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PROLOGUE

My finger rests lightly on the black button.

The street beyond this wi ndow | ooks quiet, but | am not deceived -- for
nmy death lies out there, waiting. | had thought nyself prepared to face it,
yet now a strange timdity grips me. Having surrendered all claimto life,
amstill reluctant to die. The only parallel to this nood in ny experience is
that of a man whose marriage is failing (of such things | can sneak with sone
aut hority) but who |lacks the nerve or energy for adultery. He eyes another
worman squarely, with all the bol dness he can nmuster, and inwardly he begs her



to take the first step -- for, in spite of his yearnings, he cannot. In this
way then, | confront the sergeant whose arrest is so strict; in this way |
hesitate on the threshold of one of death's ten thousand doors.

My finger rests lightly on the black button.

The sky, too, |ooks peaceful, but | wonder. Up there in that vault of
wi nd-scoured pewer an aircraft may be preparing to unburden itself of a
man- made sun; at this exact second a mssile may be penetrating the upper
at nosphere am d a cloud of decoys and slowtunbling rocket casings. That way,
the whole town would go with me, but my consci ence can sustain the weight of
seventy thousand deaths as long as there is tinme to carry out the vow before
the fireball cones billow ng and spreadi ng.

As long as | press the black button

My left armhangs linp, and blood trickles warmy downward across the
pal m of that hand, tenpting me to close the fingers, to try holding on to
life. I can find no bullet hole in the material of ny sleeve -- the fibres
appear to have closed over it as do a bird' s feathers -- which seens strange,
but what do | know of such things?

How did I, Lucas Hutchman, an undi stingui shed nat hematici an, come to be
in this situation?

It should be instructive to consider the events of the past few weeks,
but I"'mtired and nmust be careful not to relax too nuch.

| must be prepared to press the black button

CHAPTER 1

Hutchman lifted the squared sheet fromhis desk, |ooked at it, and felt
somet hi ng very strange happen to his face.

Starting at the hairline, an icy sensation noved downward in a sl ow wave
over his forehead, cheeks, and chin. The skin in the region of the wave
prickled painfully as he felt each pore open and close in an insubstanti al

progression, like wind patterns on a field of grain. He put a hand to his
forehead and found it slippery, dewed with chill perspiration

_A cold sweat _, he thought, his shocked nmind seizing gratefully on the
irrelevant. _You really can break into a cold sweat -- and | thought it was

just a figure of speech_.

He nopped his face and then stood up, feeling strangely weak. The
squared sheet on the desk reflected sunlight up at him seenming to gl ow
mal evol ently. He stared at the close-packed strings of figures he had put
there, and his consciousness ricocheted away from what they represented. _\Wat
uni mpressi ve handwiting! In some places the figures are three, four tinmes
bi gger than in others. Surely that nust show | ack of character _.

Vague col ours -- nauve and saffron -- drifted beyond the frosted-glass
partition which separated himfromhis secretary. He snatched the rectangl e of
paper and cranmed it into his jacket pocket, but the area of col our was noving
toward the corridor, not comng his way. Hutchman opened the connecting door
and peered through at Muriel Burnley. She had the cautious, prissy face of a
vill age postm stress, and an incongruously vol uptuous figure which was not hi ng
but a source of enbarrassnent to her.

"Are you going out?" Hutchman said the first words that cane into his
head, meanwhil e | ooki ng unhappily around her office which was too small, and
choked with olive-green filing cabinets. The travel posters and plants with



whi ch Muriel had decorated it served only to increase the atnosphere of

cl austrophobi a. She glanced with resentful perplexity at her right hand on the
knob of the outer door, at the coffee cup and foil-w apped chocolate bar in
her left hand, and at the cl ock which registered 10:30 -- the tine at which
she al ways took her break with another secretary along the corridor. She did
not speak.

"I just wanted to know if Don's in this nmorning," Hutchman extenpori zed.
Don Spain was a cost accountant who had the office on the opposite side of
Miriel's and shared her services.

"Hm" Miriel's face was scornful behind the tinted prescription |enses
-- the exact colour of antique-brown glass -- which screened her eyes fromthe
world. "He won't be in for another half-hour -- this is Thursday."

"What happens on Thur sday?"

"This is the day he works at his other job." Miriel spoke with heavy
pati ence.

"Ch!" Hutchman recall ed that Spain made up the payroll for a small
bakery on the far side of town as a sideline and usually handed his work in on
Thur sdays. Havi ng out si de enpl oyment was, as Miuriel frequently pointed out, a
breach of conpany regul ati ons, but the main cause of her anger was that Spain
often gave her letters to type on behalf of the bakery. "All right, then. You
run al ong and have your coffee."

"I was going to," Muriel assured him closing the door firmy behind

her .

Hut chman went back into his own office and took the sheet of figures
fromhis pocket. He held it by one corner above the netal waste bin and
ignited it with his bulky desk cigarette lighter. The paper had begun to burn
reluctantly, with a surprising anount of acrid snoke, when the door to
Miriel's office was opened. Shades of gray noved on the frosted gl ass, the
blurred mask of a face |ooking his way. Hutchman dropped the paper, stanped it
out, and cramred it back into his pocket in one frantic noverment. A second
| ater Spain |ooked into the office, grinning his conspiratorial grin.

"Ho there, Hutch," he said huskily, "How re you getting on?"

"Not bad." Hutchman was flustered and aware he was showing it. "Not
badly, | nean."

Spain's grin wi dened as he sensed he was on to something. He was a
short, balding, untidy man with slate-gray jow s and an al nost pat hol ogi ca
desire to know everythi ng possi bl e about the private lives of his coll eagues.
H s preference was for material of a scandal ous nature, but failing that any
ki nd of information was al nost equally acceptable. Over the years Hutchman had
devel oped a fascinated dread of the little man and his patient, ferretting
nmet hods.

"Anybody aski ng about me this norning?" Spain came right into the
of fice.

"Not that | know of. You're safe for another week."

Spai n recogni zed the gi be about his outside work and his eyes | ocked
knowi ngly with Hutchman's for an instant. Suddenly Hutchman felt contam nated,
wi shed he had not made the reference which sonmehow had associated himw th
Spain's activities.

"What's the smell in here?" Spain's face appeared concerned. " Sonething
on fire?"
"The waste bin was smouldering. | threw a butt into it."

Spain's eyes shone with gleeful disbelief. "Did you, Hutch? Did you? You
m ght have burned the whole factory down."

Hut chman shrugged, picked up a file fromhis desk, and began studying
its contents. It was a summary of performance data froma test firing of a
pair of Jack-and-Jill missiles. He had already abstracted as nuch information
as he required fromit, but he hoped Spain would take the hint and | eave.

"Were you watching tel evision last night?" Spain said, his throaty voice
slurring with pl easure.

"Can't renenber." Hutchman shuffled graph papers determ nedly.



"Did you see that blond bit on the Mt Walters show? The one that's
supposed to be a singer?"

"No." Hutchman was fairly sure he had seen the girl in question, but he
had no desire to get involved in a conversation -- in any case, his view ng
time had been brief. He had glanced up froma book and noticed an unusually
pneurmatic fermal e figure on the screen, then Vicky had wal ked into the room and
switched the set off. Accusation and di sgust had spread like Arctic ice across
her features. He had waited all evening for an explosion, but this tine she
seened to be burning on a slow fuse.

"Singer!" Spain said indignantly. "It isn't hard to see how she got on
that show. | thought those ball oons of hers were going to cone right out every
time she took a breath.”

_What's going on here?_ Hutchman thought. _That's exactly what Vicky
said last night. What are they getting steaned up about? And why do they get
at me about it? |I've never exercised the _droit du_ casting director_.

" makes me laugh is all the fuss about too much viol ence on
tel evision," Spain was saying. "They never stop to think about what seeing al
t hese hal f-naked wonen does to a kid's mind."

"Probably makes themthink about sex," Hutchman said stonily.

"OfF course it does!" Spain was triunphant. "What did | tell you?"

Hut chman cl osed his eyes. _This . . . this thing standing before ne is
an adult nenber of the so-called human race. God help us. Nowis the tine for
all good parties to come to the aid of the nmen. Vicky gets jealous of electron
patterns on a cathode-ray tube. Spain prefers to see shadows of the Canbodi an
war -- those tortured wonen hol di ng dead babies with the blue-rimed bull et
holes in their downy skulls. But would this charred sheet of paper in ny
pocket really change anything? | CAN MAKE NEUTRONS DANCE TO A NEW TUNE -- but
what about the chorea which affects humanity?_

" all at it, all those whores you see on the box are at it. Al on
the gane. | wish I'd been born a woman, that's all | can say. |'d have nade a
fortune." Spain gave a throaty | augh.

Hut chman opened his eyes. "Not fromme, you wouldn't."

"Am | not your type, Hutch? Not intellectual enough?"

Hut chman gl anced at the | arge varni shed pebbl e he used for a paperwei ght
and i magi ned smashing Spain's head with it _Plea: justifiable insecticide._.
"CGet out of ny office, Don -- | have work to do."

Spain sniffed, producing a glutinous click in the back of his nose, and
went through into the connecting office, closing the door behind him The gray
abstract of his figure on the frosted glass hovered in the region of Miriel's
desk for a few mi nutes, acconpani ed by the sound of drawers being opened and
papers riffled, then faded as he noved into his own room Hutchman watched the
pantomi nme with increasing self-disgust for the way in which he had never once
cone right out and told Spain what he thought of him _I can make neutrons
dance to a new tune, but | shrink fromtelling a human tick to fasten onto
someone else_. He took a bulky file marked "secret"” fromthe secure drawer of
his desk and tried to concentrate on the project which was paying his salary.

Jack was a fairly conventional ground-to-air mssile enploying the
si mpl est possi bl e gui dance-and-control system that of radio conmand fromthe
firing station. It was, in fact, a nodification of an earlier Westfield
def ensi ve missile which had suffered froman ailnent common to its breed --
| oss of control sensitivity as the distance between it and the
| auncher/control consol e conplex increased. Westfield had conceived the idea
of transferring part of the guidance-and-control systemto a second missile --
Jill -- fired a fraction of a second |later, which would follow Jack and rel ay
data on its position relative to a noving target. The systemwas an attenpt to
preserve the sinplicity of conmand-I|ink gui dance and yet obtain the accuracy
of a fully autonmated targetseeking device. If it worked it would have a
respectable range, high reliability, and low unit cost. As a senior
mat hematician with Westfield, Hutchman was ehgaged on rationalizing the nmaths,
pari ng down the variables to a point where Jack and Jill could be directed by



somet hing not very different froma conventional firecontrol conputer

The work was of minimal interest to him-- being a far cry fromthe
formali sm of quantum nmechanics -- but the Westfield plant was close to Vicky's
honet own. She refused to consider noving to London, or Canbridge (there had
been a good offer fromBrock at the Cavendi sh), or any other center where he
could have followed his own star; and he was too commtted to their nmarriage
to think about separating. Consequently he worked on the nmathematics of
many-particle systens in his spare tine, nore for relaxation than anything
el se. Rel axation! The thoughts he had been trying to suppress tw sted upward
froma | ower |evel of his mnd.

_Qur own government, the Russians, the Anericans, the Chinese, the
French -- any and all of themwould snuff me out in a second if they knew what
is in my pocket. | can make neutrons dance to a new tune! _

Shivering slightly, he picked up a pencil and began work, but
concentration was difficult. After a futile hour he phoned the chief
phot ogr apher and arranged a showi ng of all recent filmon the Jack-and-Jil
test firings.

In the cool anonynmous darkness of the small theater scenes of water and
grainy blue sky filled his eyes, becanme the only reality, naking himfee
di senbodi ed. The dark snears of the m ssiles hovered and trenbl ed and swooped,
exhausting clouds of hydraulic fluid into the air at every turn, until their
nmotors flared out and they dropped into the sea, slowy, sw nging belowthe
orange nushroons of their recovery chutes. _Jack fell down and broke his
crown, and Jill_ . .

"They'l|l never be operational," a voice said in his ear. It was that of
Boyd Crangl e, assistant chief of prelininary design, who had conme into the
room unnoti ced by Hutchman. Crangl e had been opposed to the Jack-and-Jil
project fromits inception.

"Thi nk not ?"

"Not a chance," Crangle said with crisp confidence. "Al the al um ni um
we use in this country's aerospace industry -- it ends up being nelted down
and nade into garbage cans because our aircraft and m ssiles are obsol escent
before they get into the air. That's what you and | help to produce, Hutch
Garbage cans. It would be nmuch better, nore honest, and probably nore
profitable if we cut out the internediate stage and went into full-scale
manuf act ure of garbage cans."

"Or ploughshares. ™"

"Or what ?"
"The things we ought to beat our swords into."
"Very profound, Hutch." Crangle sighed heavily. "It's alnmost |unchtine

-- let's go out to the Duke and have a pint."

"No thanks, Boyd. |'m going horme for lunch, taking half a day off."
Hut chman was mildly surprised by his own words, but realized he really did
need to get away for a few hours on his owm and face the fact that the
equations he had witten on a single scrap of paper could nake hi mthe npst
i mportant man in the world. There were decisions to be made.

The drive to Crynchurch took | ess than half an hour on clear
al nost-enpty roads which | ooked slightly unfam liar through being seen at an
unfam liar tine of day. It was a fresh Cctober afternoon and the air which
| apped at the open wi ndows of the car was cool. Turning into the avenue where
he lived, Hutchman was suddenly struck by the fact that autum had arrived --
t he sidewal ks were covered with | eaves, gold and copper coins strewn by
ext ravagant beeches. _Septenber gets away every year, he thought. The
favourite month al ways runs through ny fingers before | realize it's begun_.
He parked outside the [ong, |ow house which had been a weddi ng present
fromVicky's father. Her car was m ssing fromthe garage whi ch probably neant
she was shopping in the town before picking up David at school. He had
del i berately avoided calling her to say he would be home. Wen Vicky was



working up to an enotional explosion it was very difficult for Hutchman to
t hi nk constructively about anything, and this afternoon he wanted his mind to
be cold and dark as an ancient wine cellar. Even as he let hinself into the
house the thought of his wife triggered a spray of nenory shards, fragnments of
the past stained with the di scordant hues of old angers and hal f-forgotten
di sappoi ntnents. (The time she had found Miriel's honme-tel ephone nunber in his

pocket and convinced herself he was having an affair: _I'Il kill you, Luke_ --
steak knife's serrated edge suddenly pressed into his neck, her eyes inhuman
as pebbles -- _|I know what's going on between you and that fat tart, and I'm
not going to let you get away with it_ . . . another occasion: a conputer
Operator had haenorrhaged in the office and he had driven her home -- _\Wy did
she cone to you? You hel ped her to get rid of sonmething! . . . a receding

series of mirrored bitternesses: _How dare you suggest there's anything wong
with ny mnd!' Is a woman insane if she doesn't want a filthy di sease brought
into the house, to her and her child?_ David' s eyes beseeching him |enses of
tears: _Are you and Mum going to separate, Dad? Don't leave. |I'Il do w thout
pocket nmoney. 1'll never wet ny pants again_.)

Hut chman put the past aside with an effort. In the cool ness of the
ki tchen he hesitated for a nmonent then decided he could do w thout eating. He
went into the bedroom changed his business clothes for slacks and a
close-fitting shirt, and took his archery equi pnent froma closet. The
| ustrous | am nated woods of the bow were glass-snoboth to his touch. He carried
the gear out to the back of the house, westled the heavy target of
coi |l ed-straw rope out of the toolshed and set it on its tripod. The origina
garden had not been | ong enough to acconmpbdate a hundred-yard green, so he had
bought an extra piece of ground and renoved part of the old hedge. Wth the
target in place, he began the soothing near-Zen ritual of the shooting --
placing the silver studs in the turf to mark the positions of his feet,
stringing and adjusting the bow, checking the six arrows for straightness,
arranging themin the ground quiver. The first arrow he fired ascended
cleanly, flashed sunlight once at the top of its trajectory, and dwi ndl ed from
sight. A nonent later he heard it strike with a firmnote which told himit
was close to center. Hi s binoculars confirned that the shaft was in the blue
at about seven o' cl ock

Pl eased at having judged the effect of the humidity on the bow s cast so
closely, he fired two nore sighting-in arrows, naking fine adjustnments on the
wi ndage and el evation screws of the bowsight. He retrieved the arrows and
settled in to shoot a York Round, meticulously filling in the points scored in
his record book. As the round progressed one part of his mnd becane utterly
absorbed in the struggle for perfection, and another turned to the question of
how wel | qualified Lucas Hutchman was to play the role of God

On the technical level the situation was dianond-sharp, unconplicated.
He was in a position to translate the figures scribbled on his charred sheet
i nto physical reality. Doing so would necessitate several weeks' work on
t housands of pounds' worth of electrical and el ectronic conmponents, and the
result would be a small, rather uninpressive machine.

But it would be a machine which, if switched on, would al nost
i nst ant aneously detonate every nucl ear device on Earth.

It woul d be an anti bonb machi ne.

An antiwar nmachi ne.

An instrument for converting megadeaths into megalives.

The realization that a neutron resonator could be built had come to
Hut chman one cal m Sunday norning al nost a year earlier. He had been testing
some ideas concerned with the solution of the many-particle tine-independent
Schr odi nger equation when -- quite suddenly, by a trick of conceptual parallax
-- he saw deeper than ever before into the mathematical forest which screens
reality fromreason. A tree |lane seenmed to open in the thickets of Hernite
pol ynom al s, eigenvectors, and Legendre functions; and shimrering at its
farthest end, for a brief second, was the antibonb machi ne. The path cl osed
agai n al nost at once, but Hutchman's flying pencil was recordi ng enough of the



| andmar ks, the phil osophical nmap references, to enable himto find his way
back again at a | ater date.

Accompanyi ng the flash of inspiration was a sem nystical feeling that he
had been chosen, that he was the vehicle for another's ideas. He had read
about the phenonenon of the sense of _givenness_ which often acconpani es
br eakt hroughs i n human t hought, but the feeling was soon obscured
consi derations of the social and professional inplications. Like the ninor
poet who produced a single, never-to-be-repeated classic, like a forgotten
artist who has created one deathl ess canvas -- Lucas Hutchman, an uni nport ant
mat hemat i ci an, could nake an indelible mark on history. If he dared.

The year had not been one of steady progress. There was one period when
it seemed that the energy levels involved in producing self-propagating
neut ron resonance woul d demand several times the planet's electrical power
out put, but the obstacle had proved illusory. The machine would, in fact, be
adequately supplied by a portabl e powerpack, its signals relaying thensel ves
endl essly fromneutron to neutron, harm essly and inperceptibly except where
t hey encountered concentrations close to critical mass. Then there had cone a
poi nt where he dreamed that the necessary energy levels were so _low_ that a
circuit diagram m ght becone the actual machine, powered by minute electrica
currents induced in the pencil lines by stray magnetic fields. O could it be,
he wondered in the vision, _that merely visualizing the coinpleted circuitry
woul d build an effective anal og of the machine in ny brain cells? Then woul d
mnd find its true ascendancy over matter -- one di spassionate intellectual
thrust and every nuclear stockpile in the world would consunme its masters

But that danger faded too; the maths was conpl ete, and now Hut chman was
face-to-face with the realization that he wanted nothing to do with his own
creation.

Voi ce from anot her dinmension, intruding: You' ve fired six dozen arrows
at a hundred yards for a total of 402 points. _The neutron resonator is the
ultimate defense_. That's your highest score ever for the range. _And in the
context of nuclear warfare the ultinmate defense can be regarded as the
ultimate weapon_. Keep this up and you'll top the thousand for the round. _If
| breathe a word of this to the Mnistry of Defence I'll sink without a trace,
into one of those discreet establishnments in the heart of "The Avengers"
country_. You've been chasing that thousand a long tinme, Hutch -- four years
or nore. _And what about Vicky? She'd go mad. And Davi d?_ Pull up the studs,
and ground quiver, and nove down to eighty yards -- and keep cool. _The
bal ance of nucl earpower does exist, after all -- who could shoul der the
responsibility of disrupting it? It's been forty-three years since Wrld Wr
Two, and it's becom ng obvi ous that nobody's actually going to use the bonb.
In any case, didn 't the Japanese who were incinerated by napal m out nunber
those unfortunates at H and N?_ Raise the sight to the eighty-yard mark, nock
the arrow, relax and breathe, draw easily, keep your |left elbow out, kiss the
string, watch your draw length, bowinb vertical, ring sight centred on the
gold, hold it, hold it, hold it.

"Why aren't you at the office, Luke?" Vicky's voice sounded only inches
behi nd hi m

Hut chman wat ched his arrow go wide, hit the target close to the rim and
al nost pass clear through the less tightly packed straw

"I didn't hear you arrive," he said evenly. He turned and exam ned her
face, aware she had startled himdeliberately but wanting to find out if she
was issuing a forthright challenge or was simulating i nnocence. Her
rust-col oured eyes nmet his at once, like electrical contacts finding sockets,
an interface of hostility.

_Al'l right_, he thought. "Wy did you sneak up on ne |ike that? You
ruined a shot."

She shrugged, wide clavicles seen with da Vincian clarity in the tawny
skin of her shoulders. "You can play archery all evening."

"One doesn't _play_ archery -- how many tines have | . . . ?"



He steadied his tenper. Msuse of the word was one of her ol dest tricks.
"What do you want, Vicky?"

"I want to know why you're not at the office this afternoon.” She
exam ned the skin of her upper arns critically as she spoke, frowning at the
sumer ' s fading tan which even yet was deeper than the anber of her sleevel ess
dress, face darkened with shadows of the introspective and secret alarns that
beautiful wormen sonetinmes appear to feel when | ooking at their own bodies. "I
suppose |'mentitled to hear."

"I couldn't take it this afternoon.” _|I can nake neutrons dance to a new
tune_. "Al right?"

"How nice for you." Disapproval registered briefly on the snooth-pl aned

face, |ike snoke passing across the sun. "I wish I could stop work when | fee
like it."
"You're in a better position -- you only start when you feel like it."
"Funny nman! Have you had | unch?"
"I"'mnot hungry. I'll stay here and finish this round." Hutchman w shed

desperately liat Vicky would | eave. In spite of the wasted shot he could stil
break the four-figure barrier provided he could shut out the universe, treat
every arrow as though it were the last. The air was immobile, the sun burned
steadily on the ringed target, and suddenly he understood that the eighty
yards of |awn were an uni nportant consideration. There cane a vast certitude
that he could feather the next arrow in the exact geometrical center of the

gold and clip its fletching with the others -- if he could be left in peace.
"I see. You want to go into one of your trances. Who will you inagine
you're with -- Trisha Garl and?"

"Trisha Garland?" A bright-red serpent of irritation stirred in the poo
of his mnd, clouding the waters. "Wio the hell's Trisha Garl and?"

"As if you didn't know "

"I"ve no idea who the lady is."

"Lady! That's good, calling that one a |ady -- that bedwarner who can't
sing a note and wouldn't know a lady if she saw one."

Hut chman al nost gaped -- his wife nust be referring to the singer he had
glinpsed on television the previous evening -- then a bitter fury engul fed

him _You're sick_, he raged inwardly. _You're so sick that just being near
you is making ne sick_. Aloud he said, calmy: "The last thing | want out here
i s sonebody singing while | shoot."

"Ch, you _do_ know who | mean." Vicky's face was triunphant beneath its
massi ve hel m of copper hair. "Wiy did you pretend you didn't know her?"

"Vicky." Hutchman turned his back on her. "Please put the Iid back on
the cesspit you have for a mind -- then go away fromnme before | drive one of
t hese arrows through your head."

He nocked another arrow, drew, and aimed at the target. Its shimrering
concentricities seemed very distant across an ocean of nalicious air currents.
He fired and knew he had plucked the string instead of achieving a clean
rel ease, even before the bow gave a di scordant, disappointed twang, even
before he saw the arrow fly too high and pass over the target. The single ugly
word he spat out failed to relieve the tensions racking his body, and he began
unbuckling his | eather armguard, pulling savagely at the straps.

"I"'msorry, darling." Vicky sounded contrite, like a child, as her arns
cane snaking round himfrombehind. "I can't help it if |I'mjealous of you."

"Jeal ous!" Hut chman gave a shaky | augh, maki ng the shocked di scovery
that he was close to tears. "If you found me ki ssing another woman and didn't
like it, that would be jeal ousy. But when you build up fantasies about people
you see on the box, torture yourself, and take it out on me -- that's
somet hing el se.”

"I love you so nuch I don't want you even to _see_ another wonan."

Vi cky's right hand slipped downward, purposefully, fromhis waist to his
groin, and at the sane instant he becane aware of the pressure of her breasts
in the small of his back. She rested her head between his shoul der bl ades.
"David isn't hone from school yet."



I'ma fool if I fall for this so easily_, he told hinself; but at the
same time he kept thinking about the rare event of the house being enpty and
avai |l abl e for unrestrai ned | ove-maki ng, which was what she had been
suggesting. She loved himso much she didn't want himeven to | ook at anot her
worman -- put that way, under these circunstances, it sounded al nost
reasonable. Wth Vicky's tight belly thrust determ nedly against his buttocks,
he coul d al nost convince hinself it was his own fault for inspiring such
devouring passion in her. He turned and allowed hinself to be kissed, planning
to cheat, to give his body and wi thhold his nmind, but as they wal ked back to
t he house he realized he had been beaten once again. After eight years of
marriage, her attraction for himhad increased to the point where he could not
even i magi ne having a sexual relationship with another woman.

"It's a hell of a handicap to be naturally nonoganous,"” he grunbl ed,
setting his equi pnent down outside the rear door. "I get taken advantage of."

"Poor thing." Vicky wal ked into the kitchen ahead of himand began to
undress as soon as he had cl osed the door. He followed her to their bedroom
shedding his own clothes as he went. As they lay together he slid his hands
under her and cl anped one on each shoul der, then secured her feet by pressing
upwards on the soles with his insteps, inmobilizing his wife in the physica
anal og of the mental curbs he had never been able to place on her. And when it
was all over he lay dreanmi |y beside her, conpletely without _triste_, hovering
deliciously between sl eep and wakeful ness. The worl d outside was the world he
had known as a boy lying in bed late on a sutmer's norning, listening to the
qui et sanity of barely heard garden conversations, mlk bottles clashing in
the street, the measured stroke of a hand-operated | awnmower in the distance.
He felt secure. The bonb, the whol e nucl ear doom concept, was outdated, a
little ol d-fashioned, along with John Foster Dulles and Senator MCarthy,
ten-inch tel evision sets and razoredge Triunph cars, the New Look, and the
white gulls of flying boats over The Solent. W passed a vital mlestone back
in July "66 -- the nmonth in which the interval between Wrld War One and World
War Two separated us fromV-J Day. _Looking at it dispassionately, fromthe
hi storical pinnacle of 1988, one can 't even inmagi ne them dropping the bonb_.

Hut chman was roused by a hammrering on the front door, and guessed that
his son had arrived home fromschool. He threw on sonme cl othes, |eaving Vicky
dozing in bed, and hurried to the door. David crowded in past himwordlessly
-- brown hair tousled, scented with Cctober air -- dropped his school bag with
a leathery thud and clink of buckles, and vanished into the toilet wthout
closing the door. His disappearance was foll owed by the sound of churning
wat er and exaggerated sighs of relief. Still suffused with relaxed optimnm sm
Hut chman grinned as he picked up the schoolbag and put it in a closet. _There
are levels of reality_, he thought, _and this one is just as valid as any
other. Perhaps Vicky is right -- perhaps the greatest and nost dangerous
m st ake an inhabitant of the gl obal village can nake is to start feeling
responsi ble for his neighbours ten thousand miles away. No nervous system yet
evol ved can cope with the guilts of others_.

"Dad?" David's smile was |udicrous because of its ragged energing teeth.
"Are we going to the stock-car racing tonight?"

"I don't know, son. It's a little late in the year -- the evenings are
cold out at the track."

"Can't we wear overcoats, and eat hot dogs and things like that to keep
war n"

"You know sonething? You're right! Let's do that." Hutchman watched t he
sl ow spread of pleasure across the boy's face. _Decision made and ratified._,
he thought. _The neutrons can wait for another dancing master. Now stir the
fire and close the shutters fast . . . . He went into the bedroom and roused
Vicky. "Get up, woman. David and | want an early dinner -- we're going to the
stock-car racing."

Vi cky straightened, pulled the white linen sheet tight around herself,
and lay perfectly still, hipless as an Egyptian munmy. "1'mnot noving til



you tell ne you love ne."
Hut chman crossed to the bed. "I do |ove you."
"And you'll never | ook at anyone el se?"
"I'"ll never | ook at anyone else."
Vi cky smled | anguorously. "Come back to bed."
Hut chman shook his head. "David's hone."

"Well, he has to learn the facts of life sometine.”

"I know, but | don't want himwiting an essay about us for the school
I've been branded as a drunkard since the one he did last nonth, and I'Il be
expelled fromthe PTAif word gets around that |I'ma sex maniac."

"Ch, well." Vicky sat up and rubbed her eyes. "I think I'lIl go to the

stock-car racing with you."

"But you don't enjoy it."

"I think I'Il enjoy it tonight."

Suspecting that Vicky was trying to atone for the scene in the garden
but gratified nonethel ess, Hutchman |l eft the room He spent an hour in his
study tidying up | oose ends of correspondence. Wen he judged di nner was
al nrost ready he went into the |ounge and m xed a | ong and rather weak whi sky
and soda. David was at the television set, working with the channel -sel ector
buttons. Hutchman sat down and took a sip fromhis glass, allowing hinself to
rel ax as the greens of the poplars outside darkened slightly in preparation
for evening. The sky beyond the trees was filled with dinmension after
di mensi on of tunbl ed clouds, kingdons of pink coral, receding toward infinity.

"Bl oody hell," David nuttered, punching noisily at the channe
sel ectors.

"Take it easy," Hutchman said tolerantly. "You' re going to weck the set
al together. What's, the trouble?"

"I turned on 'Grange Hill', and all | got was that." David' s face was
scornful as he indicated the blank, gently flickering screen

"Well you've got lines on the screen so they nust be broadcasting a
carrier wave -- perhaps you're too early."

"I"'mnot. It's always on at this tine."

Hut chman set his drink aside and went to the set. He was reaching for
the fine-tuning control when the face of a news reporter appeared abruptly on
the screen. The man's eyes were grave as he read froma single sheet of paper

"At approximately five o' clock this afternoon a nucl ear device was
expl oded over the city of Damascus, capital of Syria. The force of the
expl osi on was, according to prelimnary estimtes, approxi mately six negatons.
The entire city is reported to be a mass of flame, and it is believed that the
maj ority of Damascus's popul ati on of 550,000 have lost their lives in the
hol ocaust .

"There is, as yet, no indication as to whether the expl osion was the
result of an accident or an act of aggression, but an emergency neeting of the
Cabi net has been called at Westm nster, and the Security Council of the United
Nations will meet shortly in New York.

"Thi s channel has suspended its regul ar progranms, but stay tuned for
further bulletins, which will be broadcast as soon as reports are received."
The face faded quickly.

As he knelt before the blank, faintly hissing screen, Hutchman felt the
newly fanmiliar sensation of cold perspiration breaking out on his forehead.

CHAPTER 2



Avoi ding his son's perpl exed gaze, Hutchman wal ked slowy into the
ki tchen. Vicky was standing with her back to himas she prepared the neal. She
was singing and, as usual, looking slightly out of place in a role of such
utter donesticity. He hated having to destroy the evening they had wested
fromthe day's msery.

"Vicky," he said, alnost guiltily. "Something has happened. | just heard
a news flash on the television. They say Damascus has been w ped out by a
hydr ogen bonb."

"How awful ." Vicky turned, her hands full of diced cheese, and nodded
toward a gl ass-fronted cupboard. "How ghastly. Be a darling and reach me down
the smal | casserole. Does it nmean there's a war?"

He found the Pyrex dish nechanically and set it on the counter. "They

don't know who's responsible yet, but there could be half a mllion dead. Half
amllion!"

"I't was bound to happen sooner or later. Shall | make a sal ad?"

"Salad? 1. . . . Do we still want to eat?"

"What do you expect us to do?" Vicky exam ned himcuriously. "Lucas,
do hope you're not going to go all egotistical over this."

"Egoti stical ?"

"Yes -- your fanpus seeing-every-sparrowfall bit. There isn't one
person in the world who woul d benefit from your having a nervous breakdown,
but that doesn't stop you assum ng responsibility for things happening ten
t housand miles away."

"Damascus is nore |like two thousand miles."

"It wouldn't matter if it was two hundred miles." Vicky slamred the
casserol e down, sending a flat, ghostly billow of flour along the counter
"Lucas, you aren't even concerned wi th what happens next door, so kindly do us
all a favour and.

"I'"'m hungry," David announced fromthe doorway. "And what tine are we
goi ng out ?"

Hut chman shook his head. "lI'msorry, son -- we'll have to call it off
for tonight."

"Huh?" David's jaw sagged theatrically. "But you said.

"I know, but we can't go tonight."

"Why not ?" Vicky asked. "I hope you don't think I'"'mgoing to sit in
front of that television set all evening, listening to Robin Day and a band of
experts who have no idea what's going to happen next telling us what's goi ng
to happen next. W prom sed David we were going to the stock-car racing so
we're going."

