it.’

Hasson leaned sideways and drew Werry's pistol from its holster, holding the weapon between finger
and thumb asif it was an object for which he had a deep distaste. He let the three look at it for severd
seconds, then lowered it back into the holster.

I don't want to start waving agun in your faces and perhaps haveit go off by accident, he said. 'l
would hate that, and probably you would hate it even more, so why don't you go home and let Reeve
Werry get on with what he came hereto do?

'What the man's saying is - take off while you're ill able,' Werry put in, rising to hisfedt. 'It's good
advice!

'WEell goif you say s0, Al,' one of the men growled. They lifted CG harnesses and suits which had
been hegped untidily on acarved oak chest and filed out into the night. The last one out dammed the
heavy door.

Hasson nodded to Werry, who was tentatively moving his shoulders. "'Thanks, Al. | don't think | was
getting through.'

‘Don't gart thanking me, Rob - I'm not stupid." Werry brushed his uniform with his hands, picked up
his cap and put it on. 'l may be gutless, but I'm not stupid. Okay?

'I don't think you know what gutless means. Remind meto tell you sometime.’

‘Let'sdrop the subject,’ Werry said curtly, glancing at his communicator. 'l wish I'd told Henry to
keep intouch. I'd like to know if you're right about this being amurder gig.'

"That wasadirty lie, Pridgeon came in unexpectedly, raisng himsdf on to one elbow. Hisvoice was
indigtinct, durred through swollen lips, and his face had the blackened, dehumanised appearance Hasson
had often noted on the features of accident victims. He was gazing at Hasson through bruised eyeswhich
registered amixture of hate, bafflement and accusation. Hasson stared him down, concealing agrowing
sense of guilt over having yielded to adark and prehistoric ingtinct. Werry picked Pridgeon up by the
lapels and siwung him on to the chair he had just vacated.

'Hetold adirty lie," Pridgeon mumbled. 'Y ou guys have some nerve coming in here and trying to make
out that...

'Hetold the truth," Werry cut in. 'Somebody put a booby trap in the Chinook, and there's one kid hurt
bad and maybe others dead, and there's only one man who would have had any reason to do athing like
that. Where's Buck? Is he in the house?

‘Buck'supstairs.’ Pridgeon gripped Werry'swrist and a plaintive note came into hisvoice. ‘Al, you
wouldn't kid me, would you?

'I'm not kidding you, Werry said impassively. Thisis serious!

'Areyou sureit wasn't just somelittle old blank shells or bird frighteners or something like that?

‘It was ahigh explosive. Do you know something about this, Starr? Because if you do. .

'l made up the fuses," Pridgeon said, wiping blood from his chin. '‘But Buck told meit wasonly...'
'Buck told you to keep your mouth shut." Morlacher, looking anachronigtic in atraditiona-style silk
dressing gown, stepped off the bottom of astaircase at the end of the hall and walked towards the group.

'Haven't you enough brains to know when you're being conned?

Werry turned to him. "There's nobody being conned, Buck. Did you plant the bomb?

'Of course not." Morlacher stooped to peer into Pridgeon's face, then gave Werry an incredulous
smile. 'Did you do that? Y ou've just put yourself out of ajob.’

‘It wasn't Al." Pridgeon pointed at Hasson. 'He took a swing a me when | wasn't ready.’

Hasson nodded. 'Four times he wasn't ready .’



"What's going on around here? Morlacher said, frowning, switching his gaze between Werry and
Hasson. 'What do you two charactersthink you're playing at?

'l ' asked you aquestion, Buck.' Werry'svoice was firm. 'Did you plant that bomb?

'l told you - | don't know anything about any bomb.’

"You don't? A light appeared in Werry'seyes. 'Well, I'll tell you something about it. It has just set
your frigging hotel onfire!

Morlacher's mouth contorted. 'Y ourealiar.’

'If you've got apair of binoculars,” Werry replied casudly, 'you can look out the window and see the
innonapin turning into thefire on aspire.’

'I've got to go there,' Morlacher said, apink triangle standing out on each cheek against the sudden
pallor of hisface. He turned and strode to the wooden chest which served asa hall table and picked up a
CG harness.

Werry crossed to the entrance door and stood with his back to it, looking hard and confident behind
theimmaculate uniform  and the badges of office, transformed into the man Hasson had once imagined
him to be.

'I'll decide where you're going,' he said. 'After you've answered my questions.’

'Y ou, Al? Morlacher continued struggling into the harness. 'Y ou're just ajoke, and I'm in no mood
for laughing right now.' He tightened the harness's belt connection, took one pace towards the door and
halted when he saw that Werry had drawn his pistol.

"What about the bomb? Werry said.

'Now you're turning into a bad joke. Y ou're not fooling anybody with that thing." Morlacher started to
wak again.

Werry squeezed the trigger. There was no sound - the pistol was of atype which used
€electromagnetic energy to expel itsdugs - but ablock legpt out of the parquet floor closeto Morlacher's
foot and skittered to the far end of the hail.

"The next one will go right up your nose,' Werry promised. ‘Now - about this bomb...'

Morlacher took adeep bregath, swelling hugely, asthough sucking in eementa power for some
Herculean feat of strength, then something seemed to break insde him. A driving force was neutrdised, a
puissance was withdrawn. He withered and shrank.

'For God's sake, Al," he pleaded, 'what are you trying to do to me? Let me out of here. I've got to go
to the hotel .’

'About this bomb..."

It wasn't meant to be abomb." Morlacher spoke quickly, making fluttering movements with his hands.
"Y ou don't think | wanted to damage the hotel, do you?

'What was it meant to be?

'l just wanted to shake those punks up a bit. Scare them out of the place. Let me go now, Al.'

Werry sgndled hisrefusal with amovement of the pistal. "What did you use as an explosive?

‘It wasjust an old piece of hidyne| got from George Y ork out a the Bettsville quarry.’

‘Hidyne! Y ou used hidyneto scare kids?

'Yes, but | cutit upinto little squares.’

‘How little?

‘Little ones. Little ones! What more do you want meto say?

'What weight were they? Pridgeon shouted, lurching forward from his chair. Y ou didn't mention no
hidyne to me. What weight were they?

'How would | know? Morlacher said impatiently. 'Fifteen grams. Twenty grams. Something like that.'

'Oh, Chrigt,' Pridgeon quavered, turning towards Werry. 'Al, | swear to you | didn't know abouit this.
If there's anybody in the Chinook you better get them Out of there. He got me to make up about twenty
fuses!

'What sort of fuses are you talking about? Werry said 'Do you mean timers?

'Proximity fuses, Al. They'll fire off when anybody goes near them.'

To Hasson's surprise, Werry seemed bemused by theincidental technicdities of what he had just



heard. 'But how could anybody work with a gadget like that? What's to stop it going off in your hand?

'l used timersaswel. Thecircuitsare only activated at night.' Pridgeon advanced on Werry, pressing
both hands to his battered face as though holding it together. 'Al, | had noidea.’

‘Stay back,' Werry told him, his eyesintent on Morlacher. '‘Buck, how many of those thingsdid you
actualy put into the hotel ?

