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    CHAPTER  ONE








       It was almost ten-thirty before Peterson got up to the snack bar.  The elevator had jammed on the ninth floor (not unusual for elevators in the Hotel Rossiya), and he had climbed two flights up the narrow staircase to get here.  He forced himself to concentrate, but it wasn’t easy. His relaxed mood bordered on the casual as he maintained an unhurried pace all the way to the snack bar.



	There was, after all, no cause for anxiety, his technique entailed such a brief moment of guilty exposure, such an absence of official alarm afterwards, that a feeling of fear would have been irrational.  And if there was one thing Peterson prided himself on, it was solid, cold rationality.



       Few of the tables in the corner snack bar were occupied.  Most people preferred to stand out on the balcony taking turns with the tourist binoculars at 20 kopeks a minute.   Peterson broke a long-standing habit and went out there with them, gazing down from the top floor of the world’'s largest hotel, gazing down past St. Basil’'s gaily-colored domes at Moscow’'s huge Red Square, at Lenin’'s lustrous red tomb directly in his line of vision.



       So few cities had vast spaces like Moscow’'s central square.  Something happened to the human spirit in such open places, something that should be encouraged in the cities of Europe, with their narrow streets laid out by narrow oxcarts traveling about on limited medieval business.  It had been the requirements of military geometry and the bloody history of military experience that led to this impressive opening in the heart of Moscow, but Peterson was determined that no bloody history of war would be needed to create open spaces in the rest of the world.  City planning, not military necessity should open up the suffocating centers of the world’'s beautiful cities.



       And he found St. Basil’'s domes far more colorful, more exotic, framed as they were, from here, against the red brick walls of the ancient Kremlin, against the dun colored paving blocks of Red Square.  A vista as familiar to him as the Manhattan skyline, it struck him as never before that this hotel was an assassin’'s dream.  All those other years, why had he ever bothered with the Moskva and Intourist Hotels over at the opposite end of the square, when the Rossiya was obviously so superior?



       Lost in nostalgia, he didn’'t notice the jostling elbows of his fellow spectators until one of them spilled half a glass of kvass down his pant leg.  Peterson wasn’'t annoyed so much by the accident as by the sudden realization that more than forty people were out here with him;  forty polyglot spectators of God knows what nationality whose intentions could be anything but innocent and whose unsupervised presence on this balcony placed them in direct line of sight to the entire Union leadership — standing right down there on Lenin’'s Tomb! 




  	Some of the most crucial leaders in the world
,
 
 
he reflected,
 
were lined up on that reviewing stand like ducks in a shooting gallery and here’'s a bunch of people with God knows what intentions standing up here on a perfect firing platform.  Where are the government security agents?  Where are the forces of law and order that should be up here checking these people out, frisking them, searching them?  How many of these “tourists” are potential assassins?  With the whole world in painful chaos and with people dying in droves for nasty reasons in several parts of the nearby geography, why aren’'t those targets of so much anger down there on the tomb being professionally protected by what was left of a police force in this pathetic Union of Democratic Soviet States?

       Why?  Because what’'s left of the police force around here is little more than a bunch of amateur boy scouts whose only qualification for the job is they never belonged to the KGB.  This new crowd of “security police” didn’'t have a clue.  My God!  Just look around here!

       With starving China arming itself to the teeth and demanding land from all of its neighbors, shouldn’'t the police be interested in that group of Chinese standing over there at the outside corner?

       With the Islamic world in perpetual civil war, each side claiming the passionate support of the current Union government, shouldn’'t the police be interested in those Arabs at the railing?

       Even Russians.  You didn’'t have to look for foreigners anymore.  Russians themselves could be considered dangerous to those people on top of the tomb.

       And with the intensity of nationalist anger chronically sweeping through the Union, shouldn’'t someone be looking more closely at those satchels at the feet of — what were those guys back there?  Armenians?  Tadzhiks?  It didn’'t matter as far as the danger of assassination was concerned.

       There were lots of job openings for assassins
 these days
.  Filthy bastards banging away at anyone who tried to improve living conditions or compromise grievances.  One bullet on a day like this and then one million bullets for the next thousand days, playing out the fears and hates of everyone involved on every side of every issue
.


       Peterson’'s unaccustomed musings continued for a few more long moments.
   
But not my missions.  Not a single bullet gets fired in anger after one of my operations.  No outrage.  No battles at the barricades.  No choosing up sides to murder and plunder the “bad” guys.  Not a single human being ha
s ever
 noticed anything amiss
.  Not for twenty-six years  have
 they noticed.

       God almighty!  Could it be twenty-six years!?  All that time at this thing, practically nonstop?  No wonder I feel so tired, so washed out.  It isn’'t just because of the thing Palmer told me about last Tuesday . . . about the tumor.  Not even this ghastly Chinese business.  No, I’'m just worn out by this goddam job more than anything else.


       Someone went to the desk for his key, chatted with the floor woman and beckoned to some others to come along and bring their sandwiches with them.  Peterson moved inside and sat at a table affording a full view of the corridor.  He felt pleased with himself:  no matter how lost in thought he was, he always kept his mind on the job.




       The job.  I’m doing a lot of thinking about that lately - - more than usual.  Too much.



       The others had joined the guy with the key:  a woman in her thirties;  a little girl about seven or eight.  
Pretty,
 
 
he thought.  
Both of them.  All three of them.



       To hell with what they look like
, you imbecile! 
  
 Concentrate
!
 
 
Concentrate on their clothing.  A sport shirt open wide at the collar;  loose blouse, no scarf;  T-shirt and short hair for the kid.

       Strokes for all three of them, then.  First pass.  No shouts or commotion.  Always best to clot the brain when there was a group of them close up.  Stops them fast.  Keeps them quiet.

       The Baghdad virus would be on the world news again tonight.  Or tomorrow.  Couldn’'t be sure when they’'d be found.

       Too bad about there being three of them, it always attracted so much attention.  With several million hours of TV time to fill every day, the news boys would play the story over and over again until the entire “civilized” world had those three faces engraved in its accumulated mind.

       Jesus, but the world was stupid!  Shudder, shudder, and tsk, tsk, they think to themselves “those people caught it but I didn’'t.  Lucky me!”  Then on to the ads for 
mouthwash
 or hair spray without another moment’'s thought
.


       The small family was still walking down the corridor. 
 Slowly.  Don’'t go too far, now.  I don’'t want a room too far from the corner.  Fine.  They’'re stopping up near this end.  Perfect!



       It was when the kid turned toward the northwest side that it burst out of him, completely unexpected.  Just as she put her hand on the doorknob, he yelled
 
 
“NO, DON’'T!”
 
 
in a voice loud enough to be heard.  The old lady at the next table glanced at him and shifted in her chair to look the other way;  everybody else was making too much noise to notice him.  But 
he
 had heard it:  “No, don’'t”.



       Absolutely crazy.  The right side is what I want!  Those rooms face out, you dolt.  Those are the windows that look past St. Basil’s to the reviewing stand on top of the tomb.  So I’m sitting here yelling “No”.  



        
Crazy bastard!

       So what’'s happening now?  The father is over on the opposite side, unlocking a door.  That’s no good, those windows face in toward the courtyard.  The mother is teasing her daughter;  the kid‘s coming over, a sheepish grin.  They’'re going into the courtyard room.  She made a mistake, the little girl made a mistake
.      
Peterson took another sip of his beer.  Never before had he taken a drink on the job!
   
What’'s happening to me?

       At the desk, now,  asking for his key, a guy in his forties, looks  intelligent.  When did I start noticing all that stuff?  
  
  Peterson couldn’'t see the key number she gave him, but he knew the layout of the rooms from careful study of the floor plan.  He always did his homework.  At home or abroad, he always took time to know all the significant details on jobs like this one.  The guy isn’'t wearing a tie.  White cotton shirt unbuttoned down at least two buttons;  carotid arteries exposed like the others.  And he’s alone.  Now that was the sort of thing he was 
supposed
 to notice.


       The guy stopped at the second room in. 
 Which side, sport
?   He  looks at the key,  turns right and opens an outside door.  
He’'s my boy!
   Peterson burned the location into his memory and felt in his pocket for a blank room pass.  Ordinarily he would wait an hour or so to see if anyone else went into the room, but it was too late now.  It was a quarter to eleven and his award ceremony started at noon.  He had to get all the way down to the Academy of Science by then.  Even as it was, he was cutting it closer than he should.  He was not in the habit of cutting things this close.  
Twenty-six years!  It just doesn’'t seem possible
.

       In a hurry now, he hunched over the pass to block any prying eyes and carefully filled it in for North Vestibule.  
What room?  Room 1144 is down at the end of the corridor out of her sight.  Good enough;  this floor lady doesn’'t seem like much of a threat:  a typical time-serving babushka looking at the wall clock every two minutes to see when her relief was coming;   she isn’t taking any notice of people getting keys.


       Peterson went over in his head the phrase for “my wife is already in the room”.  He had never been good at languages, one of the worst obstacles he had faced all these years.  But if he asked for the key to the decoy room 1144 and it wasn’'t on the hook, he would have to be ready to say those words quickly to turn off the babushka’'s suspicion.  He had learned a lot about pushing people’'s buttons over the years.  Peterson smiled at th
e
 double meaning of that phrase
 under the circumstances.



       It was ten minutes to eleven before he was ready and at the desk.  Later than he liked to be.  No time for contingencies.



       The key was gone.  He stuttered out  
“Moya zhena v nomere
”  at a reasonable speed, and the old woman waved him on with barely a glance at his pass.  He pulled up short at the door of room 1105 and knocked as quietly as he could.



       When the occupant opened the door, his shirt was off altogether and he said  
“Oui? Qu’'est-ce que vous voulez?
”.  He wasn’'t even Russian!



       Peterson didn’'t bother to make conversation.  He had set the laser for instant clotting and had already taken off the safety.  Fixing his gaze at the side of the guy’'s throat, he pushed the button on his belt-battery pack and moved forward quickly into the room, breaking the stricken man’'s fall.



       
Water was running in the tub.  G
oing to take a bath.   Not very surprising, it was one of the hottest May Days on record.  Peterson automatically pushed the hall door closed with his foot and swung the bathroom door in with his left elbow.  “Room 1105” wasn’'t heavy, but he was flinging his arms around wildly and it made him an awkward load.  Peterson had to be very careful not to get his glasses knocked off, not because it might break the optical system, but because he wouldn’'t be able to focus his eyes with the strong contact lenses he had to wear behind them.  He was cursed with perfect vision and had been burdened with doubled up eyeglasses and contact lenses for twenty-three of the last twenty-six years.



       The arm waving subsided and Peterson could tell by his breathing pattern that his involuntary host was near death.  He caught himself looking at the man’'s face and wondering who he was.  
Jesus!  Enough of that!  Who he is doesn’'t matter a tinker’'s dam!




       With the body on the floor and water splashing noisily in the tub, Peterson went out into the room, leaving the bathroom door open.  If someone did show up, all that noise of taking a bath would explain why no one came to the door.



       With the habit of experience, Peterson moved to the double windows opening out on the balcony.  The lightweight curtains were closed.  Good.  He glanced through them to right and left and found the balconies on both sides of 1105 empty.  Not necessary, but certainly welcome.  He moved the coffee table back away from the windows and pushed one of the lounge chairs over behind it.  Then he quickly undressed.



       The jacket with spare components in the breast pocket went on the floor out of the way.  His shirt went on the coffee table along with his shoes.  The complicated “back brace” he wore for his non-existent “slipped disc” was carefully disconnected from his “glasses” and his belt, then unstrapped from his body and laid out on the nearest of the two beds.  After he had slipped the precious battery belt out of them, his pants joined the jacket on the floor.



       Saving the worst part for last, Peterson slid his fingers up along the edge of his hairpiece and started working it loose.  It was more cooperative than usual.  The heat, probably.



       He peeled it off and sat on the lounge chair with the toupée in his lap.  The big plastic lenses were always hard to get out of the lining of his hairpiece, but his efforts to make the lenses more flexible had resulted in poor optical performance.  It’'s the high-Z loading in these beauties that make them work so well.  If you want good optics, you gotta pay for them with stiff toupées.



       Almost eleven o’'clock.  Peterson stood up to check on the parade and both lenses fell on the floor.  
What next?!  Sloppiest day of my life!
  
  
Blowing off the dust was all he could do;  no time for a proper job now.  
Sloppiest day of my life!




       Peterson saw that the leaders on whom so many countries’' futures depended were now all lined up on the reviewing stand.  Sighting toward them in his mind’'s eye he thanked his lucky stars he hadn’'t chosen to stay at the Moskva as usual.  The reviewing stand on Lenin’'s Tomb was edge-on from the Moskva Hotel;  it took exquisite timing and quick reflexes to catch his man leaning forward or shifting around to ease his feet.  With his crummy performance so far today, he’'d probably send every member of the Union government to join Lenin within the next six months.



       
Actually
,  Peterson reflected with some pride, 
I could delay death  up to fourteen months, if I wanted to.
    It had been one of his prime accomplishments of the last eight years.  Still using the model 2002 laser, he had learned to flash a target at a very low level, then wait for twenty or thirty blood-circulation times and re-flash him (or her) with a dose just strong enough to precipitate the original activated platelets and no others.  That meant no immediate clotting, no immediate interaction between platelets and cholesterol, thus no prompt sclerosis.  Yet the time delay between exposure and fatality could be set to as much as fourteen months with a precision, so far, of plus or minus two weeks.

      
 It looks hot out there.  They might cut it short they way they did in ‘'82 and leave me high and dry.
    Peterson hurried the rest of his preparations.  He wedged the bottom ends of the “back brace” laser into his heavy shoes on the table, creating a stable tripod lined up on the tomb.  With one lens tucked snugly into his shirtsleeve at the wrist seam and the other lens tucked in up near the shoulder, he inflated the airtight sleeve until it held the long-range optics rigidly in place.  Holding the makeshift telescope out at arms’' length, he laid it gently across the opened latticework of the laser’'s upper end.

       Ignoring, now, the massed banners and placards streaming through Red Square, he concentrated on re-connecting his battery belt to the laser and slipping the two optical fibers from the laser’'s optical output ports into the earpieces of his glasses.  He then held the eyeglasses close to his face and inspected them minutely for grains of dust or short pieces of hair.  Edge-illuminated Fresnel lenses, they would be just as efficient at coagulating the blood in his own eyeballs if he carelessly left something on their outer surfaces to scatter the deadly “platelet line” backwards.



       Satisfied, Peterson began the tedious and crucial settings that would generate precisely the right invisible ultra-violet wavelength in the resonant chamber of his free-electron laser, would create an intense but invisible flash at just the right pulse width and intensity, would emit a group of pulses with the correct duration, and would repeat each group at the proper interval.  Fifteen or sixteen years ago he would still have been using a checklist to do this part of the job.  Today he did it from memory without even double-checking his calculations.



       He moved to the belt buckle and set its remote controls to zero.  There would be no last-minute changes this time.  The first setting, for Pilyak, was for an acute coronary in four months.  The second setting, for Bashevsky, was for the onset of kidney failure in three months, but with a time-to-fatality of from two to three months, depending on the hospital treatment they gave him.  That technique made things look all the more natural and Peterson had become quite fond of it.  He had used it frequently in the “Soviet Union” before it became the “Russian Confederation” before that became the “Union of Democratic Soviet States”.



       The ambitious marshal, therefore, would surely die before the start of the All-Union military exercises in September;  die of perfectly innocent “natural causes”;  sounding no alarms;  providing nothing for the nationalists to exploit to stir up public passions.



       But the limp-witted Defense Minister might hang on until November with his choked-off kidneys.  It really didn’'t matter all that much, as long as they both departed the scene before the plot to seize the Ukrainian ICBMs had time to mature.  The smart money said they wouldn’'t have enough support for their private little ambitions before next year at the earliest, but Peterson had always believed in timely action.  He was, at heart, a very conservative 
man
.



       He noticed a move to get off the top of the tomb before the midday sun made it unbearable.  Peterson quickly tied back the flimsy drapes just enough to clear his trajectory.  He moved the impromptu tripod with practiced hands until his pencil-beam optics were focused on Pilyak’'s cheek.  He took a last look at the way people were standing down there.  No one in a position to get in the way, or to bob up the way Voronov had done in ‘'94!  God what a mess!  Of all people, he had to be the one to die of a cerebral stroke that July.  July of ‘'94.  Terrible complications!



       Having turned the belt buckle twenty degrees to take it off safety, Peterson lined up his glasses with the system’'s axis and waited for Pilyak to stop moving.  He gently pressed the left-hand button on the front of the buckle.  Pilyak turned to whisper a Red-Army joke in the nearest ear, unaware that he had just come under an immutable sentence of death.



       Peterson spun around with a convulsive gasp as a series of loud knocks and the sound of the water being shut off in the bathroom told him the room’'s owner was still alive and blundering about like a wounded animal.  The intricate laser settings would take time to reset for immediate clotting and he had no other weapon.  Could he handle the man himself?  He’'d better try.



       Peterson took off the glasses, popped his contact lenses out on the built-in bureau and crept up to look through the narrow crack into the bathroom.  The body hadn’'t moved.  A roomful of noises bounced off the tiled walls as guests in lower rooms tried to cool themselves in the heat and robbed the eleventh floor of its water. 
 Damn!  Damn!  Damn!  The first coronary around here is going to be mine!




       Peterson returned unsteadily to the business at hand and got his lenses back in place just as the menagerie started to file off the tomb.  Hurriedly, he retrained his shirtsleeve telescope on the hapless Bashevsky and gave him eight bursts of three-hundred-millisecond low-level pulses as the Defense Minister stopped to give the throng a last heroic wave.  Peterson quickly re-packed his paraphernailia and carefully placed each piece of furniture back where it belonged.  Stage managing the final moments of Room 1105’'s unfortunate stroke victim, he placed him half in, half out of the tub and left the bone-dry faucet wide open.



       Peterson hurried from the room as fast as he could without attracting attention.  The elevators worked for a change.  They always do when you want to go down.  He crossed the North lobby, pushed his way through the large glass airlock and headed for the South Vestibule.  Back in his room he shed the heavy black wig and put on his distinguished shock of grey hair.  The bushy eyebrows and beard were next on the floor, then his clothing and “equipment”.



       When everything had been tossed back into the heavily locked trunk at the foot of his bed, Peterson took the stairs down two flights and left the building.  Slipping ten rubles into the cab driver’'s shirt pocket, Peterson told him to go to the new Academy of Science, the one off Gagarin Square.



       Just as they reached the Moscow Embankment they were cut off by a truck and his taxi screeched to a stop.  Peterson was thrown painfully against the windshield.  Wouldn’'t that be just dandy, he thought.  Shades of Bucharest in 1980.  Or was it 1981?   Can’'t even remember anymore.  He settled back tensely on the torn plastic seat and tried to recall the correct date.


	


       This daydreaming of yours is getting pretty frequent, Henry.  You just better watch it.  You start raking up the past too often, you may forget what you’'re doing in the present.  And what happens if it’'s right in the middle of a . . . of an operation?





       They were going through October Square before his idle thoughts touched on the importance of these presentations, these formal international conferences, all these speeches in all these countries, some of them deeply troubled and some of them on their way to becoming deeply troubled.  God knows it wasn’'t difficult to get invitations.  There wasn’'t a nation left on the planet that didn’'t insist on giving him a fancy diploma every year, with a medal to match, to show its gratitude for his medical discoveries and achievements.  And the trips were a perfect cover for him to carry out his missions.  A perfect excuse, an unquestioned excuse, for being in all these countries so often.



•   •   •

       In the main conference hall of the Soviet Academy of Science,         Piotr Kotelnikov stood at the center of the dais explaining why Henry Peterson was recognized around the world as the modern Father of Medicine and why the Soviet Academy of Science was pinning its most prestigious medal on him.  The Soviet biologist, innocent of political motives and fully accepted as an authentic contributor to his science, phrased his eulogies in the simple, sincere language of the laboratory and of the universal quest for knowledge.



       Peterson gazed out at the assembled scientists in a mood of quiet contentment.  These were good people, these students and researchers gathered here.  These were his people, the fourteen-hour-a-day types, the late-night-and-weekend types who patiently teased data out of the complicated sacks of chemicals known as living creatures.



       When the hall erupted in applause, Peterson realized that Kotelnikov had finished the introduction and was holding up the plaque he was about to receive “for service to mankind in the field of medicine”.  Peterson awkwardly struggled out of his seat and reached the center of the table where the white-haired academician embraced him warmly and translated the words engraved on the award into perfect English.  For the first time in his life Henry Peterson felt tears welling up under his eyelids.  Peterson could have recited his acceptance speech without taking a breath, but when Kotelnikov stepped back to surrender the podium to him, every word of his well rehearsed talk flew out of his mind.  He swept the wildly applauding audience with a bewildered gaze, adjusting the microphone first too far to the left, then too high, then back to its original position, which turned out to be just right.



       When he could focus his eyes once more, the faces of the rapt students in the last row filled his field of vision and Peterson resolved that he could not and would not rush through his remarks hastily and carelessly.  And so it wasn’'t remembered words that flooded into his mind at that moment, but remembered feelings and dreams of a better world, feelings he had responded to all his life, a life of dedication he shared with his audience.  Using as few words as possible, he tried to convey his heartfelt solidarity with them through his expression and his voice.



       He was successful.  Everyone who heard Peterson’'s talk that day was moved as seldom before.  Everyone who heard the simple statements of principle, of their shared goals and purposes, of the pain and joy they paid in “the universal hard currency of science” to purchase biological knowledge was renewed and exhilarated.  And when Peterson reminded them that it was precisely that prized knowledge that advanced the health and safety of their global civilization, all were touched in those private places in which they stored their lifelong ideals.  They worked hard to live up to those ideals, and Henry pulled them together into the worldwide community they had all joined the first time they missed three meals in a row because some vital experiment had not yet been completed.



       The occasion had turned out to be far more emotional than such award ceremonies tended to be.  As Peterson table-hopped his way through the dining hall later that afternoon, many of his colleagues, of all ages, grabbed him for a téte-à-téte and invited him to their laboratories after the reception.  He accepted as many as he could, particularly those of the Lomonosov researchers and the Solyanka people, and walked with them later down the little used pathway leading to Gagarin Square, ignoring all the taxis parked in front of the building.  They walked all the way to the towering university behind Lenin Hills and never stopped talking, even to catch a breath.



       In the gathering dusk of an exhausting day, Peterson was driven back to the Hotel Rossiya.  He had begged off a dozen invitations to dinner under various pretexts.  He needed to rest quietly in his room and, most important of all, to be absolutely alone.  Among the thoughts that flooded his mind was the fact that the exalted Father of Medicine had no role to play at the lab bench anymore.  Painful truth.  Unpleasant fact.  His only contribution to the health of the world today was . . . well, it wasn’'t exactly saving lives.  Not directly.




       I hope to God it saves them indirectly.  It bette
r had.  It just better had!  If 
I ever decided all these . . . things . . . these times I carried out one of these things . . . that the whole effort was a failure, or even harmful . . . .


       Back in the South Vestibule as he walked toward the elevator, Peterson saw a young woman under the mezzanine staircase playing a flute, playing a lovely 18thth-century minuet by Luigi Boccherini.  A small group had gathered around her to bask in the music and Peterson joined them, sitting on a newcomer’'s suitcase, leaning back against one of the square columns.  It was heavenly.  It reminded him of home.   Real home, not just the States.  It reminded him of Cambridge in May with everyone studying for finals and desperately seeking out little pools of peaceful reassurance like this one to help them escape the pressure of the calendar.




       That’'s it.  Absolutely!  I’ll go home and get looked at by people I know from before.   Of course
,
 Palmer’s a good diagnostician, but even  Palmer would want me to go up and 
get 
chec
ked
 
by
 the Boston people.


•   •   •

       The next day, Sunday, the day after a peaceful and completely uneventful May-Day in the Soviet Union, Peterson passed effortlessly through the exasperating examinations and delays of Sheremetyevo Airport as though floating on a cloud.  When he walked out to board the plane to New York with his back brace and glasses, his “normal” toupée and his expensive leather belt, he smiled at the customs inspector’'s invitation and promised quite sincerely to come back again 
a
nother
 day.



�




    CHAPTER  TWO






       Rain poured down the windshield in sheets so thick he couldn’'t see through them.  It was cold and the wind was blowing straight across the airport, straight across the parking lot, straight at him.  He felt no alarm at what was happening.  In fact he was very comfortable in the familiar steel and glass cocoon of his eight-year old car.  His eyes were functioning.  His ears could hear the wind and the planes taking off.  He seemed fully conscious in any normal sense, but he had no idea how long he had been sitting here and no memory of arriving at Kennedy International Airport.  The only clue he had was that his clothes were dry.  If he had walked out here from the terminal any time recently he would have been drenched to the skin and smelling like a sheep dog.



       Despite a strong desire to make some sort of decision, to leave the parking lot and get moving toward home, he sat quite peacefully with his hands in his lap and looked at the rain’'s surging waterfall from the inside
 of the windshield
.  For Peterson the effort to start the engine and put the car in gear seemed too much, as though the necessary motions of hand and foot were beyond him.



       Without sensing any transition, any change in his mental state, he suddenly reached over and turned his key in the ignition and backed out of the lot.  Now his rapid movement through the torrent soothed him as much as inaction had back there at Kennedy.  Partly because of the poor visibility and mostly because of his careless detachment, he missed his turn off the Van Wyck Expressway and almost ended up in the
 


Bronx, which meant four miles on Northern Boulevard - - an American version of the Gulag.  There was a mammoth traffic jam on the Queensboro Bridge that held him down to a crawl all the way to Third Avenue.  Coming back on Seventy-first Street he was almost sideswiped by a cab and had to hit the brakes hard enough to leave black streaks on the roadway.



       The cabbie looked studiously in the opposite direction, ignoring him, expecting loud protests.  Peterson drove off serenely, leaving the cab driver in total bewilderment behind him.  Taxicabs and New York traffic were the farthest things from Peterson’'s mind at the moment.



       The papers.  I’'ve got to read the papers first thing I get home and find out if there’'s been any change.  If Xiang Desheng’'s still picking up backers, I’'ll know then.  I won’'t know what to do, exactly, and I won’'t even know whether I’'ll be physically able to do whatever it is, but I’'ll at least know something has to be done this year.



       The garage door was still slow getting started.  He’'d have to tell them again.  They said the trouble was caused by the new transmitters in the cars but, frankly, he didn’'t believe them.  Not even maybe.



       “Hi, Dr. Peterson.  You’'ve got a real pile of them this time.”





       “Yep.  Since Thursday.  Should be twelve of them.”





       “That’'s right.  I’'ve taped them together.  Want to take them with you?”



       Peterson gave him a much bigger tip than usual.  Too big, he felt.  He’'ll expect that every time now.  The “too-big tip” cloud hung over his head all the way to the elevator.  After all, he could get most of these papers in his apartment on his computer printout;  he didn’'t need to have the garage attendant collect them this way.  The two of them had started doing this years ago, before the news was routinely put on the network.  Time to stop all this nonsense.  The guy’'s getting on in years, he shouldn’'t be running all over collecting newspapers in any kind of weather.  And what happens when he quits?  I shouldn’'t build things into my routine that can suddenly stop when I’'m not ready for it.  Better tell him in the morning.  That’'ll explain the big tip and keep it from becoming a precedent.   One of the richest men in the world, Peterson was greatly relieved that this vexing fiscal problem had been resolved before it got out of hand.



       He slipped his card into the scanner and typed in the “outside” code of his modern maximum-security apartment building.  As soon as the elevator got there, the door slid open quietly.  When it had risen to the proper level, it stopped and told him the number of the floor, the date, the day of the week, and the correct time.  Peterson lived at the other end of the hall and once again enjoyed the new lights that turned themselves on in front of him as he walked.  He used to look back over his shoulder to see them turn themselves off again when he had passed.  This time he was in too big a hurry.



       Another card, another entry code at his front door.  Peterson never forgot a number;  he was not one of those hapless people you hear about all the time who can’'t get into their own houses, cars, secure phone lines, computers, bank exchanges, dial-a-shops, you name it, they’'ve done it, or haven’'t been able to do it.  Not Henry Peterson.



       He scrolled through the phone messages and four days’' electronic mail.  Nothing very important.  Turning away from the printout, he quickly spread out the newspapers on the kitchen counter and filled himself in on the events of the last four days.  There was one area of genuine satisfaction in much of the editorial comment:  Peterson was worried about the terrible Asian peril on the horizon, whereas most U.S. pundits were still frantic about Pilyak and Bashevsky.  Never in all these years had he told anyone that a problem had already been solved before it became public knowledge.  Can’'t be too careful about that sort of thing.  Great temptation.  I certainly admit it would be decent of me to reassure some of these people.  Particularly one like Wesley Campbell.  Works damned hard to keep himself as well-informed as he is.  And he’'s sincerely concerned about this.  Where is that column?  Peterson shuffled through the week’'s copies of the Times and found the Thursday issue.



       In his column 
At Home And Abroad
, Wesley Campbell had given a very complete account of the dangerous crosscurrents in the progressive All-Union government of Pyatno Rodinka.  The question of who controlled the vast arsenal of nuclear missiles at the disposal of the Soviet military was still not settled.  Campbell carefully defined which military factions wanted to place complete control in the hands of the democratically elected central Union leadership and which faction wanted to seize absolute control for the military alone.



       Peterson smiled at the knowledge he shared with no one else in the world.  His smile broadened as Campbell detailed the way Marshal Pilyak was gaining support in the Union government by means of his almost hypnotic influence over Bashevsky, the Minister of Defense.  Campbell was almost shrill (if anyone can be shrill on paper, Wesley Campbell can), about the complete breakdown of the world’'s nuclear peace if those whose fingers were on the nuclear buttons did not continue to be exclusively those with complete responsibility for the welfare of their nations, the civilized welfare, the flesh-and-blood welfare.



       Henry Peterson nodded in agreement at the key points made in the column, especially Campbell’'s assertion that a number of top military leaders wanted to compensate for Russia’'s agony of economic weakness with the threatening power of nuclear weapons, and his judgment that their organized ambition could be too big a problem for the Rodinka government to handle. I wish I could let Campbell know;  he’'s quite properly alarmed by what’'s happening.  An anonymous phone call?  An unsigned letter?



       Forget it, Henry.  Campbell would be a fool to pay any attention to that kind of thing.  And Campbell’'s no fool.   The whole subject had been thought over long ago, but Peterson still longed to reach out and touch another mind, find some kind of companionship in the pain and anxiety of “the job”.  Not since the whole thing had started in 1970 had he been able to take another human being into his confidence.  Not really.  Not as far as what he was doing . . . what needed to be done . . . what he was certain needed to be done.  He had a kind of contact with those who concerned themselves with these matters.  He had their writings in newspapers or journals, their testimony in Congressional hearings.  He sometimes went to conferences, things like the Foreign Policy Association, but he couldn’'t do that too often.  It might raise questions why the Father of Medicine spent so much time on things that were none of his proper business;  might get connected with all his travels;  not likely, but what the hell.



       He had thought of going in his usual working disguise, but that seemed like a very bad idea — he would wear it thin in the process and take the additional risk that his working persona would eventually be linked to the times and places of crisis situations.



       My God, what am I worrying about?!  There is nothing, absolutely nothing of substance, to connect me with!  Nothing happens!  Nobody has anything to be suspicious about.  I could prance around in my underwear in hotel corridors without risking any . . . anything.



       And how Henry would like to prance around in his underwear, to be open to others and let others be open with him.  To be a part of the group, a member of the club, one of the gang, was one thing that had been forbidden him since 1970.  Now his companions had to stay in the anteroom of his mind, they could never enter his real thoughts, the areas of his most important concerns.  They had to remain strangers in the most basic sense, they had to be small-talk friends.  Avidly sought after by most of the world’'s people, more honored than any and richer than all but a very few, Henry Peterson was completely alone in the world.  The only close companion he had was his “work”, his “project”.  It was the only close companion he had been able to have for twenty-eight years and he turned to it now as he usually did at times like these.



       The papers had been good to him today.  They had given him the pleasure and comfort of affirmation, of accomplishment.  But as Peterson read further into the stack of papers, his contentment gradually faded into nagging concern and then despair.  Xiang was picking up support at a frightening rate.  Damn it to hell!  It’'s so easy to get human beings interested in stealing and so hard to get them interested in working for a living.  All Xiang had to do was tell the Chinese they could take all those goodies away from the hard-working Taiwanese, and they’'d all be rich.  They screamed their undying loyalty to the “Great Genius”, to the “Great Provider”.



       It would have been easy to stop him, though.  It’'s all been our fault, what’'s happened since then.  That pipsqueak wasn’'t headed anywhere before he threatened Taiwan with nuclear bombardment and we all bugged out and left them to face the music.



       In the fourteen months since then a continuous stream of Chinese junks and fishing boats had been plying the waters of the Taiwan Strait bringing plunder to the People’'s Republic of China from its most recent victim.  Now Xiang’'s growing ambitions had fixed themselves on an even more glittering prize, another island across the water from the Middle Kingdom.  This island, too, had great wealth and no defense against nuclear blackmail.  Xiang’'s rocket rattling at Japan had already started in February.  Now his calls for capitulation were getting more specific and the collective voice of a billion Chinese was getting louder.  The usual Western limpwits offered them encouragement by pounding on the theme that it was “none of our business” and anyway, the Chinese were poor and the Japanese were rich and it was only justice that the poor should steal from the rich.



       Peterson now realized that he had been kidding himself the past few months.  He had unknowingly harbored in the back of his mind a secret optimism about Chinese ambitions, a secret optimism about the West’'s ability to deal with the world’'s problems.  Today that optimism was being scattered to the winds and its place taken by a gnawing anxiety he could feel somewhere deep inside.



       Clearing away the untidy stack of newspapers, he started pulling packets out of his freezer and popping them into the microwave for lunch.  He had slept on the plane and had skipped breakfast this morning in Moscow.  Maybe all that pain inside was nothing but hunger.  Trying to recover all that optimism, Henry?  I wouldn’'t give you much for your chances.



       Without conscious decision, Peterson reached over to the electronic console and punched in a telephone number.  The buzzing seemed to go on forever until the switchboard operator came on the line.



       “Miss Tucker doesn’'t seem to be in.  May I help you?”





       “Yes.  Why is her answering machine turned off?”




       “I’'m sure I don’'t know, sir.  May I take a message?”





       “Well, did she leave a number with you . . . a place where I can reach her?”  Peterson was surprisingly impatient.  Of course, this kind of thing didn’'t happen to him very often, but when it did, he was usually able to keep better control of himself.  Not today.  Not this afternoon.




       “Do you have a “significant other” code, sir?




       “Hell, yes!”  Peterson fumbled with the tiny keys on his console memo pad and had to start all over again.   “It’'s 3205.61.  Is there a message?  Any message at all?”



       He could hear her reading it in, but the machine’'s response was too quiet to make out over the phone.  With things happening, with his code asked for and given, he was getting better hold of himself.  But he wanted to talk to Gail.  He wanted her to come over to the apartment.  He wanted to meet her somewhere.  It didn’'t matter where.  He needed to be with her.  Not to be alone.



       The phone clerk at the Barbizon came back on.   “You are Mister Henry Peterson?”



       “Yes.”





       “Certainly, Mr. Peterson.  Miss Tucker left you the following message.  ‘'Gone for the weekend.  May be late getting back.  Give me a ring in the middle of the week.  Love, Gail.’'”



       Long after the operator hung up, Peterson stood on the kitchen side of the console with the phone to his ear, gazing straight ahead at nothing.



       “Gail,” he said.  “Please don’'t be out there with that creep in Nesconset.  Please come over.  We’'ll talk about old times and . . . . Honestly, Gail, this is important.  It’'s important because . . . . I’'m dying, Gail.  There isn’'t much time left.”



       Peterson almost dropped the phone on the floor when he realized what he had said — and that he had said it aloud.  That was the second time.  Just a little while ago something like that had happened.  Within the past few days.



       Oh, yeah.  At the Rossiya.  Could have been really bad.  Blurting out things I haven’'t intended to say.  I can’'t afford to have that sort of stuff happening on the job.  I’'ve got to get hold of myself.  What’'s going on?   There must be something else wrong with me.  It’'s a shrink I need, not a brain surgeon.




•   •   •


       Henry Peterson sat in the chair by the window fully an hour after his call to Gail.  There was no more pain, no more talking aloud — his emotions were back in their usual state of perfect control.  He had slipped quite abruptly from the stormy passions of loneliness and rejection into the warm cocoon of nostalgia.



       It had been years since Peterson had reminisced about either the near or the distant past.  Strangely unperturbed by the words he had blurted out to an absent Gail, he found himself reliving his former quiet, academic life at MIT, his enthusiastic lectures to eager biology classes, endless conversations with friends and colleagues, the exciting early days of his research, his public successes and his final incredible private success.



       He reviewed the decades since MIT just as fondly.  The decades that had added even more incredible private successes, the decades that had sent the world off on an unprecedented course of cultivated safety.  Yes, that was the word, cultivated.  Today the world enjoyed a higher level of international behavior because its leadership had been carefully cultivated like a well-tended flower garden, its weeds torn out quickly and thoroughly as soon as they took root.



       He remembered the idea he had in Moscow and decided again to go back to Cambridge.  For how long?  For a while.  Pack a couple bags and leave his “work” stuff here.



       And what about the planning he needed to do before Beijing?  That was going to be so tough he couldn’'t even be sure of accomplishing it.  What about the planning?



       It would have to wait until he found out whether Palmer was right, found out from the specialists at Harvard Medical and Massachusetts General.  Then he’'d know where he stood.  Peterson suddenly realized that it could make an enormous difference in the planning to find out where he stood - - to find out if he didn’'t have to survive the China thing, to find out whether it made any sense for him even to try to survive it.



       He had a lot to do before December.



�




   CHAPTER  THREE






       Peterson parked in the visitors’' lot next to Briggs Field and walked east on Amherst Street, welcoming the jostling he got from the early evening rush of students heading for food or meetings or late errands.  He crossed Massachusetts Avenue without breaking stride but found himself strangely reticent to go in past Building 9 toward the Center for Life Sciences.  He had stood in 9’'s large auditorium almost thirty years ago and announced to the world the triumphant results of his research.  He had announced the discoveries and the techniques that, since then, had made him a millionaire twenty times over.  But he had also told a carefully designed set of lies, had given them an ingeniously selected set of data to lead their own research safely away from the momentous breakthrough that had overwhelmed him earlier that summer.



       His thoughts had run a convoy for him past Building 9, through the archway under the Materials Science Building and out into the courtyard alongside Life Sciences.  The towering Green Building loomed up out of the spring fog to disappear in checkerboard light patterns high above his head.  His beloved Dreyfus looked even more massive as it went off toward Memorial Drive on his right.  He couldn’'t possibly go up there now.  Not as a complete stranger.  Not after all these years.



       Could he?  Without saying the word itself, he answered “yes”.  Without letting his mind know what he was doing, he pushed through the side door and went zooming up in the silent elevator.



       Room 18\532 was on the left-hand side of the corridor further down.  It seemed to be unlighted.  There were no guards, no passersby.  Even though other labs on this floor of the Dreyfus Building were lighted, he heard no voices or equipment running in any of them.  This was absolutely wild.



       It didn’'t even look like the same room.  New instruments, new plumbing along the west wall, everything painted a bright yellow.  There was nothing to remind him of his laser blood-test project.  No animal cages or restraint boards.  No optical bench.  No lasers at all in the room.  He sought some small sign of his existence here for two and a half years and found none.  The big banks of data recorders he had worked so hard to build were completely gone.  They could still use those;  that was pretty damn wasteful.



       Coming up here was a lousy idea.  A stupid idea.  His work here had remained alive and breathing in his memory until this stupid evening when he couldn’'t stay away.  Now look at everything!  Everything’'s gone and forgotten.  Empty, as far as his work was concerned.



       But thirty years is a long, long time.  Particularly in science.  Just look at MIT itself, at how the place has changed since he rushed from this room every Monday, Wednesday and Friday to teach classes in Whitaker’'s 1stst-floor lecture hall.  And look at how drastically the practice of medicine had changed since he had confidently announced his intention to make the needle-puncturing torment of hospital patients a thing of the past.



       His own experience had triggered the project, his own bout with hepatitis caught while helping the Central African University set up its new biology department.  That had landed him in Massachusetts General Hospital for two months.  Those goddamn blood tests never ended!  They were in there puncturing his veins three times a day and sometimes even in the middle of the night - - measuring oxygen debt after exercise, measuring white blood cell count after breakfast, measuring his keto-steroids under resting conditions.  Who could get any rest in that place?  My God, how he had hated that.



       Peterson felt a little dizzy and dropped heavily into a padded desk chair.  He put his aching head down on the cool metal surface of someone’'s uncluttered desk to rest a moment and, when he woke up later, it took him some time to become aware of the lost hours.



       It was the next morning!  Where had all that time disappeared to?!  This sort of thing never used to happen.  He had always been so precise, so organized in his thoughts.  Nothing had been unexpected in Henry Peterson’'s life.  Well, almost nothing.



       His reverie took up where it had left off.  The blood-test project.  That’'s how it got started.  A search for painless hospital care that went off on its own down an unexpected path.  A simple search for an optical method of doing blood studies in the patients’' own veins without stabbing them or pressure-cuffing them or even waking them up.  A great idea.  A successful one.  A turning in the road for him and for his civilization.



       But what a turning!  Two of them!  One had made modern medicine many times more powerful than it had ever been;  the other had made Henry Peterson many times more powerful than anyone in history.  And the irony was:  history would never know it.



       It had happened right here that night.  Over on this side of the lab, wasn’'t it?  Or was it a bit further down?  He remembered that he had already solved the original problem and was routinely programming his laser to skip from one molecular line to another as it measured the contents of a rabbit’'s bloodstream by reflecting off the principal vein in its ear.



       He had developed more complicated measurements:  not just blood studies but whole-body diagnostics.  The bloodstream visited every part of a creature’'s body;  couldn’'t it be searched with his laser beam to detect the onset of problems in remote organs?  Couldn’'t it bring out the chemical results of unhealthy developments in inaccessible places, clues so faint that only the intense precision of his laser could see them before they became serious?



       Yes it could and yes it did.  Those recorders had quickly filled up with wavelength patterns and sequences that enabled his painless beams of ultraviolet light to study in minute detail how things were going in a subject’'s body.  It took thirty-eight seconds to do a complete diagnosis of an animal’'s bloodstream.  It had taken three-quarters of a second to find the harmless trace of arteriosclerosis he had induced in Harvey’'s body.  But it had taken only two more seconds to type into his automatic equipment the wrong instructions, the unintended sequence that had left his favorite rabbit gasping for breath, tugging violently at his restraints, rolling his eyes up behind his eyelids and dying of an acute coronary infarct.  The blood flow to his heart muscle had been choked off completely by the enormous clots Henry Peterson’'s laser had precipitated in response to those garbled instructions.



       Faithfully recording everything that it did, everything it was told to do, his laboratory computer flashed on its dark-green screen the one-in-a-million blunder that had cost Harvey his life.  The blunder had interleaved useful diagnostic wavelengths with a completely new one, and it had done so entirely out of sequence.  The combination hadn’'t measured platelets, it had caused them to clump together - - suddenly and massively.  He had reached into a creature’'s intact body with invisible rays of light to make its most fundamental mechanisms fail.



       The corridor door opened and closed again.  Someone had come into the room.




       “Hello.  Can I help you?”




       It never failed, Peterson thought to himself.  If it weren’'t for his appearance he’'d be given the bum’'s rush at the end of a campus cop’'s nightstick.  But let anyone get a look at his imposing shock of grey hair and the patrician features that had hopscotched down through the generations on his mother’'s side, and the response was instantly respectful, even deferential.  Ridiculous! he snorted to himself.  For all his superficial appearance of respectability, he could be a cat burglar or a rapist - - how would this gal know?



       “Hello.  I’'ve been indulging in some pretty intense nostalgia, I guess.”  Peterson looked at his watch.  “For quite a long time, I see.”  He pushed himself up stiffly out of the chair and extended his hand.  “I’'m Professor Henry Peterson.  This used to be my lab.”



       The young researcher stopped in mid-stride as if she had been flashed for instant clotting.  “Henry Peterson?!”  She came forward hurriedly and grasped Peterson’'s hand.  “I can’'t believe my eyes.  But you are!  You look just like your pictures.”  She shook his hand violently a few more times.  “Hell!  Everybody knows this was your room.  I had to fight full profs to get it assigned to me.”



       Peterson was genuinely touched by the young woman’'s enthusiastic greeting.  After his disappointment of the previous evening, the radical changes, the total unfamiliarity of Room 532, he was unprepared for this sudden rush of scientific camaraderie.  Unexpectedly, startlingly, his pulse quickened.  “You should have called me off the bench;  I could have run interference for you.”  He gestured toward the modern equipment in the middle of the room.  “Looks like you’'ve put together a really high-powered lab here.”



       To the room’'s new occupant, such a statement from the most eminent medical researcher of the 20thth century was absolutely intoxicating.  She launched herself into a detailed explanation of her project, her plans, her approach, her major and minor successes, and her difficulties getting funded.  The subject of Henry Peterson’'s work in Room 532 never arose again.






•   •   •




       Peterson sat staring hypnotically at the wall mural in Dr. Perrini’'s  office with a nostalgia quite different from the one he’'d experienced the day before.  Some forgotten patron at the end of the last century had donated enough money to provide every staff office in Mass General with a set of marvelously detailed photo murals of Europe’'s great cities as they had been ca. 1970 or 1975.  Surely this one of the Place de la Concorde must have been made before 1993.  Taken from the roof of the Navy Building, it showed clearly the cylindrical glass roofs of the Grand Palais before it had been razed to make room for the ghastly blockhouse of Government Center.



       Peterson should know.  He had worked out ranges and trajectories all over that part of Paris from any building that gave him a clear shot at the reviewing stand now stretching the full width of the Tuileries.  His favorite vantage points had become the east-facing rooms of the Greater Europa Hotel towering above the Hall of the Communal Nations in what used to be the Elysées Gardens.  With its “empty beehive” facade and its deep-set balconies in heavy shade from noon to six, it had served him very well over the years.  Unfortunately, too, even in 1995.




       “Will you cut that crap out?!”




       “What crap is that, Henry?”  Dr. Perrini came in briskly and put a folder on his desk.



       “Hi, Carl.  I . . . “  Peterson groped for a credible line.  “I’'ve been sitting here feeling sorry for myself . . . and I don’'t even know what to feel sorry about.  Have you found anything yet?”



       Perrini sat down slowly and looked his old friend squarely in the eye.  “What I’'ve found gives you every right to feel sorry for yourself, Henry.”



       “Ouch.”  Peterson wrenched his mind off the Hall of Nations and focused on his own very threatened mortality.  “I came up here to get you to contradict Palmer, Carl.  If you’'re going to confirm that nonsense he told me, I’'ll take my business elsewhere.”



       “I sure wish you could, Henry, I sure wish you could.  And I want you to go over to Peter Bent tomorrow for a burr-hole biopsy . . . but I’'m afraid all that’'s going to give us is a timetable.”



       Peterson’'s voice lost all its flippancy as he pursued some of the questions he had deliberately avoided nine days earlier in Palmer’'s office.  “So we’'re talking about a brain tumor we can’'t get out.  A sarcoma?”



       “Of one sort or another, yes.  We call them gliomas, Henry, this family of tumors, because they’'re really the glial cells of the brain running wild.  That’'s why I can’'t take a knife to it;  it’'s everywhere.  It started in the pons region, probably about six months ago — we’'ll know better when Ken gets a snivvy of it under his microscope.  It has duplicated and maybe replaced glial cells in almost half the posterior mesencephalon already, and is spreading - -  - - “



       “I’'m a little rusty at the jargon these days, Carl.  Could you translate that a bit for me?”



       “Sure, Henry, it’'s the part down under the cortex, the thinking brain — what we used to call the ‘'midbrain’'.  The early evolutionary structures we had when we were . . . what? . . . amphibians? . . . walking fish?, that sort of thing.”




       “You mean I’'m growing an alligator in my head?”




       Perrini laughed, glad of the opportunity, and genuinely impressed with Peterson’'s ability to handle so well the grisly details of his impending death.  “Well, Henry, there are people who call the mesencephalon our ‘'reptilian brain’', so I guess you’'re not far off.  But we were never alligators.  At least, we Italians weren’'t.  You Swedes could have been anything.”



       “What will tomorrow tell us?” Peterson asked quietly.



       “It will tell us for sure which of the three types of pontine glioblastomas we’'re dealing with:  whether it’'s - -  - - “



       “Dammit, Carl, you’'re at it again.”



       “Sorry, Henry.  I mean the cells we can see invading your brain could be growing in any one of three different ways.  They could be just growing by themselves and more or less ignoring your own mesenceph . . . midbrain, in which case we have a simple volume problem:  there isn’'t enough room in your skull to accommodate all this new tissue and the increased pressure is . . . well, ultimately fatal.  That’'s one timetable.”




       “How long does that one give me?”




       “Judging from the CAT-scan Palmer took and the NMR we ran here, we could keep you going a year and a half, maybe two years.  There’'d be a couple surgical sessions during that time, of course.  Skull work.  Decompressions.  Things like that.”




       “Okay, okay.  What’'s the second one?”




       “You could wait ‘'till tomorrow night and know which one for sure, Henry - -  - -”



       “I know, Carl, but this sort of thing plays strange tricks with time scales.  If I were to stay totally ignorant, tomorrow night would be an eternity to wait for.  Give me something solid to chew on.  Just to fill the time.”




       “Sure, Henry.  Of course.  Where were we?”




       We were ballooning up the top of my skull until I squirted out through the bottom, I guess.”



       “Well, you could put it that way, I suppose.  Yes.”  Perrini was used to a certain amount of gallows humor in the doctors’' lounge, but he had never before had to deal with it out in the open, with a patient.  “So the second kind of glioma attacks your own glial cells and grabs the blood flow that properly belongs to your own brain.  Here the problem isn’'t increased intracranial . . . increased pressure in your head . . . but hemorrhage and edema.  These gliomas weaken the veins and arteries, thin their walls, let fluid leak out of them and, as time goes on, cause them to break and bleed, locally.”



       Perrini headed off questions Peterson hadn’'t asked yet.  “There’'s nothing we can do to slow down the effects of this type of tumor, Henry.  We can’'t decompress.  It does no good to open your skull.  We can’'t get at the tumor to remove it, and we’'d be removing mostly brain structures you need if we could.”  Perrini again looked Peterson square in the face and gave it to him straight.  “If this is the one that’'s growing in there, Henry, you have six to eight months left to live.”



       Peterson thought he was standing up to this whole thing in a grand, professional manner, but he couldn’'t prevent a thin groan from escaping his lips at the thought of so short a time, so savage a killer growing inside him.  He hated the sign of weakness his groan had betrayed and quickly pushed the conversation ahead to get past it.  “What about the third type?” he asked, in a voice whose unsteadiness disappointed him.



       “It behaves like a combination of the two.  Grows both independently of the brain and attacks it.  One place it leaves the brain alone;  another place it destroys its connective tissue and seizes its bloodflow.  Very hard to make a prognosis.  I’'ve been wrong more often than I’'ve been right in cases of that kind.”



       “What’'s the longest timetable you’'ve seen?”  Peterson was grasping at straws.



       “Four years once.  But that was a young child.  Eight years old when she was first diagnosed.  One hell of a four years, Henry.  That’'s nothing to hope for, let me tell you.  I’'ve had people refuse treatment altogether after I gave them a complete picture of what was ahead.”



       Peterson stood up and went over to Perrini’'s desk.  “You’'ll never know how grateful I am to you, Carl, for laying it all out like this for me.  I had to know these things.  I had to be able to pinpoint this thing - - both the amount of time I’'ve got left and the symptoms I’'ll have to worry about.”  He managed a weak smile.  “I won’'t make you recite all the symptoms until Ken can tell us which one I’'ve got.”  For no earthly reason, Peterson heard himself asking, “Are he and Phyllis still together?”



       Perrini, equally caught by surprise, had to shift his mental gears to find the answer.  “Why, yes.  In fact they’'re married and have . . . is it three kids?  I’'m pretty sure it is.  Yes, three kids.  Great bunch.  I keep forgetting how long it’'s been since you paid us a visit up here.  It must be fifteen years.”



       “Seventeen,” Peterson said.  Phyllis was still a student.  And Ken?  I think Ken had just finished his internship.”



       Perrini began to yammer on at a great rate to escape any further discussion of the immediate subject.  “She kept her own name for professional reasons, you know.  Lamont.  So the kids call themselves Grundig-Lamont and it drives all the bureaucrats crazy.”



       Peterson left Mass General at a quarter past seven that evening with no idea whether he was to be given enough time to do what he had to do in Beijing this December.  The twenty-four hours or so he had to wait stretched out endlessly ahead of him.  He couldn’'t work;  how could he plan anything until he knew what Grundig would find?  He couldn’'t relax and store up energy for tomorrow’'s ordeal;  he couldn’'t relax, period.  It was becoming the story of his life.  He was just going to have to endure total anxiety alone, without encouragement, without companionship.  Helpless.



       Then he thought of Marcie.



�




    CHAPTER  FOUR








       As he drove down Pearl Street looking for the turn on to Allston, Peterson tried to rehearse in his mind the “right” way to approach Marcie after all these years.  He kept getting sidetracked by the difficulty recognizing some of the streets, thinking he was getting too far up toward Massachusetts Avenue.  The evening gloom didn’'t help anything, either.



       Then it was there, running off in both directions:  Allston Street, looking exactly the way it always had. He drove down a time capsule that had been painstakingly preserved here in this desolate neighborhood for future archeologists to tell them how squalid life could get when the people who design it have no imagination.  Would you believe this goddamm street!  Those rickety frame houses could have been built by a Stone-Age tribe and end up looking better than the angular shapes passing by on either side of him.



       But there were ghosts on Allston Street.  There were memories so divided between good and evil no passing of decades could resolve the questions they asked.  Had he already passed the . . . no, there it was:  the clubhouse of the South Cambridge Dukes.  The former clubhouse.  The former Dukes.  Extinct since the early winter of 1970, when Peterson’'s willingness to share the earth with them was finally exhausted.



       Harvey and his litter mates had provided the data necessary to understand and calibrate the platelet-line effects in rabbits, and the South Cambridge Dukes had provided the amplitude and pulse-width corrections needed to make the transition to humans.  It had been their only contribution, since birth, to the improvement of civilized life.  He mourned for Harvey.



       Marcie had been hard to understand over the phone, but Peterson could hardly forget the address he had shared with her from 1967 to 1971.  Had she said anything about moving?  It was most certainly that house on the opposite side of the street, but there was no place to park.  Well, the walk from the corner would do him good.



       After knocking politely at the upstairs door and pushing the rusty bell button without hearing any response, Peterson was about to go downstairs and make inquiries.  He hadn’'t heard her voice, but now he heard her banging on the floor with something solid and he assumed that was intended to mean that he should come in.



       “Is that you, Petey?  Is it really you?”  Marcie talked with the careful uncertainty of one who seldom had anyone to talk to, hence seldom got any exercise at it.  “Come over here in the light from the street,” she cleared her throat.  “Come over here where I can see you.”  Peterson’'s eyes had by now accommodated to the dark and he could see Marcie leaning forward from a cane armchair, beckoning with her left hand, her right hand held rigidly in her lap.  “That’'s better, Petey dear.  That’'s better.”  She was fumbling around in the torn pocket of her blouse for her glasses and finally got them untangled, but when she finally got a good look at her young roomer of bygone days, she let out a shriek.