A mural of shattered, tortured bodies pul sed monmentarily in Hutchman's
vision. He followed David back into the | ounge, where the television set stil
exhibited its slowrolling flickers, and sat down. David punched the channe
sel ector, got a vintageconedy filmand squatted contentedly to watch it.
Amazed and slightly reassured at finding a normal programon the air, Hutchman
pi cked up his drink and allowed his consci ousness to sink into the screen. A
frantic nmotor chase was taking place along the sparse, sunny avenues of
Hol | ywood in the Twenties. Hutchman ignored the central characters and studi ed
the i nhospitable frame buildings blistering in the |ost sunshine. To his eyes
t hey resenbl ed sheds nore than houses, yet they had been real, and by watchi ng
them cl osely he sonetines observed fragnments of real lives recorded in the
anci ent cellul oid. Anonynous lives, of dripping iceboxes and giant radios with
fretted wooden cases, but filled with the security of a past in which the
wor st that could happen to one was a few years on the breadline or, in
wartinme, a conprehensible death from machi ne-gun fire.

_I've got to do it_, Hutchman thought. _I've got to make the neutrons
dance_.



Fol  owi ng the vintage novie was a string of conmercials, nore nornmality
chopped up snmall. He was beginning to rel ax when the tel evision screen went
bl ank and abruptly cane to |ife again. A mushroom cloud, roiling but
nmoti onl ess, scul ptured, the white cubical buildings of Damascus hi dden under
its billowi ng fronds. The picture juddered and swung, obviously taken froma
hel i copter not equi pped with camera nmounts. Music filled the room strident
and urgent. _That dammed apocal yptic jangling_, he thought. _Couldn't they
have left it out for once? This isn't a dock strike or one of those eterna
gray trade-union conferences_. A news reporter appeared and began to speak
qui ckly and soberly. He repeated the basic known facts, adding that the death
roll was estimated at 400,000, and went on to sketch the feverish diplomatic
activity in various capitals. Further down the story cane an itemwhich, in
Hut chman' s estimation, should have been one of the nmajor headlines: "It is now
bel i eved that the nucl ear bomb was not delivered by a missile or by a mlitary
aircraft. Reports indicate that it was on board a civil airliner which was
passing over the city, making its approach to Mezze airport seven kil oneters
to the southwest, when the detonation occurred.

"The seat of Syrian governnent has been transferred to Al eppo, where
of fers of immediate aid and nessages expressing shock and synpathy have
al ready been received fromall Mddle Eastern countries, including |Israel and
the nmenbers of the League of Arab States, fromwhich Syria withdrew in Apri
| ast year.

"Al'l branches of the Syrian armed forces have been fully nobilized, but
in the absence of any obvi ous aggressor no nilitary action has yet been
undertaken. The entire country is in a state of stunned grief and resentnent.

Vi cky passed between Hutchman and the screen. "What's the latest? Is
there going to be a war?"

"I don't know. It |ooks as though the bonmb was on a civil airliner, so
some guerrilla organization could be behind it -- and there's a dozen or nore
for the Syrians to pick from"

"So there isn't going to be a war."

"Who knows? What do you call it when guerrillas can do a thing like
that? They've graduated from rocket attacks on nursery schools to . . . to .

"I mean a war that involves us." Vicky's voice was sharp, rem nding him
he was not permitted to indulge in vicarious guilt.

"No, darling," he said heavily. "The human race may be involved -- but
not us."

"Ch, God," Vicky whispered. "Pour ne a drink, Lucas. This |ooks I|ike
being a | ong hard evening."

As soon as they had finished eating, Hutchman went into the hall and
| ooked up the nunber of the stadi umwhere stock-car racing was held. He dial ed
it and listened to the blurry ringing tone | ong enough to convince hinself
there was going to be no reply. Just as he was putting the handset down it
clicked.

"Hello," a man's voice said hoarsely. "Bennett here."

"Hell o, Cryncthurch StadiunP?" Hutchman had been so certain there would be
no reply, he was tenporarily lost for words.

"That's right." The voice sounded suspicious. "Is that you, Bert?"

"No." Hutchman took a deep breath. "I'mcalling to see if the stock-car
racing will still be taking place tonight."

"Course it will, old son." The man's chuckle was like nails being shaken
in a bucket. "Wy shouldn't it be? The weather's just right, isn't it?"

"I guess so. | just wanted to make sure -- the way things are. "
Hut chman set the phone down and stood staring at his reflection in a
gold-tinted mrror. _The weather's just right -- no sign of fallout_.

"Who were you calling?" Vicky had opened the kitchen door and was



| ooking out at him

"The stadium" he said.

"\Why 2"

Hut chman | onged to ask her if it really made no difference to anybody,
one major city nore or less. "Checking the tine of the first race.”

She eyed hi m soberly then noved away into the kitchen, her own insular
uni verse, and a nonent |ater he heard her singing as she tidied up after the
meal . David energed fromthe kitchen, his jaws working furiously, and he went
into his bedroomtrailing a faint aronma of spearnmint. Hutchman tried hard to
pl ay the gane.

"David," he shouted. "What did | tell you about eating chew ng gun®"

"You told nme not to eat it."

"Well then?"

For a reply David gave the gum sone extra |oud chonps which were plainly
audi bl e through the cl osed door. Hutchman shook his head in rel uctant
admration. Hs son was as indomtable as only a healthy seven-year-old can
be. _But how nany indomnitabl e seven-year-olds had died in Damascus? Six
t housand or so? And how about the equally indomtable six-year-olds, and the

five-year-olds, and the. . . ?2_
"Leave David alone," Vicky said, passing himon her way into their
bedroom "What harmwll a little chewing gum do hinP"

The wall's, which had been falling toward Hutchman, shrank back into
pl ace. "You know he al ways swallows the stuff." He forced his lips to formthe
words, his mind to accormpdate the domestic triviality. "lIt's totally
i ndi gestible."

"What of it? Cone and help nme dress.” He followed her into the bedroom
shamm ng response to the coquetry, setting his course on the oceans of tine
whi ch woul d have to be crossed before he could Iie down and | ose hinself in
sl eep.

The attendance at the stadi umwas about average for the time of year
Hut chman sat al oof in the airy darkness of the stand, unable to derive any
warnth fromthe presence of his wife and son, unable to conprehend the
spectacl e of slithering, jouncing, colliding vehicles. Wen finally he got to
bed sl eep cane al nost i medi ately.

Dr eam uni verses spun like roulette wheels, unreality and reality flowed
and sifted through each other, producing transient amal gans, sol arized col ours
darting and spreadi ng anong crystal lattices of probability. Hutchman is a

sol dier -- strangely, because he had never been in the arny -- and he is
wal ki ng through the narrow, congested streets of an Eastern city. He has a
conpani on, another soldier, and the city is. . . Damascus. Naturally Danascus.
Hadn't somet hi ng awful happened there? Somet hi ng unt hi nkabl e? But the city is
not quite real. All perspectives are choked, claustrophobic -- this is the

M ddl e East of a | ow budget novie. The heat and dust are real enough, though
A kind of market square -- and there's a wonan. A Rita Mireno type of woman.

Hut chman and the ot her sol dier speak to her, boldly, making their desires
clear without actually stating them The worman | aughs delightedly, then
invites themto cone honme and have stew with her fanmly. _You' re on, Hutch_ --
if only the other soldier would renove his insensitive, intruding presence.
But he won't. There is rivalry there, nuch overpl ayed gallantry, displays of
coarse wit mingled with, supposedly, unconceal abl e fl ashes of genui ne warm
attraction. Very nuch the mixture as before, but the wonan enjoys it.

Her house is a dark place. Small rooms and walls that seemto be nade of

not hi ng el se but carpets -- oh, this is vintage Abbott-and-Costello stuff.
Al t hough the worman is real. Real enough, anyway. As she sits down on the floor
her navel is lost anbng small, satisfying rolls of fat. Her nother is

predi ctably huge and notherly, noving about, putting a black-iron pot of water
on an open fire in the center of the room She adds vegetables to the water in
the pot, smiles, begins stirring it, and it snells good. Hutchman and the
other soldier are still jockeying for the woman, _but suddenly he notices
there is a big, pale green lizard swiming around in the pot_. He has not seen



the nother dropping it in, but he announces that he could not eat any of the
stew. Imrediately the woman is concerned. It's all right, she assures him --
that isn't a real lizard

It 1ooks real to ne.

No. We've been nmeking this kind of stew around here for thousands of
years, always with the sanme ingredients. And every time the mixture reaches
the boil one of these things appears in it. They sinply _happen_.

Spont aneousl y.

| still say it's a real lizard

It isn't -- it has no soul, and it feels no pain. The worman junps to her
feet and snatches the lizard out of the pot. See! She drops it right into the
mddle of the fire. It lies there, hissing and crackling, making no attenpt to
escape fromthe searing heat, and its shiny black eyes are fixed on
Hut chrman' s.

| told you so, the woman says. The other sol dier goes back to his
anor ous snuggling, but now Hutchman finds her repul sive. The lizard swells up
horribly and bursts -- all without struggling to get off the gl ow ng cinders
-- and the whole tine its eyes are staring straight into Hutchman's eyes,
reproachfully, intently. It seems to be trying to tell him sonething. He gets
to his feet and runs out of the house, and his horror is mingled with guilt --
as though he had betrayed the creature in sonme way.

_But it just lay on the fire_, he protests. _It sat there and let itself
be burned_.

He |ay between the sheets, appalled, for a long time. Fluffy little
particles of light drifted down fromthe sky, floated in through the bedroom
wi ndow and sought out their assigned positions, gradually recreating the walls
and furniture exactly as they had been yesterday. Vicky was sl eeping
peaceful ly close by, but he derived little reassurance from her presence. The
ghastly mood of the dreamwas still upon him its synbolismbaffling and
i npenetrable, yet creating in his mnd a counter-reality in which all the
ancient verities no |longer stood firm

Al'l he knew for certain was that he was now conmitted to building the
anti bonb machi ne.

CHAPTER 3

Whi |l e Hutchman was listening to the breakfast-time news Vicky sw tched
the radio off twice, conplaining that she had a headache. He got up fromthe
table each tinme and switched the set on again, but at reduced volune. There
was news of sporadic fighting on Syria's borders with Turkey and Iraq,
apparently triggered off by sheer frustration on the part of the Syrians, plus
multil ayered reports of UN neetings and di plomatic activities in a dozen
capitals, statenents by obscure liberation fronts, hints at vast fleet
nmoverents in the Mediterranean. Hutchman, his senses drowning in the norning
sunlight and the welter of domestic i mediacy, was able to absorb little of
the world situation beyond the fact that as yet no aggressor had been

identified. He perforned a nunber of rituals -- tying David' s shoel aces,
taki ng fresh yoghurt out of the culture box, setting a halibut |iver-oi
capsul e beside each plate -- while his mnd made the first tentative

assessment of what could be involved in actually building the machine.
Produci ng the maths for a neutron resonator had been one thing, but



translating it into functioning hardware was a daunting prospect for a

t heoretician, especially one depending on private means. The machi ne was goi ng
to cost nmoney. _Real _ nobney -- perhaps enough to necessitate nortgaging the
house whi ch, ever-present thought, had been given to them by Vicky's father

To start with, all Hutchman had was a frequency corresponding to a
fractional - Angstrom wavel ength, and the only conceivable way to produce energy
at that precise frequency was with a cestron | aser

Probl em nunber one: there were, as far as he knew, no cestron |lasers in
exi stence. Cestron was a recently discovered gas, a short-lived product of the
praseodyni um i sot ope, and wi thout the guiding star of Hutchman's maths there
had been no reason to use it as the basis of a laser. He would have to build
one from scratch

Staring at his son's daydream ng face across the breakfast table,

Hut chman felt hinself slide into a depressed unease as he considered the
practical difficulties. His first requirenment was for enough unstable
praseodyni umto produce, say, fifty mlliliters of cestron. He would al so need
a crystal of praseodymiumfor use in the laser's exciting circuitry, and the
circuits thenselves were going to be difficult to build. Hutchman had a little
practical experience in electronics, but a machine to handl e frequencies in
the 6 x 10718 Hertz bracket woul d enpl oy tubul ar wavegui des in place of wires.
_It'"s going to look nore |ike a piece of plunmbing than_ . .

"Lucas!" Vicky tapped his plate with her fork. "Are you just going to
just sit around broodi ng?"

"I"'mnot brooding" . . . _and the radiation's going to be hot stuff.
More dangerous than X-rays -- 1'll need shielding -- and it'll have to be
coupled in to the laser optically. That means buying gold plates and using one
of those spinning concavem rror arrangenents to_ . .

"Lucas!" Vicky tugged angrily at his sleeve. "At |east answer David when
he speaks to you."

"I"'msorry." Hutchman focused his eyes on David who now had his schoo
bl azer on and was about to | eave. "Have a good day, son. Did you finish your
spel i ngs I ast night?"

"Nope." David tightened his |lips obstinately, and the face of the nan he
woul d one day beconme momentarily overlaid his features.

"What will you say to the teacher?"

“I'"1l tell her. . . ." David paused for inspiration to stick her
head down the lavatory." He strode out of the kitchen and a few seconds | ater
they heard himslamthe front door as he left for school

"He tries to sound tough at home, but Mss Lanbert tells nme he's the
qui etest boy in his class,"” Vicky said.

"That's what worries ne. | wonder if he's all that well adjusted to
school . "

"David is perfectly adjusted." Vicky sat down at the table and poured a
second cup of coffee, not enquiring if he would like one -- a sign that she
was annoyed with him "You could give himnore help with his homework."

Hut chman shook his head. "Telling a kid the answers to his homewor k
probl ems doesn't help him Wat |I'mdoing is teaching hima system of thought
which will enable himto solve _any_ kind of problemregardl ess of. "

"What does David know about systens of thought?" Vicky's voice was
scor nf ul

"Not hi ng, " Hut chman said reasonably. "That's why I'mteaching him" He
felt a flicker of malicious pleasure as Vicky conpressed her |ips and
hal f-turned away fromhimto increase the volunme on the radio. On an average
of once a week he cut her short in an argunent by the sinple, though logically
irrelevant, expedient of answering a rhetorical question as though it had been
posed seriously. Vicky never rephrased the question. He suspected this was
nerely because she had an instinctive contenpt for formalism but its effect
was roughly equivalent to a conclusive victory on his part. Now that Vicky had
chosen to listen to the radio she seened to be shutting himout, addressing
all her being to it. The nmorning sun reflected upward fromthe floor



permeating her dressing gown with light, making the flesh of exposed breast
and thigh creany and powdery and translucent. _A good norning for going back
to bed for an hour_, Hutchman thought, but there was a sensation of guilt. The
vision of Vicky and hinself on the |ush, soundl ess divan was bl eached into the
mur al of broken bodies which flared behind his eyes. _How many indonitable
seven-year-olds had died in Damascus? And how many . . . ?

"Ch, Christ!" Vicky switched the radio off with a violent flourish. "Did
you hear that?"

"No. "

"Some pop singer has burned down his house in Virginia Water -- as a
protest."”

"A protest?" Hutchman spoke absent-mindedly. It had just occurred to him
that he was going to need a gas centrifuge to purify the cestron sufficiently
for use in a |aser.

"Wth full press and television coverage, of course. How nmuch do you
think the publicity will be worth to hinP"

"Perhaps he wasn't |ooking at it that way."

"Perhaps ny ass," she said with uninspired coarseness. "You don't
understand the whole 'Be a nmillionaire for peace' philosophy, Lucas. The
thing, is to do exactly what you want to do, gratify every dirty or selfish
little desire you have, but proclaimloudly that you' re doing it for peace.
That way you can have a hell of a good tine and still feel norally superior.”

"There's no point getting into a state about it." Hutchman was suddenly
i mpatient to get into the office and start going through Westfield s catal ogue
library. He should al so be able to get advice from soneone in the purchasing
depart ment .

"I can't stand hypocrisy," Vicky snapped.

"There's hypocrisy about hypocrisy,"” Hutchman said incautiously, his
t hought s now wholly centered on the anti bonb machi ne.

"What do you nean?"

Hut chman saw t he danger of suggesting that his wi fe was jeal ous rather
than indignant. "Nothing. Just playing with words." He swallowed the cold
remai nder of his coffee, not because he wanted it, but to indicate that he was
inahurry to go to work.

Wal ki ng through the Westfield research building toward his office, he
saw the first indications that the annihilation of a crowmded city had made
some kind of mark on everyday life. A few of the smaller offices and cubicles
were enpty, and others were unusually popul ated as staff got together to
di scuss the newscasts. There was an at nosphere of tension, heightened rather
than relieved by occasional bursts of defiant |aughter. Hutchman was strangely
reassured. He knew perfectly well that Vicky was capabl e of concern for other
human beings -- nore than once she had fled fromthe roomin tears when
surprised by the face of a murdered child on the tel evision screen -- but her
determ ned, pragmatical insularity of the previous evening had frightened him
That, perhaps, was what the dream had been about. A wonman, a wonb-carrier, a
life-source, looking at death with coolly disinterested eyes.

Muriel Burnley arrived at his office at the sane tine as Hutchnman. She
was carrying the straw basket which served her in place of a handbag, arid
under her armwas a roll of paper which | ooked |ike yet another travel poster
for her office.

"Good norning, M. Hutchman," she said watchfully, the verbal equival ent
of moving pawn to king four in the day's new battle.

"Morning, Muriel." Wthout quite understanding it, Hutchman coul d sense
the inmportance Muriel attached to the daily exchange of formal greetings and
he had never risked not respondi ng. He opened the door to her office, followed
her into the claustrophobic cave, and picked up the small sheaf of mail from
her desk. Muriel slipped out of her brown tweed coat, a novenent which
i nvol ved a zoom ng upward of her incongruously |arge bosom Hutchman averted



his eyes -- knowi ng she was studying himfrom behind her brown | enses -- and
riffled through the mail.

"There's nothing very pressing here," he said. "Take care of it for ne,
will you? Use your own judgnent. |'mgoing to be busy today and | don't want
any interruptions.”

Muri el sniffed disapprovingly and took the bunch of envel opes from him
He went into his own office, closed the connecting door carefully, and after a
few nonents' thought rang diff Taylor, Westfield s chief of electronic
devel opnent. Tayl or sounded both surprised and sl eepy, but he made no
conpl ai nt about being called so early in the norning.

"What can | do for you, Hutch?"

"Ah . . . well, I'"'mtrying out sonething involving mcrowave radiation
and | want to do the breadboard work myself. | wondered if you could give ne
the use of a roomfor a nonth or so."

"I don't know, Hutch. We've got all kinds of requirenents being thrown
at us on the Jack-and-Jill program . . . Is it inportant?"

"Very." Hutchman traced a large D on the glassy surface of his desk. D
for death. Big D used to nean Dallas and death, now it neans Damascus and.

"Well, why don't you get Mackeson to slap a few priority points on it to
sati sfy the computer gang?"

"It's a senmiprivate job, diff. Could be valuable to Westfield
eventual ly, but I want to keep it to nmyself in case the whole thing fizzles
out into nothing. | couldn't go to Mackeson."

"Can't help you then. | mean . . . what sort of facilities did ou want?"
Tayl or was begi nning to sound querul ous, apparentlY sensing that Hutchman was
bei ng di shonest with him

"Not hi ng much. A bench in a room| can | ock up. The power supplies don't
even have to be stabilized."

"Just a minute, Hutch. You said mcrowave a mnute ago. How micro is
m cro?"

"Pretty micro." Hutchman could feel the conversation getting out of hand
-- the very first person to whom he had nmenti oned what woul d have to be the
worl d's nost secret project was becom ng suspicious and asking pertinent
guestions. "Maybe 6 x 10718 Hertz."

"Christ! That kills it altogether. The zoning regul ations don't allow us
to squirt that sort of radiation around unl ess we have all kinds of special
shielding installed in the building. Sorry, Hutch."

"It's all right." Hutchman put the phone down and sat staring at the
frosted-glass partition and the nmoving gray blur which neant that Don Spain
had arrived in the office earlier than usual. The project was going as he
m ght have predicted, following the same pattern as his previous brushes wth

physical reality -- at the lowest level -- the "ten-minute" car repair jobs in
whi ch, after a full hour, he was still struggling to budge the first nut. Sone
peopl e had the bl essed knack of controlling their circunmstances and mastering
materials -- others, |ike Hutchman, had to be content w th building beautiful

edifices in logic, knowing all the while they were incapable of translating
theminto actuality. Hi s throat was constricting with hel pl ess rage when the
i nternal phone rang. He snatched it before Muriel could pick up the extension

"Hello, Hutch." It was Taylor again. "I've been thinking around your
problem Did you know that Westfield s have the use of a lab in the Jeavons
Institute over at Camburn?"

"I"d heard about it, vaguely." Hutchman's heart began a steady, peaceful
poundi ng.

"It's a fairly informal arrangenent we fixed up about the tinme they got
old man Westfield to outfit their cryogenics suite. Wiat it boils down to is
that we have the use of the Iab when they aren't pushed for space."

"And what's the situati on now?"

"As far as | know they' |l be pretty well marking time till after
Christmas. If you like I'lIl ring Professor Duering and see if | can fix it for
you to go over there."



"I"d be grateful if you would, diff." Hutchman, choking on a tide of
war m t hankf ul ness, had difficulty getting the words out in a normal tone. Wen
he set the phone down he experienced a heady nonment of certitude. He left his
of fice and hurried upstairs to the purchasing departnent, where he spent nore
than two hours making notes in the catal ogue library and checking on the
availability of major itens. In the afternoon he got confirmation from Tayl or
that the Jeavons Institute Laboratory was avail able, and drove over to | ook at
it and collect the keys fromDuering. By five o' clock, his normal quitting
time, he had not done a single stroke of work on behalf of Westfield s, but he
was ready to begin drawi ng detail ed schematics for the anti bonmb machi ne. He
got Muriel to order hima pot of tea as she was |eaving, and, as the building
fell silent for the weekend, settled in to preparing the first draw ngs.

An hour l|ater, when his concentration was at its height, he becane aware
of a sudden unease, a sense that something was wong. H s m nd had sunk too
deeply into the conplex of lines and synbols to be easily distracted, but part
of him began to keep guard, to spread its network of perception. _There's
trouble. That gray object which Miriel has left |ying against the partition on
her side looks like a face. That's what's been making me feel junpy_. Hutchnman
lifted his pocket computer and was adjusting the cursor when his eyes focused
on the gray object. Its cloudy features stared back inpassively.

It is a face!

He started convul sively as he realized he was bei ng observed through the
frosty glass, then cane the secondary realization that it had to be Don Spain.
The accountant mnust al so have been working late, but the unnatural silence
whi ch had made Hut chman unaware of his presence for an hour could only have
been achieved by intent. Wth cool ripples of shock still coursing through his
system Hutchman casually slid his sheets of graph paper into a fol der and
covered it with his blotter. Spain's face remi ned notionless at the
partition. Hutchman took a small pencil sharpener froma drawer and threw it
hard at the ghostly face. It struck the partition with a sharp crack, al nost
splintering the glass, and Spain di sappeared fromview. A few seconds |ater he
opened the connecting door and entered from Miriel's office.

"What's the idea, Hutch?" he asked indignantly. "You nmight have smashed
that glass into nmy face."

"What the hell's the idea of standing out there staring at ne?"

"I didn't know you were here. | was working late and | thought | heard a
noi se in your office so | came out to see what it was."

"Thanks, " Hutchnman said heavily, making no attenpt to conceal his

dislike of the other man. "It didn't occur to you to open the door?"

"I didn't want to burst in on you. After all. " Spai n chuckl ed
throatily ". . . you mght have had a woman in here."

"That's the first thought that popped into your nmind, is it?"

Spai n shrugged and continued to grin. "It isn't like you to work | ate,

Hut ch, and you've been acting a bit strange all day. Those synptons are al
part of the Batterbee syndrome. You renmenber Batterbee, don't you?"

Hut chman nodded as his dread of Spain returned in full force. Batterbee
had been a senior project engineer, much celebrated in Wstfield | ore, who had
lost his job through being caught _flagrante delicto_wth his secretary on
the office carpet while supposed to be working overtinme. Spain never tired of
retelling the Story.

"Sorry to disappoint you," Hutchman said. He picked up his pencil and
made a show of jotting figures on his notepad, but Spain stayed around for a
further fifteen mnutes discussing office politics. By the time he |eft
Hut chman's ability to concentrate had been seriously inpaired and he had begun
to feel tired. He forced hinmself to work on, intending to have the schematics
wor ked out before going to bed so that in the norning he could concentrate on
t he problems of buying hardware. It was past nine when he crammed all the
paperwork into his briefcase and went out into the darkness. The soft, thick
Cctober air was filled with the snmell of decaying chestnut | eaves and a
brilliant planet shone lowin the western sky, |like a coachlanp. He breat hed



deeply while walking to his car -- inhale for four paces, hold for four paces,
exhal e for four paces -- and waved goodnight to the officer in the security
kiosk at the main gate. It was a pl easant night, providing one didn't think
too deeply about nman-rmade suns in brief blossomover defenseless cities.

The Hone Counties evening traffic was at its incredi ble worst and at one
poi nt, where he should have made a right turn onto the Crynchurch road, he had
to turn left and nake a twenty-m nute detour with the result that he did not
reach honme until well past ten o'clock. The house was ablaze with |ight behind
its screen of poplars, as though a party were in progress, but there was utter
sil ence when he went in through the side door fromthe carport. He found Vicky
scanni ng a magazine in the | ounge and one gl ance at her white, set face
rem nded himthat he had omitted to tel ephone and | et her know he woul d be
late. A standard |lanmp cl ose behind her chair cast a cone of apricot-col oured
[ight in which the magazine's turning pages flared briefly.

"Sorry," he said, setting his briefcase on a chair. "I was working |l ate
at the office.”

Vicky flipped two pages before replying "Is that what you call it?"

"I do call working, working; late, late; and the office, the office,"

Hut chman said tartly. "Wich particular word are you having difficulty wth?"

Vi cky nodded silently, continuing to flick through the magazine. This
was the phase of an argunent in which Hutchman usually did well because his
wi f e di sdai ned word-spi nning. Later on, when the rapiers were broken and the
cudgel s cane out, she would gain the upper hand, but it would be the small
hours of the norning before that stage was reached, and there would be very
little sleep for either of them The prospect of another tortured night filled
Hut chman wi t h hel pl ess anger

He stood in front of Vicky and addressed the top of her head. "Listen
Vi cky, you don't _really_think |I've been with another woman, do you?"

She tilted her gaze to neet his, a |look of polite surprise on the small
desperate face. "I didn't nention another woman, Lucas. Wy did you?"

"Because you were about to."

"Don't |let your conscience put words into ny mouth." Vicky reached the
end of the magazine, turned it over, and began flicking pages at precisely the
sane rate as before.

"I haven't _got_ a conscience."

"I know that. What's her nanme, Lucas? Was it Mudi e Werner?"

"Who's Maudie Werner, for God's sake?"

"The new. . . tart in data processing."
Hut chman blinked incredul ously. "Look, I _work_in Wstfield s and
don't know this person -- how can you possibly know her?"

"You must be very slow, Lucas," Vicky said. "Or you're pretending to be.
| was talking to Ms. Dunwoody | ast week and she told ne the word went round
the firm about Maudi e Werner the day she arrived."

Hut chman turned wi thout speaking and went into the kitchen, the struggle
to control his nerves nmaking the act of wal king seemdifficult. He took sone
cold chicken and a carton of Russian salad fromthe refrigerator and put them
on a plate.

It's happened again, he thought. _Like telepathy. Spain's mind and
Vicky's working in exactly the sane way, on exactly the same subterranean
level . He salted the chicken, took a fork froma drawer, and went back into
t he | ounge.

"Tell me, Vicky," he said, "am| sone kind of a sexual sinpleton? Wen
| eave a roomdo the nmen and wormen in it |eap at each other and frig |like
rabbits till they hear ne returning?"

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"About the inpression | sonetimes get fromyou and one or two ot her
peopl e. "

"And you," Vicky said scathingly, "try to tell ne that _I'm_ crazy!"



Even when his wife had finally gone to sleep, Hutchman lay in the
darkness for a long time listening to the invisible tides of night air flow
around and through the house. His nmind was racing, taking fragments of the day

-- glossy catal ogues heavy with a snell like that of fresh paint, the conpl ex
schemati cs drawn by hand, Spain's blurred face staring, the evening news of
nmobi |l i zations and fl eet novenents, Vicky's neurotic jealousy -- assenbling

themin fantastic conposites of foreboding which dissolved and reforned into
new patterns of nmenace. Sleep cane suddenly, bringing with it another dream

i n which he was shopping in a supermarket. A frozen-food bin was cl ose by and
two wonen were examning its contents

"I like this new idea," one of themsaid. She reached into the bin and
lifted out a white spiky object, like a skinless and terribly m sshapen fish.
It had two sad gray eyes. "It's the latest thing in food preservation. They
give it a pseudo-life which maintains it in perfect condition till its ready
for the pan."

The ot her woman | ooked alarned. "lsn't that cruel ?"

"No. It has no soul, and it feels no pain." To prove her point, she
began snapping off the white fl eshy extrusions and dropping theminto her
basket. Hutchman backed away fromthe scene in horror, because, although the
fish-thing lay nmotionless and allowed itself to be denmplished, its eyes were

fixed on his -- calmy, sadly, reproachfully.
CHAPTER 4

Cctober -- the entire span of which was occupied by the building of the
machine -- was a difficult road, in Hutchman's mnd. It was a road neasured by

doubl e-si ded mi | est ones showi ng both the decreasing distance to the project's
conpl etion and the everw dening gulf over which he and Vi cky vi ewed each
ot her.

One of the first had been the day on which he had acquired the
praseodyni um crystal and enough of the green isotope to produce the necessary
fifty mlligrans of cestron in a reasonable tinme. He had gone straight from
work to the refectory at the Jeavons and eaten a qui ck snack, avoiding
conversation with others even though he had a feeling that a dark-haired woman
several tables away had been known to himin the past. That night he had
wor ked |l ater than usual to set up the gas-collecting system and on reaching
horme had found hinself |ocked out.

_This can't be happening to me!_ Hut chman shook his head in disbelief,
but his key was unable to turn the lock of the front door and the side
entrance was securely bolted against him He paused, staring down at his
sil houette on the nmoonlit path, one part of his mind sliding into irrel evant
t houghts as to why the shadow cast by the noon made his head seem snall er than
in the shadow cast by a streetlighi. The house was dark and silent, robbed of
its famliarity by circunstance. It suddenly came to hi mwhat a shocking thing
it would be if he, Lucas Hutchman, were forced to stay outside all night. Even
nore appal ling was the discovery of how effective the chil di shness of one
adult can be agai nst the reasonabl eness of another. He tried all the w ndows
in vain then returned to the nmain bedroom wi ndow and began tapping the gl ass.
As the minutes went by with no response his self-control began to fail and he
drove his fist harder and harder, hoping the pane woul d shatter

"Vicky!" He called her name in a fierce | ow chant. "Vicky! Vicky!"



The lock clicked loudly on the front door. He ran to it eagerly, yet
hal f-afraid of what he mght do to Vicky with the clublike objects his fists
had becone, and found David peering at himwith the eyes of a tarsier.

"Sorry, son. | got |ocked out." Hutchman lifted the pyjamaclad child and
carried himinto the house, closing the door with his heel. He put David into
bed then went into the main bedroom where Vicky was lying perfectly still,
pretending to be asleep. The thought of being able to lay his cold, weary body
down beside her, and of not having to stay outside in the ancient England of
runes and robbers which seened to recreate itself in the darkness, drained
away his anger. He undressed quickly, got in between the sheets, and slid his
armaround the famliar torso. On the instant, Vicky was out of bed and
standing at the far side of the room her naked body vol uptuously shaded by
t he noonlight.

"Don't touch nme." Her voice fractured, like ice.
He sat up. "Vicky, what's the matter?"
"Just don't try to touch me. 1'll sleep in the other room"

"Why are you behaving like this?" Hutchman spoke carefully, aware of how
much was in the bal ance. He knew perfectly well what the unconfortable little

tabl eaux was all about -- menories of previous wal ks through this section of
the Marriage Exhibition came shi mering. _How dare you suggest there's
anything wong with ny nmind! _Is a woman insane if she doesn't want a filthy
di sease brought into the house, to her and her child? The trouble was he could
not say he knew what was in her nmind because -- Vicky fought like a retiarius,
al ways spreading her net in the sane way while poising the trident -- she
would turn it into an adm ssion of guilt.

"You will not sleep in the other room" he said firnmy

"I"'mnot sleeping in that bed. Not _now..

_Not now that it could be contaminated with his filthy disease_,
Hut chman interpreted, seeing the net swirl toward himagain. He evaded it by
sayi ng not hing. Instead he got out of bed and noved toward her. Vicky vani shed
t hrough the bedroom door, and it took hima second to realize she had turned
right toward the front door. He followed her into the short corridor as the
mai n door opened to admit a gust of night air which probed insouciantly around
hi s unprotected body. Vicky was outside, standing in the center of the |awn.

"Don't touch me," she shouted. "I'd rather stay out here all night."
"Ch, Jesus," Hutchman said al oud, but not addressing anyone. "Wat aml
going to do?" Vicky could run well, so there was little hope of his catching

her even if he decided to give chase and risk attracting the attention of

out siders. He turned back into the house, |eaving the door open, and wal ked
slowy into the second bedroom Sometine |ater he heard the front door closing
and there cane a nonentary hope, dismaying in its intensity, that Vicky would
cone to himw th dew cold breasts and thighs, seeking warnth. But she went
into the other room |eaving himhuddled in his bitterness.

Attenpting an expl anati on woul d have been di sastrous whether it was

believed or rejected. Either way, Vicky would talk -- to her parents, to her
friends and nei ghbours, to his coll eagues -- and that woul d be dangerous,
because peopl e woul d remenber the things she said. The short-term goal of
conpl eting the nmachine was filling his mnd, but beyond it the first outlines

of a plan were taking shape. Vague though it was, one el ement was apparent --
the frightful danger to hinself, his wife, and even David. The nmachine had to
be built in secret, yet before it would serve its purpose the secret would
have to be broken thoroughly and systematically in a process which Hutchman
could initiate but would find difficult to control. And Vicky, whom he had
never been able to control, had to be kept in utter ignorance, even while
stress patterns rippled through the structure of their marriage, building up
i n hol ographi c concentrations around critical points such as the second
m | est one.