'All of them," Morlacher said inadull voice.

"Whereabouts?

'All over the place. One on each floor and a couple extrain places where | found food. Y ou know,
places where they've been camping out.’

'Can you remember the exact locations?

Morlacher shook his head. 'The floors are mostly just wide open spaces. I'd need to look around in
daylight.

"You'veredly doneit, haven't you? Werry fingered the controls of his communicator and raised it to
hislips. 'Victor? | wastrying to raise Henry.'

'I've been trying to contact him, too." Victor Quigg's voice sounded both tinny and anxious. Thefirst
floor of the hotel isredly aight now, Al. Y ou can see the glow from down here on the ground - and if
Henry doesn't get back to that second floor window soon helll bein red trouble. Thefireisgoing to cut
him off, it lookslike.

'Have you heard any more explosions?

‘Explosions? No, Al. What would...?

'Victor, you've got to contact Henry," Werry said quickly. 'Go up there with avoice magnifier, but
don't go insde- the placeisaminefield.' He went on to explain the Situation to Quigg, concluding with
ingructionsto tell Henry Corzyn to retrace his exact path to the window by which he had entered.

'I'mon my way," Quigg said. "When are you coming back here, Al?

'Soon.' Werry's eyes, cold and unforgiving, remained fixed on Morlacher. 'I've just one little chore to
take care of first.'

‘Let'sget out of here, Morlacher said in something like his normal manner, moving towards the door.
'I've got to get to the hotdl !

Werry continued to bar hisway, shaking hishead. 'Y ou're going to my hotel, Buck. I've got adjoining
rooms reserved for you and Starr.’

Morlacher pointed at him with an unsteady forefinger. 'Y ou've just lost yourself agood job.’

"That's the second time in one night," Werry said, unimpressed. He took a pack of restraint patches
from his pocket and tossed them to Hasson. '‘Behind their backs, Rob, if you don't mind. | don't want to
take any chances!'

Hasson nodded, went to Morlacher and drew the big man's hands together behind his back. He
peded the wrapper from a square blue patch, placed it between Morlacher's wrists and squeezed them
together, creating an unbreakable bond. Pridgeon submitted to the same treatment almost eagerly,
establishing himsdf asaman who believed in co-operating with the law.

‘Now we can go,' Werry said. He opened the front door, reconnecting the interior of the houseto the
outside universe, and thistime the Chinook Hotd wasimmediately visble, burning low in the southern
sky like atroubled red planet.
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AsWerry had predicted, the vicinity of the hotel had become thronged with spectators, both on the
ground and in the air. The roads bordering the hotdl land swarmed with the glistening curvatures of
automobiles, asthough infested with monstrous insects, and the sky was filled with veering congtdllations
of fliers lights. A bilaser projector had been used to float ahuge warning sgn inthe middle air, the
crimson |ettering of which read: CAUTION! THERE IS A DANGER OF MORE EXPLOSIONS!
GLASSWILL FALL OVER A WIDE AREA! STAY CLEAR! And perched high onitsunseen
pinnacle, at the unmoving centre of the spangled chaos, the hotel building itsalf remained invisible except



for apartia nimbus of flickering orange.

'I'mamost sorry | put Buck insde," Werry said as he got out of the police car. 'He should have been
hereto seethis!’

Hasson tilted his head back, trying to take in the entire spectacle. 'How long do you think hell stay
ingde?

"His lawyers should spring him in about an hour.’

It was hardly worth the trouble of putting him away .

‘It wasworth it to me - | owed him." Werry grinned vindictively. 'Come on. | want to find out how
Henry got on up there." He led the way across the uneven ground to where the impotent fire tenders
sood in aline of other vehicles. Thetdevison unit was till in operation, surrounded by acluster of men
and women who were using its monitors to obtain a convenient view of the happenings in another world
four hundred metres above their heads. As Werry and Hasson drew near, the dim figure of Victor Quigg
detached itsdlf from the group and came to meet them. His eyes had grown large and dark with strain,
giving hisimmeature face something of thelook of anocturnd animd.

‘Everything okay? Werry said. "Where's Henry?

'Still up there, Al. | couldn't find him, and that's afact.’

‘Do you mean hels dill insgde the hotel ?

'l guess s0. He wouldn't have come out again without somebody noticing. He should have kept in
touch." Quigg sounded tired and afraid.

‘Thecrazy old, . ." Werry stood on histoesto get aglimpse of the television image of the hotdl. ‘It
looks like the firewill be through into the second floor in no time at al. How's he going to get back out?

That'swhat | want to know. Al, if anything happensto him...'

Werry silenced the young policeman by raising his hand. 'Is there another way out of the hotel ? What
about the roof ?

"There must be away in and out through the roof - that's the way the kids seemto get in - but |
couldn't find it, Quigg said. 'It'slike atown up there, Al. All kinds of machinery houses and water tanks
and things'

"Well, we can send for keys or rip adoor off'." Werry paused, looking thoughtful . ‘Except... if we go
ingde and start working down we're likely to stand on one of Buck's Goddamn bombs. We might just
haveto take that risk.'

‘Henry should have kept in touch.'

"What about the windows? Hasson put in. 'Are there no big ones he can put out with abrick?

Werry shook his head morosdly. 'It's al this modem blastproof - blastproof, that's a good one -
tessdlated stuff. They're supposed to make high buildings more psychologicaly acceptable, or something
likethat.

'l see." Hasson moved closer to the television unit and examined the image being sent down by the
airborne camera operator. The architect of the Chinook Hotel had extended the tessella motif to the
entire outer surface, blending walls and windows into a single mosaic design. Looked at from apurely
aesthetic point of view the building was a success, and it would have been unfair to expect an architect to
foresee a gtuation in which anybody would have wanted to launch himself out of aroom into the sort of
thin crud ar sreamsthat flowed over and above the Empire State Building. Hasson'simagination,
catching him off guard, drew him into the Situation he had envisaged and the ground seemed to rock
beneath hisfeet. He turned away from the television monitor, sickened, and wastrying to control his
breathing when he saw a young woman approaching from the direction of the road. Seeing her inthe
unusud circumstance and setting, he had amomentary difficulty inidentifying her asMay Carpenter. She
hurried by him, white-faced and distraught, and halted besde Al Werry.

Werry put an arm around her shoulders and turned her towards the road. "Y ou can't stay here, honey.
It's dangerous and right now I'm. . .

"Theo'sgone,' she said in ataut unhappy voice. 'l can't find him anywhere.’

'Hell have dipped out with some of hispas,’ Werry soothed. 'I'll talk to him about it later.’

May shook free of hisarm. 'I've called around everywhere. All the places he goes. Nobody has even



seen himtonight.’

'‘May," Werry said impatiently, ‘can't you see I'm kind of busy?

'He's up there." Her words were measured, unaccented, made lifeless by the weight of certainty. 'He's
up therein the hotd.

That'sastupid thing to say. | mean, it'sjud. . . stupid.’

May pressed the back of ahand to her forehead. 'He goes out flying some nights with Barry Lutze,
and that's where they dways go - up into the hotdl.