       “My God, Petey!  You’'re old as hell, kid!  You look older than me.”  She tried to laugh but only made a dry rasping sound.  “What the hell you been doing with yourself?  I haven’'t seen you around for . . . well, I don’'t know how long.”



       Peterson pulled up an overstuffed footstool with a broken spring and experimented with various positions until he could sit on it without being punctured.  “It has been a long time, Marcie.  I don’'t know either.  But it’'s always good to see you.”



       She looked at him apologetically.  “I don’'t take in students any more, Honey, so if you’'re lookin’' for a room, I can’'t help you none.  I coulda told you over the phone but, selfish old me, I wanted to see ya so bad I just kinda left it out of the conversation.”



       “And I wanted to see you, Marcie.  That’'s why I’'m here, it’'s not the room.”



       “Honest to God, Petey?  Did you really come to see me?  You’'re not just saying that?”



       “Honest to God, Marcie.”  Peterson’'s voice carried all the conviction he was beginning to lose inside.  She really did look bad, this may have been just about the worst idea he’'d ever had.  “I came to talk over old times with you.  Do you remember the old days anymore?”



       Marcie leaned over and put her one mobile hand on his knee.  “You bet I do, Pete honey.  I can remember those things better than I can what happened this very morning.  It seems like every week or so I remember something new I had forgotten.  From even before you came here, Honey.  Even before then.”  She sat back with a blissful smile and cocked her head to one side.  “So it isn’'t half as bad to grow old as we thought it was, eh Pete?  You lose today and get back yesterday in exchange.  Is that how it is with you?”



       Peterson had been thinking of some way to extricate himself from what had looked like a complete disaster.  Now he pulled his badly sprung footstool closer to Marcie Deegan’'s chair and took her one good hand in his.



       “Yes, in a way.  At least, it seems I too think more about long ago than I think of recent times.”  He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and looked  into Marcie’'s face closely.  “You know what just happened?  I was driving down the street, coming from Pearl, in my car just now, when I saw the clubhouse, what used to be the clubhouse of those terrible thugs that took your coffee can that summer, the one with your money and papers and pictures.  And I thought back to how scared everybody was in the neighborhood;  there wasn’'t anybody who hadn’'t been robbed or threatened or - -  - - “



       “Oh my Gawd yes, Petey!  You mean the Dukes!  Oh them cutthroats!  I can close my eyes and just feel the way it was;  just feel how scared and miserable I was, everybody was, back then.”



       “Can you, Marcie?  Can you really?”  Peterson pressed forward eagerly and jabbed the broken spring into his left buttock.  Aside from a slight effort to lean to the right, he ignored the pain.  “I can, too.  It just really hit me when I was driving.  Right out of the blue, it did.  I could even see some of them sitting on the porch and . . . and one of them standing out in front.”



       Marcie went into another dry guffaw, pulling her hand free and patting Henry Peterson on the cheek.  “Bless your sweet little heart, Petey, you are getting more like me, aren’'t ya?  It wasn’'t two weeks ago I did the selfsame thing.  Swear to God, I did.  I saw them Dukes swarming around that house like a bunch of hyenas and I saw one of them grab the little Joyce kid.  Honest to Gawd, I did, Petey.  I saw it happen.  Them dumb cops never pinned it on them, but I goddamm saw them grab that little . . . what the hell was her name? . . . cutest little tyke.”  She shook her head and looked pleadingly at Peterson.  “I can’'t remember, Petey.”



       “It was Shana.  Shana Joyce.  She was seven and a half years old.  She used to walk to the bus stop with me sometimes.”  Peterson recited the data in a voice that bore an uncanny resemblance to a computer voice simulator.



       Marcie’'s voice was almost reverent.  “That’'s exactly right, Honey.  That’'s her name.  That’'s exactly her goddamm name.  I always thought she’'d grow up to be one of Allston Street’'s best, one of the really and truly best we ever put out of here.”  She slipped her hand into his again.  “We had some terrible times back then, Petey.  Some terrible times.”



       Peterson squeezed so hard he almost hurt her.  “And they got better, didn’'t they, Marcie?  They got better after that summer and . . . wasn’'t it easier for people after that?”



       “Well. I . . . “  she searched her memory in what for Peterson was an agonizingly long time, a stretched-out time he couldn’'t move or even breathe.  “Why yes they was, Petey, them years after . . . now you mention it.”  She shifted in her chair and moved Peterson’'s arm.  The spring went into his buttock;  he didn’'t even blink.  “You see, they just seemed to fade away, then, that following  winter.  Them Dukes, I mean.  I tell you, Honey, there must have been some terrible disease, or, I don’'t know, I just don’'t know.  But they were took out of there feet first almost every week, some of them.  Some of them took sick somewhere else.  I remember that really mean one fell over dead in Filene’'s, did you know he was shoplifting wristwatches?    Or the one they called Stud who was found in a busted-in warehouse dead as a mackerel with a hungry stray dog chewing on his leg for dinner.  I never seen anything like it, Petey.  I swear to God I never seen anything like it.”



       “And what was it like afterwards, Marcie?  Did the Joyce’'s have any more kids?  Did people get friendlier, happier . . . better . . . did they become better people?  What can you remember about what happened after that winter?”



       “Why bless your heart, Pete, I don’'t really . . . “  she searched his face for her own memories and this time he felt the spring and moved off of it.  “Why yes, I think I can say folks around here . . . well, up as far as Pearl Street . . . yes, I guess even beyond Pearl Street.”  Marcie’'s face suddenly wrinkled into a dark mask.  “You see, Honey, it wasn’'t long before . . . that was the early ‘'70s, wasn’'t it?  Well you know how bad things got in ‘'74 and ‘'75.  The oil, everybody said.  Them savage bad Arabs in the oil countries charging more and more all the time until folks couldn’'t get enough for heatin’', much less hot water ‘'n all.  Well things was pretty bad around here ‘'cause of that all by itself, don’'t you see.  I remember - -  - - “



       “But just the Dukes, Marcie.  What were things like just because the Dukes were gone from here and people were able to get out and talk to each other and their homes were safe . . . ?”  He didn’'t know what else to ask, but he felt there was a lot more he was leaving out.



       “They was sure a bad lot, Petey.  I can’'t tell you how bad they were.  And how good it was to have them gone.”  She began to ramble a bit, but kept returning to the South Cambridge Dukes from time to time, going off on tangents, remembering something the Dukes had done, remembering how cold it was during the winters of the late ‘'70s.  It was a random-access-history course in a neighborhood’'s joys and sorrows that Peterson found oddly compelling, oddly important, more for its reflection of the larger world outside Cambridge than for itself alone, here in this double row of dingy wooden houses.






•   •   •




       When he woke up in the dark in Marcie’'s squalid upstairs room on Allston Street in South Cambridge, Peterson thought at first he had missed his appointment at Peter Bent.  He felt for the light switch on his watch to see what time it was, but found his watch was not on his wrist.  He sat up abruptly and found his suitcoat gone - - and his shoes.  In a fullscale panic now, Peterson stood up and promptly tripped over something on the floor, pitching forward painfully on his face.  It was the footstool.  Thank God he didn’'t have his double set of glasses on, thought Peterson as he heard someone moving just off to the right.  Completely disoriented, he put his arms up to shield himself and heard Marcie going through the slow, shuffling, moaning, sleepy-word process of waking up.



       “Is that you, Petey?” she said, her eyes finally open and functioning dimly without her glasses.


	


       “Yes, yes.  What happened?”


	


       “What do you mean, Petey, what happened?”





       “I mean where are my things?  Why was I unconscious?”  His panic was getting out of control.



       “Well I guess you was a lot tireder than you thought, Honey.  It was all I could do to get your things off and get you onto the sofa.  Couldn’'t-a done that if it weren’'t for old Mr. Czarneckie’'s rubber-wheeled dolly he fixed up for my chair here.  Do you see it?  Ain’'t that just the latest word now?”



       Peterson still hadn’'t sorted himself out.  “Where’'s my watch, Marcie?  What time is it?



       “Your watch?  Down at the end of the sofa, Honey.  Don’'t trip over your shoes, now.  You sure are unsteady on your feet anymore;  you’'ll end up in a wheelchair like mine before you know it.”  She was able to laugh out loud with more moisture in her throat and she did so, once or twice, as she scooted around the room to demonstrate the wheelchair in question.  “Now that’'s something like we was talking about before you dozed off.  That’'s something that never woulda happened if them Dukes hadn’'t a-dropped off one by one like that.  Old Mr. Czarneckie told me he wouldn’'t have stayed around here if they hadn’'t a-gone.  No way he would.   And I can tell you true, Honey, there wasn’'t anybody going to fix me up with a nice moving chair if it wasn’'t Mr. Czarneckie.  So it’'s like I told you:  it’'s hard to think of all the good things when we’'re such a mind all the time to remember just the bad things.  Now why is that, Petey honey?  Why are we like that?  You always used to know why we did and why we didn’'t.  Can you explain that one?”



       Peterson felt ten times better than he had when he knocked at Marcie’'s door three hours ago.  He put his watch back on the end table and smiled.  “I guess it’'s because when we were swinging from tree limbs a few million years ago, it was remembering the bad things that saved our lives.  Remembering the good things wasn’'t as important.”  He leaned over and kissed his former landlady on the cheek.  “The process of evolution is only concerned with our survival, not whether we enjoy ourselves.  It’'s a lot more natural to remember oil cartels than Mr. Czarneckie.”



       Another hoarse laugh shook Marcie’'s frame.  “That’'s just the way you always was, Petey.  Just the way.  You was always explaining things about that fellow Darrin something-or-other.  What was his last name?



       Peterson smiled and sat this time on the sofa.  He had found a small lamp on the end table and its soft glow made the room smaller, more intimate.  “Darwin.  His name was Charles Darwin.  And you’'re quite right, I did have a tendency to explain most things in terms of evolution those days.  But I’'m afraid natural selection takes a long, long time and frequently doesn’'t give us the kind of results we need in the modern world.”   He let himself sink back in the sofa cushions and relaxed for the first time in a very long while.  “If you tried to breed racehorses by evolution you’'d get a pretty mediocre bunch of horseflesh, Marcie.  The only way to improve things fast and reliably is by deliberate selection:  weeding out what’'s bad, nourishing what’'s good.  You grow flowers and tomatoes that way, you grow guinea pigs and sheep dogs that way, and it’'s the only way I can think of to grow human beings any better, any faster, that’'s for sure.”



       Peterson started to put his shoes back on and stopped in the middle of a thought.  “You see, Marcie, the Dukes were more in tune with Darwin’'s kind of evolution than either of us were.”  He put them down under the end table again.  “They would have been the last to starve on this whole block, back when old Charles Darwin was letting Nature decide who lived and who died.  They would have taken the last carrot or potato away from us before any of them went hungry, and they would have watched us die without batting an eye or shedding a tear.”  Peterson stretched out on the sofa to get comfortable.  “So natural selection may keep the survivors alive - -  the hard, insensitive, unthinking and unimaginative - - it may keep the most vicious among us alive, but that’'s not what we need anymore.”  He rolled over on his back.  “I’'ve thought this thing through very carefully, Marcie, and I know what kind of people we need.  I know what’'s happened in the modern world and why natural selection doesn’'t work right anymore.  It’'ll take me awhile to explain it to you clearly, but your story about Mr. Czarneckie tells me you already understand the most important part.”



       Peterson’'s voice droned on in the shabby little room on Allston Street for another 15 minutes.  Marcie Deegan had gone off to sleep long ago.  Peterson joined her in mid-sentence.






•   •   •




       When he opened his eyes again it was morning.  Marcie was in the kitchen on her rolling chair making noise with some pots and pans.  Traffic was going by in the street outside.  The television receiver, which had been on since he arrived with the sound turned down all the way, was still flashing its diverting scenes on its silent screen.  And he was overwhelmed by the force of a single thought:  Who would take over the job when he was gone?  How was he going to find the right person to . . . to do what had to be done? . . . do it after he was gone . . . after whatever the time left to him (it wasn’'t very long), was over ?  Perrini had told him that even if it wasn’'t quick it might be pretty bad.  So bad he couldn’'t do everything the job required?  God knows the job was tough and demanding, he sure as hell couldn’'t be hopping around the world like a kangaroo if his head was . . . if his head was what?  He didn’'t even know the symptoms.



       So that was the first order of business.  He had an hour and a half to get to Peter Bent.  Time to eat Marcie’'s breakfast (that’'s good, she’'d be really hurt if he seemed to be turning up his nose at her food).



       How strange it felt to be here and look off the front porch toward the house down the street that he’'d first, that he’'d aimed at for the first time through one side of an old pair of binoculars.  Aimed his ultraviolet laser that had the power to alter the chemistry in a living creature’'s bloodstream.  He had come back in here and sat . . . somewhere.  Yes, it was right . . . well, the furniture is all different, but he sat right in this room and tried to think it through.  Could he be a murderer if society said there hadn’'t been a murder committed?  Could he be “guilty” of what society unanimously proclaimed a natural death?  Was he answerable to any other living soul if he was the only living soul who knew what he had done?  All anyone else knew was that things were better.  Their lives weren’'t contaminated by complicity in murder.  Their society wasn’'t poisoned by public crime.  How could he feel guilt toward others when the others were better off?  He’'d been working at the same problem ever since that morning here in this room.  Maybe some day he’'d come up with the answer.



       In the meantime, he had work to do.  He’'d phone his lawyer tonight and get an executor to start looking after Marcie’'s money needs;  My God! how could he have been so thoughtless all these years?



       And then Grundig could tell him how much time he had left and what kind of time it was going to be.  Or Perrini, he didn’'t really know who would be looking after him during the . . . dying part.  Probably Perrini.  Anyway, when he knew the . . . what did Carl call it? . . . the timetable, he would have to start planning his search for a successor.



       And what about the planning for Beijing?  If Xiang sticks to this insane scheme to force Japan to make China prosperous, the modern world is going to start coming unraveled.  Somehow or other it will lead to war.  That crazy Xiang!  He’'ll shoot off his goddamm “40 plus 1” nuclear barrage at Japan’'s little islands and we’'ll lose one of the few countries that ever made it into the 21stst century.  We’'ve got nothing but Stone-Age and Bronze-Age countries left in this world (and that includes the poor struggling Russians), so now we have to lose one of the few that aren’'t.



       Peterson sat up on the couch and said, “I have to take care of that one.  I just have to.”  He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and spoke quietly to himself.  “But I can’'t even get near Xiang and his boys until December.  What kind of shape will I be in then?  There isn’'t anything more important for me to do right now than find a successor.  And, whoever it turns out to be, that successor will need money;  lots of it.  I’'ll have to think up some way to handle it in my will;  think up some clever way to get my money to him without stirring up a lot of questions.”  Peterson stopped in the middle of tying his shoe.  “Him?  Are you sure it should be a him?  I’'ve often thought a woman might be better suited for . . . well, I’'ll go over all that again later.  That and some other questions left dangling here and there.  For example, the question of why only one person can be entrusted with the job.  There seem to be lots of reasons, but it sure makes this whole thing risky as hell.  One plane crash, one auto wreck and the entire effort could be wasted.  Lost forever.  For Christ’'s sake, I can get into an accident on my way over to the hospital this morning and the whole show would go down the drain.  Ever think about that?”



       He laughed bitterly as he tied the other shoe.  “Have I ever!”



�






    CHAPTER  FIVE






       Because time was short, Peterson went the long way through MIT instead of taking the short cut through Boston University.  He had never mastered the tricky turns and one-way streets getting across the Riverway beyond B.U.— and this was not the morning to get lost.



       Peter Bent Brigham Hospital had gone through a dozen name changes over the past forty years and was now officially called the Associated Hospitals of Harvard.  In the age of acronyms, however, television comics had had a field day saying to straight-man patients, “Open your mouth and say AHH,” to the extent that insiders had gone back to its original name.



       Although he missed the turn on to Huntington Avenue and had to do an illegal U-turn to double back, Peterson still arrived at the hospital parking garage ten minutes early.  He walked into Dr. Kenneth Grundig’'s office on the stroke of 8 A.M. to find him poring over some CAT-scan and NMR printouts with his back to the door.  Peterson closed it as quietly as he could to avoid distracting the intent neurosurgeon.



       “No rounds this morning, Ed.  I have a burr-hole in Room E.”  Grundig continued to analyze the printouts, occasionally tapping in observations on his portable keyboard.  “I want you to cancel me out of everything this afternoon, too;  I’'m going to do the pathology on this one myself.”



       Grundig slid along the wall on his castered chair to call up the results of his examination on a screen further down.  His shoulders sagged as he slowly interpreted the bad news his diagnostic computer was giving him.  “And I want this son of a byte to be wrong, Edward.  Can you do something about that for me?”  Grundig swiveled around with a gloomy expression that went through four distinct and violent stages of surprise, shock, anguish and pleasure as he stood up and came around his desk.



       “Doctor Peterson!”  He put out his hand.  “Doctor Peterson, how good to see you.”



       “You keep that up and I’'ll call you Doctor Grundig-Lamont, so help me I will.”



       “So you’'ve heard about that, have you?”  Grundig shook hands vigorously and plunged rather desperately into the false cheerfulness physicians sometimes hide behind during painful tasks like this one.  “Phyllis will be sorry she missed you, but she’'s over in Leningrad training a new crop of cardiologists.”  Grundig laughed heartily.  “Gotta help any way you can, you know.”



       “So she went into cardiology,” Peterson said.  “What happened to hematology and all her research?”



       “Why hell, Hank, your techniques have wrapped that whole business up in a tidy blue ribbon.  There’'s nothing left to do these days;  just run a Peterson scan and ask the computer what’'s what.  Phyllis got more and more interested in the muscles and pipes that told all that blood where to go until . . . well, about eleven years ago she wrote a final report on her research project and went back to school.”



       “I had no idea how busy I’'ve been, Ken.”  Peterson shook his head.  “I can’'t believe I’'ve gotten so far out of touch.”



       “It’'s easy to do, Hank.  It’'s easy to do.”  Grundig picked up the phone and dialed the main desk.  Holding his hand over the mouthpiece he told Peterson, “My secretary hasn’'t shown up yet this morning.  Probably traffic.  I’'ll get the wheels turning around here and we’'ll see about your . . .”  The desk answered.  “This is Dr. Grundig.  Is Dr. Peterson’'s room ready on the third floor?”  Assured that it was, Grundig hung up and turned back to Peterson.



       “Hank, I’'ve been looking at all your tests here to see where to take a sample of this beast.  If we’'re going to keep your skull from looking like a piece of Swiss cheese, we’'ll have to find the hole that will give us the most information.  I’'ve decided not to go through the back of your head the usual way.  We’'d just be confirming what we already know:  That’'s where it started, down deep in the back, and it’'s a glioma.  No point telling ourselves what we already know.  Carl phoned last night and said that the information you most want is the prognosis:  What’'s going to happen and how fast?  You’'re not interested in the history of this thing.  Is that about right?”



       “Exactly, Ken.  I’'ve got to know how much time I’'ve got left and what kind of time it’'s going to be.”



       “Okay, that settles it.  I’'m going to go in three centimeters above the right ear, then slant downward and backward through the lateral cerebral fissure smack into the middle of the diencephalon.  I’'ll grab three samples along that route and know more this evening than they’'ll even be able to find out . . . .”  Grundig stopped abruptly and stared at Peterson with a stricken expression.



       Peterson smiled.  “Than they’'ll find out at autopsy?”  He pushed his elbows into his sides and squeezed the metal arms of the chair tightly.  “I’'ve had enough time to think about it now, Ken.  It’'s no stranger.  An unwelcome prospect, but not terrifying any more.”



       “I’'m sorry, Hank.  This is the kind of thing that makes medicine —”



       “Not much fun.  I know.  I know.”  Peterson stood up.  “It’'s time we were getting this show on the road.”



       “There’'s one other thing, Hank.  I just want you to be prepared . . . not be taken by surprise . . . although you’'ve probably thought of that, too.”




       “What?”




       “Well, we have to shave most of the right side of your head, and it usually shakes people up to think of what they’'re going to look like when they walk out of here.”  Grundig held up his hand to stop Peterson’'s reply and hurried ahead.  “But we have a department in the hospital that can make up an adhesive, uh, kind of hair covering, that —”



       Peterson started to laugh.  “Thank God you’'ve come up with an easy one, Ken.”  He reached up and pulled off his toupée, taking none of the elaborate care he did when he was ‘'wearing’' his precious lenses.  “But you’'re wrong.  I hadn’'t thought of it, obvious as it should have been.”  He handed the hairpiece to Grundig.  “I’'d appreciate it if you kept this in here out of sight, Ken.  Just say I’'ve already been prepped or something.  I hate to have my vanity exposed to the whole staff.”



       “Well I’'m floored, Hank.  I never guessed you were wearing that . . . thing.  I never knew you lost your hair.”



       “Lost my . . . ?  Oh, yes.”  Peterson was appalled at how little thought he had given this entire set of circumstances.  “Long time ago.  Long time.  It . . . it runs in my family, I’'m afraid.  My father . . . well, he was stone bald at . . . gee, it must have been . . . well it was even earlier than I was.”



       Grundig was glad to have something of no importance to concentrate on for a few moments.  “I’'m going to keep it right here in this drawer, Hank.  I’'ll see that it’'s in your departure case tomorrow with nobody the wiser.”



       “Thank you, Ken.  I’'m more grateful than . . . I . . . it isn’'t easy to tell you how grateful . . . .”  Peterson poured the burden of his pent-up emotions into the most trivial matter he thought the two men would occupy themselves with that day.






•   •   •




       Because he was the type of surgeon that loses himself completely in his work, Grundig didn’'t notice anything peculiar about Peterson’'s scalp at the beginning of the operation.  For him, at that point, it was merely one of the barriers between him and his place of work:  the brain.  In fact he didn’'t even look at it very much when it came time to cut through it;  he spent most of the time looking at the ultrasound screen while he moved a tungsten pointer around to find the exact point of entry he wanted.  Finding it, he swiftly cut a semicircle through the scalp, folded the flap of skin downward, and tucked it behind Peterson’'s ear with a hemostat to hold it in place.



       “Did you ever get to use one of these water-jet cutters, Hank?  They always give new things to you research types before they finally let us hardworking stiffs in the field have them.”




       “Doesn’'t sound familiar, Ken.  Water-jet, you say?”




       “Yes.  Cuts through bone cleanly and quickly, yet you can hold it up against your hand or face without even raising a welt.”



       “Hardness effect, then.”  Peterson opened his eyes but could see nothing but the light green drape cloth that covered him.  “Very cute.  Skin yields and isn’'t affected;  bone can’'t get out of the way and is scoured away like stone under a waterfall.”  His eyes crinkled up into an unseen grin.  “I like that.”



       “Thought you would.  But the big advantage for my kind of work is that I can cut away at the skull like a madman without worrying about nicking the dura.”



       “The dura?  Oh yes.  The meningeal layer underneath.”



       “Right.  It won’'t be long before gas-station attendants will be doing this job.”




       “Would you do me a favor, Ken?”




       Grundig was almost through the skull and had pulled the cutter out to check the depth of penetration.  “Sure, Hank.  What is it?”



       “I’'d really appreciate it if you’'d squirt your little toy at a spot about five centimeters anterior to the central sulcus.  I’'ve got an itch there that’'s been driving me crazy.”



       “Certainly.  Be glad to.  That’'s probably a reaction to the local anesthetic I’'m using.”  Grundig tentatively squirted his bone jet at the crown of Peterson’'s head and was rewarded with a grateful sigh.



       “Oh that’'s beautiful, Ken.  Just beautiful.  Do it again.”





       The hospital’'s chief surgical resident, assisting Grundig because of the eminence of his patient, could no longer control herself.  “Before we get banned in Boston,” she laughed, “I’'d better cut off the tape recorder in here.  That last bit will certainly have to go.”



       The new polymeric head restraints served their purpose well as Peterson’'s body shook with laughter without disturbing the surgical site as much as half a millimeter.



       Several times during the operation, Peterson made the same request and, each time, Grundig obliged him.  It was a persistent itch but it wasn’'t the only thing bothering him.  The surgical team’'s forced humor and practiced banter had, for thirty minutes, kept his mind off what had gone wrong in his brain, but then the awareness returned and brought with it an acute anxiety.  When Peterson mentioned it, Grundig nodded to the resident who injected a strong tranquilizer into his left thigh.  As frequently happens in such cases, Peterson had a lot to say after that, but no one paid any attention to what he said — except the amphitheater tape recorder.  By the time the biopsy was finished, Peterson had fallen into a light sleep.



       Having completed the scalp sutures, Grundig hesitated at the operating table.  Before dashing off to Pathology, he wanted to inspect the patch of scalp Peterson had asked him to “squirt” so many times.  Swinging over the gyroscopically controlled microscope, Grundig couldn’'t see any abrasion on the scalp from the bone jet.  But what he did see was not right.  He turned up the light and adjusted the focus to peer into a hair follicle.  There was a perfectly healthy hair growing out of it, a hair that had been cut within the past few days.  Grundig bent over the microscope and examined other follicles at various sites on Peterson’'s scalp.  All healthy.  All cut.



       “They’'re calling you from Pathology, Doctor.”  The scrub nurse had to tap Grundig on the shoulder to get his attention.  “They’'ve called once before.  Can I tell them you’'re coming?”



       It finally registered and Grundig ran off to the basement Pathology Laboratory, having given orders for the care of his patient.






•   •   •




       Grundig turned away from the insistently flashing cursor on Pathology’'s computer screen and wearily leafed through the full printout yet another time.  There wasn’'t anything there that shouldn’'t be there, nothing to contradict the summary data on the screen, nothing to cast doubt on the frozen sections Pathology’'s nimble-fingered technicians had laid out so neatly under the analyzer.



       A glance at his watch told him it was almost five o’'clock.  A glance at the grieving cytologists in the room told him they could offer nothing further.  He decided it was time to talk to Henry Peterson.



       It had always mystified Grundig how information swept around a hospital without visible messengers but, when he got to Peterson’'s floor, the expression on the head nurse’'s face made it clear she could have recited the printout down in Pathology line for line.  He asked with his eyes if his patient was awake and got an unhappy nod.



       “Henry!”  Grundig said in a voice too loud.  “I didn’'t know you were awake already.”



       “Awake and fed and even had my dressings changed.  Such as they are.”



       “Yes,” said Grundig, still too loudly, “we don’'t have to pile on a lot of gauze anymore with this new bloodless surgery.  It’'s really a different world, Hank.  Why, I saw craniotomies as an intern, right in this hospital, where they had to stuff forty or fifty grams of bone wax into skull bleeders and . . . and a half pound of Gelfoam under the dura to handle a hemorrhaging patient that we’'d have up and out of here the next afternoon, nowadays.  Like you right now,” he pressed on, “could really go home this evening as far as the surgery itself is concerned.  It’'s only that we want you under observation for a bit to . . . to make sure nothing’'s going to come loose —
  
”



       “I take it the news is bad, Ken.”  Peterson still had his tray swung over the bed and he took a sip of orange juice to moisten his throat.  “Want to tell me about it?”



       “To be honest with you, no I don’'t, Hank.  But I’'ll have to eventually, and it isn’'t going to get any easier.”



       Peterson was startled by the gravity of Grundig’'s expression and entered a last-minute plea.  “What I need, Ken . . . what I need to know is whether I’'ll still be on my feet this December.”



       “The answer to that is easy, Hank.  No, you won’'t.”  Grundig was astonished at how matter-of-fact his voice had sounded.  While he had the momentum, he went ahead quickly.  “You have about three months’' worth of moderately uncomfortable but ambulatory time still ahead.  You then enter a couple months when your ability to walk, to reach out and grasp objects, even to balance yourself in a sitting position deteriorates rapidly and irreversibly.  During that time, with increasing probability, any one of a dozen major cerebral arteries could burst.  Fatally.”  Grundig took a deep breath and wrapped it up.  “You have a 50 percent chance of living to the end of September, a 20 percent . . . to the end of October, just none at all to the end of November.”



       Peterson stared at Kenneth Grundig in a state of shock.  No longer able to evade the verdict, he had to find a way to carry out the vital operation in Beijing and reliably replace himself in . . . what did he say? . . . in sure as hell too little time, that’'s clear.  He reviewed so many aspects of his predicament that his silence stretched out beyond four minutes.  Grundig began to fear his old friend and teacher wasn’'t going to survive hearing the prognosis, much less the obstacle course he faced to the end of October.  When he seriously began to suspect a stroke had occurred, he finally broke the silence.




       “Are you all right, Hank?”




       The question broke Peterson’'s spell and he smiled at Grundig.  “Apparently the answer to that is more negative than I had been hoping, Ken.  Unconsciously, I guess I was telling myself that my death would not interfere with my plans for the future.”  He managed another thin smile.  “Now you tell me it will.  I’'m disappointed.”






•   •   •




       Grundig snatched up the phone the instant it rang.  “Carl?  I’'m glad they located you so soon, I was afraid you had left for Chicago already.  I’'d like to ask you a real favor before you go. . . . You aren’'t?  What happened? . . . Well, that’'s a shame, but it means you’'ll be here for a couple more days and I . . . well, it’'s about Hank Peterson, Carl.”



       Grundig swiveled around in his chair and pushed the amber button on the top of his telephone set.  The transfer to scrambled transmission was signalled to Carl Perrini’'s phone and it automatically responded in kind.  “Are you receiving me all right? . . . Well, I want you to switch hats from neurologist to psychiatrist, Carl.  I want to talk to you about some indications . . . well, that could mean Hank isn’'t able to think straight anymore . . . maybe shouldn’'t be running around loose. . . . What?  No, I mean he could do himself harm or act in such a way as - - - - “



       Grundig listened to Perrini’'s carefully formulated questions gratefully.  These were the questions he should have asked himself.  These were the questions he couldn’'t answer and felt he must.  This head-shrinker business was way out of his line and yet he wouldn’'t expect any of the psychiatric residents at Peter Bent to understand the pathology at work in Henry Peterson’'s brain well enough to sort out what was tumor and what was crazy.



       “It’'s two things, really.  For one thing, Henry shaved off his hair and bought himself a wig, which is all right for a guy who’'s on his way to a craniotomy, but is not all right for a guy who then says it hadn’'t occurred to him that he’'d have to be shaved and then turns around and tells me he’'s gone naturally bald when he hasn’'t.



       “And for another thing, I’'ve just been listening to the monitor tape from the operation - -  the twenty minutes or so that Hank was going down through the hypnotic phase of a fairly stiff dose of hydroxyzine.  And I’'m telling you, Carl:  I’'ve heard a lot of stuff come way up from the shoetops during hydroxyzine induction, but this stuff is really wild!  This isn’'t anything at all like Hank Peterson.  Believe me.  This isn’'t anything at all like anybody.  That’'s why I was really hoping you could drop over sometime soon . . . today?  Oh, that’'d be great, Carl.  I can’'t keep him here much longer.  I’'m running out of pretexts and he’'s running out of patience, fast.  He seems to be in a big hurry to go someplace and do something he won’'t talk about, which is another thing that adds up spooky to me.  I’'m sure you’'ll want to talk to him and run some tests.  I can only keep him here until this evening on surgical grounds.  Okay?  That’'s great, Carl.  That’'s great.  If Hank  . . well, the thing is, Carl, he’'s the most famous man in medicine and the nearest thing to a media saint there is.  Supposing he did something awful!  God damn, I can’'t let a thing like that happen.  And if he needs to be put under institutional care for his own protection, well I want to make sure we don’'t fail him just now when he needs us most.”



�




    CHAPTER  SIX






       Grundig had been impatiently waiting for a chance to see Perrini the entire morning and most of the afternoon.  When he finally got the chance, in the staff dining room over coffee and doughnuts, it was pure torture.  Every ear in the place was tuned in to what Dr. Peterson’'s two physicians might be saying to each other, and every one of those ears belonged to precisely the people Grundig didn’'t want to hear a word of what was being said.  By the time the doughnuts were finished and they decided to have their second cup of coffee in Grundig’'s office, they had exchanged no information of any value.  They very nearly ran to the elevator on their way to the privacy of his seventh-floor office.  Grundig turned the lock the instant they were inside.  He wasted no time getting in the first word.



       “Why do you keep asking me what I expected you to find, Carl?”





       “Because although there’'s plenty of interesting material in his tests and certainly a great deal of disturbing material on the tape, it doesn’'t fall into a pattern that means anything to me, Ken.  I thought perhaps you had detected some significance I missed somewhere along the line.”



       Grundig turned with the empty coffee pot in his hand.  “But that’'s exactly what my problem is.  I couldn’'t figure out what the whole thing added up to.  But I was alarmed.  That’'s all I know.”  He filled the pot with tap water and plugged it in.  “Don’'t the tests point in any particular direction?”



       Perrini sighed and opened his briefcase.  After searching it a moment he remembered he had his notebook in his suitcoat pocket and closed it again.  “Yes and no,” he said when he had flipped through his notes.  “The Bender-Gestalt indicated an unusual degree of depression, the Bernreuter certainly showed more introversion than I had expected, the computer here at Peter Bent registered ‘'tilt’' a couple times during his profile analysis, and I certainly agree the tape contains the kind of pre-logical thinking I’'d expect to see in very small children or . . . .”



       “Or what?”





       “Or in a psychotic adult.”





       “Well that’'s just what —”





       “But . . . But . . .”  Perrini held up his hand.  “But he is definitely not psychotic, Ken.  Not at all.  And I mean, that’'s certain.  I checked it backwards and forwards every chance I got.”  He went back to his notes.  “Sure there is depression.  For God’'s sake, the man’'s just been told he has a devastating and surely fatal illness.  He’'s just learned he has only a few months to live.”



       “I painted it as rosy as I could,” Grundig said as he spooned coffee into the percolator.




       “What’'d you tell him?”




       “I said he might last more than three months.”





       “Don’'t you think you should have been more honest with him?”





       “I don’'t know, Carl.  I don’'t know.  I tried.  It was the best I could do.  This, this whole thing has hit me pretty hard.  You’'ve got to remember I wouldn’'t even be a doctor if it weren’'t for that man downstairs.  When I . . . about halfway through the operation I looked around at the team there in the amphitheater . . . “  Grundig spilled coffee grounds on the counter, “and I looked and saw that over half of them were Hank’'s charity cases, too.  He put them through school the way he did me, snooped around the admissions office and found out who had high entrance-exam scores and low bank-account scores, thought nobody would ever find out where the money came from.”  Grundig swept the spilled coffee into his hand and stood there not knowing what to do with it.  “So I recited to him the best outcome I’'d ever heard of, and I fudged the probabilities as much as I could, and I wondered whether my life-long hero was going to spend the next couple months raging incoherently in leather bed restraints in my hospital while I watched him die.”



       Perrini realized he would have to take over the decision-making process for his younger colleague.  “Today is Saturday, Ken.  You’'ve got to release Henry right away, as . . . as things stand.”  He went over and gripped Grundig’'s shoulder.  “But we need to see him again soon to get a reading on his progress.”  He gently propelled Grundig over to the armchair by the window and sat him down, still clutching the coarsely ground coffee.  “Can you arrange that, do you think?”



       Grundig stood up abruptly.  “Will you come with me and see him, Carl?  We can tell him it’'s necessary to . . . to refine the prognosis.  That’'s it.  He’'s extremely concerned about details.  He’'ll want to come in again if that’'s the reason.”



       Perrini smiled and went over to the side counter to turn off the coffee.  “Very well, Ken.  We shall march off to confront Henry Peterson shoulder to shoulder.  If we can get him back in here in about a week’'s time, I’'ll run the tests over again and, this time, I’'ll do his profile on the Mass General computer.  That ought to give us some definite answers.”






•   •   •




       “A few days?  Why that would be easy to do, Ken.  Easy.”  Peterson sat up on the side of the bed and felt with his feet for his slippers.  “I have some business up this way that could take me even more than a week - - if I’'m unlucky.”  He stood up and began to collect his clothes from the closet.  “I’'m glad you’'re both here, because I wanted to ask you two a question, privately, on an unofficial kind of basis.”



       Perrini and Grundig looked at each other and hoped Peterson hadn’'t seen through their “diagnostic” subterfuges.  “What’'s that, Henry?”  Perrini managed to ask.



       “It’'s something that’'ll probably require a lot of guesswork on your part.  I mean because it’'s something you’'ve never dealt with in the past.”  Laying everything out neatly on the bed, he began to dress.  “Supposing I were to ask you a hypothetical question based on . . . not on clinical experience but on the fundamental mechanisms of the circulatory system, of what this . . . this glioma is eating away at, of the clotting process in normal blood, and of the kind of strengthening of blood-vessel walls we all know about . . . where, I mean, the interaction of platelets is involved.”  Peterson was calmly buttoning his shirt as if the discussion concerned the design of twelfth-century monasteries.  “Suppose there is, there were a way to make platelets think they should precipitate out in the cerebral arteries . . . and veins, of course . . . but suppose, just for the sake of this hypothetical question, that there were some way of triggering off that kind of thing deep within the brain . . . in a controlled manner . . . in such a way that the platelets built up the vessel’'s inner wall at about the same rate the glioma was destroying the outer wall.”  He pulled on his trousers.  “Would it be possible, in your estimation, to push off, appreciably, the time when I become susceptible to hemorrhaging if . . . if that sort of thing were possible?”



       While Perrini was trying to figure out whether Peterson’'s question was in line with a delusional state of mind, Grundig became fascinated with the physiology of the proposition.



       “Are you thinking of the whole chain, Hank?  Like triggering prothrombin and having free calcium around to —”



       “To produce thrombin, yes.  And beyond that, Ken.  I’'m talking about the whole natural chain, including serotonin to pull down local pressure by inducing vasoconstriction —”



       “But that’'s impossible, Hank.  That’'s an ischemic stroke you’'re talking about.  That’'s not a therapy, that’'s a —”



       “A fatal disease.  Yes, Ken.  One that would occur only because of some pathology, some cerebral accident, something going wrong inside the body.  But bear with me just a minute on this thing.  Just imagine that what I’'m talking about is really possible.  Doesn’'t it undo, for a time, what this destructive kind of glioma . . . what did you call it?”



       “The carnivore.  The bleeder.”





       “Yes, that’'s it.  The bleeder.  It kills by hemorrhage.  By eroding my blood vessels.”  Peterson finished tying his shoes and stood up fully dressed.  “So wouldn’'t the ability to counter it with pathological clotting and wall thickening from the inside . . . wouldn’'t that keep the damn thing at bay for . . . well, for longer than you would normally expect?”



       Grundig was by now completely lost in the attractive complications of Peterson’'s hypothesis, but Perrini saw only the unreality of a disturbed mind and wondered how they were going to “handle” the case from this point on.  If Peterson goes off like a skyrocket on some crazy quest to cure his fatal disease with ground-up peachstones or celery juice, the cause of scientific medicine would be dealt a terrible blow.  Imagine what a circus the media would make out of such a thing.  The Einstein of Medicine says boiling rice in pig urine will cure cancer of the central nervous system.  My God!  I hope Grundig comes up with an approach that’'ll work, he fretted.



       “Where would the fibrinogen come from, Hank?”  Grundig was still intrigued.  Perrini plunged into despair.



       “Good question.”  Peterson closed his small overnight case.  “There might be enough in the blood already . . . just the natural level at that particular time.  But it would have to be measured, concurrently, and any deficiencies supplied by transfusion as the treatment progressed.  It’'d only take a few minutes a week, though.  I’'m pretty sure of that.”



       “Concurrently, Hank?”  Peterson’'s detailed description of his hypothetical therapy pulled Grundig back into the real world.  “Concurrently with what?  How would you ever get a reaction like this started in the first place?”



       Peterson suddenly felt he had said too much.  And to the wrong person.  But wouldn’'t he have to?  Somebody would have to advise him about the rate of destruction taking place inside his skull.  And somebody would have to measure the progress of his self-therapy with the platelet-clumping laser.  That is, if any of this was possible in the first place.



       Peterson decided to let it go until the next appointment.  By then he’'d have had time to think up some convincing story that would get him safely past this very dangerous aspect of his proposal.  “Daydreams, Ken.  Just daydreams,” Peterson said.  “When the ship starts sinking, the band members start playing music because it’'s the only thing they know how to do.  Fiddling with the blood is all I know how to do.”



       Grundig smiled and Perrini let out an enormous sigh of relief.  Peterson misinterpreted the sigh and squeezed Perrini’'s forearm.  “Bear up, Carl.  It’'s not as though I was the first patient you ever lost.”






•   •   •




       It took Peterson two gruelling days at a computer screen in Widener Library to come up with a very short list of potential successors.  Even though everyone on the library staff had been extremely helpful and despite the fact he had covered ten times more ground here at Harvard than he ever could have via coaxial cable back in his 71stst-Street apartment, the joint requirements of the job eliminated most candidates outright and left him with a very mixed bag indeed.



       He had to find a biologist who could understand the precise effects of molecular activation on the blood’'s complicated chemistry, could maintain and operate the complex equipment entirely by himself - - or herself (the idea of a female successor had taken hold of Peterson’'s imagination), and could keep track of medical progress sufficiently closely to avoid using kill mechanisms for which cures had already been found.  His successor would certainly have to avoid fiascos like the supposedly fatal pulmonary embolism he had flashed into that jingoist candidate for President . . . when? . . . in ‘'76?  Yes, in 1976.  God, what a pinhead that one was.  And the Mayo people had just come up with that extra-corporeal heart/lung machine to keep him alive ‘'till they got things cleared up again . . . of all the lives to save!  Fortunately his being rushed off to the Mayo Clinic like that put the damper on his macho-strongman image and he was beaten in the primaries.  But just barely.  Too close for comfort.



       But Peterson not only had to find a talented and very resourceful biologist, he had to find a trained and knowledgeable political analyst as well;  someone who could keep an eye not just on some particular region, but on the entire world.  If Wesley Campbell weren’'t seventy-six years old, that requirement could be postponed for the time being, but the gossip columns said Campbell was in bad health and cutting back severely on his commitments.  What a disaster it would be if Peterson trained a successor to do the job based on Campbell’'s column and then Campbell died.  He just couldn’'t let something like that happen.



       But try to find a biologist or medical scientist who understood the real world!  The only kind that even took an interest in politics were freaked-out crusader types with the historical grasp of a twelve-year old.



       Except these four.





       And they had such terrible weaknesses.  Peterson felt himself sliding into an old argument:  Why must the job be done by only one person?  If these three men and this woman were able to operate as a group, they could definitely handle every aspect of it among them.  They had great strengths in the separate aspects of the job, together they’'d be unbeatable.



       Together they’'d get caught within six months.  Cut it out! he told himself.  The human species is incapable of keeping its mouth shut as a group.  You know that, every cop knows that, every historian who’'s ever asked himself the question knows that.  Just cut it out.



       The only conceivable way security can be maintained in a thing like this is through the individual survival instinct.  If it’'s your own neck you’'re putting in the noose by shooting off your mouth, then maybe, maybe, you’'ll have enough restraint to keep your trap shut.  Just maybe.  But put a group of people together and they can’'t wait to tell a girlfriend, a rival, a local big shot, just anybody.  They can’'t sleep right or breathe right until they’'ve blabbed it around.  That’'s psychology.  It’'s moronic, but that’'s psychology.  It’'s the way human beings are;  he didn’'t make it that way.



       Well he had to go see them, at any rate.  He had to talk to them and ask them questions and lead them through the puzzle maze to see whether they were mice or men, or a woman.  And what he was going to do when he knew everything he had to know about each one of them was the greatest goddam mystery at this point.  The greatest.



       But there wasn’'t all that much time left to dawdle around on this thing.  Either he settled on someone and got them trained in the next few months or everything he had done for the last three decades would go down the drain.  It doesn’'t do a damn bit of good to prevent wars and national suicide and mass insanity for X years and then see it all go up in smoke in X+1 years.  He was trying to get Western Civilization through the rough spots until it was no longer in danger of its life, but if he only got it halfway through, he might just as well have never started.  He might just as well not have killed all those . . . those innocent people.  The reflections on life unleashed by Palmer’'s diagnosis still haunted him.  The beautiful little family in the Rossiya;  the subsidiary horrors stretching back into the past;  the silent groan that rose out of his heart whenever he looked back.



       Get a grip on yourself and finish these printouts, Peterson growled under his breath.  Clean up all the tapes and disks you’'ve just used and get out of here.  You talk about how weak groups are!  Jesus!  What could be any weaker than you’'ve been since . . . since the Rossiya.  No.  Before.  He’'d have to think back and see if he could pinpoint it.  But for Christ’'s sake get this over with right now.






•   •   •




       “I’'m extremely encouraged by your tests this time, Henry.  Particularly the new ones.  All in all, they add up to a very slow start for your glioma.  Not slow perhaps in spreading through the midbrain, but slow in doing any damage to vital cerebral functions.  You are as quick and alert as a thirty-year old;  you have recovered completely from the rather alarming depression we found you in over at Peter Bent —”



       “I prefer the color scheme here at Mass General.”





       Perrini genuinely laughed, surprising even himself.  He was a very relieved man at this point, all his visions of calamity gone without trace.  “I’'ll tell the manager.  No, I’'d better not.  The impact of such a statement coming from you might prove too much for him.  He’'s a delicate man.”  He took one last glance at the notes and numbers in his manila file folder and threw it over on his desk.  “I can’'t begin to tell you how worried Ken and I were last week, Henry.  There were signs of stress . . . no . . . more than stress, there were signs of a loss of contact with reality . . . with your own character.”




       “What kind of signs, Carl?”




       “Well, things like the hair business.  Now, you know that hair has all kinds of psychological significance.  It’'s kind of a father-figure thing.  Stands for adequacy.  A sense of importance.  It’'s something weak people use to reassure themselves when they’'re frightened.  But never have I seen a case when a man, or a woman, deliberately shaves off his own hair without there being some pretty serious pathology underlying it.  Psychologically, it’'s a very destructive act.  A very suicidal act, in some ways.  It had us worried, I mean to tell you.  Particularly under the circumstances.”



       Peterson had no idea, until this moment, that these two had found out about his need to shave his head. Innocuous enough in itself, it was too close to his innermost operational necessities to be comfortable about.  He carried it off as well as he could.



       “Vanity is hell, Carl.  Pure hell.  When my hair started looking so ratty, so streaked with gray, so much like a Bowery bum and not the eminent old man I was supposed to look like, the attraction of a beautiful gray wig was too much for me.  I should have just dyed it flaming red like that guy on television.  What’'s his name?”



       “Oh, my God, I know who you mean.  If you do that, Henry Peterson, I’'ll pretend I don’'t know you.”  Perrini was amused and relaxed and feeling quite confidential about the whole thing.  He found it quite easy to go further in his confidences than he had ever intended to.



       “By the way, Henry, speaking of that unholy creature with the red hair, there were some rather strange things on your operating-room tape that had us pretty concerned last week.  Who would you have in mind . . . what does the name ‘'The South Cambridge Dukes’' mean to you?  Does that suggest anything . . . in your conscious state that could have some meaning to you subconsciously?  Perhaps something from your childhood . . . or later?  You’'ve got some pretty murderous things to say about them on your tape.  To put it mildly.”



�




   CHAPTER  SEVEN






       Peterson drove Interstate 95 like a madman, swerving from passing lane to exit lane to get around slower traffic, shooting off on 295 to get around a traffic tie-up in Providence, jamming police radars in North Attleboro and again in New London near the junction with the Connecticut Turnpike.  He was chased by a patrol car just east of New Haven but, as luck would have it, the trooper’'s radio was on the blink and Peterson easily outran the wheezing old police car.



       By the time he got to Mamaroneck on the thruway his panic had eased enough to enable him to drive more or less intelligently, but an hour’'s bumper-to-bumper traffic jam on the Triborough Bridge set his nerves back on edge enough to swerve on to 2ndnd Avenue against solid traffic and smash up a Yugoslavian car whose driver emerged undamaged but furious.  When all the papers had been passed and terrible threats made, he was as jumpy as he had been that afternoon in Perrini’'s office.  Even the homecoming effect of turning on to East 71stst Street and cruising into a garage whose doors opened properly for once didn’'t loosen the painful stomach cramps he had brought back with him from the alarming experiences he’'d had with his old medical friends in Boston.



       A health trip.  Damn it all, this was supposed to be a health trip.  And a rest after two solid months of globe trotting.  Like a hole in the head, it was!  Like a hole in the head was all he had to show for it.



       Peterson paced around his apartment restlessly, never able to do one thing more than a few minutes, never able to stay in one place very long.  He tried to compose a letter to Perrini that would sweep under the rug all the incoherent responses he had given earlier that day to his mildly curious questions.  Mildly curious at first, but not for long.  Jesus, what a fiasco!  I used to be able to handle things that were a lot tougher than that . . . ten times tougher than that.  And with ease.  What the hell’'s wrong with me?



       The laugh that came out of him when he thought that question over was not at all enjoyable.  Henry Peterson sat in his least favorite chair next to the small window in the hallway and neither ate nor slept that night nor the next morning.  The letter was never written.



       His plans may have been slowly forming during those fifteen hours in the chair (it’'s always hard to say about such things), but when they were complete, they seemed to scroll out of his mind in a few minutes the way printouts scrolled out of his computer.  It started shortly after noon the next day.  Already the 18thth of May, the sun was high and bright.  It slanted down through the small window and made his tired eyes squint in the sudden flash as things were coming together in his multiply-beleaguered brain.



       He would discharge Perrini and Grundig altogether.  Transfer all his medical records down here to Palmer at the Rockefeller.  Let them keep their goddam tape in Cambridge and send all his legitimate stuff here where Palmer could handle his case and he could handle Palmer, hopefully a whole lot better than he had done so far.  He’'d be able to start fresh.  He’'d be more careful this time.  No more goddam tranquilizers.  No more anesthetics he didn’'t know about.  Get your mind straight each time you go to see Palmer and don’'t let things get screwed up.  Those brainwashers up in Cambridge don’'t know how to keep their noses out of other people’'s business.  Goddam snoops.  What the hell business is it of theirs who the Dukes are . . . were.  Jesus!  You think those bastards will start looking into that any further?  Peterson smacked his fist into the palm of his hand.  No more Grundig and Perrini.  That’'s final.



       Then the successor problem.  Four people.  At least two interviews each.  All of them good enough technically, but none of them even remotely in contact with the outside world.  One of them really great technically, but Jesus Christ! his politics.  There wasn’'t enough time in the world to straighten out that guy’'s mind.



       So three of them.  And no one of them able to handle the politics on his own.  Or on her own.  So what would he do?  The answer eventually came.  Why hadn’'t he thought of that in the first place?  He would bring in Wesley Campbell.  Get him working on the problem.  Maybe Campbell could train one of them enough to carry on alone.  Or maybe the way to do it is have Campbell designate his successor, too.  Why the hell not?  Why couldn’'t Campbell choose somebody, or maybe even figure out some combination of hotshot foreign-affairs experts who could give Peterson’'s successor his cues.  Same way as always:  unwittingly;  maybe in a newspaper column like Campbell.  No sense bringing in any other people.  Run it the same way he had run it himself since . . . since when?



       Since July, 1971.  That’'s when it started.  On one hell of a hot July 17, twenty-seven years ago.  More than a year after that May Day car bombing on 9thth Street.  How many memories were etched into his brain?  Etched into his vanishing brain?  None of them clearer than that District of Columbia courtroom, that third-floor marble-panelled courtroom in the new Hall of Justice on K Street.  Campbell must have been in his forties back then, an outraged fire breather watching . . . what did he call it?  “A dozen Washingtonians whose average I.Q. was in the low 90s, being led down the garden path by a Fairfax County lawyer whose annual income was in the high 90s.”  God, Campbell had been furious!  Well, who hadn’'t been?



       Peterson was, too.  Both furious and clumsy.  Those were the days of terrible risks with crude equipment and dozens of complicated details that could go wrong.  It was beyond belief he wasn’'t caught within the first couple years on the job.  It was no thanks to his skill or shrewdness, that’'s for sure.  It was thanks only to the inherent nature of his methods.  In the absence of a killing, right there on the spot, no one considered there was anything amiss.  He was not challenged, he was not searched.  The fake television camera with his early-model laser, the battery pack complete with pulse-shaping and control circuitry, the fake credentials identifying him as a pool cameraman for several television stations that didn’'t even exist - - any one of those things could have tripped him up.  The job could have been over before it even got started.



       But he was moved then by a sense of desperation, a personal conviction that it was time to take risks now because later would be too late.  It was a conviction shared by many alert observers of the national scene in those days.  The Vasquez brothers had told everyone who would listen that they were going to wipe out the Attorney General who had sent their comrades to prison.  Their first attempt, at the 9thth-Street entrance to the Justice Department, killed 17 pedestrians and maimed another 34 — all innocent passersby on that particular May 1stst the Alianza Vasquez had chosen to “make its statement”.  Yet the trial had paid little attention to those 17 dead or 34 blasted lives;  it had centered around what the police had said to the brothers and what the brothers had said to the police during the ride from their house to the station.  The real world outside got lost in the hair-splitting technicalities of overpaid functionaries who felt themselves safely insulated from the messy, dangerous world they had been trained to administer.  And that administered world was coming apart at the seams.  Losing its way in a ship of state without navigators or helmsmen.



       So then the Vasquez brothers said they were going to try again.  What little civic coherence or public courage there remained on the nation’'s east coast would surely have dissolved with a successful second strike on 9thth Street.  At least that was Wesley Campbell’'s assessment.  And Peterson had seen its logic.



       He had set his equipment, previously used in an even more cumbersome form to eliminate the South Cambridge Dukes, to a crippling coronary within two days for the younger, and a fatal coronary within four days for the older brother.  He had stayed his hand until the verdict.  When it freed the car bombers, he opened the shutter and pressed the button.  Clumsily resetting the fake camera adjustments for the older brother, he almost dropped it on the floor.  He had flashed Vasquez the Elder at the last second before he was ushered from the courtroom in triumph.  That was the Miracle of ‘'98 that had brought a twenty percent increase in the coffers of all those fundamentalist preachers who claimed credit for interceding with God to strike down the wicked.



       The loner argument hadn’'t even occurred to him back then.  It had been obvious to him, through personal experience and through everything he had learned in books, that the only secrets that were never revealed were held in a single mind, seldom in two at the same time, never in three.  He had perfected his equipment and had used his growing income from the laser blood studies and the Laser Diagnostician to set himself up, first in the Washington area and then up here in New York City, to mount both an internal and an external defense of a civilization that could no longer defend itself.  He had agonized through many an argument back then:  about morals and ethics and hard practicalities, about “what gave him the right” and about “what is different between the Vasquez brothers’' killings and yours” and about “what if everyone who felt strongly about something began taking human life to promote his personal beliefs”.  He had been bouncing against those tough nuts painfully for many years.  Many times he had doubted the moral premises of his actions, but he had never for a moment doubted the loner imperative.



       Until that Friday the 13thth in June 1981 in front of the Gara de Nord in Bucarest when a crazy taxi driver (maybe he really was crazy), had raced along the Calea Grivitei at 80 kilometers an hour and killed both of the people he had been walking with.  A dropped ticket, his usual clumsiness, a quick turn back to retrieve it and the young couple who had walked over with him from the Botanical Garden were lying there in the street fatally injured.  Peterson shuddered.  It had been a long time since he had thought of that terrible day.  There was no question about it, though.  His troubles with the loner argument had started that Friday morning in Romania.  Given the geometry of the situation and the other traffic on the Calea, the taxi should have hit him, not his companions.  It would have finished both him and the entire effort he had been mounting for ten years.  It would have finished the loner argument once and for all.  It would have finished reunited Germany’'s efforts to overcome its political hysteria over the Polish border, finished France’'s efforts to see the European Community as a set of independent peoples rather than the reincarnation of Napoleon’'s empire, finished Italy’'s efforts to free itself of the Pollini gang and its Fascist cabal inside the government.  It would have finished . . . a lot of things.