A gas centrifuge, in perfect condition but at a price he could afford,



had becone avail abl e in Manchester. Hutchman drove up and collected it with
the intention of being back in Crynchurch by |late evening, but the M dl ands
were subnerged in fog. He got no further south than Derby before news of a
multiple crash with fatalities at Bel per pronpted himto seek out a notel. It
was al nost m dni ght when he called Vicky to I et her know he woul d not be hone.
The phone rang blurrily, as though the noisture-laden air was slowy drowning
all things electronic and nechanical, and there was no reply. Hutchman was not
particularly surprised. Vicky would have a fair idea of who was ringing, and
why, so by not answering she was putting himat a di sadvant age.

He set the phone down and stretched hinself fully clothed on the
chalet's neat bed. That norning he had told Vicky the sinmple truth about his
visit to Manchester, knowi ng her m nd would shy away fromthe technicalities
i nvol ved, and had asked her to cone with him She had said that he _knew_ she
woul d not keep David away from school for the day, and her tone inplied that
he woul d not have offered to take her with himotherw se. One up to Vicky.
_The damed machi ne_, he thought. _It's costing ne too rmuch. Who do | think I
am anyway?_ Si xteen days had el apsed since the bonb had expl oded on Danascus
and as yet nobody had accepted the blame or, to put it another way, been able
to do enough violence to the framework of political norality to nmake the
action seemcreditable, or even expedient. The Mddl e Eastern situation
appear ed paradoxically nore stable than at any time since Syria's abrupt
wi thdrawal fromthe Arab Union -- and Hutchman was faced with the fact that
hi s machi ne woul d not bring any indomtable seven-year-olds back to life. It
was a thought which, in the throbbing enptiness of the alien room seened
wort hy of consideration.

He reached Crynthurch in md-nmorning and found the house | ocked up and
enpty. MIlk bottles were on the doorstep and several items of mail were |ying
on the hall floor. He knew at once that Vicky and David had |l eft sonmetine
during the previous day. Suppressing a surge of self-pity which closed up his
t hroat, he picked up the tel ephone, and began to ring Vicky's parents, then
changed his m nd. She had run enotionally naked to her parents and, as on the
ni ght she had fled out onto the awn, the best way to bring her back was to
| eave the door open and wait.

Three days went by before Vicky returned on a rainy Saturday norning,
| ooking contrite and a little shamefaced, acconpani ed by her parents. Her
father, Al derman Janmes Morris, whitehaired and strawberry-nosed, spoke |ong
and seriously to Hutchman about things |like the cost of electricity and the
uncertain nature of the noney market. He never once nentioned his daughter's
marri age or expressed any views on what nmight be wong with it, but the
gravity of his tones seemed to convey a nmessage outside their content.

Hut chman answered all his remarks with equal seriousness. As soon as Vicky's
parents had | eft he sought her out in the bedroom She sniled tearfully and
pressed her pal ms downward agai nst her hips like a little girl hoping for

| eni ency after a prank, an action which spread her tawny shoul ders within the
oat neal - col oured satin of her Dbl ouse.

"Where's David?" he demanded

"He was still in bed when | left. Dad's taking himto the planetarium
this afternoon and bringing himover later."

"Ch!" Hutchman could feel sexuality pulsing in the quiet air. It was
al nost three weeks since they had nmade | ove and now, suddenly, gl andul ar
pressures were causing real pain.

"It was all a holiday for him Lucas."

"And for you?"

"l " She came to hi mopen-nouthed and hungry, and during the
foll owi ng hours she handl ed himwi th special tenderness until all the pain had
left his body. Hutchman lay listening to the rain on the bedroom w ndows, the
sane sound of rain, and wondered guiltily how Vi cky woul d react when she
learned that this time the pattern was going to be different. In the sawtooth
graph of their relationship a reconciliation scene was al ways foll owed by an
idyllic period of harnobny -- but there had never been The Peace Machine to



consi der.

"It's a private research project into some properties of mcrowave
radi ati on." The "explanation" baffled Vicky, as he intended it to, and the
nore he repeated it the greater her bew | dernment becane. She was forced to
accept the reality of the project but, without any hint of the incredible
truth behind it, could only conjecture about Hutchman's involvenment. O hers
too, in spite of all his efforts, were noticing the changes. He had fallen
behind in his work -- a fact increasingly apparent at the weekly Jack-and-Jil
progress neetings. Miuriel Burnley went about her secretarial duties with open
wat chf ul ness, showi ng her resentnent in a hundred irritating ways, and Don
Spain was both fevered and elated with his certainty that Hutchman was up to
his neck in a disastrous affair.

Hut chman worked steadily on the project, at tines unable to believe the
degree to which he was comitted, spending as nmuch tine at the Jeavons
Institute as he dared, and at the same tinme trying not to inperil the slight
i nprovenent in his relations with Vicky. At the end of the nonth he had an
operational cestron |aser, and had reached yet another najor nil estone.

"What does this mean?" Vicky spun the letter across the breakfast table.

Even before he picked it up Hutchman recogni zed the neat, dull headi ng
of his bank. "This letter was addressed to ne," he said nunbly, trying to gain
tinme to think

"Who cares about that? Wat does it _nean_ ?"

He scanned the professionally terse note which stated that his current
account was overdrawn by nmore than a thousand pounds and that, as he had
cl osed his savings account, the bank would be obliged if he woul d deposit
fresh funds i mediately or call to discuss the matter with the nanager

"It neans what it says," he commented. "We owe the bank sone noney."

"But how can we be overdrawn by so nmuch?" Vicky's face was turning white
at the corners of her nouth.

"That's what |1'd like to know. " It had been a m stake, Hutchman
realized, to allow the account to get so far out of hand and an even bi gger
one to have permitted a letter about it to cone to the house.

"And why didn't they sinply transfer sone cash fromthe savings account
the way they usually. " Vicky snatched the letter back and read it again.
"But you've _closed_ the savings account! \Were's the nmoney?"

Hut chman tried to sound calm "I had to use it -- for the project."
" _What! " Vicky gave a shaky | augh and gl anced at David, who had | ooked
up fromhis cereal with interest. "You have to be joking, Lucas -- | had over

four thousand pounds in that account."

Hut chman not ed her use of the singular pronoun. Vicky was a director in
the smallish contracting busi ness owned by her father. She all owed her salary
to accumulate in the savings account and studiously referred to it as "our
savi ngs, except in nonments of anger

"I"mnot joking," Hutchman said. "I needed it to buy equipnent."

"I don't believe you. What sort of equi pnment? Show me the receipts.”

"I'"ll try to find them" He had bought the equi pment on a cash basis,
using a fictitious nane and address, and then had burned the receipts. Being a
danci ng master to neutrons involved strange disciplines. "But |I'm not

hopeful ." He watched Vicky helplessly as tears began to spill down her cheeks
in transparent ribbons.
"I know why you can't show nme any receipts,” she said. "I know the kind

of equi prent you've been buying."

_Here we go again_, Hutchman thought in a panic. Interpreted in the
context of all his years with Vicky, her words were a direct accusation that
he had squandered the noney on a woman or womnen, perhaps had even bought an
apartment for use as a |ove nest. They both knew what she neant, but -- and
this was the famliar Vicky battle technique -- if he denied that tacit change
he woul d be adnmitting it.



"Pl ease, Vicky, _please_." He nodded toward Davi d.
"I'"ve never done anything to harm David," Vicky assured him "But I'lI
hurt you, Lucas Hutchman. |'Ill pay you back for this."

The know edge that he was not going to use the antibonb machi ne
crystalized slowy in Hutchman's m nd as he checked through the intricacies of
the final assenbly. He wondered for a nonment if it had al ways been present at
some | evel of consciousness, but occulted by his obsession with the project as
a project. H s hands continued to work and he stared down ruefully as though
t hey had been the sol e designers of the machine. Regardl ess of the thought
processes, now that the machine was a reality he was faced with a daunti ng,
nmul tifaced truth

One facet was that the nachine could not be tested or used on a limted
scale. It was an all-or-nothing device, strictly intended for all-or-nothing
people -- a category to which Hutchman did not really bel ong. Another facet
was that the international situation appeared to have changed for the better
Sone observers felt that the air had been cleared a little, that a
subconsci ous but a worl dwi de yearning to use the bonmb had been expunged.
Closely related to this was Hutchman's reluctance to go any further along the
path which was leading to the end of his marriage. It was difficult for himto
accept that he was prepared to stake mllions of human |ives against his own
happi ness -- if that was the correct way to describe his life with Vicky --
but the machi ne was real, shockingly real, nore real than anything he had ever
seen before. It overwhelmed himwi th its three di nensional presence, |eaving
no roomfor illusion or double-think. And the truth he had to accept? _|I am
after all, just as selfish, cowardly, and ordinary as anybody el se_.

Hut chman put his microneter aside with a growi ng sense of relief,
tempered with the guilty joy which comes with a | owering of one's standards.
Two hours' work was all that was required to finalize the alignnments and
conpl ete the machi ne; however, there was no point in it now He debated
dismantling the apparatus there and then, but he had opened the fl oodgates of
wear i ness whi ch had been building up inside himfor a nonth. H s | egs began to
trenble gently. He surveyed the machi ne soberly for a noment, naking his peace
with it, then wal ked out of the room and | ocked the door behind him

Several tinmes on the drive back to Crynchurch he annoyed other drivers
by sl owi ng down when there was no external reason for it, but all urgency
seened to have fled fromhis mnd. He wanted to coast, in every sense of the
word, to imerse hinmself in the warmflow of life fromwhich he had so
painfully crawled for a tine. The nural of broken bodies had ceased to pul se
in his vision, and once again he was _ordinary_. Geat sighs interspersed
t hensel ves with his normal breathing as he drove on through the darkness, and
he had a sense of being at an inmportant turning point in |life. Mssive doors
seened to be clanging into place, sealing off dangerous avenues of
probability.

Hut chman was di sappointed to find an unfaniliar car parked in his
driveway. It was a two-seater coupe, plumcoloured or brown -- it was
difficult to decide in the dimlight fromthe house, and part of his nind
noted irrelevantly that it was parked with its nose toward the gate, as though
t he owner had given thought to |l eaving with m nimum delay. If there was a
stranger in the house he would not be free to tell Vicky the things he wanted
to tell her. Frowning, Hutchman put his key in the front-door |ock and twi sted
it, but the key refused to turn. The Yal e nechani sm was doubl e-1 ocked on the
i nsi de.

Hut chman st epped back fromthe porch, exani ned the house, and saw t hat
the only light was a faint glow from David's bedroomw ndow. A visitor in the
house but no lights on? The enornmity of the idea which came to hi mcaused
Hut chman to nmove quietly to the side door and try to get in. It, too, was
doubl el ocked. He ran back to the front door and now the | ounge |ights were on
He hit the door with his fist and pounded steadily on it until the |ock



clicked. Vicky was standing there, wearing a bluesilk kinono.
"What do you think you're doing?" She demanded coldly. "David' s asleep.”
"Why were the lights out and the doors | ocked?"
"Who said the lights were out?" Vicky continued to stand in the opening,
as if refusing himadnittance. "And why are you hone so early?"
Hut chman wal ked straight at his wife, ignoring her startled gasp, and
t hrew open the door of the |ounge. A tanned, darkhaired man of about forty,
whom Hut chrman identified vaguely as the owner of the |local service station
was standing in the center of the room He was pulling his trousers up over
bl acksatin briefs and his shocked face, above the weight-trained torso, was --

an image flashed into Hutchman's chilled brain -- that of Lee Harvey GCswal d
just as Ruby's bullet hit him
"You!" Hutchman snapped, his mnd still working with unexpected

cryogenic efficiency. "Get dressed and get out of here." He watched the other
man slip into his shirt, noting that even in a nonment of presumed stress he
did so in the classical |ocker-roommanner, one leg slightly bent, abdom na
nmuscles tightly contracted to present a flattering posture.

"This is unforgivable," Vicky breathed. "How dare you spy on ne, then
speak to ny guest like that!"

"Your _guest_ isn't objecting. Are you, guest?"

The heavily built man stepped into his shoes and lifted his jacket from
a chair w thout speaking.

"This is ny house, Forest," Vicky said to him "and you don't have to
| eave. In fact, |I'masking you right now not to | eave."

"Well. . . ." Forest |ooked at Hutchman, the bafflenment slowy fading
fromhis eyes to be replaced by a tentative belligerency. He flexed his
shoul der nuscles |like a cobra spreading its hood.

"Dear me," Hutchman said with affected weari ness. He stepped backward
into the hall, lifted a three-foot machete fromits hooks on the wall, and
returned to the lounge. "Listen to nme, Forest. |I'mnot angry with you about
what happened here earlier -- you sinply happened to be wal ki ng by when the
fruit machine paid off -- but now you're intruding on nmy privacy and if you
don't go away fromhere | nean to kill you."

"Don't believe him" Vicky |aughed shakily and noved cl oser to Forest.

Hut chman gl anced around the room picked out a Heppl ewhite chair which
Vicky's father had given to her the previous year, and split its shield-shaped
back in two with the nachete. Vicky gave a | ow scream but the act of vandalism
seened to have proved sonmething to Forest, who headed determnedly for the
front door. She followed himfor a few paces, then abruptly appeared to | ose
i nterest.

"Destroying that chair wasn't very bright," she said disinterestedly.
"I't was worth noney."

Hut chman waited till the car outside had started up and noved away
bef ore he spoke. "Just tell me one thing. Was this the first night your
guest was here?"

"No, Lucas." Vicky's voice was incongruously tender, unmanni ng him
"This wasn't the first night."

"Then. . . ." Now that there was no outsider present for Hutchman to
play to he was, for the second time in an hour, confronted with reality. He
grasped its white-hot nmetal. "Then | was too late."

"Much too late." Again the cruel tenderness.

"I wish | could make you see how wong you' ve been, Vicky. |'ve never

been unfaithful to you. | Hut chman st opped speaki ng as his throat
closed in pain. _All these years_, he thought. _All the beautiful, flawed
years thrown away. And for what?_

"You started this, Lucas. At |east be man enough to go through with it
wi thout crying." Vicky lit a cigarette as she spoke, her eyes hard and
triunphant behind a withing mask of snoke.

"Al'l right, Vicky," he nanaged to say, and for a nmoment he coul d al nost
see the anti bonb nachi ne interposed between them "I promise I'll go through



withit."

CHAPTER 5

"I'f you have sonething on your m nd, donestic or otherw se, which is
af fecting your work -- why don't you tell me about it?" Arthur Boswell, head
of missile research and devel opnent at Westfield's, put on his gold-rimed
spectacl es and | ooked cl osely at Hutchman. His eyes were very blue and very
i nquisitive behind their flakes of glass.

"There isn't any special problem Arthur." Hutchman faced the ol der man
across an expanse of rosewood desk and wondered if he should have admitted to
some kind of a personal crisis if only to make the next few days in the office
alittle easier.

"I see." Boswell let his gaze travel nostalgically around the big
office, with its twenty-year-old photographs of missile firings on the panel ed
wal I s. "You haven't been |ooking at all well, lately, Hutch."

"Ah. . . no." Hutchman too gl anced around the office, w shing he could

t hi nk of sonething useful to say, but his mind kept dwelling on the idea that
m ssi | e phot ographs were incongruous in the atnosphere with which Boswell was
trying to surround hinsel f. They should have been brown prints of
stick-and-string aircraft, dating from Asquith and LI oyd George, with fragile,
organi c-1 ooking wings. "As a matter of fact, | haven't been sl eeping properly
for sone tinme. | suppose | ought to see the quack and get sone pills."

"Sleep's inportant. You can't manage for long without it," Boswell
pronounced. "Wy can't you sl eep?”

"No special reason." _Back to square one_, Hutchman thought. _Arthur has
somet hing on his mnd_.

"I'"'mconsidering giving you an assistant, Hutch."

"There's no need for that," Hutchman said in sudden alarm-- the [ ast
thing he wanted was a stranger billeted in his office. "I mean there's no
point init. I'll be through the work in a couple of weeks and it would take a

new man that long to brief hinself properly.™

"Two weeks," Boswell appeared to sieze on the definite statenent. "W
couldn't give it nmuch nore. The board want to reach a definite decision about
Jack and Jill next nonth."

"Two weeks is all | need,"” Hutchman assured him He left Boswell's
office with the self-inposed deadline singing in his ears and hurried upstairs
to the | ess sunptuous environs in which nost of the R and D staff worked. Two
weeks woul d be just about enough tine in which to make the world' s nucl ear
powers aware of the existence of his nmachine provided he worked quickly and
made no wong noves. _| will work quickly, Vicky, and I'll make no ni stakes.
Just for you_.

A task he had to get on with inmediately was witing out a summary of
his maths and a specification for the machi ne. These would have to be copied
several hundred tines then nailed out to a list of institutions and
i ndi viduals across the world. A mnor difficulty was that the mailings would
have to be scheduled to allow for varying delivery tines to different
countries, so that all would reach their destinations at roughly the sane
time. And a major difficulty was that as soon as the envel opes were opened, a
| ot of people -- powerful, ruthless people -- would want Hutchman killed. The
only way to forestall them he realized, would be to maintain a high degree of



secrecy. Up till now he had assumed that the secure drawer of his desk was a
saf e enough place to keep his original notes and schematics, but there were
those in the conmpany who considered Westfield' s security an el aborate joke.
Hand all our secret plans to the Russians, the saying went, then they'|ll be
five years behind _us_.

A prey to fresh unease, Hutchman di scovered he could not even renmenber
| ocking the drawer. He speeded up his pace until he was al nost running al ong
the corridor, and burst into his office. Don Spain was standing at Hutchman's
desk, his gray-jowl ed face intent as he riffled through the papers in the
secure drawer.

"Ho there, Hutch," he said hoarsely, grinning. "Were do you keep your
penci| sharpener?"

"Not in there," Hutchman snapped, and al nost as an afterthought added,
"You prying little bastard."

Spain's grin disappeared. "Wiat's the matter with you, Hutch? | was only
trying to borrow a sharpener.”

Hut chman went to the inner door to Miriel's office and slamed it shut.
"That's a lie," he stated flatly. "And the reason | knowit's alie is that
you' ve been though ny desk so many times you could find the sharpener in the
dark. No, Spain, the truth of the matter is that you're a creepy, prying
little bastard."”

Bri ck-col oured snudges appeared in the gray of Spain's cheeks. "Who do
you. . . ?"

"And if | ever find you in this office again I'll squash you."
A look of incredulity flitted across Spain's face, foll owed by one of
anger. "Don't get carried away, Hutch. I've no interest in your bl oody

scramls, and I'mnot going to let a big drink of water like you talk to nme as.

Lifting the varni shed pebbl e paperwei ght from his desk, Hutchman nade as
if tothrowit. Spain ducked aside with comic agility and vani shed into
Miriel's office. Hutchman sat down at his desk and waited for his nerves to
settle. He had wanted to do that for years, but perhaps it would have been
better to hold hinself in check a little longer. Hs little display woul d be
wi dely reported by Spain and Miuriel throughout Westfield s just at a tinme when
he wanted to blend into the background.

He inspected the secure drawer and was relieved to find that his nmailing
list of government departnents, politicians, and influential scientists was
close to the bottomand folded in such a way that Spain woul d probably have
passed it by. Fromnow on he would keep all his paperwork on his person, but
what about the machine itsel f?

Hut chman sl unped in his chair and stared through the office w ndows,
scored di agonal ly by occasi onal raindrops, at autumcol oured trees. The
machi ne, whi ch was barely portable, could not stay at the Jeavons. To
bl ackmai | the nucl ear powers, to convert megadeaths to negalives, he would
have to set the machine up in a secret place. It would not matter if it was
traced eventually, because his would only be the first -- once the know edge
of howto build it was di ssem nated others would be produced fromtinme to
time, in hidden roons. And nobody would be able to risk owni ng baubl es of gray
nmetal . _Ever again, Vicky. Ever again_.

Hut chman stood up and regarded his image in the glass partition
all owi ng hinsel f a nonent of paranoic indul gence. The shadow nan he was
| ooking at, the tall figure with scul ptured black hair and | ong dry hands
thrown into prom nence by a stray beam of light, was the Lucas Hutchnman the
rest of the world saw. That Lucas Hutchman -- _keep on referring to yourself
in the third person, Hutch, classical synptom -- was going to take on the
whol e worl d singl e-handed. And one day that man's wi fe woul d under st and,
finally, when it was too late. And that man's wife would know her own guilt.

Di sturbed at the pleasure the gane gave him Hutchman sat down abruptly
and shuffled through his notes and sketches. They were all done on Westfield
graph paper but that could be rendered anonynous by trinmng the name fromthe



top. The trouble was that his scribbles mght be inmpossible for a foreigner to
deci pher -- and it would be better if his handwiting did not appear anywhere
inthe folio. He went into Muriel's claustrophobic office and, ignoring her
wary gaze, took a sheaf of plain copy paper fromher desk w thout speaking. It
took himalnmost an hour to wite out the entire maths for a neutron resonator
and to detail his version of the hardware, using block letters throughout.

As soon as the job was finished he put the paperwork into his briefcase,
and began to think about a suitable hiding place for the machine. Somewhere
al ong the south coast, perhaps? He | ooked at the classified phone directory,
found six nanmes of estate agents in Crynchurch, and began calling themin
al phabeti cal order. The second one was able to offer hima cottage in
Hasti ngs. Hutchman reached for his scrap pad to wite down the address and
di scovered he had left it on his bookcase. He swore inpatiently, then jotted
the information on the side of a new green eraser

"This sounds as though it could be just what |I'mlooking for," he told
the girl at the other end of the line. "I'Il call at your office |later today."

He told Muriel, by way of the intercom that he was going out on private
busi ness for an hour, and took his briefcase out to his car. It was warm for
Novenber but a despairing sky was saggi ng between the tops of trees and
buil dings, and rain was falling with the quiet assurance that it would
continue for the rest of the day. As he drove into Crynchurch water droplets
craw ed al ong the side-wi ndows |ike frantic anpbebae. Hutchnman parked in the
town center then went to an office-equi pment supplier and bought a used
copyi ng machi ne and a supply of paper for £60. He paid in cash, using the
nmoney Vi cky had given himto replenish their current account, and avoi ded
giving his name. Wth the copier stowed in the back of his car he wal ked
slowy along the glistening main street |ooking for the office of the estate
agent he had tel ephoned. It was the third he reached and in the wi ndow was a
phot ograph of the house. It was a terrace house, to rent on a winter-only
basi s. Hutchman estimated that Hastings was about sixty niles away -- a
ni nety-mnute drive -- which would be about right for his purpose. It was
conveni ent enough to let himinstall the machine there w thout suspicious
absences from home, yet far enough away so that he could hide efficiently when
the tine cane. He went into the agent's office and in less than half an hour
had rented the house until the beginning of April, claimng he was a witer
who wanted to get away in solitude to conplete a book. Again he gave a fal se
nane, paid the full rental in advance by cash, and cane out with two new keys
and the unfam liar address witten on a scrap of paper in his pocket.

H s next call was as Wolworth's, where he bought several hundred cheap
envel opes of a kind which were on sale all over the country. At the general
post office he bought sheets of airmail and inland stanmps, and put theminto
his briefcase. A check on the tine showed himit was close to his [unch hour
so he went into one of his favorite inns in Crynchurch. Joe's was a disnal
little place which scorned the m dday soup-and-coffee trade but supplied hot
Irish whiskey exactly the way he liked it. Seated in a dimcorner, with the
sweet aromatic drink at hand, he took a sheet of paper fromhis case and began
to conpose a letter.

He started with the words, "To whomit may concern."” They were
di smayi ngly unoriginal, but Hutchman considered themrel evant. He had two nore
whi skies while finishing the draft letter, then read it over.

"This letter is the nost inportant that you will ever read.

"Its contents are of suprene inportance to the security of your country,
and to the welfare of the entire human race.

"When you have read it you will be personally responsible for ensuring
that the proper steps are taken

"Your own conscience nust decide what those steps are.

"The docunents accompanying this letter are:

"a. A mat hermatical proof that it is possible to build a neutron
resonat or based on a cestron laser. The radiation will be self-propogating and
will have the effect of artificially stinulating neutron flux in al



concentrations of fissionable material approaching critical mass. In other

words, _activation of the device will cause virtually instantaneous detonation
of every nucl ear bonmb on this planet!
"b. A schematic showi ng one sinple formof neutron resonator which can

be built in a matter of days.

" Read the follo wi ng paragraph carefully:

"THIS MACH NE | S ALREADY I N EXISTENCE. | T WLL BE ACTI VATED AT NOON GMT
ON 10TH NOVEMBER 1988. YOU MUST NOW ACT ACCORDI NGLY!*"

To Hutchman's critical gaze, the letter was rem ni scent of one of the
i njunctions he often received from book clubs, but he was satisfied that it
woul d serve its purpose. Al the sal esnanship that was required woul d be
carried out on his behalf by the closely witten pages of maths. They woul d
present his credentials to every menber of the world fraternity of
mat hemat i ci ans who were capabl e of working on that plane, who would in turn
i nfl uence others, who would in turn. . . . The letter itself, he realized
suddenly, was a formof neutron resonator. One which would produce a chain
reaction on the hunman | evel

Arranging a hiding place for the machi ne had been easi er and qui cker
than he had expected, creating a feeling that everything was noving along wth
supernatural snoot hness. On inmpul se, Hutchman went to the public tel ephone in
a whitewashed al cove at the rear of the inn, rang Westfield s, and got through
to Muriel. Her voice was blurred and he guessed her nouth was full of the
chocol ate wafers she invariably ate at lunchtime in the conpany of other
secretaries who gathered in her office to discuss pop singers.

"Sorry to interupt the proceedings at Culture Corner," he said, "l just
wanted to let you know | won't be back in the office today. Handl e anyt hi ng
that crops up, will you?"

"Where will | say you are?" Her voice was clearer now, but resentful

"Say |I'mat the seaside." He thought of the red-brown beach at Hastings
and wi shed he had not mentioned the seaside. "No, you'd better tell the truth
-- 1"l be doing some research at the Morrison Library."

"Doi ng sone research at the Mrrison Library,"” Miriel repeated in a dul
nmonot one whi ch openly signal ed her disbelief. By this tine a suitably edited
version of his roww th Spain would be going the rounds and Muriel, although
she disliked Spain, would have seized on it as another example of how M.

Hut chman had changed for the worse. It occurred to himthat he had better be
nore careful with Miriel

"That's it," he said. "See you in the norning."

She hung up without replying. He hurried back to his car and drove
t hrough the afternoon grayness to the Jeavons Institute. The stone building
was vaporing introspectively in the rain and nobody appeared to notice as he
parked in the inner quadrangle. It took himtwenty mnutes to separate the
machine into its major conponents and transfer themw th their shielding to
the car. By the time he had finished his shoul ders and arns, toughened as they
were by regular archery practice, were aching. He drove out through the
archway, still w thout having encountered a soul, and headed south for
Hasti ngs.

The drive took rather nore than his estimated ninety mnutes, and he
spent another ten locating the house he had rented at 31 Channi ng Waye. It
turned out to be a reasonably well-preserved "two-up-and-two-down" in a short
row of identical dwellings. The sea was visible at one end of the steeply
sloping street. Hutchman felt strangely self-conscious as he put a key into
the I ock and opened the door of the alien little house he had just acquired.
It was legally his, yet he felt guilty of trespass. He wal ked al ong the short
hal | and gl anced into the downstairs roons, noting the sparse furniture which
was just sufficient to satisfy the rent-control regul ati ons concerning the
letting of houses. The house was cold, lifeless. Filled with an oddly sexua
excitement, he went upstairs and found the rear bedroomto be completely enpty



except for a single bentwood chair painted gooseberry green. The narrow w ndow
| ooked out at a blank wall which ricocheted his thoughts back |ike bullets.

| may die in this room _ The idea | eaped into his nmind unbidden
bringing with it a depression which countered the shane-tinged arousal the
at nosphere of shabby secrecy had inspired in him He clattered down the stairs
and began carrying the nmachine into the house. The shiel ding seenmed even
heavi er than before but the distances were short and within ten mnutes he had
the entire set of conponents laid out on the floor of the bedroom He
consi dered begi nning the assenbly, then decided in favor of an early start
back to Crynchurch. At this stage he had to give priority to letting the world
know t he machi ne exi st ed.

"David's asleep, and |I'm going out for a couple of hours," Vicky said
fromthe doorway of his study. She was wearing a rustcoloured tweed suit he
coul d not renenber seeing before and her face beneath the carefully applied
make-up was taut. A deep sadness gripped Hutchman and he knew that, in spite
of everything, he had been hoping she would be satisfied with the bl ow she had
al ready dealt him

"\Where are you goi ng?"

"I may go and visit nother."

"You _may_ go and visit your nother." He laughed drily. "Al right,

Vicky -- | get the nmessage.”

"That is . . . if you aren't planning to go out," she said casually,
ignoring the inplication of his remark. "I'Il stay in and mind David if you're
goi ng out."

Hut chman gl anced at the stacks of white paper he had put through the
copier. "No. |I'mnot going out."

"That's all right then." Vicky gave him a specul ative | ook and he
guessed she was wonderi ng how he had managed to grow strong. On best form he
shoul d have been on his knees to her, weeping and pl eadi ng, groveling. And he
woul d have done it -- that nuch he had to admit -- except that she had nmade
the mi stake of overkilling him One adultery or a dozen, one nmegaton or a
hundred. Hutchman could not plead for his life, because he was al ready dead.

"I"ll see you later," Vicky said.

Hut chman nodded. "G ve my regards to your nother."

CHAPTER 6

He was relieved, on waking up, to find hinself bathed in the special
honey- col oured radi ance whi ch, he was convinced, the sun emts only on weekend
nmorni ngs. The effect he surmised to be either objective -- fifty mllion
Sat ur day- consci ous Britons influencing the weather by the power of thought --
or groupsubjective as the sane fifty nmillion people created a telepathic
bl anket of pl easure because the working week was over. In any case, Hutchman
was gl ad he was not required to go into the office because he had to begin
mai | i ng those of his envel opes which were destined for the nbst renote parts
of the world. He had decided to split theminto small batches and nail them at
di fferent postboxes over as wide an area as he could cover in one day. The
area woul d be confined to the southeast corner of the country, which was |ess
sati sfactory than going right up to Scotland, but it would enconpass sonet hi ng



like a third of the population. And it could be argued that a person living in
the north woul d have deliberately chosen the southeast area to throw
i nvestigators off the scent.

Hut chman got out of bed and, in spite of hinself, went to the door of
t he second bedroom and peered in. Vicky was asleep there in the tentlike
anbi ence caused by drawn blinds. He closed the door, went to the bathroom and
washed hastily. There had been no reason to suppose that Vicky would stay out
all night but a stubbon and unrealistic part of himfelt reassured to find her
at home. He dressed in sweater and slacks, and carried all his envel opes out
to his car in a suitcase. Before | eaving he | ooked into David's room and
stared for a long troubled moment at the small figure in its extravagant
posture of sl eep.

The mid-nmorning traffic was relatively Iight as he drove west,
determ ned to reach Bath before mailing the first envel opes. Any full-scale
enquiry into the mailing would start off with a certain anount of ready-nmade
data -- the collection tines stanmped on the envel opes, and the last thing he
wanted was to blaze a circular route which started at Crynchurch. He drove
qui ckly, with maxi mrum concentrati on, and was barely aware of the radio unti
an hourly newscast nentioned the row which had bl own up between the newy
formed Damascus Relief Organization and a group of traditional bodies such as
Oxfam and UNICEF. A M. Ryan Rhodes, chairnman of DRO, had nade a public
al l egation that postal contributions to his organization had been diverted to
other funds with the connivance of the authorities. Hutchman had his doubts
about the claim-- Rhodes probably was suffering froman attack of charity
organi zer's cholic -- but it occurred to himthat, for his own project, he was
relying to an inordinate extent on Her Majesty's mails. As a m ddl e-cl ass
Engl i shman he had an inherent faith in institutions |ike the post office, yet
as an intelligent citizen of the late |1980s he understood that no government,
not even that of Elizabeth Il, obeyed any code of rules.

H s forehead pricked coldly. In his case was a sheaf of envel opes
addressed to sel ected Russian statesnen, physicists, and editors of scientific
journals -- but supposing there was a systemin Britain whereby all mail bound
for Russia was checked? There were ways to read a letter w thout opening the
envel ope. Hutchman eased his foot off the accelerator as he struggled to work
out the inplications of the newidea. If such a systemreally were in
operation one effect would be that the great manhunt woul d get under way
several days earlier than he had allowed for. This in itself would not
necessarily be disastrous, but a much nore serious consequence coul d be that
no Russi an envel opes woul d reach their intended destinations. The whol e
essence of his schenme was that all nuclear powers should be informed of the
November 10 deadline. If it were used unilaterally Hutchman's antiweapon woul d
automatically beconme a weapon. Even as it was, by choosing a deadline so close
in the future, he had al ready handi capped the greater powers who would have to
work all out to break up their stocks of warheads in tine.

As he coasted uncertainly along the road Hutchman was surprised to find
the i mage of a wonan's face hovering behind his eyes. It was a snooth, dusky
face with a pouting lower |ip accented by chal ky-pink lipstick. An intelligent
anoral face. That of . . . . _Andrea Knight!_ Wth the identification cane a
rush of other information about the woman -- she was a biol ogist with whom
Hut chman had been briefly acquainted at university. Lately he had glinpsed her
several times in the refectory at the Jeavons Institute, during his rare
cof fee breaks fromwork on the machine and -- a hard knot of excitenent fornmed
in his stomach -- he had read sonething about her in the J.1. Newsletter. She
was going to Moscow to take part in a DNA seninar!