'Y ou don't know what you're talking about,’ Werry said.

It'strue.’

'If you knew that, and didn't tell me," Werry replied, hisface suddenly inhuman, 'you've killed him.’

May closed her eyes and sagged to the ground. Hasson moved in and caught her at the sametime as
Werry, and between them they bore her afew paces and seated her on the footplate of a nearby truck.
Severad men looked round curioudly and tried to move closer, but Quigg spread his arms and shepherded
them away.

I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry,' May whispered. 'I'm so sorry.

Werry cupped her facein hishands. 'l shouldn't have said athing likethat. It'sjust that . . . It'sjust
that . . . May, why didn't you tell me? Why didn't you let me know?

'l tried to, but | couldn't.'

I don't get it," Werry said, dmost to himsdlf. 'l don't get thisat al. If it had been anybody but Theo . .

Hasson felt something heave in his subconscious. 'Did he go for the drugs, May? Was he taking
empathin?

She nodded and a thin glaze of tears appeared on her cheeks.

'Why did he do that, May? Hasson said, ideas crystallising in hismind. 'Could he see when he was
taking empathin?

'I couldn't understand it,’ she said, opening her eyes and gazing sadly a Werry. 'l caught him going out
through his bedroom window one night and | was going to tell you, but he begged me not to. Hetold me
that when he'swith the other kids and they're dl taking empathin he sometimes gets to see what they can
see. Hesad it comesin flashes. He taked about telepathy and things like that, Al, and he was so
desperate and it meant so much to him, and | one time heard you saying that empathin and gestaltin and
stuff like that doesn't do anybody any harm. . .

| said that, did 17 Werry said dowly, straightening up. The communicator on hiswrist began to buzz,
but he appeared not to notice. ‘I suppose anybody can make amistake.”

May looked up a him in supplication. 'He hatesliving in the dark.'

'Y ou know what has happened here? Werry said, adjusting the angle of his cap, dipping back into his
old role. 'We're jumping to aconclusion. We're making one hell of abig jump to aconclusion - thereésno
proof that there's anybody up in the hotel. Anybody apart from Henry Corzyn, thet is!'

Victor Quigg moved closer, fluttering hisfingersto attract Werry's atention. 'Al, would you like to
answer your radio? | think something has happened.

Therewe are,; Werry said triumphantly. "Thisll be Henry telling me he has checked the place out.’

I don't think it's Henry,” Quigg mumbled, looking desthly pale.

Werry gave him aquestioning glance and raised his communicator to hislips. 'Reeve Werry speaking.’

'Y ou shouldn't have done it, Werry.' The voice from the radio was |aboured, the words coming in
ponderous succession as though each one had to be examined and checked for meaning before being
assembled into the overall message. Y ou did bad things this day.

Hasson lowered hiswrigt alittle and looked at the radio in bafflement. 'Isthat Barry Lutze?

‘Never mind whoitis. I'mjust letting you know that everything that happened tonight was your fault.
You'rethekiller, Werry - not me. Not me." Listening to the painfully enunciated words and phrases,
Hasson guessed the speaker had been serioudy injured. He also developed adark conviction that anew
element of dread was being added to an dready nightmarish Situation.

‘Killer? What's this about killer? Werry grasped the sde of the truck. 'Wait aminute! Was my boy up



there? Was Theo hurt?

'He was here when your bomb went off. Y ou didn't expect that, did you, Mister Werry?

'Ishedl right?

Therewas aprolonged, pulsing silence.

'Ishedl right? Werry shouted.

'He'swith me now.’ The voice was grudging, heavy with resentment. 'Y ou're lucky-he'sin good
shape.’

"Thank God for that," Werry breathed. 'And how about Officer Corzyn?

'He'swith me, too - but he isn't in good shape. '

'What do you mean? Werry demanded, his eyes brooding and speculative.

'I mean he'sdead, Mister Werry.'

'‘Dead? Werry glanced up at the hotel, now visible as ablack disk surrounded by athin corona, likea
moon eclipsing areddish sun. 'What are you doing with Corzyn'sradio, Lutze? Did you kill him?

'No, you killed him." The voice had begun to sound agitated. ‘It was your fault for sending afat, soft
old guy likethat in here after me. | only hit himonceand . . . There wasamoment of silence, and when
the voice resumed speaking the flat inhuman quality had returned to it. Y ou should have come up here
and done your own dirty work, Mister Werry. | wouldn't have minded taking you on. Not one bit.'

"Takeit easy, Lutze - let'stry to get some senseinto this conversation beforeit'stoo late,' Werry said.
What am | supposed to have done tonight? What have you got against me?

"The bomb, Mister Reeve Werry. The bomb!"

Werry stamped the ground. 'Isthat some kind of sick joke? Are you still swallowing cuckoo capsules
up there, Lutze? Buck Morlacher planted that bomb, and you damn well know it. '

'What's the difference? Y ou work for him, don't you?

'I don't work for him," Werry said, bringing hisvoice under control. 'l just got back here from
throwing himintoacell.’

'Big ded,’ the voice sneered. 'Helll do an hour - with twenty minutes off for good behaviour. The way
| seeit, that doesn't seem enough for murdering my cousin and smashing up my ribs." 'Y oung Sammy isn't
dead. He'sin hospital, but heisn't dead.’ There was alengthy silence, apause in the verba dud, then the
unseen speaker made the next logica move. Thetat cop isdead.’

Werry took adeep breath. 'Listen tome, Barry. If you didn't intend to cause Henry Corzyn's degth,
that changesthings. We can talk about it later. Right now the only thing on my mind is making sure that
nobody else gets hurt or killed. Areyou listening to me?

I'mligening.’

'What you've got to know isthat Buck planted about twenty of those booby traps all over the hotel.
They're on every floor, and they've got specia fusesto trigger them off if you even get close. Where are
you now?

Third floor.'

"Wl you've got to bring Theo down to the second-floor window, the one with the holeinit. Only
walk in places you've aready been today. Come out through the window, and well take it from there!

"Takeit from therel’ The radio on Werry'swrist emitted a humourless laugh which ended in awheeze.
I'll bet you would. Y ou'd like that, wouldn't you?

"You've got no choice, Werry said. 'It'sthe only thing you can do.'

'No dedl, Mister Werry. I'm not even sure | could reach that window - things are getting pretty hot
down there. And eveniif | could, | don't think | could jump out far enough to clear my field. I'm bound to
drop way down below thefirst floor before | can pick up any lift.'

‘Nobody will interfere with you in any way. All | want isto get Theo out of there. | swear to you. |
swear to you, Barry, I'll give you any guarantee you want.'

‘Save your breath, Mister Werry - we're going up to theroof. | can be sure of getting away from up
there, and I'll be in Mexico by tomorrow.’

"You can't do that,’ Werry said, beginning to pacein frantic circlesin amanner which pained Hasson
to watch. 'Use your brains, man.’



That'swhat I'm doing," the voice assured him. 'For all | know, those other bombs don't exist - but,
even if they do, thisisapretty big place and I've got mysdlf apathfinder. Theo can go in front.'

Werry stopped pacing. 'l warn you - don't do this.'