       He was willing to put it up for discussion with Campbell.  That was as far as he was willing to go.  He was damned sure he was right, despite Bucarest, but he was willing to discuss it.



       The problem now was to design a completely convincing entrée to the New York Times’' sagacious political columnist.  If anyone were to walk into Peterson’'s office with a story like his, the men in white coats would be on their way as soon as he could reach a phone.  This was not a sufficiently believable proposition to dump in Campbell’'s lap without careful preparation.  But what kind of preparation?  What would make a very public person like Campbell, a guy who’'s undoubtedly collared by ten nut cases a day, reject the experience of seventy-six years and actually believe what Peterson had to tell him?  Why would he even listen?



       Well listening was easy enough.  Henry Peterson had always been a favorite media celebrity.  Not very much in Campbell’'s line of work, of course, but a multi-millionaire and hailed by the news services as a genius and a public benefactor.  That should get him through the door, at least.  Offer an interview.  Campbell did do a limited number of interviews.  At his age and in his state of health, the idea of talking with the “Einstein of Medicine” might just appeal to him on personal grounds, as well.



       So, assuming his reputation was enough to get Campbell’'s attention in a private setting, what the hell would he tell him?  “Hello, Wes old sport, I dropped in to tell you I’'ve assassinated several hundred people over the past three decades because your columns, among others,  made it seem like a good idea.”  That would bring the men in the white coats, all right.  And what wouldn’'t?  What the hell wouldn’'t?



       Beyond that, far beyond that, what would convince Campbell so thoroughly that Peterson’'s incredible story was true that he would throw in his hand with him and help keep the job going after Peterson’'s death?  And after Campbell’'s death, as well?



       Peterson was suddenly aware of an entirely unwelcome set of feelings.  One of them was deep despair.  Deep, cold despair.  The other was loneliness.  His had been a lifetime of being alone and acting alone and yet he had never before recognized the feeling of loneliness.  Now, with his life inexorably slipping away from him, with death already in sight, he had to reach out to one of the few companions he had held in his thoughts throughout the last half of his life — and he didn’'t know how.  He would almost surely be rebuffed, surely be regarded as a demented old man, dying, with “something wrong in his head, they say”.  For the first time since he was twelve, Peterson wept.  He sat in his least favorite chair in the cheerful sunshine of a bright Spring day and sobbed as only a forsaken human being can.






•   •   •




       Peterson drove out into 71stst Street and turned west toward Central Park.  He trimmed the visors over the windshield to shield his eyes from the late afternoon sun and sat back at the controls, drinking in the sidewalk scenes of the city he loved best in the world.  The crowded trees along both curbs were in full leaf now, bright green in the low slanting light, freshly washed by this morning’'s downpour, restful to look at and restful in their effect on the last of the homeward bound residents.  He waved to the hotdog vendor at the corner of First Avenue, but Sabbretti didn’'t see him.  He actually smiled at a young lady jaywalking on Park Avenue who brought him to an abrupt lurching stop.  She kept right on going, oblivious of the squealing tires on all sides.  Only a New Yorker can live like that, he said to himself.



       Peterson was in a perfect state of bliss.  He wasn’'t due at Campbell’'s until six thirty and it wasn’'t even six o’'clock yet.  Completely unconcerned about traffic conditions on a late Thursday afternoon in May, he joined the bumper-to-bumper line on Madison Avenue before turning up to 72ndnd Street.  Picking up the pace through Central Park he kept his eye on the dashboard clock;  he wanted to arrive at Campbell’'s apartment right on the second.  Doesn’'t hurt to give an impression of precision and competence.  And it certainly sounded as though the columnist was eager to see him.



       And why not?  He had never really doubted his ability to command Campbell’'s attention.  What had driven him to despair last Tuesday was the seeming hopelessness of bridging the credibility gap with the man.  The only person on earth who could testify to Peterson’'s diligent efforts all these years was Peterson himself.  And whenever anything is claimed to be true by only a single human being, everyone assumes he’'s crazy.  That applies especially to the suspicious and cynical Campbell.  Particularly when the thing claimed is beyond all imagining in the first place.



       But that was before Peterson remembered the dramatic proof that was about to hit the headlines any day now.  It was the “job” itself that would make the job credible to Wesley Campbell.  Why hadn’'t he thought of it immediately?  Maybe this goddam thing is already interfering with my mind.  I’'ll have to hurry up about this successor business.



       He pulled up right in front of Campbell’'s building and sat there with the engine off, gazing at Central Park just two doors further up.  Lost in thought and oblivious of time, he stayed in the car until his wrist watch pinged discretely to notify him it was six thirty.



       When he arrived upstairs at Campbell’'s door, a soft chime somewhere inside responded to his touch on the button.  Campbell’'s step was so light he never heard him coming before the door swung open to admit him.



       “Good day, Dr. Peterson,” the small man said cordially.  “I’'m delighted to meet you at long last.  I think we’'ll be more comfortable in the upstairs library.  Do you mind if we take the elevator instead of the stairs?  I’'m trying to avoid unnecessary exertion.”



       “Certainly, Mr. Campbell.”  He was even smaller than Peterson had imagined from his pictures.



       Campbell led the way into the already opened elevator and pressed the button for a floor two stories above them.  “I can’'t believe you’'re actually here, Dr. Peterson.  I have to go to great trouble to get people of your eminence to sit still for interviews, and they generally insist I fly to some ungodly place in the Caribbean before they’'ll deign to give me five minutes of their time.”  He waited for the door to open fully and took Peterson by the elbow to walk together into one of the most beautiful and welcoming rooms he’'d ever seen.  Entirely lined with books, it was encircled by a dark walnut mezzanine also lined with books.  With comfortable leather chairs and softly lighted tables, and with an elaborate utility station down the center that seemed to have everything imaginable built into it, it was to Peterson the ultimate room.



       “Unless there’'s been a software error somewhere along the line, Dr. Peterson, your favorite drink is Dortmunder Union Siegel Pils.  Is that right?”



       Peterson laughed.  “I should have known the Times’' reference computer would accumulate details down to that level of trivia.  Yes, indeed, it is.  But you can’'t get it over here in the States unless you know where to look.”



       “Times Central also knows where to look, Dr. Peterson.  I put in six bottles of Siegel Pils early yesterday.  They should be quite stabilized at your favorite temperature by now.”



       “I am impressed, Mr. Campbell.  Really impressed.”





       “Well then, Henry,” Campbell’'s voice lowered in volume and pitch as he handed the cold Pilsner to him and gestured to a pair of chairs drawn up to face each other, “if you’'re really impressed, I think we can dispense with the formal names and the formal manners and get right down to business.”  He put back his hand to feel for the arm and carefully eased himself down the way people do when they are seriously ill.  “There isn’'t a bit of sense my conducting an interview with you about your public life when the Times Central computer could compose twenty or thirty thousand words on that subject without even working up a sweat.”  He picked up a glass of white wine that was already on the table when they entered the room.  “You have, however, one of the most impenetrable private lives I have ever seen on a printout, and you call all over town to find me and offer me what I should be seeking from you, and you are not involved with the commercial practice of medicine, thus I represent no potential fee for your services, and you are a millionaire many times over and couldn’'t care less about either a fee or the publicity, yet here you are in front of me, living and breathing and authenticated by my memory for celebrity photographs, so the only remaining question, Henry, is ‘'why are you here?’'”



       Peterson found himself calling Campbell ‘'Wes’' as familiarly as he had been in his thoughts for decades.  He also found himself breezily pouring out the facts and dates and places and circumstances he had never uttered aloud before this moment.  He gave Campbell the structure and methods of his work and a brief chronology of the past three decades.  He put in a bit of the justification he used on himself:  the avoidance of war, the destruction of predatory bands, the elimination of terrorists, the clearing of paths in front of constructive and peaceful leaders.  He deliberately saved the final convincing piece of information for last, savoring it particularly because it had rescued him from Tuesday’'s dark depression.



       “All of which is just too impossible to believe, Wes.  And no one recognizes that fact better than I do at this moment.  But there is a perfect way to establish my credentials very quickly.  Not perhaps today and maybe not even tomorrow.  But soon, I assure you.  I don’'t know whether you remember a column you wrote in February, it came out on February 21stst actually, about the bribing of General Tafewa and the plan to close down the Nigerian oilfields.  You had found out that the Chinese had bribed or coerced various oil suppliers of the U.S. to cut off deliveries simultaneously this September.”  Peterson took a sip of his beer.  “Incidentally, I’'m still waiting to find out, specifically, who the people are that the Chinese are working with in Venezuela.  There isn’'t much time left for my kind of . . . solution.  If you know already, give me the details and I’'ll run down there next week.”  Another sip of beer.  “But anyway, the point is, I flew over to Nigeria last March when I heard the good general was going to make a public spectacle out of this year’'s execution of his rivals.  You remember, it was in the new stadium right in the center of Lagos?  Well, to make a long story short, I bought an invitation from one of his aides to go through the reception line at the Presidential Palace afterwards and flashed him as we shook hands.  It was set for a two-month development, an embolism that would cause a sufficiently abrupt coronary that he couldn’'t be pulled through even in one of our hospitals, not to mention what’'s available in Lagos.”  Peterson finished his beer with relish.  “The point is, Wes, I flashed him on the 21stst of March.  And today is the 20thth of May.  That means General Lali Tafewa’'s roulette wheel is taking one of its last few turns right at this moment.  I don’'t ask you to believe my unsupported story about this;  I ask only that you await the news and give me a call when Nigeria, and the Chinese, are looking for a new villain.  There’'s no way on earth I could predict such a thing.  There’'s not one chance in a million I could guess it was going to happen.”  Peterson stood up.  “I’'ll expect a call, then, in a couple days when we can talk further and get serious about why I’'ve come to you for help.”



       Peterson had watched Campbell’'s face change from fascinated attention to something very difficult to define during the last few moments.  He couldn’'t place it at first but then, in sudden alarm, he did.  It was anger.  It wasn’'t just anger, it was fury.



       “I want you out of this apartment as fast as your legs will carry you, Peterson.  If you refuse to go I can get assistance very quickly to force you to go.  I don’'t know what’'s wrong with you and I don’'t care to know, but it must be very serious for you to imagine you could get away with a high-school trick like this . . . . “  He had pushed himself painfully up from his chair and backed away from Peterson in both rage and fear.  “To imagine you could come in here in pull this kind of crap!  You’'re crazy as a loon, Peterson.  I’'m telling you, I want you out!”



       Peterson stammered uncontrollably when he tried to ask all the questions fighting for priority in his voice.  “What? . . . What’'s the matter —?”



       “I’'ll tell you what’'s the matter,” snarled Campbell.  “General Tafewa was rushed to the hospital last night and died early this morning.  It has been carried by every news service in the country all day long.  Which one have you been reading, Peterson?  As if I gave a good God damn!”



       Henry Peterson stared at Campbell in sheer horror as the full realization of what he had told him and what it turned out sounding like came slowly clear in his mind.



�






   CHAPTER  EIGHT






       Peterson wondered where he had been all night and how he got home this morning, but it didn’'t matter very much.  Didn’'t matter a damn, really.  Didn’'t matter where his car was (he got back here on foot, that was clear), it didn’'t matter what Campbell was doing about anything he had learned;  in a few hours, nothing Campbell could do would affect him to the slightest degree.  It only mattered whether the bottle was full or empty, because he was too drunk to go out, too drunk to write a fake prescription and con a druggist out of another bottle.  And too drunk to walk, he noted for the second time as he stumbled and fell in his apartment’'s multi-level living room.



       “Oh, God.”  He started to moan again but quickly caught himself up.  Self pity disgusted him.  It always had.  The last three weeks had been full of self pity and maudlin sentiments;  it was just as well everything had come crashing down on his head at once.  Better to go out like this than to quiver and totter and whimper through God knows how many months to a mindless end — and I mean mindless, buddy.  Ending it by crumbling up in the middle of a street or restaurant or a public john — Jesus!  How disgusting.



       He managed to get up on his hands and knees and take a look around.  That was it, that’'s why he fell:  The step was to his right and he had tried to walk along it sideways.  He crayfished back and around until he was facing the step and then struggled up haphazardly over the last obstacle between him and the adjoining bathroom.



       The door was unlatched and it pushed open ahead of him as he crawled, but, once inside,  he still had to get back on his feet to reach the medicine cabinet, somehow.  That took what seemed like hours and it made him even dizzier than he had been so far.  You know all about it, buddy.  You know all about alcohol’'s effect on the autonomic nervous system, about blood not getting to the head now because the whole carefully balanced mechanism was out of whack, about . . . about a lot of things, buddy.  And about those pretty yellow pills, too.  Not pills, you nitwit!  Capsules.  You work a lifetime in medicine and don’'t know the difference between pills and capsules?!



       A shower of jars and tubes followed his blundering hand through the cabinet, frustrating his efforts and filling the wash basin with broken glass.  Damn, damn, damn!  There!  Now he’'d done it.  The Nembutal bottle had smashed on the edge of the basin and the capsules he needed were scattered all over the floor.  Peterson fought his drowsiness and his inability to focus his eyes as he got back down on hands and knees and searched for the quick-acting sleeping pills that had now become the only solution to his problems.  Surprised to find his suitcoat on, he filled its side pockets with the yellow capsules and crawled back out of the bathroom as slowly and clumsily as he had crawled into it.



       There was no way to get at the gin but to pull himself back on his feet.  No other way.  And it was clearly impossible, so that was that.  He was too tired.  But one thought of the talk with Wesley Campbell yesterday afternoon was enough to renew his determination;  he made it on the fifth try.  Not only did he get hold of the big clear bottle with the green label, but he managed to flop into the chair next to his writing table and remain upright.  The impossible was always possible.  “Why the hell can’'t you see that, Campbell?!”  Peterson slowly turned his head to find out who had just spoken.  As far as he could tell, there was no one there.  Talking out loud to himself again.



       The table.  Perfect.  He needed a table right at that moment to . . . to what? . . . to put his bottle on.  Which he did.  He began to empty his pockets out on the polished surface and tried to sweep the capsules into a pile with his clumsy hands.  Giving up on that approach, he located them one at a time and lined them up side-by-side in a row across in front of him.  Somehow or other he had to count them;  it would not do to misjudge the dose and make as big a mess of this as he had of everything else.  Get the dose right, you idiot!  Get it right.



       What were the numbers?  Peterson’'s mind was already numbed by God knows what he could have been drinking all night.  What was the dose?  Somebody his size, his weight, and chased down with straight gin?  Shouldn’'t take more than a gram, buddy.  No, it shouldn’'t.  And so he’'d make it two grams.  Big safety margin.  Big safety margin.  “Big safety margin,” he said aloud as he counted out 20 capsules and awkwardly brushed the rest away.



       Is that right?  Huh?  Are these capsules of mine each 100 milligrams?  Sure.  And 20 of them makes 2 grams, isn’'t that right?  Sure.  And so what are we waiting for?  Sure.



       Peterson took them two at a time, then a big swallow from the bottle, then two more yellow capsules, then a big swallow, until they were all gone and the bottle was half gone.  At some level of consciousness he had intended to lie down on the couch in front of the fireplace, but he didn’'t make it.






•   •   •




       The phone started ringing in Peterson’'s utility console about six hours later.  Following the programmed instructions he had given it years ago, it rang three times quietly, three times more loudly, then stepped itself all the way up to maximum volume for the rest of the rings.  It would have requested instructions from the caller after a total of fourteen rings, but it didn’'t get that far;  the shrill tone reverberated inside Peterson’'s tortured head until he yelled “Answer” and the insistent ringing came to a halt.



       On his hands and knees in the middle of the nauseating mess he had created by repeated vomiting, Peterson made no attempt to converse.  In fact, the very idea of talking to anyone right at that moment was even more painful than his head.



       “Henry?  Are you there?”  The phone was on full-room mode and went chattering away incomprehensibly as Peterson sat back against his writing table and pressed his temples as hard as he could.



       “Henry.  This is Wes.  Wes Campbell.  I can easily understand you’'re not eager to talk to me after yesterday but . . . Henry, are you there?”



       Peterson had pressed too hard on his temples and cried out in pain, although how he could feel it over the pain in his abdomen is a mystery.  At least the yelp was loud enough to be picked up by the module phone.



       “Hello, Henry.  Now don’'t bother to talk (that was easy), just listen while I explain something.”  Peterson groaned.  “That’'s all right, Henry.  Sometimes I jump to conclusions a bit too quickly and this may be one of those times, for all I know.  But the fact is:  General Tafewa did not die yesterday morning, he died late last night.”  The tone of Campbell’'s voice abruptly dropped to a confidential whisper.  “Are you alone, Henry?  Absolutely alone?”



       Peterson’'s head had just then cleared up enough to permit him to get out three fairly distinct words.  “Yes, I’'m alone.”  Campbell had no idea how bitterly Peterson felt those words nor how desperately he had just tried to act on them.



       “I’'m switching to a 10\6 scramble, Henry.  Buzz me when you’'re converted.”  It was all Peterson could do to make his phone understand what he wanted it to do but, thanks to modern electronics, it transferred over to a million-fold random scramble and announced the fact to Campbell’'s phone.  “Well here’'s the thing, Henry,” the columnist immediately continued.  “Tafewa was stricken Wednesday night and taken to the hospital, that’'s true enough.  And the struggle to succeed him began immediately among his close associates, that’'s hardly surprising.  And one of them gave out the news that President Tafewa had died of cyanide poisoning administered by another of them, that’'s not surprising.  But I had not yet seen that detail when I spoke with you yesterday.  I was so glad to hear he was dead, I didn’'t bother to read any further.  So the upshot is . . . Henry? Are you still there?”



       Peterson grunted again.





       “So the upshot is that the world’'s news services had been carrying the story ever since Wednesday night that the unlamented and still not departed general had died of poisoning.  While all the time, it now turns out, his Syrian doctor had been fighting to save the man from a . . . are you listening, Henry? . . . from a massive coronary.”  Peterson could hear Campbell chuckling with glee.  “Well, so now that the general is truly and finally dead, the wire services have started moving the story that yet another presidential contender has accused the Syrian doctor of murdering Tafewa!  Isn’'t that priceless?  Of murdering Tafewa in the interests of imperialist Islam!  I love it!  And in the midst of all this chaos, a visiting team of Canadian doctors offered to perform an autopsy in the interests of truth, justice and a peaceful (for the time being) Nigeria —and their offer was quickly and gratefully accepted.”



       Again the room was filled with Campbell’'s telephonic chuckling, but the voice that continued became suddenly very serious.  “And now there’'s the news I just tore off my printer here at home.  There’'s first of all the fact that his medical examination in January showed no trace of atherosclerosis, then the fact that the Canadians found no deterioration in the general’'s blood vessels elsewhere in the body that could explain the fatal embolism, then the routine fact that the man was 38 years old and in the very best of health.  The Canadians, as baffled as the rest of us, have brushed it off as a freakish death and have scuttled out of Nigeria before yet another rival shows up to implicate them in the mysterious demise of Lali Tafewa.”



       Campbell was silent for a moment before continuing.  “So it takes some pretty unusual circumstances before one of your concealed assassinations even inspires an autopsy, Henry.  And despite the immediate autopsy, you still escape detection.  If people can’'t exactly explain a natural death, well, what else is new?  That happens every day.  People are used to it.  An act of God, Henry.  That’'s what your miraculous laser beams are.  An act of God.”



       Peterson was still silent but he was now more than merely alert, his nerves were jangling worse than the telephone bell had been a moment ago.  At any rate, Campbell didn’'t wait for him to answer, but plunged right ahead.



       “Henry, I’'ve got to run.  I can’'t go into things with you right now. I got a hurry-up call to fly down to D.C. this morning, so I have to catch the 5:20 from La Guardia.  But I’'ll be back Sunday morning on the first shuttle and I was hoping I could drop in to talk things over and see where we go from here.  You mentioned you needed my help.  I’'m still having trouble coming to grips with what you’'ve told me, but I’'m sure as hell interested in hearing what you have to say.  Anyone who can . . . well, let’'s wait ‘'till later to talk any further about that.”  The sound of Campbell’'s computer giving him a final warning to leave for the airport could be heard in the background and the columnist quickened the pace.  “So what about it, Henry?  Will you see me Sunday morning?  Say about 10:30?”



       “Certainly, Wes.”  His voice sounded like a toy duck.





       “Do you have digital locks there, Henry?”




       It took Peterson a moment to understand Campbell’'s question about his building’'s security system, but his head cleared enough to croak out, “Sure.”




       “Programmable?”




       “Yep.  Want me to put in your favorite number?”





       “My birthday please, Henry.  April 25thth, 1951.”





       “Okay.  It’'ll be 4.25.51.  All right?”





       “Fine, Henry. Gotta run catch a plane.”





       “See you then, Wes.  ‘'Bye.”





       Peterson closed his eyes and pressed his temples again while he instructed his phone to come back off its security scramble and operate in normal mode.  He became conscious of the stench all around him and reluctantly opened his eyes.  The reason for the ungodly mess in his apartment slowly seeped into his consciousness and he groaned for the third time since awakening.  He had to get the cleaners up here immediately.  No.  Not yet.  My God, look at this place.  He pulled himself to his feet and was puzzled to find that his body was full of the lassitude of the previous night’'s heavy drinking but his nerves were zinging and jittering like an addict going through cocaine withdrawal.  He vaguely remembered the bathroom and staggered over to it at a gallop.  No, don’'t call the cleaners until you’'ve done something about this.  Most of the drugs known to medical science were scattered around on the floor, the counter and the wash basin.  Broken glass was everywhere.  He’'d have to get that aspect of things cleaned up and taken privately down to the compacter before letting anybody else in here.



       And the living room!  Capsules all over the floor.  A half empty bottle of Perrier on the . . . Perrier?!  Peterson sagged down on his knees and picked up a few of the bright yellow capsules.  Quibron?!  For God’'s sake, he had tried to commit suicide with asthma pills and mineral water.  No wonder he was jittery.  Quibron makes you throw up in overdosage, but whatever fraction of it he had absorbed was jazzing up his nervous system like crazy.



       Yes, and that’'s another reason he better wait ‘'till tomorrow to have the cleaners in.  Do they work on Saturdays?  They must.  That’'s when people need them most.  Well, he’'d better get this mess cleared up right away and he’'d better lock all the windows before that Quibron has him jumping out of them.  No wonder he sobered up so fast.  Jesus!  How much had he absorbed?



       Look at those capsules.  Bright yellow, the same color as Nembutal, almost exactly the same size.  No wonder people make mistakes in medication.  Those guys ought 
to be sued.  He might just take . . .
 well, better let it lie.  This wasn’'t exactly the kind of case to take into court.






•   •   •




       Peterson wasn’'t restored to full rationality until after breakfast on Saturday.  He smiled at his memories of the previous day but was still a bit shaky from the Quibron capsules he had washed down with Perrier in a state of profound alcohol toxification.  He made a firm resolve to keep a tighter rein on both his emotions and his behavior in the future, but the forces zeroing in on him from many sides made it problematical whether he would be able to hold to his resolution.



       Having removed any evidence that would raise uncomfortable questions, Peterson called in the cleaning crew and spoke to the caterers about a nice brunch for late tomorrow morning.  He was on the point of calling Gail to find out if she was in town when he decided he was still too jumpy to risk it.  When everything seemed to be well in hand, he called it an early night and went to bed.






•   •   •




       Wesley Campbell arrived downstairs in his black chauffeur-driven limousine the next morning and let himself into the apartment.  Peterson was soaking himself in the hottest water he could stand and leisurely sloshed around in the tub, unaware of Campbell’'s arrival.  When his head felt reasonably clear and his aching muscles felt useable again, he walked out of the bathroom drying himself with a towel to find the columnist sitting comfortably in the living room.



       Acutely embarrassed, Peterson clutched his towel and stammered.  “Wesley!  I am sorry.  I had no idea it was so late.”  Peterson was more embarrassed than he would have been in most other cities but, in New York, the normal range of social expectations had to be expanded to include being invited up to an apartment to be confronted by a naked member of one’'s own sex.



       It was a fact of life that Campbell was furiously reacting to at the moment.  “It isn’'t often that I misjudge a situation as badly as I have this one, Peterson, but I would appreciate it if you would leave me out of your plans and out of your activities in the future.”  He picked up his thin briefcase and started for the door.



       “No!”  Peterson yelled.  “No!  No!  No!”  He tied the towel around himself as best he could and ran over to intercept Campbell.  He saw the digital clock in his console on his way across the room.  All he could think of was to point at it and yell “Ten to ten.  Ten to ten, Campbell.  You’'re over half an hour early, Campbell.  It’'s only ten minutes before ten.  Look at it, Campbell.”



       “And so I’'m a little late.  The plane must have been late;  I came straight from the airport.”  Campbell backed away into the room but only a short distance.  “What did you have ready for me at 9:30, Peterson?”  he snarled.  “Have I disappointed you?”



       “Not 9:30.  That’'s not true.  You know that’'s not true.  You know it was 10:30, Wesley.  You said 10:30.  I’'m just now getting up.”



       Campbell looked ready to fight to the death over the issue of 9:30 or 10:30.  Peterson immediately abandoned his defense.  Reflecting on the hours and days slipping away from him, strangely no longer ready to solve his life by ending it, focusing stubbornly on the future of his civilization, he admitted that Campbell was quite right, it had been 9:30 they had agreed on, his mind was not as good as it used to be, and wouldn’'t Campbell overlook the embarrassment he had caused by his stupidity and stay for the remainder of their business.



       Campbell hastily agreed and allowed himself to be escorted to the couch where Peterson brought him fresh orange juice and a brioche.  When his host went off to the bedroom to get dressed, Campbell leaned back comfortably with a smile.  What Peterson had told him last Thursday was so unimaginably important there had never been the slightest chance of his leaving, short of being assaulted with a butcher knife.  Although he hadn’'t yet decided whether Peterson was history’'s greatest secret weapon or a just a garden-variety nut case, he was determined to find out with the utmost certainty.  Therefore he had decided to put it to the test.  Immediately.



       When Peterson walked back into the room fully dressed, he found Campbell standing by his writing table with several photographs and a typewritten document spread out on it for his examination.



       “I want you to look at these pictures and read the information on these two sheets of paper, Henry.  You may keep it all with you, but if you have any questions about any of it, now is the time to ask them.”



       After looking everything over slowly and carefully, Peterson shook his head.  “No, I’'m sorry, Wesley.  I don’'t know him.  Should I?”



       “I don’'t want you to recognize him, Henry, I want you to kill him.  Tonight.”



�






   CHAPTER  NINE






       “You won’'t really be violating any confidences, young man.  I’'m sure Henry would have told you explicitly not to reveal any particular fact — to me or to anyone else — if he had wanted it to remain confidential.”  Perrini hated this sort of thing.  His profession made it absolutely crucial that he could be trusted to keep his patients’' disclosures to himself, yet here he was pumping this young biologist for disclosures made to him by one of those very same patients.  What made the honor of this biologist of less consequence than Perrini’'s own?  The answer was very clear.  Nothing did.  This whole procedure was sordid and dishonest.



       “Yes, I suppose that’'s right, Dr. Perrini.  Well, let’'s give it a try, then.  Maybe I can judge each question on its merits and . . . . “  He left the thought unfinished.



       “You say Dr. Peterson was interviewing you for a position, but he would never tell you what it was?”



       “That was the upshot of it, yes, sir.  He was very deliberate and thorough about my qualifications, my experience.  And he asked a great many questions about my personal beliefs.”




       “Personal?”




       “Well, not really personal in the normal sense.  Philosophical.  My attitudes toward a lot of things.  Like euthanasia.”



       “Euthanasia?!”  Perrini was alarmed.  He had completely failed to anticipate this, even though he knew Peterson was under great stress and was in a depressed state.



       “Yes, we spent a lot more time on that, on things like that, than I would have expected to.  Maybe he was just preoccupied with the subject when we talked that first time.  No, it was the second interview when we got off on that.  I remember now.  He was obviously very pleased with some of my answers and not so much with others, but I couldn’'t psych him.  You know how you’'re always psyching a guy to find out what answers he wants?  You learn it in school.  I sometimes think it’'s the only thing you do learn in school.  But I could never quite see through Dr. Peterson.”  The young tutor-researcher tilted his chair back.  “Boy, that guy is impressive.  I’'m telling you, Dr. Perrini, his mind works faster than anybody I’'ve ever dealt with.  I could never see it moving from one thing to another.  It just jumped from place to place.”



       “Yes, Henry and I are very old friends.  He has one of the best minds I’'ve ever encountered.  But what is most significant is the fact that Henry Peterson has always had the coolest demeanor, the most effortless control over his emotions, of anyone I know.  That no longer seems to be the case.”  Perrini looked carefully at the young man and drew a deep breath.  “And now I must reveal to you that he is, at the present time, one of my patients.  That is why I asked you to come over here today.  And that is why I must ask you more about this discussion of euthanasia.  It could have a direct bearing on my handling of Dr. Peterson’'s case.  Indeed, a direct bearing on his life.”  Perrini brushed away from his conscious mind the fact that Peterson had dismissed him four days ago.  The man wasn’'t really himself, could hardly be held responsible.  If it came to preventing suicide, the niceties of professional ethics would just have to bend a little.  He pushed ahead.  “Could you give me an idea of the manner in which Dr. Peterson brought up the subject of euthanasia, what the context was when he mentioned it?”



       “Yes, I suppose so.  No harm in that.”  The young molecular biologist sat quietly reconstructing the conversation in his mind and then recited to Perrini an almost verbatim account of the interview from the time Peterson had shifted away from their discussion of the intricacies of blood chemistry to, suddenly, the ethics of euthanasia and then, just as suddenly, to the ethics of capital punishment.  Perrini took copious notes and was, by the time the recitation drew to a close, completely bewildered.  This wasn’'t the thought pattern of a man contemplating suicide.  Perrini had assumed that Peterson was going to ask the young man to help him die a painless death, perhaps arrange it for some time when he was unaware of its approach.  It wouldn’'t be the first time a life scientist, whose hatred of death was both personal and professional, found that he could not face his own death rationally.



       But this?  What possible bearing could this line of questioning have on anything?  Perrini continued to probe for clues until he began repeating himself and brought the interview to a quick close.  They had left his office and were waiting for the elevator when the young man volunteered:  “Maybe some of the others could help you more than I have.”



       Perrini threw his arm in front of the biologist as the elevator door opened.  “The others?”  He asked.  “What others?”



       “The others Dr. Peterson interviewed.  There are at least two of them that I know of.  In fact, one used to be my fiancée, and she told me there was another one from M.I.T., too— -- some guy in biophysics.  I don’'t think they’'d mind talking to you about it, under the circumstances.”






•   •   •




       It was a quarter to twelve before Peterson thought of the caterers.  Campbell had left in a rush (it seemed he was always in a hurry to get to someplace else), and it was too late to cancel the elaborate lunch for two.  After he left, Peterson sat riveted to his seat, mulling over each word that had passed between them, every detail of that evening’'s “job”, everything he had thought about in the past that bore on the basic questions of motive and certainty.  Never before had it happened this way.  It had always been a conclusion freely reached by him after what he considered an adequate examination of the facts.  Sure, they had often been Campbell’'s facts.  No one was more aware of that than he.  If then Campbell was wrong, he was wrong, and the job was wrong, and an innocent life could be taken by mistake.  Sure.  Sure.  Sure.  But the final decision had always been reached by him and by him alone.  Now this business with pictures and a pointed finger and . . . .



       The lunch was going to arrive at twelve thirty.  What was he going to do about that?  He hated fancy food.  He hated people waiting on him.  He considered calling Gail, but remembered she was on the Cape.  Too bad.  He could have invited her over,  could have taken her with him tonight, too.



       What could he be thinking of?  He had never taken anyone with him on a job.  She had never even seen him wearing glasses;  what the hell would she think about that?  Why would he want Gail with him?  What brought that into his head?  He turned that question over and over along with all the rest, and was relieved when the annunciator on the downstairs screen said they were here with his lunch.



       Which brought with it yet another ordeal:  a perfect example of why he disliked servants so passionately.  He should only have to explain once that his guest had to rush off.  Once should be enough for a rational person in a rational set of circumstances.  But that guy had managed to make the point four times now that he wouldn’'t have been sent along with the porter if it had only been a luncheon for one.  Great God almighty!  So be it!  But he wouldn’'t go when it was suggested;  not even when it was shouted.  The rage growing in Henry Peterson at that moment was approaching homicidal levels.  This guy better watch out, he muttered angrily to himself.  I’'ve got to go to the trouble of aligning and calibrating all my stuff for tonight anyway, it wouldn’'t be that much more trouble to include him.



       The distractions of the porter, the waiter, the lunch itself and his need to make plans kept Peterson from asking himself what had suddenly happened to make a waiter’'s irritating manner a capital offense.



       When they had cleared up and left, Peterson wanted to study the material Campbell had given him, but he couldn’'t find it.  After searching the apartment for less than a minute, he was convinced the two men from the caterers had stolen the photos and the information accompanying them.  His rage returned.  This time mixed with fear.



       That settled it.  That goddam settled it, for sure.  That bastard took the stuff and was on his way to warn tonight’'s job.  No question about it.  Peterson paced back and forth across the living room slamming his fist into the palm of his left hand.  That’'s what happens when somebody else gets involved, he growled.  There’'s a leak in Campbell’'s side of things.  He should never have gone to see Campbell, never have told him anything (much less everything).  Now the whole system was about to come apart at the seams.  No need to look for a successor now, buddy.  You’'ve torn it.  Campbell’'s torn it.  How the hell could you expect a newspaper man to keep a secret?



       It was almost five o’'clock before Peterson absentmindedly pulled open the middle drawer of his writing table and found Campbell’'s material.  He studied it carefully and phoned for a ten o’'clock reservation at the al-Abbas on 8thth Avenue.  That gave him some time to read a bit before he had to attend to his equipment.



       Four hours later, he dropped the book and stood up.  “It’'s a test,” he said aloud.  “It’'s just a test to verify my story before he . . . I suppose before he . . . takes me seriously.”



       He was alone in his apartment, talking to himself in a normal tone of voice.  That happened increasingly often these days, and Peterson was more and more unmindful of whether or not he really was alone.



       “That’'s why the quick clot,” he said.  “Campbell wants to know in a hurry.  No, that’'s not it.  Remember?  He said this guy has to be stopped before he has time to make any deals.  Okay.  The quick clot is to prevent deals;  the whole job, though, is a test for me.  He doesn’'t believe me yet.”



       Peterson looked at the clock.  “And he won’'t ever believe me if I don’'t get going.”



       What lent urgency to his movements was the recollection that his back-brace laser was fading in power output and might need re-charging.  That took at least an hour, depending on how far down it was.  He had to calibrate it fast and get himself organized.



       Taking a chance in the interests of speed, he decided to measure output with the laser in place;  just too bad for him if he had to take it off again to re-charge it.  He took his battery-operated travel shaver out of its case and put it on the high dresser next to the living-room door.  Squinting through two sets of glasses, he set the “closeness” control to zero.  The routine quickly took on a comforting familiarity as he laid his comb out straight from the shiny black circle on the razor’'s handle to serve as a measuring rod.  It was an exercise in Peterson’'s fey brand of humor that he had chosen to use, in the calibration of his laser, a comb — the one personal toilet article made utterly unnecessary by his total lack of hair.  The comb and the wig.  Just the sort of combination he enjoyed taking with him across well-guarded borders.



       There was enough light in the room that he didn’'t have to pop out his contact lenses when he took off his glasses.  The comb and razor were black, the dresser bleached oak, his fuzzy vision was good enough.  He put the glasses down at the end of the comb facing the innocuous dark circle, then spread his “working” suitcoat over the calibration setup, carefully tucking it in on the side facing him.  It was imperative to protect himself from any scattered radiation out of his glasses or off surrounding objects.  No one knew that better than he.



       Satisfied, Peterson reached down and turned his buckle off safety and fired the laser in one motion.  It never hurt to practice speed and concealment when he was operating the system.  With his glasses back on, he picked up the shaver and examined its closeness control.  The reading was eighty-two percent.  For what Campbell wanted, that was power enough.  It wouldn’'t have been enough to fire across Red Square but, face to face, it was more than enough.



       He took a shirt off its hanger in the closet and was about to put it on when he remembered that he had forgotten to shave;  the electric razor was built for double duty when he was on the road.  “I wonder, am I getting more forgetful?  Is that the glioma, do you think?”  He went to the dresser and gave his five o’'clock shadow a quick once over, then returned to the closet and put on his shirt.  “Better not forget Palmer tomorrow.  Gotta get that going.”



       Peterson glanced at the clock as he tied his tie.  “No problem being late;  there won’'t be anybody there yet by ten o’'clock.  Those places don’'t wake up ‘'till eleven or twelve at night.”



           He wouldn’'t need his longrange lenses tonight, this was closeup work.  Peterson packed them back in the case and put everything he wasn’'t taking with him into the compartment in the wall of his closet.  It was a pleasure to inspect the area after he had closed the compartment;  nothing could be seen, no trace could be detected of the equipment storehouse that lay behind it.



       Peterson drove all the way downtown on his beloved Park Avenue before crossing over to the West Side on 23rdrd Street.  It was the long way round but it avoided a lot of messy crossings and he wasn’'t exactly sure where the al-Abbas was.  He knew it was across 8thth Avenue from the Garment Workers’' housing project but he began to feel uneasy as he drove past block after block of Garment Workers flats without any nightclub.  God knows . . . pardon, Allah knows, there were plenty of other Mideast dives along the avenue.  He saw the name of every Arab folk hero and Mideast capital, but not the grisly forefather al-Abbas, nor the watering hole consecrated to his memory.



       He had gone north almost to 29thth Street when he spotted it off to his right with a very authentic facade and valet parking service.  Peterson drove by without slowing and turned into 29thth to find his own parking place.  This was a “quickie” — Campbell had specified less than 10 hours — and it was his unvarying practice not to leave records of his existence on the scene of such jobs.  His name he could fake;  his license plate was another thing altogether.



       He was right about the time.  A half hour late for his reservation and there were only a dozen people there.  The floor shows hadn’'t even started yet.  Peterson had not eaten dinner at home and now he had to choose among foods that were both fancy and unfamiliar.  He looked for Mideast cheeseburgers in vain and decided to wait until somebody else ordered.  He could tell about food better after he saw what it looked like.



       The waiter brought a small glass of ouzo and a guy with a fez came out from behind the curtains and started playing the piano rather aimlessly for a few minutes before getting bored with it all and vanishing again.  Once or twice the curtains twitched near the center and a pair of eyes counted the house.  Male or female he couldn’'t tell, but he thought probably male.  It was interesting that none of the females at the tables wore chadors over their faces nor did their glasses hold only fruit juice. With all the fundamentalist furor in the Middle East and all the lip service given it in places like this, there wasn’'t much fundamentalism being practiced.



       When the first floor show started, Peterson began to realize that chadors and alcohol weren’'t the half of it.  After a time-consuming introduction by the desultory piano player, a six-piece ensemble appeared at one side of the stage and some of the most seductive music he had ever heard began uncoiling itself out into the room.  When it had firmly taken hold of the, by now, sixty or more patrons, a chubby girl with long black hair and plain features undulated out of the wings and made a slow bump-and-grind circuit of the stage.  Put her in street clothes and put her on the subway, no one would give her a second glance.  But here it was different.



       She was dressed in low-cut pantaloons and a matching scarf wound around her lower face and throat.  Nothing else.  With a rippling abdomen and some very talented pectorals, she gave an athletic performance of the Mideast belly dancers that Peterson had seen occasionally in their native locales.  He remembered, then, that this part of New York was known as the Belly Belt and began to wonder whether he had read Campbell’'s material correctly.  Surely this is no place for an Islamic fanatic right off the boat;  he must have misread the information sheet.



       Peterson closed his eyes and formed an image of the resumé in his mind.  Khawlani al-Umar, born 1965 in Kubaisa, Iraq, etc., etc., etc..  Yes, and shipped as 3rdrd mate on a Dutch freighter out of Basra on the 9thth of March.  Right, and from March 9thth to May 22ndnd, the ship wandered around the Mediterranean and the South Atlantic picking up and delivering whatever cargo it could get, including Khawlani?  No.  Not according to Campbell.  The next line said he arrived New York City Sunday morning, 23 May 1998, that’'s today, docking at Pier 52 at the foot of Gansevoort Street.  Yes, he knew the area;  it was less than 20 blocks away.  And then it said (no mistaking this), that he was due to meet some U.S. arms suppliers at al-Abbas night club late that same night.  The 23rdrd?  Certainly.  Not only typed on the resumé but Campbell had very distinctly said tonight.



       But was this the only al-Abbas in New York?  Goddam!  Why wasn’'t the address written down?  Peterson had seen an Ali Baba just a block away from here but he knew there was another Ali Baba over on East 59thth Street.  Was that the problem?  Was there another al-Abbas somewhere else?



       Then he saw him at the door.  Alone.  He had some kind of cloth thing pulled over his hair but there was enough showing to make the match.  The features fit.  Height.  Build.  Now all he needed was to see his left hand.  What was it?  Ring finger.  “Missing or almost missing.”  Christ!  People sent you out to kill somebody and didn’'t even know a thing like that?



       The newcomer was being waved to by those guys over at the long table.  He sees them.  Going over.  Peterson looked for some excuse to go over that way himself.  Yes, there was a way to fake his way past that long table because, if he went back to the bar first, the men’'s room would be up that way.  Good.



       They were arguing over something.  Heatedly.  He’'d better make his move right away;  what if they left?  It took Peterson almost three minutes to thread his way through the crowded tables full of leering patrons who yelled at him every time he blocked their view of the stage, then to ask at the bar where was the gents’', then to saunter at his slowest pace up to the table.  The man with the cloth thingamabob on his head was angrily pushing the others and yelling in Arabic — another of the languages Peterson couldn’'t speak or understand.



       There it was.  The guy put both hands on the younger geezer’'s chest and pushed.  No ring finger on his left hand.  Got that, Campbell?  None.  Try to get it straight next time.



       Well, there wasn’'t going to be a next time.  Peterson had shifted direction to come up along the opposite side of the table and, while squeezing between two chairs, had turned toward Khawlani and given him a fell-strength flash of 38 one-millisecond pulses on the left cheek.  The newly-arrived sailor had snarled at him in contempt and turned to talk with the others.  Peterson continued on his way to the john.



       When he came back out again they were gone;  all of them.  The thought crossed his mind that he had overdosed Khawlani and the man had his heart attack right there in the club.  That would be very bad for security;  Peterson knew he must never be seen in public with someone who then promptly went down.  The avoidance of cause-and-effect appearances was basic to his entire operation.



       Fearing the worst, Peterson took a seat at the bar near the bartender who had been paying a great deal of attention to the argument at the long table.  His features told Peterson he might understand Arabic.



       “Where’'d all the excitement go?”  He asked the question as casually as he could.



       “You mean the shoving match?” The bartender smiled.  “We get them in here once in a while.  Fundamentalists.  Real fanatics.  That guy is pure old country, know what I mean?  They get real hot under the collar when they see what’'s going on in here.  Like this one.  Made his cronies get up and leave.  Just like that.  Took all three of ‘'em out with him.”  The bartender snorted.  “Creeps!  Bad for business.  I’'m glad those Path people don’'t come in here very often.”




       “Path people?”




       “Yah.  Don’'t you know those guys?  They’'re the ones trying to stop the big Jihad going on over there, the Holy War.  I don’'t know any of the other ones.  They were Americans, I think.  But the one in the blue headgear — you seen him?”



       “Yes.”  Peterson could quite honestly testify to that.





       “That type.  He’'s in the Path of Reason.  Big shot, I think.  Used to come in here once or twice a year, but always before the floor show.  Too bad this time.  Those fundamentalists are hell on wheels in a place like this.  So what if he is one of the good guys, he’'s still bad for business.”



       “I’'ve read somewhere about this Jihad business,” Peterson said in a voice intended to sound only casually interested.  “Can’'t remember what it’'s all about.”



       “Hey, it’'s really something over there!  And if these Path guys don’'t stop it, it’'s gonna spread all over the world, fella.  I can tell you that.”  The bartender looked around and grinned.  “Order another drink and I can talk to you ‘'till the end of the floor show.”  He indicated the other patrons at the bar with a wink.  “It’'s a cinch these guys aren’'t gonna be ordering anything ‘'till then.”






•   •   •




       Peterson finally got Campbell on the phone at a quarter to ten.  He had been calling all morning, both at his Times office and at his apartment.  He finally reached him at home.



       “Campbell.  I’'ve got to see you.  And I mean right now.”





       “Well, I don’'t wonder, Henry.  I have the printout right here in front of me.  I’'m still shaking my head over this whole thing, Doc.  I know you’'re a genius, but this beats all.  Our friend was found a couple hours ago in a seedy hotel down by the docks.  I take it all back, Henry, I should never have doubted you for a —”



       “Shut up, will you?  I’'m telling you I’'ve got to see you.”





       Campbell finally listened and was alarmed.  “Did something happen?”



       “No.  Nothing happened.  Just turn your scrambler on . . . how high do you get?”



       “Ten to the twelfth, I think.”





       “Then turn to that, and hurry up.”  Peterson tapped in the necessary instructions and waited impatiently for Campbell’'s phone to make connections.




       “Hello.  Henry, are you there?”




       “Yes.  And listen to me.”  Peterson was half furious and half terrified.  “I talked to . . . to a guy who knows the score about our recently departed friend.”




       “Yes?  What score is —
  
”




       “Listen to me and keep quiet,” Peterson rasped.  “This guy told me Khawlani is one . . . was one of the people trying to talk Mideast Moslems out of starting a Jihad!  You hear me?  He’'s against all this Holy War crap!  This guy says Khawlani is the best friend America has, or best friend we had in that part of the world.”  Peterson paused for breath.  “Now I want to know, Campbell.  I want to know, since you sent me to kill this guy Khawlani and he’'s fighting on our side, I want to know what side are you working for?”



       “Ah, Henry,” Campbell sighed.  “I had hoped you would never ask.”



�






    CHAPTER  TEN






       It had been raining all morning, lightly but persistently, when the taxi arrived to take Peterson over to Wesley Campbell’'s apartment.  The cool weather, the bright sky, the spring rain had given the city one of its loveliest faces, but Peterson couldn’'t keep his eyes open enough to enjoy it.  He hadn’'t slept a single minute the night after he phoned Campbell about the Khawlani affair;  he had prowled around his apartment all the next day, occasionally calling Campbell to see whether he had returned from this, the latest of his all-of-a-sudden trips out of town.  He hadn’'t, so Tuesday night was almost as sleepless as Monday night had been.  Then today, when Campbell had phoned him to set up a luncheon appointment, Peterson found himself too sleepy to drive his own car.  He had the cabbie drop him on Central Park West and walked the rest of the way.  He wasn’'t clear in his mind why he was taking such precautions to avoid being connected with the Times columnist at this late date, but some warning voice inside told him to be careful and he was too tired to argue.



       By the time he stood in the lobby of Campbell’'s apartment building his mood had become more intense and even more complex than it had been the past two days.  Anger, exasperation, fear, supplication . . . everything added up to just one distinct feeling:  misery.



       “Come right ahead up, Henry.”  Campbell was his maddeningly cheerful self.  “Everything’'s open ahead of you.”



       “Except the guy at the end of the line,” Peterson growled under his breath.



       When the elevator arrived at Campbell’'s floor, Peterson had another spasm of reluctance, a sudden desire to go back to his own apartment and turn off the entry signals, the telephone, the printer, every connection with the outside world, and await his approaching death in a state of self-induced coma.  Never in all the difficult and risky jobs he had undertaken around the world had he felt this deadening reluctance.  But during these last three weeks of facing up to the medical realities of his own body and searching for someone to replace him, he had experienced an unprecedented desire to give it all up, just throw in the towel and let the world go to hell.



       It was Campbell’'s voice coming through the lobby speaker that got him moving again.  Without willing it or making any kind of decision about what he wanted to do, Peterson walked to the elevator and pushed the button for Campbell’'s floor.  When the doors opened again, he found the columnist standing in front of him with a bottle of his favorite Pilsner and a chilled stein.



       As they went into the upstairs library and made themselves comfortable, they both let time and custom carry them along without saying anything significant about Peterson’'s phone call two days before.  Each of them knew that they were here for no other purpose but to clear up the painful question of loyalties and purposes.  Each of them knew they were wasting each other’'s time with the small talk they were busily exchanging.  But neither was willing to pull off the bandages and start probing the wound.



       Then Campbell made a misstep.  “I must say the Times’' management has never annoyed me with questions after any of my quick trips, Henry.   I’'ll have to hand them that much.  Like today,” he continued, “when I dropped in on my way home from the airport, the only thing they asked was when I would be sending in tomorrow’'s column.  They wanted to schedule an editor to handle it.”  He laughed lightly and put another ice cube in his drink.  “For all the Times knows, I could be working for another paper on the side.”



       “And are you?”  Peterson’'s tone of voice signaled the end of their pointless chatter.



       “Am I what?”  Campbell tried to dodge the question.





       “Working for somebody else,” Peterson said.  “Who are you working for, Campbell?  I know you write for the Times, and I know what you say in your column, and I know it sounds all right and generally works out all right, but —”



       “But what, Henry?  Khawlani?  Trying to stop Holy Wars?  Are you really that innocent that you believe everyone who professes to be on our side really is?”



       “Well, I sure as hell,” Peterson spluttered, “I certainly know that this Islamic thing is a time bomb waiting to go off!  I know these people revile Western civilization and want to destroy it.  I know they’'re churning around in the middle of one of the world’'s major sources of petroleum.  And I know that anyone who’'s trying to bring peace in that area is an ally of the West, whatever his motives are.”



       “This is a matter of appearances, Henry.  You scientists are so used to working with nice dependable things like atoms and molecules, you lose your way in the woods when you try to deal with your fellow man.”




Peterson exploded at Campbell’'s remark.  “That’'s what Khawlani wanted to do.  Deal with his fellow man.  He wanted to talk his fellow man out of doing what he enjoys most:  shooting at defenseless people from behind trees, planting bombs in people’'s cars and houses and airplanes, kidnapping people and holding them for ransom.  And I know which side I’'m on.  I’'m on Khawlani’'s side.”   Peterson leaned forward and tapped Campbell on the knee.  “Who are you for, Wesley?  Just who the hell do you work for?”

       Campbell put down his wine glass and took out a handkerchief.  “Henry.”  He wiped perspiration off his forehead.  “I’'d give a great deal to be able to go into detail with you on that subject.”  He blew his nose quietly.  “But I am, as yet, not at liberty to do so.”  He sat looking at Peterson wordlessly, arguing with himself.  “I have instructions to say nothing at all to you about that.”   Decided now, Campbell picked up his wine glass and emptied it.  “I can only point out to you that, although Khawlani claimed to be on our side, he was, most emphatically, not.  That’'s not only a typical occurrence in international affairs, Henry, but it makes the next subject all the more crucial to you and to the country as a whole.”

       Peterson was too numb in the wake of Campbell’'s stonewalling to realize that he had been given a cue to change the subject.  It took him so long to recover that, when Campbell saw that he had Peterson’'s attention again, he took it upon himself to continue.



       “You have approached the question of your successor by searching for a scientist who was already knowledgeable enough about the technical side to be quickly trained on your equipment, who would then be provided with a source of reliable judgment in the field of international relations through some yet-to-be-developed channel of communications.”  Campbell took Peterson’'s empty bottle over to the wet bar and brought him back another chilled Dortmunder Union.  “Well, you’'ve certainly encountered some difficult problems, not the least of which is to instill in the scientist enough zeal to leave science and pursue what only the two of us recognize as a far more important cause.”



       Campbell sat down again and was silent for a moment.  “But suppose we turn it around, Henry.  Just suppose we find someone who is already trained in the political side of things, who is also bright enough to be trained in the technical side in the time we have left to us.”  He was quiet again, watching Peterson think.  “It is my firm belief that we should proceed in that manner, Henry.  And it is absolutely certain that I can be of much more substantial assistance to you in that case.  In fact, I could introduce to you at least a half dozen competent young men to take over the job after being trained on the equipment.  I would remind you that the technical world is much more straightforward than the political world.  The level of competence one can achieve by reading technical handbooks for a year or so, one can attain in my field only after years of historical and political study.  And even then, there are many pitfalls that can only be avoided by mature and clear-headed judgment.  That’'s a difficult thing to teach, Henry.  A difficult thing to teach.”  Again Campbell sat and watched quietly.



       “All right, Wes.  I’'ll promise to consider that approach.  I’'ll think it over very carefully.  I can tell you one thing, though . . . “




       “Tell me what, Henry?”




       “Your lack of candor won’'t help matters a bit.  Not a bit.”  Peterson finished his beer and put it down more vigorously than he would have wanted.  The noise stopped him momentarily but when he had recovered, his voice was more resolute than ever.  “I certainly cannot turn over my work to a bunch of people behind a closed door, and that’'s what I feel you’'re involved with, Wesley.  A bunch of people.  Who?  I don’'t know.  But whatever guidance I get from you in the future, I’'ll be looking at it very closely.  It better make sense to me, Wes, or it won’'t happen.  It just won’'t happen.”



       Campbell threw a leg over the arm of his chair.  “Henry, it’'s a complicated world.  If things work out fast enough, you’'ll be able to look back on this day and realize that, at this point in time, you didn’'t know who was on your side and who was against you . . . against your most vital future interests.”



       “I just hope I’'ve been right when I needed to be,” Peterson said.





       “But that’'s been open to proof all along, Henry.  No one knows that better than you.  The peace of the world was in clear jeopardy at least a dozen times this past quarter century.  And what happened?  From what you’'ve already told me and from what I can deduce from computer correlations, you intervened on the basis of information and analyses reported in the western press and you put a stop to it!  You goddamm well did it by yourself, Henry Peterson.  You did it alone.”  Campbell sat shaking his head.  “It’'s been so hard to believe.  I keep waiting to wake up from this nightmare . . . no, this marvelous dream . . . this incredible dream!”  He uncoiled from the chair and slapped Peterson on the knee.  “You don’'t have to believe in me, Henry.  You only have to believe in the history of these past decades.  You only have to believe in what has happened — and what hasn’'t happened.”



       Peterson sat gazing at the rows of books in the shelves opposite with a growing sense of ease, of relief, almost of sanctuary.  What Campbell had said was quite obviously true.  Cause and effect.  The record was in the history books, in the faces of all those people who live in the world’'s large cities, in the hearts of those alive today who had formerly lived in terror, most of them wanting to flee into the countryside at one time or another to escape the imminent disintegration of their homes and everything they had accomplished.  He looked back at Campbell and suddenly remembered the job.



       “Yes, Wesley, you’'re right, as usual.  But we’'ve still got work to do.  This is no time to sit on our laurels.  When am I going to get information about the Venezuelan end of things?  The Orinoco Basin.  Disrupting the supply of heavy oil?  If those guys pull that off, the U.S. will go to war in the worst possible place at the worst possible time.  But you haven’'t said a word about it in your column, nor to me directly.”



       “I know, I know.  It’'s very strange.  There has been no further action down there for almost a week.”  Campbell sighed and relaxed again.  “The only thing I can figure is that the death of Tafewa threw off Xiang’'s plans.  He was supposed to close the Nigerian oilfields first, then the Venezuelans would cancel all our heavy-oil rights in the Orinoco.  The combined loss would leave us a lot worse off than either one alone.  After all, we’'re coming along pretty fast these days with coal conversion and the solar plants in the Southwest.”  Campbell put his leg back on the arm of the chair.  “But I don’'t consider that one tenth as dangerous as China’'s threats against Japan, Henry.  You only mentioned that briefly last Thursday, but I hope you’'re working out concrete plans for dealing with Xiang and his buddies.”