Hut chman fought to recall the exact date of her departure, but all he
could be certain of was that it was imrminent. Perhaps it had al ready passed,
but if she -- as a menber of an accredited scientific mssion -- could be
persuaded to take an envel ope with her there was no doubt that it would get
safely through the custons and security barriers. And if he gave her one of
t he envel opes intended for a journal it should be fairly easy to work out a



reasonabl e story to satisfy her curiosity. If she had already |left he would
have to think of something else, but it seemed worth his while to find out
what the situation was.

The next town ahead was Al dershot. Hutchman accel erated again and within
a few mnutes was speeding past the neat rows of army housing which spread out
for mles on both sides of the road. He stopped at a tel ephone ki osk near the
town and | ooked up the nunber of Roger Dufay, the Westfield press officer, who
was al so a free-lance science journalist and a regular contributor to the J.1I
Newsl etter. The phone rang a longish time but finally was answered by Dufay.

"Hell o, Roger!" Hutchman tried to sound hearty and unconcerned. "Sorry
to trouble you at honme, but | can't think of anybody el se who coul d answer
this one.”

"That's all right, old boy." Dufay was friendly but cautious. "Wat's
your probl en"

"I"'mtrying to contact a friend of mne who's going off to Moscow for
the DNA senminar, and | wonder if I'mtoo late."

"Mm |'mnot sure. W is it you want?"

Hut chman hesitated. He could invent a nane but Dufay was one of those
frighteningly know edgeabl e nen who coul d be capable of reciting the names of
the entire British party. "Ah . Andrea Knight."

"Cho! You're a crafty devil, Hutch. It's like that, is it?"

"No, Roger." _Not you, too_, Hutchman thought wearily. "Besides, do you
think I'd admit anything to you?"

"No need to, old boy. They don't call our little Andrea the Jeavons
bi cycl e for nothing. You crafty devil."

"Li sten, Roger, have you got a note of when the British party |eaves?
I"'min a bit of a hurry."

"I'"ll bet you are. Hold on a nonent." There was a pause during which
Hut chman bent his knees to bring his face level with the kiosk's mirror. H's
cheeks | ooked thinner, the line of his jaw standing out clearly, and he had
forgotten to shave -- for the first tine in years. "Hello, Hutch. They're
flying out from Gatwi ck tonmorrow afternoon. So if you want to get in before
the conm ssars you'd better pop round to her place tonight and. . . ."

"Thanks, Roger." Hutchman set the phone down and went in search of the
Al dershot general post office. Arriving at it he | ooked through all the
directories covering the Canburn and Cryncthurch areas and found the entry he
want ed: "Knight, Andrea, 11 Moore's Road, Canburn . . . Canburn 3436." He
copied it onto a piece of paper and, suddenly apprehensive, dialed the nunmber.

"Andrea Knight here." She had answered so quickly, even before the phone
began to ring properly, that Hutchman was startl ed.

"Hell o, Mss Knight." He sought the right words. "I don't knowif you
woul d remenber nme. This is Lucas Hutchman. W were at "

"Lucas Hutchman!" Her voice was surprised, but with undertones of
pl easure. "OF course | remenber. . . |I've seen you lately at Jeavons, but you
didn't speak to ne."

"I wasn't sure if you would know who | was."

"Well, your not even saying hello to me wouldn't help ny nmenory, would
it?"

"I guess not." Hutchman felt his face grow warm and he realized with
m | d astoni shnent that he and this virtual stranger were, within seconds,
maki ng contact on a sexual level. "I always seemto mss ny chances."

"Real | y? Then why have you rung me? O shouldn't | be so bol d?"

"I was wonderi ng. Hut chman swal | owed. "I know this is very
presunpt uous, but | was wondering if you would do me a small favor."

"I hope | can, but | should warn you that |I'm|leaving for Mscow
tonorrow and won't be back for three weeks."

"It's in connection with your Moscow trip that |I'mringing. | have an
article on mcrowave radiation that | want to get to the editor of _Sovi et
Science_ rather quickly. | could send it through the ordinary mail, but it's

quite a fearsome-1ooking thing -- you know how mat hs papers are -- and there's



so nmuch censorship and red tape that it mght take nmonths before it got
t hrough, so | wondered. " Hutchman paused to regain his breath
"Do you want me to deliver it by hand? A sort of transSi berian Pony
Express?" Andrea | aughed easily, and Hutchman felt he had cleared a hurdl e.
"No need for anything like that," he assured her gratefully. "It'll be
in an addressed envelope. If you could sinply shove it in a postbox or
what ever they have over there."
"I"ll be happy to do that for you, Lucas, but there's a problem™
"A probl en?" Hutchman tried not to sound too concerned.

"Yes. | haven't got the envelope to deliver. Howdo | get it?"
"That shouldn't be difficult. May | bring it round to you today?"
"Well, I"'mstill in the throes of packing, but I'll be free this evening

if that's convenient."

Hut chman' s heart began to pound steadily. "Yes, that's fine. Where shal
r. .2

"Where do you usually nmeet wonen?"

"I. . . ." He checked hinmself fromsaying that he did not usually neet
worren. _You asked for this, Vicky_ . "How about the Camburn Arnms? Perhaps we
coul d have a neal ?"

"Il look forward to that, Lucas. Ei ght o'clock?"

"See you at eight o' clock." He set the phone down and stepped out of the
confines of the kiosk into the noonday bustle feeling bew |dered, as if he had
swal | owed several strong gins on an enpty stomach. He gazed bl ankly at the
unfam liar scene for a second before realizing that he was in Al dershot at the
begi nning of a grand tour of the southern counties. That plan would have to be
nodi fied for a start. As he wal ked back to the car Hutchman deci ded that
posting the first envelopes in a single batch in one town could be Iess
informative to an investigator than an el aborate itinerary. There was
somet hing faintly disturbing about the fact that his nodified plan for the
journey, which had not been considered until a monment ago, seemed better than
one he had thought about for days; but there was no denying that it would be
wi se to ensure a snooth trip for at |east one envel ope to Mdscow.

On the west side of Al dershot he swung south fromthe Bath road and made
the shorter trip to Salisbury where he mailed a sheaf of envel opes. It was not
until he was al nost back in Crynchurch again that he appreciated the
signi ficance of having consigned the anti bonb specification to Her Majesty's
mails. Until that noment he had retained the option of backing out and
returning to sane, nornal life.

The first irrevocable step had been taken

CHAPTER 7

Andrea Knight cane slowly into the bar, her black hair caught inside the
col lar of her suede coat, a sling-type handbag al nost trailing on the floor
Hut chman, who had arrived a little early, watched as she wal ked the I ength of
the room He asked hinself what it was about her which caused the nale
drinkers to fall silent as she passed by. Did the slinky-slovenly gait, that
chal ky and pouting lower |ip, suggest something to their mnds? The archetypa
worman of the streets, conposite of Dietrich and Signoret and Hayworth? He gave
up the attenpted anal ysis as she reached his table, sat down, and shrugged off
her coat w thout speaking.



"Good to see you." He spoke quickly. "d ad you could cone."

"Hell o, Lucas. My God, this takes ne back nore years than | care to
remenber. "

"I guess it does," he said, wondering what she was tal king about.

"Yes. Did you know the Pack Horse has been denolished to make room for a
not or wayy ?"

"No." Hutchman felt a grow ng unease.

"OfF course, we only had one drink there." She smled reproachfully.

Hut chman smil ed back at her as the ground seemed to shift below his
feet. The Pack Horse was a pub he had used when at university and he had vague
menories of having taken girls there -- around the tine he net Vicky -- but
surely Andrea had not been one of them And yet she nust have been. It dawned
on himthat his years with Vicky had conditioned his very thought processes.
(A full year of marital hell-heaven had passed before he had | earned al ways to
put his briefcase beside himon the front seat of the car when goi ng honme from
the office. Vicky, watching Iike a sniper fromthe kitchen w ndow, assuned if
she saw himrenove the case fromthe rear seat that he had had a passenger
And on the days when he had given a lift but forgot to mention it she spun the
delicate but ever tighteni ng webworks of questions, culmnating in ghastly
m dni ght confrontations.) He had | earned to blot out other wonen fromhis
menory. A new thought: _Could it be that the nbnoganmpus, slightly undersexed
person | al ways inmagi ned nyself to be is not the real Lucas Hutchman? Am | a
creation of Vicky's? And, in this revenge kick that I'mon, how big a part is
pl ayed by coi nci dence and how big a part by subconscious nmotivation? | saw
Andrea at the Jeavons while | was working on the machine. | read about her in
the Newsletter and they say the subconscious never forgets details. Details
such as the dates of her Moscow trip. Dear Jesus, could it be, could it really
be, that the deadline for the operation of nmy sacred negalife machi ne was
timed to bring me to this table to neet this wonan?_

" quite thirsty after the walk," Andrea was saying. "My car's in

for repairs.”

"Forgive ne." He signaled to the waiter. "Wat would you like to drink?"

She asked for a Pernod and sipped it appreciatively. "Agirl with ny
soci al i st convictions has no right to order such an expensive drink, but I
think I've got a capitalist stomach."

"That reminds nme." He took the envel ope fromhis inside pocket and
handed it to her. "It's addressed, but you'll need to put a stamp on it for mne
over there. Do you nind?"

"I don't mnd." She dropped the white rectangle into her handbag w t hout
| ooking at it. Her carel ess acceptance of the envel ope pleased him but he
became worried in case she should be too casual and forget to bring it with
her .

"It isn't really vital, but it is rather inportant to me, personally, to
have the article delivered soon," he said.

"Don't worry, Lucas." She placed her hand on his reassuringly. "I1'IlI
| ook after it for you."

Her fingers were cold and he instinctively covered themwith his free
hand. She smiled again, looking directly into his eyes, and sonething threw a
bi ol ogi cal switch in his loins, producing a small but distinct thrill as if
she had touched himthere. Tinme itself seened to distort fromthat nonent --

i ndi vidual mnutes were fantastically drawn out, but the hours flicked by.
They had several drinks, a neal in the adjacent dining room nore drinks, then
he drove her to her flat which was the top one in a four-storey building. As
soon as the car had crunched to a halt in the gravel ed drive she swng out of
it and wal ked to the door, searching in her handbag for a key. At the steps to
the door she turned and | ooked back at him

"Come on, Lucas," she said inpatiently. "lIt's cold out here."

He got out of the car and went with her into the small |obby. The
el evat or door was open and they wal ked into the al um ni um box hand i n hand.
They ki ssed during the ride up and her mouth was as soft as he had thought it



woul d be, and her thighs -- closed around one of his -- were as responsive as
he had hoped they would be. Hutchman's legs felt slightly shaky as he foll owed
Andrea into her apartnment which was pleasantly but sparsely furnished. It
snelt faintly of apples. Just inside the door she dropped her coat on he floor
and they kissed again. Her body was fuller than Vicky's and her breasts, when
he cupped themin his hands, felt heavier than Vicky's. The automatic and
unwant ed compari son produced a pai nful churning sensation behind his eyes. He
put Vicky out of his m nd and drank from Andrea' s nout h.

"Do you want me, Lucas?" Her breath was warm on the roof of his nouth.
"Do you really want nme?"

"I really want you."

"Al'l right then. You wait here." She wal ked into a bedroom and he waited
wi thout noving till she reappeared. She was wearing nothing but a black
peep- hol e brassiere, her nipples angled upward through the apertures on
extruded bl obs of nmilky flesh. Breathing noisily, Hutchman renoved his own
clothes, closed with Andrea, and bore her down onto a fl ame-col oured rug.
_Now_, he thought, _right now, my darling Vicky_.

An indetermnate tine went by before he nade the shocking di scovery that
he could feel . . . precisely nothing. It was as if the whole region of his
genitals was flooded with a deadening drug, destroying all sensation. Baffled
and afraid, he waged a battle between his body and Andrea's, surging and
graspi ng and crushing

"Gve it up, Lucas." Andrea's voice reached him across interstellar
di stances. "It isn't your fault."

"But | don't understand,” he said nunbly. "I don't know what's w ong
with ne."

"Sexual hypesthesia," she replied, not unkindly. "Kraft-Ebbing devotes a
whol e chapter to it."

He shook his head. "But |I'malways all right with. . . ."

"Wth your wife?"

"Ch, Christ!" Hutchman pressed his hands to his tenples as the pain in
hi s head becane intol erable. _Wat have you done to me, Vicky?_

Andrea stood up, wal ked to the door where her suede coat was |ying, and
put it on. "lI've had a very pleasant evening, Lucas, but | have an awful | ot
to do tonmorrow and | must get to bed. Do you ni nd?"

"OfF course not," he nunbled with senseless formality. As he struggl ed
into his clothes he tried to think of sonething intelligent and unconcerned to

say, and finally came out with, "I hope you have good flying weat her
t onmor r ow. "
Her face betrayed no enotion. "I hope so too."

"Good night, Lucas." She closed the door quietly. The el evator was stil
at the landing and he rode down in it, staring at his reflection in the
scrat ched al um ni um

Incredibly, after all that had happened, it was only a little after
m dni ght when he got honme, and Vicky was still up. The confortable old skirt
and cardi gan she was wearing suggested to himthat she had not been out and
that no stranger had been in the house during his absence. She was watching
the late novie on television and as usual the colour control was turned down
too far, producing a faded picture. He adjusted the col our and sat down
tiredly w thout speaking.

"\Where have you been this evening, Lucas?"

"Qut drinking."

He waited for her to contradict him directly or by inference, but she
said, "You shouldn't drink a lot. It doesn't agree with you."

"It agrees with me better than sone things."

She turned to face him and spoke hesitantly. "I get the inpression that

all this has really hurt you, Lucas, and it surprises me. Did you not
understand what you were letting yourself in for?"

Hut chman stared at his wife. He had al ways | oved her nost when she wore
the sort of friendly, famliar clothes she had on now Her face was grave and



beautiful in the subdued orange light, inbued with the power to nake hi m whol e
again. He thought of his first batch of envel opes, sorted and separated now,
speeding on the first stages of the journeys from which no power of his could
bri ng t hem back.

"Go to hell, you," he said thickly and wal ked out of the room

Early next norning Hutchman drove east al nbst as far as Maidstone and
di spat ched anot her sheaf of envel opes. The weat her was sunny and rel atively
warm He got back to the house to find Vicky and David having a |late
breakfast. The boy was eating cereal and trying to do arithnetic problens at
the sane tine.

"Dad, " he shouted accusingly. "Wy do sunms have to have hundreds, tens,
and units? Wiy couldn't it all be units? That way there'd be no carrying to
do."

"It wouldn't work very well, son. But why are you doi ng honework on a
Sunday nor ni ng?"

Davi d shrugged. "The teacher hates ne."

"That's not true, David," Vicky put in.

"Then why does she give me nore suns than the other boys?"

"To _help_ you." Vicky glanced up at Hutchnman appealingly. He took
Davi d's book and pencil, jotted down the answers to the remaining probl ens,
and handed it back to the boy.

"Thanks, Dad." David | ooked at himin wondernent, then darted out of the
ki t chen whooping with gl ee.

"Why did you do that?" Vicky lifted the coffeepot, poured an extra cup
and pushed it across the table to Hutchman. "You've always said that sort of
thing didn't help him™"

"W seened to be inmmortal in those days."

"Meani ng?'

"Perhaps there isn't enough time to do everything slowy and properly."

Vi cky pressed her hand to her throat. "I've been watching you, Lucas.
You don't act like a man who's been. . . ." She sighed. "What would you say if

| told you | hadn't been unfaithful in the clinical sense of the word?"

"I"d say what you've said to ne several hundred tines in the past --
that doing it in the mnd is just as bad."

"But what if it was nauseating to ny mind, and I only --"

"What are you trying to do to nme?" he demanded harshly, pressing the
knuckl es of one hand to his lips in case they should trenble. _After al
that's happened, he wondered in panic, am|l going to fall? Can the |ady
di ssol ve her honmunculus in acid and recreate himat will?_

"Lucas, have you been unfaithful to me?" Her face was that of a
priestess.

"No. "

"Then what has all this been about?"

Hut chman, standing with the coffee cup in his hands, felt his knees
begin to orbit in mnute circles which threatened to beconme |arger and bring
hi m down. A fearsone shift took place in his mind. Wy do | need the machi ne?
The spread of the information is all that matters. Wrld-w de know edge of how
to build the anti bonb nmachi ne would, by itself, make the possession of any
nucl ear device too risky. Even if the machi ne were destroyed ny envel opes
could still go out as a didactic hoax. Better still, | could open all the
remai ni ng envel opes and renove the letter -- and just send the information
And wi thout the hardware | could be safe. They need never find ne. _

He becane aware that the tel ephone was ringing. Vicky halfrose fromthe
tabl e, but he waved her back, hurried inpatiently into the hall, and lifted
the instrument, cutting it short in the mddle of a peal

"Hut chman speaki ng. "

"Good norning, Lucas." The woman's voice seened to speak to himfrom
anot her exi stence, sonething conpletely alien and irrelevant to Hutchman as he



was on that bright Sunday nmorning. It took a genuine mental effort for himto
identify the speaker as Andrea Knight.

"Hello," he said uneasily. "I thought you'd have been at Gat w ck by
this tine."

"That was the original plan, but |I've been transferred to a later
flight."

"Ch!" Hutchman tried to understand why she had rung him To gloat? To
try to make himfeel worse by pretending to try to make himfeel better?

"Lucas, 1'd like to see you today. Can you cone round to ny flat?"

"Sorry," he said coldly. "I don't see any point.

"It's about the envel ope you gave ne to post for you."

"Wel |l ?" He suddenly found difficulty in breathing.

"I opened it."

"You _what ?"

"It occurred to me that | should know what | was carrying into Mbscow.
After all, I"ma practicing socialist, and if the article was intended for

publ i cation anyway.

"You're a socialist?" he asked faintly.

"Yes. 1 told you that |ast night."

"So you did." He recalled Andrea saying as much, but then it had seened
uni mportant. He took a deep breath. "Well, what did you think of nmy little
hoax? Childish, isn't it?"

There was a | ong pause. "Not very childish, Lucas, no.

"But | assure you. "

"I showed the papers to a friend and he didn't |augh nuch, either."

"You'd no right to do that." He made a feeble attenpt at blustering.

"And you'd no right to involve ne in sonething like this. Wuld you |ike
to conme round here and discuss the matter?"

"Just try stopping ne." He threw the phone down and strode into the
ki tchen. "Something has cone up on the Jack-and-Jill program | have to go out
for an hour."

Vi cky | ooked concerned. "On Sunday? Is it serious?"

"Not serious -- just urgent. 1'll be back in an hour."

"Al'l right. Lucas." She smiled tremulously, in a way that hurt himto
see. "W have to sit down together and talk."

"I know." He ran out to his car, broadsided it out onto the road in a
turn which sent gravel hissing through the shrubbery |ike grapeshot, and
accelerated fiercely in the direction of Canmburn. The traffic was |ight --
with a scattering of people on their way for a pre-lunch drink -- and he nade
good tine, the concentration on fast motoring relieving himof the necessity
to plan his i mediate actions. Wen he reached the apartment bl ock where
Andrea lived it | ooked unfamiliar in the | enbncol oured sunlight. He stopped
the car and glanced up at the top floor. There was nobody at the w ndows of
her flat. He wal ked quickly to the elevator and rode up in it, staring
di stastefully at the alum niumwalls which in their distorted reflections
seened to store visual records of the previous night's madness. He thunbed
Andrea's doorbell, still without taking tinme to think of what he night say or
do. She opened the door wthin seconds. Her dusky face, with its pouting | ower
lip, was immbile as she stood aside to let himenter

"Listen, Andrea," he said. "Let's get all the nonsense over with
qui ckly. Gve me back nmy papers and we'll forget the whole thing."

"I want you to neet Aubrey Welland," she replied tonel essly.

"Good norning, M. Hutchman." A stocky, bespectacled young man, with a
square-jawed face and the | ook of a rugby-playing school teacher, enmerged from
the kitchen. He was wearing a red tie and in the |apel of his tweed jacket was

a small, brass hammer-and-sickl e badge. He nodded when he saw the direction of
Hut chman's gaze. "Yes, |'ma nenber of the Party. Have you never seen one
bef or e?"

"I didn't cone here to play ganmes." Hutchman was depressingly aware that
he sounded like a retired najor. "You have sone papers belonging to nme, and



want them back."

Wl | and appeared to consider the request for a nmonent. " Conrade Kni ght
tells ne you are a professional mathematician with a special know edge of
nucl ear physics."

Hut chman gl anced at Andrea, who eyed him bl eakly, and he realized he was
getting nowhere by standing on his dignity. "That's correct. Look, | tried to
play a very childish practical joke and now | realize just how stupid it was.
Can't we --"

"I"'ma mat hematician nmyself," Welland interrupted. "Not in your | eague,
of course, but |I think I have some appreciation of genuine creative maths."

"I'f you had, you'd recognize an outright spoof when you saw one." An
idea fornmed in the back of Hutchman's mind. "Didn't you notice the anomaly in
the way | handl ed the Legendre functions?" He sml|ed condescendingly, and
wai t ed.

"No." Welland lost a little of his conposure. He reached into his inside
pocket, then changed his mind, and wi thdrew his hand -- but not before
Hut chman had glinpsed and identified the corner of a white envelope. "I'm
goi ng to take some convi nci ng about that."

Hut chman shrugged. "Let ne convince you, then. Were are the papers?"

"I"ll keep the papers,” Welland snapped.

"Al'l right." Hutchman smled again. "If you want to make a fool of
yourself with your Party bosses, go ahead. To ne it's all part of the joke."
He hal f-turned away, then sprang at Welland, throwing the other man's jacket
open with his left hand and grasping the envelope with his right. Welland
gasped and cl anped hi s hands over Hutchman's wists. Hutchman exerted all the
power of his bowtoughened nuscles, Welland' s grip weakened, and the envel ope
fluttered to the floor. Welland snarled and tried to drag himaway fromit and
they went on a grotesque waltz across the room The edge of a |long coffee
table hit the back of Hutchman's legs and to prevent hinself going down he
stepped up onto it, bringing Welland with him Welland raised his knee and
Hut chman, trying to protect his groin, flung the other man sideways. Too | ate,
he realized, they were close to the wi ndow. There was an expl osive bursting of
gl ass, and suddenly the cool Novenber air was streamng into the room The
lacy material clogged around Hutchman's fingers and nouth as he | ooked
downwar ds t hrough angul ar petals of glass. People were running into the
forecourt, and a worman was scream ng. Hutchman saw why.

Wl | and had | anded on a cast-iron railing and, even from a hei ght of
four storeys, it was obvious that he was dead.

CHAPTER 8

Det ective | nspector Crombie-Carson was a | ean, acidul ous nan who nade no
concessions to his own or anybody else's humanity. H's face was small but
crowmded with |arge features, as though all the intervening areas had shrunk
and caused the dom nant objects to draw together. Horn-ri med spectacles, a
sandy noustache, and one protuberant nole al so found room sonmehow, on his
count enance.

"It's damed unsatisfactory,” he said in clipped mlitary tones, staring
wi th open belligerence at Hutchman. "You left your home on a Sunday norni ng
and drove from Crynchurch to here to have a drink with M ss Kni ght?"

"That's it." Hutchman had been feeling ill since he saw the



tel evi si on-canera team anong the crowd bel ow. "Andrea and | have known each
ot her since our university days."

"And your wife has no objections to these little excursions?"

"Ah . . . . ny wife didn't know where | was." Hutchman drew his Iips
into the senmbl ance of a smile and tried not to think about Vicky. "I told her
| was going to work for an hour."

"I see." Cronbie-Carson gazed at Hutchman in disgust. Fromthe start of
the interview he had shown no trace of the
behi nd-t hi s- badge-|' mj ust - anot her - hunan-bei ng attitude w th which many police
of ficers eased their relationship with the public. He was doing a job for
whi ch he expected to be hated and was nore than ready to hate in return. "How
did you feel when you arrived and found that M. Wlland was already here with
M ss Kni ght ?"

"I didn't mind -- | knew he was here before |I set out. | told you I
nerely stopped by for a drink and a chat."

"But you told your wife you were going to work."

"My domestic situation is conplicated. My wife is . . unreasonably
jealous.”

"How unfortunate for you." Cronbie-Carson's nouth thinned for an
i nstant, packing his features even closer together. "It's surprising how many

men | encounter who have the same cross to bear.”

Hut chman frowned. "\Wat are you trying to say, |nspector?”

"I never _try_ to say things. | have an excellent command of the
| anguage, and nmy words al ways convey ny exact neaning."

"You seemed to be inplying sonething nore.”

"Real | y?" Cromnbi e-Carson sounded genui nely puzzled. "You nmust have read
something into my words, M. Hutchman. Have you been to this flat on previous
occasi ons?"

"No." Hutchman nade the denial instinctively.

"That's strange. Both the occupants of the ground-floor flat say that
your car was.

"During the day, | meant. | was here |ast night."

The Inspector pernmitted hinmself a little smle. "Until about 11:307?"

"Until about 11:30," Hutchman agreed.

"And what excuse did you give your w fe last night?"

"That | was out drinking."

"I see." Cronbie-Carson glanced at the uniforned sergeant who was
standi ng besi de Andrea, and the sergeant nodded slowy, conveying a nessage
whi ch Hut chman coul d not understand. "Now, Mss Knight. As | understand it,
M. Welland decided to visit you this norning."

"Yes." Andrea spoke tiredly, exhaling grey snoke as she stared at the
fl oor.

"Sunday appears to be a busy day for you."

"On the contrary." Andrea gave no indication of having seen any senantic
shadi ngs in Cronbie-Carson's remark. "I make a point of relaxing on Sundays."

"Very good. So after M. \Welland had been here for about an hour you
decided it would be a good idea for himto nmeet M. Hutchman."

"That's right."

"\Why 2"

Andrea rai sed her eyes. "Wy what ?"

"Why did you think a Conmuni st hi gh-school teacher and a guided-missile
expert shoul d get together?"

"Their professions or politics didn't come into it. | often introduce ny
friends to each other."

"Do you?"

"OfF course." Andrea was pale, but in control of herself. "Besides,

people with dissimlar backgrounds often react together in a nore interesting
way than

"I can well believe it." Cronbie-Carson thrust his hands into the
pockets of his gray showerproof, wal ked to the shattered w ndow, and | ooked



down into the street for a nonment. "And this norning, while your two visitors
were reacting interestingly with each other, M. Wlland decided to get up on
this coffee table and fix your curtains for you?"

"Yes."

"What was wong with the curtains?"

"They weren't closing properly. The runners were jammng on the rail."

"I see." Cronbie-Carson twitched the curtains experinentally. They slid
easily along the rail with a series of subdued nultiple clicks.

Andrea eyed hi msquarely. "Aubrey nust have cl eared the obstruction
before he fell."

"Probably." The I nspector nodded norosely. "If he had still been working
on the rail he might have clutched it when he felt the table tip up underneath
him That way he woul d have pull ed panels and everything down -- but he
m ghtn't have gone out."

"I think he had finished,” Hutchman put in. "I think he was in the act
of getting down when the table couped.™

"Couped! An interesting verb, that. Scots, isn't it?"

"I don't know," Hutchman said warily.

"You were both in the roomwhen the acci dent happened?"

"Yes, but we weren't |ooking at the wi ndow. There was a crash . . . and
he was gone."
Cronbi e- Car son gave Andrea a specul ative look. "l understand that as

wel | as teaching mathematics M. Welland was ganes naster at his school ."

"l believe he was."

"What an unfortunate tine for his reactions to fail him-- perhaps he
had had too nuch to drink."

"No. He hadn't drunk anything."

The I nspector's face was inpassive, conpressed. "M . Hutchman said he
was expecting to have a drink when he got here."

"I was," Hutchman replied irritably, "but not to get stuck into a
boozi ng session the nmonent | arrived."

"I see," Cronbie-Carson conmented. "There are certain proprieties to be
observed, of course."” He wal ked slowy around the room pausing every few
paces to make a hissing intake of breath. "I shall want you both to make
witten statenments. In the neantinme, do not make any trips outside the |oca
area without getting permi ssion frommne. Cone al ong, sergeant." The two
policemen |l eft the apartnment with a final |ook around, and during the nonent
t he door was open men's voices flooded in fromthe |anding, raucous and eager

"Pleasant fellow, " Hutchman said. "Ex-colonial police, I'd say."
Andrea jumped up fromthe couch and advanced on him head thrust
forward. "l should have told the truth. | should have handed you over."

"No, you did the right thing. Communi ze the cloisters as nmuch as you
want to, but don't get any deeper into this business. Believe ne, Andrea, al

hell is going to break | oose very shortly."
"Shortly?" Andrea snorted.
"That's right. | assure you -- you've seen nothing yet." _| sound I|ike

Leslie Howard as Pinpernel Smith_, Hutchman thought, as he let hinself out.
Several waiting men flashed press cards in his face, crowded around, and
followed himinto the el evator. Their presence helped himto sustain the role.
He forced himself to sound civilized and unperturbed as he repeated the story
of the accident, but when he got into the car his | egs began to trenble so
violently that he was al nost unable to operate the foot pedals. The car jerked
away fromthe knot of people gathered outside the building and as he turned it
toward Crynchurch he noticed with a dull sense of shock that the sky was
darkening. He had left hone in md-norning, telling Vicky he was going to the
of fice for one hour -- and she had believed him Just as they had reached the
far side of despair she had, for some reason lost in the conplexities of the
human condition, begun to believe in him Now he was returning to her with the
dusk, bringing as nmuch pain as any two people could bear. Hutchman touched the
white envel ope in his pocket. Supposing he showed its contents to Vicky? At



| east one other person, still alive, had seen his work, so why not Vicky?
Wuld it convince her? Wuld it make any difference to anything? Could he
justify involving her to that extent just as the human chain reaction
triggered off by his actions was on the point of becom ng super-critical? The
expl osi on was coming, inevitably, and he was going to be at the center of it.
He was ground zero.

The house, with its warmlights gl ow ng through the screen of poplars,
| ooked achingly peaceful. He parked his car and stood outside for a noment,
reluctant to enter, then went in through the side door. The interior, although
brightly lit, was very quiet -- and enpty. He wal ked through to the | ounge and
found a note in Vicky's handwiting sitting on the stone fireplace. It said:
"The police have been here. Several reporters have rung me. And | have heard
the news on the radio. | was beginning to hope I was wong about you. | have
taken David. This time -- and | amsane -- it is finally over. V. H ™" Hutchman
sai d al oud, "You, too, have done the right thing."

He sat down and, w th neaningl ess deliberation, |ooked around the room
Nothing in it, he discovered, was of any inportance. The walls, the pictures,
and the furniture had becone slightly unreal. They were stage properties anong
whi ch three people had, for a while, acted out assigned roles. Suddenly
conscious that he was artificially extending his own part beyond its term he
got to his feet and went into his study. There were nore than a hundred
envel opes -- including those destined for England -- yet to be filled, sealed,
addressed, and stanped. He threw hinmself into the nechanical tasks,
concentrating on mnute details of folding the papers and exactly squaring the
stanps to further deaden the ponderous workings of his mnd. The attenpt was
noderately successful, but at tines strange, incredible thoughts cane to the
fore.

My wife and child have left ne_.

_Today | killed a man. | lied about it to the police and they let me go,
but | knewthat | didit. I didn't mean to do it, but it happened. |
termnated a hunman life!l

_The news about ny machine is spreading across the world. Soon the
information ripple is going to reach the confines of its system and then the
direction will be reversed. I"'mat the center. I'mthe ground zero man, and
terrible things are going to happen to ne. _

My wife and child have |eft ne.

When the work was finished and the envelopes piled in neat stacks,

Hut chman | ooked around bl ankly, faced with the prospect of going on living. It
occurred to himthat he had not eaten anything all day, but the thought of
prepari ng food was preposterous. The only neani ngful action he could think of
was to take another batch of envel opes out and nmail them possibly in London
Just at the tine he nost needed to preserve his obscurity he had been
catapulted into the news headlines, yet it was still worthwhile to cover his
tracks as regards the mailings. The police knew he had been involved in a
pecul iar accident -- they still had nothing to make hima suspect in the
massi ve security investigation which would ensue when the first envel ope
reached Wiitehall. Andrea had halfthreatened to tell the police all she knew,
but what she really wanted was to di sengage herself as rapidly and conpletely
as possible. There was no danger there.

Hut chman brought the small suitcase in fromthe car and refilled it with
envel opes. He turned off all the lights, went out into the blustery,
rai n-seeded darkness, and | ocked the door. _Force of habit_, he thought. _\What
is there to steal?_ He threw the case onto the front seat of the car and was
in the act of getting in beside it when a brilliant beam of |ight slewed
across the drive, making shadows | eap. A black sedan materialized behind the
lights and crunched to a halt close to his car. Three nmen got out inmediately,
but Hut chman could not see themclearly because a spotlight was shining into
his eyes. He fought to contain his fear

"CGoi ng sonewhere, M. Hutchman?" The voice was hard and di sapprovi ng,
but Hutchman rel axed as he identified it as belonging to Detective |nspector



Cr onbi e- Car son.

"No," he said easily. "Just doing a local errand."

"Wth a suitcase?"

"Wth a suitcase. They're handy for carrying things around. What can
do for you, I|nspector?"

Cr onbi e- Car son approached the car, the police spotlight pinpointing him
wi th radi ance. "You can answer sone nobre questions."

"But 1've told you all | know about Welland."