‘Now, | don't want you to worry about athing, Mister Werry.' The voice was €l ated, nervous,
mocking.' Theo and | are going for aquiet little stroll up to the roof. With any luck, you can pick him up
there in about five minutes. Just make sure nobody triesto pick me up, that'sal - I've got thefat guy's
gun and | know how to useit.’

Lutze! Lutze!' Werry squeezed the instrument on hiswrist asthough trying to force it to respond, but
theradio link had been broken. May Carpenter covered her face and gave alow sob. Werry traced the
outline of a CG harness on historso with afinger and pushed Quigg away in the direction of hiscar.
Quigg nodded understandingly and ran. Werry strode to the television unit and the group around it melted
out of hisway.

'What are things like on the second floor? he said. 'Can | till get in that window?

‘Seefor yoursdf, Al.' Thetechnician in charge pointed at the image of the lower section of the hotdl.
All thevisble windows of thefirgt floor were blocked in with sheets of flame which were turning from
orange to a searing white. Y ou could probably get in, but that second floor looks like it's about to cave
inat any second.’

'l better go in higher up." Werry ran to afire truck and returned some seconds later carrying the
bayonet-like shape of athermd cutter. Victor Quigg met him with his CG harness and handed it over
without spesking. Hasson stood by, his mind lurching out over dizzy chasms each time he thought of
Werry'sintention, and watched him pull the broad straps tight around his body. He felt weak-kneed and
helpless, and - in some indefinable way - responsible for the other man's plight.

Werry gave him agrim smile as he made the last connection. 'Hereit isagain, Rob - no two ways.'

"1 don't know," Hasson said, donning the mantle of Judas. 'lt may not do any good to bull your way
in. There are so many thingsthat could . . . | mean, it might be better to wait.’

"Theway you would do if it was your son up there?

Hasson backed away, ashamed and afraid, as Werry switched on hislights, moved a control on the
harnessswaist panel and made an easy legp into the air. He went up fagt, faling into the sky, adwindling
light, astar being recaled to the rightful business of stars. Far above, as though making ready to receive
him in battle, the black disk of the hotel building hurled out a streamer of yellow fire from its south Sde.
The outburst, asolar prominence in miniature, faded amost at once and the watchers on the ground
heard adull powdery report. Quigg snatched his voice magnifier from his pocket.

"That was another bomb," he announced, aready an expert. 'Watch out for glass!’

Hasson ran with the others and pressed into the lee of afire gppliance, and asurprisngly long time
later there was a brief irregular pattering and whispering in the grass all around. Assoon asit felt safe he
returned to the television unit. The pyrotechnics which had accompanied the blast indicated that it had
occurred on the blazing first floor - but he wanted to be sure that Al Werry had ascended safely through
the wind-scattered hail of glass fragments.

Cec, the chief technician, switched on amicrophone circuit. Terry, look out for Al Werry arriving up
there. He's got a cutter with him, and he's about to try going in one of the upper windows. We're gonna
get some good network footage out of this, so stick with him. Right?

'Right, Cec,' came Terry Franz'sreply and theimage in the monitor well swung giddily. It centred on
the figure of Werry who was silhouetted for an instant against the inferno on the hotel'sfirst floor before
reaching the darker background of the levels above. Hasson felt an absurd condtriction in histhroat as he
noticed that Werry, contravening police flight regulations, was wearing hisornate cap in place of a
helmet.

Werry brought himsdf into the hovering mode about five metres out from afourth-floor window and
drew hispistol. Heaimed it and fired, and the camera - with its superb low-light vision - showed ahole
gppearing in one of the square panes. Werry kept on firing always hitting the same smdll rectangle, until it
had been cleared of glass. He put the gun back in its holster and worked at the controls of the thermal
cutter, bringing adagger of diamond-sharp brilliance into being at itstip. Without hesitation, Werry



moved further out from thewall of the hotel, gaining alittle extra height as he went. The headlights of the
cars on the ground far below did into view under hisfeet, tiny out-of- focus candle flames.

Werry dtered abelt control and swooped in towards the window. As soon as he got within field
interference radius he began to fall, but he had accurately compensated for the drop and hewas able to
thrust hisleft arm through the aperture he had created. Hisfeet scrabbled for purchase on the horizontal
divisions between tiles. He obtained afoothold, steadied himsalf and brought the cutter in hisright hand
into contact with the window frame. Its sun-whitetip did easily through metal and glass, tracing an
orange-glowing line. Werry, clinging tightly to the sheer surface, began to extend theincison. Thewinds
of dtitude rugged at hisuniform, producing a cold, welling nauseain Hasson's ssomach.

Hasson turned away, wondering if he was actualy going to vomit, but checked himsdlf as he noticed a
flurry of movement in the dimness beyond Werry's soread-eagled figure. A man in an unmarked flying
suit was briefly seen, face apaetriangular blur, right arm extended. Hasson gave an involuntary shout as
Al Werry tumbled backwards away from the window, the thermal cutter flying from hisgrasp and
plunging out of sight. Werry fell ashort distance, but hislatera impetus carried him out of interference
range and his body began to float away on the night wind, limbs making feeble and uncoordinated
movements. His cap fluttered down into the waiting darkness, like an escaping bird.

The menacing rectangular cavern of the window was empty once more.

For Hasson, there followed an agonised period of confusion in which he was only dimly aware of
Victor Quigg leaping skywards, aready paying out aplasted linefrom the dispenser at hiswaist. Men
shouted near him, but their voices were strangedly distant. Myriad specks of brilliance wheded in the
overhanging night. Quigg reappeared, looking like an old man, towing an inert shape which many hands
reached for asit neared the ground and became heavy, sagging down on to the grass.

Suddenly Hasson was knedling beside Werry, staring in heart- thundering dismay at the bullet holein
the policeman's | eft shoulder. Thelocation of thewound - just above the armpit - made it look relatively
harmless, the sort of injury which would have drawn scarcely awince from a character in aholoplay, but
the entire left Sde of Werry's tunic was sodden with blood, glistening like amass of fresh liver. Werry's
face was dmost luminescent in its pallor. His drifting gaze triangulated on Hasson and hislips began to
move. Hasson bent lower in response to the inaudible plea.

It al pilesup on you, Werry whispered. It'sfunny how it dl..,'

'Don't talk, Hasson urged. 'Don't try to say anything.'

Werry took hishand in afragile grip. 'Y ou're not going to believe this, Rob, but I'm not even . .. I'm
not even worried about . . ." A silence and a gtillness descended over him, and hisfingers relaxed their
grip on Hasson's hand.

Hasson stood up and looked about him with burning, tear-prismed eyes. A man waiting nearby
handed him Werry's cap, which had somehow terminated its descent in the immediate area. Victor Quigg
rose from his knedling position, snatched the cap and placed it on Werry's chest. He stood over the body
for afew seconds, then turned and walked away in the direction of the nearest police car, trailing leaden
feet through the long grass. Hasson ran after him and caught hisarm.

"Where are you going, Victor? he said.

want my shotgun,” Quigg replied woodenly. ‘I'm going up on the roof of the hotel, and I'm going to
wait there with my shotgun. '

'Lutze mightn't even reach theroof.’