       The air that had just been cleared between the two of them suddenly turned gloomy again.  “Wesley,” Peterson groaned, “I don’'t even think it’'s possible anymore.  The earliest opportunity I’'ll get . . . the soonest they will be in a public place where I can positively deal with them will be the middle of December — over six months from now.  And six months is more than I . . . 
”
   Peterson hunched forward and avoided Campbell’'s eyes.  “Dr. Palmer told me two days ago that I’'m right on schedule, Wesley.  There won’'t be any December for me unless, well, unless a long shot pays off, and it probably won’'t.”  He abruptly rose to his feet and put out his hand.”  You keep me informed about Venezuela and I’'ll keep you informed about my home-medicine attempts to prolong my — to stretch things out.  Is that a deal?”



       Campbell rose with his guest and shook hands.  “It’'s a deal, Henry, but what’'s the rush?”  He seemed distraught at Peterson’'s sudden departure.  “I thought we could have lunch and —”



       “Sorry, Wes.  Can’'t.  I’'ve got to meet Gail at Lincoln Center in,” he looked at his watch, “less than thirty minutes. Matinée, you know.  I was planning to walk over but . . .  we really are a pair of windbags, you and I.  We’'ve been gabbing away almost two hours.”



       Campbell helped Peterson on with his raincoat and hat.  “Is that where you’'re going, Henry?  You say Lincoln Center?”



       “Yes.  I’'ll have to grab a cab now, Wes.  Will you beep them on the radio?”



       Campbell reached over and pressed the taxicall button.  “What’'s on, Henry?  What are you going to see?”



       “The new Davidson play.  The one everybody’'s raving about.  I was lucky to get tickets.”



       Campbell relaxed.  “Oh, yes.  I know that one.  I haven’'t seen it, but they say it’'s really great.  One of his best.  Long, though.  Takes almost three hours.”



       Peterson shook hands a second time before entering the elevator but neither man said a word.  There was too much to say.



       Since the cab was already at the curb, Peterson rushed over and got in, but then he sat in the back seat without giving a destination.  “Driver.  This isn’'t the twenty-eighth of May, is it?”



       The cabbie turned around and inspected Peterson to see what he had on his hands.  “No.  I gotta admit it ain’'t.  So, seein’' as how it ain’'t the twenty-eighth . . . where to, Mister?”



       Peterson realized his date with Gail was on Friday.  This was only Wednesday.  The glioma wasn’'t supposed to be doing things like this so soon.  He gave the cab driver his home address and pushed back into the corner of the seat, embarrassed.  When they reached his apartment, he gave him twice the tip he should have.  That somehow squared accounts.



       Although he had confused the dates, he still seemed to remember his entry codes perfectly.  Peterson was relieved to see the downstairs door swing open the instant he entered the eight-digit number, he saw the elevator open with yet another code, his apartment door silently swing inward on entering still a third code.  He took off his rain gear and hung it in the already open closet, then pressed the “in residence” key on his console and closed its dust cover.  He was halfway into the kitchen when he realized he’'d closed both the closet door and the console dust cover before he left the apartment.  He always closed them.  He was so meticulous about such things it drove some people up the wall.  So why were they standing open when he got home?  There wasn’'t any possibility that he had forgotten them.  Was there?  Well, what do you think?



       When Peterson’'s thoughts came together, he moved rapidly into the master bedroom and threw open the closet door.  The equipment vault was closed, sure enough, but had it been tampered with?  Peterson felt along the edge of the hanger rail and was just about to press the release when he sensed a movement behind him in the room.  Even twisting around as fast as he could, he was not fast enough.  The quick right arm of a well dressed man in his mid thirties came down with something hard and painful that promptly turned off Peterson’'s vision and just as rapidly turned off his consciousness as well.  He never felt himself sinking to his knees, starting to fall over, being caught under the shoulders and pulled back into the room, being lifted and placed on the bed.  Nor did he hear the apartment door closing five minutes later.



�






  CHAPTER  ELEVEN






       Peterson woke up three times before his eyes would focus.  He was alone in the apartment the first time, there were many people rushing around yelling at each other the second time, this the third time, was quiet again but with a light shining in his eyes, then not, then shining again, then not.




       “Henry?  Can you hear me, Henry?”




       That voice was extremely familiar, but it shouldn’'t be here, not in his apartment.  As memories slowly stirred themselves in his brain again, Peterson sat up in alarm.  Where had they taken him?  What happened at the apartment?  His equipment, what about that?



       “Whoa, Henry!  Not so fast, man.”



       It was Palmer.  He must be in the hospital.





       “Just lie back and take it easy until I finish my examination, Henry.  Our first concern now is the fact that you were hit on the head.  Worst place the bugger could have chosen.”  Peterson realized that his shoes had been removed, then felt his socks being pulled off.  A cold piece of metal was being drawn up along the sole of his left foot from heel to toe.  “Well, that’'s good to see,” Palmer said.  “Let’'s look at the other.”  He felt the running pressure along his right foot.



       “Fine, Henry.  You have no Babinski reflex on either side, your eyes accommodate to light well on both sides, your eyegrounds are clear, no sign of choked disc.”  He stood up and began to put his instruments back into a leather satchel.  “I’'d say you’'ve come through this adventure of yours in better shape than either of us could have expected.”  He snapped the catches at each end and came back up to the 
head of the bed.  “Now tell me,
 where does your head hurt?”



       Peterson reached up and discovered that his toupée had been removed (why not just stop bothering to wear it?).  “Along the side here, Bob.  No.  The other side.  Yes.  Ouch!  Hey!  That’'s it, for Christ sake!”



       Palmer laughed.  “Splendid, Henry.  You sound more like yourself already.”  He shifted his probing fingers to the back of Peterson’'s head.  “What about here?  Anything?  No?  And down here?  Nothing at all?  Fine. 
 No occipital headache, then.  T
hat’'s good news.”  He leaned over Peterson and held up his hand.  “Would you follow my hand around as I move it, Henry?  That’'s right.  Over here.  Still see it clearly?  And here?  Fine.  Now look at my fingers straight ahead of you.  How many do you see?”



       “Two of them,” Peterson answered.  He also saw that he was lying on his own bed at home.



       “And now?”





       “Only one.”





       Palmer squeezed Peterson’'s shoulder and stepped back from the bed.  “Good movement, no diplopia.  Do you have any pain in the neck, Henry?”



       “Other than you?”





       “Other than me.”





       “Nope.”





       “Then I’'m going to give you a clean bill of health and go back to people who need me.  Lieutenant?”



       There was a very pleasant basso profundo voice at the doorway and Palmer moved further away from the bed.  “He’'s all yours, Lieutenant.  No need to take him to the hospital.  Try not to tire him too much with your questions, but . . . there’'s really nothing special by way of precautions.  Do you have any aspirin here, Henry?”



       “Yes, I think so.”





       “Take it for the pain in your scalp and any general reactions you may have, but get in touch with me immediately if you start hurting in the back of your head or in the neck.  Okay?”



       Peterson reached out and brushed Palmer’'s sleeve with his fingertips.  “Okay, Bob.  And thanks a lot for the house call.”



       “You can thank Lieutenant Rudzinsky here.  When it comes to persistence, he’'s got us all beat.  And you’'re about to find that out for yourself, I’'m delighted to say.  I’'d like to stay to see what happens when the world’'s two most stubborn people go at each other, but I really have to get back to work.”



       The lieutenant told one of the patrolmen to drive Palmer the block and a half over to the hospital.  Then he came up to the head of the bed carrying a chair.  “I’'m happy to see that you’'re all right, Doctor.  Really happy.  We were very worried there for a while.”



       “How long has it been, Lieutenant?  Since I was hit, I mean.”





       “That’'s one of the things I want to find out, Dr. Peterson.  It’'s five thirty right now, and your personal alarm came into the station at a quarter to three.  Can you place the time that you were struck on the head more exactly ?”




       “My personal alarm?  What personal alarm?”




       “On your apartment’'s utility module.  Lots of people with . . . when they have special medical problems, they use them in case they can’'t phone.  It’'s that alarm that rang us, Dr. Peterson.  You managed to get to it sometime after you were struck.  Don’'t you remember? 



       Peterson began to think the situation through to the end.  He obviously couldn’'t tell the police about the equipment vault.  And, for all he knew, that had nothing to do with the break-in.  He’'d have to know more about what happened before he could handle this business.



       “Oh, yes.  Of course,” he said as he pulled himself up into a semi-reclining position.  “I must have returned home about two-thirty, although I didn’'t look at my watch.  But isn’'t there a record on my apartment monitor?”



       “That’'s just the thing, Doctor.  The monitor tape has been wiped clean, all the way back to the twenty-second of May.  There isn’'t a record left on it of comings or goings, of programmings or deletions, of anything at all.  Can you recall doing that yourself?”



       After frantic deliberation, Peterson decided it was safe to play that one truthfully.  “No, I can’'t.  And I’'m sure I didn’'t.  I like records, Lieutenant.  It goes with my work.  I’'m certain I didn’'t erase that tape.”



       “That’'s the way we had it figured, too, Doctor.  The burglars up here on 71stst must be pretty sophisticated.  He didn’'t want any record of when he came in, so he just wiped the disk back to its beginning and took that information away from us, I’'m afraid.  So the nearest you can put it is two-thirty?”



       “Yes, that’'s right.  But he was here in the apartment already.  How the hell did he manage that?  I have a three-tier, eight-digit security system here.  It’'s mathematically impossible for him to —”



       “Isn’'t your system controlled from the monitor, Doctor?  Most of them are.”



       “Yes, certainly.”





       “And you can write in whatever digits you want . . . even set up a changing system for every day of the week . . . isn’'t that right?”



       “Exactly.  And I do.  I program daily changes in my entry codes.  It isn’'t possible for anyone to . . . “  Peterson didn’'t finish the sentence because, quite obviously, someone had.



       “Do you feel strong enough to come into the living room with me, Doctor?”  Rudzinsky held up his hand.  “Now don’'t try it if there’'s any —”



       “Yes.  I’'m quite all right.  Palmer must have given me a pick-me-up.”



       “He injected something in your arm shortly after we brought him here, I know that.”



       “Good old Bob.  And you too, Lieutenant.  I’'m really very grateful to you for looking after me so well.  Bringing Palmer here like that;  he must have put up quite a fight.”



       “The two officers I sent over to pick him up were selected with that in mind, Doctor.  I wouldn’'t argue with either one of them myself.”  The lieutenant slid his hand under Peterson’'s opposite shoulder and eased him on to his feet.  “Now if you just lean toward me, I can take the strain off until you can sit down again.”



       They went into the living room which was already occupied by three uniformed officers dusting for fingerprints, examining the furniture under laser light and taking photographs.  Peterson was just beginning to feel a bit dizzy when they reached the comfortable leather swivel chair at his main monitor.  The lieutenant lowered him into it and stood ready to grab him if he started to fall.



       “Now this is what I wanted to show you, Doctor.”  He slid open the front panel and flipped a drive lever.  “Anyone who gains access to your apartment for even just a couple minutes can put a blank disk of his own into your spare drive here and have the monitor make a record of your whole entry-code program.  He takes it out, closes everything back up again, puts the disk into his pocket, takes it home with him, reads it out on his own system . . . and then, Doctor, he can waltz into your apartment any day of the week at any time of the day he wants.”



       Peterson’'s thoughts raced back and forth in time and circumstance looking for answers.  His face must have signalled his consternation, for the lieutenant patted him on the shoulder and sought to reassure him.  “That’'s all right, Doctor.  No problem.  You just erase everything you’'ve programmed in there and fix yourself up with a new set of entry codes.  New numbers.  New daily variations.  The works.”  He reached over to the control panel and flipped a switch Peterson had never used before.  “Now this here is what can keep a thing like this from happening again.  This here’'s a program lock.  You instruct the monitor to do nothing, print out nothing, accept no re-programming or anything else unless you type in your own privacy code in the preamble.  That way, nobody can ask it to record information on one of their disks the way this guy must have done.”



       The lieutenant bent over to look for an adjustment lever beneath Peterson’'s chair.  “And now, Doctor, I’'d like to lower you into a more comfortable position here while I ask you some questions.”



       Vaguely alarmed, Peterson asked, too quickly, “What kind of questions, Lieutenant?”



       “First off, I’'d like as good a description of your assailant as you can give us.  Then a complete list of your visitors for the past couple . . . ah, let’'s see . . . how often do you change your entry program?”



       “Once a month.”



       “Okay.  For the past month, at least.  And as far back before that as you can reliably remember.  I need to know about cleaners, service people, repairmen, caterers, your own friends, of course . . . .  Everyone you can remember.  Anyone who spent enough time in this room to let him copy your codes while you weren’'t looking.”



       Peterson gave as complete a list as he could, with the exception of Wesley Campbell’'s visit the previous Sunday.  It was almost seven in the evening before the lieutenant’'s questions came to an end and he put away his notebook.  Never in his life had Peterson encountered as thorough and conscientious a policeman and he groped for the words to tell him so.



       “I don’'t know how to thank you for all the trouble you’'re taking, Lieutenant.  My guess is that the guy who did this had better leave the country quick.”



       “You bet he should, Dr. Peterson.  This isn’'t just official business for me here with you.  This is family business.  And the Rudzinsky family looks after its own.”




       “I don’'t understand.  How family?”




       “I should explain to you, Doctor, that my daughter Michelle had a rare and dangerous form of nephritis when she was eleven years old.  That was back in ‘'72, and they didn’'t have these new synthetic virus blockers then.  The only thing that kept her alive was the Peterson blood monitor hooked up to an intravenous dispenser.  Well, the doctors explained to us what they were doing and more or less how your system works and who you were.  And we’'ve kept you sorta in mind ever since.  So when your monitor’'s personal alarm put in the call notifying us you were in trouble, I high-tailed it over here faster than the law allows, and I can tell you, Doctor, I was pretty worried about things until you started perking up a bit.  I’'m glad you had the foresight to put Dr. Palmer’'s name and number on that message disk.  We would have had to run you over to Bellevue if it hadn’'t been for that.”



       Somewhere deep inside, Peterson felt the kind of glow he had seldom experienced since he stopped working close to hospitals.  “Tell me, Lieutenant, if you will:  how has your daughter come through it after all these years?  How is she today?”



       “Michelle?  Oh, that girl is the pride of the family.  She’'s with Western Energy.  A physical chemist, they call it.  She’'s in charge of a project all by herself.”



       “Western Energy!  That’'s the top outfit in the field.  They’'re the best chance we’'ve got of pulling out of our oil problems.  Your daughter’'s a Project Head there?”



       “You bet, Doctor.  Now do you see why I’'m going to get the guy who hit you — whatever it takes?  Nobody pushes around somebody who saved our Michelle’'s life.  Not anybody.  Understand?  Now you lock up this system behind me and don’'t let anybody in but your mother.  And I’'ll get on with my work.”



       It was almost ten o’'clock before Peterson thought about eating.  While he pulled a couple of his everlasting and forever cheeseburgers out of the freezer and put them in the microwave oven, he mulled over the facts that didn’'t fit as neatly as they should.  Disconnecting his computer from the outside line  (just to be on the safe side),  he listed them on the screen.





                   
•
 
 
They did not find me on the floor by the closet;  they found me stretched out on my own bed.





                   
•
 
 
The equipment vault had not been tampered with and the intruder must have left almost immediately after knocking me out.  Why didn’'t he continue the search?  I went right to the closet and almost opened the vault;  why didn’'t he catch on?  What was the big rush to get out?  Does it mean that the equipment wasn’'t what he was after?





                   
•
 
 
I was completely unaware of the personal-alarm feature on that damn monitor.  I sure as hell didn’'t trip it, and I sure as hell didn’'t put Palmer’'s name on it.





                   
•
 
 
I gave Rudzinsky every possible name but Wesley’'s.  If the good lieutenant comes up empty handed, am I going to conclude that Wesley copied my security codes?  He was already there while I was in the shower.  Did he really know the time we had agreed on?  Did he deliberately come early?





                   
•
 
 
Could an ordinary burglar get my codes, wipe my monitor tape, do all that stuff with the personal alarm . . . and then panic out of here like a juvenile delinquent without stealing a thing?  Doesn’'t sound likely.







•   •   •




       New York cab drivers enter the city’'s asphalt coliseum each Saturday morning in a desperate contest to break even on the week.  Strung out and impoverished from five workdays of taking busy executives to and from restaurants around the corner from their offices, they think nothing of backing halfway down a one-way street, on Saturday, to grab a fare that looks like Long Island or Westchester County.  The war is made even more murderous by the sadism of certain dispatchers who announce fares over the radio without giving the destinations and without assigning any particular cab to the call.



       If he hadn’'t felt so shaky when he woke up that morning, Peterson would have walked over to the hospital by himself but, distrusting his legs, he phoned in a cab request and went downstairs to wait in the bright warm sun.  A two-way street, East 71stst was suddenly full of cabs coming in both directions.  After a pretty nasty scene involving drivers who had been friends up to that moment, he found himself almost shoved into the back seat of a big roomy Checker and driven off toward the East River by the winning gladiator.  When he delivered a triumphant “Where to, buddy?” from the front seat, the cabbie was less than thrilled to learn that “Where to” was already in sight.  He turned south on York Avenue and swung into the hospital gate like an Iranian car bomber, then gazed at Peterson’'s 25-cent tip as though it were the emperor’'s thumb pointing straight down at the ground.  Peterson got out far shakier than he had gotten in.



       This the admissions nurse took into account when she yelled for a wheelchair and strapped him in, top and bottom.  A buzz of conversation followed him through the corridors as word of his identity spread in his wake, down into the sub-basement’'s bank of diagnostic cubicles, through the prep station and onto a gurney with five hovering staff members trying to help each other out and set up the general lines for the stories they would tell their grandchildren at the appropriate time.  Clocks at both ends of the ward were checked against everyone’'s wristwatch to make sure their legendary patient arrived at his destination precisely at the appointed second.  Their fretting and fuming quickly communicated themselves to their patient and doubled his already intolerable anxiety.



       When the Rockefeller team transferred him from a gurney to the CAT-scanner’'s long tubular slide, Peterson kept sitting up and trying to ask questions.  The nurse in the scanner room listened carefully to his voice until she detected a slight tremor at the end of short words ending in vowels.  She then decided that heavier sedation was needed — nothing could be more frustrating than to lose a 45-minute head scan because the patient got antsy and moved around after 40 minutes.



       She had badly misjudged, however, just what it was Peterson was nervous about.  Not X-Ray scanners by a long shot, but medication to quell his anxiety was what scared Henry Peterson.  Ken Grundig and his tape recording were safely behind him;  he wasn’'t going to audition for another one here in New York.  The argument was over quickly;  if the Peterson aura worked magic within New York’'s police force, it was sheer dynamite in any hospital on the planet.  Whatever her experience with quavering vowels in the voices of mere mortals, the head nurse in radiology was not about to press it into service when dealing with the Einstein of Medicine.



       Peterson lay rigid, undrugged, unable to sleep, as the circular array of X-Ray detectors rotated about his head.  Bursts of X-Rays at various frequencies were pencil-beamed at his head while the carefully designed silicon detectors reported to the CAT-scan computer the exact angle at which every penetrating photon was scattered by the structures within his skull.  Glancing occasionally at the reconstructed results on her screen, the technician operating the equipment was quite pleased at its clarity, quite pleased with her stationary patient.



       For his part, Peterson was paralyzed with apprehension about those same results.  This scan was the first in Palmer’'s projected series, a sequence that would tell them how rapidly the attack on his brain was progressing.  But whatever the results, Peterson had decided to begin the greatest gamble of his risk-filled life.  He had decided to turn the murderous photons of his own laser on himself.  The unanswered question was whether he could reinforce the walls of his brain’'s fragile blood vessels by triggering off their natural clotting processes.  He was determined to succeed — or die trying.

�




  CHAPTER  TWELVE




       Palmer clumsily tapped in the code HP-CEREBRAL.CAT-29.5.98 and moved his chair over to give Peterson room to view the screen beside him.



       “This is what I mean, Henry.  Look here.  I’'ve set it up to display your entire brain scan in five slices from top to bottom.  This top slice, of course, shows nothing at all wrong;  in fact, it never will.  As Ken Grundig told you, this glioma never attacks upward into the cortex, the thinking brain.  And, as he also told you, there isn’'t even any penetration, as yet, into this next layer down.  But there will be, probably around the middle of August.”  Palmer turned the screen further toward Peterson.  “It’'s down here in the midbrain that we see definite advances from the CAT-scans taken by me in April and by Perrini at Mass General on the 6thth of May.  In five weeks it has grown forward and upward from the pons into the corpus collosum.  No symptoms as yet.  In the next five weeks it will get up into this structure here, the corpus striatum.  That’'s when we can expect the first signs of uncontrolled behavior in the facial muscles, the right arm and the right leg.”



       “Already?  That’'s only July!  I’'ll be crippled that soon?”





       “Crippled?  No, no, Henry.  Far from crippled.  Your problems at that time will be very slight, not debilitating.  They won’'t interfere with your activities until the second five weeks.  Then you move into what Ken told you was the ‘'half life’':  half your time will be good, half your time bad.  The primary invasion at that time will be down in this slice here, in the middle.  And somewhat later, up here in front.  And then down in this bottom slice where the attack on most patients’' blood vessels is the primary cause of death.”



       “When will I start to . . . when will I become disabled?”





       “September.”  Palmer abruptly snapped off the display screen.  His voice became brusque to the point of brutality.  “You’'ll quickly lose muscular coordination on the right side of your body and the emotional effects will then become quite pronounced.  You’'ll have to plan for . . . you’'ll have to cut out all outside activities after that.  But that’'s only a month or so before the end . . . and . . . .”   Palmer ran out of words and sat quietly drumming his fingers on the display table.  Peterson stared at the screen, thinking over how much he had to do before September.  He asked Palmer to push the taxicall button and, when it responded, the two of them walked to the elevator, thinking their private thoughts and wishing they were somewhere else.





•   •   •



       Looking out his office window at small boats moving through the West Channel, Palmer felt none of the peace and tranquility he saw in the clear Spring sunlight on the water below.  He shifted the phone into his left hand and pulled the window closed.  “Yes, Carl.  I’'ll send you copies of this CAT and a report of his other tests, but do you know what Peterson wants?”  Palmer hardly listened to Perrini as he strode back to his desk and scribbled a memo to mail the promised information up to Boston.  “He wants full CAT-scans taken every two weeks from now on.  He wants full-spectrum scans every other Tuesday morning until further notice.  He wants them done at exactly the same time of day each time.  Same machine.  Same program.”  Palmer went back to the window.  “Carl.  The man is dying.  We know that. He knows that.  It isn’'t going to make a damn bit of difference whether I make CAT-scans of his head every two weeks or every two minutes, the man is dying, okay?  So what the hell good is this one-man research project, with pointless X-Ray scans coming out the kazoo, when they’'ll all go into the trash can four or five months from now?”



       This time Palmer listened to Perrini, but it didn’'t make him any happier.  “Who?  Wait a minute.  What’'s that name again?  Betty . . . how do you spell that?  T•I•L•S•O•N.  Betty Tilson.  Just how and where does she come into this?”  Palmer’'s irritation with ‘'those two fussbudgets in Boston’' was growing worse every day.   This long-distance involvement in their long-distance worries was cutting into his attention to patients who had a chance to get well.  He had avoided hopeless cases like Peterson’'s all his life, and now he was trapped in a completely sterile game of blind-man’'s bluff, first over the telephone and now, apparently, with some biologist who was coming here to New York.  Damn it to hell!  If Grundig weren’'t the current president of the American Neurosurgery Association, Palmer would tell these two to get lost and then transfer Peterson over to Bellevue where the city could play CAT-scan games with him.



       “Yes.  Certainly, Carl.  I understand that, but I don’'t understand why Henry Peterson was interviewing her.  Interviewing her for what?”  Palmer swung around and started to pace the floor, his light telephone headset connected with the switchboard on the floor below by radio.  He kicked a wastebasket out of his path as it became clear he wasn’'t going to get rid of Perrini so fast this time.



       “That’'s a lot of trouble to take for nothing, Carl.  You’'re telling me a dying man goes running around Cambridge for over a week and holds day-long interviews with . . . how many? . . . with three people . . . repeated interviews . . . and he doesn’'t have any particular job in mind for them?”  He went to the window to watch the river again;    at least the boats seemed to know what they were doing.  “Yes, fine, I’'ll do that, Carl.  Tell her to give my secretary a ring as soon as she’'s settled in at NYU and I’'ll have her over for a chat.  She can fill me in then.  Okay? . . . Right you are. . . Right. . . Yes, goodbye, Carl.”  Palmer’'s exasperated sigh went over the line to Boston before he hung up the headset.  When he thought of the additional time he would be wasting in a hopeless cause on a dying man, he rattled a few of his favorite curses off the walls.  Robert Palmer was another doctor who hated the very thought of death.  The death of an old friend was all the more intolerable.





•   •   •



       Peterson released the electronic lock on his apartment door and slid his hand down the edge away from the knob before pushing it open and moving in cautiously himself.  He pressed it closed with his hand still down low on the edge, then went directly over to the sofa and put his briefcase down.  Opening it, he took out a small battery pack and what would appear to anyone casually glancing at it to be a normal flashlight.  These he hooked together, tightening the wingnuts that held the laser on the front of its power supply, then went back to the doorknob.



       With the lights still off and only a dim glow coming from the window in the dining room, Peterson illuminated the knob with ultraviolet light from all directions, carefully not touching it, painstakingly inspecting it on all sides and searching the area around it for any telltale fluorescence.  There was no disturbance of the fine yellowish dust on the knob, no sign of it being scattered around the door area.  He moved further into the room and kept inspecting every likely surface with the UV laser.  Nothing.  He went into the bedroom and swept the general area, then opened the closet and swept very carefully around the opening of the equipment vault. Nothing .  Nothing at all.  



	Well, that was that.



       He took a last glance at the vault area and winced in embarrassment at the bonehead play he almost made earlier that morning when he was about to leave.  Taking the tracing powder in here with him, he was just about to put it on the outside surfaces of the vault when he realized that he was dealing with an intruder of such expertise that he himself could well be carrying an ultraviolet laser to look for the nitrophenylpentadienal tracer.  If that were the case, Peterson would be creating a neon sign announcing where the vault was.



       The incident had shaken Peterson’'s confidence, not only in his ability to deal with the unknown attacker, but in his own basic judgment as well.  It was not a comfortable feeling to take into his current enterprise.  He put it off with unnecessary household chores for an hour and a half.  He almost talked himself out of it altogether in mid afternoon.  He even thought he could predict its failure despite the fact that neither he nor anyone else could have the faintest idea what the results would be.   At a quarter to four
 


 he finally ran out of excuses.



       Having taken reasonable precautions to see that no one could either come in or see in, Peterson went into the bedroom and cleared off the high dresser.  It wasn’'t enough room, but he was reluctant to set things up at the writing table in the living room because of his vivid memories of events there a week ago.  Could it have been only a week?  Yes.  Eight days ago.  A terrible mess.  But the name of every person in the cleanup crew who had been in this room had gone into Lieutenant Michael Rudzinsky’'s notebook, and the idiotic feeling of despair that had driven him to attempt suicide in the first place had disappeared completely.  He didn’'t think he’'d make another attempt on his life —  he hoped his unknown assailant would follow his example.



       Indeed his predominant emotion now had become grim determination to see it all through.  He was going to find someone to carry on after his death, even if it had to be one of Peterson’'s Realpolitiks — and God alone knew who they were.  He even felt able to continue on the job until an apprentice could be trained and put to work.  There wasn’'t any pain to speak of.  His headaches weren’'t any more severe than usual, nor more frequent.  He didn’'t feel overly tired or listless.  It really might not be necessary to turn his laser on himself after all.  Look how good he was feeling.  Look how —  .



       Same old crap.  Trying to talk himself out of it.  But you just can’'t spend twenty-eight years using the equipment in its intended way, and seeing its results countless times in the news bulletins, without developing an attitude toward it.  An attitude of respect.  An attitude of healthy fear?  Sure, but it’'s a lot healthier to forget all that now and go ahead.  Go ahead.  Now, Henry!



       Peterson opened the vault by turning the clothes bar and pushing it a short way into the wall.  He knew the “back brace” was charged and tuned, but it would be too awkward under the circumstances and he certainly didn’'t need a high-power laser for this job, thank you.  So he rummaged around on the bottom shelf for the attaché case he occasionally used when the circumstances required it.  He pulled it out from behind a box of brand new power-pack belts and put it on the right-hand side of the dresser.  Returning to the vault, he knelt down and unwrapped the box, chose one of the power-pack belts at random, and put it next to the attaché case.  He had designed them to work with the various lasers interchangeably.  The glasses would be his normal ones — and this was the first time he would be able to use them without shoehorning those damned contact lenses under his eyelids.  He hooked everything together and put his power-output calibration shaver next to the glasses at the proper comb-length spacing.



       With only half the equipment set up on top of the dresser there was little room left, but Peterson never questioned the irrational decision not to use the writing table in the living room.  He merely pushed things closer together and dangled things over the side, then went back to the vault.  Now it was time for the diagnostic equipment:  things that really never should have been stored in the hidden vault, but were put there only because there was room for them.  A Model\8 Peterson Blood Analyzer was the first thing he took out and balanced on the left side of the dresser, followed by an adhesive pickup unit and a fast-response digital tape recorder.  With connecting cables and optical fibers running in all directions, the effect was of a computer junkie’'s home workshop, but after close inspection of the entire lash-up, Peterson pronounced the system ready for operation and took off his tie, then his shirt.



       Normally meticulous during medical procedures, he outdid himself as he moved the optical pickup carefully from side to side looking for his left carotid artery.  The meter read maximum just to the side of his Adam’'s apple and there he stuck a snippet of bright yellow adhesive tape.  Adjusting the meter to read carbon dioxide, he then searched with the pickup for the exact location at which it was reading only the blood flowing through the left internal jugular vein.  The external jugular drained the face and jaw muscles and a lot of meaningless skin;  he didn’'t want his measurements contaminated with blood that wasn’'t coming directly from the brain tissue itself.  When he was satisfied he had the internal jugular, he pulled the covers off the monitor’'s adhesive tabs and pressed it firmly in position.  Setting all the Blood Analyzer’'s controls to zero he ran off a couple records as a baseline.



       When he calibrated the laser output it seemed bizarre to Peterson that he was taking such extreme precautions to shield himself from it despite the fact that he was on the point of zapping himself with it directly at 20 percent of full power.  But he had to be orderly and sequential about this whole business;  take his time, keep good records, avoid mistakes.  Especially avoid mistakes.



       With that in mind he put his arms down at his sides, closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths.  Then he quickly adjusted the laser controls, setting in the pulse-chain parameters he had long since decided on, and picked up the eyeglasses in their light-tight cocoon.  Since laser power was only being fed via optical fiber to the right lens of the glasses, he peeled the yellow adhesive tape off his neck and pressed that lens over the indicated location.  Without a moment’'s hesitation he reached over to the belt and turned it off safety.  Holding his neck steady he exhaled and pressed the button.  After 29 years it seemed incredible to Peterson that he was so astonished at what happened next.



       Absolutely nothing happened next.  Of course.  Nothing at all except the flickering needle on the Blood Analyzer.  That had been the whole point of his procedure all these years.  He saw nothing, he felt nothing, he had no “premonitions” despite pushing the button himself.  Nothing happened.



       He recorded the measurable results as far as they could be seen in the venous blood of the internal jugular and set himself up for the next shot.  Proceeding exactly as he had before, he noted with annoyance that he had left the safety off.  Sloppiness.  Never did that before.  He pressed the button again.  The fact that he felt nothing was no longer astonishing, but the reading on the Blood Analyzer was.  An immediate spurt of prothrombin registered in his jugular vein but not a sign of a platelet could be seen.  That was interesting, but was it normal?  Who knows what’'s normal?  Nobody has ever done this before.



       Two more shots to go.  He wanted to pace around the room first, but the fibers were too short.  He couldn’'t think of any other way to temporize, so he might as well get it over with.  The third shot registered, as before, in the silent analysis of the blood that was flowing back to the heart from his besieged brain.  Peterson double-checked the tape recorder and smiled wryly at the realization his brain was now under attack from two agencies:  the killing tentacles of his hostile glioma and the killing radiation of his own laser.



       Again the prothrombin showed up markedly in the absence of the expected platelets.  Impatient to finish, Peterson let out his breath and held still for the fourth shot.  Although he examined the recorded results of all four exposures again and again, he couldn’'t understand a thing about what was going on inside his body.  He was still standing;  was that a significant sign?  Had he just won a great victory, or had he cut his remaining life in half?  All those years of exciting research when questions like that were the most stimulating aspect of his work — they didn’'t seem so exciting anymore.  He kept watching the analyzer output as it told him about the chemistry of his blood, and he stood rigidly lest he disturb whatever it was that was happening.



       The platelets had never shown up.  He quickly checked and gratefully noted that the level of prothrombin in his body was generally too low to start filling his bloodstream with clots.  “Just stand still and take data,” Peterson whispered.  “Then go into the living room and sit quietly until you get control of yourself.”  He closed his eyes and listened to the absence of noise in the empty apartment.  It got on his nerves after a while.



       It particularly got on his nerves because it mirrored the silence coming from inside his head.  There was so much going on, so much he needed to know about, yet not a single sensation, a single bodily reaction on the outside to let him know what was happening.  His intention to rest quietly went by the board as he pulled the pickup off his neck and began to pace through the rooms of his apartment like a caged animal.  How many times had he gone through these exact same procedures, with someone else, to read about a stroke the next day, the next week, the next —  .  “For Christ’'s sake, shut up!”



       He went to the module and switched on television screens all over the apartment.  Deliberately putting a different channel on each screen, he created chaos, both verbal and visual.  Then he returned to his pacing.  Twenty-five minutes later he found himself standing rock still in the doorway of his study, mentally tuning out the other channels while the screen on the opposite wall focused in tightly on the face of a speaker at some meaningless convention in suburban Washington.  Peterson listened intently as another speaker came to the podium, then two more.



       “That’'s the closest thing to treason I’'ve ever heard, you bastard!”  The shout was loud enough to get the attention of his apartment monitor but Peterson himself was completely unaware of it.  Instead of readjusting the central controls, he went into the study and closed the door to shut out the noise from the other screens.  “Why don’'t you guys register as agents of . . . .”   He couldn’'t think of what they should register as.  Another twenty minutes found him pacing around the relatively small study, swinging at things in the room with the bow tie he had slipped over his head and stuck in his pocket. “Why don’'t you give ‘'em New York and Washington while you’'re at it?”  He slashed at the lamp on the desk.  “Why not ship our factories over to them — so much more convenient!”  An empty decanter went tumbling to the floor.  “Now that’'s great.”  He stood looking at the screen.  “That is just great.”  He went over and pushed off the local control;  the screen went dark and the sound went off.  “Can you beat that?!”  He punched one of his favorite easy chairs hard enough to bruise his knuckles.  “Jesus!”



       The pain in his hand being enough to reestablish connections with the world around him, he laid the bow tie carefully on his desk and left the room.  While he ran ice water over his sore hand at the bar, he pondered the meaning of his uncharacteristic behavior.  “Fear, most likely.  That’'s most likely what it was.”  He turned off the water and looked around for a towel.  “I’'m in a panic over what’'s happening, or what might happen.  I turned it into anger because . . . ,” he dried his hand and took the towel with him into the kitchen, “I don’'t know exactly why, but anger is somehow always right around the corner for me these days.  Yet what I’'m thinking about is always fear.”



       He stretched out in his recliner and put the damp towel over his eyes, balanced in mind and body between triumph and despair.  Triumph and despair.   There was no way in the world he could figure out which one he should feel at that particular moment.



�




    CHAPTER  THIRTEEN






       There was a cab slowing to a stop across the street, but it was coming from York Avenue and that seemed a bit unlikely.  Peterson followed it with his eyes as far as he could.  Damn windows in these maximum-security apartments!  Don’'t open far enough;  can’'t see who’'s getting out.  Jesus Christ!  Someone from across the street.  To hell with this!  I’'m acting like a high-school kid. She’'s going to get here when she gets here and that’'s that.



       Peterson went back to the cozy group of leather chairs at the far end of the living room and sat down without making himself another drink.  At his low tolerance level, a couple drinks in a row could slur his speech, his mind, his eye-hand control and even his ability to walk.



       It was a better idea to sit here calmly and collect his thoughts.  Even think up some definite line of approach.  She was easy to talk to, as far as he could remember, and she expressed herself well.  Yes, quite articulate.  But just sit quietly now and relax.  Think of the approach.  This had to be good;  could be the last goddam chance.  Could be —  .



       Peterson jumped up at the first buzz and went quickly over to the security monitors.  “Hello, Dr. Tilson, come right up.  The light guides will show you the way.”  He opened the apartment door, at first standing in the doorway, then returning to his chair, then changing his mind and going back to the doorway again.  When Elizabeth Tilson arrived, he was thinking of going back to sit down and act casual, but he had waited too long.



       “Hello again, Dr. Peterson.”  She took his hand and shook it in a firm grip, then strode by him into the room and made a visual tour of everything she could see.  “I played one of my favorite games on the bus coming here.”  She went further into the room.  “Guessing what someone’'s home will look like on the basis of his personality, profession, background.  Let’'s see how I did.”



       “You took the bus?!”  Peterson’'s mind had the kind of tenacity that picks out the words it finds interesting and ignores all the rest.  People frequently found it disconcerting.  Tilson was no exception.



       “What?  Yes.  The First Avenue bus goes right past Kips Bay Plaza and right past your corner.”  She noticed the digital time display in his central module.  “Oh, yes.  Sorry I’'m late.  There was a big traffic jam at the United Nations.  Something going on, I guess.”



       Peterson recovered himself and realized he was making Tilson uneasy.  “Yes.  Yes, indeed.  Always, I’'m afraid.”  He closed the door and moved over to the bar.  “I’'ve set us up for lunch at one o’'clock;  do you want something wet in the meantime?  I can fix anything from Brandy Alexanders to strawberry ice cream sodas.”



       “I’'d adore a soda!  Particularly if it were chocolate.”  Her smile reminded Peterson that she was really a beautiful young woman, quite aside from her qualifications as a biologist.  It disquieted him somehow, but he couldn’'t for the life of him figure out why.  Perhaps the task he wanted to propose to her would be better done by someone less radiant, less alive.  The guy from MIT had been ugly as sin and it seemed to influence Peterson in his favor.  He certainly stayed with him long after it was obvious the guy was a nut case.  And now that the other two candidates had been eliminated for one reason or another, it seemed a bit outlandish that this young woman had more of the prerequisites for the job, prerequisites Peterson had patterned very closely on himself, than any of the three males he had considered.




       “The machine is so used to making chocolate sodas I don’'t even have to touch the controls anymore.”  He opened the built-in refrigerator and started assembling the ingredients.  “Make yourself comfortable over there or wander around as you please.  I want you to feel at home here.  And I hope you’'ve given us the entire day, because I think we’'ll need it.  We have a lot to talk over and it won’'t be easy for you to digest what I want to propose to you.”   He turned on the soda maker and closed the cabinet door.  “It’'s important that we not be rushed.”





       “No problem about time, Dr. Peterson.  I just got settled in on Sunday and there isn’'t a soul in this town I know well enough to call by their first name.”



       “Speaking of which,” Peterson smiled at her gratefully for the opening, “it’'s time you called me Henry.  It would seem quite bizarre for us to be earnestly discussing . . . I mean, what I want to discuss with you is quite certainly the most important professional activity you could possibly undertake . . . that is, aside from . . . .”  He took two completed sodas out of the now-silent machine.  “But that can wait for the proper time.  May I call you Elizabeth?”



       “No, you may not.”  Tilson was pretty disconcerting herself when it came to conversational responses.  “I answer to Betty and I gnash my teeth at people who call me Elizabeth.”  She smiled back at him.  “Take your pick.”



       “I much prefer calling you Betty;  gnashed teeth always make me nervous this early in the morning.”  Peterson caught himself smiling back at her.



       “Good!” she said.  “That’'s settled then.”  She took the chocolate soda from him.  “Now tell me about the most important professional activity I could possibly undertake.”



       “I will.  I will.  But, I’'ll be perfectly frank with you, I don’'t have the faintest idea how to begin.”  Peterson hadn’'t touched his soda and now turned his attention to it with almost total concentration.  The delicious taste drove away all his thoughts and he immediately came up with the solution.  “Yes.  But of course!  That’'s how to begin.”  He felt pleased with himself, put the glass down on the side table, and was greatly amused, in some inner recess of his consciousness, at the fact that he was launching himself into this conversation with a pretty young lady busily drinking an ice cream soda through a straw.



       “Did you ever study Bernhaupt’'s work on evolution . . . insect evolution?”



       “The generations man?  Yes, I did.  Can’'t remember many of the numbers, though.”  She put her half-finished soda on the floor next to her chair.



       Peterson’'s voice and facial expression grew serious quite abruptly.  “Bernhaupt ran his fruit flies through hundreds of generations of evolution in a few months.  He took a whole bunch of identical groups of the same batch of flies and started changing the conditions of survival — temperature, oxygen, moisture content — and he changed different things at different rates among the various groups.  And do you remember what he reported “



       “Well I certainly didn’'t read all of his papers, but I’'ve read a fair bunch.”  She smiled at him rather vaguely as she searched her memory.  “He found that the flies in the slow-change experiments would simply breed selectively for the new threat . . . “



       “Or new challenge.”





       “Yes.  Exactly.  New challenge.”  She liked people who equated threats with challenges.  “They would breed the ones that functioned well in the new environment and stop breeding the others.”



       “And what about the groups that were subjected to the fast-change experiments?”



       “Well, they mostly died out.”





       “Not all of them,” Peterson said.





       “No, as a matter of fact, that’'s right.  There were some that survived the fast changes because . . . “  She sat thinking, turning the pages of a book in her mind.  “because they just happened to select the right strain from the start.  That was it.”




       “And how did they manage to do that?”




       “Pure chance.”  She considered a moment.  “Yes.  Pure chance.  And it didn’'t happen very often, if I remember right.”



       “Once in ten thousand trials.”  Peterson went into one of his deep studies again while Tilson, used to people who behaved that way, sat quietly waiting for the conversation to continue.



       “Once in ten thousand,” he repeated at last.  “And that’'s not good enough for Western Civilization!”



       Tilson’'s eyebrows went up and her mouth opened slightly, but she decided not to interrupt him with a question.  She was on the point of changing her mind when he leaned toward her intently and said, “It wouldn’'t be fair, Betty.  It would be the dirtiest trick Nature could play on us if the struggle to survive became the very thing that prevented us from surviving.  Do you see that?”



       “Not exactly,” she said.  “I can’'t say as I do.”





       Peterson’'s voice took on a slightly pleading edge.  “We have fought everything we had to fight, down through the centuries.  We’'ve fought germs and locusts and volcanos and . . . and each other . . . and for three million years, we’'ve done every damn thing Nature ever asked us to do . . . And then Nature changed the rules in the space of a single generation, the space of a single year!”



       Tilson settled back comfortably in her chair;  she was quite used to impassioned arguments.



       Peterson had been staring at her intently, but was now gazing past her shoulder at nothing at all.  “Nuclear weapons,” he said quietly, “are a Bernhaupt to end all Berhaupts.  A change too fast for evolution.  A change that gives us one chance in ten thousand that we’'ll adapt in time.”  Now he looked at her, intently.  “So what should we do?  Don’'t you think we deserve a chance to survive as a species?  A chance to change the odds from one in ten thousand . . . to something fairer? -- to whatever would give us the future we’'ve worked so hard for all these centuries? -- no matter what we have to do?”



       Peterson’'s eyes told her he had more to say, but pleaded with her to know what it was before he said it.  It seemed a very long time before he continued.  “Bernhaupt changed the odds in his experiments by massive intervention in the selection process.  Well, if that’'s what it would take to get us through, would you intervene to help us adapt to the new circumstances?”



       “You’'ve loaded that question so heavily,” she said, “there isn’'t any elbow room left to think about it.”



       “Yes, but I didn’'t do the loading,” he was pleading again.  “It was already loaded by the circumstances.  The development of nuclear weapons in the middle of this century made it almost certain that, if we followed the same rules of evolution that got us up the ladder into today, we wouldn’'t have a chance in hell to make it into tomorrow.”



       “But that’'s just it,” she said, “we did make it into tomorrow.  A great many tomorrows.  It’'s been over 50 years since nukes came along to change the rules and, aside from an occasional scare, we haven’'t used them once since that very first time at the end of World War II.  Nobody has.  We’'ve adapted to the new rules without any intervention — from Bernhaupt or anyone else.”



       “No intervention?  Oh, I can assure you there’'s been intervention.  Believe me, there has!  That’'s precisely why you’'re . . . .”  He stopped talking as suddenly as he had started.



       The silence that followed was the longest one yet.





       “Eliz . . . Betty,” he said at last, “let’'s just talk theoretically for a moment about the possibility of . . . about the merits of physically removing, on whatever scale is necessary, those persons affecting international relations in dangerous ways . . . whose removal would give the human race the time it needs to adapt to its new circumstances, to adapt to the new role of warfare in the nuclear age.”  He sat looking at her again, searching for the right words.  “What attitude would you take toward such a program of non-Darwinian selection — assuming, of course, that it were possible?”



       “My attitude would be,” she said without a moment’'s hesitation, “that a program to set up a hit squad to assassinate anyone it considered dangerous would take us even further backwards down the evolutionary ladder than a nuclear war.  And it would take me more than one day to tell you all the reasons for that conclusion.”



       “Try to summarize them for me,” Peterson said quietly.





       “All right.”  She watched his face very carefully for any clues to his thoughts.  “One need only look closely at the mechanics of such programs in the past;  this would hardly be the first time organized killing appeared attractive to one or another group of people on our little planet.”  She reached over and took up her soda again.  “And it would hardly be the first time large-scale killing was proposed with the best of intentions.  Take Argentina during the 20thth century, for example.  The honest and productive people there had every reason in the world to set up a program of ‘'selective removal’'.  Why?  Because the two countries with the highest level of social and economic justice in Latin America, both of them neighbors of Argentina, had been turned into hell holes by tiny minorities of ideological crazies who wanted to turn the clock back to the feudal ages.  At gun point.  With bombs.  With kidnappings and murders and theft.  With all those lovely natural instincts our human civilizations are intended to suppress.”



       “I remember reading about that somewhere,” he said.



       “Oh, yes, it’'s quite famous.  The Argentineans decided to ‘'selectively remove’' their bomb-throwing throwbacks before the whole country went the way of Uruguay and Chile.  No theoretical quarrel with them on that score;  they had as much right to protect themselves from the Montoneros as from any other bunch of murdering thieves.  But what happens in practice?  Who’'s going to do the dirty work?  Doctors, lawyers and teachers?  Hell no;  killing isn’'t their bag.  They hate it up close;  it only sounds good from a distance, when someone else takes care of it, out of sight and out of earshot.  So the assignment filters down through the culture until it gets into the hands of the world’'s natural killers”.



       She finished her soda and put down the glass.  “No, thanks.  Not for me.  In Argentina, people started disappearing by the thousands.  They would simply vanish, right off the street.  I suppose some of them were real villains.  Maybe some of them deserved to disappear.  But that’'s not the point.  The criteria for selection were no longer civilized.  The criteria for selection were those of the goon squads carrying out the vague and fearful wishes of ‘'decent society’', of the ‘'good’' people who had turned their backs discreetly to avoid the sight of blood.  And the fact that murder had now become part of the recognized business of that culture meant that the culture itself no longer deserved to live.  It was no longer going up the ladder, it was going down it.”  She paused for a time while she watched his expression.  “It is cultures like that that need to be selected out of our civilized world, not the people inside them that differ with the majority — however violently.”



       The expression on Peterson’'s face was one of pure bliss.  It may not have made sense to Tilson at the moment, but to Henry Peterson it had finally become perfectly clear that he had found his man at last.

�






  CHAPTER FOURTEEN






       Despite his elation, Peterson became aware of an almost intolerable tension in his chest.  With the other three candidates all but eliminated, this one was his last chance.  If she continued to pass her tests this easily, he could go all the way to full disclosure and put the whole proposition to her today.  Was it possible?



       “Very good.  You’'ve apparently been doing some thinking outside your field, Dr. Tilson . . . Betty.”  He noticed a harshness in his voice and tried to force his body to relax.  “So the nation, or the society, that turns to organized murder to defend itself ends up in the hands of the most proficient, the most willing, murderers in its midst.  Quite so.  At least, it has always worked out that way in the past.”  He breathed deeply to promote as much relaxation as he could under the circumstances, then plunged ahead.



       “But where does that leave us with war?  Are the citizens of a free and otherwise peaceful nation suddenly transformed into willing, proficient murderers when that nation goes to war?”



       “Actually,” said Dr. Tilson, “not very many of them are, as it turns out.  I ran across a remarkable study once, done by the U.S. Army.  They wanted to find out how many soldiers actually did any fighting.  It turned out that only one in every five American soldiers fired his gun during the fiercest of battles.  One in five!  I mean even as little as just one shot.  And when the Army asked experts from other countries what they thought the ratio would be in their armies, their estimates were about the same or even smaller.  These were military people who should know about such things.”



       Tilson held up her empty glass with an inquiring expression on her face and Peterson brought her another bottle of Perrier from the refrigerator.  “So if we take one in five as a sort of benchmark in wars between otherwise evenly-matched nations, then we can say that four out of every five soldiers serve only as targets for the other side, targets that help confuse the enemy about the identity of our real fighters who are the ones that are actually shooting at them, the ones that are actually deciding the outcome of the war.”



       Peterson was astonished at this 29-year old biologist sitting here calmly detailing for him the significant features of mass human killing.  And she went on calmly and quietly answering his question between sips of chilled mineral water.  “It would seem, then, that nations lost wars back in the old days because they didn’'t have a high enough percentage of fighters among their frontline troops.”



       “Why do you say ‘'back in the old days’'?  Doesn’'t that still apply?”



       “Not in a nuclear war.  It only takes a handful of people, not even necessarily fighters, to go through the motions these days.”  She left the statement unfinished and he quickly moved in to get the interview back on track.



       “But what about those ‘'fighters’' among a nation’'s troops?  Aren’'t they murderers, just like the Argentine hit squads you mentioned?”



       “I used to wonder about that,” she said, “ but I finally realized that the answer is a definite ‘'no’'.  You see, they’'re out there placing themselves at risk along with everyone else.  They’'re on the battlefield, not shooting from passing cars, or planting bombs in unsuspecting neighborhoods in the middle of the night.  There’'s a big difference between openly facing people who are as capable of defending themselves as you are, and knocking on the doors of unarmed civilians with a gun in your hand.  That’'s why we’'ve gone to such ridiculous lengths to make rules about war, about a thing like war, so we can live with the results without feeling like thugs in an alley.”



       “So the old-fashioned kind of war,” Peterson said, raising his eyebrows, “was kept from destroying civilization by setting up rules and by pitting our citizens against each other in the open.”  She nodded.  “And the new-fashioned kind of war makes death and destruction so easy the old rules no longer apply.”  Again she nodded.  “So it looks like we’'re in a Bernhaupt experiment here.  It looks like the survival rules have suddenly been changed and we have a one-in-ten-thousand chance of getting through the experiment alive.”



       She sat looking at him intently, as before, without saying anything at all.



       “Now let me ask you a hypothetical question,” Peterson said quietly.  He fidgeted in his seat, afraid he might put it the wrong way and lose this most remarkable of candidates forever.  “Just after the beginning of the last century, the world’'s nations were armed to the teeth, literally at swords’' point, and tensions were running high.  A murderer named Gavrilo Princip decided he had to assassinate the Archduke Ferdinand in a Balkan town called Sarajevo.  The passions that followed threw the world off balance, threw Europe into a war that cost the lives of 25 million people and made the rest of the century a nightmare.”



       He had hit his stride now and continued with history that was more familiar to him.  “A quarter century after that, a man named Adolf Hitler was putting the Germans back on their feet after a couple decades of disaster.  But the Germany he was building was clearly intended for war, not for peace.  Hitler made no secret of it.  He boasted of it.  In fact he ultimately, and predictably, plunged Europe into a war that cost 50 million lives and destroyed the security of Western Civilization right up to the present day.”  Without pause, he put his question to her.  “Imagine, Tilson, just for the sake of argument, that you were alive throughout the twentieth century, alive and invisible, and that you had a gun with a single invisible bullet.  Imagine you had ample opportunity to shoot either one but not both of those two unquestionable villains, Princip and Hitler, without your action itself being detectable to anyone alive at the time.  Imagine yourself a Bernhaupt intervening in an experiment.  Which one, Tilson, would you shoot?  Which one would you select out of the experiment?  Or would you recoil from the notion of shooting either one of them out of higher moral feelings?”



       She couldn’'t have taken more than five seconds before she said emphatically, “Princip.  No question about it.”



       Peterson was so startled at the speed of response, he almost forgot the follow-up question.  “And now at the end of the century, in today’'s conditions, would that answer still make sense?”



       “Even more so,” she said.





       “And why is that?”  Peterson asked.





       “Because we’'ve got nuclear weapons today and there’'s no such thing as a Hitler launching his nation on the path of war to ‘'build it up’'.  The only problem we’'ve got today is a Princip who destroys the equilibrium of the world over some cockeyed grudge of his own or of a small group of his buddies.  He’'s the guy I’'d go for — now and eighty years ago.



       Peterson stood up and went behind the bar where he opened the panel that concealed the wine racks.  “Tilson, I congratulate you.  No biologist I’'ve ever met could have avoided all the pitfalls in those questions as levelheadedly as you just did.  You are, of course, completely right, and you didn’'t get that kind of understanding in a microbiology class.  You’'ve been moonlighting outside your field, young lady.  Now I want a full confession.”



       She laughed pleasantly, without being surprised at the way the complex conversation was going.  In fact, she was perfectly at ease in it.  “I deny the charge, but only in the narrowest legalistic sense.”  She came over to sit at the bar.  “It hasn’'t been exactly moonlighting, but politics have been my dinner table conversation since birth.  It’'s impossible to grow up with someone like my father without —”



       “Good God, what an idiot!”  Peterson almost dropped the wine bottle as he whirled around to face her.  “Manuel Tilson.  Are you going to tell me you are Manuel Tilson’'s daughter?”



       She smiled.  “I won’'t if you’'d rather I didn’'t.”





       Peterson roared with a mixture of surprise and exultation.  “No, goddam it, tell me.  Dump it all over my pointed head.  How could I be so blind?  You even look like him!  And his sister, Consuela.  She’'d be your aunt.  You look like both of them.”



      “Well, then, you can easily understand,” she said, “how impossible it would have been to ignore the tough questions about this world with all that going on at the dinner table every evening.  Not to mention the breakfast table;  they really go at each other more viciously in the morning, I think.”



       “Look, Tilson, you’'ll have to give me a little time to recover.  What you said before and, well, all the rest of it, is such a marvelous stroke of good fortune for . . . I think you’'ll ultimately agree for every civilized human being on earth, that I’'ll need to digest it all before we can get down to business.”  He looked over at the center module.  “It’'s after twelve thirty already and the caterers will be here at one o’'clock with our lunch.  We can’'t talk until they leave, so let me just spend the time until then getting to know you and your family better.  We can forget about your qualifications;  they turn out to be far better than we could ever have expected.  Hell, they’'re far better than mine!  And we can forget about convincing you of the importance of the project;  I think that will be completely obvious to you.  As for convincing you to take it over, that’'s a little harder to guess until we really get into the details and responsibilities.  Some of them are pretty damn bad, let me tell you.  And I mean really bad.  Then too, I still haven’'t established a moral and historical difference between a bunch of thugs and the hypothetical loner of my Hitler-Princip question.”  He closed the panel and came out from behind the bar with the luncheon wine and a cork puller.  “If I remember correctly, your father and your aunt are lucky to be alive.  Weren’'t their parents two of the ones you said ‘'disappeared’' in Argentina during the 1970s?”