"That remmins to be seen,” the Inspector snapped. "However, it's Mss
Knight I'minterested in now. "

"Andrea!" Hutchman felt a sick prenonition. "Wat about her?"

"Earlier this evening," Cronbie-Carson said coldly, "she was abducted
from her apartnent by three armed nen."

CHAPTER 9

"Good CGod," Hutchman whi spered. "Wy shoul d anybody want to do that?"

Cronbi e- Carson gave a short | augh which sonehow i ndi cated that, while he
appreci ated Hutchman's di splay of surprise onits nerits purely as a display,
he had seen many guilty nen react in a simlar manner. "A |l ot of people would
like to know the answer to that question. \Were, for instance, have you been
al | evening?"

"Right here. At hone."

"Anybody with you to substantiate that?"

"No." _If Andrea has been abducted_, Hutchman thought bel atedly, _then
she must have tal ked to nore people than Welland. Either that or Welland
passed sonet hing on to.

"How about your wife?"

"No. Not ny wife -- she's staying with her parents.™

"I see," Cronbie-Carson said, using what Hutchman was beginning to
recogni ze as an all-purpose phrase. "M . Hutchman, | suspect that you were
about to leave this area in spite of nmy request that you should remain."

Hut chman felt stirrings of real alarm "I assure you | wasn't. Were
woul d | go?"

"What have you in that suitcase?"

"Not hi ng. " Hut chman squinted into the spotlight, feeling mld heat from
it on his face. "Nothing like what you're looking for. It's correspondence.™

"Do you mind showing it to nme?"

"I don't mnd." Hutchman opened the car door, pulled the case to the
edge of the seat, and clicked it open. The light played on the bundl es of
envel opes and reflected in the inspector's gl asses.

"Thank you, M. Hutchman -- | had to be certain. Now if you would I ock
the case away in your car or in the house, | would |like you to acconpany ne to
Crynchurch police station.”

"Why should I?" The situation, Hutchman realized, had gone far beyond
his control

"I have reason to believe you can help ne with ny inquiries."

"I's that another way of saying |'m under arrest?"

"No, M. Hutchman. | have no reason to arrest you, but | can require you
to give your full co-operation during ny investigations. If necessary | can



"Don't bother," Hutchman said, feigning resignation. "I'll go with you."
He cl osed the case, put it on the floor of the car, and | ocked the door
Cronbi e- Carson ushered himinto the rear seat of the police cruiser and got in
beside him The interior snelt of wax polish and dusty air circulated by the
heat er. Hutchman sat upright, acutely self-conscious, watching the flow ng
patterns of |ights beyond the wi ndows w th hei ghtened awareness, like a child
goi ng on holiday or a man being wheeled into an operating theater. He was
unaccustonmed to riding in a back seat, and the car felt nonstrously |ong,
unwi el dy. The uniformed driver seened to maneuver it around corners wth
super-human skill. It was alnpst ten o' clock by the tinme they got into the
town and the public houses were busy with the Sunday ni ght trade. Hutchnman
glinpsed the yellowlit w ndows of Joe's inn and abruptly his sense of
adventure deserted him He longed to be going into Joe's for the |ast
congeni al hour, not for spirits but for pints of creamy stout which he could
swill and swallow and drown in until it was time to go hone. As the car swung
into the police station Hutchman, who normally never drank stout or beer, felt
that he had to have at |east one pint, perhaps as a token that he could stil
contact the normal, nundane world.

"How long is this going to take?" he said anxiously to Cronbi e-Carson
speaking for the first tine since he had got into the car

"Ch, not very long. It's quite a routine matter, really."

Hut chman nodded. The I nspector had sounded quite affable, and he
privately estimated that he could be out again in thirty mnutes, giving him
at least another thirty for a beer, a chat with friends he had never net

before, and a peek down the landlady's blouse. . . . Aman with no fanmly ties
could take his fill of such sinple pleasures. The | ast was a neager
conpensati on, al nost inconsiderable, but nenories of his abysmal failure with
Andrea -- perhaps Vicky's hold would relax now that she had renounced al

rights. And Andrea had come on too strong that night. Was it only _last _
night? Were is she now? And what is Vicky doing? Wiere is David? Wat's
happening to ne?_ He blinked at his surroundings in internally generated
al arm

"This way, M. Hutchman." Cronbie-Carson | ed himthrough a side entrance
fromthe vehicle park, along a corridor, past an area containing an hotel-1ike
recepti on desk and potted palns, and into a small sparsely furni shed room
"Pl ease sit down."

"Thank you." Hutchman got a gl oomy feeling it would take himnore than
thirty mnutes to extricate hinself.

"Now. " Cronbi e-Carson sat down at the other side of a nmetal table
wi t hout renoving his showerproof. "I'mgoing to ask you some questions and the
constable here is going to make a shorthand note of the interview"

"Al'l right," Hutchman said hel pl essly, wondering how nmuch the | nspector
knew or suspected.

"Good. | take it that, as a condition of your enploynment, you are
famliar with the provisions of the Oficial Secrets Act and have signed a
docunent binding you to observe the Act?"

"I have." Hutchman thought back to the neani ngl ess scrap of paper he had
signed on joining Westfield s and which had never influenced his activities in
any way.

"Have you ever reveal ed any details of your work for Westfield' s to a
third party who was not simlarly bound by the Act?"

"No." Hutchman began to relax slightly. Cronbie-Carson was barking up
the wong tree and could continue to do so for as | ong as he want ed.

"Did you know that M ss Knight is a nenber of the Comuni st Party?"

"I didn't know she actually carried a card, but 1'd an idea she had
soci al i st | eani ngs."

"You knew t hat nuch, did you?" The Inspector's condensed face was alert.

"There's no harmin that, is there? Sonme of the shop stewards in our
m ssil e-production factory are red-hot Party nen who go to Moscow for their
hol i days. It doesn't nean they're secret agents.”



"I"mnot concerned with your trade-union officials, M. Hutchman. Have
you ever discussed your work at Westfield s with Mss Knight?"

"OfF course not. Until yesterday | hadn't even spoken to her for years.
. . . ." Hutchman regretted the words as soon as they were uttered.

"I see. And why did you re-establish contact?"

"No special reason." Hutchman shrugged. "I saw her accidentally at the
Jeavons Institute the other day and yesterday | rang her. For old tinmes' sake,
you m ght say."

" _You_ mght. What did your wife say?"

"Listen, Inspector." Hutchman gripped the cool netal of the table. "Do
you suspect me of betraying my country or ny wife? You ve got to make up your
m nd which."

"Really? | wasn't aware that the two activities were in any way
i nconmpatible. In ny experience they often go hand in hand. Surely the Freudian
aspect of the typical spy fantasy is one of its nmpost dom nant features.”

"That's as may be." Hutchman was shaken by the rel evance of the
I nspector's comment -- there had been that terrible nmonent of self-doubt, of
identity blurring, just after he had net Andrea in the Canmburn Arms. "However,
I have not committed adultery or espionage."

"I's your work classified?"

"Mbderately. It is also very boring. One of the reasons |I'm so positive
|'ve never discussed it with anybody is that nothing would turn them off
qui cker."

Cronbi e- Carson stood up, renoved his coat, and set it on a chair. "Wat
do you know about M ss Knight's di sappearance?"

"Just what you told ne. Have you no clue about where she is?"

"Have you any idea why three arned men should go to her apartnent,
forcibly drag her out of it, and take her away?"

"None. "

"Have you any idea who did it?"

"No. Have you?"

"M. Hutchman," the Inspector said inpatiently, "let's conduct this
interview the ol d-fashioned way. It's always nore productive when |I ask the
guestions.”

"Al'l right -- but permt me to be concerned about the welfare of
afriend. Allyoutell neis.

"A friend? Wuld acquai ntance not be a better word?"

Hut chman cl osed his eyes. "Your use of the | anguage is very precise."

At that noment the door opened and a sergeant cane into the roomwth a
buff folder. He set it on the table in front of CronbieCarson and |eft w thout
speaki ng. The Inspector glanced through it and took out eight photographs.
They were not typical policerecord pictures, but whole-plate shots of nen's
faces, sone of themportraits and others apparently blown up from sections of
crowd phot ographs. Cronbi e-Carson spread themin front of Hutchman.

"Study these faces closely, and tell nme if you' ve seen any of them
before. "

"I don't remenmber ever seeing any of these nmen," Hutchman said after he
had scanned the pictures. He lifted the edge of one and tried to turn it over,
but Cronbi e-Carson's hand pressed it down agai n.

"I"ll take those." The Inspector gathered up the gl ossy rectangl es and
returned themto the folder.

"If you have finished with nme," Hutchman said carefully,
craving for a pint of stout."

Cronbi e- Car son | aughed i ncredul ously and gl anced at the shorthand witer
with rai sed eyebrows. "You haven't a hope in hell."

"But what nore do you want from ne?"

"Il tell you. We have just conpleted part one of the interview Part
one is the section in which I treat the interviewee gently and with the
respect a ratepayer deserves -- until it becones obvious he is not going to
co-operate. That part is over now, and you' ve made it clear you are not going

i have a



to be hel pful of your own accord. Fromnow on, M. Hutchman, |lamgoing to |ean
on you. More than a little."

Hut chman gaped at him "You can't! You have nothing agai nst ne."

Cronbi e-Carson | eaned across the table. "G ve nme sone credit, friend.
I"'ma professional. Every day in life |I'mup agai nst other professionals and
nearly always win. Did you seriously think I would let a big soft amateur |ike
you stand in nmy way?"

"An amat eur at what ?" Hut chman demanded, concealing his panic.

"I don't know exactly what you' ve been up to -- _yet_ -- but you've done
somet hing. You're also a very poor liar, but I don't mnd that because it
makes things easier for nme. What | really object to about you is that you're a
ki nd of wal ki ng di saster area.”

_I'"mthe ground zero nan_, a voice chanted in Hutchman's head. "Wat do
you nmean?"

"Since you quietly slipped out of your fashionabl e bungal ow this norning
one worman has been abducted and two nen have died."

" Two_ nen! | don't. . . ."

"Did | forget to tell you?" Cronbie-Carson was el aborately apol ogeti c.
"One of the three nmen who abducted M ss Knight shot and killed a passer-by who
tried to interfere."

Part two of the interview was every bit as bad as Hut chman had been | ed
to expect. Seem ngly endl ess series of questions, often about trivia, shouted
or whi spered, throwing coils of words around his mind. Inplications which if
not inmediately spotted and chal | enged hedged himin, drove himcloser and
closer to telling the wong lie or the wong truth. _Gazing ellipsis_,

Hut chman t hought at one stage, his exhaustion creating a feeling -- akin to
the spurious cosmic revel ation of sem wakeful ness -- that he had produced the
greatest pun of all time. So nunbed was he by the end of the ordeal that he
was in bed in a neat but wi ndow ess "guest roonf on an upper floor of the
station before realizing he had not been given the option of going honme to
sleep. He stared resentfully at the closed door for a full mnute, telling

hi nsel f he would kick up hell if it proved to be | ocked. But he had had
virtually no sleep for forty-eight hours, his brain had been savaged by
Cronbi e- Carson, and al t hough he was going to stand no nonsense about the door
it seemed hardly worth while doi ng anything about it before norning.

He dropped cleanly into sleep

The sound of the door being opened wakened him Convinced he had been
asleep only a few m nutes, Hutchman gl anced at his watch and found that it
regi stered ten past six. He sat up, beconing aware that he was wearing gray
i nen pyjanmas, and watched the doorway as a young uniforned constable cane in
carrying a cloth-covered tray. The small roomfilled with the snell of bacon
and strong tea.

"Good nmorning, sir," the constable said. "Here's your breakfast. | hope
you like your tea nearly solid."

"I don't mnd." Hutchman's preference was for weak tea, but his thoughts

were occupi ed by sonething infinitely nore inmportant. This was Monday -- and
t he remai nder of his envel opes should have been in the mail. A crushing sense
of urgency dulled his voice. "I take it I'mfree to | eave here at any tine?"

The fresh-faced constable renoved the tray cloth and folded it
nmeticul ously. "That's sonething you would need to raise with Inspector
Cronbi e- Carson, sir."

"You nean |'m _not_ free to | eave?"

"That's a matter for the Inspector.”

"Don't give ne that. You fellows on duty at the desk nust receive
i nstructions about who is allowed to | eave and who isn't."

"Il tell the Inspector you want to see him" The constable set the
tray across Hutchman's thighs and wal ked to the door. "Don't |et your
scranbl ed egg get cold -- there's only one sitting for breakfast."



"Just a minute! Is the Inspector here now?"

"No, sir. He had a |long day yesterday and has gone hone to sleep. He'll
probably be here in the afternoon.”

The door closed on the constable's final word before Hutchman coul d put
the tray aside, and he realised it had been set on his knees deliberately to
i mobilize him He slid it onto the bedside | ocker and went to the door. It
was | ocked. He wal ked around the featurel ess perineter of the room arrived
back at the bed, and sat down. The strips of bacon | ooked underdone, the fat
still translucent, and too rmuch butter had been used in the scranbl ed eggs,
maki ng them a greasy yellow rmush. Hutchman lifted the mug of tea and sipped it
experimentally. It was over sweet and rmuch too strong, but hot. He held the
mug in both hands and slowy drank the brown brew, deriving satisfaction from
the tiny thrill which coursed through the nerves in his tenples at every sip.
The tea had no food value but at least it hel ped himto think.

Monday afternoon woul d probably be time enough to post the last of the
envel opes, but what guarantee was there that he woul d be out by then? The
constabl e had sai d Cronbi e-Carson would _probably be at the station in the
afternoon, and even if he did show up nobody was obliged to report his
presence to Hutchman. And, going one step further, the Inspector could at that
stage put his cards on the table and say he intended to hold onto Hutchnman for
several days or longer. Hutchman vainly tried to recall his own legal rights.
He knew that the powers of the police, including that of detaining wthout
showi ng cause, had been extended recently as part of the Establishnment's
t ougher measures to conbat epidemc violence. In the security of his previous
exi stence he had approved of the police having nore authority, on the rare
occasi ons when the idea crossed his mnd, but now it seened intol erable.

The galling thing was that he knew why he shoul d have been held, and had
no i dea of why the police thought they were holding him WIlIland was dead,
Andrea had been snatched from her apartnment, and an innocent third party had
been nurdered on the street. Al these things -- as Cronbie-Carson's intuition
so rightly told him-- were a direct result of Hutchman's activities. And what
was happening to Andrea at this mnute? If the Russians -- or anybody el se,
for that matter -- had got hold of her she would soon tell all she knew. Once
t hat happened they could communicate with Witehall, because Hutchman had put
hi nsel f beyond nere international rivalries, and a detachment of facel ess nen
woul d cone to Crynthurch for him

Hut chman fini shed the tea, grinmacing as the undi ssol ved sugar silted
into his nmouth. By building the machi ne he had decl ared open season on
hinsel f. No matter who di sposed of himthere would be drinks in brown roomnms in

VWhitehall, in Peking and Paris. And all he was doing was sitting quietly in
Government -i ssue pyjamas, like a trenbling noth waiting to be dropped into the
killing bottle. They could cone at any mnute. At any second!

Wth a convul sive excess of energy, he leapt to his feet and | ooked for
his clothes. H s slacks, sweater, and brown-suede jacket were hanging in a
built-in closet. He dressed quickly and checked through his pockets. Al his
bel ongi ngs were intact, including a roll of noney -- remai nder of what Vicky
had given himto deposit in the bank -- and a tiny penknife. The bl ade of the
latter was about an inch long, making it a |l ess effective weapon than fist or
foot. He | ooked hel plessly around the room then went to the door and began
kicking it with the flat of his foot, slowy and rhythmcally, striving for
maxi mum i npact. The door absorbed the shocks with disappointingly little
sound, but he had been doing it for only a few nmi nutes when he heard the | ock
clicking. Wen the door opened he saw the sane young constable and a
thin-1ipped sergeant.

"What's the gane?" the sergeant denanded indignantly. "Why were you
ki cki ng the door?"

"I want out of here." Hutchman began wal king, trying to breast the
sergeant out of his way. "You've no right to keep ne | ocked up."

The sergeant pushed hi m back. "You're staying until the Inspector says
you can go. And if you start kicking the door again I'll cuff your hands to



your ankles. Cot it?"

Hut chman nodded neekly, turned away, then darted through the doorway.

M racul ously, he made it out into the corridor -- and ran straight into the
arms of a third policeman. This man seened | arger than the other two put
together, a tidal wave of blue uniformwhich swept Hutchman up effortlessly on
its crest and hurled himback into the room

"That was stupid,"” the sergeant remarked. "Now you're in for assaulting
an officer. If I felt like it, | could transfer you to a cell -- so nake the
best of things in here.”

He sl ammed the door, |eaving Hutchman nore al one and nore of a prisoner
than he had been previously. H's upper lip was throbbing where it had come in
contact with a uni formbutton. He paced up and down the room trenbling,
trying to cone to ternms with the fact that he really was a prisoner and -- no
matter how righteous his cause, no matter how many human |ives depended on him
-- the walls were not going to be riven by a thunderbolt. _This is crazy_, he
t hought bl eakly. _|I can make neutrons dance -- can | not outwit a handful of
| ocal bobbies?_  He sat down on the room s only chair and made a consci ous
effort to think his way to freedom Presently he wal ked across to the bed and
pul l ed the sheets away fromit, exposing a thick foamplastic mattress.

He stared at it for a nonent, then took out his penknife and began
cutting the spongy material. The tough outer skin resisted his efforts at
first but the cellular interior parted easily. Fifteen mnutes |ater he had
cut a six-foot-long, coffin-shaped piece out of the center of the mattress. He
rolled the piece up, conpressed it as much as possible and cramred it into the
bedsi de | ocker, closing the door on it with difficulty. That done, he got into
the bed and lay on the area of spring exposed by his surgery on the mattress.
It depressed a little with his weight, but the plastic mattress renai ned on
approximately its original level, an inch or so higher than his face.
Satisfied with his achi evenent, he sat upright and pulled the sheets up over
the mattress again. Wrking fromunderneath, it was an awkward task to get the
pill ows and beddi ng disposed in such a way as to resenbl e nornal untidiness,
and he was sweating by the tine he had finished.

He lay perfectly still, and waited, suddenly aware that he was stil
very short on sl eep.

Hut chman was awakened from an involuntary doze by the sound of the door
opening. He held his breath to avoid even the slightest disturbance of the
sheet just above his face. A man's voice swore fervently. There was a rush of
heavy footsteps to the bed, into the screened-off toilet facility in the
corner, to the closet, and back to the bed again. The unseen man grunted
al nost in Hutchman's ear as he knelt to | ook under the bed. Hutchman froze
with anxiety in case the downward bul ge of the spring would give himaway, but
the footsteps retreated again.

"Sergeant," a dwindling voice called in the corridor, "he's gone!"

The door appeared to have been |l eft open, but Hutchman resisted the
tenptation to nake a break. H s scanty know edge of police psychol ogy was
vindi cated a few seconds | ater when other footsteps, a small party of nen this
time, sounded in the corridor, running. They exploded into the room carried
out the sanme search pattern as before, and retreated into the distance.

Hut chman's straining ears told himthe door of the room had not been cl osed.

H s plan had achi eved opti mum success so far, but had reached a stage at which
some delicate judgnment was required. Wuld the police assunme he had escaped
fromthe prenises, or would a search of the building be instigated? If the
latter, he would be better to remain where he was for a while -- yet there was
a definite risk in remaining too |l ong. Sormeone had only to cone in to make up
the bed.

He waited for what felt |like twenty m nutes, growi ng nore nervous,
listening to the sounds of a building in use -- doors slamm ng, distant
t el ephones ringi ng, occasional blurred shouts or |aughs. Tw ce he heard
f oot st eps nmovi ng unconcernedly al ong outside the room and once they were those
of a woman, but he was lucky in that the corridor appeared not too frequented



at that tinme of the day. At last he was satisfied that the building was not
bei ng systematically combed. He threw off the sheet and clinbed out of the
bed. Stepping out into the corridor seemed a hideous risk, but he gathered al
the bedding up into a great ball and carried it out of the room The group of
men who had searched for himhad come fromthe right, so Hutchman turned left.
He noved al ong the corridor, scanning doors from behind his carapace of white
linen. At the very end he found a graypainted netal door with "FIRE EXI T"
stenciled on it in red. He opened the door and, still carrying the bedding,
went down the narrow stairs of bare concrete. At the bottom he pushed open a
heavy door and found hinself | ooking out at the steely light of nid-norning
stream ng across a small car park. There were few cars in it, and no people.

Hut chman wal ked bol dly across the park and through an open gateway into
Crynchurch High Street. The police station was on his left. He turned away
fromit and went along the street, restraining hinself frombreaking into a
run, his face buried in the flapping linen. At the first corner he turned
right, only then permitting hinmself the luxury of feeling he had got clear
The sense of partial relaxation did not |ast |ong.

I'mmniles away from hone_, he thought. _And that's where the envel opes
are.

He considered | ooking for a taxi, then renenbered they were a rarity in
Crynchurch. The idea of stealing a car was sonmehow nore shocking, on its own
| evel , than anything el se he had done since he had broken all ties with
society. It would be his first outright crimnal act -- and he was not even
certain he could do it -- but there was no good alternative. He began
exam ni ng the dashboards of the cars parked along the street on which he was
wal ki ng. Two bl ocks further along, where Crynthurch's business section was
shading into a residential area, he spotted the gl eam of keys in an ignition
switch. The car was not the best sort for his purpose -- it was one of the new
Gover nrent - subsi di zed safety nmodels, with four high-backed aft-facing seats
and only the driver's seat facing forward. Al such cars had a governor on the
engine which limted the top speed to a hundred kil ometers per hour

On consi deration, Hutchman deci ded he woul d be better not to break any
speed regul ati ons anyway. He gl anced around to nake sure the owner was not in
sight, dropped the bedding on the footpath, and got into the car. It started
at the first turn of the key, and he drove away smoothly but quickly. _Not bad
for a big soft amateur_, he thought in a nonmentary childish glee. _But beware
of hubris, Hutch, old son! _

He circled the outskirts of the town, gradually adjusting to the feel of
the unfamliar controls, and once was shocked when he glinpsed his unshaven
face in the driving mrror. It was a tired and desperate face, one which
bel onged to a hunted stranger. On reaching his house he drove slowy past it,
sati sfying hinself that there were no police around, then halted and backed
into the driveway. His own car, w ndows opaqued with noisture, was sitting
where he had left it. He parked the stolen car close to the shrubbery and got
out, staring nostalgically at the house and wonderi ng what he would do if he
saw Vicky at a window. But the two milk bottles still sitting on the doorstep
told himshe had not returned. Synbols. Two quotation marks which signified
the end of the dialogue with Vicky. H's eyes blurred painfully.

He searched in his pockets, found the ignition key of his own car. It,
too, started at the first turn of the switch and a mnute |ater he was driving
northward, toward w nter



CHAPTER 10

The whol e broad back of the country lay before him daunting in its
size, conplexity, and possibilities of danger. He had been accustoned to
thinking of Britain as a cosy little island, a crowded patch of grass which
scarcely afforded a jetliner space to trimfor level flight before it was tine
for it to nestle down again. Now, suddenly, the land was huge and misty,
craw ing with nmenace, magnified in inverse proportion to the nunber of human
bei ngs to whom he could turn for help.

Hut chman drove steadily, aware of the consequences of a speeding offence
or even the slightest accident. He watched the mirror nore than usual, cursing
the other cars which hung near his offside rear wheel, bristling with kinetic
energy, always about to overtake yet paradoxically frozen in formation with
him Qher drivers, secure and separated in their own little Einsteinian
systens of relative novenment, net his eyes with mild curiosity until he put on
his Pol aroids, investing the windscreen with a pattern of oily blue squares.
He crossed the Thanes at Henl ey and drove northwest in the direction of
Oxford, stopping at isolated mail boxes to post small bundl es of his envel opes.

By mi dday Hut chman was deep in the Tol kei n-1and of the Cotswolds,
swi shing through villages of honey-col oured stone which seemed to have grown
by sone natural process rather than artifice. Donesticated valleys shone in
pale tints beneath veils of white mst. He surveyed the countryside in
det ached gl oom his brain seething with regrets and reconsi derations, unti
the nmention of his name on a newscast brought himback to the m nuteby-nm nute
busi ness of living. The car radio crackled as he turned up the vol une, causing
himto |l ose part of the item

" _intensive police activity centered on the house in More's Road,
Canburn, where two nmen di ed yesterday, one of themas a result of a fall from
an upper w ndow, the other shot dead when the biology |ecturer Andrea Kni ght
was abducted from her apartnent by three arned nmen. The man who fell to his
death was M. A ubrey Welland, a schoolteacher, of 209 Ri dge Road, Upton
Green; and the nman who was shot during the gangsterstyle abduction was
fifty-nine-years-old M. Richard Thomas Bil son, of 38 Mbore's Road, Cam burn
who was passing by at the time and is understood to have tried to prevent the
three nen from pushing Mss Knight into a car. The police have no known cl ues
as to the present whereabouts of Mss Knight, but both she and Well and were
menbers of the Communist Party, and it is thought that her di sappearance may
have sonme political notivation. _

" Latest developnment in the case is that thirty-nine-years-old M. Lucas
Hut chman, of Priory Hill, Crynchurch, a mat hematiclan with the gui ded-weapons
firmof Westfield s, is being sought by the police, who believe he can
materially assist with their inquiries. Hutchman was taken to Crynthurch
police station |last night, but disappeared this norning. He is described as
six-feet tall, black-haired, slimbuilt, clean-shaven, wearing gray sl acks
anda brown-suede jacket. He is thought to be driving apal e-blue Ford Sierra,
regi strati on nunber B836 SMN. Anybody seeing this car or a man answering to
Hut chman 's description should contact their nearest police station
i medi ately. . . .

_Reports of a serious fire on board the orbiting |aboratory have been
deni ed by. "

Hut chman turned the radio down until it was produci ng background noi se.
H s first thought was that sonmebody had beenfast. Scarcely three hours had
el apsed since he had wal ked out of Crynthurch police station, which indicated
that the police had not waited for reporters to uncover the facts but had gone
to the BBC and enlisted their aid. He did not know rmuch about police
procedures, but nmenory told himthat outright appeals on the public
broadcasting systemwere fairly rare events. The signs were that
Cronbi e- Car son, or sonebody above him had an idea that sonething really big
was taking place. Hutchman glanced in his mirror. There was a car a short



di stance behind, belatedly rising and sinking on the irregularities of the
hedge-1ined road. Was that silvery flash an aerial? Had the driver been
listening to the same newscast? Wuld he recall the description of the car if
he overtook? Hutchman depressed the accelerator instinctively and pull ed ahead
until the follow ng vehicle was lost fromview, but then found hinmself draw ng
closer to another car. He fell back a little and tried to think
constructively.

The main reason he needed transport of his own was so that he could
di ffuse his mailings over a wide area, and do it quickly. Al the envel opes
had to be in the nmails before the |ast collection of the day. Once that was
done he coul d abandon the car -- except that it mght be found al nost
i medi ately, giving the police an accurate pointer to his location. H's best
solution seened to be to exanmi ne the main points of the broadcast description
and decide which of themreally were invariants.

Reachi ng the outskirts of Cheltenham he parked the car in a quiet avenue
and, leaving his jacket in it, took a bus into the center of the town. Sitting
on the upper deck he took the roll of notes fromhis pocket and counted it.
The total was £338, which was nore than enough to take care of his needs unti
D-Day. On descending fromthe bus in the unfamliar shopping center he found
hi nsel f shivering in the sharp Novenber air, and decided that wal ki ng about in
sl acks and a worsted sweater could make himtoo conspi cuous. He went into an
outfitter's and bought a zippered gray jacket. In a nearby general store he
acquired a battery-powered electric razor and while trying it out trinmed his
stubble into the begi nnings of a signoral beard. It was only three days ol d,
but the bl ackness and thickness of the growh nmade it acceptable as a beard
whi ch woul d regi ster as part of his appearance.

Feel i ng nore secure, Hutchman found an auto-accessory shop which
supplied reflective nunber plates on a while-you-wait basis. He conposed an
unr emar kabl e i cense nunber, ordered two new plates bearing it, and -- after a
five-mnute delay during which the digits were bonded to the base -- energed
in chilly sunlight with his purchase under his arm

A sharp pang of hunger startled him then he remenbered that his | ast
food had been taken with Andrea, back in another existence. The thought of a
hot meal in a restaurant was tenpting but he could not spare the tine. He
bought a plastic shopping bag and partially filled it with six aerosol cans of
bl ack aut onobil e paint and a bottle of thinners. These he obtained in small
lots in three different shops to avoid giving any perceptive sal es assi stant
the idea that he was going to paint a conplete car. Topping the bag up with
cel | ophane-w apped sandwi ches and cans of stout -- the odd craving of the
previ ous night had not entirely left him-- he caught a bus back out of town
al ong the sane road.

Di senmbar ki ng fromthe bus he approached his car warily. The whol e
expedition had taken little nore than an hour, but there had been plenty of
time for the car to have been observed and reported. Wen satisfied there was
no unusual activity in the area he got into the driving seat and drove
eastward into the hills, looking for a quiet spot in which he could work
wi thout attracting any attention. Nearly thirty m nutes had passed before he
found a suitably secluded lane. It led toward a disused farm buil ding and was
wel | screened with hawt horns. He parked out of sight of the main road and at
once went to work with the aerosols, spraying the paint on in great cloudy
swat hes. To do the job properly he should have masked the gl ass and chrone
before starting, but he contented hinself by cleaning themw th a handkerchi ef
soaked in thinners each tinme a wisp of paint went astray. By spraying thinly
and not being too particular about details he transformed his pale blue car
into a black car in less than twenty mnutes. He threw the enpty aerosols into
the ditch, took a screwdriver fromthe car's tool kit and changed t he numnber
plates, throwing the old plates into the boot.

As soon as the job was finished his hunger returned in full strength. He
ate his sandw ches qui ckly, washing them down with nmouthfuls of Guinness, and
reversed the car up to the road. Resisting the urge to travel faster to nake



up for lost time, he drove at a conservative speed, never exceeding a hundred
kil ometers an hour. Villages and towns ghosted past, and by dusk the character
of the countryside was changi ng. The buil dings were of darker stone and the
vegetation of a deeper green, nistfed, nourished by the soot-ridden atnosphere
whi ch had once existed in the industrial north and had left its |egacy of
enriched soil.

Hut chman began stopping briefly in |arge towns and mailing bunches of
envel opes at central post offices to cut out one stage of the collection
process. He reached Stockport early in the eve ning, posted the last of the

envel opes -- and discovered that the itinerant mssion, with its series of
short-term goal s, had been the only thing that was hol ding himtogether. There
was nothing for himto do now but wait until it was tine to return south to

Hastings for his rendezvous with the megalives machine. Wth the hiatus in the
demand for physical activity cane a rush of sadness and self-pity. The weat her
was still cold and dry, so he wal ked down to the blackly flow ng Mersey and
tried to arrange his thoughts. Enotional tensions were building up inside him
the sort of tensions which he had al ways understood could be relieved by
crying the way a woman does when a situation becomes too nmuch for her

_Wiay not do it, then?_ The thought was strange and repugnant, but he was
on his own now, relieved fromsociety's constraints, and if weeping like a
child woul d ease the strangling tornment in his thorax. . . He sat down
guiltily on a wood-sl atted seat on the edge of a small green, rested his head
on his hands, and tried to cry.

_Vicky_, he thought, and his nouth slowy dragged itself out of shape.
Unrel ated i mage-shards swirled in his mnd as his nostalgia for the life he
had di scarded becane unbearable: Vicky's smile of pleasure as he agreed to
make | ove her way and let her bestride him the smell of pine needles and
m nce pies at Christmas; the cool ness of a freshly laundered shirt; walking
into the toilet imediately after David and finding it not flushed, with his
son's small stools (studded with the chewi ng gum he insisted on swal |l ow ng)
floating in the bow; going shopping for trivia with Vicky on a sumer norni ng
and the both of themgetting tipsy before Iunch w thout having bought any of
the items they went out to get; glowing pictures in the gloom-- a line from
Sassoon, but relevant enough to be appropriate -- and friendly books that hold
me | ate; |ooking out at his archery butt on a norning when the dew had dull ed
the grass, making it visually inert, as though seen through pol arized gl ass.

But his nouth remained frozen in the original contortion. H s pain grew
nore intense, yet the tears refused to cone.

Finally, swearing bitterly and feeling cheated, Hutchman got to his feet
and wal ked back to his car through black streets which were battl egrounds for
tides of cold air. The faniliar snell and feel of the car was nonmentarily
conforting. He filled the tank at a self-service station and nmade a consci ous
effort to be nmore constructive in his thinking -- the episode by the river had
been distressing and futile. The last of the envel opes, including those bound
for destinations in Britain, had been mail ed and tonorrow t hey woul d be read
by people in high places. There could be a short delay while qualified nmen
were verifying the pages of maths, and while physicists were confirmng that
the cestron laser in the specification could be built, but at sonme tine
tonmorrow the word was going to go out. The message was going to be sinple:
_Find Lucas Hutchnman and, if he has a machine, obliterate both the man and his
wor ks.

In the fewrelatively secure hours that were left to him Hutchman had
to find a good hole and crawl into it. A first consideration was that it would
be a mstake to remain in Stockport, which was at the warmest end of the
postal spoor he had created. The hunters would be informed that an anti bonb
machi ne woul d not be readily portable and could infer that, if it really
existed, it was likely to be hidden somewhere in the south and not too far
from Hut chman' s home. They coul d al so reason that, having traced a line toward
the north of England, their quarry would be likely to doubl e back, both to put



them of f the scent and to get closer to the hidden machi ne. That being the
case, Hutchman decided on the strength of this pseudo-data, he would continue
nor t hwar d.