'If he does, I'll be there with my shotgun.’

It'syoung Theo I'm thinking about now," Hasson said, hear-. ing his own words across bleak
interstellar distances. 'Give me agun and a spare harness.’

ten
Nothing is happening. I'm till on the ground - safe and secure. Nothing is happening.

Hasson watched the underside of the Chinook Hote blossom and unfurl like a carnivorous flower. As
the circular building expanded to the limits of hisfield of view he began to see details of its structure - the



spray of radid cantilevers, the spiderweb pattern of ribs and intercostals, the twin circular apertures of
the devator shafts, one of which glowed with ashifting ruddy light which made it aback door to hell.

It'squite Smple, you see. The foundation for the supporting column was positioned over ageological
fault, or aswamp, and now thewholething issinking into it like a piston. I'm still on the ground - safe and
secure - watching the hotel drop down to my levdl.

Hisflight brought him close to the hotel's lower rim and for thefirst time hewas able to hear thefire at
work. It was making little downward progress for the time being - only afew gleaming razor dashes
reveded that beams and dabs were being tortured by heat and heat-induced stresses - but flames and
hot gases were pouring up through stairwel ls and ventilation shafts to reach other floors, and their
advance was sgnalled by ragged explosions of timbers, glass and paint containers. Clouds of smoke
interspersed with streamers of long-lived sparks were being carried away an the wind.

It's quite fascinating - amost aprivilege, redly, though rather aghoulish one - to be able to stand here
on the ground and get such agood view of what is happening to the hotel. One can't help being reminded
of the destruction of the Hindenburg. All the same, even though I'm safe and secure on the ground, that
second floor window is getting very close, and if I'm to pop inside, casudly, just for aquick look around
I'd better think about how I'm goingto. . .

Hasson hit the window frame hard, his ballistic-style ascent carrying him through the fidd interference
phase with virtudly no loss of speed. He gripped the dloy which trimmed the gperture where Six panes
had been cut out, hisfeet found dithering purchase on the edge of nothingness, and suddenly he was
ingdethe hotel, breathing deeply, standing on alitter-strewn composition floor. The noise of the fire was
much louder here and he could fedl its heat striking up through the soles of his shoes. It occurred to him
that the floor structure in that area could not survive for many more minutes.

He scanned his surroundings - peripherdly aware of the television cameraman hovering inthe airy
asylum beyond the windows - and made out the sawtooth slhouette of anearby staircase. Only major
load-bearing walls had been completed throughout the hotel, and Hasson received a powerful impression
of vastness, of being on abattlefield at night, where dozens of minor skirmishes were marked by transent
glows and glimmers among forests of columns. He ran to the staircase and sprinted up it.

Thetherma cutter he had tucked into his belt felt secure at hisleft side, but the pistol began to loosen
dueto the action of his. body and hetook it into hisright hand. It was dmost certain that Lutze and Theo
Werry had preceded him on the same route, and therefore he felt safe from booby traps and their
proximity fuses, but the time had come to prepare for an encounter with Lutze himsdlf. He had been on
the fourth floor when he shot Al Werry, but his climb to the roof of the hotel would have been hampered
by hisown injuries and, presumably, by the fact that Theo would be moving dowly in the lead. Hasson
estimated that he could catch up on the pair as early asthe eighth floor. He made sure the pistol's safety
catch was off and began to count the floors as he pounded hisway upwards through the VVulcanian
dimness,

Four flights of stepsto each floor, whichmeansi'mon . .. Orisit only three flights? PerhapsI'm
further upthan ...

Hasson and Barry Lutze saw each other in the same ingtant.

L utze was standing on a broad expanse of landing, looking upwards to where the stooped figure of
Theo Werry was feding hisway to the top of aflight of bare steps which were made hideousy
dangerous by the absence of an outer banister. As soon as L utze became aware of Hasson he dropped
on one knee and began firing with the police weapon he had taken from Henry Corzyn. Hasson, still
diding to ahdlt, had no place to hide, no timeto cry out or plan tactics. There could be nothing but the
basic surviva reaction. He raised his own pistol and worked the trigger asrapidly asits mechanism
would permit, filled with the Sick redlisation that he had blundered into what somewould describeasa
fair fight, aclassic sand-off whose result would be determined as much by the blindly spinning cylinders
of chance as by persona attributes of the contenders. The pistol recoiled againgt his hand again and
again, but never quickly enough, with a seeming aeon between each silent propulsive shock.

Two things occurred at once. A bomb detonated on alower floor, sending a sheet of amber and red
flame billowing up through a central well; and in the same ingtant - as though he had been caught in the



blast - Lutze wasflicked on to hisback. Stresswaves raced through the building, rippling the floor dabs
and initiating atrain of lesser explosons, but Lutze did not move. Hasson ran up to the landing, gun
self-conscioudy at the ready. Lutze waslying with both hands clapped to hisforehead, eyes glazed and
unseeing, mouth locked open in an expression of frozen surprise.

Hasson turned away from him and saw that Theo Werry had falen to hisknees. The boy was only
centimetres from the naked rim of amanmade abyss which terminated many floors below, and hewas
unsteadily rising to hisfeet. Hasson opened his mouth to shout awarning, but avision of what might
happen if he startled Theo sprang into his mind. He bounded up the stairs, threw an arm around Theo
and dragged him away from the edge. The boy began to fight against him

It'sdl right, Theo,' Hasson said firmly. Thisis Rob Hasson.'

Theo ceased to struggle. 'Mr Haldane?

That'swhat | meant to say. Come on - were getting out of here." Hasson gripped a strap of the boy's
harness and began drawing him down to the landing he had just quit. He guided him past L utze's body,
and away from the yawning mouth of the stairwell, to awindow in the outer wall. The dark world beyond
looked peaceful, sane and inviting. Hasson shoved the pistol into a pocket, took the thermal cutter from
his belt and set its controls.

I don't get it," Theo said, hisface turning from side to side. ‘How did you get here?

Sameway asyou did, son.'

‘But | thought you couldn't fly.'

T'vedoneahit in my time." Hasson activated the cutter, turning it into a sorcerer's sword of whitefire.

Itslight showed up the strain on Theo's dirt-streaked face. 'What happened to Barry?

'He had agun. He started shooting at me, and | had to shoot back.' Praying that Theo would not
pursue the line of questioning, Hasson turned to the Window and did thetip of the cutter through the
nearest pane. It went into the glasswith scarcely any resistance, causing roseate glowing dropsto course
down the surface.

'l heard my father shouting something at me afew minutes ago,' Theo said, raising hisvoice abovethe
background noisesin the building. 'Whereis he flow?

'WEell tak about that later, Theo - the main thing to worry about right now is. . .

'Did Barry shoot him?

I...I'mafraid that's what happened.’ Hasson moved the blade of the cutter sideways and diced
through abar of dloy. ‘Listen, Theo, I'm cutting us an escape door in awindow and we're going to be
out of herein aminute or two. | want you to get yourself ready to fly.'