       “Yes.”  She said it flatly and gave no sign of going on.



       “Under the circumstances,” Peterson continued, “your review of the world’'s organized killings was exceptionally restrained.  Do you generally have that much control over your emotions?”



       “I’'m occasionally told too much control,” she said.  A flood of memories pushed against the levies of her mind:  thoughts of her grandparents’' violent deaths at the hands of primitive thugs, the thought of her ex-fiancé’'s raging departure from her apartment three months ago.  But she wasn’'t in the habit of reliving disasters;  she considered that a waste of time.  Her natural inclinations and family history inclined her more toward preventing disasters by learning from them and taking effective action against them.



       “Did you ever find out,” he asked, “why they were killed?”



       “Yes,” she said.   “Ten or a dozen years later, there were some investigations that dug up the facts.  It turned out to be a case of eliminating witnesses.  My grandmother was killed because she was a witness to a kidnapping at the university.  My grandfather was killed because he was home when they came for her and he was the one who opened the door.  It was as simple as that.”



       Peterson stared at the bottle in his hand and forced himself to avoid the thought of the innocent witnesses whose deaths were on his hands.  He shook it off once, then again.  He fought a sudden dizziness that came over him, then sat at the dining table and put the bottle down carefully.  “Was Argentina saved from disaster by all those killings, Tilson?”



         She swung around on the stool too late to see him falter.  “Well, I —”  The annunciator shattered the silence so unexpectedly she was startled out of her train of thought.  They never returned to the question.






•   •   •




       The traffic on York Avenue was heavy in the early evening:  mostly spillover from the East River Drive, some shortcut experts headed for the Triborough Bridge, and ambulances bringing in unlucky members of both groups into New York Hospital.  Tilson had phoned from a pay station at 71stst and now she was faced with a life-threatening problem:  crossing York Avenue on foot at 6:35 on a weekday.



       Palmer’'s offices were legendary around these parts.  He had two of them in the hospital, two more next door at Rockefeller, and yet another one downtown on East 27thth.  Tilson was happy to learn that he was in the one nearest Henry Peterson’'s apartment and well within walking distance.  She would not have to add a cab driver to those who held her life in their incompetent hands at the moment.



       It was difficult to keep her mind on the task at hand.  Fragments of the astonishing conversation she had just had with Peterson kept popping up to the surface, distracting her attention from the blue car that swerved over almost onto the sidewalk to pass a slowing bus on the right.  She managed to sidestep that one and avoid the bus at the same time, but her maneuver brought to mind yet another distracting story of Peterson’'s narrow escape on the Calea Grivitei in Bucharest in ‘'81.



       Okay, so she had to think all this through eventually, but not now, for God’'s sake.  She had to figure out whether Peterson was for real — he had promised to demonstrate that beyond all doubt.  She had to decide whether this should have anything at all to do with her — she would do that when she had all the data in hand and understood better what it meant.  She had to decide whether she was willing to steal the enormous time and effort this incredible scheme required from her first love, her first choice, her dedication to saving people’'s lives — not in this megadigit, megalomaniac, murderous fantasia, but in the real world of honest-to-God sick people who got visibly better because of visible things she had discovered or developed to help them.



       She mulled things over a bit on the elevator (what could happen to you in an elevator, after all), and got nowhere at all with it.  The corridor was empty and she walked slowly, but she still hadn’'t worked out a way to handle Palmer when she got to his office.  In the end, she decided to do what she usually did in circumstances like these:  keep her own council, reveal as little as possible, get as much information as she could, and figure things out later on.



       “Come in, Miss Tilson, you may sit here next to the desk.  I won’'t be able to give you much time today, my schedule is pretty full, but I’'ll do the best I can.  When my secretary buzzes, however, we’'ll have to stop at once.”



       “Clearly the wrong time on the wrong day, Dr. Palmer.”  Tilson picked up her purse again and went back to the door.  “Call me some day when you’'re free.  Sorry I wasn’'t available last week when you called the first time.”



       The emphasis broke through Palmer’'s routine establishment of the pecking order, his irritation with ‘'this Perrini business’', and his preoccupation with a truly horrendous caseload.  It broke through enough to recall to his mind that he had asked her to come see him as a personal favor the first chance she got.  She had gotten his attention.



       “No, not at all, Miss Tilson.  We’'ll just have to make whatever time we need.  Thanks for coming in this way, I mean today, right away.  You did say Henry and you had a long talk this afternoon, didn’'t you?”



       Tilson didn’'t bother to fill him in on the length of the interview, she was more interested in what he and Perrini were so panic-stricken about.  “Yes.  I just came from there.”  She put her purse down on the sofa and deliberately sat where he hadn’'t indicated she should.  “Perhaps I could help you more if I knew what it is you’'re concerned about, Mister Palmer.”  She figured they might as well be consistent about avoiding professional titles.



       “Yes, well . . . ,” he hadn’'t been called ‘'mister’' in forty years;  it was a sufficient shock to remind him that his visitor had two doctorates to her credit, he had one, and it might be the better part of discretion not to make an issue of the matter.  “I had hoped Carl would express his concerns to you directly, Doctor, since they are, after all, his concerns, not mine.  But it seems that he and Ken Grundig got themselves all in a lather about Henry Peterson’'s sanity, well, about the state of Henry’'s mind, about whether he was suicidal, at first.  And then they started wringing their hands about whether he was homicidal . . . I hope you realize this conversation is in the strictest professional confidentiality, Dr. Tilson.”



       “I should hope so,” she said with a smile that told him he wouldn’'t hear his words testified to in a slander trial.



       “The truth is I don’'t know or understand what either of them is worried about, Dr. Tilson.  But your visit today should give them new symptomatic information on the case, coming from a fresh viewpoint, although not with a psychiatric orientation, of course.”



       “Should give them information?  I detect a desire to dissociate yourself from the, what is it, the surveillance?  Is that the case, Doctor?”



       Palmer was pathetically grateful for the opening.  “That is truly the case, Doctor Tilson.  I would dearly love to get out of the middle in this whole affair - - - - “



       “Of course.  Why not?”  She stood up and went over to his desk.  “I’'m not very comfortable about this business myself, but I made promises to Doctor Perrini before I knew what I was getting involved with.”  She shook hands and went to the door.  “Let me take this up with Perrini directly and see if I can’'t get ‘'out of the middle’' myself.”  She left quickly and thought to herself as she walked back to the elevator that Robert Palmer had nothing to tell her of any interest, so she might as well go back to the source.  The answers to Carl Perrini’'s questions had become of much more than academic interest to her.  They might make her decision very easy, almost automatic.  But now the question was how to discuss such matters without running up to Boston, which she was not at all inclined to do.






•   •   •




       Peterson tried to sit with his head back against the cool leather headrest in absolute immobility, but the pounding in his temples didn’'t noticeably lessen.  He could take a gram of aspirin (it must surely have been four hours since the last time), but this was several days in a row now taking the maximum allowable daily dose and he had better watch himself or he’'d hemorrhage from the stomach instead of the brain.  He got up grudgingly and went into the bathroom.



       Perhaps an hour’'s quiet rest before dinner would help.  He stretched out on his bed and noticed he hadn’'t put the blood analyzer back in the vault after yesterday’'s self-treatment.  There had been no significant change seen on the second CAT-scan yesterday morning;  he had worked hard to convince himself that it was too early in the game for anything to show up from just one exposure to the laser.  Yesterday afternoon he had turned the laser on himself for the second time and witnessed again the appearance of prothrombin without much in the way of platelets coming from his brain’'s blood vessels.  He had settled into a state of anxious acceptance of whatever was happening to him.  After all, he was doing the best he knew how.  If that wasn’'t good enough, then so be it.



       He didn’'t mind having been too preoccupied to make sure the analyzer was put away;  what could be more natural than to find one of them sitting around the apartment of its inventor?  But the silent television screen blazing away on the opposite wall? — that was irritating.  He really must get out of the stupid habit of turning the sound off and leaving the damned thing flickering away unwatched.  He raised his voice enough to be sure the monitor heard him correctly.  “An hour’'s rest with standard wake-up sequence.”  With one pillow under his head and one covering his eyes, he took less than five minutes to fall asleep.



       An hour later, the pain in his head had doubled.  It wasn’'t helped any by the telephone’'s insistent series of chimes, bells, staccato rattlings and synthetic-voice announcements.  He asked the system to shut up and put his caller through over the speaker in the bedroom.



       “Henry?  Is that you?”





       “Yes, Wesley.  What’'s up?





       “Switch to secure,” Campbell said.  The speaker shrieked for a moment and Peterson instructed his system to go to maximum scrambling.  “Henry,” the voice was clear again, “it’'s the Venezuelan situation.  It’'s in an intolerable mess.  I’'ll have to brief you at length before we can decide what to do there.  You’'ve got to come over right away, it’'s too much for the phone.  I have to catch the ten o’'clock plane from La Guardia tonight and we don’'t have much time.”



       “Wesley, I just can’'t,” Peterson groaned.  “I just cannot do it.  I’'ve got the worst headache of my life right now, and I can’'t move off the bed, much less out of the apartment.”



       Campbell thought a moment and grunted.  “Okay.  I have a solution.  I’'ll put the whole package on a disk.  Most of the information is on various disks anyway, I’'ll just pull it together and send it over to you.  That way you’'ll be able to go over it at your leisure and we’'ll talk about it when I get back on Monday.”



       “That’'ll be fine, Wes, thanks.”  Peterson tried to sound cheerful and failed.  “Sorry I had to be a wet blanket.”



       “Henry.  Don’'t be sorry, just be well.  I’'ll send the disk over by messenger.  Now rest, do you hear?”



       Campbell cut the telephone connection manually.  Turning to his visitor he said, “Henry Peterson can’'t come over to work on the Venezuelan problem.  Why?  Because his head hurts too severely for him to get out of bed.  Why?”  He slammed the phone down on his desk.  “Because you, you idiot,” he snarled, “you had to hit him on the head with a four-cell flashlight!”



�




CHAPTER FIFTEEN






       Grateful for the time of day, Peterson drove over to Campbell’'s apartment in light traffic through Central Park and down Columbus Avenue.  Everyone in New York had apparently already gone wherever it was they wanted to go this grey June Monday morning, and few vehicles contested the streets with him.  To crown everything, there was ample parking on 68thth Street, but not in front of Campbell’'s apartment.  Peterson steered around a dark blue car to stop at the curb up almost at Central Park West.  He noticed the two men sitting in the blue car but paid no attention to them;  it was not unusual for people to hold conversations in the comfortable cars being built since the oil crisis was over.  He gave a hollow laugh under his breath at the thought that the oil crisis, as far as the media were concerned, was over.  Didn’'t he wish it, though.  He went directly to Campbell’'s door which opened as soon as the video monitor recognized him.  The men in the blue car recognized him too.



       “Come in, Henry, you made good time.  How’'s your head?”





       “Fine, thanks, Wes.  I haven’'t had any trouble since . . . well, I guess it’'s since we talked last week.”  Peterson went ahead to the upstairs library and made himself comfortable as Campbell rounded up a pair of his collapsible writing tables and set one beside each chair.



       Campbell put freshly brewed coffee on Peterson’'s table and a cup of iced tea on his own.  He went back to his working desk and returned with a bundle of documents, most of which were unbound.  “Now most of these papers are just printouts of the material you already have on your disk, Henry, but the pages with red stripes across the top and bottom are today’'s summary of the situation.  I haven’'t seen them yet myself.”  Campbell shuffled through the stack in front of him and dealt out the five new sheets to Peterson.  He separated out a duplicate set for himself and put the rest of the papers down on his portable table.  “As you know from the disk, it is impossible to tell, at this point, which of the Venezuelan conspirators is the one who was paid off by the Chinese, and which of the rest of them are innocent dupes who simply believe they are doing what’'s right for the Orinoco oilfields.  The way things have been set up, they are scheduled to meet in this house in the photo on page 2 in the Sarria section of Caracas next Thursday.”



       Campbell sighed and looked up.  “I’'m afraid that meeting won’'t tell us anything more than we already know, Henry.  They’'re all scheduled to attend, according to our information, and there isn’'t any way of identifying who is which.  We do know that the Chinese embassy staffer in charge of this operation has leased a house over in La Pastora through an elaborate series of middle men.”  Campbell indicated a section of the capital to the northwest of Sarria.  “I am in contact with some people who have been keeping that house, the one in La Pastora,  under surveillance for over a month now, and there hasn’'t been a single soul in or out of the place, night or day the whole time.  The damned house may be a prank, for all I know, some kind of practical joke to keep everyone’'s attention on the empty walnut shell while they hide the pea under another one.”  Campbell threw the papers on the table carelessly and sighed once more.  “I must say, Henry, this one is being handled so cagily it almost looks as though they know about you.  That’'s ridiculous, of course.  There’'s no conceivable way they could have found out about what you’'ve been doing all these years,” he inspected Peterson closely, “is there?”  He sat motionless and watched Peterson’'s reaction.



       “Not that I’'ve ever noticed, Wes.  Of course, I’'ve had my scares, now and then, when things went off the track on some particular job, but there hasn’'t been any sign that anybody in the Chinese government, or even our own government knows about me.  I hope you haven’'t let anybody know, I mean, on our own side.  I don’'t think there’'s a civil servant left in the United States who knows how to keep his mouth shut.”



       “Yes, I quite agree.  But how have you handled this thing with the guy from MIT you’'ve chosen to take your place?  Is he reliable?  I mean reliable in the way we’'re talking about.”



       “It’'s a she, not a he.  And I’'m satisfied that she is more reliable than I could ever have dreamed possible, Wes.  Just wait until I can tell you who she is;  you will go absolutely out of your mind.  The chances of something like this happening must be one in . . . “  He stopped abruptly and considered the question at length.  Campbell didn’'t make a move, but sat quietly waiting for Peterson to finish thinking it over.  “I was going to say ‘'one in ten thousand’', and I think that’'s a reasonable estimate.  I think that’'s a very reasonable estimate.  If anybody can take over this job without going wild, without turning into a terrorist or, on the other hand, without throwing in the towel because the job looks too hard, then this woman is that one, Wesley, I’'m sure of it.”



       “What if you turn out to be mistaken, Henry?  Will you give my non-technical alternative a crack at it?”  Campbell winced at his own choice of words.



       “Yes.  Yes, in fact, I will.”  Peterson went over to the coffee urn to refill his cup.  “Yes, Wesley, I think that would be the proper way to proceed from this point.”  He brought back his coffee and sat down.  “I’'ve gone through all of the candidates I could find.  If this young lady doesn’'t work out, I don’'t want to go back to any of the others;  they all have serious drawbacks of one kind or another.  So it would make sense to go over to your option, to train someone from your side of the equation in the technical aspects of the equipment.  Then we can have the political direction of my successor coming from the sources you’'ve been using all these years.  It would keep the effort consistent and ensure that it always acted on the best information available.   
I worried about that constantly —
  being well informed.  Of course, you would keep my young lady as well informed as you have kept me, wouldn’'t you?”



       “Certainly, Henry.  In fact, now that we have established this direct liason, I’'d be able to keep her more in the picture than I have you all these years, through my column.  There are lots of pieces of information in the pipeline that never see daylight.  They just don’'t fit in the column, or they’'d get the Times slapped with a lawsuit, or I think publishing them would do more harm than good — things like that.  You should have come to me directly years ago.”  Campbell’'s eyes strayed off toward the corner of the room.  “But I won’'t be around very much longer, I’'m afraid.”



       Peterson was startled and spilled coffee into his saucer.



       Campbell put up his hand.  “Oh, no.  It’'s nothing new.  Nothing you don’'t know about.  I’'m a very old and decrepit fellow, Henry.  The doctors keep hanging crepe around my portrait as often as they do yours, I’'m sure.  What you’'ve told me about your head tumor sounds mild compared to my kidneys and liver and God knows what all else.  So we’'ll both of us have to make sure we’'ve put together a team that can not only endure, but eventually provide for its own future as well.  We old geezers won’'t be around to help them when that time comes.  They’'re going to have to make it on their own.  And they’'re going to have to do it by the closest thing to the ‘'loner principle’' they can put together.  You’'ve convinced me of that.”  Campbell pulled himself out of his armchair to get more tea.  “And now we’'ve got to buckle down to work on the Orinoco thing, Henry.”



       “Yes.  I agree.”



       Campbell came back and fell heavily into his chair.  “Although no one seems able to find out the identity of the Chinese agent, we do have a fairly complete idea of their plan this time.  If you remember Nigeria, we didn’'t even know when Tafewa was going to close the fields, and we always thought he would do it politically.  Now we find he planned to close them with explosives, so we were wrong about Nigeria.  At least, in the Venezuelan case, we’'ve known damned well from the start that it wasn’'t going to be political.”



       “What do you mean?  Aren’'t they planning to embargo oil deliveries to the U.S. on political grounds?  I thought their agent was in the Venezuelan government and was setting up the announcement for the end of this month.”



       “Sure.  Wednesday morning, the thirtieth of June, bright and early, just as it says on your disk.  But we know now that the political junk is just intended to be a fig leaf, Henry.  The dupes are being told that the American oil companies and their engineers are ruining the heavy-oil deposits, and that the fields must be closed pending a complete investigation.  After the announcement, when public opinion in the country has been worked up by the dastardly deed of the Gringo oil grabbers, and when the impact of zero oil revenues has had its effect throughout the economy, it will suddenly be announced that the dirty Yankees have blown up the steam plants to punish Venezuela for its embargo, and the nation’'s oilfields will be out of business for at least six years.”



       “The steam plants?”  Peterson shuffled through his stack of papers looking for a technical map of the Orinoco Basin.



       “Yes.  You’'ll find them on page 23 of the supplement.  To get heavy oil up to the surface, you have to pump live steam down into the deposit and melt it, then pump them both up and recover the oil.  For reasons of economy, the steam plants were built very large and spread evenly along the basin from Barrancas to Espino.  They use the oil itself for their own fuel and, while they’'re at it, they use the steam to run generators and make electricity for the whole country.  There are seven of them, each 500 megawatts in size, each vital to an entire region.  Destroy them and you destroy modern Venezuela along with them.  Those numbers on the page facing the map show the proportion of the population that gets its electricity from each of the seven.”



       Always quick with numbers, Peterson saw that they added up to 78% of the entire population.  “I can’'t believe they’'d be so deliberately destructive, Wesley.  What the hell can people like that be thinking of?”



       “The end of America’'s ability to do business in the world, Henry.  No country would ever again join us in an enterprise of any size after such a vengeful and irresponsible act on ‘'our’' part.  For the past seven years, Xiang Desheng has been claiming that it was the Americans who set fire to the Kuwaiti oil fields in 1991, and it was the Americans who dumped all that oil into the Persian Gulf.  He wants this disaster to verify his charges against us.  And after the screams of anguish that would come out of South America over this disaster, the technicians and businessmen of the United States would be thrown out of every inhabited patch of land on earth.”   Campbell put down the map and looked steadily at Peterson.  “If they could pull this off, it would put the American economy into a tailspin it couldn’'t possibly pull out of.  But this scheme of theirs depends crucially on credibility.  If there is any way to trace it back to Xiang, the whole thing would backfire against them.  If they leave us any chance to claim the Chinese did it, the misery and wreckage could be laid at their doorstep and close the world economy to them just as effectively as they’'re planning it to do to us.  They’'ve got to put their dupes up in the foreground, pointing their fingers at the U.S., while their agents down in the Orinoco Basin put their explosives in place and blow up the steam plants.  They’'ve got to carry out the whole thing in two carefully timed stages or risk disaster for themselves.  That’'s where we have to stop them, Henry, at the opening propaganda stage.  If we stop that opening move in the chess game, we stop everything else just as automatically as if we pulled the plugs out of the detonators ourselves.  But, and it’'s a big ‘'but’', we can only do it safely if we are not seen to do it.”



       “I gather that’'s my cue.”



       “Exactly.  Exactly right.  Because these men are all respected members of the Venezuelan government.  If we sent down some guy with a gun to blow them out of the water, there’'d be hell to pay.  We might even set the whole scheme in motion ourselves and make it work twice as well as the Chinese ever hoped it would.”




       “How do you mean?”




       “It would be a perfect opportunity for their agent to stir up resentment and get the oil fields closed as a reprisal for our assassination.  And the rest of the scheme would unfold just as planned, with a nod of appreciation in our direction for having made it all so easy.”



       “But how am I going to stop them when I don’'t know who their man is?”



       “I’'ve worked out a plan, Henry.  It isn’'t the greatest plan, but it’'s the best I can do under the circumstances.”  Campbell took off his glasses and massaged his tired eyes.  “The U.S. has failed to identify their agent.  But it’'s a sure bet that agent will need to make contact with the Chinese to get his detailed instructions when it’'s time to put the operation into motion.  The Chinese  know the U.S. has everybody’'s phones tapped and they know most of the Venezuelan players in this little game are under round-the-clock surveillance.  It looks like they’'ve set things up to run too fast for us to do anything about it — phone taps or no phone taps.  They’'re waiting until the last day, the last minute.  My guess is they’'ll call their man in for his briefing just before he meets the dupes for the grand finale.  My guess is that we won’'t know who he is until too late to react, from here.  The only way I can see to block them is for you to go down there ahead of time, familiarize yourself with the city, with these two neighborhoods on page 4, and with the Chinese Embassy over here, and then sit tight next to your telephone.  I’'ll stay up here in New York glued to my phone.  Whenever our government’'s surveillance down there in Caracas sees one of these six men go into the briefing with Xiang’'s people, they’'ll call me here and I’'ll call you there.  I know that sounds roundabout, but if we set up a direct link to you, we would compromise your identity and hence your security.  That violates the loner principle.”  Campbell put his glasses back on and picked up a large manila envelope.  “As for the six people who qualify as suspects, their photos are printed on page 16, but the contrast is poor and they’'re blurred.  This envelope has good glossies that you should study before you leave.  Each photo has a letter in the lower right hand corner.  I will refer to the target by that letter.”



       For several minutes the two men sat thinking their private thoughts.  At last, Campbell started talking again.  “It would be a hundred times easier to flash them all and be done with it, Henry, but that is undoubtedly the most suspicious thing we could possibly do.  That’'s just too many top oil bureaucrats at one time, too many chances that someone would be able to put two and two together.  If the U.S. were ever linked to a thing like that, the Chinese couldn’'t ask for a better kickoff to begin their game.”



       Campbell shook his head and sighed.  “So the way things stand, you’'ll just have to be ready to move extremely fast.  You’'ll have to choose a hotel somewhere in this area near both La Pastora and the Chinese Embassy.  I suggest El Conde, but suit yourself.  At any rate, you’'ll have to be ready to leave your hotel the second you get my call on Thursday.  You’'ll have to get to the meeting place . . . “ he shuffled through the papers once again “I mean this house in the La Pastora section on page 4, within a few minutes and set yourself up to flash him on his way out.  If he gets to Sarria and the others, we’'re sunk.  The game’'s over.”



       Campbell looked over at Peterson with a worried frown.  “It’'s a lousy plan, Henry, and it means doing a quick clot right out in the open among the most suspicious people on earth.”  His face brightened.  “Can you time things reliably enough so he’'ll be hit with whatever it is on his way over to Sarria?”



       “Yes.  I can time the attack within about two minutes one way or the other.  I won’'t have any trouble at the meet;  nobody will know anything has happened.  That’'s the beauty of the technique.  Remember?



       “I sometimes forget, Henry, but I’'m awestruck every time I’'m reminded.”






•   •   •




       Tilson asked at the desk and took the elevator up to the fifth floor.  His room was on the Lexington Avenue side.



       “Hello again, Doctor Tilson,” he shook her hand warmly.  “I’'m glad you were in when I called, it seemed only right to meet again in your own back yard, so to speak.”



       “It would have been difficult to find a hotel room any closer, Doctor Perrini, you’'re just two blocks from my apartment.”



       “Yes, it was no accident.  I chose the Rutledge as soon as I heard the convention was going to be here in New York this year.”  He ushered her into a table set by the window and they sat down to a light lunch with a heavy wine.



       When she left Carl Perrini’'s room an hour and a half later, Betty Tilson was consumed with frustrated rage.  Having maneuvered skillfully to get more than she gave for eighty minutes, she had fallen victim to the oldest trick in the books.  Perrini had waited until they had finished the bottle, until the alcohol had managed to slow down her thought processes enough to suit him, and then had tried a shot in the dark based on the fragments of information he and Grundig had picked up.  “But didn’'t he tell you he wants to kill somebody, Doctor Tilson?”  The question had popped up out of nowhere, but it had popped up at a time when she was chattering along answering his other, innocuous, questions freely.  She had blurted out something like “how did you know?” and then tried her best to cover it over with one subterfuge after another.  But he was having none of it.  She had done her best to confuse matters after that, but the interview was over and they both knew it.  She planned to go back to her apartment and smash several glasses before really giving vent to her fury.



       Tilson had barely reached the 30thth Street exit before Perrini was in the elevator on his way to the ground-floor convention hall.  He spent the better part of twenty minutes looking for the New York City coroner, known to him from a notorious murder case of a few years ago, and drew the man into one of the hall’'s quieter alcoves.



       “There isn’'t a single piece of direct evidence, mind you.  And, even if there were, we wouldn’'t want any of this to come out into the open.  That is exactly what we are trying to prevent here.  So, tell me:  with all of these factors as important as they are, who would be the safest person to approach in the New York City Police Department to look into this thing?  Someone who could be trusted to handle it discretely.”



       “The answer to that one is easy,” said the coroner.  “Nobody.  Not anybody at all.”  He smiled at the look of consternation on Perrini’'s face.  “You’'re working with a political and social snakepit down here, Carl.  There isn’'t a thing that can be turned into five dollars and thirty cents that gets past these bozos around here.  I wouldn’'t tell them my aunt’'s middle name — if I had an aunt.”  He took out a small notebook and scribbled down a number.  “The only people who could be trusted to handle this kind of investigation discreetly are the FBI types working out of Foley Square.”  He tore off the page and handed it to Perrini.  “Call this guy and explain the whole thing to him.  Not on the phone.  Go to his office.  Make sure he understands the national importance of anything this Doctor Peterson does and take the time to fill him in on all the nuances.”  The coroner patted Perrini on the back.  “You do that and leave it up to him to decide whether there’'s a problem or not.  Don’'t get too involved in this yourself, Carl.  You’'re looking for a libel suit or maybe defamation of character, if you don’'t look out.”






•   •   •




       Wesley Campbell was calling himself a cab for La Guardia  when Peterson was leaving.



       “Get as much rest as you can this week, Henry.  I’'m sorry this whole thing is shaping up to be as wild and hectic as it is.  It’'s a hell of a strain on you, but it can’'t be helped.  You’'d better get this lady of yours on board and trained as soon as possible;  we can’'t have you chasing around the world on such strenuous jobs in your condition.”  He clasped Peterson’'s hand as he led him to the elevator.  “Bring her up here the instant you can, Henry.  Will you promise me that?”



       “Oh, certainly.  I won’'t waste a minute getting her plugged into the system when she, if she decides to take it on.”  Peterson entered the elevator and was swished down to the foyer while Campbell entered the back bedroom, the one next to the upstairs library, and turned on the lights.  Wires and optical fibers were strung across the bed from the library wall while a young man in a woolen cardigan marked labels on various cassettes with an India-ink pen.



       “Any problems?”  Campbell asked.





       “No, sir, smooth as glass,” he said as he closed up the video tape recorder and lifted it off the bed.



       “Okay.  Now I’'ve got to run off to the airport and you have to take all this stuff to your office, so let me help you downstairs with some of these cases.”



       “Oh no, sir.  I couldn’'t do that.  I can manage, believe me.  Just hand me that pinhole drill by your left hand and I’'ll have all this stuff packed up in a jiffy.”



       “Is that hole going to stay in my wall?” Campbell asked.



       “Yes, sir, but it isn’'t noticeable unless you really look for it with a magnifying glass.  I don’'t think it’'ll be any bother.  And anyway, from what he says, we’'ll have to use it again for this lady friend of his.”



       Campbell sensed an implication he didn’'t like.  “Now let me get something straight here.  Peterson is the last person left alive in this pathetic country who takes what he’'s doing seriously.  This is no ‘'lady friend’' of his, I can assure you.  Whoever she is, their relationship is undoubtedly strictly business and I would assume she takes it as seriously as he does.  You’'d be making a mistake to forget that fact.”



       “Yes, sir.  We’'re doing everything we can to find out who she is, Mister Campbell, so I guess we’'ll be able to tell for ourselves how serious she is.”



       “Okay, let’'s get going.  I’'ve got a plane to catch.”



       By the time Campbell and his visitor reached the street, a light green car had pulled up behind the blue one Peterson had noticed there four hours earlier.  None of their occupants took any notice of each other, but they both had large whip antennas tuned to the same wavelength.  When they saw the two men emerge from Campbell’'s apartment building, they took very particular notice and a good many photographs.  One of the men in the green car gave voice to his surprise.  “Now just what the hell would a New York Times columnist be doing with one of them up in his apartment, Sergeant?  Can you tell me that?”



       “I sure can’'t, Lieutenant Rudzinsky.  I sure can’'t explain that one.”



�






  CHAPTER  SIXTEEN






       It wasn’'t until the plane was flying over the Dominican Republic near the end of his trip to Caracas that Peterson noticed the latch on the overhead compartment across the aisle.  Probably because they had changed direction to bring the sun into the cabin, it was now brightly lighted in very much the same way it had been before.  There could be no question about it:  this was the same plane he had taken out of Moscow in May.  The same scratch from top to bottom as if someone had been careless with a tool.  The same bent hasp that would explain why a tool was necessary in the first place.  The airlines made a big sales pitch about the individual decor on each plane, and there was the same impressionistic painting of Hong Kong between 1stst-Class and the forward galley on the same type of Boeing 747 he had climbed into that Sunday just two months ago — one of the last days of his life when he could think himself immortal.



       He really hadn’'t believed Palmer that previous Tuesday and he had been genuinely surprised when both Perrini and Grundig confirmed his diagnosis after Moscow .  Nothing like that had ever happened to him, he had never died of a raging brain tumor before.  How could he have been prepared to accept it so suddenly?  It took getting used to.  Now he was used to it.



       Although his morbid thoughts stayed with him all the way to the landing at Simon Bolivar Airport, they melted away in the warm sun and waving palms of Venezuela.  New York was in the midst of a dull, grey cold snap in complete contrast with the welcoming charm of the Caribbean seacoast.  He began shedding his northern clothing at the baggage carousel and continued all the way to the freight counter where he had to sign papers to claim the car he had sent down last week.  By that time he had stuffed into his floppy leather bag a wool-lined raincoat, a tweed sportcoat and the latest in ready-tied cravats.  Not only was he conducting a totally uncharacteristic striptease, but he was looking forward to a complete change into ‘'South American cool’' and maybe even a dip in the hotel’'s swimming pool.



       The lack of an outdoor pool at the hotel was his second shock of the day;  the first was that his car had not yet arrived at the airport.  Phone calls to every air freight office on the east coast located it in Miami, where a bureaucratic blunder had stopped it cold in its tracks.  He went both ways with his response:  loud threats above the noise of the airport crowd and quiet bribes under the counter of the airport manager.  Surely one or the other would yield results.



       In the meantime Peterson rented a car for 120 Bolivars a day and threw his bags in the trunk.  Too nice a day and too pleasant a climate for grouchiness over a freight clerk’'s error.  Anyway, it was almost three o’'clock and he still had a lot to do today.



       The drive into Caracas from the airport was just what the doctor ordered to get the kinks out of both his body and his spirits.  The last kink went out the car window when Peterson drove through the rather dingy looking industrial area and was entering his favorite part of town:  the government district between Avenida Urdenta and Avenida Universidad.  Although he knew perfectly well where the El Conde Hotel was, he deliberately drove past the turn to Norte 4 and circled back through Plaza Bolivar with its tall trees and graceful colonial buildings.  He parked in front of the old cathedral and sat in the car drinking it all in.  He would have liked to go for a stroll around the square, but dared not leave the car unguarded with all of his equipment in the trunk.  Later perhaps.  It was time now to establish an identity at the hotel.



       He drove the two blocks to the El Conde in a mood of reminiscence and waved his hand at those responsible for the removal of his luggage with a nonchalance that gave the perfect impression of a vacationing tourist.  Peterson found it easy to act the part;  he needed a vacation.  More than ever before in his life, he needed a vacation.  But this wasn’'t going to be it.  This was going to be the hardest job ever, at a time when his energy and capabilities were the lowest ever.   Great combination.



       He kept his eyes working the odd chairs off in a corner, the odd doorways behind columns in the lobby, the newspaper readers who weren’'t reading.  It was tough in these tropical countries, as tough as it was in the southern countries of Europe.  Too many perfectly innocent people spent large parts of their lives slouched inertly in easy chairs.  It made it hard to separate surveillance from indolence.  But there was very little question about the blond bellhop who knocked over two of his colleagues getting to Peterson’'s luggage;  both his hair and his zeal were uncharacteristic.  Better keep an eye on him.



       Peterson was happy to have the eager bellhop carry up his bags;  if his income came from more than the hotel management, he was a good one to keep in sight as much as possible.  When he had given him 5 Bolivars and locked the door behind him, Peterson checked out the room and carefully drew its blinds.  He opened his equipment case and took out a monochromatic flood to check the walls for video ports at oblique incidence.  The bedroom didn’'t matter, only the sitting room with its solid closet and heavy door were important to him.  When the walls and furniture checked out, he put down the flood and turned on enough light to help him get the closet secured.  He always checked his radio-controlled locking device several times before actually fastening the door with it.  Once, in Bonn, he had attached it and closed the door only to find out that it refused to respond to his coded signal.  There was not a damn thing he could do but call the hotel crew and have them take out the closet door with a drill and a sabre saw.  He had gladly paid for everything, but it had made him extremely uncomfortable to take his equipment case out of there right in front of their eyes and to answer their pointed questions about his extraordinary security measures.  He had given them a line about being a jewelry salesman and had spent the rest of his time trying to keep them from finding out who he really was.  Ever since then he had been particularly careful not to lock himself out of his own closet again.



       With the equipment case secured, he showered and shaved quickly in the old-fashioned bathroom before changing into light, loose-fitting clothes more appropriate to the weather.  His room overlooked Avenida Este and he could see from his balcony the cathedral steeple in La Pastora off to the north.  That would be the best place to check out first, he was already familiar with the Chinese Embassy from previous “working” visits.



       The very un-Latin bellhop was nowhere to be seen when Peterson went down to have his rental car brought around front, but he took the usual precautions about being followed anyway.  Deliberately turning south, he drove to Avenida Universidad and went east to Central Park at high speed until he found himself all alone in the wooded area behind the Fine Arts Museum.  Just to be sure, he drove on out to the Plaza Venezuela before wending his way northwestward to Oeste 13 beyond the cathedral.  It wasn’'t difficult to find the presumed safe house but it was a bad place to park, too exposed, not enough bushes and trees and sidewalk obstructions to help him blend into the landscape.  He went around to Norte 16 and walked back.  If this was the place he’'d be doing the job, he would want to be on foot anyway.  This was to be a sort of dry run then.



       The house itself presented no particular problem.  Although it had a door in back, it had no driveway.  That meant anyone who had earlier arrived by car would have to come down the winding path to an open-grill gate in the low front wall to return to a parked car.  His mark would be clearly in sight all the way from the front door to the sidewalk and it was easily three meters from the gate to the curb.  It was a lousy choice of safe house;  there wasn’'t even an alley in back leading over to Norte 16.  Whoever picked out this house surely wasn’'t thinking of the problems he could run into.  Peterson made a mental note to re-check the address and description in Campbell’'s printout.



       As for the neighborhood, that was bad.  There was no place for him to wait, no store or phone booth or clump of trees, no place to observe the house after he had arrived.  Unconsciously, Peterson began to hope the meet would be at the embassy.  He was certainly familiar with the layout there and had even had occasion to flash a visitor exiting on the Avenida Estancia side.  It wasn’'t likely, though.  They had taken too many precautions to conceal the Chinese connection to have their agent simply breeze into the embassy itself in broad daylight.



       In broad daylight?  Yes.  The announcement was scheduled, as far as they knew, for ten o’'clock in the morning.  Say fifteen minutes to give their agent his instructions in this meeting, then twenty minutes to drive over to Sarria for the meeting with the dupes, then give them all thirty minutes to talk things over before . . . before what?  How were they going to stage-manage the announcement?  It’'ll have to be television.  Nobody would start off anything as important as this except on television.  That meant the studios in the Centro Simon Bolivar, the twin towers soaring above the Avenida Bolivar in the center of the city.  Well, if they had to drive from that house in Sarria to the Centro, he could add another thirty minutes.  That meant the guy had to arrive for his briefing no later than eight twenty-five.  That was broad daylight, all right.  The meet would probably be here in La Pastora.



       Okay, he’'d have to park his car over on the opposite curb in front of that villa with the high cement wall and just try to make himself inconspicuous.  Christ!  How do you look inconspicuous to people who are spooked out of their minds about being discovered?  He’'d have to come up with something, even if it was the old flat-tire-fixing routine.  If they’'re dumb enough to use this house, they’'re dumb enough to go for that old chestnut.  Keep thinking about it, though.  Maybe there’'s a better way.



       Peterson fixed in his mind everything of significance about the place and walked back to his car to drive over to Sarria.  But there was the mild temperature, the yellow sun, the tropical trees;  with a free day tomorrow, he had plenty of time to case the Sarria place, particularly since he wouldn’'t have anything to do there anyway.



       He had a light dinner at the hotel with plenty of fruit (his usual travel diet the first day), and an hour out on his balcony soaking up the soft climate of Venezuela.  Then it was off to sleep with a light blanket and an open window.  The muffled buzz of the pin-hole drill on the other side of his sitting-room wall didn’'t carry into the bedroom, nor could it have been heard over the night sounds of Caracas if it had.



       Tuesday in Caracas dawned with a light spring shower and warmed up quickly when the sun rose at the eastern end of the valley.  Peterson considered working on his equipment for a moment but decided it could wait for night and went downstairs to an early breakfast.  The magic of Venezuela was working on him in high gear by the time he called for his rental car and began touring the city, once again in the wrong direction, before heading east to Sarria.



       Peterson drove past the place slowly until he had a good idea what the houses looked like on both sides and across the street.  This was a perfect setup compared with La Pastora.  There were trees and vacant lots and a small park and even public benches facing in every direction — a great place to sit and wait for someone coming out.  But this wasn’'t where the Chinese were going to meet their agent, so forget it.  It was uncanny how often it had happened that way in the past:  the ideal place was almost never the place he ended up using.  “They make ideal places for show,” he grumbled, “not for use.”



       It took Peterson just a few minutes to familiarize himself with the surroundings and get his bearings once again with respect to the main avenues of the city.  Then he was off to the Chinese Embassy to refresh his memory about that quite tropical and un-oriental building and the various vantage points in its vicinity.



       As he drove back to the hotel on Avenida Este, Peterson looked for a parking place that would be safe throughout the night.  He didn’'t want to depend on the hotel staff to get his car in the morning, he wanted it in a place he alone knew about and to which he could walk in a predetermined amount of time.  He settled on a little cul de sac next to the old Capitol building and locked up everything tightly before walking the block and a half over to the El Conde.  From noon on, he had to stay in his room next to the telephone, so he enjoyed his last hour of freedom by circling around through the Plaza Bolivar for that nostalgic stroll he had started yesterday.



       Returning to his room so late that he had to settle for a room-service lunch on a card table, Peterson ate two of Venezuela’'s imitation cheeseburgers with a tepid bottle of lemonade while dreaming of his well-stocked apartment in New York with at least a dozen cans of apple juice in the cooler.  He got on the phone to the airport for the fifth time and, between mouthfulls of undercooked hamburger and stale cheese, discovered that his car had still not arrived from Miami.  It didn’'t help his digestion a bit.



       After the hotel staff had cleared everything away, time began to drag quite noticeably.  Peterson had never before had a problem with waiting, he usually carried several medical journals with the latest research results to read at times like this.  But one of the effects of knowing his death was drawing near had been to eliminate totally his scientific curiosity, his feeling of belonging to the research fraternity of the world, his desire to keep up with the latest developments.  It was the most distressing affliction he had become aware of recently:  he no longer kept books and journals at hand;  he hadn’'t even considered packing any of them for the trip to Caracas.



       There was nothing for it but to work over his equipment and get it ready for a fast exit in the morning.  After pulling the card table over next to a writing desk to make room for his usual power calibration and pulse-shape settings, he took the small radio transmitter out of his pocket and entered today’'s eight-digit code.  The lock inside the closet snapped open easily.  Before bringing the case out, he carefully closed the shutters and drew the blinds.  He had no way of knowing that such precautions were, at this particular time and place, completely worthless.  The next forty minutes were dedicated to a slow, methodical checkout of the back-brace unit with its primary power-belt, the one that had always worked better than any of the others, for reasons Peterson had never been able to figure out.  He measured the charge in the backup belt out of force of habit, but he couldn’'t take it along in the car with him tomorrow;  he’'d have to operate with what he could wear and no more.



       He had been finished over two hours before the phone rang and Wesley Campbell’'s cheerful voice informed him that they still didn’'t know precisely where and when tomorrow’'s reception was to be held, but Campbell made it clear in guarded conversation that he, too, felt that the house in La Pastora was where the meet with the Chinese would take place.  They could only wait until it happened, and be ready to move fast when it did.






•   •   •




       A heavy overcast had moved in over the city by the time Peterson’'s alarm went off the next morning, and it seemed to have robbed him of all the sunny spirit he had carried around with him the previous two days.  It occurred to him that he had missed his usual CAT-scan yesterday and the self-treatment at home that followed it, but he felt that wasn’'t involved in his change in mood.  Not that he could be sure of anything under the circumstances.



       He strapped on his equipment with care and dressed in business clothing to conceal the optical fibers coming up from his collar to the temples of his glasses.  When he was in the process of making sure that everything was hooked up properly, the telephone rang.  Campbell’'s voice again, this time noticeably more urgent than the previous afternoon.  It seemed his nephew had come home with a ‘'D’' in geology and his father would surely kill him when he found out about it.  Campbell stumbled over the code words, but it became clear that ‘'D’' would receive his instructions about the morning’'s announcement at the house in La Pastora which he had been seen entering almost five minutes ago!



       Communications had been slow;  Peterson would have to make up the time with some high-speed driving.  He had left the room and was in the elevator before he realized that he had unthinkingly put his precious lenses on under his toupée.  He didn’'t need them for this job, but there was no time to go back;  they’'d have to come along for the ride.



       Peterson cursed himself for not taking delays in communication into account when parking his car yesterday.  Now he had to run through the crowded streets to get back to the Capitol building round the corner of Este 2.  His car came into sight at least ten seconds before its tires did.  All four of them were as flat as a pancake.  Someone had taken the valves out during the night and crippled it as surely as if they had removed the motor.  Not stopping to ponder who, what, when, or why, Peterson ran back to Este 2 and started waving frantically at any taxi cab he could spot in the two-way traffic.



       Reaching over the shoulder of his desultory driver, Peterson waved a 500-Bolivar note under his nose and urged him to push his cab up to its highest speed.  The cab made noticeably faster progress, but barely noticeable.  When they first turned into Este 13, he felt sure they were too late, but then he saw the dark green car parked in front of the briefing house and assumed ‘'D’' was still there.  He told the cabbie to wait.



       Things couldn’'t have worked out better — the taxi pulling up across the street and a lone man in a business suit getting out of it in this fairly high-class neighborhood turned out to be far more convincing cover than anything he had cooked up on his own.  His spirits soared as he saw ‘'D’' himself come out the door and breeze down the winding front walk.  Peterson took two or three half steps to slow his pace a bit and arrived facing the iron-grill gate at the same moment ‘'D’' did.  He had already turned his belt buckle and placed his finger on the firing button.  He was getting his sight line centered on the man’'s left cheek when he felt his eyes rise steadily and uncontrollably upward above his target’'s head.  The guy nodded a polite greeting and went around to the driver’'s seat of his car while Peterson gazed impotently at the tops of the trees on the next block.  It was only when he heard the motor starting behind him that he realized he was compulsively firing the laser into thin air and ‘'D’' was on his way to the meet in Sarria!



       Peterson had dashed back to the cab and barked out directions to the house in Sarria before he gathered his thoughts enough to realize the game was over.  He could hardly barge into the meeting and flash everybody to drop in his tracks;  what the hell would that look like?  In fact, that was just what Campbell had warned him about:  an American outrage would be as useful to get the ball rolling as would be the intended announcement of the group’'s suspicion of American wrongdoing in the oilfields.  So what the hell was he doing chasing ‘'D’' over to the meet?  This cabbie couldn’'t overtake him in a million years.  This cabbie couldn’'t overtake an old lady on foot in a million years.  He felt a completely unfamiliar kind of rage rising within him, a rage of frustration about what had happened at the iron gate and a new, overpowering emotion that seemed to come up from his prehistoric origins and take command of his modern, rational being.



       There was a low cunning in Peterson’'s thoughts and actions from that point on.  He arrived in Sarria in his sluggish cab after ‘'D’' had already gone into the house.  He got out immediately and leaned through the driver’'s front window.  “Look at this,” he said, waving a 500-Bolivar note in front of his face, “if you get on that radio and have the dispatcher send a jackrabbit out here within less than fifteen minutes, it’'s yours.  If he arrives later than that, you don’'t get a single Centimo.  Understand?”  The cabbie understood, he already had the button pressed on his hand mike.



       After exchanging cabs, Peterson sat mulling things over in the back seat with a cold-blooded logic he had never employed before.  It was no good running over there when they came out, that was worse than busting into the house.  So how could he retrieve the situation without implicating the U.S. in whatever happened?  He was paying particular attention to the car parked at the curb.  The significance of it was that it was the only car parked there.  The others had apparently come by cab to avoid questions from their official drivers;  the four-door sedan ‘'D’' had driven over here from La Pastora was the only vehicle available to them.  He sat quietly in his seat, completely unaware of the fact that his plans were already made.



       When the group came out and started milling around the car to sort out the protocol order of seating, Peterson leaned over to growl in the driver’'s ear.  “You follow that green car when it starts up.  And if you manage to stay with it until I tell you to pull up ahead of it, there’'s an extra two thousand Bolivars in it for you.  Agreed?”



       “Hey, mister, agreed?  Shit!  I’'ll drive up on its roof and honk my horn for two thousand.  You kidding?”  Then he got as cunning as his passenger and said, “You wouldn’'t mind letting me see the color of your money, would you mister?”



       Without a word, Peterson peeled off four notes and put them under the seat belt next to the driver.  He settled back calmly while they watched the other car and the cabbie warmed up his engine.  When ‘'D’' pulled away from the curb, Peterson’'s driver waited a decent interval and followed him, always letting him get substantially ahead on the straight runs and only racing up to close the gap when ‘'D’' turned corners.



       This guy is an expert, Peterson thought.  Maybe things are starting to go my way for a change.



       The assignment was easy until they got to Avenida Andres Bello, then things got pretty hairy.  The car ‘'D’' was driving began to look like a lot of other cars on the road, and the turns he made to get down to Avenida Bolivar were complex and confusing.  Nevertheless, Peterson’'s driver stayed with him and was positioned three cars behind when he pulled out into Bolivar’'s high-speed lane.



       “Pass him,” Peterson yelled.  “Pass him, goddammit, and get right in front of him!”



       “Hey, mister, okay.”  The driver stepped on the gas.  “Don’'t flip your wig, mister.”



       Peterson spent hours, later, trying to figure out whether that remark had anything to do with it, but the plan must have been already formed in his mind at some level of consciousness.  He slipped his fingers up under his wig and rotated it off his head into his lap.  There he worked loose just one of the lenses and turned himself around to kneel on the back seat.  With the driver too preoccupied to notice what his passenger was up to, Peterson held the lens up near the rear window and remembered at the last minute to cover his exposed hand with a handkerchief.



       When the cabbie got them around in front of the dark green car, Peterson saw Xiang’'s agent, ‘'D’', at the wheel.  ‘'D’' turned to the man in the front passenger seat to say something — but he never finished the sentence.  Peterson had focused on ‘'D’'s neck but saw instantly that he had his collar pulled up and changed his aim to the now-turned cheek and pushed the button.  Realizing he had the pulse-train set for a three-minute delayed reaction, he pushed the button a second time, then a third.  ‘'D’' shook his head once, then opened his mouth to yell without making a sound, then slumped over the steering wheel and fell between it and the door, pulling the wheel left as he did so.  At 110 kilometers an hour, the fully loaded car swerved abruptly over the center divider into oncoming traffic and started a chain-reaction collision with the most ghastly consequences Caracas had ever seen.  Cars and trucks kept piling into the wreckage of those ahead of them as flames began to lick around the edges of ‘'D’'s telescoped sedan and the gasoline truck that had overturned next to it.



       The sounds of smashing vehicles completely masked the continued screaming of Peterson’'s cab driver who had watched, uncomprehendingly, the final moments of the disaster he had made possible.  The doffed toupée, the funny glass dish, the intensity of Peterson’'s gaze out the rear window, all somehow fused into the horrifying vision that followed.  The cabbie had no idea what had happened or how, but he pulled off into the clover leaf to get on Fuerzas Armadas and took the first opportunity to pull up and park.



       “Jesus, Mary and Joseph!  Jesus!”  He kept reciting the names at the top of his voice as he turned to face Peterson in the back seat.  “What to hell did you do back there, Mister?  What?  You tell me, Mister.  What you do, you bastard?!”  Peterson didn’'t hesitate a second.  He had the buckle turned off safety before the man ever spoke;  he had finished a triple flash before his terror-stricken questions were ever finished.



       Peterson had no trouble locating another cab on the busy avenue and climbed in to rest with his eyes closed while they cruised off to the hotel on Avenida Este.  He straightened his wig for the tenth time before walking casually through the lobby and being whisked up to his room.  A good sleep was all he needed now.  A good sleep and then a dip in the pool.



�




  CHAPTER  SEVENTEEN






       The nurse spoke quite softly when they first rolled Peterson back out of the apparatus, but he gave no sign of hearing.  Gradually raising her voice with just a trace of panic she ended up shaking his arm violently and shouting “Doctor Peterson!” in his left ear.



       He made a face and tried to turn his head.  Since his head was still in restraints, he failed to move it and began to come awake.  While the nurse was removing the head straps, he opened his eyes and remembered where he was.  “Well, I seem to have fallen asleep on you, young lady.  I hope all your patients aren’'t that rude.”



       She laughed, a little too loud, relieved to hear his voice.  “I wish more of my patients were as easygoing as you are, Doctor.  You never had to be reminded once to keep still;  in fact, you slept through the whole CAT-scan.  Doctor Palmer left orders to send you right up to his office as soon as your scan was finished.”  She went into the adjoining service room and brought back a wheelchair.  “Now are you going to make the hospital administrator happy and ride up to the doctor’'s office this time?”



       He responded to her bright smile and allowed himself to be bundled into the abominable contraption without too much protest.  His patience reflected not only his cheerful mood but the emergence of yet another symptom he had not talked over with Palmer until today.  He wasn’'t very eager, even today, to talk about it, but there was absolutely no choice.  This eye business was serious.  It had to be stopped at once.



       Serious or not, it was damned hard to talk about.  Peterson had always been reserved, always proud in a self-contained way.  He had never been in the embarrassing position of admitting infirmity to another human being.  Sure, there was the whole glioma business from start to finish, but Peterson had treated that, so far, as a fascinating project he was letting other professionals in on as a favor to them.  They could take it or leave it.  And if they didn’'t want to be in on his glioma project, he could take it to thousands of other doctors eager for the chance.



       This eye business was different.  It wasn’'t like revealing that his life was threatened by an unstoppable monster they held in common awe.  He was now admitting to an inferiority about his body, about himself.  He hated it to hell and gone, but it had to be done.



       “I’'ve been meaning to ask you, Bob, about a peculiar . . . well, would it have any connection with this glioma if I . . . could this thing cause my eyes to move when I didn’'t want them to?  Could it make them move upwards on their own?”



       Palmer put down the scan summary and swung around in his chair.  “So it’'s starting.”



       “So what’'s starting?”





       “Nystagmus.”





       “Ness-what?”





       Palmer laughed the way a third grader laughs at a second grader.  “I sometimes forget, Henry, that the ‘'Einstein of Medicine’' never went to medical school.”  The remark vented several decades of good-tempered resentment over Peterson’'s prodigious media attention while Palmer slaved away curing people the hard way, without boasting or showiness, and without a minute’'s exposure on the screen.  Peterson sat impatiently waiting for him to get back to the question.



       Palmer began to lecture the class idiot.  “You see, a glioma like yours pushes over a branch of the basilar artery,” he reached back into his desk drawer and pulled out a chart, “which runs right through here,” pointing to the wrong artery, “and causes pressure on the sixth nerve.”  He looked up at Peterson as though expecting him to sign over one of his Nobel Prizes on the spot.  “The pressure causes what we call sixth-nerve paresis, or a paralysis of the muscles that move the eyes.  It’'s an incomplete paralysis, so the eyes don’'t freeze into one position.  What happens is, when the basilar presses against the sixth nerve (and that can change from day to day or from hour to hour), the eye muscles relax and roll the eyeballs upwards behind the lids.”  He seemed to be waiting for congratulations.  Peterson waited for him to get on with it.  “Well, at any rate, that’'s one of the first real symptoms of this kind of tumor.  I’'m surprised neither Grundig nor Perrini thought to tell you about it.”



       Peterson realized they had probably both told him, but he wasn’'t being a good listener back then.  “What do I have to do to stop it?” he asked.



       Again the jolly forced laugh to ritually straighten the dunce cap on Peterson’'s head.  “Oh, there’'s nothing at all to be done about it, old chap.”  Palmer had been to a medical convention in London twelve years ago and had been possessed of a British accent ever since.  “That’'s simply one of those things.”



       “Oh, I see,” Peterson mocked, “it’'s one of those things.”  He smiled at Palmer mirthlessly.  “I never thought of that.”  His facial muscles went hard.  “So how do I stop it from happening?”



       “You can’'t,” Palmer insisted.  “We can’'t even go in there with a craniotomy and hope to have any chance of success.  It’'s one of those things, Henry.”



       Peterson deflected the conversation toward more general topics to avoid losing control of himself.  “So how did I come out of the scanner today?”



       Palmer went along with the change of subject enthusiastically.  “Well, speaking of cerebral blood vessels, I’'ve never seen so little damage in a tumor as advanced as yours is, Henry.  Now, that doesn’'t affect this thing we were talking about: it isn’'t the basilar artery’'s fault that it’'s pressing against your sixth nerve, it’'s the tumor’'s growth that does it.  But instead of attacking your blood vessels the way these gliomas normally do, this one seems to be leaving them alone, for some reason.”  Palmer stopped abruptly and went over to the window, his favorite place to think.  “It’'s far too early to tell, Henry, with any assurance, but we must keep in mind that it is the vascular effect that is life-threatening in these things.  If it doesn’'t break down the vascular system, I mean, if it doesn’'t break a blood vessel, then the normal mode of death is absent here.  I don’'t know what that means;  there’'s something very strange about it.  But we must focus our attention on this aspect of things in future scans.”  He turned away from the window and went to his desk.  “How have we been scheduling your CAT-scans?”