He drove up to Manchester, skirted it on the ring road, and went off on
a northwesterly tangent with a vague idea of trying to reach the Cunbrian | ake
district that night. But other considerations began to weigh on his mnd. The
| ake district was a very long way fromHastings and it was the type of area,
especially at this tinme of year, where the authorities would have little
difficulty in controlling the exit points. It would be better to | ose hinself
in a population center and -- if he did not want to arrive conspicuously in
the dead of night -- to pick one fairly near at hand. He pulled off the
hi ghway and consulted a road map.

The nearest town of any size was Bolton which, to Hutchman's mind, was
the epitone of the traditionally humdrumlife of provincial England. Its nane
produced no overtones, Freudian or otherw se, associated with Cronbie-Carson's
"typical spy fantasy", which made it a good choice from Hutchman's poi nt of
view. And there was the fact that, to the best of his know edge, not one
person he knew lived there -- the hunters would be likely to concentrate on
areas where Hutchman was known to have friends to which he might turn for
hel p.

Wth his decision made, he got onto the Salford-Bolton road and drove
wi th the maxi mum concentration on his surroundi ngs which was beconing a habit.
The easiest course would be to check in at a hotel, but presumably that woul d
al nost be the nost dangerous. He needed to drop conpletely out of sight.
Reachi ng Bolton, he cruised slowmy until he found hinself in one of the
twilight areas, common to all cities and towns, where |arge shabby houses
fought a losing battle with decay, receiving mninmal aid fromowners who
rented out single roons. He parked in a street of nervously rustling el ns,
took his enpty suitcase and wal ked until he saw a house with a card which said
"Bed & Breakfast" hanging fromthe catch of a downstairs w ndow.

The woman who answered the doorbell was in her late forties and
heavy-bosoned, wearing a pink see-through bl ouse which covered a conplexity of
silk straps. Her blonde hair was el aborately piled up above a | arge-chinned
face. A pale-faced boy of seven or eight, wearing striped pajanas, stood cl ose
to her with his arnms around her thighs.

"Good evening," Hutchman said uncertainly. "I'm/looking for
acconmmodation, and | saw your sign. . . ."

"Ch, yes?" The woman sounded surprised to hear that she had a sign. The
boy eyed Hutchman warily fromthe folds of her skirt.

"Have you any roons to |et?" Hutchman | ooked beyond her into the
dimy-lit hall, with its brown |inoleumand dark stairway ascending into alien
upper reaches of the house, and wi shed he could go hone.

"W have a room but my husband usually attends to the letting and he
isn'"t here right now "

"That's all right," Hutchman said with relief. "I'll try el sewhere.™

"I think it should be all right, though. M. Atwood will be hone
shortly." She stood aside and gestured for himto enter. Hutchman went in. The
fl oorboards creaked beneath his feet and there was a strong snell of flora
air freshener.

"How | ong did you want to stay?" Ms. Atwood asked.

"Until. . . . . ." Hutchman checked hinmsel f. "A couple of weeks or so."
He went upstairs to view the roomwhich, predictably, was on the top floor. It
was small but clean, and the bed had two mattresses, which suggested it could
be confortable if a trifle high. He inquired and found that he coul d have ful
board, consisting of three neals a day, and that Ms. Atwood woul d take care
of his laundry for a small extra charge. "This |ooks fine," he said, trying to
sound enthusiastic. "I'll take the room"

"I"'msure you'll be very confortable here." Ms. Atwood touched her
hair. "Al'l ny boys are very confortable."

Hut chman smiled. "1'Il bring up ny case."



There was a sound outside on the | anding, and the small boy canme into
t he room carryi ng Hutchman's case

"Ceof frey! You shouldn't have. . . . . ." Ms. Atwood turned to
Hut chman. "He isn't very well, you know. Asthma."

"It's enpty," Ceoffrey asserted, nonchalantly swi nging the case into the
bed. "I can carry an enpty case all right, Mum"

" Ah " Hutchman nmet Ms. Atwood's eyes. "It isn't conpletely enpty, but

nost of ny stuff _is_ down in the car.”

She nodded. "Do you m nd payi ng sonething in advance?"

"OfF course not." Hutchman separated three five-pound notes fromthe rol
wi t hout taking it out of his pocket and handed themto her. As soon as she had
gone he | ocked the door, noting with surprise that the key was bent. It was a
slim uncomplicated affair with a | ong shaft which in the region of the bend
had a bl uish tinge as though the nmetal had been heated and bent on purpose.
Shaking his head in bafflenent, Hutchman threw his jacket on the bed and
wal ked around the little room fighting off the honmesi ckness whi ch had begun
to grip himagain. He opened the rooms only window with difficulty and put
his head out. The night air was raw, naking himdizzy, producing a sensation
curiously simlar to that in a dreamof flying. Hs head seened to be
di ssoci ated from his body, hovering high in the darkness close to unfamliar
arrangenents of gutters and pipes, slates and sills. Al around and bel ow him
lighted wi ndows gl owed, sone with drawn blinds or curtains, others affording

glinpses into appalling, nmeaningless rooms. This physical situation -- his
head drifting di senbodi ed and unseen, close to the walls of a canyon of
nightmare -- was no stranger than the matrix of horror his Iife had becone. He

knelt that way for a long time, until the cold had eaten into his bones and he
was shivering violently, then closed the wi ndow and went to bed.

The roomwas to be his hone for the next week, and al ready he wondered
how he coul d possi bly survive.

CHAPTER 11

Ed Montefiore was young enough to have begun his working life in
conputers; old enough to have risen to the top of his namel ess section of the
M ni stry of Defence.

The fact that he was known -- as far as anybody in his position could be
known -- as a conputer wizard was a matter of econom cs rather than
speci al i zed aptitude. He had an instinct, a talent, a gift which enabled him
to fix any kind of machine. It did not matter if the particul ar design was new
to him it did not even matter if he was unaware of the machine's purpose --
if it was broken, he could lay his hands on it, commune with the ghosts of the
men who had built that machine and all the others like it, and discover what
was wrong. Wen Mntefiore had found the fault he would correct it easily and
quickly if he was in the nood to do so, at other tinmes he would sinply explain
what needed to be done, then wal k away satisfied. He had not been exercising
his special ability for very |ong when he ceased physical repair work
al together. There was nore noney in finding and di agnosing faults than in
putting themright.

And of all the fields in which his talents could be applied the conputer
busi ness, Mntefiore saw, was going to be the nost lucrative. He spent severa
years troubl eshooting for major consultancies, jetting across the world at an



hour's notice, curing conputers or |inked groups of computers of illnesses the
resi dent engi neering teans had been unable to deal wth, accunul ati ng noney,
and living like a prince between assignments.

It was just when the life was beginning to pall on himthat the Mnistry
made its first oblique approaches concerning the MENTOR project. As an
i ndi vidual, Montefiore was repelled by the idea of a vast conputer conpl ex
which held in its multiple-data banks every itemof information -- mlitary,
social, financial, crimnal, industrial -- which the governnent needed for the
control of the country's affairs. But as a man with a wild tal ent which
demanded a new di nensi on of chall enge he was able to throw hinself into the
project w thout reservation. He had no interest in the design or manufacturing
work -- MENTOR s conponents were rel atively conventional and becane renarkabl e
only in aggregate -- but keeping the huge discrete body in coordinated good
heal th had brought sonething like fulfilment. It had al so brought him
promotion, responsibility, and a certain kind of power. No human brain could
absorb nore than a mnute fraction of the data stored by MENTOR but Mntefiore
was the only man with unlimted access, and he understood how to be sel ective.
He knew everything that was worth know ng.

The item of know edge uppernmost in his nmind, as he stood at the w ndow
of his office, was that sonething very big was happening. An hour earlier the
M nister's secretary had phoned in person with a sinple nmessage -- Mntefiore
was to remain in his office until further contacted. There was nothing too
unusual about the communication itself, but it had cone through on the red
t el ephone. Montefiore had once calculated that if his red tel ephone ever rang
t he odds would be that |1 CBMs woul d soon be clinbing through the upper reaches
of the atnosphere. MKenzie's words had put his mnd at ease to a certain
extent. They had, however, left himwith a sense of foreboding.

Mont ef i ore was of medi um height, with thick muscul ar shoul ders, and a
boyi sh face. H's chin was small, but with a set which denoted determn nation
rat her than weakness. He surveyed hinself in the mrror above the
white-painted fireplace and gloomly resolved to drink | ess beer for a few
weeks, then began to wonder if the ringing of the red tel ephone had presaged
the end of his, and everybody's, beer-drinking days. He went back to the
wi ndow and was frowni ng down at the slow nmoving tops of buses when his
secretary cane through on the intercom and announced that M. MKenzie and
Brigadier Finch were on their way in. Finch was head of a small group of nen
whose official title was the Strategi c Advisory Comm ttee and who, anong ot her
t hi ngs, were enpowered to advise on the pressing of certain buttons.
Mont ef i ore was not even supposed to know of Finch's connection with the SAC,
and the pang of dismay the Brigadier's name inspired nmade hi mw sh he had
preserved his ignorance.

The two men silently entered the roomcarrying netal -rimred brief cases,
shook hands with minimal formality. Both were "clients" of MENTOR s uni que
i nformati on service and were well known to Montefiore. They invariably treated
himwi th extreme courtesy but their very correctness always served to renind
himthat all the magics of his electronic cabal were powerless against the
class barrier. He had a | ower m ddl e-cl ass background, theirs was upper
m ddl e- cl ass, and not hi ng was changed by the fact that nobody spoke of those
things in the Britain of the Cockney emanci pation. MKenzie, tall and florid,
poi nted at the random zer switch on Montefiore's desk. Mntefiore nodded and
nmoved the switch, activating an el ectronic device which would prevent even an
ordi nary tel ephone fromfunctioning properly withinits field. No recordings
could be made of anything that was about to be said.

"What's the problem Gerard?" Montefiore made a point of using Christian
nanes, and had vowed to hinself that if any of his high-level clients objected
he woul d complete the _reductio ad absurdum_ by wal ki ng out of the MENTOR
project and refusing to return until his right to address Trevor as Trevor was
officially ratified.

"A very serious one," MKenzie said, taking the unusual course of
staring Montefiore straight in the eye as he spoke. He opened his case, took



out phot ocopi es of sonme densely witten pages and sketches, and set them on
the desk. "Read that."

"Al'l right, Gerard." Montefiore scanned the sheets wth professiona
speed, and his sense of inmnent disaster was replaced by a strange el ation
"How much of this do you believe?"

"Believe? Belief doesn't come into it. The point is that the nathematics
on those pages has been checked and verified."

"Ch? Who by?"

"Sproale."

Mont efi ore tapped his teeth thoughtfully. "If Sproale says it's al
right. . . . How about the machi ne?" He exam ned the sketches again.

"Both Rawson and Vialls say the machine can be built and will . . . do
what is clained for it."

"And the question you want me to answer, Cerard, is -- has it been
bui It ?"

"W want the man who wwote this letter,” Finch said restlessly. He was a
| ean nman, aggressively athletic for one in his fifties, and wore his dark
pinstripes like a uniform He was al so, Montefiore knew, the MENTOR cli ent
with whom his fam liarity rankl ed nost.

"It amounts to the same thing, Roger." Mntefiore gave the npst
unmlitary salute he could devise. "I imagine that when we find this man he'l
answer all the questions put to him"

Finch's eyes went dead. "This is a matter of extreme urgency."

"I get the hint, Roger." Montefiore had been adding to his own
excitement by avoiding i mredi ate consideration of the problem but now he
began the pl easurabl e task of establishing paraneters. "Wat information have
we on this man? Wiat do we know? First of all, that he is a man -- the
handwiting makes it clear we aren't dealing with a woman, unless it's a wonan
who is prepared to go a long way to cover up her tracks."

"What does that mean?" Finch made an irritated novement, as though
slapping his thigh with an i magi nary cane.

"A woman m ght have forced a man to wite it all out for her, then
killed him" Mntefiore said reasonably.

"Nonsense! "
"Al'l right, Roger. You are directing me, in this national crisis, not to
consider any of this country's thirty mllion wonmen as a suspect?"

"Now, now, Ed," MKenzie said, and Montefiore noted with satisfaction
the use of his own Christian name. "You know perfectly well that we never
poach on your preserves. And | am sure you appreciate better than anyone el se
that here, in this single assignment, is the justification for every penny
spent on MENTOR. "

"I know, | know." Montefiore tired of baiting the two nmen as the problem
clainmed his mnd and soul. "The author of these papers is likely to be a male
adult, in good health and vigor, if the handwiting is anything to go by --
when do we get the analyst's report on the witing?"

"At any mnute."

"Good. He is also the possessor of a first-class mathematical brain. If
"' mnot m staken that reduces the field frommillions to thousands. And out of
t hose thousands, one man -- assuming the nachi ne has been built -- has
recently spent a considerable sum of nobney on scientific equipment. Gas
centrifuges, for instances, aren't very conmon devices and there's this
busi ness of using praseodym um Mont ef i ore wal ked toward the door.

McKenzie started after him "Were are you goi ng?"

"To the wine cellar,” Mntefiore said peacefully "Mke yoursel ves
confortable, gentlemen. 1'll be back within the hour."

As the high-speed el evator dropped himto bedrock |evel, where MENTOR s
central -processing unit waited in its specially tailored and controlled
environnent, he felt a twinge of pity for the tenmporarily unknown man who had
t aken upon hinself the role of Saviour, and who would shortly be nailed to
cross. Forty mnutes later, his own act of conmuni on conpl eted, he braced his



| egs as the elevator began its clinb. He glanced at the single sheet of paper
in his right hand.

"You may be a good man, Lucas Hutchman,'’
certainly a fool."

he said al oud. "But you're

Det ective I nspector Janes Cronbi e-Carson was unhappy. He clearly
renmenber ed descri bi ng Hut chman as a wal ki ng di saster area, but he had not
foreseen that the man's malign spell would enconpass hinself. Al ready he had
been on the carpet before the Chief Inspector, nmade a butt of anusement in his
own station, and had attracted the attention of the newspapers who -- wth
their usual attention to trivia -- were splashing mnute details of Hutchman's
escape. Now there was to be an interview with the Chief Superintendent and a
facel ess man from London

"What's the hol dup?" he denanded of the desk sergeant.

"I don't know, sir. The chief said he would ring when he wanted you in."
The sergeant did not sound particularly synpathetic.

Cronbi e-Carson stared resentfully at the polished rosewood of the
conference room door. "Bl oody waste of time! Don't they know | have ot her
things to do?"

He paced the floor and tried to work out what had gone wong with his
career. Hs big mstake had been to relax his guard, to start thinking he had
normal luck. The galling thing was that other men on the force casually
accepted their own good |luck, putting the success it brought them down to
ability. There was a celebrated story that the conpl acent Chief |nspector
Alison's first arrest had been a man who tried to reverse the charges on
obscene phone calls. Cronbie-Carson savored the fable for a nonment, then his
t hought s were drawn back to Lucas Hutchman.

It was obvious that the man had been selling missile secrets, or
preparing to do so. Cronbie-Carson could recognize the type -- university
background, tennis and boating, married i nto noney, too nuch of everything.
Either had a Raffles conplex, or the woman Kni ght had something on him Rotten
liar, too -- never had the day-to-day practice that some people had to acquire
just to stay alive. You could see himrearranging his scruples every tine.

Per haps the Kni ght woman had got sonething really good out of himand had
tried to cut herself an extra slice of cake by offering the goods el sewhere.

A buzzer sounded on the desk and the sergeant nodded gravely at
Cronbi e-Carson. He took off his glasses, slipped theminto his pocket, and
went into the conference roomwhere three men were seated at the long table.
One of themwas a watchful stranger in a dark suit.

"This is M. Reaof . . . ah . . . the Mnistry of Defence,"” Alison
said. "He has come down from London to ask you sone questions about the
Hut chman case. "

Cr onbi e- Car son shook hands. "How do you do? | had an idea we night be
seei ng sonebody from Witehall."

"Had you?" Rea seened to pounce on the remark. "Wat gave you the idea?"

"Hut chman works at Westfield' s. A guided-mssile expert and queer
goi ngs-on with a group of Conmmunists. It seens fairly obvious.

Rea | ooked satisfied. "Ah, yes. Now, you interviewed Hutchman at this
station for several hours, as | understand it."

"That's correct."

"Did he talk freely?"

Cronbi e-Carson frowned, trying to get the drift of the interview "He
spoke freely, but there's the question of how nuch of what he said was true."

"Quite. | expect he covered up certain things, but how did he speak
about his wfe?"

"It's all in the transcript,"” Cronbie-Carson said. "He didn't say nuch
about her, though."

"Yes, | have a note of his actual words, but you were talking to him
before the interrogation and you're accustoned to readi ng between the |ines,



I nspect or Cronbi e-Carson. In your carefully considered opinion, is Ms.
Hut chman involved in this affair? Apart fromthe marital connection, of
course. "

"She isn't involved." Cronbie-Carson thought of Hutchman's snooth, tawny
wi fe and wondered what madness had conme over the man.

"You're positive?"

"I talked to Hutchman for several hours all told. And to his wife for a
whi |l e. She doesn't know anything about it."

Rea gl anced at Alison and the Chief Inspector gave a barely perceptible
nod. Cronbie-Carson felt a flicker of gratitude. At least the old man wasn't
going to let that ridicul ous business with the nattress obscure twenty years
of reliable service.

"Al'l right." Rea exam ned his hands, which were finely nmanicured but
marred by sand-colored liver spots. "How would you say things are between
Hut chman and his w fe?"

"Not too good. There's this Knight wonman.

"No enotional ties, then."

"I didn't say that," Cronbie-Carson said quickly. "I got the inpression
they were giving each other hell."

"I's he likely to try getting in touch with her?"

"Coul d be." Cronbie-Carson's eyes suddenly felt tired, but he resisted
the inmpulse to put on his spectacles. "He might be able to hurt her a bit nore
by not getting in contact, though. |I'm keeping a watch on the parents' house,
just in case.

"We've withdrawn your men," Chief Superintendent Tibbett said, speaking
for the first time. "M. Rea's departnment has assunmed responsibility for the
surveill ance of Ms. Hutchman."

"I's that necessary?" Cromnbie-Carson allowed hinmself to sound of f ended,
to denonstrate to the others that he had every confidence in his own
arrangenents.

Rea nodded. "My peopl e have nore experience in this particular type of

operation.”

"Well, how about the phone-tapping unit?"

"That, too. We'll handl e the conplete operation. You know how sensitive
an area the guided-mssile field is, Inspector.”

"Of course.”

When he left the conference roomshortly afterward, Cronbi eCarson was
pl eased that Hutchman's escape had not been nmentioned, but he had a peculiar
conviction that the case had ram fications about which he was not being told.

CHAPTER 12

There were several others staying in the Atwood house, but as Hut chman
was the only one requiring full board he was invited to have his eveni ng neal
in the kitchen with the famly. It would be nmuch pleasanter for him Ms.
Atwood had said, than sitting alone in the dining room which was difficult to
heat anyway. Hutchman was surrounded by a swarmi ng cloud of his own thoughts,

t hrough whi ch the conversation of other people reached himas a

sem neani ngl ess babble. He had his doubts about the eating arrangenents. After
a full day in the floral patterned room however, the prospect of warm ng
hinsel f at a hearth had becone nore attractive. There was al so the fact that



he wanted to avoid behaving in a way which woul d appear furtive or suspicious.

He shaved his cheeks and | ower |ip, enphasizing his beard, and went out
onto the landing. It was only when he tried to | ock the bedroom door behind
hi mthat he discovered the significance of the strange bend in the shank of
the key. The lock was screwed to the inner face of the door and the key, in
spite of its distorted geonmetry, could operate it efficiently fromthe inside
-- but fromthe outside the key would have had to reach through the thickness
of the door, and this was inpossible. He could seal hinself into the room but
never |ock it behind hi mwhen he went out.

Subdued by a sudden insight into the way non-Hutchman m nds worked on
non- Hut chman pl anes of exi stence, he went down the stairs and tentatively
opened the kitchen door. Warm neaty air gusted past himfromthe room which
was largely occupied by a table set for four. Ms. Atwood and the boy,
Ceoffrey, were already seated at the table, and the biggest nman Hut chman had
ever seen was standing with his back to a shimrering anthracite fire. Hs
nmegacephal ous figure was swathed in a vol um nous Arran sweater which did not
di sgui se the fact that he had the nuscles of a plough-horse.

"Cone in, lad," he said in a shock wave of a voice. "C ose the door --
you're letting in a draught.”

"Right." Hutchman went in and, in the absence of introductions, decided
that the giant was M. Atwood. "Wiere do I. . . . ?"

"Sit here beside CGeoffrey," Ms. Atwood said. "I like to have all ny
boys where | can keep an eye on them" She uncovered a white-gl ass casserole
di sh and began spooni ng stew onto bl uerimred plates. Hutchman was very nuch
aware of the boy beside him a tiny hominid the sane size as his own son, with
the quietly heaving chest of an asthma sufferer. He tried unsuccessfully to
catch the child s eye

"There you are, M. Rattray," Ms. Atwood said, addressing Hutchman by
the nane he had told her. She began to pass hima | oaded plate, but her
husband advanced fromthe fireplace.

"That's not enough to line a man's stomach,"” he boormed. "G ve him sone
nore, Jane."

Hut chman reached for the plate. "No, this is nore than enough, thanks."

"Nonsense! " Atwood's voice was so loud that Hutchman actually felt the
tabl e reverberate under his hand. He saw the boy beside himflinch. "Pay no
attention to him Jane. Fill that plate.”

"l assure you. " Hut chman stopped speaki ng as he saw t he pl eadi ng
expression on Ms. Atwood's face, and allowed her to heap nore of the thick
stew on top of the anple portion she had al ready served.

"CGet that down you. Build you up a bit." Atwood accepted his own
mount ai n of food and began eating it with a soup spoon. "You eat yours up too,
Ceoffrey. "

"Yes, Dad," the boy said conmpliantly and began to eat.

A silence fell over the room broken only by what sounded to Hut chman
like the roar of a distant crowd and which he identified a nmonent later as
com ng from Geoffrey's chest. The boy seenmed di sturbed by his father and
Hut chman tried to visualize how the giant nust appear through a
seven-year-ol d' s eyes. Enormous, terrifying, inconprehensible. During the
soundl ess day in the bedroom he had passed sonme tinme by trying to adopt other
peopl e's vi ewpoi nts and had found the experience unsettling. There was, for
i nstance, the question of marital infidelity. Even in the final quarter of the
twentieth century nost nmen -- _| should know_ -- were devastated to di scover
that their wives had been unfaithful; but how could a man ever appreciate the
worman' s poi nt of view? Supposing the situation were reversed and wonen were
t he sexual predators? How | ong woul d the average nan hold out if an attractive
worman cane pestering himto go to bed with her, pushing and pl eadi ng, refusing
to take no for an answer? He realized that Atwood had spoken his tenporarily
adopt ed narne.

"I beg your pardon.”

At wood si ghed heavily, hugely. "I said, what do you do, |ad? For a



[iving?"

"At the monment, nothing." Hutchman had not expected to be quizzed, and
spoke coldly to ward of f any further questions.

"But when you're doing sonething, what is the something you do?" Atwood
appeared not to notice he had been snubbed.

"Ah . . . I'ma designer."

"Hat s? Kni ckers?" Atwood gave a pl eased guffaw

Hut chman realized he had chosen too exotic a profession. "No.

Steel -franmed buildings. I'mnore what you night call a draftsman.”

At wood | ooked inpressed. "CGood job, that. Plenty of work for draftsnen
in these parts.”

"Yes -- that's why |'mhere. 1'mgoing to take it easy for a few days,
then have a | ook around." Hutchman felt he had woven an acceptable story.

"I"ma greengrocer, nyself," Atwood said. "Do you take a sup?"

"Beer? Sometines."

"Good. As soon as you've finished that we're going down to the
Cricketers for a few pots of ale.™

"Thanks, but | think 1'd prefer not to have a drink this evening."

"Nonsense, " Atwood bellowed. "I'm not talking about that southern piss.
W' re going to have sone good Lancashire ale." He directed a fierce | ook at
Hut chman' s plate, which was still almost full. "Get that into you, lad. No
wonder you're so skinny. . . ."

"That's enough, George," Ms. Atwood snapped "Renmber M. Rattray's a
guest in this house.™

"Hol d your tongue!" Atwood scow ed at her, his massive chin jutting.
"Isn't that why I'minviting himto have a drink?"

Hut chman felt the boy nove uneasily beside him his breathing becom ng
noisier. "It's all right, Ms. Atwood. | can see that your husband is being
hospi t abl e, and on second thought maybe | should go out for an hour."

At wood nodded. "That's nore like it. Now finish your supper, lad."

Hut chman met his gaze squarely as he pushed the plate away. "If | eat a
lot, | can't drink afterward."

When the neal was over he went up to his room put on his jacket, and
| ooked out into the night. It had begun to rain and the tiny segnents of roomns
floating in the darkness seened nore disnmal than they had on the previous
ni ght. George Atwood was a hul king lout, an insensitive ani mal who dom nated
others by his sheer size, but an evening in his conpany woul d be better than
an evening alone in the roomwith the advancing floral walls. _Vicky_ , the
t hought came against his will, _|ook what you' ve brought ne to_.

He went back downstairs, wal ked into the kitchen, and saw his own face
on the screen on the television set in the corner. Jane Atwood was watching a
news program wth her back turned toward the door, and she did not see him
enter the room He left w thout being heard and waited in the dimy-lit hal
for George Atwood to appear. The news bulletin was substantially the sanme as
the one he had heard in the car while driving north -- which nmight be an
i ndi cation that he had been connected with the antibonb nmachi ne. He had
provided the authorities with a good, publicly acceptable reason for hunting
hi m down. They woul d be able to use every comunication nediumto the linit,
and only a few people mght stop to wonder why a nere witness in an abduction
case was receiving so much prom nence. The phot ograph bei ng broadcast was
hauntingly familiar to Hutchman, with its nottled background suggestive of
foliage, but he could not renmenber where it had been taken or who had held the
canera. No doubt all his friends and acquai ntances had been questioned by the
police and possibly by men from sone nanel ess branch of the security nachine.
_Was_ it possible? Hutchman counted the hours -- this was Tuesday eveni ng and
the Britain-bound envel opes had not been posted until Nbnday.

_It'"s too soon_, Hutchman decided, relaxing slightly after the uneasy
experi ence of seeing hinself on the screen. _| can cope with the police, and
the others still have no idea who it is they have to hunt. _

"Right, lad!" Atwood bustled out of another door, wearing a hairy coat



whi ch gave himbearlike proportions. H s sparse | ocks had been slicked down
across his enornous skull with water. "\Were's your car?"

"Car?" Hutchman had parked his car on a cindery patch at the side of the
house, and had been planning to | eave it there.

"It's raining out there, lad." Atwood spoke wi th ponderous exactitude.
"My van is out of action and the Cricketers is a good half-mle fromhere. If
you think I'mgoing to walk it in the rain, think again."

Hut chman, needl ed by the other man's unvaryi ng boori shness, was tenpted
to call the expedition off, but rem nded hinself that the car no | onger fitted
t he broadcast description. It would, in any case, be no nore noticeable in a
pub car-park than sitting virtually on its own beside the house.

"My car's just outside the door," he said. They ran to it in chilling
rain. Atwood jigged inpatiently until Hutchman opened a door for him then he
threw hinmself into the seat with an inpact that rocked the car on its
suspensi on. He slamed the door with simlar violence, maki ng Hutchman w nce.

"Let's go," Atwood shouted. "We're wasting good drinking tine."

As he started up the engine Hutchman tried to recapture the odd craving
for pints of stout which had gripped himon Sunday night on the way to
Crynchurch police station, but all that happened was that he got a cold
feeling in his stomach. Wth Atwood directing, he drove out to the main road,
the blue-white lighting of which enphasi zed the drabness of the buildings, and
along it for a short distance to an uninpressive red-brick inn. Hutchman
surveyed the place gloom |y as he got out of the car. On every past occasion
when he had becone involved with a dedicated beer drinker and been dragged off
to the area's reputed sole source of good ale the pub concerned had al ways
turned out to be remarkably dismal. This one was no exception to what
apparently was a natural law. As they ran to the entrance through the rain he
experienced a sad conviction that it was a warmstarry night far to the south
in Crynchurch. _I'"mlonely without you, Vicky. .

"Two pints of special," Atwood called to a barman as soon as they got
i nside the public bar.

"Make that a pint and a whisky," Hutchman said. "A double.”

At wood raised his eyebrows and parodi ed Hut chman's homecounties accent.
"Ho, pardon flipping nme! If you wants whi sky, Trevah, you can flipping well
pay for it." He |l eaned on the dark wood of the counter, shaking wth
anusenent, then doggedly pursued his joke. "Ay' mreduced to common beastly
beer this nonth -- pater has cut may all owance, you see."

G ving way to his annoyance, Hutchman took the thick roll fromhis
pocket and threw a five-pound note onto the counter without speaking. Wen his
drink came he drained the glass. The liquid warned his stonmach i nmedi ately,
then seermed to follow an anatom cally inpossible radiant course into the rest
of his body. During the following two hours he drank fairly steadily, paying
for nobst of the rounds, while Atwood engaged the barnman in a |long, repetitious
di al ogue on football and greyhound raci ng. Hutchman wi shed for sonmeone to talk
to, but the barman was a tattooed youth who viewed himw th scarcely veiled
hostility; and the only other custoners were silent, raincoated nen who sat on
bench seats in darker recesses of the room

_Wiy is everybody doing this?_ He was filled with a dull wonder. Wy
are they all here, doing this?_

There was a doorway behind the counter which led into the sel ect bar
and through it Hutchman caught brief glinpses of a queenly barmai d. She seened
to laugh a lot, gliding easily through the cozy orange |ight of the other
room Hutchman prayed for her to come and talk to him vow ng he woul d even
refrain from !l ooki ng down her blouse if she would only lean on his part of the
bar and talk to himand nake himfeel partly human agai n. But she never
entered the public bar and Hutchman, absurdly, was trapped with Atwood. As his
| oneliness grew, the famliar |lines from Sassoon returned with al nost
unbear abl e poignance . . . . . _and tawdry nusic and cigars, | oft-tines dream
of garden nights, and elmtrees nodding at the stars_ . . . . . his throat
closed painfully . . . . . | dreamof a small fire-lit room and yell ow



candl es burning straight, and glowi ng pictures in the gloom and friendly
books that hold nme | ate. .

Sonetime |later the young barman drifted away to ot her conpany and
Atwood, after a disappointed | ook around the room decided to focus his
conversation on Hutchman. "Good paying job, a draftsman's, isn't it?"

"Not bad."

"What's the screw?"

"Ten thousand, " Hutchnman guessed.

"What's that a week? Two hundred. Not bad. Does it cost nmuch to get a
boy i n?"

"How do you mean?"

"I read that when a kid's going to be an architect his fol ks have to put
so nuch.

"That's architecture.” Hutchman wi shed the barman would return. "A
draftsman serves an ordinary apprenticeship so it wouldn't cost you anything."

"That's all right then." Atwood | ooked relieved. "Happen |I might put
young Geoff into being a draftsman.”

"Supposi ng he doesn't like it?"

Atwood | aughed. "He'll like it all right. He can't draw very well
t hough. The other day he tried to draw a tree -- and you shoul d' ve seen what
he did! Al whirls and squiggles it was. Nothing like a tree! So | showed him
the right way and -- give the lad credit -- | nust say he picked it up right
fast."

"l suppose you showed himhow to do a comi c-book tree?" Hutchman di pped
his finger in a spot of beer and drew two straight parallel |ines surnounted
by a fluffy ball. "Like that?"

"Yes." A suspicious | ook passed over Atwood's sl ablike face. "Wy?"

"You fool," Hutchman said with al coholic sincerity. "do you know what
you' ve done? Your Ceoffrey, your only child, |ooked at a tree and then he put
his inpressions of it down on paper w thout reference to any of the
conventions or preconceptions which prevent nost human bei ngs from seeing
_anything_ properly." He paused for breath and, to his surprise, saw that he
was getting through to the big man.

"Your boy brought you this . . . holy offering, this treasure, the
product of his unsullied mnd. And what did you do, CGeorge? You | aughed at it
and told himthat the only way to draw a tree was the way the tired hacks who
work for the Dandy and the Beano do it. Do you know that your boy wll never
again be able to look at a tree and see it as it really is? Do you realize he
m ght have been another Picasso if --"

"Who d' you think you're kiddi ng?"Atwod denanded, but his eyes were
cl ouded with genui ne concern. Hutchman was tenpted to confess he had only been
pl aying with words, but the giant was discovering that his privacy had been
i nvaded by a stranger and he was grow ng angry. "Wat the hell to you know
about it, anyway?"

"A great deal.’

Hut chman tried to be enigmatic. "Believe me, Ceorge, |

know a great deal about such things." _I'mthe ground zero man. Didn't you
know?_

"Cet stuffed." Atwood turned his head away.

"Brilliant," Hutchman said sadly. "Brilliant repartee, George. |'m going
ho . . . to bed.”

"Go ahead. |'m staying on."

"Pl ease yoursel f." Hutchman wal ked to the door with unnatura
steadi ness. _|I'mnot drunk, officer. Look! |I can crawl a straight line_. It
had stopped raining, but the air outside was nuch col der than before. An icy,
invisible torrent flooded around him robbing his body of heat. He took a deep
breath and | aunched hinsel f through the darkness in the direction of his car

There were only four vehicles in the parking lot, but it took Hutchman a
considerable tine to accept the sinple fact that his car was not anong them

It had been stol en.