Theo felt for hisarm and gripped it. 'He's dead, isn't he?

'I'm sorry - yes" Unableto look at the boy, Hasson concentrated dl his attention on the window and
felt adull puzzlement when he saw that asmdll circular hole had gppeared in one of the panes closeto his
face. Theturmoail of histhoughts - about Al Werry and his son and the need to get away from the burning
hotel - was so greet that the sudden presence of the hole in the glasswas an irrelevancy, or a most a
fringe phenomenon of little importance. Was the heat from the cutter distorting the window frame and
causng...?

A second hole appeared in the glass, and an incredible thought was born in Hasson's mind.

He spun round and saw Barry Lutze on hisfeet on the landing. Lutze till had one hand pressed to his
forehead, hisface was afearsome bloody mask, and he was using the gun - the gun Hasson had
neglected to kick clear of hisbody. In the act of turning Hasson, driven by pureingtinct, hurled the
thermd cutter. It flew in aseries of eccentric whirlslike abinary sun spinning around aninvisble
companion, touched L utze's Sde, clattered down on to the floor in afountain of sparks and disappeared
into the open pit of the stairwell. Lutze, who had aready been lurching unsteadily, fell to thefloor. A
sngle convulsvetwitch flailed hisfour limbs smultaneoudy, then he was motionless, converted inan
ingant from a human being into something that could have no connection with life.

Hasson, who had been under the impression that the cutter had practically missed Lutze, ran to the
body. The fleeting contact, the casud feather-flick from the sun-blade, had gouged a diagonal, smoking,



ruinous furrow through Lutze's chest. Thistime, it was obvious, there was no need to deprive him of
wegponry. Suppressing his natura reactions, Hasson strode to the stairwell and looked down, searching
for the cutter, but was unable to seeit. There was nothing but acomplex tunnedl of descending
perspectives, obscured by smoke and patchily lit by shafts of hellish light. Swearing hopelesdy, heran
back to Theo, who was still standing by the window looking stunned and frightened.

"Weve lost the cutter,’ Hasson said, trying to keep the panic out of hisvoice. ‘Do you know the way
out of here?

Theo shook his head. Theresadoor in the roof somewhere, but | couldn't find it. Somebody aways
led meinand out.’

Hasson welghed the odds, balancing one vision of dread against another, and cameto adecision.
‘Come on, son, we're going down and we've got to go fast.’

Hetook Theo's hand and dragged him towards the airs. The boy tried to hang back, but Hasson
was too strong for him and in afew seconds they were committed to a perilous plunge into the noisome
lower regions of the hotdl. Having surrendered himsalf, Theo did his best to match strides with Hasson,
but the task was an impossible one for ablind person and their descent became a sequence of mutual
collisons, near-fals and extended ankle- twisting dides. Only the fact that the banisters had been installed
on those flights saved them from disastrous spillsinto the centra well.

With each successive landing the heet, fumes and noise grew more intense, and when they findly
reached the second floor Hasson was appalled to find that it had begun to disintegrate. Some of the dabs
were humped like sand dunes and beginning to glow at the edges. Violent tremors coursed through the
structure, accompanied by avesome low-frequency groans which suggested that the floor would fall
through at any second.

Hasson pushed Theo towards the aperture in the large window. lie gripped the boy by the shoulders
and turned him round to face him, a the sametime activating his CG unit. The function light on the control
panel at Theo'swaist remained dead. Hasson's gaze traced a practised line over Theo's flight equipment,
and cameto afoundering hat at the dips which should have held the power pack. Hefdt hisface contort
with shock.

"Theo!" he shouted, thunderstruck by the magnitude of the discovery. 'Y our power pack | Where's
your power pack?

Theo's hand groped around the empty clips. ‘Barry took it . . . Mexico . . . | forgot.'

It'sdl right - there's no harm done." Hasson found his lips dragging themselvesinto the wan
semblance of a smile at the inappropriateness of hiswords as he disconnected his own power pack and
fastened it to Theo's harness.

'l just forgot,' Theo said. 'When | heard about Dad . . . What are we going to do?

"We're getting out of here, as planned,’ Hasson told him. Y ou're going first and I'll come after you
when | grab another pack.’

Theo's face turned towards the blazing interior of the hotel, blind but cognisant. 'How can you...?

‘Don't argue,’ Hasson ordered, completing the eectrical connections and bringing the vital pea-sized
dome of radianceinto being at Theo'swaist.

"We could try it together,’ Theo said. 'I've heard about people going piggyback.’

'Kids." Hasson pushed him into the rectangular aperture. 'Not grown men like us, Theo. Together
wed be way outside basic modular mass. And anybody's who's as keen on flying as you are ought to
know al about BMM and field collapse.' 'Bt..."

'‘Outside! I've set you a what ought to be just under height maintenance power for your weight, so
when you get out there just et yourself float away and sSink. Now ...gol" Hasson shoved Theo ashard as
he could, sending the boy tumbling into the cool black sanctuary of the night sky. Theo, feding himsdlf
topple, added theimpulsion of hisown legs, turning his exit into akind of sprawling dive which carried
him well beyond the field interference radius, out above the jewelled geometries of the city. Heswamina
soft seaof air.

Hasson watched him curve away out of sight, then became aware that the floor dab under hisfeet had
begun to shudder and stir like something possessed of life. He moved off it towards the sairs, feding



curious rather than immediately threatened, and in that instant the dab exploded into fragments. Some
piecesfel to the floor below, others were carried upwardsin aroaring gout of fire which madethe
landing as bright as day and seared the moisture from Hasson's eyes. He threw himsdlf on to the Staircase
and ran for the upper floors, expecting at any second to find himself treading empty space. Other
ominous rumbles coupled with an increase in the generd brightness told him that the structure of the hotel
was beginning to succumb to the ondaught on an increasing scale.

Hetried to increase his speed, forcing histhighsto reach high with every stride, and his breath began
to come in raucous, throat-tearing gasps. When he had been running for what felt like avery longtimea
new fear began to manifest itself, afear that he might unwittingly have passed thelevel on which Lutze's
body lay. Or, or, supposing that L utze had managed to survive a second apparently mortal wound, even
for ashort time, and was no longer on the landing? L ooking upwards, Hasson saw that he was reaching
the point where the metal banister ceased to skirt the edge of the stair and he was able to establish his
position. He stiff-armed himself away from thewall on to the next expanse of floor and experienced a
moment of profound relief when he picked out theinert form of Lutze lying exactly where he had last
seenit.

Crossing to the body, he dropped on to his knees and cast about him, expecting to locate the oblong
mass of Theo's power pack either in Lutze's clothing or on the floor nearby. He was unableto find it. He
raised his head and extended the scope of his search, only to discover that in thefitful and uncertain light
every piece of litter and builder's rubble promised to be a power pack and almost immediately reveaed
itself to be something e se.

A bomb exploded on one of the floors he had passed seconds earlier, producing the now familiar
upsurges of flame and horizontal billowings of dust and smoke. Accompanying the blizzard of paper and
plastic scraps there came aheaving of the floor, an uneasy sense of loosening.