       “Every other Tuesday,” Peterson replied.



       “Okay.  That seems frequent enough to keep track of things.  I’'m interested to see these neurological symptoms finally cropping up, since they are the only external indication of your condition.  Your general health is good.  Your headaches are caused by the tumor, as is your nystagmus.  You should be experiencing some double vision soon and some ankle and wrist clonus, which is a kind of spasm of the joints that comes and goes.  No telling how serious that will get, it’'s just one of those things.”  He looked at his calendar.  “Let’'s see, now.  You’'re in today because you missed last Tuesday.  I hope you can stick to the schedule from now on;  it makes a much better series of data if they are taken at equal intervals.”  Peterson found his anger rising without responding to his thoughts.  “So we’'ll see you in . . . “ Palmer had trouble with numbers, “what’'s that amount to . . . ?”



       “Eleven days.” Peterson could stand it no longer.  He stood up.  “I want to thank you for taking me in on a Friday, Bob.  I understand it’'s one of your busiest days.”



       “Yes, yes.  Well, always glad to oblige, Henry.”  He smalltalked Peterson out of his office, down the corridor and into the elevator with twenty-three more clichées that rolled off his tongue almost as if they meant something.






•   •   •




       “Have you always been this indecisive?”  Tilson brought in the coffee and put it down where they could each pour for themselves.



       Peterson came out of his personal fog.  “What makes you think I’'m indecisive?”



       “You’'ve been here over thirty minutes and you’'ve made it clear to me you have something terribly important on your mind — I don’'t mean talking up the job to me, that’'s important but it’'s not what you’'re here for — and you haven’'t even begun to tell me what it is, yet you’'re getting all the more urgent about it by the minute.”



       “My God, don’'t tell me I’'m as transparent as that.”  He tried to laugh but didn’'t make it, not even close.



       “Sorry, but that’'s the way it is.”  She poured herself a cup and started putting in cream and sugar.  “Now.  Let’'s hear it and no more procrastinating.  You’'re as bad as I am.”



       “You?”





       “About the job.”





       “Oh, yes.  Yes, I suppose you are taking your time.”  He shook his head miserably as she pushed the coffee pot over toward him.  “But it’'s right for you to think it over . . . consider it very carefully.  But I better get down to business on the other thing.  Yes.  Right now.”  He took a deep breath and said nothing.  Finally he let it out and started talking without any air in his lungs.  The result was somewhat less than intelligible.




       “Come again?”




       “You said on the phone you were going up to the Institute this Thursday for two  weeks?”



       “Oh, yes.  That’'s why I called you.  I’'m going to do some consulting and push a few buttons on the Institute’'s computers until the 21stst of July.”  She realized she had been stirring her coffee almost long enough to wear off the little Swiss chalet on the bottom of the cup.  “It’'s a hell of a time for me to be gone for so long . . . and incidentally,” she licked the spoon and looked for a place to put it, “this is the last time you go playing the gentleman with me and taking a cab all the way down here when you’'re in such lousy shape.”  He lifted his eyebrows.  “So you didn’'t think I knew, eh?  Well I happened to be looking out toward 30thth Street just as you got out of the taxi.  And the way you were walking didn’'t look so hot, either.  Henry, you look awful!”  She put on her most severe face.  “The next time you want to talk, I come up to your place,” she tossed the spoon toward the sink and missed, “do you hear?”



       Peterson reached over and touched her hand, then squeezed it warmly, grateful for her concern for him.  “Sorry, Tilson.  Old habits die hard.  I wish old biologists died as hard.”  He straightened in a sudden flash of shame at the flagrant bid for pity he had unthinkingly uttered.  “Oh, damn.  Forget I said that, Tilson.  Please forget I said that.”



       She smiled.  “Come on, Henry.  You’'re making it all the harder for yourself.  I have a lousy memory.  It’'s forgotten already.”



       He released her hand and patted it.  “Watch the lies, Betty old girl. A couple months ago at the Widener reference terminal, I went over your records and transcripts meticulously.  I know all about your fabled memory.”  He didn’'t continue, but Tilson knew this time the block was broken and he would go on.



       “Betty, I want you to do me a favor that will require very little work but a great deal of discretion.  I might say skillful discretion.”  He sipped his coffee black and didn’'t realize he hated it that way.  “There is a cranky old geezer up there, actually not at M.I.T. anymore, he has broken off all connections there to work full time at Mass General, by the name of Carl Perrini.”  Tilson jumped.  Peterson went on without noticing.  “He’'s a neurologist-psychiatrist type, head of service at Mass General, good man in his field and old friend of mine who, for reasons that, well they concern you, but I’'d just as soon not go into them, but for certain reasons I’'d like to get his advice about something without his knowing I was the one asking for advice about me.  Do you understand that?”



       She laughed.  “You’'ve got to be kidding.  You expect me to understand that!?  But why don’'t you just ask me the favor, in words of one syllable, and we can leave the random walk through the English language for later.”



       Peterson didn’'t hear the jibe and went on as fast as he could.  “The thing is, what I want you to ask him is, and you must be very careful that he doesn’'t connect you with me in any way, that’'s very important, what I want you to ask him is if, at a moderately advanced stage of a pontine glioma like mine, but don’'t let on it’'s me, you understand, whether there are times, would be times, when an emotion or feeling or, well, whether the lower, unthinking part of the brain could force itself on the upper brain and sort of take over.  Sort of take over control.  Understand?”



       Tilson didn’'t crack any more jokes.  She pushed her coffee cup to one side and asked at least a dozen questions.  After listening carefully to the answers, she came around the table and kissed Peterson on the forehead as she would a hospital patient who was being very brave about an operation coming up in the morning, then took him to the door, rode down with him in the elevator, flagged a taxi and closed the door gently after he had pulled his leg awkwardly inside.  “Damn.  Damn.  What a crumby time for me to be away so long.”  She made a resolution to decide about the job, once for all, while she was working in Cambridge.  Perhaps there’'d be time, not before she left, but maybe the weekend of the 17thth, to fly out to Northfield and talk with her father.  Yes.  That would be the sensible thing to do.






•   •   •




       “Listen, Henry, I’'ve got to leave.  I hate it, but I’'ve really got to leave.”  Gail took her dress off the hanger (Peterson had picked it up and hung it in his closet the night before), and pulled it over her head.  As she tied the belt in back she leaned over the bed and kissed him on the forehead.  “You have always been the nicest guy in my life, Henry, and I strongly suspect you always will be, but I can’'t stay for breakfast, today of all days, because I’'ll get fired for sure if I do.  They’'re really getting antsy about Monday mornings since the four-day week hit us.  Too many people stretch their weekends from Friday to Tuesday and screw up the whole works.  Of course, you wouldn’'t understand people trying to get out of working . . . it’'s all you ever think about doing.”  She made a face at him.  “Well, almost all.”



       Peterson swung out of bed and went into the bathroom to splash cold water on his face.  Toweling off as he came back through the room, he saw that his faithful monitor had turned on the screens all over the apartment but, hearing voices, had kept the sound off as programmed.  Gail was brushing her hair in the living room.



       “Henry, you seem lonely as hell lately.  Why don’'t you get out more?  I know you hate restaurants, but you have to admit you had fun last night . . . even forgot yourself for a while there and ate food you’'d never heard of before.”  She smiled to show him there wasn’'t any mockery in what she said, but he knew that already;  she wasn’'t the type for sarcasm.  “I’'m going to be busy like you wouldn’'t believe this week, but call me Thursday and leave word at the Barbizon, will you, Henry.  I think you need company in the worst way.”



       Trust Gail to sense things like that, Peterson thought.  “You bet.  I’'ll even take you to Bernini’'s to show you I forgive you for that creep in Nesconset,” he said pleasantly.



       “Oh hell, Henry, it’'s been months since I’'ve seen Martin.  Well, weeks anyway.  He’'s gone with the wind.  Probably married by now;  that’'s all he seemed suited for, if you ask me.”



       Peterson hadn’'t heard her, he was staring at the silent screen above the monitor with a look of sheer hatred.  Startled, Gail looked over at it and saw a perfectly innocuous looking man being interviewed on the morning news magazine.  Peterson threw the towel at the screen with such violence that it hit with some force despite wind resistance.  “They ought to string those dirty hyenas up.”  He turned to look at her.  “So what do they do?  They put them on television!”



       Gail stopped on her way to the door and came back to take Peterson’'s hand.  “Henry.  Henry?  Look at me.”  She managed to get his attention.  “I can’'t imagine how you could get so mad at people.  But that’'s not what frightens me.”




       “Frightens?  Why?”




       “Because you are that rare creature, Henry:  a completely dedicated man.  And you have the strongest feelings about . . . well, that’'s just it, I haven’'t the faintest idea about what.  In all these years you’'ve never talked about your feelings, your beliefs.  You have never once tried to convince me of anything, never tried to convince anybody as far as I know.  And that’'s scary.”



       He looked at her intently, his face seesawing between honest recognition and a fake laugh.  Finally he kissed her with genuine affection.  “I miss you, Gail.  As you say, we have got to spend more time together from now on.  Please don’'t jilt me on Thursday, I’'d like to make a weekend of it.  Where would you like to go that you haven’'t been for a while?”



       She gave him a peck on the cheek and opened the door.  “I’'ll think it over and tell you when you call.  That’'s a promise.”  She went into the corridor.  “And that’'s a date.”



       Peterson stood in the doorway and watched her until she disappeared into the elevator.  He couldn’'t even count the number of times he had come home from gut-wrenching jobs with feelings he couldn’'t talk to anybody about, only to have Gail smooth out the emotional cramps in his stomach and put him in touch with the world again.  As he closed the door he was already looking forward to Thursday.



       He had forgotten about the monitor’'s programming;  with no voice instructions from him to the contrary, it turned on the sound and started raising it by stages. He was unaware of what it was doing until he turned off the shower and came out into his bedroom to be confronted by the pounding blast of drums coming out of the wall-mounted screen in front of him.  There was so much noise in the bedroom, Peterson couldn’'t tell the monitor to quiet down by voice command, so he went quickly into the other room to turn it off.  He checked himself when he saw on the living-room screen the podium of the Chicago Convention of the American Legion of Economic Justice.  Apparently the interview had been an introduction to a tape of last night’'s doings in the Windy City.



       “What have you bastards dreamed up to give away this time?” he demanded.  The wide-angle view of the pageantry in the hall dissolved to a single face and the auditorium settled down to listen to the answer to Peterson’'s question.



       In amateurish ignorance of every ad-agency maxim, the speaker began with a long, detailed history lesson of Chinese-American relations.  It was strictly from Dullsville.  No catchy slogans repeated endlessly to the chant of the crowds, no passionate charges of villainy in the White House, no promises of wealth, power or long life to his listeners, just a review of what most people were content to leave to the history books.  Peterson’'s was probably the only television receiver tuned to that channel by the time the speaker finally got around to making his point, which turned out to be that the Chinese had invited Western business corporations to invest in specific portions of the Chinese economy and the U.S. should invest heavily in the People’'s Republic.



       Peterson’'s mouth fell open as the self-proclaimed American at the microphone listed the various opportunities available:  coal mines, pipelines, road networks, shipyards, communes (called ‘'collective farms’' in the Chinese prospectus the fellow kept referring to), and entire regions of the country in which mining concessions would be given Western firms under contracts granting them 30% of the total revenues, after expenses, from the sale of the minerals they produced.  The speaker droned on at length about the tremendous financial advantages of enriching China by digging its coal for it, growing its food, building its houses and laying its pipelines with Western money, business skills and technological know-how.  Henry Peterson could hardly believe his ears.



       Yet the convention went on, with speaker after speaker painting rosy pictures of the tremendous benefits to be stuffed into the pocketbooks of any businesses that went to work for the nation that today threatened every one of its Asian neighbors with nuclear devastation, that held half the Western world by the throat at this very moment.  When the original speaker returned and announced that the New York rally would be held on the 20thth of July, Peterson again had his finger on the off key.  His body stiffened and he withdrew his finger while he listened to the man recite lists of organizations that had expressed interest in the A.L.E.J. program.  He hit the off key and the telephone dialer with the same motion and waited impatiently for an answer.  Finally Campbell came on the line.



       “Wesley?”  Peterson managed to get control of his voice.  “Why haven’'t I seen anything in your column about this sell-out crowd on the television?”



       Campbell, as usual, was on his way to the airport.  “What sell-out crowd, Henry?”



       “This A.L.E.J. bunch.”  Peterson refused to say the word “Justice” in their name.



       “You mean the American Legion of  —”





       “Yeah, that’'s who,” Peterson cut him off.





       “Henry, they’'re . . . look, Henry, they’'re okay.  Believe me, they’'re perfectly okay.  I’'d like to explain it more fully but . . . “  Campbell seemed to be shuffling through papers or packages on his desk and came back on the line after a minute of looking.  “Listen, Henry, I’'ve got an idea.  I’'ve got to run right now, but let’'s do what we did for the, you know, for the last time.  I’'ll send over a disk with all the details and you can look it over at your leisure.  Take all the time you want.  I’'ll give you a ring next Sunday night when I get back.  Okay?”



       Mollified without being in the least satisfied, Peterson grunted his assent.  Campbell heard the downstairs annunciator sound the instant he put down the phone.  His car had arrived.  They were late.  Because he was desperate not to miss the plane and because he was getting increasingly inattentive to details under the pressure of headlong events, he spent more time getting a private delivery envelope and carefully addressing it than he did looking over the precise title on the disk.



�




  CHAPTER  EIGHTEEN






       The courier arrived with Campbell’'s disk just after lunch and Peterson went to work on it right away.  The label said there was a personal note on the disk and when Peterson typed in the file number, Campbell’'s voice came out of his computer’'s transponder.



       “Since this is going over to your place by secure service, Henry, I thought I’'d offer my condolences to you about the tragedy in Caracas.  When we talked about the job, you were thinking of a very short-delay exposure, but you must have changed your mind at the last minute and flashed him with a greater time constant.  How could you have known he’'d get all the way out on to a high-speed highway before he . . . well, I’'m sure you were as shaken up as I was by the terrible results:  the latest information is that 38 people died and 57 more were injured.  The authorities insist on listing 40 dead, adding a paramedic who stepped out in front of an ambulance and a cab driver who apparently witnessed the calamity, pulled off the highway, and died of a heart attack.”



       There was a slight pause as the file picked up at another spot on the disk.  “It isn’'t good for you to be alone so much of the time, Henry, particularly when things like this Caracas business have just happened.  Make a point of coming over more often, just to chat.  I promise not to twist your arm about a successor — at least, not more than half the time.”



       There!  Play that spot over again, Peterson said to himself.  And when he did, he heard it for a second time.  There was definitely another voice chuckling in the background.  Another voice besides Campbell’'s.  Peterson sat looking at his computer’'s keyboard with a growing sense of disbelief combined with irritation.  It wasn’'t possible.  It had to be some kind of electronic fluke.



       He played it again.  Couldn’'t be real. Must be a false echo.  Forget it.  Campbell wasn’'t stupid enough to turn the job into a tea party.  He wasn’'t a gossip columnist, after all.



       But whether the echo was real or false it was irritating enough to make Peterson turn off the disk and take it out of the drive.  He tossed it over on to his writing table — upside down.



       The next day, Tuesday, was a scheduled CAT-scan at Rockefeller.  Again the results were unprecedented.  Palmer could not understand why the cerebral blood vessels were undamaged while the tumor rampaged through the lower brain structures.  He insisted on sending copies of the scan up to Perrini and Grundig, even though Peterson would have preferred to consider them both out of direct contact with his case.  He hoped, however that Tilson had been able to drag some useful information out of Perrini.



       When Peterson got back to his apartment, he flashed himself a little less heavily than usual because he had begun to see platelets in the blood flowing out of his brain through the jugular vein.  He had finally come to understand that particular measurement to mean excess platelet production.  There were more than enough of them to repair the damage from the tumor.  With so many left over, they began to circulate in his bloodstream — a dangerous condition.  It was time to leave well enough alone;  there was no point rebuilding his arteries to the point of clogging his heart or kidneys like one of his victims.



       The long weekend with Gail was marred by bad weather, their usual bickering, some problems with spasms in his right ankle, and a three-hour detour in Pennsylvania due to a washed-out bridge.  But it was sheer heaven.  Peterson had seldom been so relaxed since he couldn’'t remember how long.  When they got back to New York, it was already past one o’'clock Monday morning and it seemed best to drop Gail at the Barbizon to make it easier for her to get to work.  And that’'s why he came to wake up, later that same morning, alone in his apartment.



       It hadn’'t exactly been forcing itself into his consciousness, but he did want to see Campbell’'s information on the Ameri . . . on the A.L.E.J. as soon as he had breakfast.  With all of the breakfast equipment running in its self-clean cycle and a second cup of hot coffee in his hand, Peterson had put the disk into the primary drive somewhat awkwardly with his one free hand.  Trying not to spill the coffee, he didn’'t notice that he had put the disk in upside down.   Neither did he notice that the printed label on side #2 was, “PATH OF REASON”, and penciled-in below that were the words, “final report”.



       Expecting a treatise, as promised, on the A.L.E.J., Peterson was surprised to see on his screen a listing, instead, of the known facts of the anti-Western holy war that Moslem fundamentalists throughout the Middle East had painstakingly planned and organized since the rise to power of the Ayatollah Khomenie in Iran.  The report gave complete details of Moslem guerrilla attacks and sabotage throughout the Persian Gulf and Mediterranean regions, and then detailed the efforts by the leaders of the Jihad as they had traveled all over the world lining up arms and ammunition and equipment for their various assaults.



       Peterson was fascinated by the story and forgot what he had originally expected, so much so that, when the prompting block on the disk asked whether he wished to proceed to the next section, Peterson quickly typed in the fact that he did.  The title of the second section was “Organization and Destruction of the Path of Reason” and it proceeded to detail a much more fascinating story than that of the Jihad itself.  It reported that the Path of Reason, an organization of moderate, pre-Western Moslems, had been set up in the region in 1995.  The text and tables and lists and maps then carefully listed the leaders of this new anti-Jihad group and showed clearly how each of the leaders had been assassinated by people whose personal reports were contained on this side of the disk.  Not only had their reports been made to the compiler of this disk, but it was clear that, in each and every case, the assassin had been receiving information and instructions from Wesley Campbell!



       Peterson went rigid as the details of the slaughter scrolled inexorably up on the screen of his computer. It told him that the leadership group had started with fifteen members and had, by April of this year, been reduced to only one.  In several instances the hired gunman had received his payoff out of funds raised by none other than the American Legion of Economic Justice!  Scattered entries in this matter-of-fact section detailed the provision to the assassins of rented boats, leased trucks and special weapons.  Each of the equipment entries carried footnotes concerning the source of funds.  All of it was paid for by the A.L.E.J.



       The tone of the report became more somber as it told of the growing realization within the Path of Reason organization that the Jihad’'s attack on their leadership must be directed by traitors among their own members.  No one among the fanatic Shiites could know enough about their movements to carry out such a successful series of assassinations.  Therefore, when it became necessary for the principal leader of this dedicated group of moderates to go out on a very important mission by himself, every eye in the Path of Reason watched suspiciously for any attempt to assassinate him.  Had such an attack been made, the moderate Moslems would most likely have lost every last vestige of faith in themselves, in their ability to organize resistance and in the prospect of a peaceful Islamic world.  The last surviving leader’'s name:  Khawlani al-Umar.   A facetious little note at the bottom of that particular page said he had died “of natural causes” in New York City on the 23rdrd of May this year.



       The disk had another prompt asking if he wanted to read out more of the details, but it flashed its question mark on the screen in vain:  Peterson was staring at the opposite wall with unfocused eyes and a furiously preoccupied mind.  Conditioned by the well organized data formats on the disk, his mind was, at the moment, constructing a list of ghastly truths with which he had to come to terms.



                   
•
 in the Khawlani affair, he had been the dupe of anti-Western agents 



                   
•
 Wesley Campbell, who had recruited him for the killing, was one of those agents



                   
•
 Campbell was clearly a central operator in the team described on the disk, the team that had done the Jihad’'s dirty work so efficiently



                   
•
 given that Campbell had acted as a Jihad agent in the Khawlani business, how long had he been working for them?



                   
•
 for how many years, then, had Peterson been taking his lead from Mideast terrorists?



                   
•
 since the Jihad had repeatedly rejected aid from the Chinese, why was a pack of pro-Chinese jackals like the A.L.E.J. helping them get rid of their anti-Jihad enemies?



                   
•
 one thing sure, the A.L.E.J. was payrolling a pretty selected brand of “justice” — economic or otherwise.



                     It was in favor of a China engaged in all-out aggression, nuclear and economic, against its innocent neighbors in Asia.   A China engaged in worldwide sabotage of the basic energy sources of any nation that tried to defend those threatened neighbors.



                     It was in favor of a primitive Moslem Jihad engaged in all-out aggression against its innocent neighbors in the Mideast.   A Jihad engaged in worldwide terrorism against any nation that tried to defend those threatened neighbors.



       The questions were hard enough to face, but the answers were even harder.  And more painful.  Peterson barely breathed at some points in his examination of the past twenty-nine-years;  he breathed quite heavily at others.  The frustration of questions without comprehensible answers converted itself into rage.  “Maybe I can’'t figure out all the answers,” he growled into the empty apartment, “but I can sure as hell get those monkeys for good — once I know who they are.”  He began to think about retaliation.  In fact he spent more time thinking about retaliation than he did about where the truth lay.  At the end of an hour he was paralyzed with indecision;  at the end of two hours he was as restless as the turmoil within him.



       To rage and restlessness was added the 12 o’'clock news.  After eight minutes spent on a messy Hollywood divorce, his favorite news channel turned to the upcoming New York convention of the American Legion of Economic Justice, complete with file clips of previous conventions and short features on each of the national leaders.  The unbearable questions of the loyalty and identity of Wesley Campbell faded into the background.  Peterson went to his computer and began to search the standard information services for telephone numbers and locations.  When he had cross-filed them into his telephone system, he began making contact with the A.L.E.J. leadership.



       It took his computer barely fifteen minutes to set up a conference call with the seven men and two women who controlled the League  (the magic of his name, and of the large fortune he had amassed, never failed).  He offered financial support of unspecified size when he understood their aims a little better, and he got himself invited to the private executive meeting they had scheduled for the next afternoon in New York.  Although they had only an hour and a half to get ready for the huge rally in Madison Square Garden that night, none of them mentioned any limitation on the time they could give him;  whatever he wanted of it, he would get.  Peterson congratulated them on their “good work” and promised to be on time for the meeting.






•   •   •




       Tuesday, July 20thth, was one of those days the citizens of large American cities pray for.  Not too hot, certainly not too cold;  not too sunny and not too bleak;  a breeze of no more than 10 kilometers an hour brought fresh air in from the countryside and blew New York City’'s noxious halitosis out into the Atlantic Ocean.  The trees looked greener and the buildings looked grander than they normally did.  Many New Yorkers were actually tempted to smile, but kept their faces rigid to avoid getting involved.



       Peterson distrusted his ability to drive his own car;  a taxi flagged anonymously on First Avenue was better for his purposes anyway.  He had himself deposited in the midst of the anonymous crowd outside Pennsylvania Station and walked back to Seventh Avenue.  Since he was twenty minutes early, he stood there at the corner, motionless, gazing at the Statler-Hilton.  When he started to worry about becoming conspicuous, he crossed over Seventh and went past the hotel into Gimbels, where he pretended to be shopping.   He went back to the hotel a little before six-thirty to be whisked up to the eleventh floor in one of its new automatic elevators.  The leadership of the American Legion of Economic Justice was waiting for him in Room 1109.  As it happened, only five of the nine managed to be there.



       Although he had spent the entire morning planning a structured series of questions to trap the A.L.E.J. leaders in damaging admissions of this or that sinister activity, Peterson found it impossible to concentrate when actually engaged in conversation with them.  He had planned to flash, on the spot, any culprits his fiendishly clever questions unmasked.  Now, as he moved from one to another, he couldn’'t remember either the questions or the incriminating answers.  The discussions became increasingly superficial, fragmented and incoherent.  He couldn’'t be sure whether they saw his confusion or it was only apparent to him.  He only felt his intentions, he couldn’'t think what they actually were.



       But oh, how powerful those feelings were!  He growled soundlessly to himself that he had made a good choice:  pulmonary arterial clots.  Quick and deadly.  No escape.  These bastards hadn’'t given the Mideast moderates any escape;  it was time they found out what that means.  It was time . . . .



       Peterson touched the control buckle and realized that his power-pack belt had been off safety since he entered the room.  And he had been pushing the initiate button frequently every since!  But he couldn’'t force his brain to stop thinking about how he felt and start thinking about the real world around him.  God Almighty!  The first man he had talked to when he arrived in the room suddenly clutched his throat, fighting for breath, and sank to the floor.  The woman who went to his aid did the same thing.  The old man sitting on the sofa slumped over sideways into the lap of a woman whose hands were tearing frantically at her necklace.  The fellow he was talking to looked at him with abject horror and grabbed Peterson’'s sleeve, which gave way at the seam when Peterson pulled away from him.



       Now terrified himself, Peterson realized he had given no thought at all to working out a quick exit.  He hadn’'t intended to commit this insane massacre.  Had he?  It was certainly crazy to be on the scene of a bunch of short-term flashes when they started taking hold.  He had to get out of the room and disappear.  At least, he thought, his exit wouldn’'t be noticed by anyone inside the room.  Unfortunately for him, his exit was very conspicuously noticed outside by an old friend of his who was walking down the corridor.



       “Why Henry Peterson, I almost didn’'t recognize you wearing glasses.”



       Peterson hadn’'t noticed her until she spoke.  He twisted around so suddenly he felt a sharp pain in his back, already hindered by the awkward “brace” strapped along its entire length.  He put his hand to it and groaned.



       Because of her training and concern, she saw the movement and understood at once.  “Good heavens, Doctor, are you ill?”  She put an arm around his waist and moved him over to the low setee.



       Peterson was frantic to leave the area, to distance himself from the hotel where he had delivered what had turned out to be uniformly short-term precipitations to every prominent leader of A.L.E.J..  But again he could think of nothing to say.



       “Here now, Henry.”  She shifted him over against the cushioned backrest of the small couch.  “Put your head back and try to rest while I call a taxi to take you . . . where do you want to go?”  He was trying to answer her when she laughed, incongruously.  “Don’'t tell me you wear those things here in the city, Henry!  Wait, let me unfasten them.”  She pulled the optical fibers out of the tips of his eyeglasses.  “Those are for yachting, Doctor Peterson, not for the calm interior of the Statler-Hilton.”



       He mumbled as loudly as he could what he thought was an inspired lecture on the benefits to be gained by leaving the hotel as rapidly as possible, but what emerged was meaningless sound to the ears of Dr. Phyllis Lamont.  Having discussed Peterson’'s case briefly with her husband, Ken Grundig, she was concerned that she might be witnessing a tragic episode in his fatal illness.  She had just begun to look for a phone when the door to room 1109 burst open and a young man in a grey suit staggered out clutching his throat.  She watched in alarm as he lurched against the wall, breathing heavily but to no effect, and fell forward on the floor.  When she reached him and grabbed one of his flailing wrists, she felt a thready pulse for a moment or two, then nothing at all.  The man was dead.  As she rolled him over on his back to verify her diagnosis, she got a good look into Room 1109.



       As though shot out of a cannon, Doctor Lamont dashed to the elevator and pushed both the up and down call buttons.  When a car arrived, she jumped in, picked up the emergency phone and spoke rapidly to the assistant manager.  By the time she was back at Peterson’'s side, the desk in the lobby was a scene of frenzied activity, the assistant manager hoping he was not responding to a hoax while, at the same time, hoping desperately that what Dr. Lamont had told him wasn’'t true.



       Lamont found Peterson in much better shape than she had left him:  he was breathing freely and easily, sitting up straight, and wiping his glasses.  “I’'m sorry I gave you such a scare, Phyllis.”  He carefully avoided looking toward the body lying in the corridor.  “I certainly did feel quite ill there for a moment.  I can’'t even remember what room I came out of.”



       “That one, Henry.” She pointed to 1109.  “And you aren’'t the only one who’'s ill.”  She stood up and went toward the A.L.E.J. meeting room.  Peterson groaned to himself;  she had clearly seen which room he had been in.  That meant he would have to tailor his actions accordingly.  He quickly popped out his contact lenses and put them in his vest pocket with those very special eyeglasses he did not want examined.  Then, timing his move to her disappearance from the corridor, he dashed for the elevator and got it moving down to the lobby.



       With the hotel staff trying to preserve a calm and reassuring atmosphere, the lobby seemed no more agitated than it normally did.  Peterson went out the 33rdrd-street exit and flagged the first cab he saw, giving him an address in the West 50’'s.  When they got there, he went in the 54thth-street door of the New York Telephone building and came out on Tenth Avenue.  He had to wait almost fifteen minutes before an empty cab came by (it was that time of day), which he took to the Grand Army Plaza, ignoring the dirty looks the cabbie gave him for the eight-block ride.  When the second cab was well out of sight he flagged down a third one to take him home.



       Because he was in a hurry, he bungled both the downstairs code and his apartment code, taking twice as long to reach the safety inside.  The phone was ringing.  He ignored it and went quickly to the equipment vault.  This time he functioned more efficiently and had it open in more or less the usual time.  He stripped as rapidly as his wrenched back permitted and stored the laser brace, the belt, the glasses and all their interconnections where they belonged.  Then he threw his more innocent clothing down the laundry chute and put on a dressing gown — not a fancy one, nor a comfortable one, but a sick-man-rushing-home-to-lie-down dressing gown.  With a final look around his apartment, he picked up the phone and answered in his most feeble voice.






•   •   •




       Peterson’'s story held up in New York.  He had indeed visited the A.L.E.J. leaders in their room at the Statler-Hilton;  he had felt ill;  he had left the room quickly to seek aid;  he had encountered Dr. Lamont in the corridor;  she had aided him but left;  he, too, had left to come home and rest.  He was devastated by the ghastly news that all five of those who had been with him in the room had succumbed to some fatal but, as yet, unknown malady.  Autopsies were underway to learn more.  Meanwhile, Peterson was back in the familiar confines of New York Hospital under observation.



       Peterson’'s story did not, however, hold up in Boston.  Phyllis Lamont-Grundig had phoned Ken and given him all the details as she had witnessed them.  To her, they meant nothing.  Ken Grundig, to whom the details also meant very little, promptly phoned Carl Perrini and passed them on to him.  To Perrini the events of the day fit into the growing pattern of Dr. Henry Peterson’'s case, but he had no idea how.  He had, however, talked again with Dr. Tilson the previous Friday, this time about some newly developing aspects of Peterson’'s emotional condition.  She went to great lengths to drag red herrings across the path their conversation took, but it was clear to Perrini what was going on.  Acting with a decisiveness that took its inspiration from equal parts of love and fear, Perrini phoned the federal agent in Foley Square and brought him up to date about the bodies scattered around a hotel room from which Henry Peterson had emerged the sole survivor.



�






  CHAPTER  NINETEEN






       The world woke up on July 21stst to screaming headlines about the terrible outbreak of “Legionnaires Disease” in New York City.  Autopsies had shown that five people had died of pulmonary blood clots within less than an hour.  Several news agencies ransacked their files for details of an outbreak in Philadelphia in July of 1976 that had stricken dozens of American Legionnaires just as suddenly and just as mysteriously as this one had, twenty-two years later.  The media kite rose into the sky.



       And there was much to report.  The Statler-Hilton was under quarantine, as was an American cardiologist recently returned from Leningrad.  Eight of eleven news channels speculated that she had caught some mysterious Russian disease and had become a “Typhoid Mary”.  CBS News darkly observed that the President refused to say how many Americans she had infected since her return.  Hysteria quickly grew on the East Coast of the U.S. and in Frankfurt, Germany where it was learned that Dr. Lamont had stopped off to shop for clothing on her way back to the United States.



       The “Einstein of Medicine” had escaped the attention of the media because Dr. Lamont had held the information closely, discussing it with no one but her husband and, on his advice, Dr. Palmer.  She had then given the barest facts concerning her encounter with Henry Peterson to the police captain put in overall charge of the case.



       In their haste to win promotion and immortality, the busy police and the even busier news hounds searched for evidence unmasking the fiendish hand of Russian germ-warfare scientists behind what had happened in room 1109.  The untidy fact that Peterson had been in the area was of no earthly use to either group and was very carefully filed in the bottom drawer of their desks.



       But that untidy fact had not escaped the attention of either Foley Square or of Lieutenant Mike Rudzinsky.  The good lieutenant’'s men had followed Peterson rather straightforwardly from his apartment to the hotel on Tuesday afternoon, then had to scramble all over the city as he took a rather disjointed route back home.  When they heard of the deaths and read the captain’'s report about Peterson’'s walking out of the room just before the bodies were discovered, they became very interested, to put it mildly.  Rudzinsky was beginning to wonder who was the hero and who the villain — his daughter’'s glittering career notwithstanding.



       With news flashes declaring unofficial states of emergency scrolling out of computers in every home in the U.S., the panic grew to impressive proportions.  For the hotel itself, the panic was the end.  It was quickly sold to a midtown warehousing company, but with so much publicity concerning packages being delivered throughout the city from the “death house”, it quickly failed and the building was razed to the ground.



       It was also the end for the American Legion of Economic Justice.  Since anyone associated with its leadership, even those who had never in their lives been east of the Mississippi, was by now also associated with the deadly Russian toxin, the organization literally exploded:  its members putting the greatest distance they could between themselves and those who led them.



       But it was only the beginning for Dr. Elizabeth Tilson.  With Henry Peterson in a state of shock over the insane fiasco in room 1109, he was more than ever anxious to take himself out of action and hand over to his successor.  As fate would have it, Betty Tilson had just cleared the last remaining obstacle to her acceptance of that responsibility.  Having finished her research project at M.I.T., she had taken a plane from Boston to Minneapolis on the Sunday before the outbreak and had driven herself in a rented car down to Carleton College to visit her illustrious father, Manuel.



       They had talked for a day and a half nonstop before she guided the conversation to the subject uppermost in her thoughts:  was it ever . . . ever justified for a civilized human being, acting completely alone, to fight a war on behalf of his civilization that violated the accepted rules of equal exposure, equal risk governing armies and navies on the field of battle?  Were the motives and methods of the killing squads that had taken the lives of her own grandparents ever justified when the stakes were the survival of civilization itself?  And when the least-common-denominator effect that had historically left the dirty work to atavistic goons was carefully avoided by the application of an informed “loner principle” working in the opposite direction?  In short, could civilization only defend itself by planetary devastation?



       They had started the conversation outside Evans Hall where Manuel Tilson was teaching a graduate seminar.  They had reached Willis Union before the proposition had been squarely put.



       Professor Tilson drew his daughter away from the path around the quad which had begun to fill up with hungry students in the late afternoon.  “You’'ve clearly wasted a lot of time thinking that question over before you came to me,” he said.  “You should have asked me in the beginning.  I’'ve spent years working out the moral and practical aspects of that particular question.  Could have saved you a lot of time.”



       “It wasn’'t really possible before now,” she said.  “It wasn’'t the sort of thing we could talk over properly on the phone.  And I wanted to know precisely what the question was before I put it to you.”



       “Oh, you’'ve put it to me but good, young lady.  You’'ve worked out the best formulation there is.  At least, it’'s the one I’'ve settled for in my own mind.  I think it’'s the most honest way to approach the subject.”



       “So stop dancing around it, then.  What did you come up with in all those years?”



       “The most definitive answer of all.”  He gazed out across the quad at the music building nestled up alongside Olin Hall of Science.



       “Which is?” she insisted.



       “The answer is that I don’'t know,” he murmured, as he took her hand and lifted it to his lips.






•   •   •




       Peterson jumped a foot when the annunciator went off in his apartment, even though he had spent the morning eagerly awaiting Tilson’'s arrival.  “Come on up, Betty,” he said through the intercom, “the codes are all set for you”.



       He opened the door into the corridor and waited impatiently for her to arrive, kissing her lightly on the cheek when she did.  “I feel I have to apologize for being so familiar, Betty, but I don’'t know how else to express my delight, both to be home from the hospital and to be working together with you at last.”



       “Henry,” she said, “you’'re the last person on earth who would offend me with unprofessional conduct.”  She laughed.  “The very last.”  She went in and pushed the door closed behind her, going immediately to the soda fountain to make herself a chocolate soda.  “I can’'t believe those ghouls kept you over there in the hospital for two weeks.  Don’'t they listen to the news?”



       “You mean this business about the Baghdad virus?  No.  They don’'t believe it for an instant.  And they could be right, after all.  This Baghdad theory is entirely based on negative data, you know.”  Peterson writhed inside;  he hated to play false with his successor.  With all the hopes riding on her shoulders, the least she deserved was complete honesty.  And that was the one thing he was denying her.  But he was afraid she wasn’'t ready to deal with the more ghastly aspects of the job, as yet, and she certainly wasn’'t ready to deal with Peterson’'s crazy reaction to the A.L.E.J..  He wasn’'t ready himself.



       “Well you have to admit,” she shouted over the mixer, “that it clots blood in precisely the same way, and then disappears without a trace.”  She turned off the machine.  “That’'s pretty unusual behavior for any self-respecting virus I’'ve ever heard of.”  She went over to the writing table and pulled up a comfortable chair.  “But a virus that commits hara kiri each time it gets a foothold among its victims is not, I predict, going to be an earth-shattering success.”



       “Exactly,” Peterson said.  “So how is it going to travel 13,000 kilometers and begin spreading around Baghdad-on-the-Hudson, eh?”



       “The Russians?”  She raised her eyebrows.



       “Not a chance,” he said.  “Any nut faction in Russia would want to gain publicity for themselves by any mischief they created.  What good is it to them for New York to be hysterical over Iraqi germ warfare?”  He turned his uncomfortable expression away by reaching for a stack of papers behind him.  “Spreading germs around New York is a rather diffuse path to political domination in the new Union, isn’'t it?”



       She smiled at him, pleased with every indication of reasonableness she detected in his approach to the horrible undertaking she had agreed to take over from him.  There were people she knew who hated very easily, hated someone they had never met, hated someone who advocated things they disapproved of.  To hear Peterson disavow such thinking, to shun it in his own life, was comforting.  At least here was a man who took the responsibilities of the peacemaker seriously, who took human life only to save humanity, not to avenge himself or work out his own hates.



       “When you feel hungry enough to stop for lunch, Betty, just give me the word.  I’'ve got plenty of stuff right here that we can throw in the microwave.”  Peterson sorted out a group of chemical-reaction diagrams and microscopic photos.  “And now we’'d better get down to work;  there’'s a lot we have to cover and we haven’'t any way of knowing how much time we’'re going to have, exactly.”



       Tilson finished the snack and wiped her fingers on a paper napkin.  With all his millions, she thought, Henry certainly doesn’'t surround himself with very high class things.  He had jokingly referred to the paper plates they were using as his best silver.  She decided it might very well be just that.



       “It’'s always a temptation,” he began, “to tell things in their historical order.  But, in this case, that would take too long.  No matter.  About six years ago, I started making up archive disks with every historical detail I could think of.  There are thirty-eight of them now, if you can believe it, and they all go to you when I . . . when you take over.”  He put the chemical diagram with its arrows and formulas on top of the pile.  “Now this is the heart of the matter, Betty.  This is how ultraviolet light can be made to interact with the constituents of mammalian blood to produce a wide range of physiological effects.  These numbers in the upper left corner are the resonance values of the reactions,”  he looked up at her.  “You can shine lasers at blood from here to the next century without seeing anything happen.  It’'s the resonance effect, a combination of the precise frequency of the light, the number of pulses per second and the width of those pulses, that triggers all these protein processes shown here at the bottom.”



       They worked until two o’'clock, stopping for lunch, and then until eight-thirty, stopping from fatigue.  Peterson would normally have fixed cheeseburgers again, even though they had them for lunch, but he had stocked up on some meatloaf dinners with carrots and mashed potatoes to celebrate the presence of his honored guest.  When they had finished them, it was time for another five hours of work and off to bed.  Tilson had brought enough clothes to make herself at home in the fully equipped guest room of the Peterson apartment



       The next morning they started working on hardware.  Tilson had used lasers in the course of her normal research, but she had never seen variable-frequency devices to compare with Peterson’'s free-electron attachée case model, or his ingenious back brace.  Thursday and Friday were completely devoted to the technical points of the equipment;  Saturday and Sunday to the finer points of their use in the field.  By the time they took a break to watch the World Cup tennis matches late Sunday afternoon, Tilson’'s eyes were so tired she found them closed in the middle of a hotly contested point.  Since Peterson didn’'t mind conversation while watching tennis, she let them stay closed and asked him some general questions that had developed during her five-day initiation into the job.



       “Henry, I keep seeing the title ‘'Sentry’' on your data sheets and experimental notes taken back at MIT.  What’'s that mean?”



       “It means a penniless young graduate student looked all over the place for funding and finally got hold of a grant for general medical research from the Sentry Life Insurance Company of Boston.  The official reports I had to turn in from time to time carried the full title:  The Sentry Life Insurance Project.  I sure did get tired of writing that mouthful over and over again.  But on my own papers I just wrote The Sentry Project.  I remember thinking, back in the early years, that it turned out to be a rather appropriate title for that particular project, not only because the Analyzer served as a ‘'sentry’' for malignant things going on in the body, but because this part of that project served as a ‘'sentry’' for malignant things going on in the world.  I remember filing everything about the job in my computer under the title: ‘'The Bernhaupt Sentry’' back in the early years.  But I’'ve gradually shortened it to just ‘'Sentry’' since then.”



       Tilson, too, found the title appropriate.  But there was more to the job than lasers.  “You’'ve mentioned several times that I’'ll need a reliable channel of political information to help guide my work.  When do I get introduced?”



       “Ah, yes,” Peterson said.  “That has become a very serious problem.”  He turned to her while he concentrated on his answer, even though the second set of the match was in the midst of a tie breaker.  “You cannot operate without a source of accurate information about the real world.  That information will frequently have to be of a classified nature or, at least, the conclusions passed on to you will have to be informed by exposure to the complete spectrum of classified data.”  He sighed heavily and pulled the lobe of his right ear, a habit she had become used to.  “At this moment, unfortunately, I am convinced that the channel I had intended to put you in touch with is quite unreliable.  In fact, worse than unreliable:  demonstrably suspect.”



       When he had remained silent for too long a time, he spread his hands sheepishly.  “Please forgive me for being so close-mouthed about that aspect of things.  The trouble cropped up quite recently and quite unexpectedly.  It’'s our biggest problem of the moment and I’'m working hard on it, I assure you.  I have some alternatives in mind if I fail to make the necessary contacts, but it’'s far too early to know how things are going to work out;  far too early to go into detail with you on the subject.  We should both be thankful that you are more capable of handling that aspect of things yourself than anyone else I found;  indeed, more capable than I was myself during the early years.  You’'ll be able to make do with far less detailed guidance than would normally have been the case.  And you’'ll have your own family to talk things over with when you’'re unsure of anything.”  Again he pulled his ear.  “This is the second week in August.  We may not have much more than a month or two left.”  He glanced at her to say with his eyes he was not looking for sympathy.  “We must establish a reliable link to the best available political data and guidance within the next three weeks.  That’'s an absolute requirement.  In the meantime, we’'ll spend whatever time you can steal from New York University going over the technical and operational details, so you’'ll be ready to take over at . . . what do they usually say? . . . ‘'at a moment’'s notice’'.”



       Late that night, Tilson lay awake staring at the ceiling, mulling over her conversation with Carl Perrini exactly four weeks ago.  He had probably seen through her “idle curiosity” and suspected she was asking questions about Henry Peterson.  Nevertheless, they both treated it as an academic conversation.  He had expanded on some of his previous remarks to her about the emotional effects of pontine gliomas and talked at greater length about the physiology of what was happening in Peterson’'s brain.  After they had been forced to make small talk while a colleague was in the room, Perrini got down to the nitty gritty and told her what was worrying him.



       “People around here focus too much on the physical aspects of the damage these gliomas do, Tilson.  That’'s what leads them astray.  They’'ve seen dozens of tumors like Peterson’'s go through the same final stages with occasional ravings against the next door neighbors or the House of Representatives . . . and nothing has happened.  They think I’'m a hysterical old maid for worrying so much about him.  But they forget what the pressures on him are like.  They forget what’'s happening to a lifetime of personal creativity suddenly turned into unstable wrists and ankles, crazily wandering eyes, headaches you wouldn’'t believe, and the moment-to-moment realization that an artery might burst as he sits there in his chair — and there’'ll be no tomorrow.  This man has spent more than half his life being revered by the world, Tilson.  His Blood Analyzer and his Laser Diagnostician have saved literally millions of lives and improved tens of millions of them.  His basic research has led off in a dozen different directions, each new one more fruitful than the one before, each time winning more idolatry from yet another country, yet another field of medicine.”



       Perrini had taken a photograph out of the middle drawer of his desk.  “Do you see the faces of these people, Tilson?  This was during the London Conference in 1991.  Those are the greatest minds of modern medicine in that one picture, gathered together in a single room.  And where are their eyes focused?  They’'re all looking at Henry.  They’'re all waiting for an opportunity to ask him a question about something they’'re working on, something that’'s bothering them, something they know he can help them with.”



       He put the photo back in his desk carefully.  “So what does death mean to a Henry Peterson?  It means the end of that.  For you and me it means the end of being too cold in winter and too hot in summer, but for Henry it means the end of a living immortality, a living destiny.  It means the end of an eminence that precludes death.  In Henry’'s mind, his death is an unthinkable outrage.  Not a sad thing for a loving spouse or child or maiden aunt in Kansas City to dab at her eyes over, but an unthinkable outrage.  So when we talk about the fear of death (which had been her way of insinuating Henry’'s emotional problems into the conversation), we’'re talking about his personal fear multiplied a couple million times.  We’'re talking about normal fear, the fear that sends normal glioma patients off into tirades against state income taxes, multiplied a whole lot of times.  Probably multiplied beyond the ability of a single person to handle it.”



       He leaned back in his chair and looked at the overhead lights in his office.  “When Henry sees those lights go out, Tilson . . . I mean really sees them going out, his reaction could go over the edge into what’'s known as Diastrephia.  I’'ve only found two cases in the literature that went that route, but Henry’'s case matches them step for step so far.”



       “Diastrephia?  I never heard of it.”  She was sorry their talk had become so explicitly involved with Peterson, but happy at last to be getting what was at the bottom of Perrini’'s busybody activities the past two months.



       He came out of his trance.  “No.  Few people have.”  He sat up and looked squarely at her.  “It’'s a form of insanity, Doctor Tilson.  A form of insanity characterized by extreme cruelty and moral perversion.  A form of insanity created by loss of human restraint.”  He watched her silently for a few moments, then slapped his hands on the desk top and stood up.  “And that’'s why I want to ask you for your help in all this.  When I tricked you into revealing part of the substance of your conversations with Peterson in New York, you confirmed some of my fears.  Since you see Henry every once in a while, you are the perfect observer to sound the alarm if things go off the track.  Will you do that, Doctor Tilson?  Will you be my radar in New York?  I have nothing but Henry’'s best interests at heart.”



       “Yes,” she said.  “I think you do.”  She rose as he did.  “For the first time in all this, I think you do have Henry Peterson’'s interests at heart.”  She shook hands and left, never answering his question directly.



       Now she stared at a ceiling herself.  Its lights were already out, its owner much better known to her and still alive.  Whether or not Perrini’'s fears had any basis in fact remained to be seen.  It was a cinch the man in the other room was not suffering from anything remotely like diastrephia at this point in his illness.  She doubted very much that he ever would.



 �




  CHAPTER  TWENTY






       Tilson stood before the full-length mirror in Peterson’'s guest room and arched her back as far as she could.  With a grunt of satisfaction (although a slightly pained grunt), she straightened up and started twisting from side to side.  The brassiere worked reasonably well when she had her arms close by her side but when she lifted them she felt real pain.  Then it popped and fell open.  Under her breath she cursed;  aloud she yelled, “Henry, will you give me a hand in here?”



       “Well, Doctor Tilson, I don’'t know if that would be — “





       “Doctor Tilson?”  She laughed.  “My God, what next?  Will you stop fluttering around out there like a twelve-year old and help me with this thing?  It’'s your damned design, Henry . . . and it’'s not working.”



       “Well, if you think it’'s all right,” he said and opened the door he had so conscientiously closed a moment before.  “But you don’'t have it on,” he said, much too loudly.



       She turned and gathered the flopping cups in her hands and flexed them between her fingers.  “They don’'t work, Henry.  They’'re just not pliable enough.”  She demonstrated.




       “Pliable?”




       “Yes, Henry:  pliable.  I change when I move . . . in certain ways.  See?”



       Peterson did.  “Well,” he said, and stopped in the doorway.  “Well,” he said and turned to look at a neutral corner.  “Well that must be because of the optical loading, Doctor . . I mean, Betty.”  Peterson was, indeed, trembling like a pre-teen who’'d lived a very sheltered life.  “I can’'t make them any more pliable than that.”



       She took it off and threw it on the dresser.  “I was afraid of that.”  She picked up a normal brassiere from the bed and put it on.  “Too bad.”  She brightened.  “But the back brace works like a charm, Henry.  Just like a charm.  No matter how I bend, it goes right along.”  She got his attention and did a few of the exercises she was using to test the new equipment.  “Do you think that’'ll show under clothing?”



       Peterson was pleased.  “Doesn’'t seem like it,” he said.  “It really looks fine, Betty.  But why don’'t you put on something very lightweight and let us double check?”



       She chose a semi-clinging nylon evening dress and struggled into it.  How’'s that?”  She did some exercises.



       He came closer and looked at her from various angles.  “Splendid!  That’'s just splendid.  Thank God we don’'t have any difficulties with the laser itself.”  He frowned.  “But we’'ve got to work out something for the lenses.  You’'ll need them at least one time out of three.”



       “That’'s no problem.  I’'ll wear them under a wig like yours.  I always preferred the wig, anyway.”



       Peterson’'s eyes widened.  “You mean you’'re going to shave off all your hair?!”



       Tilson laughed.  “Henry, you amaze me.  You are the most contradictory combination of sophistication and naïveté I’'ve ever met.”  She picked up the special brassiere and worked the lenses out through the concealed slits at the top edge of each cup.  “You had to shave your hair because anybody searching you would have been suspicious as hell to find a perfectly healthy head of hair underneath.”  She put the lenses down on the dresser and went to her closet.  “But nobody would blink an eyelash to find me wearing a wig, Henry.”  She laughed.  “They’'d probably get suspicious these days only if I didn’'t have one on.”  She brought out a “working” blouse and started fitting the lenses into one of the sleeves.  “On you it looks like a disguise;  on me it looks like feminine vanity, or fashion or what have you.  No problem at all.”





       “I never thought of it that way,” Peterson said.



 



       “Well that’'s the way a male chauvinist pig searching through my clothing would think of it.”  She filled the sleeve with air and sighted through the lenses with satisfa
ction.  “They work like a charm,
”  
she said as she tried them out at various focal lengths.  Then
 
h
er face clouded.  “I wonder if I’'ll think so when I look through them for real, Henry?”  She turned and faced him, the blouse dangling from her hand.  “Am I the one in five or am I one of the four?”  She didn’'t expect an answer.  “It could be a real problem.”  She kept looking at Peterson.  “It could be impossible, Henry.  Theory and practice are two different worlds when it comes right down to it.”  She threw the blouse over on the bed.  “When will we find out . . . when’'s the first time?”





       Peterson had caught her mood and responded glumly.  “Maybe it won’'t be ‘'till December.  I don’'t know.  I hate like hell to think that Xiang and his buddies will turn out to be your first job, Betty.  Did you read up on that situation?”



       “The extortion of Japan?  Yes.  Stupid.  Real stupid.  The idiots think they can create prosperity with bullets and bombs.  Doesn’'t he have advisors, Henry?  Aren’'t there people around him who know what the score is, who can tell him he has to make his own prosperity?  Japan’'s goodies won’'t last a year if he plunders it at the rate he’'s stripped Taiwan.”



       “There are people, yes, but no advice.  Xiang has a habit of cutting off heads that say disturbing things to him.  He has left quite a few of them in his wake, as you know.”



       “Yes.  Must be over a hundred of them listed in these documents, just in the past few years.”  She sighed and glanced quickly over at Peterson, then kept the conversation going while avoiding the painful, unasked question.  “Are there enough people left in the leadership group to take over once Xiang has been . . . has departed the scene?”



       “That’'s one of the things I’'ve been trying to find out.  That . . . and who is going to supply you with such information after I’'m gone.”  He had blurted out the answer to the unasked question.  “Xiang & Co. may not only be your first job, Betty, but you may be completely alone by then.”  His gaze finally came to rest on her and stayed there.  “So, if you turn out to be one of the four, I won’'t be around to find a substitute.  Had you thought about that?”



       She gave a bitter snort.  “Have I thought about that?  Henry, I haven’'t thought about much else this past month.”  She stood with her arms hanging limply at her side, returning his unblinking gaze.  “It would help a lot if you could reestablish some kind of contact with government sources of information.”



       “Wouldn’'t it just!”  Peterson threw up his hands in frustration.  “I’'ve been down there twice the past few weeks, touching bases with old friends, getting acquainted with some of the new people in this administration.”  Peterson shrugged his shoulders in despair.  “I’'m telling you, Betty, we turned the history of the United States upside down three years ago.  We took a major step toward complete ruin.”



       Tilson came to attention.  This sounded like what her father had been telling her last month.  “What do you mean, Henry?”



       “For all these years . . . hell, for all these decades, we’'ve been electing reasonably competent presidents and completely disastrous congresses.”  He looked quickly at her.  “Oh, I’'m not blaming the two of us.  God knows there were plenty of us who wanted intelligence and statesmanship in Congress as well as in the White House.  But most people voted for a President who looked like he could keep the country safe and solvent, then turned right around and voted for a Congressman who promised to do the exact opposite.  The result?  Congress has been at war with the President since . . . I don’'t know, since sometime in the 1960s, I guess . . . and the country has been sinking deeper in debt with every bill they voted out.  The President has barely managed to avoid disaster every eight years — disaster both inside and outside.”



       “Yes, so . . . “ she prompted.



       “So this time we elected an idiot for President too.”



       “Is he?  I’'ve often wondered,” she groaned.



       “Don’'t wonder.  It’'s confirmed.  He’'s not only a personal idiot, he has filled his administration with imbeciles to keep him from feeling inferior.  It’'s an idiot government.  A dull-witted, uneducated, slaphappy bunch of coke heads who remind me of that picture on the cover of Mad Magazine.  You know the one I mean?  ‘'Who, me worry?’'  That one.”



       “Aren’'t there . . . it seems to me I just asked you this about Xiang . . . any good people left around Washington anymore?”



       “Nobody in the top jobs, the appointed jobs.  And nobody who works for them dares to speak about the real world for fear of seeming incompetent.  It’'s the emperor’'s new clothes down there, Betty.  It’'s a goddam nut house.  I keep looking for the exceptions that prove the rule, but I can’'t find them.  And so I’'ve made absolutely no progress.  I’'m right where I was before I started.”



       “Are you still convinced that Campbell isn’'t . . . well, a trustworthy channel for . . .”  Tilson just let it hang in the air.  She had found Peterson a bit emotional on the subject once or twice before;  she didn’'t want to open old wounds.



       “I’'m still convinced,” he said flatly.