CHAPTER 13

Miuri el Burnley was going through a new and very unsatisfactory phase of
her life.

She had never been happy working for M. Hutchman, with his
t hought | essness, and his disregard for conpany regul ations, a disregard which
caused her endl ess work of which he was not even aware. As Miriel drove to the
office in her pale-green Morris Mni she added to the catal ogue of things she
had disliked about M. Hutchman. There was his casual attitude about noney --
which was all right for somebody who had married into it, but not all right
for a girl who had to hel p support her hone on a secretary's salary. M.

Hut chman had never inquired about her nother's poor state of health, in fact
-- Miuriel stabbed her foot down on the accelerator -- M. Hutchman probably
did not even know she had a nother. She had made the biggest nistake of her
career when she had allowed the personnel officer to assign her to M.

Hut chman. The troubl e was that, shaneful adm ssion, in the days when she had
seen himonly froma di stance she had been i npressed by his resenbl ance to a
young Gregory Peck. That sort of | ook was unfashi onable now, of course, but
she had heard that M. Hutchman often had trouble with his marriage and, as
she worked so closely with himin the office, there had been a possibility

t hat .

Appal | ed by where her thoughts were | eading, Miuriel urged her car
forward, overtook a bus, and got back into lane just in tinme to avoid a van
traveling in the opposite direction. She conpressed her lips and tried to
concentrate on the road.

And to think that all the time M. H gh-and-m ghty Hutchman had been
carrying on behind his wife's back with that tart in the Jeavons Institute!l It
had been obvi ous that sonething was going on, of course. M. Batterbee had
gone the same way, but even filthy M. Batterbee hadn't got hinmself involved
wi th underworl d characters and brought the police snooping around the office.
Miriel's face warned as she renenbered the closeted interviews with the
detectives. The other girls had been delighted, naturally. They tal ked a | ot
in the corridors in small gleeful groups which fell strangely silent when she
approached. It was obvious what they were thinking, of course. M. Hutchman

had turned out to be a . . . whoremaster, and Muriel Burnley was his
secretary, and the police weren't paying all that attention to our Miriel for
not hi ng.

She swung the car past Westfield' s security kiosk and braked with
unnecessary abruptness in the parking |lot. Gathering up her basket, she got
out, | ocked the doors carefully, and hurried into the building. She wal ked
qui ckly along the corridors w thout neeting anybody, but on rounding the
corner nearest her own office she alnost collided with M. Boswell, head of
Mssile R and D.

"Ah, Mss Burnley," he said. "Just the person | wanted to see." H's blue
eyes exam ned her interestedly through gol drimred spectacl es.

Miuriel drew her coat tighter. "Yes, M. Boswell?"

"M . Cuddy has been seconded to us from Aerodynanics, and he will be
taki ng over M. Hutchman's duties today. He's going to have a lot on his plate
for a few weeks and | want you to give himall the co-operation you can."

"OfF course, M. Boswell." M. Cuddy was a small dry individual, who was
al so a lay preacher. He was sufficiently respectable to counteract M.



Hut chman's aura to sone extent.

"He'll be noving his things over this norning. WIl you fix up the
of fice before he arrives? Get himoff to a good start, eh?"
"Yes, M. Boswell." Miriel went to her office, hung up her coat, and

began tidying the | arger adjoining room The police had spent a full norning
in it and, although they had nade sonme attenpt to put everything right before
| eaving, had created an air of disorder. In particular, the desk's oddnents
tray, where M. Hutchman kept an astoni shing nunber of paper clips and penci
stubs had been left in a hopeless junble. Muriel slid the tray out of its
runners and enptied it into a metal wastebin. Several pencil ends, clips, and
a green eraser fell wi de and bounced across the floor. She gathered them up
and was about to dispose of them when she saw sonmething printed in ink on the
side of the eraser. The words were: "31 CHANNI NG WAYE, HASTI NGS. "

Miuriel carried the eraser into her own office and sat down, staring
nervously at it. The detective who interviewed her had returned again and
again to the one line of questioning. Had M. Hutchman anot her address, apart
fromthe one in Crynchurch? Had he an address book? Had she ever seen an
address witten on any of his waste paper?

They had nade her promise to contact themif she remenbered anyt hi ng
that even seened |ike an address. And now she had found what their careful
search had m ssed. What did the Hastings address represent? Miriel tightened
her grip around the piece of India rubber, digging her fingernails into its
pliant surface. Was this the place where M. Hi gh-and-m ghty had gone when he
was with that whore who di sappeared? Had he been in Hastings with her al
t hose days |ast nonth?

She lifted the tel ephone, then set it down again. If she called the
police her involvenent with those awful detectives would begin all over, and
her so-called friends along the corridor had had enough fun at her expense
al ready. Even the nei ghbours were | ooking at her strangely. It was a mracle
that none of them had seized the chance to upset her nmother with their gossip
-- but why should M. High-and-m ghty be shi el ded? Perhaps he was hiding in
Hastings at this mnute.

Miriel was still struggling to reach a decision when a furtive sound
fromnext door told her that M. Spain had arrived, |ate as usual. She stood
up and snoot hed her bl ouse down over her breasts tine after tinme before
carrying the eraser into his office

Every tine Don Spain accidentally met or saw a person he knew, he nade a
mental note of the tine and the day and the place. He did this instinctively,
wi t hout any conscious effort, and for no other reason than that he was Don
Spain. The information was filed and never forgotten, because sonetines a
pi ece of know edge which was uninteresting in itself became very inportant
when joined to another equally insignificant scrap acquired perhaps years
earlier or later. Spain rarely tried to turn his stores of information to any
advantage, or to use themin any way. He sinply did what he had to do, with no
reconpense other than the secret thrill he occasionally received when --
per haps out for an evening drive -- he glinpsed an acquai ntance on the road
and was able to deduce his destination, reason for going, and other rel evant
ci rcunmst ances. Spain fancied that a portion of his own consci ousness detached
itself on such occasions and travel ed away with the acquai ntance, diffusing
his world-1ine over many other lives.

Thus it was that, although he had never actually spoken to Vicky
Hut chman, he had a fair degree of certainty that she woul d be wal ki ng t hrough
the arcade from Crynchurch High Street at approximately ten o' clock on
Wednesday norning. There was an expensive beauty salon at the end of the
arcade, where she had a weekly appointment, and from what Spain knew of Ms.
Hut chman she was not a woman to allow little things |like a shattered marriage
and a di sappearing husband to interfere with the rites of self-preservation
He gl anced at his watch, wondering how | ong he could afford to wait if she did



not arrive on schedule. Maxwell, the chief accountant, had been naking hinself
obj ectionable for sone tine with pointed remarks about the inadvisability of
trying to serve two masters. Settling the score with Hutchman was i nportant
but not worth | osing noney over, which would be the case if he provoked a
cl anpdown and was forced to give up some of his outside work.

Spain cleared his throat as he saw Vi cky Hut chman approachi ng. He judged
his moment, then stepped out of the doorway where he had been waiting and
collided with her.

"Excuse me," he said. "Wy . . . it's Ms. Hutchman, isn't it?"

"Yes." She | ooked down at himw th ill-conceal ed distaste, in a way
whi ch rem nded hi m of her husband, strengthening his resolve. "I'm afraid.

"Donal d Spain." He cleared his throat again. "I'ma friend of Hutch's.

Fromthe office, you know. "

"Ch?" Ms. Hutchman | ooked unconvinced.

"Yes." _She's just like big Hutch, Spain thought. He wouldn't sully
hinself with ordinary people, either -- except when he thought nobody was
looking_. "I just wanted to say how sorry everybody is about the trouble he's
in. There nust be a sinple explanation

"Thank you. Now if you'll forgive ne, M. Spain, | have an appointnent."
She began to nmove away, her bl onde hair smooth as ice in the watered-down,
railway station |ight of the arcade.

It was time to strike. "The police haven't found himyet. | see. | think
you did the right thing in not telling them about your sumrer cottage. That's
pr obabl y.

"Summer cottage?" Her brow winkled slightly. "W have no cottage."

"The one in Hastings -- 31 Channing Waye, isn't it? | remenber the
address because Hutch asked ny advice about the |ease.™

"Channi ng Waye," she said in faint voice. "W have no cottage there."

"But. . . ." Spain smled. "OF course -- |'ve said too nuch already.
Don't worry, Ms. Hutchman. | didn't nmention it to the police when they
interviewed me, and | won't mention it to anyone else. W all think too nuch
of Hutch tolet. . . . . ." He allowed his voice to tail off as Ms. Hutchman
hurried into the crowmd, and when he turned away he was filled with a pl easant,
scour edout feeling, as though he had just witten a poem

_Not hi ng has changed_, Vicky Hutchman told herself as she lay back in
the big chair and the warmwater flowed downward across her scalp. _The
nortriptyline will help. Dr. Swanson says the nortriptyline will help if |
only give it tine to build up in ny system The past is really the past.

She cl osed her eyes and told herself she could not hear the begi nnings
of that thin, sad song.

CHAPTER 14

Beaton had been born in the town of Oradea, near the northwest border of
Rurmani a, the son of a pottery worker. His name for the first thirty-two years
of his Iife had been M adi nmir Khai kin, but he had been known as Cive Beaton
for a long time now and his original name sounded foreign even to his own
ears. He had joined the arny at an early age, worked hard, and shown certain



aptitudes and attitudes which brought himto the attention of a discreet
organi zati on known, in some places, as the LKV. The offer of enploynment he
received was sufficiently interesting for himto agree to quit the arny while

still a captain, and to disappear fromnormal life while he was being
retrained. At that point his new career becane |ess exciting and | ess
gl anorous -- he had found hinself spending a ot of time observing the

activities of tourists and visiting Western businessnen. Khai kin was becom ng
t hor oughl y bored when a door, not to a new career, but to an entirely new life
swung open.

It happened when a coach full of British tourists went off the road and
smashed its way down a hillside less than a hundred kilonmeters fromhis
honet own. Sone of the party were killed instantly and a few died later in
hospital fromburns. As is customary in such cases, the LKV ran a thorough

check on all the dead and -- as only occasionally happens -- they found one
victimwho was worth resurrecting. He was Cive Beaton, age thirtyone;
unmarried, no close relatives, occupation -- postage-stanp deal er, honetown --

Sal ford, Lancashire. The LKV then went through their files of menmbers who were
cleared for unlimted service and cane up with one whose height, build, and
colouring matched those of the dead man.

Khai ki n had no hesitation in accepting the assignnent, even when he
| earned that a certain anmount of plastic surgery would be perforned on himand
that some of it would simulate heat scars on his face. He spent three weeks in
an isolated roomin the hospital, while surgeons supposedly fought to restore
his ravaged face. This period gave the surgeons a chance to simulate severe
injuries without actually destroying facial tissue, but it was nore val uable
to the LKV who used the time for an intensive study of Cive Beaton's
background, friends, and habits. Every scrap of information they garnered was
menori zed by Khai kin, and a voice coach overlaid his standard English with a
Lancashire accent. Khaihin's retentive mnd absorbed everything w thout effort
and when he was flown to London, and eventually reached Sal ford, he settled
into his newlife in a matter of days. There were times during the foll ow ng
years when he al nost wi shed that sone difficulty would arise to exercise and
test him but there were conmpensations, anong them -- absolute freedom

The LKV made few demands beyond requiring himto live in obscurity as
Cive Beaton, to be in England, and to wait. He allowed the stanp deal ership
to die a natural death and devoted hinmself to other pursuits to which his
instincts were nore attuned. His native |ove of horses, coupled with a flair
for probability maths, led himinto the penunbra of occupations surroundi ng
the turf. He gambl ed successfully, worked as a private handi capper for severa
smal | stables, and opened his own book when betting shops becane | egal. This
was sonet hi ng he woul d have done earlier but for the fact that one of his
prime directives forbade any conflict with authority. Once established as a
bookmaker he attracted, alnost against his will, a w de range of associations
with nmen who |lived beyond the | aw, but Beaton never set a foot across the
finely drawn line. Al though he thought of hinself as Cive Beaton, although he
had |l earned to |ike Scotch whisky and English beer, he never married -- and he
never answered a tel ephone w thout half-expecting to hear a voice fromthe
past .

The special calls cane very rarely. Once, when he had been in Engl and
about two years, the naneless caller -- who was identified by code only --
instructed himto kill a man who lived at a given address in Liverpool. Beaton
had found the man, who | ooked like a retired sailor, and had knifed himthe
same night in a dark street. Back in Salford, he had read all the papers
carefully, but the police seemed to be treating the affair as a sinple
dockl and stabbing; it quickly faded fromthe regi onal news and there were no
repercussi ons of any kind. Beaton wondered afterward if the killing had had no
notive ot her than the checking of his own efficiency and |oyalty, but such
t houghts troubled himinfrequently. In general the sort of assignnents he
recei ved, at roughly yearly intervals, rem nded himof his old touri st
wat chi ng days -- tasks |like making sure that a given individual really was



staying at a given hotel

The Hut chman case, however, had all the portents of a major job right
fromthe start. It had begun a day earlier with a notification of a high
priority number, a statenent that Hutchman was considered a focus of
"continuing interest", and an instruction to place hinmself on round-the-clock
standby. Since then Beaton had not strayed nore than a few paces fromhis
private tel ephone.

The voice, when it came, sounded both urgent and grim

"M. Beaton," it said, "I'ma friend of Steel's. He asked ne to call you
about the outstanding account."

Beat on acknow edged the code by responding with his own credentials.
"I"'msorry | haven't paid -- can you send ne another statenent?"

"This is ultimate priority," the voice said wi thout preanble. "You have
been foll owi ng the news about the di sappearance of the mathematician, Lucas
Hut chman?"

"Yes." Beaton listened to all news broadcasts very carefully, and a |ess
sensitive ear than his woul d have picked up its undertones. "I know about
him"

"Hut chman is believed to be in your area and his papers must be
transferred to folio seven inmediately. |Is that clear?"

"Yes." Beaton felt cold and excited at the same tine. He had, for the
first time in many years, been instructed to kill another human being.
"Folio seven. _Imediately . W have no exact location for him but we

pi cked up a police radio report that a black Ford Sierra had been found
abandoned between Bolton and Salford in CGorton Road."

"Wasn't Hutchman driving a blue --?"

"The police reported that the car did not match the description of the
tax disc. The disc said blue."

"That's all very well, but if Hutchman has abandoned the car he
certainly won't have stayed in the vicinity. | nean

"W believe the car was stolen fromhim and then dunped."”

An al arm ng thought struck Beaton. "Just a minute. W're discussing this
thing very openly on the phone. Supposing sonebody's |istening? Wat happens
to ny cover?"

"Your cover is no longer inportant." The urgency in the voice had been
repl aced by a raw edge of panic. "There is no tine to arrange neeting pl aces
and private talks. Al efforts nust be devoted to the Hutchman transfer. W
are sendi ng every avail able man, but you are the closest and nust take what
steps you can. This is ultimate priority -- do you understand?"

"I understand." Beaton set the phone down and wal ked across his
apartment to a mrror. He was not the same man who had come to England. Hi s
hair was gray now, and the years of good living had thickened and softened his
body. More di smaying was the abrupt realization that the years had al so
softened his thinking -- he did not want to hurt anybody, or to kill anybody.
And yet, what would an ideal be worth unless one was prepared to serve it? And
what would life itself be worth without an ideal to bring some meaning to the
endl ess alternation of pleasure and pai n? Beaton renmoved a cl ot h-w apped
bundl e fromthe recess behind a drawer in his witing table. Fromit he took a
wel | -oiled automatic pistol, a clip of 9-mm cartridges, a tubular silencer,
and a bl ack-handl ed sw tchbl ade knife. He assenbled the pistol, slipped it
into an inside pocket, put on his overcoat, and went out with the closed knife
growi ng warmin his right hand.

It was early in the afternoon and a blue-gray m st was veiling the nore
di stant buildings. The sun could be stared at without disconfort, a disc of
electrum slowy falling. Beaton got into his Jaguar and drove toward Bolton
Fifteen mnutes |ater he parked in a narrow street and wal ked up an alley. It
was not raining but there was enough noisture in the air to make the paving
stones glisten blackly. Near the end of the alley he opened a small door and
went through it into a cavernous brick building which had once been stables
and now served as a garage. A mechanic | ooked up fromthe engine of an elderly



sedan and eyed hi mincuriously.

Beat on nodded. "Is Raphoe in?"

"In the office.”

Beat on wal ked across the oil-blackened floor and up a stair to where a
boxli ke office clung to the ancient wall. Paraffin funes gusted hotly around
hi m as he opened the door. A fat man with a pendul ous strawberry nose was
seated at a desk in the office

"Hello, Cive," he said resentfully. "That was some horse you gave ne
for Friday."

Beat on shrugged. "If you could pick winners every time there'd be no
books. "

"So | hear, but | don't take to the idea of ny noney being used to push
up the odds on the real trier."

"You don't think I'd do that to you, Randy."

"Not much, | don't. Are you going to give ne ny hundred notes back?"
Raphoe sneer ed.

"No, but I've one for Devon and Exeter on Saturday which is already over
the Iine." Beaton watched and saw the predictable flicker of interest in
Raphoe' s eyes.

"How much?"

"The syndicate is charging nme the odds of two thousand on this one, and
that's a lot of noney to lay off, but you can have it free, Randy."

"Free!" Raphoe gently pressed the end of his ruinous nose, as though
hoping to nold it into a nore conventional shape. "Wat's the catch?"

"No catch." Beaton nmade it sound casual. "l just want to know where your
boys picked up the black Ford Sierra they dunped in Gorton Road."
"I knew it!" Raphoe sl apped his desk gleefully. "I knew that one was

radi oactive as soon as Fred drove it through that gate. As soon as | saw the
bum paint job and the brand-new plates | said to Fred, 'Get that heap out of
here and bury it." | said to him 'Never nick a car that sonebody el se has
just nicked."'

"You told himthe right thing, Randy. Were did he pick it up?"

"You say this horse is over the Iine?" Raphoe asked significantly.

"Master Auckland I1," Beaton said, giving a genuine tip. Raphoe was a
not ori ous | oudnmouth, and giving himthe information would set up a chain
reaction of tip-offs which would bring the odds tunbling down and cost Beaton
a considerabl e sum of nmoney. He had an intuition, however, that he was not
going to be worried about horses in the i mediate future.

"It'"ll be really trying, will it?"

"Randy, this tine it doesn't need to try. Now, about the car -- where
did you get it?"

"In the car park of the Cricketers. Do you know it? It's a good al ehouse
out Breightnmet way."

“I'I'l find it," Beaton assured him and now the knife seened to be
generating a pulsing warnth of its own, bathing his palmw th sweat.

CHAPTER 15

Hut chman rarely recalled his dreanms, with the result that when he did
awaken with one fresh in his mnd it seemed -- although he was skeptical about
precognition -- to be laden with significance and psychol ogi cal inplications.



H s | ast renenbered dreans were the two about the timd pseudo-creatures who
al | owed thensel ves to be destroyed by wonmen. (_Am 1, he had wondered, a shaky
artificial being which falls apart at the hands of female pragmatisnf?_) Now,
however, he had the unusual experience of expecting a dream of knowi ng in
advance that one was coning. It was something to do with the increasing sense
of being trapped in the shabby ol d house, or the feeling of immnent disaster
whi ch had haunted him since his car had vani shed, which by a kind of
transference nmade the dingi ness of his surroundi ngs seem nenaci ng. As he | ay
down on top of the bedclothes on a gray afternoon, there was danger for himin
t he anci ent brown bakelite of the room s electrical fittings, despair in the
shattered skeletal elenents of the gas fire. And the dream cane.

He wal ks downstairs, oppressed by the gloony unfanmiliarity of the house.
There is a wedding party in progress down below and the stairwell is filled
with hostile northern accents. George Atwood's voice swells and recedes with
an undersea quality. There is a painful pressure in Hutchman's bl adder which
must be relieved. He tries the two toilets and the doors are | ocked. The
pressure gets worse. Afraid of disgracing hinself, he asks Ms. Atwood if
there is another toilet. Not here, she says, but the house next door is enpty.
Hut chman hurries Qut to it. The street is filled with bright pewer Iight, and
t he worn sandstone steps of the abandoned house register vividly in his mnd
The front door is lying open. Dust is drifting on the bare, rotting boards of
the hall as he walks along it. There is an open door to the roomon his left.
He | ooks in and sees, lying on a couch, a figure conpletely covered by a white
sheet. Dread grips him but the toilet is only at the head of the first flight
of stairs and the pain in his abdonen is intolerable. He wal ks up the stairs,
opens the toilet door, and finds hinmself staring down into an old cast-iron
bath. There is a corpse in it -- yellowed, frilled with fungus, bathed in the
fluids of its own putrefaction. Appalled, Hutchman sways ponderously away and
turns to run. But now the front door of the house is closed. And, projecting
fromthe inner doorway he had passed, is the corner of a white sheet. The
t hi ng whi ch had been lying on the couch is now standing in the entrance to the
front room waiting for himto cone downstairs. And even if he gets past it in

full flight, while he is struggling to open the outer door it will come up
behi nd him Hutchman tries to scream _Run! Stay! Run! Stay!
It was still daylight when he awoke but the room seened very nuch col der

than before. He lay flat on his back, hands gripping the bedding as if to
prevent himfromfalling upward while he fought off the spell of the
nightmare. It had been a very basic affair, he told hinmself. Hamer Fil s
stuff, and utterly ridiculous to a waking adult; but the room was undeniably
colder. He got to his feet, shivering, and turned up the gas fire, causing a
white front of incandescence to nove up through its ruined ceramc tenples,
foll omed by bands of violet and sienna.

_Run! Stay! _

Per haps he shoul d have pulled up stakes as soon as his car was stolen.
It mi ght have been best to have got going inmediately, not even returning to
the house for the night. But he had been drunk at the time, and rapidly
becom ng sick, and it had seened that the thief had done hima good turn by
renovi ng a troubl esonme piece of unwanted property. Now he was uncertain, and
gl ands whi ch had been triggered by his dreamwere urging himto run. He left
his room and wandered slowy down the stairs, pausing at different levels in
the structure as though he could and m ght decide to nove horizontally through
the air at any one of them A woman's voice floated up the stairwell. It was
Jane Atwood speaking to someone on the tel ephone, cheerful, privileged to
conmuni cate with her friends outside. Hutchman felt a pang of |oneliness, and
he decided to ring Vicky. _It's possible_, he thought in wonder. _|I can pick
up the phone and speak to her. Dial a line to the past_. He noved on down to
the hall, where Ms. Atwood was hangi ng up the phone.

"That was George," she said curiously. "A man's been to the shop asking
about you. Sonething about your car."

"Real | y?" Hutchman gripped the smooth wood of the banister



"Was your car stolen, M. Rattray? You said it broke down when you were.

"I"'mnot sure -- it may have been stolen afterward."” Hutchman turned and
sprinted up the stairs, moaning inwardly with panic. In his roomhe threw on
his jacket and ran back down to the hall. Ms. Atwood had di sappeared into

anot her part of the house. He opened the front door and gl anced up and down
the street to nake sure nobody was coming, then wal ked quickly away fromthe
house, choosing to go in the opposite direction to the main road. Near the end
of the street he saw a dark-bl ue Jaguar sweep round the corner. It was driven
by a thick-set, gray-haired man who appeared not even to see Hutchman, but the
car sl owed down at once and rolled gently down the street, its wheels nushing
t hrough decaying | eaves. The driver was exam ning the nunbers on the houses.

Hut chman conti nued wal ki ng normally until he had rounded the corner into
a wider and enpty cross-avenue, then began to run. The act of running required
no effort, his breath seeming to conme easier as though constrictive bands had
been torn away fromhis chest. He sped along a line of trees, hardly aware of
his feet touching the ground, nmoving so silently that he tw ce distinguished
t he pul py sound of chestnuts dropping onto the paverment. Near the end of the
avenue he abruptly becane sel f-conscious, slowed down to a wal k, and | ooked
back over his shoul der. The blue Jaguar was backi ng out between the lines of
trees, wallowing slightly with the lateral forces of the turn. It cane in his
direction, alternating through |ight and shade as it ghosted past the trees.

Hut chman began to run again. He energed into a | ong canyon of
three-storey terrace houses, saw a narrow street opening on his right, and
darted down it. This street was freakishly |long and featurel ess, running
slightly uphill until its perspectives faded into the gathering mist. There
was no time for Hutchman to turn hack. He | oped along an irregular |ine of
parked cars, zig-zagging to avoid groups of playing children, but now runni ng
was becom ng |l ess dreanmlike and nore difficult. His mouth began to fill with a
salty froth and his ankles to weaken, allowing his feet to slap the ground
al nost uncontrollably. He | ooked back and saw the Jaguar in its noisel ess
pursuit.

Suddenl y Hut chrman noticed a ragged break in the confining |lines of
houses. He slanted toward it and entered a desol ate plain which had been
created by a slumclearance and redevel opment program Its surface was
conposed of tunbled brick and fragnented concrete, with children nmoving
through a lowlying nmist, |ike menbers of a small alien race, bands of
expedi tionary Hobbits. Hutchman | aunched hinself in the direction of the
opposi te boundary, another row of terrace houses beyond which the blue-white
lights of a main road were already beginning to shine through the dusk. Behind
hi m he heard the Jaguar slither to a halt. Its door slamed, but there was no
time for himto take even one glance to the rear because running on the new
surface was dangerous. His ankles threatened to give way every tinme he was
forced to |l eap over a block of concrete or one of the rusted reinforcing rods
which rose Qut of the ground like snares. He ainmed for what appeared to be an
opening in the perinmeter houses, then discovered he had wasted his strength by
runni ng. The redevel opment contractor had sealed the site off with a
gal vani zed iron fence -- and Hutchman was in a box.

He turned with the absurd idea of trying to mingle with a group of
urchins but, using the well-devel oped instincts of their race, they had faded
into the surroundings. The gray-haired man was only fifty paces away, running
strongly in spite of his bulk, |ooking strangely incongruous in an expensive
tweed overcoat. He was carrying a slimbladed knife in a way which suggested
he knew how to use it.

Sobbi ng, Hutchman noved to one side. His pursuer altered course to
intercept him Hutchman [ifted a half-brick and threw it, but had almed too
low and it struck the ground harm essly. The gray-haired man junped over it,
| anded awkwardly and pitched forward, his face driving into a thicket of stee
rods which projected froma slab of concrete. One of them punched its way into
t he socket of his right eye. And he screaned.



Hut chman wat ched in horror as a surprisingly large white ball, blotched
with red, sprang fromthe socket and rolled on the ground.

"My eye! Ch God, ny eye!l" The man groveled in the dirt, his hands
searching blindly.

"Stay away from me," Hutchman munbl ed.

"But it's ny eye!" The nan got to his feet with the obscene object
cupped in his hands, holding it out toward Hutchman in a kind of supplication
Deltas of black blood spilled down his face and over his clothes.

"Stay away!" Hutchman forced his body into action. He ran parallel to
the fence for a short distance and angl ed away toward the point where he had
entered the site. Children darted out of his path Iike startled pheasants. He
reached the blue Jaguar and got into the driving seat, but there was no
ignition key. Hi s pursuer had been taking no chances. Hutchman got out of the
car as several children appeared in the gap in the houses. They were goi ng
back into the site, but noving differently, with an air of authority which
suggested they had the backing of adults. Hutchman hurried toward the street
and encountered two m ddl e-aged men, one of themin slippers and rolled-up
shirtsl eeves.

"There's been an accident,"” he called, pointing back across the
desol ation to where a single figure wavered in the sl atecol oured mst.
"Where's the nearest tel ephone?"

One of the men pointed to the left, down the hill. Hutchman ran in that
direction, back the way he had come, until he was in the wider tree-lined
avenue. He slowed to a walk, partly to avoid | ooking conspicuous and partly
because he was exhausted. The easier pace also made it possible for himto
think. He had a feeling the man he had encountered was not a British detective
or security agent -- it would all have been handled differently -- but no
matter how much anybody ni ght have | earned from Andrea Kni ght, how coul d they
possi bly have found himso quickly? There was the car, of course, but surely
t hat woul d have brought the police down on himrather than an anonynous man
carrying a knife. Regardl ess of what had happened, he deci ded, Bolton was no
| onger safe for him

As his breathing returned to normal Hutchman reached the main road and
caught a bus going into the town center. Darkness was falling by the tine he
got off near the inposing town hall. Store wi ndows were brightly lit and the
pavermrents were crowded with people hurrying home fromwork. The crisp,
pre- Chri stmas at nosphere brought on another of the unmanni ng attacks of
nost al gia and he found hinsel f thinking about Vicky and David again. _Look
what you' ve done to ne, Vicky_.

He asked a news vendor how to reach the railway station, set out to walk
toit, then realized he could not risk going to any transport termnal, and
that to consider it had been a dangerous |apse. | wanted to ride hone in
confort, sitting in a w ndow seat, hunmmi ng "Beyond the Bl ue Horizon"_, he
t hought in astonishnent. _But |I'mthe ground zero man, and | can never go hone
agai n_.

He wal ked aimessly for a while, twice turning into side streets when he
saw police uniforns. The problem of getting out of Bolton was doubly urgent.
Not only had he to escape froma tightening net, but the deadline he had given
to the authorities was drawing closer. He had to journey south and be in
Hasti ngs before Antibonb Day. Could he travel in disguise? A flash
recol l ection of Chesterton's invisible man caused himto halt nmonentarily. The
uni form of a postman woul d make himeffectively invisible, and a rura
postman's traditional transport -- a bicycle -- would probably get himto
Hastings in tinme. But how did one acquire such things? Stealing themwould
only serve to make himnore easily identifiable.

In one of the narrow side streets he saw a yellow el ectric sign of a
taxi company, and in the wi ndow of the office beneath it was a notice which
sai d: "DRI VERS FOR SAFETY CABS WANTED -- NO PSV LI CENCE REQUI RED. "

Hut chman's heart began to thud as he read the hand-lettered card. A taxi
driver was just as invisible as a postman, and a vehicle went with the job! He



wal ked into the dimy-lit garage beside the office. A row of nustard-col ored
taxis brooded in the half-l1ight and the only evidence of life was the gl owi ng
wi ndow of a boxlike office in one corner. He tapped the door and opened it.
Inside was a cluttered roomcontaining a table and a bench upon which sat two
men in nmechanic's overalls. One of themwas in the act of raising a cup of tea
to his nouth.

"Sorry to disturb you." Hutchman put on his best grin. "How do | go
about getting a job as a driver?"

"No trouble about that, mate." The mechanic turned to his conpani on, who
was unwr appi ng sandwi ches. "Wo's the super tonight?"

"add diver."

"Wait here and I'll fetch him" the nechanic said in a friendly tone and
Went out through a door which led to the back of the building. Encouraged and
gratified, Hutchman studied the little roomas he waited. The walls were
covered with notices held in place by drawi ng pins and yell owi ng Sell ot ape.
"Any driver who is involved in a front-end accident will be dism ssed
i medi ately," one stated. "The followi ng are in bad standing and nust not be
accepted for credit card journeys," said another above a list of names. To
Hut chman, in his state of intense |oneliness, they appeared as indications of
a warm intensely human normal cy. He entertained fantasies of working
contentedly in a place like this for the rest of his life if he got away from
Hastings in one piece. CGetting his job, being accepted into the cheery
incidentrich life of a cab driver, assumed an illogical and enotiona
i mportance which had nothing to do with escaping to the south.

"Cold day," the remaining nechanic said through a nout hful of bread

"Certainly is."

"Fancy a drop of tea?"

"No thanks." Hutchman's eyes stung with pleasure as he refused the
offer. He turned as the door opened and the first nechanic canme in acconpanied
by a stooped, white-haired man of about sixty. The newconer was pink-faced,
had a pri mwonanly nmouth, and was wearing an ol d-fashi oned belted rai ncoat and
a peaked cap.

"Hell o," Hutchman ventured. "l understand you have openings for
drivers.”

"Happen | have," diver said. "Cone out here and I'Il talk to you." He
led the way out to the garage area and closed the office door so that the
mechani cs woul d not hear the conversation. "Are you a PSV man?"

"No, but it said on your notice that. "

"I know what it said on the notice," Aiver interrupted pettishly, "but
that doesn't nmean we don't prefer good professional nen. These nasty little
so-cal l ed safety cars with seats | ooking out the back w ndow have cheapened
t he whol e trade. Cheap and nasty."

"Ch." It dawned on Hutchman that he was dealing with a nman who regarded
taxi-driving as a calling. "Well, | have a clean ordinary licence."

Aiver scrutinized himdoubtfully. "Part-timer?"

"Yes -- or full-time. Whatever you want." Hutchman wondered if he

sounded too anxious. "You do need drivers, don't you?"

"W don't pay a wage, you know. You get a third of your take, plus tips.
A good man does well out of tips, but a beginner.

"That sounds fine. | could start right way."

"Just a minute," Aiver said sternly. "Do you know t he town?"

"Yes." Hutchman's heart sank. How could he have forgotten one of the
basi ¢ requirements?

"How woul d you get to Cronpton Avenue?"

"Ah. . . ." Hutchman tried to renenber the name of the main road he had
driven along with Atwood, the only one he knew. "Straight out to Breightnet."

Aiver nodded with some reluctance. "How would you get to Bridgeworth
C ose?"

"That's a tricky one." Hutchman forced a snile. "It mght take ne sone
time to get to know all the streets."



"How woul d you get to Mason Street?" diver's womanly |ips were pursed
i n di sapproval

"I's that out toward Sal ford? Look, | told you. . . ."