Hasson redlized that even in the period of dire extremity he had been indulging one part of his nature,
claming the luxury of fastidiousness. Herolled Lutzes body on to its Side, exposing the black-lipped
obscenity of the fatal wound, and unclipped the power pack from the dead man's harness. The unit itsdlf
and the dectrica connectors were dimed with dark blood. Hasson stood up, clutching the unit to his
chest, and loped wearily towards the Sairs.

His upward progress was now complicated by the absence of a banister. The prolonged and
punishing exertion was robbing hislegs of both strength and control. There was an increasing tendency
for hiskneesto buckle and for hisfeet to come down some distance from their point of aim - but with no
balugtrade at his sde the dightest sumble could have resulted in aone-way trip to theinferno of thefirst
floor. Into the bargain, he was now in asection of the hotel which, for al he knew, had not been
traversed since Morlacher had planted his over-powered booby traps, which meant there was anew risk
of being swatted into oblivion by an unseen hand. The remnants of his powers of thought told him it wasa
hazard that would have to be accepted - to get out of the hotel he would haveto go all the way to the
roof and find the exit used by Barry Lutze and the other agrid trespassers. It was adismal and dangerous
prospect, but the only one opento him.

Having managed to project histhoughts a short distance into the future, Hasson - above the agonised
pumping of histhighs and the bellows-sound of his breathing - began to specul ate about whether the Stair
he was climbing would terminate in adoorway to the roof. There had been plansfor roof gardens and
swimming pools, so it waslikely that there would be provison for public access by stair aswel asby the
elevator service. Spurred on by the hope of perhaps suddenly and easily finding himself outsidein the
clean starry air, Hasson turned his gaze upward, wondering if he would be ableto identify the top landing
when it cameinto view.

In the event there was no difficulty. The entire top storey of the hotel wasfilled with an impenetrable,
rolling layer of smoke and fumes which extended dmaost from floor level up to theinvisible ceiling.

Hasson sank down, winded, on the flight of steps which danted on to the uppermost floor, feding like
aman under Sege as hetook stock of his surroundings. The underside of the metres- thick blanket of
smoke was defined with surprising sharpness. It shifted and heaved and puckered like the surface of a
dow-boiling soup which was being seen through an inverting lens, and there was athin stratum of clear



ar between it and the floor. Peering horizontally through the trand ucent sandwich, Hasson was ableto
discern the beginnings of yet another flight of steps at the opposite Side of the landing. The treads were
narrower than those upon which he sat, and the conviction grew in him that they led directly to adoor
which opened on to the hotel roof.

Heforced himsdf to remain at rest for the space of afew more bregths, gathering oxygen into his
system, then he stood up, locked his chest muscles, and ran for the ascending stairway. Hisfeet found the
steps seemingly without his guidance, and he hurled himsdf blindly upwards, going asfast as he could,
awarethat even oneinhaation of the reeking blackness surrounding him could result in caamity. Almost
at once anew thought occurred - how could he be sure that the stairs he was now on followed the same
layout as those below? How did he know he was not about to plunge over an unguarded edge? Fending
the thought off he kept running, trailing ahand aong aroughcast wal, until he reached asmall landing and
ameta door. The door was bolted, padlocked, immovable.

Almogt grateful that the door, because of its patent solidity, had not tempted him to wastetimein
trying to force it, Hasson turned and ran back the way he had come. He reached his starting point just as
his lungs were giving out and hunkered down on the steps. Tatters of acrid smoke clinging about him
flayed hisnogtrils and throat, triggering about of coughing. He clung to the steps until the convulsons
ended, apart of hismind disdaining involvement, using the moments of astra detachment to analyse the
gtuation.

From the moment he had entered the Chinook Hotel hislife had depended on interplays of forces.
Some of the factors he had contended with had been human, others had been purely physical - and not
al of them had worked entirely to his disadvantage. The design and topography of the building, for
example, had conspired to give him some respite, some time to manoeuvre. A firewaslikeaprimevd jet
engine, needing air intakes and an efficient exhaust before it could attain its full deadly splendour. Thefact
that the roof of the hotel remained unvented and intact - as evidenced by the trapped pall of smoke - had
denied thefirethe upward exhaust it craved, dowing its progress, cramping its naturd style. Had the
layer of smoke and fumes not been able to form, he, Rob Hasson, would no longer be alive, having been
engulfed and incinerated at amuch earlier stage. It was unfortunate-though no indication of maice on the
part of the physical world - that the same toxic cloud was now making it impossible for him to search for
the only escape route to the outsde universe.. . .

Far below Hasson a cataclysm overtook part of the edifice of doping stair beams upon which he was
poised. There was a gargantuan shuddering and thundering which suggested that whole flights of gairs
were breaking free of their supports and dropping like carelesdy released playing cards. Currents of hot
gas geysered up through the central well beside him, churning the overhanging canopy of smoke.

Hasson uttered an involuntary moan as the staircase on which he was perched gave atentative lurch.
He crawled forward on to the floor proper, pressing himself downwardsto stay within the wafer of lucid
air, holding his breath each time a disturbance enveloped him in the smothering lower reaches of the
cloud. Even at floor level the air was now so polluted asto abrade the tissue of hislungs, and he began a
dow steady coughing. A lurid redness began to pulsein hisvision.

Hasson blinked his eyes, squinting ahead through his two-dimensiond continuum, making the belated
discovery that the shifting red light was not a subjective phenomenon, but something that had itsoriginsin
the externd world. Driven by impulses beyond his understanding, he squirmed forward, towards the
source of theintermittent radiance. Eventudly, an incaculable timelater, he found himself lying on the
shore of acircular lake.

He shook his head, trying to restore a sense of scale, the ability to relate to his environment.

What he was seeing was not alake, not apond, not apool. It was. . . an elevator shaft.

Hasson |ooked down into the shaft - narrowing his eyesinto ditsto combat a hot upward draught -
into its dwindling, receding tel escopic sections, the aternating concentric rings of darkness and orange
firewhich had at their distant hub asmall, black, unwinking eye.

The eye hypnotised him, beguiled him, seduced him.

Hasson broke free of it with an effort and turned his attention to the massy oblong block of the power
pack gill clutched in hisleft hand. Herolled on to his side and, working with the languid precision of a



man in atrance, fitted the unit into the vacant retaining clips, noting as he did so that the metal case had a
heat scar which meant it could have been grazed by the therma cutter which had ended Barry Lutze's
life. Hewiped adark and tacky residue off the two electrical connectors and locked them into the
adjoining counter-gravity generator on his belt. Nothing remained for him to do now but to rotate the
magter control, thus energising the flight system, and step into the waiting elevator shaft and fall to safety.
Hasson mused briefly, making himself ready.

It was, of course, an unorthodox means of taking to the air - one not recommended by any of the
numerous manuas on techniques of persond flight. The CG field would be disrupted and unable to take
effect within the confines of the elevator shaft, which meant he would fall fourteen storeys and more,
passing well clear of the underside of the hotel, before any lift would be generated. The total free drop
would be something like sixty metres, adistance he would cover in approximately four seconds, making a
small alowance for air resistance. It was, granted, an unpleasant and uncomfortable way to embark on a
flight, the sort of thing which might upset a nervous person or araw beginner, but it was nothing, nothing
at al, to an experienced air cop who in the course of an arrest had once plunged three thousand metres...