       Since he didn’'t volunteer anything new, Tilson concluded the subject was closed.  But she couldn’'t close it in her own mind.  She kept mulling over the possibilities.  If I only knew, she thought, whether these guys are feuding over . . . what? . . . some kind of pride fight? or a difference of opinion?  If that’'s all it is, I could take the bull by the horns and make my own contact with Wesley Campbell.  After all, their dispute certainly couldn’'t involve me.  I’'ve got to get a reading, either from Campbell or somebody else, about who, in Xiang’'s crowd, needs to be eliminated and who needs to be kept on to form a new government.  And it needs to be enough before December twenty-first to let me bone up on what they look like.  From a distance.  But if the dispute with Henry is about something substantive.  If it’'s really something that casts doubt about Campbell’'s reliability or loyalty.  What then?  No.  I better not strike out on my own until I can be more certain about it.  She glanced over at Peterson, who looked awful.  Poor Henry, she mused to herself, those trips to Washington took a lot out of him.  I wonder whether he can hold up for another one.



       “I’'ll have to change the focal length,” Peterson muttered, looking intently at her head.



       “What?  I’'m sorry, Henry, I didn’'t hear that.”



       “The focal length,” he repeated.  “Your head doesn’'t have the same radius of curvature as your . . . your brassiere.”  Tilson giggled.  “I’'ll have to make the lenses flatter, shallower . . . you know:  larger focal length.  That means they’'ll have to be held farther apart when they’'re used as a pair.”



       “Great,” Tilson said.  “I’'ve never liked this business of sticking one at the wrist and the other at the elbow.  It means a lot of folding to get the rest of my blouse out of the way.”



       “That’'s so,” he said.  “Yes.  I’'m quite sure they’'ll end up at the wrist and the shoulder seam, like mine.  Good point.”  He picked up her eyeglasses.  “Have you tried these on with your new contact lenses?”



       “Yes.  Yesterday.  They worked fine together.  I’'d hate to have to run around with the contacts alone, though.”



       “Well, that has always been a problem.  Always.”  He put the glasses down again and went to the door.  “We must run a complete check this afternoon, Betty.  With the power on.  You can wear your full equipment and do a series of flashes into the dosimeter.  Then, one day this weekend, you should wear the equipment from the time you get up in the morning until we test you out late in the day.  We’'ll see how you do on speed and accuracy when you haven’'t eaten for a while and your nerves are on edge.”  He went to the kitchenette to fix lunch.  “Better we find our problems now than later,” he yelled.






•   •   •





       As it happened, Tilson’'s questions about Wesley Campbell’'s loyalty would be answered a lot sooner than December twenty-first.  Campbell had been calling Peterson virtually every day of the five weeks since the deadly Legionnaires Disease had turned up in room 1109 of New York’'s Statler-Hilton.  His messages, of ever-growing urgency, all contained a plea for Peterson to get in touch with him at once.  He was not for a fraction of a second misled by the news accounts of what had happened to the leadership of the American Legion of Economic Justice.  It was abundantly clear to him that Henry Peterson had destroyed both them and their organization on the 20thth of July.  The overwhelming question was:  Why?!  What could Peterson have been thinking of?  To commit such an unspeakable crime with full knowledge of the facts — that was inconceivable to Campbell.  Simply inconceivable.



       Campbell was unaware of the fact that a full copy of the Path of Reason files had been on the back side of the disk he had sent Peterson.  He was also unaware of the fact that Peterson had never even glanced at the material on the A.L.E.J. on the front side.  He was all the more baffled when his C.I.A. contacts informed him that the mysterious “young lady” whom Peterson had chosen to succeed him had turned out to be the daughter of Manuel Tilson, both of whose parents had been Argentinian Communists, killed by a right-wing death squad sometime back in the 1970s.  Now Peterson had wiped out the entire A.L.E.J. singlehandedly, just after receiving Campbell’'s disk giving him all of the background on the A.L.E.J..  Had Peterson fallen under the influence of Communists?  Was Manuel Tilson that Communist?  Goddam it to hell, what’'s going on?



       Campbell despaired of finding answers to those questions.  Instead, he repeatedly phoned Peterson, sent messages to him by courier, left notes on his computer and even went so far as to make a thinly veiled appeal in his column for Peterson to pick up the phone and dial his number.  There had been no response.  Indeed, had things gone on as they were, there never would have been any response.  But matters were moving at express-train speed toward a reconciliation between the two, even though neither of them had anything whatever to do with it.



       Long before Peterson stopped returning the calls of Wesley Campbell, the responsible members of Japan’'s government had stopped returning calls from Xiang Desheng and his supporters within the Chinese government.  Since the middle of the previous year, those calls had followed the same monotonous pattern:  1)  demands for huge investments at zero interest in the moribund economy of the People’'s Republic;  2)  demands that Japan ship over a long list of specified factories, mills and laboratories on the next boat;  3)  threats of drastic military action if there was any further delay.  Having created a national paper shortage with all the documents they had sent Xiang explaining why it was physically impossible for them to comply with his threats, the Japanese were at a loss how to proceed.  There was nothing further they could explain, nothing more they could say.  They did the only thing they could think of:  when Xiang’'s people called, they were out of the office.  Now at last, on the twenty-fifth of August, the military people closest to Xiang had finally convinced him to do things their way.



       In the southern mountains of Shaanxi Province, the railroad coming down from the ancient capital of Xian meets a major east-west rail line on the banks of the Hanshui River.  As the well-worn tracks wend their way down the side of the mountain in a series of hairpin turns, they pass a heavily guarded military installation recently cut into the rock and screened from prying eyes by a high, corrugated-iron fence.  Three clearings have been made within the fence, three launch pads had been constructed and camouflaged, three tunnels had been blasted into the mountain.  In one of them the commander of a highly trained team of missile technicians had just put down the telephone, having received direct orders from Xiang Desheng to be ready for launch by this Saturday, the twenty-eighth of August.  A courier was being flown down from Beijing with the necessary target coordinates.  Another courier was on his way with the arming codes for a single 120-kiloton nuclear warhead stored in tunnel #2.  When the weapon had been properly prepared, it was to be removed from its heavily guarded armory and installed on a single stage, liquid propellant, intermediate range missile currently being filled, on pad #2, with fuming nitric acid and equally noxious amide for a journey of 2600 kilometers.






•   •   •





       Betty Tilson’'s full-dress rehearsal with back brace and eyeglasses had been carried out on the following Sunday and had come off flawlessly.  Peterson had surreptitiously placed the dosimeter in the archway between the living room and the little-used dining room with plenty of light-absorbing cloth surrounding it to keep Tilson from being exposed to any reflected flash.  When they returned to the apartment with corned-beef sandwiches for their evening meal, Peterson turned on the light and told her, without warning, that her target had just come out of the dining room and she would never get another chance at him.  She had the safety switch on her stylish version of Peterson’'s belt buckle armed in three-quarters of a second and had delivered the pre-arranged dose in less than one and a quarter second.  They took great pains to read out the dosimeter slowly and accurately, but they both knew from the start that it was right on the button.



       When they had run through several variations of the exercise, just to give her practice in handling the controls without being seen to handle them, they were too excited to sit down to their sandwiches which were, in any case, stone cold by then.  They decided to go out to dinner at a fancy restaurant, the kind that Yorkville, as Peterson’'s neighborhood was called, was renowned for.  As Tilson took off her equipment and changed into an evening dress, Peterson, always frugal with the necessities of life, put the two corned-beef sandwiches in the freezer for a later occasion.



       Leading lives that were already filled to the brim with incongruities, neither of them saw anything odd about the fact that they walked down 71stst Street toward Lexington Avenue in a mood of lighthearted celebration.  Betty Tilson, whose career was dedicated to fighting disease, had just demonstrated the ability to take a human life in one and a quarter second without anyone in the world being the wiser.  Henry Peterson, the savior of millions, was finally satisfied that his exceptionally apt pupil had mastered his own special way of killing.  It was clearly time to celebrate.



       They crossed the street to the restaurant she had suggested and went in without reservations.  They were led promptly to a table that had just been cancelled, ordered a marvelous meal and a full bottle of excellent wine for just the two of them, and sat back for coffee and cognac in a glow of contentment.  While they waited, Tilson excused herself and went to the ladies’' room.  On her way back, she picked up a newspaper from the stack at the reservations desk and brought it to the table.  The headline was some innocuous thing about corruption in local politics, but an item on the bottom of the front page caught her attention and held it.



       “My God, Henry, look at this,” she said.



       “What’'s the matter?”  It was hard to get alarmed after such a meal.



       “Nothing’'s the matter.  Just look at this item down here in column six.”



       Peterson moved her pointing finger out of the way to read the small notice, then shook his head and gave her a wry smile.  The New York Times was reporting the death, from a sudden heart attack, of Marshal Rodion Pilyak while vacationing at his villa on the Black Sea above Sochi.  There were no further details.



       Tilson seemed flustered by the whole thing and said very little during coffee.  She saw that her silence had Peterson slightly concerned and finally held her cognac up to him.  “I should be toasting what you did for the world, Henry, but I’'d rather be self-centered about this news and toast what it has meant to me.”



       “By all means, do,” he said.



       “All right.  Here’'s to credibility.  The final crossed ‘'T’' and dotted ‘'I’' (all three of them), in the credibility of the Sentry Project.  You may now count me among the believers.”



       Peterson was astonished.  “You mean you didn’'t even believe it was true until now?”



       “Well, it’'s hard to say, Henry.  There’'s to believe and there’'s to know.  Yesterday I believed.  Now I know.  I think that’'s what just happened.”



       When he had walked her to the corner and put her in a taxi for Kips Bay Plaza, Peterson strolled home with a feeling of well-being that belied the fact so many important matters were still unresolved.  He let himself in and was on the point of going off to bed without turning on the lights, but the force of habit made him check his computer printout for the day’'s last time.  He never made it to bed that night.  On the last ten centimeters of the yellow roll of paper scrolling from his printer were the words:











       « « «  TO BE TRANSMITTED ONLY AFTER VERIFICATION  » » » 












               ITEM:  NUCLEAR EXPLOSION IN SEA OF JAPAN










       Text:  The Nuclear Age witnessed its third detonation in anger today when an intermediate yield weapon, presumably delivered by a ballistic missile, exploded among the vessels of a Japanese fishing fleet 300 kilometers west of Niigata in the Sea of Japan.  The only ship left afloat was 6 kilometers away where it had dropped anchor with an engine breakdown.  Radar observers in Japan report that a civilian airliner disappeared from their screens in the area of the blast.  Other airliners are being routed clear of an extensive radioactive cloud drifting northwest at an altitude of approximately 20,000 meters.  The cloud is expected to pass over the Soviet Union in the vicinity of Vladivostok shortly after dawn on Tuesday, August 31.





« « « MORE FOLLOWS » » »
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  CHAPTER  TWENTY-ONE






       The pain in his head the next morning was so bad Peterson couldn’'t orient himself in either time or space.  The fact that he actually got to sleep at 06:00, when the bulletins from Japan started repeating themselves, would have been beyond belief if he had been able to remember it.  But he had no memory, no presence of mind, very little eyesight, but painfully functioning hearing.  The phone system had escalated to synthetic-voice announcements with every screen in the place at full volume.



       The idea of standing erect was completely out of the question.  Peterson rolled slowly out of bed, taking his weight on one hand and one knee at a time, and stayed on all fours until he felt himself brush the door jamb on his way into the living room.  The sound here was truly deafening, but there was no alternative to dragging himself over to the console and turning it off manually.  When quiet had been restored and while he was still hanging from the counter with his right hand, he pulled up his left hand and got hold of the phone.  This he brought back down on the floor with him where he curled up in a fetal position beside it, groaning.



       The silent ring had been flashing for several minutes before he brought the phone up to his head and murmured something unintelligible into it.



       The voice on the other end came back immediately, much too loud.  “Henry?”  A short pause.  “Henry!”  A very short pause.  “For God’'s sake, Henry, stop playing this lunatic game and answer the goddam phone for once.”



       “Wesley,” Peterson whispered into the phone, “I don’'t know how bad this attack is, but it’'s the worst yet.  If you have any sense of decency, you’'ll leave me alone for the few weeks I have left.”



       “Attack?  What’'s happening?  Henry, for God’'s sake tell me what’'s happening.”



       “It’'s bad, that’'s all I know.  Real bad.  Leave me alone, Campbell.”  He let the phone go and heard it tumble over and come to rest on the floor in front of his face.  Squeaky sounds kept coming out of it but he couldn’'t make head or tail of them.  Eventually they stopped.



       When, after a half-hour nap on the floor, he heard the squeaky sounds again, Peterson opened his eyes and found that he could focus them.  He squirmed over closer to the phone and tried to answer it, but there was no response.  The noises, however, continued to the point of irritating him and he looked up at the console.  It was the front door downstairs.  Peterson said “Door number one” and rolled over on his back.



       “Who’'s there?”  He said, as loudly as he could.



       “Henry, it’'s me again.  Wesley.  Please clear the system and let me come up.  It’'s more important than anything you could possibly be holding against me.  Have you been following the news?”



       Peterson had no conscious idea of why he struggled to his feet and typed the necessary entrance instructions into his monitor, but he had finished them all the way up to his apartment door before the great wave of pain hit him again and took away every conscious idea in his head.



       When he awoke, he was back in bed, and he began to wonder whether any of it had really happened.  He jumped up and went into the bathroom to splash some cold water on his face, then threw on some clothes and strolled into the living room, whistling.  He felt grand.



       Wesley Campbell was hunched over in the reading chair nearest the artificial fireplace, looking miserable.  When he caught sight of Peterson and heard him whistling, he brightened up immediately and came over into the kitchenette with him.



       “Henry.  How the hell can you look so chipper just . . . “ he looked up at the console clock, “forty-five minutes after being at death’'s door?



       Peterson stopped in his tracks.  “Forty-five minutes after what?”



       “I’'m telling you, Henry: when I carried you in there at a quarter of eleven, I thought sure you were a goner.  I wouldn’'t have given two cents for your chances to last the morning.  Believe me.”



       “Why should I believe you about anything, Campbell?”



       “Now, Henry, stop that goddam nonsense and tell me what’'s bothering you.  If you’'re still able to function, or if Betty Tilson is, then we’'ve got a hell of a lot of work to do before the whole world blows up.”  Campbell’'s voice suddenly got very loud and very mad.  “And you know full well that’'s the case.  You goddam 
KNOW
 it, Henry.  How can you be so irresponsible?”



       Peterson stood next to the hot-beverage machine and swayed a bit, his eyes staring vacantly at Campbell.  There was nothing wrong with his body, but his mind was torn, indecisively, between two compelling realities that could not exist in the same world.  He finally chose one of them and acted on it.



       “So you know about Betty, do you?  I should have figured.  You people have probably been watching my apartment for weeks, now.”  He looked around him for a weapon of some sort in case Campbell tried violence.  “Well it won’'t do you any good.  I know all about you, Campbell.  You goofed, Mister.  You goofed up bad.  You should have paid more attention to what was on those disks you sent me.”




       “Disks?”




       “Well, disk, anyway.  The one that was gonna tell me all about your precious little front organization.”



       Campbell had, for the first time since July 20thth, forgotten the A.L.E.J. massacre.  “Henry, I’'ve got to assume you’'re going crazy.”  He looked around fearfully.  “Do you have one of your lasers hidden around here somewhere?”  He moved back toward the door without taking his eyes off Peterson.  “You did do that thing at the Statler-Hilton, didn’'t you?  What the hell came over you, Henry?  What made you do such a thing?”



       “So you still haven’'t figured out what was on that disk, have you, Campbell?  Well let me tell you, Comrade.  The whole story of the Path of Reason was on side #2, just waiting to let me in on your little secret.”  Peterson sensed the fury rising in him as it had on the 19thth of July.  “You used me, Campbell.  You used me to kill off the last feeble chance to stop the Jihad.  You used me to kill the last one who could have . . . .”  Peterson lost his train of thought.



       Campbell closed his eyes and threw his head back as far as it would go.  He made no sound but simply stood that way for a minute, then went back to the chair Peterson had found him sitting in a short while ago.  There he sat and buried his head in his hands.



       When he dropped his hands and started to speak, Peterson could barely hear his voice.  “I don’'t know how many times I told them how dangerous it was to forbid me . . . to insist that I not tell you the whole truth about that business.”  He closed his eyes again and grimaced.  “Nobody has any guts anymore.  Nobody’'s willing to take a thing on his own responsibility and just say, ‘'It’'s got to be done this way because it’'s got to be done, that’'s all.’'  Everybody down there moves through the day with a single thought in their minds:  how can I cover my ass today, what can I put in the files to prove that it wasn’'t my fault, that it was that other guy’'s fault, whoever he is, whatever it was.  ‘'I told him.  I told him, judge . . . congressman . . . Mr. President.’'”



       Campbell got up and went to the phone, then changed his mind.  He turned to Peterson.  “Henry, will you make a phone call?  A single phone call to set up a meeting, maybe today, for all I know, maybe right now.  We’'ve got to cut through all this madness in microseconds, Henry.  The China problem has come to a head faster than we expected.  You can’'t wait ‘'till December.  You can’'t even wait ‘'till next month.”



       Peterson sneered at him.  “What’'s the matter, Campbell?  Your Moslem friends getting nervous about Xiang?”   His face sobered up as almost immediately he realized every intelligent human being on earth was nervous about Xiang Desheng.



       Campbell was exasperated.  “Will you put in a call to Thomas Whitaker, Henry?  Or do you consider him one of my ‘'Moslem friends’'?”



       “Whitaker?!”  Peterson’'s eyelids half closed in suspicious incredulity.  “Secretary Whitaker?”  He cocked his head.  “Are you bluffing, Campbell?”



       The columnist backed away from the phone with a gesture.  “Do it, Henry.  For Christ’'s sake, just do it and stop trying to figure things out for yourself.  You aren’'t making it very big in that department these days.  Believe me, you aren’'t!”



       The anger in his voice was more convincing than anything he had said.  Peterson went over to his computer and put in a trace for the former Secretary of State, Thomas H. Whitaker, the most revered name in American foreign policy.  The program was one he had written himself and it threw up on the screen every possible contingency until, having decided that America’'s grey eminence had retired to his family home on Long Island, it displayed a number in Sag Harbor.  Peterson pushed the key that would automatically dial the number and establish the identity of those at both ends of the line.






•   •   •





       When they reached the 30thth-Street heliport, there was a snag in the arrangements.  Campbell had used his influence to reserve a little three-seat helicopter that could have landed on the back lawn of Whitaker’'s home without violating safety regulations.  The manager apologized profusely, but the only one left was in the maintenance shack in a dozen pieces and the only machines that were ready to fly were big eight-seat monsters that had to land at a bona-fide airport.  Campbell phoned the Times and had them rent a car at the East Hampton Airport out on Long Island to take them the two and a half miles north to the Whitaker estate.



       Neither man spoke during the hour’'s flight over Long Island Sound.  Under other circumstances, they would have enjoyed the sights below as a refreshing change from Manhattan’'s steel and concrete canyons, but both their thoughts were suspended over a faraway body of water whose surface bore no resemblance to the peaceful scene below.  The crazies were on the loose again.  The devices of the modern world were being wielded by Bronze-Age warlords astride heavily burdened little ponies while civilization looked on in horror.  It was not the first time such a thing had happened.



       Campbell took the wheel of the little rental car and went out Wainscott Road to find the turnpike.  They had to go all the way into town before coming back out to their destination, a rambling cedar-shingled haven nestled up against some white oaks alongside Long Pond.  It was as much a haven from human violence as its owner had managed to make the entire U.S.A. during his eleven years in office.  He was out on the front porch with a pitcher of iced tea when they arrived.



       Not a word of small talk was exchanged among the three of them as they sat tensely around the tiny metal table ignoring the glasses in their hands.  Uppermost in everyone’'s mind was the thought of a deadly black cloud of intense radioactivity drifting into the Union of Democratic Soviet States through the turbulent air of the upper atmosphere.  Behind it lay the equally radioactive waters of the Sea of Japan off the city of Niigata, waters in which no trace of Japan’'s 34 fishing vessels remained.



       “We should get started,” Campbell said.  “The thing may not be as hopeless as it seems, Tom.”



       Whitaker abruptly put down his glass and directed his gaze at his visitors for the first time.  “I’'m afraid I have to contradict you there, Wesley.  I phoned the President this morning and got the benefit of his present thinking.”  The tired old diplomat took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes.  “I’'m sure you are clinging desperately to the hope that the United States might lead a united world in confronting Xiang over his nuclear outrage.  Well, you can forget it.  Poole has been reading Xiang’'s little pamphlets about all the injustices visited on poor old China during the past three thousand years.  The imbecile we’'ve had in the White House the past two years has now converted himself into a Mongolian idiot.  He is shoulder to shoulder with what he calls the ‘'aggrieved party’' in this affair.  That, for your information is Xiang Desheng, the Ghengis Khan of the twentieth century.”



       “Did he give you any hints of what he intended to do, specifically?”



       Whitaker stopped rubbing his eyes and stared at Campbell.  “He doesn’'t have any idea.  For the time being he is bubbling over with excitement at this marvelous opportunity to play a ‘'leading role in the peacekeeping process’'.  He must have repeated that phrase six or seven times.  God help us when Poole has finished leading us there.”



       Campbell turned immediately to Peterson.  “We have to tell him everything, Henry.  Do you agree?”



       “Absolutely,” Peterson said.



	


       “Did you bring that printout with you?”




       “It’'s here,” Peterson answered, tapping his breast pocket.





       “I’'ve never shown you my summary of your Sentry Project, Henry.”  Campbell took three pages of closely typewritten paper out of his slim briefcase and offered them to Peterson.  “Do you want to check it out before I show it to Secretary Whitaker?”  Peterson waved his hand and Campbell gave the papers to Whitaker.  “This is an overall picture of what Doctor Peterson has developed, Tom, and a general idea of what he has been doing.  You will find it impossible to believe.  That’'s only natural.  But I’'ve asked Henry to bring along a listing of his . . . his cases, and I think they’'ll make the whole idea more concrete and believable.”  Campbell sat back in his chair and crossed his legs.  “I’'m sorry we couldn’'t give you a decent amount of time to digest all this, but there are too many other things that have to be cleared up in a big hurry right now.”



       Thomas Whitaker adjusted his glasses and settled back with Campbell’'s summary.  The pattern and pace of his reading were programmed by the habits of a lifetime, by the necessity to absorb the written word quickly and accurately during hundreds of crises over the years of his public service.  His skill and dedication had moved the United States into a position of enviable security during the terms of two conscientious and knowledgeable presidents.  When the American electorate got bored with the incessant requests of President Patterson for responsible behavior in the world arena, it elected a buffoon from Tennessee whose message, if one could be discerned, was “All you need is love!  Love of God.  Love of your neighbor.  Love for the things of Nature.”  Since the catastrophic advent of the Poole administration, most of the stricken professionals in America’'s foreign service agencies had sought the advice and followed the lead of Thomas Whitaker.  There was in the United States two governments:  The public carnival in Washington and the private network of Whitaker’'s “shadow government”, a combined effort of perhaps two thousand people who yelled Hallelujah! whenever Poole got on the tube to his congregation, but who looked to a cedar-shingled house on Long Island for guidance in their areas of responsibility in the real world.



       During the first two pages, Whitaker frequently looked up and gave both of them a look of inquiring doubt.  When he had finished the third page he dropped it in his lap and fixed a gaze of astonished incredulity on Henry Peterson.



       Campbell promptly moved to head off any outraged expressions of disbelief.  “I think it’'s time to give him your printout, Henry.”



       Peterson unbuttoned his jacket and pulled eleven sheets of closely typed paper out of his inside pocket.  “This printout covers the last eighteen years, Mister Secretary.  The listings are organized chronologically by the date, by the day on which I provided the . . . initial treatment.  The next entry is the mode of fatality, then the projected time of fatality, then the actual date of the fatality, then the name of the subject is given in the far right column.”  Peterson dropped some of the back pages as he handed over the lists.  “Excuse me,” he grunted as he bent over to retrieve them.  “It’'s no surprise that I’'m a bit nervous.  This is the first time I have shown such lists to anyone.  I hope you realize, Mister Secretary, that you are one of the only people on earth I would show these printouts to.”



       Whitaker took the printout without a word and stared intently at Peterson for a few long moments.  When he settled back again to study the list, the only sound for fully half an hour was the turning of pages.  The iced tea standing in the middle of the round table remained untouched.  Campbell sat staring at one of the porch posts with an expression of acute anxiety.  Peterson’'s stare conveyed only deep depression.  He was, at the time, sitting on the sloping side of a wicker chair quite uncomfortably.  It would have taken only a slight adjustment to make him comfortable, but the idea never occurred to him.



       On several occasions Whitaker put the printout down to gaze into space himself.  Recapturing the circumstances of a threatening problem in the past, he would think it over in the light of the startling new information in his hands and nod his head, say something under his breath and pick up the document once again.  He finally folded the printout back into its proper page order and reached out to place it carefully on the table.  He leaned back in his chair and gazed intently at Henry Peterson.



       “I am positively astonished!”  he said at last.  “I can think of no historical parallel for this list of . . . accomplishments.  Were the human animal a more perfect creature, this list would be an outrage.  Given the nature of our species, what you have accomplished here,” he tapped the printout, “is a triumph of the human spirit and mind over the jungle predator we carry in our ancient genes.”



       For the first time he sipped the delicious iced tea, now thoroughly diluted with melted ice.  “Doctor Peterson, I . . . how can I invent a name for this achievement?  There aren’'t any words in my vocabulary.  There isn’'t a diplomat in history who didn’'t sometimes cry out in despair for the power you have developed and have, apparently, been using for many years.



       “I must admit, however,” he continued, “ that I thought all these problems were cleared up by my unprecedented skill as a diplomat.  I am in the very uncomfortable position of discovering that my efforts over these past many years were not as spectacularly successful as I thought they were.  I can point to many instances here where your intervention was the crucial factor and all my schemes and words were mostly the background music.”  Now all three of them began to clear their parched throats with Whitaker’'s iced tea.



       Whitaker himself was beginning to recover from the shock of reading about the Sentry Project.  He was the first of them to sit back in his chair and relax.  “This may seem a very trivial point, Doctor Peterson, but please bear with me a moment.  Throughout this list of your choices, I see many leading terrorists.  I see, in some cases the political administrators of terrorist organizations, in some cases the operational chiefs, the weapons procurers . . . I know for a fact that several of these people on your list were responsible for wide-ranging and indiscriminate murder in this world.



       “But the real killers, the trigger pullers, the bombers, the executioners, are not on your list.  I could mention a few names, so could Wesley.  But those men, Doctor Peterson, are walking the streets of Europe today, sitting in sidewalk cafés, spending terrorist money earned from terrorist acts.”  Whitaker reached over and tapped the printout.  “The terrorists in this list of yours are not walking the streets.  I happen to know what happened to them only because of the nature of my sources.   It’'s a dark world and very little of what happens in it is known on the outside.  And what happened to them is precisely what is listed here in your printout.



       “My question is, Doctor Peterson, why have these departed the planet, while the small fry with the dirtiest hands are sipping their Pernod at the Café de la Paix at this moment?”



       Peterson found himself unable to respond, still in the grip of despair, still cowering inside the protective cocoon of immobility.  He had heard every word Whitaker said, his paralysis was physical, not mental.  Finally, Campbell leaned over and put his hand on Peterson’'s arm, not to wake him up but to make human contact and remind him they had many problems to solve before the day was over.



       Peterson sat up and heaved a long sigh.  “When I first tried to use this power, this capability, for public purposes, Mister Secretary, I committed some crimes of my own.  There was a multiple crime in Cambridge involving a youth gang, and I’'ve been busy dreaming up theories to justify that one ever since.  The year after that massacre, I killed two men in Washington, brothers, a pair of extortionists, a pair of very bad human beings.  Neither of those cases are in that printout, unfortunately.  They are on a different disk.”  Another sigh and Peterson sank back in his chair.  “I have given up playing God, Mister Secretary.  I no longer find it possible to view myself as a ‘'sword of justice’' doing the people’'s work for them.”  Peterson looked out across Long Pond.  “The very concept of ‘'justice’' requires that the people carry it out, not Henry Peterson.  The criminals in any society are the responsibility of that society, not mine.  Now these others, the organizers and armorers and paymasters of the terrorist organizations, they come from societies that approve of their activities.  They come from what are essentially criminal societies, ones that aren’'t able to grasp the reciprocal logic of terrorism, unable to grasp the fact that if their nation visits crime on other nations, they can be treated as any civilized nation would treat a criminal, which is with force.”  Peterson was talking primarily to himself by now.  “But out there in the arena of the world, there isn’'t any law, there isn’'t any rule of behavior civilized people can impose on the citizens of criminal nations, except by war, and that’'s too dangerous in most cases.  I felt I had the right, then, even the responsibility to use what had become possible for me to use . . . .”  His voice trailed off.



       Then Peterson turned back to face Whitaker.  “Mister Secretary, I am a sick man.  During these past weeks I have done some horrible things.  It is imperative that I cease being responsible for this task and that my successor have access to the best information available in this country.”



       Somewhere within the French doors that bordered the rambling porch, a telephone began ringing for the ninth or tenth time.  Whitaker, who had been studiously ignoring it, now made a great show of hearing it.  “Wesley.  You know where my office is.  Would you put that phone on the answering machine?  Considering events in the East last night, some of those calls might be important.”



       When Campbell’'s footsteps could no longer be heard, Whitaker leaned over and tapped Henry Peterson’'s knee.  “Wesley Campbell is a very bad choice to continue your work, Doctor Peterson.  He lacks most of the scruples you have so correctly referred to.  He lacks restraint when pursuing an objective.  Do you understand what I mean?”



       “Yes, I know.  He was never considered as someone who could take over the operational aspect of this thing.”



       Whitaker looked bewildered.  “But I thought that’'s what this meeting was all about.”



       “No, no.  I’'m sorry we misled you.  In the beginning I wanted Campbell to be a prime source of information for the one who really is taking over from me.  But now, I don’'t trust him any more.  I no longer trust Wesley Campbell, Mr. Secretary.  I no longer believe his motives are those of an American, or in the best interests of Western civilization.”



       Whitaker was taken aback for a moment and silently considered whether to pursue the subject.  He finally decided to dodge the issue altogether.  “The most important question at the moment, Doctor, is who is going to take over this work?”



       “I would be delighted to bring her out here at the earliest opportunity, Mister Secretary.  And I can assure you that all of these issues will be dealt with more skillfully than I have managed to do over the years.  It’'s uncanny how closely her early life matches what I would have deliberately designed for someone carrying out this work.  What I would like to set up with you for the future is a means of communication by which she can ask you for information, advice . . . anything that comes up when I’'m gone.”



       “Yes!  Absolutely. That’'s a splendid suggestion.  We’'ll work something out.”



       At that moment, Campbell pushed open the nearest French door and re-seated himself at the table.



       “Wesley,” said Whitaker, “and Doctor Peterson.  The two of you certainly realize that the developments in East Asia make any personality clashes between the two of you microscopically insignificant by comparison.  Now, I’'ve run into this sort of thing a thousand times in the course of my career.  I’'ve seen top level foreign service officers squabbling among themselves when no more than twelve or twenty-four hours remained to get some of our nation’'s most important work done.  And I have found that a direct head-to-head confrontation is the only way to clear the air in a hurry.”  Whitaker rolled the printout into a marshal’'s baton and banged it against the edge of the table.  “Now what is this distrust that has sprung up between you.”



       “It’'s the Jihad, Tom.  The Jihad and the Path of Reason,” Campbell said.



       “Well that would cause confusion in the best informed circles,” Whitaker responded, “but I don’'t see any reason for Westerners to refuse to work with each other over a difference of opinion about the Jihad.”



       “This isn’'t merely a difference of opinion between the two of us,” said Peterson, “this is an all-out war between two civilizations.  Islam has launched a terrorist attack on the modern world.  None of us doubts that.  The Jihad did all three of those ‘'Slaughter Planes’', there isn’'t any question about that.  They even took credit for them, they were proud to take credit for them.  They put one set of butchers on television in Iran, acting out the massacre on that plane to London.  They even showed the knives they used to cut everyone’'s throat.  And the Trevi Fountain bomb was Jihad . . .  the stadium in Nice . . . the Brussels airport.  They did those school buses . . . where were those kids? . . . in Dijon, that’'s right:  the ‘'Burgundy Outrage’'.  Those were all Jihad . . . and a hundred other things just as bad.  All aimed at the West.  All aimed at us.”



       Peterson’'s voice suddenly dropped in volume and increased in intensity.  “What staggers the imagination is that Campbell could have done serious and deliberate harm to an effort, any effort, to counter that terrorist attack.  And the Path of Reason was an effort mounted within Islam itself!  What in hell can the man be thinking of!?  Unless, of course,” Peterson added darkly, “his motives are not those of modern civilization but those of the Islamic Jihad itself.”



       Whitaker pulled his chair over closer to Peterson to permit him to speak more quietly.  There were hikers out on Madison Sagg Road and some of them had wandered onto his property to pick blackberries.  “It isn’'t wise to make assumptions in this world, Doctor.  Particularly assumptions based on the words uttered by this world’'s public figures.  Now, the Path of Reason was, on the face of it, the healthiest development in Islam since the united front against Iraq.  But there are frequently vast differences between what an organization says it is and . . . . “



       Peterson was exasperated by the doubletalk.  “Just tell me one thing, Mister Secretary.  Aren’'t the enemies of our enemy on our side, anymore?”



       “Oh, my goodness no, they aren’'t!”  Whitaker looked up with a surprised expression.  “And they seldom have been.  Not in my experience.”  He inched his chair even closer and tapped Peterson with his printout baton.  “Not a word of this can ever be repeated elsewhere, Doctor.  Not anywhere else . . . or for any reason.  Do you understand?”



       “Yes, sir.”





       “The overwhelming majority of the citizens of the Moslem world supported the Jihad fanatically from the very start.  I don’'t care what you heard or what you read in public, most of the followers of Islam, clear around the globe, wanted victory over the modern world— -- any kind of victory they could get.  It didn’'t have to be under the Geneva Conventions on the field of battle, it was perfectly all right if victory came in the guises you’'ve just referred to.”  Whitaker sipped his iced tea to clear his throat.  “But a number of Moslems became sickened by the scenes of butchery that were endlessly shown on national television in their countries.  It wasn’'t the idea so much as the specific details of savage murders being carried on in the name of all Moslems that gradually, here and there, turned some people against the Jihad.  That’'s when the Jihad set up the Path of Reason.”  Whitaker raised his hand to stop Peterson’'s interruption.  “Since every Moslem gave lip service to the terrorists, the Jihad needed some reliable way to sort out who was for and who was against.  The Path of Reason was its answer.  And it quickly became a very effective screening device.  It helped them identify those few among its opponents who were really dangerous.  The Jihad installed its own men to set up and lead the PoR, while the natural leaders among its opponents, the ones with the greatest initiative, were the first ones to join the ranks of the PoR.  And the Jihad moved in quickly to eliminate them.  Unfortunately, every attempt we made to alert the Moslem opponents of Jihad to what was happening was looked at as a dirty Western trick to discredit the Holy War, the Jihad.  So we had to find a different way.  And fast.”



       “And the way we had to do it,” Campbell interjected, “turned out to be the exact opposite of your way, Henry.  In our case, we wanted the assassinations to be unmistakable.  We wanted it to look like the Jihad was murdering Moslems, murdering any Moslem leader who opposed it.  We wanted to make the opposition mad while, at the same time, eliminating the Jihad’'s Trojan horses.  The one exception was Khawlani al-Umar, Henry, the one you dispatched in New York.  He was about to discover and betray every one of the American Moslems who were helping the Path of Reason with funds and weapons.  But if he had been killed in New York, the Jihad would have been able to pin the tail on us and cast doubt on its own guilt for the other assassinations.”



       Whitaker breathed a deep sigh and put his glass down.  “Yes. The murder of the anti-Jihad leadership.  Ghastly business.  It’'s no wonder Doctor Peterson didn’'t trust you, Wesley.”



       “It’'s worse than that, I’'m afraid, Tom.  Henry came into possession of some fairly complete information . . . it was my own sloppiness, my own fault . . . information about the link between the Legion and the attack on the Path’'s leadership.”



       “I see,” said Whitaker with a frown.





       Henry Peterson finally had an issue he could deal with.  “There’'s no room for misinterpretation there, Mister Secretary.  The Legion for Economic Justice is a black-and-white case of subversion.  This group buys expensive television time and holds incessant rallies in every American city on behalf of the Chinese government, Xiang’'s government.  They have divided and confused the American electorate.  They go all out, here in the United States, to campaign for aid to China which, under the circumstances, makes them an accessory before the fact to international crime.”  He looked daggers at Campbell.  “And these people are the ones who provided the funds and the international organization to assassinate the leadership of the Path of Reason.”



       Whitaker’'s face had become cheerless, his voice despondent.   “Consider for a moment, Doctor, what it would be like to be a civilized Chinese today.  Consider what it would be like to be a legitimate political, economic or social leader in China.  If the whole world stands implacably opposed to your nation because of the ambitions of Xiang Desheng and his warlords, to whom would you turn for help?  How could you envision a future of Chinese dignity and security in the world if it contained nothing but enemies?  Why would you fight Xiang, try to replace him, if you saw nothing beyond your borders but hatred toward the Chinese people?”  Whitaker pushed his wicker chair back a little from the table and looked out past his guests listlessly.  He had apparently forgotten what he had set out to say.  He rubbed his eyes and shook his head.



       Peterson sat mulling over what Whitaker had just explained.  It was a different way of thinking, an unfamiliar point of view.  There were things about it he liked and things he didn’'t like.  Then he realized what the trouble was.  “That may well be true, Mister Secretary, but the effect on the American people is important here, too.  They had to be ready to counter Xiang with all the force it was going to take to stop him.  They were going to be asked to throw their bodies in the path of Xiang’'s armies and to destroy his air force.  But every word those Legion of Justice people spoke was making it harder for Americans to know what to do.  It was particularly bad because it looked like a lot of Americans, the members of A.L.E.J., wanted to reward the Chinese for their fanatical aggression.  It looked like they were telling us to buy the Chinese off.”



       Thomas Whitaker was silent for a moment.  “Yes,” he said, “it was always a bad mark against the scheme that it would be seen to reward military conquest.  I was never comfortable with that aspect.  I tried to think of a way to avoid it, but I failed.  You’'re absolutely right, Doctor Peterson.  That was a serious flaw in my scheme to set up the American Legion of Economic Justice.”



�




  CHAPTER  TWENTY-TWO








       It began to rain shortly before they landed at the 30thth Street Heliport.  Black clouds had begun moving in to block the sun even while they talked on the quiet front porch in Sag Harbor.  The clouds had matched Peterson’'s mood perfectly.  Now he stood out next to the helicopter, perfectly aware that the rotor blades drooped closer to the ground at low speed, not bending to avoid decapitation, not even worrying about the chopper tilting as the blades accelerated again and the machine took off on another errand.  Henry Peterson stood out on the empty helicopter pad as the rain drenched him to the skin, looking across the Hudson River at absolutely nothing, wondering what was going on with his emotions, what was going on inside his skull, what he could possibly say to the families of all those people in Room 1109 if he had the moral courage to stand up in front of them and say anything at all.



       He surely didn’'t.  He surely wouldn’'t.  He wanted more than anything else in the world to do nothing and think nothing.  If it weren’'t for the fact that China had smashed the plate-glass display case in which nuclear weapons had been kept since the beginning of the Nuclear Age, he would have stayed right there looking out across the river forever.  It was safer than thinking.



       Campbell, however, had come back from the terminal building to retrieve him.  “For God’'s sakes, Henry, get in out of this rain;  you’'ll catch your death of cold.”  The incongruity of the remark struck both men at the same time. Neither of them was amused.



       “Do you think he realized, Wesley?”





       “I honestly don’'t know, Henry.”





       “He couldn’'t possibly miss the connection.”





       “I don’'t think that was it, Henry.  He was bereaved, that’'s all.  He was responding to the deaths themselves.  He didn’'t seem to be putting it together with your work.  What little you said really didn’'t add up to a motive, you know.”



       “Yes, Wesley, I know all too well.”  Peterson faced the direction of Campbell’'s voice, he couldn’'t see him because of the streams of water running over his eyes.  “I’'ll never touch the equipment again, Wesly.  I’'m through with all this.  I’'m not to be trusted.”



       “That’'s not acceptable, Henry.  That is simply not acceptable.”  Campbell’'s lips were quivering both from the cold of the rain and the heat of his emotions.  “That decision cannot be made until Xiang has been dealt with.”  He grabbed Peterson by the arm and hustled him toward the heliport ramp.  “If you can’'t tell the difference between a tragedy involving five people and a worldwide cataclysm costing the lives of hundreds of millions, I certainly can.  Now you pull yourself together and get on the job.  You have more work to do in the weeks ahead than you’'ve ever done in your life before.”  Campbell had telephoned ahead to his chauffeur to meet them at the heliport, and soon the two of them had Peterson bundled into the limousine on his way to Campbell’'s apartment on West 68thth Street.



       Campbell could have made another phone call from Thomas Whitaker’'s house, and he gave it serious consideration while they were there.  He could have phoned his young colleague in the C.I.A.’'s New York office next to the World Trade Center.  He could have told him to hurry out to 68thth Street and set up the sound and video equipment in Campell’'s apartment for another session with Peterson.  The Agency’'s stringers in Caracas had run the optical fiber through Peterson’'s wall without the glass-bead lens at its tip;  their tapes recorded the invaluable information that the lights had been on in his room;  nothing more.  On Long Island, Campbell told himself over and over again that he should make arrangements for another attempt to find out how Peterson’'s equipment worked, how it was designed and made, how to set it up for an ‘'operation’'.  Campbell couldn’'t do it;  he didn’'t have the heart.  What Peterson had just learned about the people at the Statler-Hilton Hotel last July 20thth was enough for him to endure for one day.  Asking him leading questions, playing on his emotions to provoke revealing statements, spying on his misery — that was too much for Campbell at the moment.



       When they reached Campbell’'s apartment, Peterson changed into some dry clothes topped with a jogging suit Campbell hadn’'t used for over a dozen years.  Neither he nor Peterson broke the silence until they were settled into their favorite corner of the 2ndnd-floor library, hunched over a steaming pot of coffee, where they sat talking around the central topic for the better part of an hour.  Whitaker had said that Campbell could explain more about it whenever they had time.  They had time now, 




       “What did he mean, Wesley, by ‘'both Chinas’'?”




       “Secretary Whitaker,”  Campbell put his cup back down and gripped his knees in a characteristic gesture of concentration, “meant that the Chinese people, who would all like to be wealthy and powerful, are attracted to Xiang’'s road to prosperity, as long as it regularly demonstrates its success.  But they could also be attracted to earning their own livings if that was the only safe way open to them.  And the Legion is intended to keep hope alive in the other China.



       “Its principal goal,” Campbell said quietly, “is to change Xiang’'s China into a modern, civilized China.  Change it from a juvenile delinquent to a productive adult that can look after its own welfare, economically, productively, without shooting and bombing and tanks.  Sure, as the Secretary started to say, it is also intended to make the alternative to Xiang more attractive by sweetening the pot with Western tools and equipment, but it was aimed ultimately at a very long-term goal, one of the most important goals civilization has.”  He got up.  “Can I get you some more coffee, Henry?  There’'s a fresh pot brewed by now.”



       Peterson stirred, coming out of his trance.  “Yes, indeed.  That would be wonderful, thanks.”



       Campbell brought back the thermos-lined pot and poured for them both.  “The thing is, Henry:  nuclear weapons are going to be with us forever.  We’'ll always know how to make them.  Our best friends and our worst enemies will know how to make them.  You don’'t forget basic physics.  And China is going to be with us forever.  Either with bullets and tanks as its only successful enterprise, or with the alternative of producing its own prosperity the way Western nations do:  on farms and in factories.”  He looked very carefully at Peterson to judge the impact of his words.  Remarks he had dropped many weeks ago had given Campbell the impression that Peterson once tried to take his own life.  It would hardly do to put the man under intolerable stress just at the time when his capabilities were crucially needed.  He finally concluded it was safe to proceed.  “Well, Henry, that’'s what the A.L.E.J. is intended to provide:  an alternative;  the other China.  Secretary Whitaker reasons that if we show the Chinese how productive people prosper in a free system, they’'ll take that other option.  And not only that, but the alternative of making war will slowly and silently slip away from them forever.”



       Peterson’'s eyebrows went up.  “How the hell does he figure that?”



       “Because, Henry, if China’'s agricultural and industrial equipment becomes so dependent on Western machines and Western spare parts that it can’'t operate without them, it can no longer make war on us;  it would be making war on itself.  Bomb a factory in Toledo and you bring Chinese poultry production to a halt.  Bomb a tire plant in Yokohama and no more cars can be produced at the Shanghai Auto Works.”  Campbell poured them some more coffee.  “That’'s the economic part of it.  The psychological part is harder to describe, and harder to be sure of.  But during the 26 years since the Chinese came out into the world, they’'ve been watching Western companies operate (and I include Japan and the Four Dragons in that group).  A subtle change has taken place in their point of view, Henry.  Even the C.I.A. reports have been mentioning it during the last few years.  They’'re like folks coming into town to see the County Fair;  the first one they’'ve been to in their whole lives.  Some of them have adopted the concept of economic efficiency.  A few others have even developed a deep admiration for the power of free enterprise, of people working on their own behalf.”



       Peterson’'s eyebrows went up again.  “Pipe dreams, Wesley.  Empty talk.  If the Chinese had wanted free enterprise over there, they would have drowned the Communist Party in a chamber pot long ago.”



       “Sure, Henry.  Agreed.  But there’'s always been a struggle in the popular mind between the joys of not having to work hard and the joys of what they’'d get if they did.  For hundreds of years now they’'ve comforted themselves with sloth, violence and a national economy based on envy.  And what has it got them?  National poverty.  The only comfort they get out of national poverty is the equal shabbiness of the people around them.  But now they’'ve been learning about the comforts of affluence!  And who knows how that has changed the value systems inside the Chinese mind, Henry.  What about that?”



       “It hasn’'t changed their value systems at all,” Peterson said.  “The only affluence they’'ve ever had in the past came from stealing the furniture out of each other’'s houses.  Now they want to steal the furniture out of Japan’'s house.  So what else is new?”



       “You’'ve just made Secretary Whitaker’'s point, Henry.  That’'s just what he wrote in his original proposal.  We could fight a war to protect Japan’'s hard-earned furniture and see it all go up in nuclear smoke.  We could teach China a lesson, level their cities, sink their ships.  But there would still be half a billion Chinese in the world and when the smoke cleared they’'d be back where they were in 1949, unable to feed or clothe or house themselves decently, unable to adapt to the new-tech energy economies the Western nations are building.  They’'d be on the march again, Henry.  This time into Russia and Europe instead of Japan.”



       “Okay, Wes.  Fine.  I see the problem.  But I don’'t see the solution.  What does Whitaker have in mind?”



       “To teach the Chinese where prosperity comes from . . . how to make it on their own.  To send them to vocational training school, so they don’'t find themselves right back where they found themselves in ‘'49.”




       “How?”




       “By going over into their country and showing them how to build modern factories and operate modern companies where people work like free and independent human beings instead of dull-witted peasants in a Commune.  By showing them the 20thth century, Henry.  Showing it.”  Campbell sipped hot coffee from his cup and watched Peterson over the top of the rim.  “They’'ll never get the idea from books or propaganda leaflets.  They’'ve got to see people taking home what they produce, working for themselves, benefiting from their own labor.  Ten or twenty years of that and you can kiss the old armpit-sniffing communes goodbye.  Without the political mandate of envy, there’'d be no earthly use for the Communist Party.  And without Communism and primitive collectivism, there’'d be no totalitarian state in China.  And without a totalitarian state, the world’'s largest land army would soon be dismantled, Henry, there’'d be no overwhelming military threat looming over their neighbors.  Or over us.  You cannot possibly create such an enormous army without totalitarianism, Henry.  You cannot possibly maintain a garrison society in China with people who are acting in their own personal interests, with people who are individually trying to make a decent life, each for himself, instead of being faceless lumps in a gigantic sodden mass.  That’'s Whitaker’'s idea.  And that’'s the program he wants to carry out.”  Again Campbell watched Peterson carefully.



       He spoke quietly and without a trace of emotion to avoid stirring up anguishing memories.  “When the leadership of the A.L.E.J. was . . . lost, that particular solution to the problem exploded into thousands of people scrambling away from the Legionnaires disease.”  He kept his eye on Peterson and finished what he had to tell him.  “But there’'ll be other attempts, Henry.  Whitaker is working on one right now, in fact, with the help of a young chap from the C.I.A. who also works with me.”



       Campbell stopped talking and sat quietly sipping his coffee.  He let Peterson absorb what he had explained and waited to pick up on what he had just told him.  There’'s no telling how long the silence would have lasted had not his pre-programmed video system lit up all the screens in the apartment with news of the outside world.



       Japan had appealed to South Korea and the Union of Soviets for support against Xiang’'s armed forces.  Since Xiang had carefully avoided threats against either South Korea or the Union, the reaction of the street crowds in both nations was “No Blood To Save Jap Gold!”  The verbal reactions of their leaders was pure double talk, intended to commit them to nothing at all.  Farther away from any immediate danger, those politicians who saw personal opportunity in the Sea of Japan were filling the airwaves with shrieks of outrage.  Mobs led by various opportunists had attacked innocent Chinese-speaking tourists from Taiwan and Singapore on the streets of cities all over the world.  The ambassadors to China from every European nation had been recalled, and the commotion of their bundling up their staffs and their families to leave Beijing had triggered attacks by irate mobs in the streets of the capital.  The mixture of hatred toward foreigners and terror over the possible consequences of their government’'s action had turned China’'s capital city into a bedlam of violence.



       The world was full of passions.  Fear, anger, envy, vengefulness, pride, shame, avarice;  but mostly cowardice.  Aside from Xiang and a few of his closest advisors, no one in the world thought of the 120-kiloton weapon that had detonated in the midst of the Japanese fishing fleet as a single event with a political purpose.  Every human being with an I.Q. over 100 considered Xiang’'s demonstration as the first step in a long cold staircase leading down into the bowels of the earth.  Certainly the two men huddled in Campbell’'s apartment on 68thth Street so considered it.



       Campbell was compelled to get to the point.  “Henry, you mentioned on the way up to Sag Harbor that the time remaining to you is severely limited.  Have you thought about who’'s going to deal with that?”  He nodded toward the television screen.  “Is this Tilson woman ready to go?”



       “Yes.”  Peterson sighed and rubbed his eyes.  “I’'ve finished training her on the technical aspects of the business;  but we still have a lot of work to do on the operational side of things.”  He looked sharply at Campbell.  “You never told me how you knew about Betty.”



       Campbell didn’'t turn a hair.  “Perfectly straightforward, Henry.  My associate, the one I was telling you about, had the Agency keep a 24-hour watch on your apartment.  He didn’'t tell them what it was for, of course, I agree with you completely on the absolute necessity of holding this information as closely as humanly possible.  But when she started turning up, the Agency people followed her back to the New York University medical center and found out who she was, then reported to him.”  Campbell looked sharply at Peterson.  “Are you aware of the fact that her grandparents were Argentinian Communists, Henry.”



       Peterson was startled, then slowly realized the likely source of that particular bit of misinformation.  “You mean because they were singled out for execution by the death squads?”



       It was Campbell’'s turn to be startled.  “You already knew?!    Well, yes.  I suppose that could have been the origin of the C.I.A. report on them.”



       “Her grandmother witnessed a death-squad kidnapping and was considered by two of the members of that squad to be a threat to them,”  Peterson said.  “The grandfather happened to be there when they came for his wife.  Hence . . . “



       Campbell shook his head.  “And that’'s the extent of it?  Jesus, Henry, it’'s the same old story:  Garbage in, garbage out.  I’'m not surprised the pipeline has so much nonsense in it;  I’'m only surprised there isn’'t a lot more.”  He looked sharply again at Peterson.  “You’'re sure of this, I hope?”



       “Quite sure.  I have spent the time to make sure,” he said pointedly.



       “Good, Henry.  That’'s good.”  Campbell was embarrassed.  “But you say she isn’'t ready operationally.  Beijing is a hell of a tough place to send somebody who isn’'t fully trained.”



       “I’'m not sending her to Beijing,” Peterson said glumly.  “There’'s no way she could get to Xiang there.  But where I am sending her is even worse.”




       “What could be worse than Beijing these days?”




       “Anyang.”





       “Anyang!?  I’'ve never even heard of it.”





       “Exactly.  It’'s not what you would call a tourist city;  not many Western faces ever show up there.  She’'ll stick out like a sore thumb the moment she gets off the train.”



       “The train!  My God, Henry, are you trying to kill her?  How far would she have to travel on a Chinese train?”



       “About four hundred kilometers.”





       “Describe your plan to me,” Campbell said flatly.





       Peterson did.





       Campbell sat staring at Peterson, his face drained of color.  He carefully gathered his thoughts before speaking, afraid of putting things the wrong way and alienating Henry Peterson again the way he had with that contemptible Path of Reason disk.  “Henry, a trained C.I.A. officer with ten years of experience would find such an assignment extremely difficult, but just barely possible.  The young man I’'ve been urging you to consider from the outset is just such a trained officer.  This girl is a biologist.  She thinks like a biologist, not like a clandestine agent.  There’'s a difference.  You know there’'s a difference, Henry.  Will you consider him for the job?  Will you at least consider him?”



       Peterson sagged visibly down into his chair, exhausted from the day’'s activities and emotional shocks.  He sometimes forgot how terribly ill he was, but he was reminded at times like this.  Reminded painfully.



       “Yes.  All right, Wesley, I’'ll consider your alternative.  When I feel stronger, I’'ll even interview him.  But please do not be misled in this matter.  Betty Tilson is my choice;  she not only can do it but she will do it.  But if she refuses or if something else interferes . . . well, then we’'ll take a look at your colleague.”  He struggled to his feet.  “Now I’'ve got to get back home.  Tilson must be frantic.  She has certainly seen the news by now.  She must be trying to get in touch with me.”






•   •   •




       He sat with his forehead against hers, holding hands in front of the electric fireplace, discouraged by the overwhelming difficulty of it all, touched by her eagerness to attempt it, crushed by his own growing physical disability.  His eyes had rolled up under his eyelids twice today.  He wanted to go with her to Anyang;  the idea of sending her alone appalled him.  Just assuming he could manage to get there, of what use would he be?  He would only be a burden to her;  an extra burden she certainly didn’'t need, considering what she had to face already.  Campbell wanted a month to train his C.I.A. candidate.  Good Lord, in a month the world would be at war . . . or at least a large part of it would.



       They didn’'t have a month.  It could well be he didn’'t have a month himself.  Eight days to his next CAT-scan.  They’'d know then.  They’'d be better able to estimate how much time he had left when this next scan was taken.  But he had to make reservations for the China trip right now.  He’'d make them for Wednesday, the . . . no, give it a little more time . . . make them for Friday the 10thth of September.  Make two reservations.  If he folded in the stretch, she would have to go alone.  If he was in good shape, they’'d be using both reservations.



       “I’'ll call Dr. Zhao tomorrow, Betty.”  He broke the long silence with a voice that belied his dejection.  “He’'ll either go along with you himself or he’'ll be able to find someone else just as trustworthy.”  He pulled his head back but kept her hands in his.  “If I’'m fit, I’'ll come along as your father.  I’'ll wear my whitest and oldest-looking wig;  in China the age will help.  But if I’'m not fit, it will have to be you and Zhao alone on the train from Beijing.  You pretend to get sick just before the train gets to Anyang;  he takes you off with a great flurry that explains to everyone what you’'re doing in such a Godforsaken place;  he gets you a room at the Anyang Guest House on Jiefang Road;  you have a clear shot from both west- and south-facing rooms along the parade route through the old city.  They come through the ancient wall of the city on Zhongshan Street, right under your window.  I’'ve been there for the parade before, but I’'ve never done one of these there.”