"I"'msorry, son. You just haven't a good enough menory for this kind of
wor k. "

Hut chman gazed at himin hel pl ess anger, then turned away. Qutside, he
stared resentfully at the unfam liar configurations of buildings. He had been
rejected. His brain held informati on which was going to change the entire
course of history, but a prissy old fool had | ooked down on hi m because he
wasn't famliar with a haphazard pattern of streets in an undi stingui shed.

_Pattern! _ That's all it was. A man did not have to grow up in a town to get
to know its layout if he had the right sort of nental disciplines.

@ ancing at his watch, Hutchman found it was only a little after 5:30.
He hurried to the nearest main thoroughfare, located a | arge stationery store,

and bought two street maps of Bolton and a white correcting pencil. Wile he
was paying for them he asked the sal es assistant where he could find a copying
service still open. The girl directed himto a place two bl ocks further al ong

the sane street. He thanked her, went outside, and shoul dered his way through
the crowds, reaching the office-equi pment supplier, who did copying, just as
an unseen clock was chinming the hour. A dapper young man with wispy fair hair
was | ocking the door. He shook his head when Hutchman tried the handle.
Hut chman took two five-pound notes from his pocket and pushed them through the
lowlevel letter slot. The young man pi cked them up cautiously, studied
Hut chman t hrough the glass for a second, then opened the door a little.

"W close at six, you know." He held the notes out tentatively.

"Those are yours," Hutchman told him

"What for?"

"Overtine paynment. | have an urgent copying job which rmust be done right
now. 1'll pay for it separately, but that tenner's for you -- if you'll do the
wor k. "

"Ch! Oh, well then. You'd better come in." The youth gave a baffled
| augh and opened the door wide. "Christmas is early this year, | nust say."

Hut chman unfol ded one of his street maps. "Can you handl e a sheet this
si ze?"

"Wth ease." The youth activated a gray machi ne and watched with
perplexity as Hutchman took out the typist's correcting pencil and, working at
carel ess speed, obliterated all the street nanes. Wen he had finished he
handed the map over. "Do me. . . mmm . . a dozen copies of that."

"Yes, sir." The young man stared sol emmly at Hutchnman as he worked.

"I"'min advertising,"” Hutchman said. "This is for a marketresearch
project.”

Ten minutes |later he was back out on the street with a warmroll of
sheets under his arm He now had all the equi pnent needed to carry out the
type of menmory blitz he had perfected in his university days, but there was
still the problemof finding a quiet and secure place in which to work. The
soothing effect of constructive activity abated slightly as it cane to him
that he was going to a great deal of trouble to get out of Bolton w thout
havi ng checked that it was really necessary. He saw a small newsagent's shop
on the opposite side of the street and crossed over to it. Wile still in the
m ddl e of the roadway he read the billboard which was | eaning agai nst a w ndow
sill.

It said: "POLICE CORDON SEALS OFF BOLTON "

A nunber of copies of the evening paper were clipped to a wire rack in
t he doorway. He approached the shop and saw that a | arge photograph of hinself
was featured on the front page, with splash headlines which read: "BO.TON
SURROUNDED BY POLI CE CORDON. Mystery mat hematician traced here today."

Hut chman deci ded not to risk going in and buying a paper -- he had | earned al
he needed, anyway. He was turning away fromthe shop when a white Porsche drew
up beside him and the passenger door was pushed open. The driver was an
Oiental -looking girl in a silver dress.



"It's warnmer at my place," she said, showing no trace of enbarrassnent
over the fact that she sounded exactly the way a prostitute was supposed to
sound.

Hut chman, who had been poised to flee, shook his head instinctively then
caught the edge of the door. "Perhaps | _am a little cold." He got into the
car, which snelled of |eather and perfune, and was accel erated snoot hly and
expensively into the clustered lights of the town center

He turned sideways to face the girl. "\Were are we goi ng?"

"Not far."

Hut chman nodded contentedly. He was satisfied as long as she did not try
to take himout of town, through a roadbl ock. "Have you any food at your
pl ace?"

"No. "
"Aren't you hungry?"
"Starving -- but | don't run a soup kitchen." Her neat face was hard.

Hut chman snorted, took a ten-pound note from his pocket, and dropped it
on her lap. "Stop at a take-away and get us some food."

"I"'ma working girl, mster.” She flicked the note back at him "The
rate is exactly the same for conpanionship.”

"That's understood -- your name isn't Melina Mercouri. How rmuch for the
ni ght ?"

"A hundred,"” Her voice was defiant.

"A hundred it is." Hutchman peeled off ten nore notes, amazed at the
fact that they still held value for other people. "Here's the hundred, plus
the food noney. Al right?"

For an answer she put her hand on his thigh and slid it into his crotch
He endured her touch without speaking. _|I could kill you, Vicky_ . The girl
stopped at a snack bar, ran into it, and emerged with an arnful of packages
whi ch snmelt of roast chicken. She drove himto a small apartnent bl ock about
ten mnutes fromthe town center. Hutchman carried the food while she |et
herself in, and they went to a first-floor flat. It was sinply furnished with
white walls, white carpet, and a black ceiling in the nmain room

"Food first?" the girl said.

"Food first." Hutchman spread the packages on the table, opened them
and began to eat while his hostess was naking coffee in a clinically bright
kitchen. He was tired and nervous -- pictures of a human eye rolling in the
dust flickered before him-- but the heat was helping himto relax. They ate
in near silence and the girl cleared the remains into the kitchen. On her way
back she slipped out of the silver dress with a single |lithe novenent,
reveal ing that she was wearing a crinmson satin bikini suit which, along with a
certain muscularity of thighs, gave her the air of a trapeze artist. Her
spi ce-col oured body was trimand taut and desirable. Hutchman's groin turned
to ice.

"Listen," he said, lifting his roll of ammoni a-smnelling sheets. "I have
some very urgent business to attend to for ny firm and | won't be able to
relax until it's out of the way. Wiy don't you watch television for a while?"

"I haven't got television."

Hut chman realized he had nade a mi stake in suggesting it -- he was bound

to be in the news nore than ever. "Play nusic or read a book, then. Al
ri ght?"

"Al'l right." The girl shrugged unconcernedly and, wi thout dressing
again, lay down on a couch and watched him

Hut chman spread out a street map, the one which still showed the nanes,
and began nenorizing it, starting with the major roads and filling in as much
as possible on side streets. He worked wi th maxi mum concentration for one
hour, then took a blank copy, and tried filling in the names. This gave him an
accurate indication of the areas in which he was doing well and of the ones --
still a great majority at this stage -- where his performance was poor. He
returned to the naned map, spent a second hour on it, did another progress
check with a blank map, and started the process all over again. Sone tine



during the course of the evening the girl fell asleep and began snoring
gently. She woke with a start around nidnight, gazing at Hutchman wi t hout
recognition for an instant.

He smiled at her. "This is taking longer than | expected. Wy don't you

go to bed?"
"Do you want coffee?"
"No, thanks."

The girl got to her feet, shivering, gathered her silver dress fromthe
floor and wal ked into the bedroomwi th a curious glance at his array of maps.
Hut chman went back to work. It was alnost three o' clock by the tine he finally
managed to fill in a conplete map, and by then he too was shivering. The
central heating had been off for hours. He lay down on the couch and tried to
sl eep, but the roomwas beconing intensely cold and his head was bursting with
hundreds of street nanes. Each time he closed his eyes he saw networks of
bl ack |ines, and occasionally a redblotched eye rolled across them After half
an hour he went into the bedroom The girl was asleep in the center of an
out si ze bed. Hutchman undressed, got in beside her, and placed one hand on her
up-thrust hip, feeling the edge of the pelvic basin and the belly warnth under
his fingertips. In that respect, in the darkness, she could have been Vicky.

He fell asleep instantly.

At the first light of norning he got up wi thout disturbing the girl
dressed quickly, and went back to the table in the main room As he had
expected, when he tried to fill in a map there were several new areas of
uncertainty. He spent several mnutes revising themand quietly left the
apartment. It was a gray, dry norning, surprisingly mld for the tinme of year
He decided to walk into the town center, anusing hinself as he went by
accurately predicting the nanes of the streets he reached. The cranmed
know edge of the town's layout was of the nost transient kind and woul d be
virtually gone inside a week, but he would have it |ong enough to get him
t hrough any qui z which m ght take place that norning. He reached the taxi
conpany's headquarters wi thout seeing any police. This tinme he went into the
outer office and spoke to a bespectacled girl who had several tel ephones and a
m cr ophone on her desk

"I's diver on duty?"

"No -- he's on the late shift this week. WAs it personal ?"

Hut chman was encouraged. "No, not personal. |I'ma good driver and | know
Bolton like the back of my hand

Forty minutes later he had been issued with a "uniforn, which consisted
of an engraved steel -l apel badge and a peaked cap, and was cruising through
the town in a nustard-coloured taxi. For the best part of an hour he genuinely
wor ked as a cabdriver, making two pickups to which he was directed by radio
and | ocating the destinations without rmuch difficulty. The second one left him
on the south side of the town and instead of returning to his waiting station
he radi oed the office.

"This is Walter Russell,"” he said, using the nane with which he had
signed on. "l've just picked up a gentleman who wants to spend the day touring
t he countryside around Bolton. Wat's the procedure?”

"The daily rate is forty pounds,"” the girl replied. "Payable in advance.
Is that satisfactory to your custoner?"

Hut chman waited a noment. "He says that's fine."

"Al'l right -- call in when you are free again."

"Right." Hutchman repl aced the m crophone. Having decided that the
limted-speed taxi cab mi ght | ook out of place on the notorways, he drove due
south for Warrington with the intention of traveling down England on the nore
honely linking roads. A short distance ahead of himhe saw three teenage girls
standing at the roadside thunbing a ride. They glanced at each other in
consternati on when he pulled up beside them and operated the | ever which
opened the passenger door

"Where are you heading for?" he called, trying to sound benevolent in
spite of his growi ng tension over the road-block he sensed nmust be cl ose by.



"Bi rm ngham " one of the girls said, "but we've no money for a taxi."

"You don't need money for this taxi."

"What do you need, then?" another girl demanded, and her conpani ons
gi ggl ed.

_Oh, God_, Hutchman thought. "Look, |I'm going down to Ringway Airport to
nmeet a customer. | offered you the free seats, but if you don't want them
that's all right with ne." He nade as if to close the door and the girls
screanmed and tunbled into the aft-facing seats. Wen the car was noving again
t hey tal ked anong t hensel ves as though Hutchman did not exist, and he gat hered
they were on their way to a Danascus denonstration. He discovered, with a dul
sense of surprise, that he had not thought about Damascus for days. That he no
| onger really cared about the ruined city and its indonitable seven-year-olds
who woul d never see eight. It was a personal thing now A triangle. Vicky and
he and the anti bonb machi ne.

There was a | engthy queue of cars at the police road-bl ock, but the
uni formed nen gl anced only once at the taxi and its occupants, and signal ed
Hut chman to drive on

CHAPTER 16

It was past m dni ght when Hutchman got off the train in Hastings.

He had brought the little car south to Swi ndon, which was as close to
his destination as he dared bring an obvious trail marker, and had abandoned it
in an untended taxi rank during the afternoon. Fromthere he had taken a train
to Sout hanpton and another al ong the coast to Hastings, but the connections
had worked out badly and the rest of the day had been spanned by periods of
nervous waiting and incredi bly slow travel.

H s know edge that there were now |l ess than thirty-six hours to go unti
t he deadl i ne wei ghed heavily on himas he emerged fromthe station onto a
sl oping forecourt. The gray nildness of the norning had given way to a clean
cold rain which threshed noisily in the gutters, and which soaked Hutchman
al nrost as soon as he stepped into it. Several taxis were waiting, but he
decided that they represented too big a risk. He slipped past themin the
shadows and set out to wal k to Channi ng Waye. The journey took fifteen ninutes
and by the time he reached the house he was as wet as if he had fallen into
the sea, and was shivering uncontrollably.

He opened the front door of the dark little house but paused before
going in, gripped by a strange timdity. This was the penultinmte point of no
return, barely less final than the pressing of the black button itself. He had
no subconsci ous yearning to be deflected fromhis course by an outside agency
-- his life had becone so tw sted and deformed that turning back woul d have
been the only act |ess meani ngful than going on. But once he went into the
house, once he was swal |l owed by the dankness of the cranped hall and had
cl osed the door, he would have severed all links with humanity. Even if he was
traced to the house and nmen tried to break in, their only achi evenent woul d be
to make himpress the button a little earlier. He was the ground zero nan, and
he was conmitted.

The door was swollen with nmoisture and he had to use his shoul der to get
it closed properly. He found his way upstairs by the vague radi ance which
seeped in through the transomfroma streetl anp. Nothi ng happened when he
tried the light but he was able to discern that the room had not been



interfered with in his absence. It still contained its single bentwod chair,
pai nt ed gooseberry green, and the conmponents of his machine. He stunbl ed back
down to the hall in squel ching shoes, |located a main electrical swtch under
the stairs, and turned it on. Hanpered by the clinging coldness of his

cl ot hes, he backed out of the cubbyhole and went through all the roons,
putting on the lights and closing the blinds. The total effect was to make his
tiny domain nore bl eak and depressing than before. He went out to the covered
backyard, where the rain fretted against a glass roof, and | ooked into the
concrete coal bunker. It contained barely enough fragments to fill a bucket,
and no shovel. He cast around the yard, found some worn oilcloth on the floor
of the outside lavatory, and used it to scoop up the coal and carry it to the
fireplace in the back room Being virtually a non-snmoker, Hutchman had no
lighter but he was able to light a piece of newspaper at the self-igniting gas
stove in the kitchen. The oilcloth burned greasily, with a whirring sound, and
even when supplemented with twists of newspaper would not trigger off the
coals. He hesitated then, amazed at the tenacity of his inhibitions, took the
wooden drawer fromthe kitchen table, smashed it underfoot, and fed it to the
fire. This time the coals ignited, guaranteeing hima neager ration of heat
for perhaps an hour.

He stripped off all his clothes and wapped hinself in the only materi al
avai |l abl e, which was the | oose covering of a |arge sofa, and settled down to
wait for thirty-five hours. | dreamof a snmall fire-lit room, he thought.
And this tine the tears came easily.

When Hut chman awoke in the nmorning he had a poundi ng headache and a raw
sensation in the back of his throat. Each breath he drew was a torrent of icy
air ripping through his nasal passages. He sat up painfully and surveyed the
room The fireplace held nothing nore than a handful of gray ash, and his
clothes were still danmp. Trying to suppress his shivering, he gathered up the
wrinkl ed garments and carried theminto the kitchen. He lit the oven of the
cooker and all four burners, then force-dried his clothes, absorbing as much
heat as possible into his body in the process. As he waited he devel oped a
powerful craving for tea. Not the delicate Darjeeling he used to drink with
Vi cky -- but strong, cheap, pensioner's tea, served hot and sweet. A
conviction stole over himthat a pot of such tea would cure his headache,
soothe his throat, and drive the pains fromhis joints. He searched the
ki tchen cupboards, but his unknown | andlord had left nothing at all in them

Al right_, he thought. _If there's no tea in the house, I'lIl go round
the corner and buy sone_.

The idea filled himwith a childish, feverish delight. He had sworn not
to open the front door until after he had fulfilled his mssion in case there
were wat chers outside, but surely that was being too cautious. If he had been
followed this far he would have known about it by now He dressed quickly,
savoring the bonus the new deci sion had brought him It would be good to wal k
i nto an ol df ashi oned grocery, just as any other human being could, and snell
the hans and the fresh bread. It would be so good to go through the
commonpl ace human actions of buying tea and mi |k and sugar. .

"Stands the church clock at ten to three?" he said aloud, in a
stranger's voice. "And is there honey still for tea?"

He pulled on his grayjacket and was wal king to the door when he glinpsed
hinmself in the hall mirror. H s hair was natted down across a bearded face
whi ch was a death mask of Christ. He was red-eyed, dirty, runmpled, ill -- and
strange. Above all, he | ooked strange, a specter which could not fail to draw
the attention of a friendly old grocer or anybody el se who saw himeven for a
nmonent. There could be no question of his |eaving the house.

"Is it a party in a parlor?" he demanded, benusedly, of hinself.
some sipping punch, sone sipping tea; But, as you by their faces see, Al
silent and all _damed_!" The walls swayed toward hi m

He wal ked upstairs toward his nmachi ne, and was surprised when he fel



near the top and had to cling to the banister. _I'mill_, he thought. _I
really amill _. The discovery brought with it a yamering fear that he m ght
not be able to assenble the machine properly, or not be conscious to activate
it at the appointed time. He squared his shoul ders, went into the rear
bedroom and began to work.

Real ity came and went at intervals during the course of the day.

At times his hands seened to work quite capably by thensel ves,
effortl essly checking the power pack and carrying out the highly precise task
of setting up the laser and aligning the optical coupling. Ofsetting this was
the fact that other parts of the work which he had expected to conplete with
ease becane dismayingly difficult. The aimng tube for the output ray, for
exanpl e, was controlled by a cl ockwork notor and a gearing system whi ch kept
it pointing in the direction of the nmoon -- the natural reflector Hutchman had
chosen to disperse the radiation efficiently across the globe. H's hands took
care of the basic setting up of this section but when he opened the al manack
he had included with the machine to get co-ordinates for the noon's novenents,
the figures were near-neani ngless junbles. Hi s concentration on them was
marred by bouts of weakness, |apses when he could think of nothing but hot
tea, and dreamnli ke spells when he visited the dappl ed | andscape of the past.
Vicky refusing to be consoled after a quarrel: "Wen people are angry they
sometines say things they really nean.” Walking with her in Bond Street when
on the opposite pavenent a woman opened an unbrella, a point of red which
bl ossomed into a circle on one side of Hutchman's vision, simulating the
approach of a missile and causing himto duck instinctively and to understand
-- for the first time -- why unbrellas should not be opened near horses. David
falling asleep in his arms, wondering al oud: "Wy does a one and a nought mean
ten, and two ones nean el even, instead of a one and a nought meani ng el even
and two ones neani ng ten?" Vicky scolding him "Wy don't | believe in Oxfanf
Li sten, Lucas, when eleven mllion children die every year there's no point in
raising funds -- the entire history of the planet is working against you."
Si ppi ng whi sky while the popl ars darkened agai nst the sunset.

Wth the nmachi ne assenbl ed, the rest of the day passed nore quickly than
Hut chman had expected. He noved an arnthair into the tiny kitchen and huddl ed
close to the cooker, with his feet actually inside the oven. His feverishness
and the gassy fug in the airless roomencouraged himto doze, to skip in and
out of real time. The dreans were clear, warm pools of remenbrance in which he
drifted at ease over the varicol oured shingles of the past, selecting and
exam ning events as a diver picks up brilliant pebbles and lets themtunble
slowy fromhis grasp. Sonetime after mdnight the dry pain in his throat
dragged hi mupward into consci ousness. He eased it with warmwater heated in
an old jamjar which had been lying in the corner of the yard, and tried to
sl eep agai n.

The obtrudi ng know edge that there were now | ess than twel ve hours to go
made it difficult. There was also the niggling realization that he should
| eave the vicinity of the cooker and go upstairs to the machi ne where there
was | ess chance of his being overcone by a surprise attack. But if he went up
there, he rationalized, he would be cold and m ght succunmb to the illness
whi ch was racking his body. Foetus-folded into the chair, wapped in stained
linen, he tried to visualize the increasing tenpo of activities to which he
had driven ot her nen.

The search would be at its height, of course, but that was no | onger so
i mportant because now that he had reached the machi ne he was going to nmake it
do its work, before the deadline if necessary. Mre vital was what must be
happening at all those secret places across the gl obe where nucl ear arns were
stored. Hutchman was suddenly struck by the vastness of his own presunption
He knew absolutely nothing of the practical detail design of H bonbs --
supposing that in his theoretician's sublinme ignorance he had not all owed
enough tinme for the warheads to be broken down into sufficiently sub-critica
concentrations? Even if he had given anple warning for technicians working in
normal circumstances, what woul d happen in a Polaris submarine cruising bel ow



the Arctic icecap? And was it possible that a power which had been consi dering
a nucl ear attack against a hostile nei ghbour would be pronpted to act while
there was still tinme?

In the norning he got painfully to his feet, frightened by the sound of
his own breathing, and drank sone nore warmwater. He | ooked at his watch.
Less than three hours to go. Supporting hinself against the wall and then on
t he bani ster, Hutchman went upstairs and sat on the pal e-green chair. He
| eaned si deways and threw the switches which put the nachine in a state of
readi ness, then he made sure his hand would fall easily and naturally onto the
bl ack button

He was ready.

He cl osed his eyes and waited, smling at his vision of Vicky's face
when she finally understood.

The sound of a metallic crash in the street outside shocked himinto
wakef ul ness. He sat absolutely notionless, finger on the button, and |istened.
In a few seconds there cane the famliar ringing of high heels on pavenent --
a wonan's footsteps, running -- follow ng by a pounding on the door of the
house. Still Hutchman refused to nove, to be tricked into taking his finger
away fromthe button

"Lucas," a voice called faintly. "Lucas!"

It was Vicky.

Transported to new | evel s of fear, Hutchman ran drunkenly down the
narrow stairs, and wenched open the front door. Vicky was standing there. Her
face flowed |ike nolten wax when she saw him

"Cet away," he shouted. "Get away from here!" He | ooked past her and saw
that two cars had collided at the corner of the street. Men in dark suits and
overcoats were running.

"Ch God, Lucas. Wiat's happened to you?" The colour had left Vicky's
face.

Hut chman snatched her into the hall and slamred the door shut. Dragging
her with him he ran up the stairs, into the back bedroom and dropped into
his chair.

"Why did you cone here?" He spoke between the harsh roars of his
breathing. "Wy did you have to come here?"

"But you're alone." Vicky spoke faintly as her unconprehendi ng eyes took
in the bare room "And you're ill!"

"I"'mall right,"” he said inanely.

"Have you _seen_ yoursel f?" Vicky covered her face and began to cry.

"Ch, Lucas, what have you done to us?"

Hut chman gat hered up the old sofa cover and pulled it tighter around his
shoul ders. "All right, 1'll tell you. But you nmust listen carefully and you
nmust believe -- because there isn't nuch tinme."

Vi cky nodded, her face still hidden in gl oved hands.

"What |'ve done is build this machine." He spoke sadly, with the rich
conpassi on he could afford now that Vicky was about to conme to her nonment of

truth. "And when | turn it on -- as I'mgoing to do at noon today -- every
nucl ear bonb in the world will explode. _That's_ what | was doi ng when you
thought. . . ." His voice faded as Vi cky opened her hands and he saw her face.

"You're _mad_," she whispered strickenly. "You really have gone nad!"

Hut chman pushed the matted hair away fromhis forehead. "Don't you
understand _yet_ ? Wy do you think they're hunting nme? Way do you think the
whole world is hunting nme?" He pointed toward the street with a dirt-streaked
hand.

"You're ill," Vicky announced with the crisp deternination he knew so
well. "And you need hel p."

"No, Vicky, no!"

She turned and ran for the stairs. Hutchman |unged for her, tripped on
his inprovised shawl, and went down on his side. He got to the top of the
stairs just as Vicky was reaching the front door

She pulled it open and ran straight into two of the dark-suited nen.



One was carrying a heavy pistol. He pushed Vicky aside, and Hutchman
wat ched the foreshortening of his armw thout realizing it neant the pistol
was being aimed at him Vicky clawed the man's face. The other dark figure
spun her round and drove a karate blow into her neck. Even fromthe top of the
stairs Hutchman heard the crushing of bone. He put his foot on the top step as
the pistol unleashed its thunder, and his armwent dead. The floor of the
| andi ng bal | ooned up and hit him He scuttled, whinpering, into the rear
bedroom and got his finger on to the black button

Keeping it there, he twi sted himself upward until he was sitting on the
chair and facing the door

And when the two nmen entered the room he was smling.

CHAPTER 17

"Move away fromthe machine,” said the man with the pistol. H s [ong
face was gray, priestly with inplicit purpose.

"dadly." Vicky was dead, Hutchman knew, but he was strangely unnoved
Sensation was returning to his nunbed arm and now he could feel blood
stream ng over his fingers. "But are you sure you want ne to nmove away from
it?"

"Don't play ganes. Stand clear!"

Hut chman smil ed again, feeling his lips crack. "Al'l right, but have you
noti ced where ny finger is?"

"I can put a bullet through your solar plexus before you can nove your
finger," the big man assured himearnestly. "Then you won't be able to press
that button."

"Perhaps you can." Hutchman shrugged. The only effect Vicky's death had
had so far was to nake his mnd feel _cold_. H's thought processes had a
cryogenic rapidity. "But you are missing ny point. Look really closely at ny
finger, and you'll see. .

" He's already pressed it!_" The man who had broken Vi cky's neck spoke
for the first time. " _Let's get out of here. They'll be here any second_.

"Hold on." The bi gger man appeared suspicious of Hutchman's cal nmess,
and personally affronted by it. He aimed the pistol squarely at Hutchman's
stomach. "Wat happens if | call your bluff -- with a bullet?"

"You'll be doing your masters a disservice." Hutchman al nost | aughed --
the man was trying to scare himw th a gun, not knowi ng that with Vicky dead
there was no | onger any meaning to words |like fear, hatred, or |ove.

"You see, |I'ma weak man, and when | was building this nmachine |I had to
make al |l owances for my own character defects. | anticipated that a scene |ike
this one might occur -- so | designed the trigger circuits so that they wll

function when |I take my finger _off_ this button.”

The big man stared in bafflenent, a nuscle twitching at the corner of
his nouth. "I could weck the nachine."

Hut chman coughed so painfully that he hal f-expected to feel blood in his
throat. "In three seconds? That's all it will take for the output radiation to
get to the nmoon and back -- besides to do that you'd have to force nme to hold
the button down. And | assure you I'll release it if you take one step into
this room™

"Gve it up," the other man said anxiously to his conpani on. "Come on
for God's sake! | think | hear sonebody.



There was the sound of the front door of the house being thrown open and
shudderi ng against the wall. The bigger man turned away from Hutchman, raising
his pistol. Hutchman's flow of sense inpressions was bl asted and di srupted for
an indeternmnate tinme by the sound of machine guns being fired in a confined
space. The two men di sappeared fromhis viewin a cloud of snoke, dust, and
whirling flakes of plaster -- then there was silence. A few seconds |ater he
gli npsed khaki wuniforms on the | anding, and two soldiers in battle kit cane
into the room Wthout speaking they took up positions on each side of the
doorway and covered Hutchman w th weapons which were still belching acrid
snoke.

He sat without noving as the roomgradually filled with other nen, nost
of themin civilian clothes. They stared reverently at Hutchman, their eyes
taking in every detail of his appearance and of the nachi ne he was touching,
but nobody spoke. Qut in the street a siren wailed briefly and died away in a
di sappoi nted nmoan. Hut chman watched the strangers, dream |y aware that the
situation had its ludicrous aspects, but his armwas throbbing hotly now and
he had to concentrate hard to keep fromfainting. He | ooked down at his watch.
The tine was three m nutes before noon

_C ose enough_, he thought. _Three minutes won't make any difference.

But . . . . The trouble was that he could not let go and take his rest just
yet. He had specified a noon deadline, and at |east one invariant point had to
remain -- otherw se nothing he had done could retain its neaning.

A stocky, gray-haired man entered the room and sonmebody cl osed the door
behind him The latest arrival was expensively tailored and the conservative
cut of his clothes contrasted strangely with his hard, swarthy face, which
coul d have bel onged to a Mexican bandit. Hutchman identified himand nodded
tiredly in wel cone.

"Do you know me, Hutchman?" he said, without preanble. "I'm Sir Morton
Baptiste, Her Majesty's Mnister of Defence.”

"I know you."

"Good. Then you understand | have the authority to have you executed
right now, this _instant_, if you don't nove away fromthat machine."

Hut chman | ooked down at his watch. Two minutes . "There's no need to
have ne killed, Mnister. I'll nove away fromit nowif you want."

"Then do so."

"Don't you want to know, first, why the two nen who got here before you
didn't kill ne?"

"I. . . ." Baptiste |ooked at Hutchman's finger on the button, and his
brown eyes died. "You nean --7?"

"Yes." Hutchman was inpressed with the speed at which Baptiste's mnd
had assessed the situation. "It's a dead man's hand device. It will work when
| take nmy finger off the button.™”

"The power supplies," Baptiste snapped, glancing around the room One of
the men who had come in with himshook his head slightly.

"Sel f-contained,"” Hutchman said. "About the only thing which could stop
me nowis if another country can drop a nucl ear bonb on Hastings within the
next ninety seconds."

The nanel ess man who had shaken his head in answer to Baptiste's
previ ous question about the power supplies cane forward and whi spered
something in the Mnister's ear. Baptiste nodded and made a signal which
pronmpt ed soneone to open the door

"I'f you have just received sone scientific advice about shifting the
machi ne's position, say with nachine-gun fire, don't try to followit,"

Hut chman said. "It's good advice -- shifting the nachi ne would cause the
output ray to mss the noon -- but if anybody tries to | eave the roomor to
get out of the line of fire, | take nmy finger off the button.”

He checked the tine again. _One mnute_.

Bapti ste approached him "Is there any point in appealing to your
| oyal ty?"

"Loyalty to what?"



"To your. Baptiste hesitated. "You didn't give us enough tine,
you know. At this nmoment your own countrynmen are working on nucl ear warheads,
trying to dismantle themin tine. And if you activate that machine.

"Tough," Hutchman comented. _Vicky is already dead._.

"You _fool !" Baptiste struck Hutchman across the nouth. "You're an
_academ c_, Hutchman. A theoretician perched on an ivory tower. Don't you see
you' re achieving precisely nothing? Don't you see --7?"

"It's too late," Hutchman said, raising his hand in absolution. "I've
done it."
EPI LOGUE

Happi ness, |ike many other things, is a question of relativity -- of a

reasonabl e conpromni se between anbition and ability. And in a way the three of
us have achi eved cont ent nent .

| have just finished bathing Vicky and putting her to bed. No, she
wasn't killed that day in Hastings, although her neck was broken and the
doctors tell me it is a miracle she survived. The paralysis is pernmanent, they
say, but we are making progress in other directions -- with drugs for exanple
-- and her incontinence is being brought under control. | don't mnd feeding
her and attending to small matters of hygiene, and -- although Vicky won't
admt it -- she finds an odd fulfilment in being able, legitimtely, to occupy
virtually every noment of nmy every day. In this nood of honesty, | should
admt that, while | would give the earth to see her wal k again, part of ne
rests easier in the long cool nights beside this new Vicky who is so
tractable. W no | onger have those ghastly attritive argunents on subjects
whi ch only the old Vicky could have concei ved, subjects such as the underlying
psychol ogi cal reasons for ny referring to a dress which zips up the back as a
dress which zi ps down the back

The authorities have been kind. This "establishnment” is just the sort of
pl ace I had been expecting. It is right in the heart of "The Avengers"
country, but there is a village not very far away where David goes to school
H's progress is nuch better than at Cryncthurch, although Vicky swears it is
because | devote nmuch nore tine to himnow. Possibly this is true. The
authorities have provided ne with a certain anount of work in my own field,
but it seens to be as much an occupational therapy as anything else, and |I'm
never forced to burn the nidnight oil

For my own part, | cannot describe nyself as unhappy. | have ny snall
fire-1it room and only occasionally am | disturbed by thoughts of the events
of that COctober and Novenber. It was a near-miracle that only a handful of
tactical nuclear weapons still had their warheads intact when neutrons began
to dance, and that nobody was killed when they detonated. Nobody |I know of,
that is. The bi ggest question hanging over that period is: Wuld | still have
rel eased the button if Baptiste had advanced his |last argunent first?

There is no doubt that I _was_ everything he said -- a fool, an
academ c, a theoretician. And, as he explained to ne afterward (when it was
too late), the outcone of nmy efforts had been a temporary but incredibly
expensi ve check in the arnms race. Nucl ear weapons were not discarded, as | had
so nyopi cally expected. They were sinply redesigned to allow for the
possibility of a Hutchman Trigger being in existence. The cl assical nucl ear
device with two fissionable nasses, one of themvery close to critical, has



had to be abandoned in favour of a new arrangenent of up to a dozen
sub-critical masses which are brought together by servonechani sns when the
mssile is over its target. If these new weapons are ever used, and if one of
nmy bel oved machines is in operation somewhere in the world, the warheads wl|l
detonate perhaps a tenth of a second too early. But with the nmegaton ranges
whi ch are popul ar these days, a tenth of a second is neither here nor there.

This, then, was the sumtotal of ny achievenent -- that | diverted many
billions of any currency unit you care to nention into an unnecessary detour
in the arnms race. How many hunman |ives does that represent in termnms of
hospitals not built, of aid prograns cancel ed, of food and nedical supplies
never shi pped? How many wi t hered babi es have been buried in shoe boxes because
of ne?

| don't know.

Furthernmore, | never try to work it out -- as | would have done in the
ol d days. You see, | learned many things during my visit to ground zero, and
one of themwas that Vicky had been right all along. Nature never designed a
nervous system whi ch could withstand the burden of guilt we can apply to
oursel ves by feeling responsible for the actions of others. A successful

species is numerous -- for the precise reason that the premature death of a
proportion of its nenbers will not materially affect the welfare of the
greater nunber. It is in obedience to a cosmic principle that a quail flying
south to the sun still enjoys its little life to the full, in spite of the

fact that sonme mgrants have been snared by peasants' nets.

As Vicky mght have put it: "What sin is there in living the life you
woul d have |ived before comunications within the global village becane too
good?"

At times a small, obdurate part of ny soul whispers an unconfortable
answer to that question, but | am not disturbed. Having been to ground zero
and back | can counter that one easily and finally.

_What's the use?_ | ask the walls of ny small fire-lit room _Wat is
the use of trying?_