Hasson rotated the master control on hisbelt panel - and smiled atremulous, disbelieving smile when
he saw that the function light had not begun to glow. The message, if he accepted it, wasthat his
counter-gravity harness was inoperétive, that he had no chance of escape.

I'll tell you three things this might mean, he said to himself, dulling his reactions with textbook
pedantry. Then I'll tell you the onething it DOES mean.

It might mean you're getting no power, but that isn't definite. Current could be coming through, but the
microprocessor in the monitor circuits may have decided that the power pack is not in the peak of
condition. The microprocessor doesn't seem to know what an emergency is- it treats every take-off as
the beginning of an eight- hour demondtration flight.

It might mean that you damaged the CG generator when you hit that window frame down on the
second floor, but that isn't too likely - those units are built to withstand afair amount of abuse.

It might mean that the function light itself is broken - that's been known to happen, though not very
often.

There was alouder, more immediate and more threatening rumble not far away, in the direction of the
staircase he had recently vacated, and the ceiling of smoke became agitated, pushing down on him likea
digphragm. Still lying on hisside, he drew his knees up and closed his eyes.

And the one thing it DOES mean - Rob, Mr Hasson, Sir - isthat you would stay up here and
suffocate rather than take that drop. Who could blame you? Who in hisright mind would chooseto fall
fourteen stories through ablazing building . . . and came out of it into thin air higher than the Empire State
Building ... with dl that distance till below him, still to drop . . . without knowing whether his CG harness
was going to work or not? It'simpossible. Beyond reason. And yet . . . And yet . .

Hasson stirred, moved closer to the grinning edge, and looked down into the descending and receding
fiery circlets of the shaft. Helooked into the black centra disk - at thefar sde of which theworld lay
waiting - and understood that it was not an eye at dl, that hisfather was not watching him, that nobody
was watching him. He was done. It was entirely up to him whether he choseto die, or to be born again.

He made the decison by rdaxing hismuscles, dlowing himsdf to fadl forward, giving himsdf upto a
lazy dream-like tumbleinto the unknown,

Four seconds.

Mesasured by norma human time scales, four secondsisavery brief interval - but Hasson was
receiving incomparably vivid senseimpressons at acinematic rate, and for him al clocks stopped and the
heavens ceased to spin. He had ample time in which to glimpse the flaming battlefields of successve
floors, to fed himsdlf breast the battering sound waves of their passing, to endure the growing emptiness
in his ssomach which told him he was gathering speed in response to the earth's silent and deadly
summons, to experience the dternation of light and shade, heat and comparative coolness, to think, to
scheme, to dream, to scream. . .

And when, findly, in the murmurous, wind-rushing darkness - with the hotd receding above him likea
black sun - he felt the counter-gravity harness begin to gather lift, to bring order into . howling chaos, he



truly had been born again.
deven

Al Werry and Henry Corzyn were buried in neighbouring graves on the sunlit, south-facing dope of a
cemetery closeto Tripletree.

Hasson, native of an idand where cremation had long been compulsory, had never witnessed a
traditiond interment. The buria ceremonies he had seen portrayed in televised holoplays had prepared
him for asurfeit of sombre emotion, but the actuality was strangely tranquil. There was a sense of
rightness about the return to the earth which left him, if not comforted, in some measure reconciled to the
factsof lifeand desth.

Throughout the ceremony he remained apart from the main body of mourners, not wishing to make
any statement about his relationship with Werry by joining any particular group. Sybil Werry, who had
flown in from Vancouver, stood close to her son. She was asmal dark woman, whose dightness of build
made the fourteen year old beside her appear tal and unexpectedly mature. Theo Werry kept his head
erect, making no attempt to hide histears, following with dight movements of his sensor canethe fina
lowering of hisfather's coffin. Looking at the boy, Hasson could see clearly on hisface the imprinted
features of the man he was to become.

May Carpenter and her mother, discreetly veiled, formed part of a separate eement containing Dr
Drew Callins and others who were strangers to Hasson. May and Ginny had moved out of the house a
few hours before Sybil Werry's arrival and were staying in another part of Tripletree. Not far away from
them stood the disparate figures of Victor Quigg and Oliver Fan, both scarcely recognisable when attired
informa black. Behind the knots of individuds, placing them in acommon frame of reference, the city
parkled cleanly and uncaringly in the distance benesth the pastel traceries of its aeria highways. Hasson
saw everything with an intensaly detailed clarity which told him it was a scene he would revist many times
in memory.

As so0n as he got back to the house he went to his room, which the sun on the drawn blinds had filled
with parchment-coloured radiance. He laid out his belongings and, working with cam concentration,
began packing them into anew set of flight panniers. There wasinsufficient room for everything that had
beenin his cases, but he had no hesitation in saecting the items he required and placing the othersin a
sprawling heap on the bed. He had been busy for about five minutes when he heard footsteps on the
landing and Theo Werry entered the room. The boy stood for amoment, turning and tilting his sensor
cane, then moved closer to Hasson.

'‘Areyou redly going, Rob? he said, hisface dert. 'l mean now, this afternoon.’

Hasson continued packing. 'If I go now | can be on the west coast before dark.’

"What about the tria? Aren't you supposed to wait around for that?

I'velogt interest in trias," Hasson said. 'I'm supposed to attend another onein England, and I've lost
interest inthat aswell.” ."They'll go looking for you.'

‘Theworld'sabig place, Theo, and I'm going to gallop off in al directions." Hasson paused to make a
proper acknowledgement of the boy's presence. That's another line from Stephen Leacock.’

Theo nodded and sat on the edge of the bed. 'I'll get around to reading him some day.’

‘Sure you will." A sudden renewa of sympathy made Hasson wonder if he was being too self-centred.
'Are you positive about not having those cataracts removed? Nobody would stop you having the
operation done on one eye, anyway.'

'I'm pogitive, thanks.' Theo spoke with the voice of an adult. 'l can wait a couple of years.

'If | thought you needed...’

It'stheleast | can do.' Theo smiled and stood up, rel easing Hasson from sdlf-imposed obligations.
'I'm going away mysdlf, you know. | talked it over with Mum last night and she says she has plenty of
room for mein Vancouver.' 'That's great, Hasson said awkwardly. ‘Listen, Theo. I'll go out there some
time and see you. Okay?

It'sfinewith me. The boy smiled again, too polite to show his dishelief, shook hands with Hasson



and |eft the room.

Hasson watched him depart, then returned to the task of loading his panniers with the essentidsfor a
protracted solo flight. He had no fixed destination in mind - only an instinctive need to travel south and
west, to begin his new life by pitting himsdlf againgt the ancient curving vastness of the Pacific Ocean, to
atonefor the years he had wasted in parochialism and conformity by losng himself in domainswheretime
and history had established no beachheads. A few minuteslater - al preparations completed, al regrets
put aside - he took off into the till blue air above Tripletree, and went for along walk in the sky.