       “Will all six of them be in the same vicinity?”  She was jotting things down but she would destroy the notes after memorizing them.



       “They stick together like a pack of wolves;  I don’'t think they trust each other enough to let anyone out of their sight.  You’'ll be able to flash everyone with the same setting;  that gives you plenty of time to sight carefully and be sure of your targets.”



       “But then they’'ll all die between the 28thth and the 30thth.  Won’'t that make people suspicious?”



       “Sure, but not suspicious of us.  President Poole has made so many blunders in Xiang’'s favor over the past two years, they consider the U.S. their principal ally.  It was Poole’'s idiotic speech in San Francisco last April that triggered off Xiang’'s extortion attempt against Japan in the first place.  If you think Xiang’'s a menace to the peace of the world, you ought to take a close look at Poole sometime.”



       “Which starts with ‘'P’', which rhymes with ‘'T’', which stands for T•R•O•U•B•L•E,” she said, still trying to lift his spirits.



       “You better believe it!” he shouted.  She could almost make out a smile on Peterson’'s face when she looked at it from the right angle.



�






CHAPTER  TWENTY-THREE






       Like a kid on his birthday, Peterson ran down to let Tilson in at the street door and hurried her into the elevator to tell her about what Palmer had seen in that morning’'s CAT-scan.  His cerebral blood vessels were completely intact, as strong as ever, with walls undamaged by the raging glioma.  His life was no more threatened than it had been ten years ago!  Back in early May, Grundig had given him a 50/50 chance to die from a cerebral stroke on any given day during the month of September.  After looking over the scan they had sent up to him a few hours ago by facsimile , he had changed his prognosis to reflect no life-threatening processes visible at the moment, the patient to continue CAT-scans every other week until further notice.



       As soon as they reached the apartment, he took her into the kitchenette where his briefcase laser, a dosimeter and a blood analyzer were set up on the long counter against the wall.  He had moved his self treatments in here off the top of the crowded bureau in his bedroom about a month ago when he realized how foolish it was to carry them out behind closed doors in the middle of one of the highest-security apartments in New York City.  The feeling of being besieged in his own home came from that blow on the head in May.  It was time he got over that and acted like a normal human being again.



       Tilson was just as excited as Peterson when she finally saw the whole picture.  She was even more excited when he told her that she was going to administer the treatments from now on.  She calibrated the laser with care and set the pulse train into its control computer at a deliberate pace that reminded Peterson of his early years with the equipment.  They discussed the pros and cons of building up gradually or doing it in four large doses as Peterson had been doing it.  They finally agreed that since she was giving the treatment, it was up to her to decide.



       She chose a low-intensity setting that enabled her to program ten groups of three small flashes each.  Reading the analyzer after each group, she was able to stop the treatment the instant platelets showed up in his jugular vein, thus taking a smaller risk of clotting the blood somewhere else in his body.  They were both very pleased with the results.  Tilson promised she would do a data search of the literature to see how many lives could be saved by revealing this unique method of safeguarding the cerebral vascular system.  When Peterson’'s platelet count showed an elevation of only three tenths of a percent after fifteen minutes, they were elated.  They celebrated with a cheeseburger apiece;  then it was time to go back to work on the Anyang operation, now only three months away.



       Despite the fact they had agreed to use a single setting for everyone at Anyang, Peterson continued to drill Tilson in the resetting of pulse trains from the control buckle alone.  In the back of his mind was a constant nagging voice that pushed him to pace her training as though each day were the last.  They had just celebrated the fact that he would live forever, but he didn’'t believe it for a minute.  Elation was not the same as conviction.



       Manipulation of a free-electron laser is a tricky business under the best of circumstances and the rudimentary remote controls available on a simple belt buckle made it ten times trickier.  Peterson was far more confident than Tilson that she would ever be able to do it.  He saw the patient and deliberate way she went about it and remembered himself during the early years.  She’'d do just fine.  No doubt about it.  No doubt for Peterson.  For her part, Tilson had just thrown a sofa cushion at the dosimeter after the fourth flop in a row.  She had just leaned over the instrument to make sure its calibration hadn’'t been disturbed when the phone rang at full volume.  There was only one calling code that rang that way:  Wesley Campbell’'s.



       Peterson felt mischievous.  “Hello, Wesley, we’'ve been expecting your call.”



       “Then you’'ve seen it?” Campbell sputtered.  “You’'ve seen what’'s happened?”



       Peterson sobered up at the speed of sound.  “No.  What’'s happened?”



       “Turn on your television receiver and get off the phone.  I’'ve got other calls to make.”



       From where he stood, Peterson got the system on by voice command and was rewarded by the boyish good looks of President Ernest Joseph Poole smiling out at him like the Cheshire cat.  It usually took Poole a long time to get to the point, and this time was no exception.  After explaining at length what marvelous ‘'good old boys’' he had for advisors and how perfectly matched their thinking was with the marvelous ‘'good old boys’' his old friend Xiang Desheng had surrounded himself with, President Poole asked the American people to see things through the poor old tattered eyeballs of the People’'s Republic of China, whose Ultimate Leader had been publicly frustrated and ignored by the selfish old Japanese.  They were so rich over there on that little old island, wouldn’'t you think they’'d have the human decency to respond to Xiang’'s fervent appeals for a ‘'share and share alike’' philosophy?  It was just plain common Christianity, was what it was.  Surely every decent human being was for that!



       Poole finally announced to an anxiously waiting world what he had done.   On the 29thth day of September, he said, the leaders of China and Japan would bring their closest advisors to Aspen, Colorado and sit down with Ernest Joe for some real Dutch-Uncle talk that was absolutely guaranteed to settle the matter once for all.  In fact, the President went so far as to promise the world that he would not rise from that table until China’'s grievances were satisfactorily resolved.  In view of the fact that Aspen was his favorite ski resort, he reminded the viewers, such a promise was far beyond the call of duty of any statesman.  With a wink, America’'s most popular President in half a century was off the screen to be replaced by an ad for designer jeans.



       Peterson was usually quick on the trigger when it came to turning the sound off for ads, but he was too stunned even to make the appropriate voice command.  Tilson was the first to speak.



       “I don’'t believe it.  Not a single one of them noticed it.  They couldn’'t possibly have chosen that date deliberately.  Do you think there’'s anybody subtle enough on Poole’'s staff to have realized it and kept his mouth shut?”



       Peterson was miserable enough at the obvious implications of Poole’'s speech and announcement without playing guessing games with Tilson.  “What are you talking about?”



       “I’'m talking about Munich,” she said.  That’'s the date of the Munich Conference:  the 29thth of September.  Poole’'s going to sell Japan down the river just the way Chamberlain and Daladier sold Czechoslovakia down the river in 1938.  Either someone has a macabre sense of humor or they’'re just as stupid as I’'ve always thought they were.”



       “I vote for the latter,” Peterson said.  “But Poole has Chamberlain and Daladier beat a mile!  He’'s selling the whole world down the river.”  Peterson tore his eyes away from the imbecile screen.  “All these years we’'ve had presidents who understood about nukes, understood that you can defend your own country with nukes, but you can’'t use goddam nuclear weapons for anything else.  Any time you get in a fight over anything else, you’'ve got to settle it with conventional weapons.  Use nukes to defend Shangri La and your opponent simply turns Shangri La into one big mushroom cloud.  The opponent knows you’'re not going to risk destroying your own country over a dispute about Shangri La, so he can bang away by the megaton to his heart’'s content.  The first law of survival in the Nuclear Age is that you can’'t use nukes just to push people around.



       “Now Poole’'s going to reward China for breaking it.  He’'s going to teach the world’'s nations that the first one to use nukes in a game of international ‘'chicken’' wins the jackpot.  Every tinhorn Xiang in the world will reach over and push the button the next time a distant relative is refused a fishing license in a foreign country.”  Peterson closed his eyes.  “Up until now, Poole has just been blundering randomly.  Now he’'s really trying to commit the terminal blunder of the species.  Munich only got the Second World War started.  Poole’'s Aspen Conference will get the Last World War started.”



       Their thoughts of history’'s disastrous lessons were interrupted by the phone.  Peterson answered dejectedly.  “Yes, Wesley.  We saw it.  We’'re in mourning.”



       “In mourning?  You ought to be in seventh heaven!  And who do you mean by ‘we’?”



       “Doctor Tilson is here.”





       “Good.  Then switch over to high-level scrambling.”





       Peterson tapped the security instructions into his system and put it on conference call so he and Tilson could go on brooding by the fireplace.



       “Henry.  Can you hear me, Henry?”  Campbell was always ill at ease with technical gadgets.



       “Yes, Wesley, go right ahead.  We’'re listening.”





       “But don’'t you two clowns see it?”  Campbell said.  “Ernie Joe has finally done something brilliant.”



       “It will take a lot of explaining to get us with you on that one, Wes.”



       “Poole has delivered Xiang & Company right into your backyard!  President Poole has saved you from that one-in-a-thousand gamble you’'ve been planning for Anyang.”  Tilson and Peterson swung around to look at each other and let out a double whoop.  “Yes, you dodos.  Instead of being the only foreigners in Anyang, you can lose yourself in the crowd at Aspen and be home before lunch.”



       Peterson looked at the speaker phone and shook his head.  “I’'ve got to admit, Wesley, you kept your eye on the ball better than we did.”  Peterson clapped his hands.  “Of course, this changes everything.  The 29thth — that’'s three weeks;  three weeks and a day.  Poole’'s a good old boy after all.”



       “You bet he is!  Now then, how do you feel, Henry . . . otherwise?”



       “Well, I’'ll admit I wasn’'t looking forward to Anyang, Wesley.  And I doubt Betty, here, was looking forward to having a stumblebum along with her.   But am I up to Aspen at the end of this month?  I don’'t know.  That’'s a lot easier and we’'ve had some good news on that subject today, but I’'ve taken some pretty sudden nosedives lately.”  Peterson sighed and looked meaningfully at Tilson.  She thought a while and then nodded.  He checked out her expression to see how firm  the decision was and she nodded again.  He took her hand in both of his and spoke up in a casual voice.  “Tell you what, Wes.  Could your man spring himself loose for helping out at Aspen if he only had a couple days’' notice?”



       “I’'ll ask him, Henry.  That sort of thing goes with the territory, but I’'ll check it out to be sure.  I think that’'s very wise of you both.  We all want you on your feet and able to carry on, Henry, but if it’'s not in the cards, it’'s not.  And we’'d better be ready to do our damndest on this thing — Ernie Joe isn’'t likely to give us another chance as good as this one.  And do you know what my computer tells me about that date?”



       “Yes,” Peterson laughed, “mine does too.”





       “I wonder if Poole will remember to bring his umbrella,” Campbell said.  “I’'ll let you people get started with all your work;  keep in touch and let’'s check through the details in case I can be of any help.”  Campbell was about to shut down when he said “Oh, and Doctor Tilson.  Hello, at last!  And tell that weirdo to bring you over here for some civilized food.  I’'d be delighted to have you both for dinner — and I mean tonight, not when Henry gets tired of cheeseburgers.”



       This time Peterson didn’'t ask with a look, he pointed at her to answer.  “We’'ll be happy to come, Mister Campbell,” Tilson said.  “Eight o’'clock?  Or is later more convenient?”



       “Eight o’'clock will be splendid, Doctor,” he answered.  “Maybe you can persuade him to drink one of my vintage wines with his dinner instead of that awful beer.  It would become the social occasion of the century!”






•   •   •




       Although she considered it unnecessary in New York City to sneak around back alleys trying to throw off imaginary agents in her wake, Tilson considered it prudent to take the first cab only as far as 22ndnd Street in Bayonne and switch to a local cab to go over to the island.  That way there were no permanent records sitting around taxi offices in case somebody eventually tried to trace the van to her.  She wasn’'t familiar with Staten Island, so she kept the local cab until the garage was in sight and then paid it off and walked the rest of the way.



       The owner remembered Peterson’'s call and took her to the van at once.  He handed her the keys and had a mechanic move two cars out of the way without making a single off-color remark or going goo-goo eyes (did Peterson pick them like this?), then walked behind her to stop traffic as Tilson backed out on to Tompkins Avenue.  The entire transaction had taken only seven minutes.



       She drove over to Willow Brook Park and threw a likely looking cloth from the van over a picnic table standing by itself next to the gravel road.  With a soggy sandwich from her purse to symbolize lunch in the great outdoors, she waited until there were no inquiring passersby to bother her and gave the van a thorough inspection.  Designed and re-designed over the years, these vans had served Peterson well for every “job”, as he called them, north of the Panama Canal during the past two decades.  This was the fourth van he fixed up for himself and it had everything imaginable bolted to the floor, welded to racks, or hanging from its sliding roof.  All of the tubing and optics and electronics needed to build one of his lasers from scratch were here. There was a one-way-glass dome on top and another on each side made of material transparent to ultraviolet wavelengths.  Hydraulic supports telescoped from the  back wall of the cab to permit any combination of laser and optics to be directed smoothly and effortlessly through any one of the optical domes.



       Tilson took her time and went over every piece of equipment.  She didn’'t want to park the van outside her Kips Bay place (again, to avoid creating a connection to her), nor did she dare just leave it on the street in some remote neighborhood.  Peterson had once mentioned that he had left a very important car overnight in a square in Caracas and returned to a full set of flat tires.  She informed him that many South American neighborhoods were divided up by the local urchins who charged protection money to “watch your car” until you returned.  If you didn’'t pay up, “something” usually happened to the unfortunate car.  She had made arrangements under a fake name with a fairly well-guarded downtown parking garage to keep the van for the three nights remaining before they would put it on the plane for Denver.



       Finding things pretty much as Peterson had described them, Tilson retrieved her “table cloth” and drove back off the island, this time via the Verrazano Narrows Bridge and Brooklyn.  She left the van at the garage and went quickly to Peterson’'s apartment to check him out.  He had responded poorly to yesterday’'s CAT-scan and treatment:  fierce headache, rolling eyes, and a dragging right foot that irritated him more than all the rest put together.



       When she arrived he was feeling better and could walk across the living room without stumbling.  They talked cheerfully about the miraculous recovery since yesterday, but neither of them put much faith in it.



       “We’'ve got to set a definite deadline, Betty,” he said.  “If I can’'t drive the van safely, and if I’'m not dependable in the back doing the sighting and aiming . . . with these eyes . . . then you don’'t want me along.  That’'s just common sense.  Now, you’'re going to have barely three days before the conference opens to get everything located and lined up;  you heard what Wesley said:  if we give Poole a chance to make a formal agreement and announce it, it doesn’'t matter whether Xiang or the Sugar Plum Fairy is running China, the damage is done.”



       “Has there been any word on when the Chinese delegation is to arrive?”



       “Yes.  They get into Denver Monday night and stay at the Colorado School of Mines in Golden.  Then they drive to Aspen in a convoy — I assume that will be U.S. Army, but there’'s no information on it — and they put up in Aspen at an undisclosed location.  Not much to go on yet.  I still think the wisest course is to set ourselves up on the slopes overlooking Aspen and have one person monitoring their movements down in town while another operates the equipment in the van.  We stay in touch with high-security walkie-talkies and flash them one at a time as the opportunity presents itself.  Were the intensity controls hooked on to the mounts the way I remembered?”



       “Ahhh . . . yes.”  Tilson closed her eyes and visualized them.  “You mean the ones that automatically adjust for the losses through window glass?  Yes.  There were some other markings on those controls that I didn’'t understand, though.”



       “Other markings?  Oh, yes.  There’'s a fog setting.  And rain and snow. I think there are some other new settings for things like that;  we’'ll have to look in the notebooks here in the vault to find out about that.”  He put his glass of Coca Cola out of the range of his awkward hands and organized the words in his head.  “Wesley phoned today.”



       “Oh?” was all she said.





       “He invited us to dinner again and asked if we wanted him to invite . . .”  Peterson let the thought dangle.



       Tilson looked at him sympathetically.  “You really feel disabled, don’'t you?”  He didn’'t look at her.  “Yes, Henry,” she said.  “I think we better had.  We should, at least, brief him now, in case . . . well, if we need him at the last minute . . .”



       “Yes,” he said quickly.  And they let the subject drop.







•   •   •




       That Saturday, Peterson was worse.  His headache was so bad it interfered with his hearing, and his right ankle frequently buckled as he walked.  Tilson put the van on the plane for Denver early in the morning and when she got back to the apartment for a closer look at Peterson, she phoned Campbell.  Without a lot of conversation about it, they both knew that Henry Peterson was not going to Aspen.



       The next morning they sat in the taxi outside Peterson’'s apartment waiting for the C.I.A. officer to join them.  He, too, arrived by cab but, not seeing them at first, he went over toward the street door.  He didn’'t reach it.



       From unmarked cars on both sides of the street, plainclothes men under the command of Lt. Mike Rudzinsky swarmed across the sidewalk and pinned the C.I.A. man’'s arms around behind his back while they snapped handcuffs on him.  Peterson looked at Tilson in alarm, not having recognized Rudzinsky and jumping to the conclusion that the Aspen operation had been betrayed.  She told him under her breath to stay in the cab and jumped out to see what was going on.



       Rudzinsky recognized her from their surveillance but couldn’'t remember her name.  “Hello, young lady.  We’'ve finally caught the burglar who cracked poor old Doctor Peterson on the skull.”



       “Wonderful,” she said loudly, catching the message in the prisoner’'s eyes.  “But how do you know this is the man?”



       “Well that part of it’'s easy, ma’'am.  The building security system took about two dozen pictures of him while he was in the doctor’'s apartment and running around the corridors;  we just had to keep a sharp eye out for him.  When you bought some plane tickets and we saw that you and the doctor were going to be out of town, we figured this scoundrel would take advantage of your absence and have another crack at the place.”  Rudzinsky laughed.  “We sure didn’'t expect him this soon, I can tell you.  I was just lining up my crew’'s assignments when the guy showed up, big as life.  Didn’'t waste any time, did he?”



       The silent conversation she and the C.I.A. man held with their eyes told Tilson there was nothing at all to gain by explanations at this late date.  What they couldn’'t tell Rudzinsky would make him all the more suspicious, possibly even endangering the Aspen operation.  Xiang must come first.  The young man would have to cool his heels in a New York jail while Tilson carried on alone.  She walked back to the taxi turning over in her mind all the plans that would need changing.  When she got there, Henry Peterson had lost consciousness.
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  CHAPTER  TWENTY-FOUR






       Tilson flagged the customer service agent the instant she saw him enter the plane.  He rolled the folded wheelchair down the aisle and Tilson helped him snap it out into shape next to the seat.  Peterson raised strenuous objections as they shifted him into the wheelchair, and it was true that he had recovered almost completely during the flight from New York, but Tilson didn’'t want a disastrous relapse before they reached the safety of the van.  She rented the chair for three days and paid cash on the spot, so neither she nor her “patient” were of any further interest to the airline agent.



       But that wasn’'t true of every agent in Stapleton Airport.  At the information booth on the second floor of the terminal, an agent of the Denver office of the FBI was checking landing schedules and gate numbers to find out when and where a certain Dr. Henry Peterson would be arriving.  He walked rapidly to gate 17, glanced at the facsimile photo sent that morning from the New York Office in Foley Square, and saw the man being brought off in a wheelchair.   “Well is he an invalid or isn’'t he?” the agent thought to himself, since that rather important descriptive item was not listed on the New York information sheet.  “And if he isn’'t an invalid, then what is he trying to pull now?”  The question had a rather wide scope, since New York had failed to tell Denver why, precisely, the doctor was being kept under surveillance.  Con man?  Drug connections?  Who could tell from the vague request he had torn off the teletype two hours ago.  “Ours not to reason why,” he thought as he began to pick up the trail of the maybe-crippled, maybe-not Dr. Peterson.



       “Henry, I’'ve made a terrible mistake,” Tilson said as she pushed him in the chair toward the freight office.  “I brought my own  traveler’'s checks to pay for shipping the van.  I forgot all about being Dorothy Clark on this trip.  I only have a couple hundred dollars in cash.”  She blamed the mistake on nerves;  probably the cause of the pain in her side, as well.



       “Well, let me see,” he said as he rummaged through his wallet. “Yes, here’'s my card.  This is a bank account under an alias, but I don’'t have any checks under that name.”  He brightened.  “No problem.  Just wheel me into that branch office over there and I’'ll get us enough cash to last us the whole trip.  That’'s a better idea, anyway;  checks leave a trail behind them.”



       “I’'m awfully sorry, Henry.  I just didn’'t think.  I’'ll have to get an alias account first thing back in New York.”



       “Oh, it’'s not very important, normally.  You won’'t even use it much when you’'re on your own.  The only reason we’'re using false names for this trip is that I have no business being in Aspen in my condition and we have no reasonable explanation for coming out here together.”  He leaned forward and put his wallet back in his pocket.  “When I leave the Peterson fortune to you, it’'ll stir up a lot of unhealthy interest.  I want the world to buy the story that you’'re continuing my research.  That’'s likely to hold up in the scientific community after the gossip columnists get tired of the story, but it won’'t hold up at all if we scatter things like trips to Aspen around behind us, in our real names.”  He put on a stern face.  “Now, give a nice professional impression here in the bank, nurse Clark.”



       The freight people were delighted to be paid off in cash and went to a bit of extra trouble getting the van out of the warehouse and bringing it directly to the curb outside the nearest exit.  Peterson was resigned about being too untrustworthy to drive, meekly allowing himself to be taken around to the passenger side.  As Tilson reached for the door handle, however, he spotted another mistake.  “Gloves, Betty.  Gloves.”



       She pulled her hand back abruptly and took her gloves out of her purse.  “God, what a beginning.  That’'s the second Tilson mistake so far.”



       “Yes, but again, it’'s not something you’'ll have to concern yourself with in the future.  You will be simply who you are and what you are.  Nothing criminal will happen in your vicinity or during your presence anywhere.  You’'ll find there’'s very little by way of surreptitious behavior in this business.”  When she had settled herself behind the driver’'s wheel he asked, “Did you remember to wear your gloves last week?”



       “Religiously.”





       “Did you remember to put the maps in the van before you shipped it?”



       “In the glove compartment.”





       “Did you bring your Dorothy Clark driver’'s license?”




       “In my purse.”





       “Well now,”  he laughed, “how can you possibly suggest you aren’'t the world’'s best sneaky-type character?”



       With Peterson shuffling the street maps, Tilson swung out into Quebec Street and headed up to get Route 70 westbound.  “What do you think about trying for them in Golden?” she asked.




       “What time is it?”




       She looked at her watch.  “Eleven thirty.”





       “Okay, it’'s pretty much up to you, then.  Golden is only a short drive from here, but the trip to Aspen takes a rugged six or seven hours.  If we’'re going to have daylight for the worst of the mountain roads, we’'ll have to be on our way to Aspen no later than two o’'clock .  On the other hand, if we find a good setup near the School of Mines, we won’'t have to drive on to Aspen at all.”  They looked at each other grimly.



       “Seems worth the chance,” she said.





       “I expect you’'re right.”





       As they drove through Wheat Ridge, she asked him how far it would be until the highway split off to go up to Golden.



       “Should be in sight right now,” he said, just as they spotted the big billboard sign straight ahead of them.



       They rose into the foothills of the Rocky Mountains on Route 58, playing leapfrog with a twin-track railroad line, until Peterson pointed off to the left and said “There it is.”



       They had just swung up around a big rust-colored butte when a towering cluster of white buildings came into sight and Tilson started looking for a way off the divided highway.  She pulled off on the first exit and took Ford Street in the direction of the impressive group of buildings.   When she heard Peterson groan, she looked over at him in alarm and almost drove them off the road.  But it was not a physical problem.  What he had taken for the Colorado School of Mines was now displaying a large red sign near the top of one of its towers.  “It’'s a brewery,” he said.



       She pulled off Ford Street and left the motor running while they looked at the map and got their bearings.  It turned out they were right next to the school anyway and only needed to turn right instead of left to be on its campus.  Which was easier said than done.  They could turn right, sure enough, but they soon found every street from 11thth to 19thth blocked off by state police.  There was no way to get into the campus without showing appropriate identification at one of the roadblocks and giving a legitimate reason for being there — and that was not in the cards;  at least, not in any they had brought with them.  With a limited number of access roads leading into it, the police were having very little trouble sealing off the school.



       With Peterson calling out the turns from the map, Tilson worked her way around through the side streets until she got out on Route 6, which skirted the School of Mines on the opposite side.  It was a good place to operate from if they could have parked the van on it within sight of the student residences on Campus Road, but it was swarming with police of every description, not only from Golden and Denver but from places as far away as Greeley and Colorado Springs.  They took a wider circuit of the area and could find no tall hotels or public buildings near enough to be any help.



       “Okay, Henry, this place is out of the question.  I’'m going to pack it in here and head for Aspen.”



       “Right.  I’'m sure you’'re right, Betty.  Do you want me to try to drive a bit? . . . you look awful.”



       “Just an early touch of the flu, Doctor.  Don’'t think you’'re going to sock me with one of your big consultation fees over something like that.”



       Peterson was encouraged by Tilson’'s joshing.  He had seen the toll on her these past eight hours as mishaps and frustrations had piled up along the way.  On top of all that, his lousy condition was sure to create an aura of failure around the whole job.  To make everything worse, the radio kept up an incessant din about the increasing crescendo of Chinese demands directed at Japan and South Korea.  There was yet another bonehead journalist on the van’'s all-band receiver at that instant, asking yet another bonehead bureaucrat from the Poole Administration why China was more angry now than it had been before it fired its nuclear weapon at the Japanese fishing fleet.  The simpleton was at a loss to explain, since he was completely preoccupied at the moment with preparations for the Aspen Conference (which was precisely why the Chinese demands were escalating).



       Tilson took Route 6 out of Golden to the south and got on Route 70 again headed up the mountains toward the Continental Divide.  By three o’'clock they had climbed a mile up to the Loveland Pass and were headed for the Eisenhower Tunnel.  Tilson decided the thin air (they were now at an altitude of more than three kilometers), disagreed with her metabolism.  Her cardiology professor had devoted an entire lecture to the connection between these same mountains and the heart attack that Eisenhower had suffered here.  The pain in her abdomen was not behaving like a coronary, but it sure as hell was behaving like an unwelcome development, she knew that.  She glanced over to see how Peterson was doing.  She was encouraged by his easy laughter over her doctor’'s fee joke;  he certainly did look better since that collapse in the taxi.  Maybe high altitudes agreed with him.  What did they pressurize commercial planes to?  2,500 meters.  They were at pretty near 4,000 meters right here on Route 70.



       With secondary roads changing their numbers every few kilometers, Peterson had a hard time reading the maps, but he managed to warn her about the turn just before they got to it.  The secondary road was called Route 91 or 24 or the road to Leadville, however you wanted to look at it, but it was a big difference from Route 70;  the strain of driving more than doubled for the next 80 kilometers.  Turns became almost exclusively hairpin.  The road ahead was never visible for more than a few hundred meters;  the distance you would fall if you went off it was always visible for a few hundred meters.  The supercharger on the van’'s engine whined at a nerve-shattering pitch on the steepest slopes and she began to understand why there was so much resistance out in these mountain states to the federal laws requiring them.  They were considerably more energy efficient, however, and the day would never return when modern nations ran their private vehicles at efficiencies of 4 or 5 percent.



       It was just a dozen kilometers beyond Snowden that it happened, and Peterson mistook it for nothing more than a sloppy turn.  He had told her to watch out for Route 82 on the right hand side just seconds before the pain overwhelmed her and she literally blacked out.  The van swerved off the road (on the right side, as it happened), and she hit the brakes in a reflex act that saved their lives.  Peterson was so busy with the maps and the frightening skid, he didn’'t get a chance to look at her for a few moments;  time enough for her to come around and shake her head.



       “I am eventually going to congratulate you, Betty, for not missing the turn, but you’'ll have to wait until I’'ve recovered from my coronary.”



       She didn’'t hear a word he said, but whatever response she made must have carried it off because he laughed, thinly, and they were back on the road, this time twice as bad a road as the one they were leaving.  The stress of driving now became truly beyond her limits, but so did her determination.  They were going to get to Aspen and they were going to accomplish everything they had set out to do or . . . the interesting thing is that she never finished the thought.



       But they did get to Aspen, around eight o’'clock that night, and they drove down one of the slopes that held the pretty little town in its mountainous bowl, and their spirits were lifted by the cheerful lights twinkling from one edge to the other.  Since it was too early for good skiing, there weren’'t a lot of people around, but every hostel and restaurant and lodge was open for business.  It made it easy to get service.  They decided they were too exhausted to sleep in the van as they had intended.  It seemed safe enough, since they were paying cash and Peterson was well enough to leave the wheelchair in the van.  They had a decent hot meal in the restaurant of a sprawling two-story lodge right in the middle of town and paid for two rooms, which also bought them a measure of discretion from the owners.



       Up and about early next morning, they didn’'t wait for the restaurant to open but jumped in the van and started to reconnoiter the Conference site and the residences set aside for the delegations.  This time the highly visible police were a big help:  marking important locations by their very presence, answering questions eagerly upon seeing Peterson’'s fake press card, taking the van as a television vehicle and letting it go places it otherwise could not.  Tilson suggested they buy a video camera somewhere and point it at police to get even more cooperation, but Peterson thought that might be pressing their luck.  She filed it away in her mind as a tactic to use when she was on her own.



       Their spirits were oddly light for two people who felt so profoundly depressed inside.  When they stopped in a small eatery for breakfast, Peterson started to tell Tilson something quite urgently, but it got lost somehow in the shuffle of menus and dishes and glasses and other people too close to their table.  The priority of the moment was that they find several good places to overlook the Chinese compound and its approaching streets;  there seemed to be no time for thinking other thoughts, much less discussing them.  They were in luck with the compound itself.  It had full-length balconies on the second floor in back and a ground-level veranda, which should appeal to the Chinese delegation as an ideal place for walking and chatting in the temperate climate of this particular September.  Out beyond the veranda there were two tennis courts which, between them, created enough area free of buildings to give them a clear shot from a dirt road far up the slope to the east.



       After breakfast they continued their survey of the entire setup and made final decisions about the job.  They chose two places where they could wait in the parked van for the Chinese convoy to arrive the next morning from Golden.  From the first location they would send all six members of the Chinese delegation on the short road to their reward, but if they missed any or all of them, there was enough time to go around for a second pass from the other spot.  So far, so good.  When the delegation got settled in its own compound and diplomatic receptions started back and forth along the single street they all fronted, they would need one person as close as possible to the scene of action as a spotter and another person in the van operating the telescope and the laser.  Peterson’'s ankles, however, were too bad to permit him to get around on his own.  Tilson would have to take one of the scrambled walkie-talkies and do all the close surveillance work down in the town.  Peterson would have to operate the laser and, whenever his eyes rolled off the target, well, they’'d just have to give it another shot later.  Presumably they would be able to get around to everyone if they kept track of successful doses and if his eyes held steady the half dozen times he needed them to.



       They went back to the same place for lunch, Tilson in terrible physical distress and Peterson as handicapped as a six-month-old infant.  This time he got enough time to say what was on his mind.



       “Betty, I lied to you last Tuesday when I said there was nothing new to tell you about my brain tumor.  The fact is, Palmer and Grundig read the CATs together over a closed video link and concluded that my cerebral blood vessels were completely intact and even tougher than a normal person my age could expect them to be.  They said I would live out a normal life span as if the tumor had never happened.  They said the glioma had done a lot of damage,” he smiled wanly, “but we could have guessed that.  And they said my physical problems are aggravated by the fact that the arteries in my head have grown so large in diameter.”  He gripped his glass so tightly, Tilson feared it would shatter.  “They said I am cured.  Get the picture?  You’'re looking at a man who is cured.  I can’'t control my hands and feet and eyes and emotions;  I get headaches so bad I’'m always blinded and sometimes pass out.  I’'m a worthless pile of disfunction, but I’'m cured, you see.  This, in front of you, is what modern medical science means by being cured.”



       He was so angry, she feared he might begin to shout, but he found enough strength to contain his raging emotions and went on in a reasonably quiet voice.  “Now, the two of us let ourselves get pretty enthusiastic about my self-treatments at first, and we started thinking about going public with them.  But I want you to listen to me carefully and realize that I’'m speaking from reason, not emotion.  I still have an intact cortex (which makes the rest of this all the more excruciating), and I’'m telling you to burn everything you have on this treatment as soon as we get back to New York.  I know you to be a sensible human being who can make sensible decisions.”  He reached over and took her hand, a bit too tightly.  “Betty, if this is life, it’'s more important to avoid living it than it is to ‘'save’' victims of these tumors for life like this.  I’'m a helpless infant, Betty, and you know it.  Well, that’'s all right when you’'re dealing with a human being in the first stages of development toward active, useful life.  But it’'s pure horseshit when you’'re dealing with someone who is in the last stages of development toward death.  Creating hundreds of thousands of ‘'cured’' vegetables like me would be a mockery of what both of us mean when we say ‘'life’'.  Please understand, Betty.  Put aside all the arguments we use these days to go blindly ahead doing things like this.  Just look at me clearly and don’'t let it happen to anybody else.  Not even when they want it to happen, and many of them do.  Not even then.  Burn everything and try to forget all about it.  Will you do that?  Will you do it for me?”



       Thinking her distress was a result of Peterson’'s anguished plea, Tilson excused herself and went to the restroom.  She felt terribly sick to her stomach and had just reached the toilet bowl in time to lose her undigested lunch.  It probably saved her life.



       Peterson was too involved with his own thoughts to notice the agent who had followed them from Stapleton Airport come into the diner with a local policeman.  The well dressed young man reached in his pocket and came up with a leather wallet containing his FBI card in a plastic folder and nodded to the policeman who reached behind his back and unfastened his handcuffs from their loop on his belt.  He came up to the table and spoke in a soft but unfriendly voice.  “Doctor Henry Peterson?”



       Peterson was caught completely by surprise and blurted out, “Yes, what is it?”.  The federal agent had phoned the Denver office less than fifteen minutes ago and knew very well the answer to “what is it?”.



       “It’'s a case of fraudulent conversion and interstate theft, Doctor.  You passed a very large check under a false name with insufficient funds back at the airport in Denver, and you used some of those funds to accept fraudulent delivery of a vehicle in interstate shipment belonging to” . . . he looked at the last page in his notebook . . . “to a Mister Richard Davison.”



       Peterson’'s eyes held remarkably still as he stared at the agent in abject terror.  He realized it had been years since he looked at the balance in his alias bank account and he didn’'t have a single scrap of paper proving that he and “Davison” were one and the same person.



       The federal man nodded again to the Aspen cop who began putting the cuffs on Peterson’'s wrists.  “I’'d be very obliged if you would accompany us to the central station in Denver without creating a disturbance, Doctor.  And I would also be grateful if you would tell us where the stolen vehicle is at this moment.”
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  CHAPTER  TWENTY-FIVE






       Tilson splashed cold water on her face and wrists, then soaked a paper towel and held it against the back of her neck for a moment.  It wasn’'t all that much help, but it would have to do.  She came back out and stopped, thinking she had mistaken the table.  No, that was it, all right;  the policeman had somebody with him and they were talking to Henry Peterson.  She turned and went the other way, passing behind the salad bar in the center of the diner.  When she approached their table this time, she was around the corner from it and out of sight.  The guy who didn’'t have a uniform was reading Henry his legal rights and the policeman was putting handcuffs on him.



       Tilson turned quickly and went out the side door.  The van had been left at the opposite curb and there wasn’'t any traffic at the moment, so she did a quick U-turn and drove to the opposite end of the street where a solid row of rust brown condominiums formed an impenetrable wall between her and the arrest scene at the diner.  It gave her the one thing in the world that was most valuable to her right then:  some undisturbed time to think things through.  She had overheard them say they were taking Peterson back to the police station in Denver.  For what reason or for how long she had no idea.  The decisive fact was that it was an involuntary visit.  The handcuffs told her that.



       She had also heard them say they were looking for the van.  Why?  Had their operation been discovered somehow?  If not, who were they and what did Henry Peterson or his van have to do with them?  No answers.  No information.  No time to get any.  It was almost noon.  She would have to make her plans on the basis of the information she already had;  she couldn’'t hang around asking questions.



       Tilson gave it fifteen minutes.  By the time she had put all the necessary pieces in place, it was ten minutes past twelve, and she would have to move fast to carry out her new plan, the only plan that was left to her under the circumstances.  The first step was to drive as fast as she could out of Aspen and into Denver.  As she backed out of the small parking area behind the condominiums, she glanced at the gauge and saw only a fourth of a tank of gasoline left.  She filled it at a back-street station over on the edge of Aspen near Route 82 and took to the road at the highest practical speed.  Her aching arms and torso screamed in outrage as she drove back over the impossible terrain.



       An hour later, as she swung south around the highest peak in Colorado, a cold drizzle started to fall.  She could have done without that.  Three hours later she climbed up out of the Arkansas Valley and drove through Leadville as fast as she could without attracting the attention of the local highway police.  Fortunately they were staying in out of the rain.  By four o’'clock she had finished with the nightmare of mountain roads and reached Route 70.  The driving was easier, but she was stretched out so tightly she could no longer feel her hands gripping the wheel.  The rain was a little heavier now and it sometimes interfered with her view of the road ahead.  If the rain got any worse, her final plan would be washed out;  she needed at least three or four kilometers of decent visibility to make it work.  She could have turned on the weather reports, but she didn’'t want to know.  There was no alternative left.  It was this or nothing.  Why listen to weather broadcasts, then?



       By six thirty she was back in the Denver suburbs and cutting across the city on the Sixth Avenue Freeway.  Glancing ahead and glancing at the map she managed to get off southbound on Route 25 and find the right cloverleaf for the Arapahoe County Airport, a feat quite beyond the average Denver resident.  It was seven in the evening before she turned off South Peoria Street and parked in front of the small terminal building.



       Since Peterson had asked her to handle the money because of his eye problems, she had more than enough to charter a flight of her own up to Cheyenne.  But it happened that a rancher from Wyoming had to get back home that night to arrange bank loans for the breeding stock he had just purchased.  The plane he had chartered would be serviced and ready to leave by midnight, a time that fit in well with her plan.  Tilson decided to economize and put herself aboard the five-seater with one suitcase of no more than twenty kilograms.



       Since she needed information about the standard approaches to Denver’'s huge Stapleton Airport, she was unusually cordial to everyone in the office and out at the ticket counter, including, fortunately, a private-plane owner who was obsessed with the arrangements that had been made for the arrival of the Chinese delegation to the Aspen Conference.  He wasn’'t talking to her but it was easy for her to eavesdrop and to get the benefit of the well-informed conversation.  Although she had already checked in her bag and paid for her flight to Cheyenne, she bought a soft drink and pretended to sip it gratefully while she listened to the discussions in the terminal.  What she would be grateful for later is that she only pretended to drink;  the very thought of actually pouring the stuff into her stomach was nauseating.



       By half past eight she had everything she wanted, including one indispensible bit of information she needed without realizing it.  She refilled the van’'s tank at the airport and drove back northward, this time keeping off the freeways and wending her way up through fifteen kilometers of residential streets to the huge Fairmount Cemetery east of Glendale.  She was distressed by the closeness of Lowry Air Force Base and began to worry about confusing planes landing there with planes dropping down into the landing pattern for Stapleton.  She stewed about that “problem” throughout her search for the proper place to set herself up and it was only after she had been parked for ten minutes on the downward loop of Fairmount Drive that she realized Lowry was an Air Force Base without runways.  All the planes landing from the west were gliding past to the south of her with their landing gear down, waiting at least five kilometers before turning north on the final leg of their patterns.



       As she calibrated the highest-power laser installed in the van, she tried deep-breathing exercises to suppress the pain in her abdomen.  It was making her giddy again, as it had on the road up from Leadville, and she really had to have her wits about her to an extraordinary degree to do what she had to do during the next hour.  The breathing didn’'t do a bit of good, but thinking about how important it was seemed to help some.



       To use the optical dome on the roof, she had to assemble a periscope arrangement that Peterson had designed, and then sight through it from a chair bolted to the floor.  With the combined focal lengths of all the optics involved, she ended up with a circle of view about one meter in diameter in crisp focus about five kilometers away.  But to get any wider view of the sky, she had to jump up from the chair, run to the side dome and peer out to the southwest, then run back to the chair and get her eyes reorganized to focus on the tiny circle of action of the laser.  It was several kinds of agony.



       It was made all the worse by the jargon and distortion pouring into the van from the ground-to-air General Advisory radio at Stapleton.  Peterson’'s all-band receiver was remote-tuned by a number pad she held in her hand, allowing her to switch to and from any channel in use between the control tower and the various planes in the landing pattern.  Although the international language for such purposes is theoretically English, the actual language is that of human beings who have said the same things over and over again thirty thousand times and no longer hear what they are saying.  If she hadn’'t been listening to those same phrases spoken in normal conversation at Arapahoe, she would never have been able to decipher them.



       As seconds went by and became minutes, her eyes blurred from the constant searching of the night sky.  Just one of those little sets of lights getting past her because she wasn’'t paying attention during the three seconds it took the control tower to identify it, that was all it would take to plunge Asia into war and start the missiles flying all over the world.  It was the unshifting nature of the burden that took its toll.  Her strength was almost gone.  There couldn’'t possibly be a second chance, an alternate plan, another attempt.  She couldn’'t dash up to Golden if she failed here;  that idea had been abandoned when she was still healthy.  To go back to Aspen was equivalent to driving to the moon.  It was now or never, and “now” was a nightmare of moving pinpoints, garbled jargon and painful lurches.  She held on grimly.  This was her plan, one they had briefly mentioned a few days ago and had never examined in any close detail.  It was going to work because it had to work.  It was going to work, though, only if her eyes would stop watering.



       Sometime after nine thirty she noticed that there weren’'t any more aircraft lights visible out beyond the two or three close planes already in the pattern.  She stayed too long at the telescope and missed one of the moving clusters altogether.  The entire sky was clearing out of airplanes.  She listened frantically to the ground-to-air radio for any hint of the Chinese plane’'s approach, but there was still no mention of it, at least no mention she had heard.  What made her frantic to learn what was happening was that the discussion at Arapahoe had included the plans to clear the general area of planes when the Chinese delegation arrived.  According to the local controller, all commercial flights would be directed to orbit the Watkins beacon to the east of the city to keep Denver’'s airspace clear of planes while Xiang’'s four-engine jet circled in from the west and landed.  Denver’'s airspace was clearing out now.  Why hadn’'t there been any announcement?  She forced her mind to analyze each word in the indecipherable stream coming out of the radio.  At last Stapleton ground-to-air made clear what had happened.




       The wind had shifted!




       The wind had turned on her, had left her stranded like a becalmed ship in the middle of the ocean.  Instead of flowing down off the slopes of the Rocky Mountains the way it usually did, the wind had shifted in less than an hour’'s time to come straight up from the south.  Only by chance had the conversation at Arapahoe touched on the occasional necessity to change the landing patters into Stapleton Airport.  With the van locked up tightly to prevent any interruptions, she had no idea how the wind was blowing outside.  It had cost her crucial minutes.  Now, without warning, the General Advisory came on the air at five minutes to ten with an all-channel order shifting the landing orders from the East-West runways to the North-South runways.  Xiang’'s plane was due to land at ten thirty from the alternate pattern clear up north of the city, while here she was in the middle of nowhere far to the south.



       Although she screamed and cried and gave full vent to her unproductive emotions, she didn’'t waste a second sitting still.  She stowed the delicate equipment and got back into the driver’'s seat in about 35 seconds.  There was no time to pour over the maps, she had to move out fast on the basis of hunch and luck.  Her luck held;  she moved west.  By the merest chance she missed all the bad turns that were a lot closer and didn’'t turn north until the farthest turn, on Colorado Boulevard, which was ideal for her needs.  There were dozens of intersections along the route, but statistically improbable numbers of green lights in her favor, so she made it to the throughway at Vasquez Boulevard by a quarter past ten.  Roaring through Commerce City west of Stapleton at 80 kilometers per hour, she considered using the radar jammer Peterson had thoughtfully installed in the van, but worried lest it interfere with air traffic during the tricky process of let down and landing.  She pushed her speed up to 100 to give the police less time to get a fix on her.



       With the movements of every plane in the sky changing over to the new pattern, there was still no word of Xiang’'s plane.  But she couldn’'t afford to wait for the tower’'s announcement before deciding to get herself set up with the van;  that would be too late.  She was passing residential neighborhoods and a huge mobile-home park;  how long would it take her to drive around here and find a good place to get set up.  And how long would it take her to get set up after she parked?  The equipment in the back of the van was useless unless it was calibrated and operated with precision.  It might take her ten minutes, it might take her twenty.  She had to commit herself to one of these side roads and park.  Now.



       She did it without a glance at the map.  She took the next exit off the divided highway and continued north a bit until she turned due east on 96thth Avenue and plunged into a jumble of warehouses.  Driving strictly by dead reckoning to get herself into the landing pattern, she decided to go east about five kilometers and find a cleared area large enough for her purposes.  When she judged herself at the right location and started looking for a suitable place to park, she ran smack into the security fence surrounding the Rocky Mountain Arsenal.  That made the decision easy;  this was as far as she was going.  She backed away from the dented fence and swung the van in an arc until she had unobstructed sight lines to the north and west.



       With an ear cocked to the radio and half her attention directed to re-assembling the optical gear, Tilson took frequent glances at the diagram of Stapleton’'s landing patterns propped up on the bolted chair.  The van’'s position was ideal.  It was directly in line with the north-south runways, a little over five kilometers out.  She had a clear view to the northwest over mostly unlighted areas.  The Rocky Mountain Arsenal was completely dark and deserted in this entire section.  She had run the van part way up a slope and could see over the roofs of nearby commercial buildings clear out beyond the city limits.  Just after she had pulsed the system off into a piece of clear sky to make sure everything was working again, she heard Stapleton’'s tower order all commercial traffic out of the area.  She hadn’'t missed it.  She was still ahead.  For the moment.



       She could see it happening.  Points of light that had been slowly gliding toward her out of the north now turned east and disappeared.  Points of light coming from the west continued moving rapidly at altitude and disappeared in the same direction.  She hunched over in her chair to catch the first exchange of words with the pilot of Xiang’'s plane.  It finally came;  she found it hard to believe.  In the same bored singsong voice he had been grinding out all night, the controller in the Stapleton tower recited a litany of headings and altitudes the Chinese aircraft was expected to take.  From her own limited experience of piloting, Tilson knew that the purpose of such patterns was to give the pilot a chance to look over the field and its runways and to get himself oriented in direction and altitude before flaring down to land.



       The pilot (or was it the copilot?), of Xiang’'s plane reported himself over (or near) Jefferson County Airport.  That was only 20 kilometers away.  Blinking her eyes frequently to clear them, Tilson tensed her finger on the flat square button that would send a beam of high-energy electrons through the ultraviolet laser.  She breathed a grateful sigh at having heard and understood the short transmission fixing the plane’'s location;  now she had her scope trained on precisely that slice of the universe the Chinese plane would have to cross to enter the landing pattern.  Back and forth to the other sight dome, blinking the fluid out of her eyes every half second, she saw the little cluster of landing lights first with the naked eye and then through the powerful telescope.  The copilot was fully visible on the side nearest her, the pilot obscured by a window post.  She couldn’'t delay or the plane would be above her and her opportunity would be ended.  She pushed the flat button with all her strength and nothing at all happened.



       Tearing her eyes away from the viewfinder, she saw that she had switched the safety back on again after the test on Fairmount Drive.  Without a word or a thought she pushed it off and resighted the cockpit of Xiang’'s plane.  Another few seconds and she would lose the copilot altogether.  With all of the pulse settings completed long ago, she pushed the laser’'s firing button again and saw the power monitor leap off scale.



       In the cockpit she saw the copilot leap forward and sag back against his seat belt with his head back.  There was surprisingly little of the struggling that one associated with heart attacks, but she had never seen a really massive coronary.  She vaguely remembered having been told they act this way.  From his concealment behind the post, the pilot leaned forward to see what was troubling his copilot.  She was ready with a second shot.  An instant after she pressed the flat square button a second time, the pilot’'s outstretched hand clutched convulsively at his shirt front, then buckled under him as his body sagged forward against the steering column.



       Tilson jumped over to the side dome to see whether her rough calculations of trajectory were working out.  Yes.  Yes.  The plane was over the central part of Westminster at that instant, doing about two hundred and forty kilometers per hour.  It could either stay at altitude or come down at four hundred meters a second without doing any harm on the ground.  Any descent rate between those margins would send it out into the barren rangelands of Eastern Colorado to crash in the scrub on the prairie.  Any descent rate faster than four hundred could be bad, but that would depend on whether it went straight and true into the desolate regions to the north of her or . . . Jesus!  the plane was swerving south as the pilot’'s body slumped over toward the right.  His response to the copilot’'s attack was taking the plane off course.  And his deadweight on the column was sending the plane into a steeper descent.



       Tilson ran to the back of the van and threw open the doors.  She found the three bent-rod steps leading to the roof and climbed painfully up to see what was happening.  The worst!  Xiang’'s plane was veering off sharply now, veering to the south, skirting Northglenn and crossing Thornton, coming in even further south than her own position!  Asking why it had to be like this, Tilson watched in horror as the plane rapidly lost altitude and headed straight for the eastern suburbs of Denver.  She was pounding with both fists;  pounding her hips, pounding her sides.  She opened her mouth and screamed when the plane roared past a few thousand meters away from her and stubbornly held its heading toward the crowded streets north of Aurora.  She couldn’'t close her eyes.  She alone was responsible.  She alone was to blame for whatever happened on the ground.



       It suddenly dropped like a stone!  Having lost its airworthiness during the wild maneuver over Westminster, Xiang’'s plane suddenly became a large assembly of metal parts, each of which was heavier than air.  It dropped straight into the southeast corner of the Rocky Mountain Arsenal, the empty southeast corner, a patch of desolate rolling scrubland inside the Rocky Mountain Arsenal surrounded by a high chain-link fence that kept people out and surplus stocks of aerial bombs in.  The plane hit one of the earthen domes containing two hundred and thirty obsolete air-to-air rockets, which went off and distributed Xiang’'s delegation over three square kilometers of barren territory.



�



 CHAPTER  TWENTY-SIX





       Wrung out physically and numbed emotionally, Tilson climbed down off the roof of the van to carry out the last stages of her plan.  She could see lights winking on in apartments over machine shops and stores scattered around the area;  it would suit her plan better if this van did not attract any attention for the time being.  She put it in gear and headed north on Havana Street until she could circle back around and get on the Throughway headed south.  She knew the details from this point on were purely arbitrary, but she tried to do a conscientious of it, nevertheless.



       She made two stops along the Platt River, tossing in pieces of equipment from the rear of the van.  Nothing in it was toxic in its inert state, her only criterion was that no parts disposed of in the same vicinity were closely related to each other.  She got off Route 87 and made three visits around the perimeter of the Cherry Creek Reservoir, then cut back west and made two deposits in empty fields in Greenwood.  By the time she had reached the Inverness Golf Course she had just a few nondescript components that were discarded in the undergrowth.  Then she took the van over on Inverness Drive East and drove it off the road.



       Too tired by now to feel it, she walked across the outer runway of Arapahoe County Airport and followed a taxiway until she was close to the terminal building.  At that point she circled north to reach the normal access road, discarding her soiled gloves along the way.  She took a clean pair of gloves out of her purse (the last ones), and concentrated her entire attention on putting them on.  Through a fog



of pain and fatigue she suddenly realized that a very important question was now very definitely answered.  She was the one in five, not one of the other four.  There hadn’'t been the slightest hesitation when her moment of truth arrived.  She had come to the battlefield as a decision maker, not a spectator.  The thought served to occupy her mind and keep it off other subjects.  But the horror burned in her memory meant that a safer technique would have to be worked out later — the falling pattern of a stricken airplane was not predictable enough.  “And who knows?” she told herself, “maybe a thing like this will never turn up again.



       Having driven slowly on her disposal rounds, she had used up more than an hour and a half of the available time when she walked into the small waiting lounge.  It was just past twelve midnight.  The rancher was glad to see her because he was ready to go and departure times were decided quite informally at Arapahoe.  They went out to the concrete apron and climbed aboard the plane with no further formalities and, by twenty past twelve, they were airborne on their way to Cheyenne.  Tilson kept her eyes straight down the centerline of the little plane as the pilot took it past the crash site and held its altitude down to give his passengers a better view.  She had no difficulty ignoring what was being said;  she was barely holding on to full consciousness as it was.



       The trip to Cheyenne only took forty minutes, but the commercial flight to Chicago didn’'t leave until ten minutes past seven.  Tilson couldn’'t see any feasible way she could get some decent sleep in a hotel while she waited, so she spent the time in agony on a hard maplewood bench in the Cheyenne Airport’'s waiting room.  She slept so soundly on the plane to Chicago, the stewardess couldn’'t wake her up to feed her breakfast.  Another stroke of good luck.  The connections in Chicago were tight and the winds aloft were from west to east, which put Tilson in a cab headed for Kips Bay Plaza at one o’'clock that afternoon.



       She didn’'t make it.  The driver had been watching her in the rear-view mirror (she looked like death warmed over), and he was in the middle of one such backward glance when she collapsed.  Since they were approaching the Kips Bay apartments by that time, he took her right across the street to New York University Medical Center where she was welcomed with open arms.  They operated at once and spent an hour and a half cleaning her out.  According to their calculations, her appendix had burst about 48 hours ago.  According to Tilson’'s calculations, that had been just south of Snowden, Colorado on one of the worst roads she had ever seen in her life.



       In mountains 16,000 kilometers away from Snowden, Colorado, the People’'s Republic of China was making another hairpin turn along its rocky road into the modern world.  At the conference of Xiang’'s survivors, a decision was taken to turn the Ship of State away from Xiang’'s Bronze-Age despotism.  That decision was reached in the greatest of secrecy since there were many who would have disagreed with it, given the chance.  In China, that included a majority of the population they had to deal with in the primitive countryside.  Outside of China, that included primarily the President they had to deal with in the United States 



       Many weeks later, when Betty Tilson had recovered completely and was carrying on a normal busy life out of her Kips Bay apartment on 30thth Street, Phyllis and Ken Grundig were two blocks away, in the psychiatric ward of Bellevue Hospital, visiting Henry Peterson.  Their mood was extremely gloomy by the time they left, for the healthy body of the Einstein of Medicine was under the control of a raving lunatic.  Had his appearance and behavior been due exclusively to his emotional condition, the total effect might not have been so devastating.  But the man was constantly attempting to move about his locked room with legs that wobbled uncontrollably and arms that alternated between spastic gyrations and complete paralysis, while his eyes rolled wildly in his head to the accompaniment of loud verbal protests and unintelligible instructions.  The Grundigs stayed only seven minutes.



       But at Henry Peterson’'s maximum security apartment on 71stst Street, everything was in perfect working order.  The central monitor answered the phone and took messages, the freezer kept six dozen cheeseburgers ready to eat within 90 seconds of being placed in the microwave oven, the ambient controls maintained ideal temperature and humidity, and the television screens occasionally went on or off as they had been programmed to do.  In the bedroom, his pajamas were laid out neatly, ready for use.  In the bedroom closet, Henry Peterson’'s cleverly concealed equipment vault was unlocked, its door wide open, its shelves and its drawers completely empty.





The End
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