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West wind, wanton wind, wilful wind, womanish wind, false wind from over the water.


George Bernard Shaw, St Joan




Introduction
By The Author


Westwind was originally published on Thursday March 1 1990. My diary entry for that day announces the fact thus: ‘Yes, Westwind was published to ONE review (in the Guardian and very small). Jesus. A flop from the word go.’


As you can see, I was not in what is these days referred to as ‘a good place’ in the early months of 1990, as my diary of the time regularly records. Here’s Wednesday February 28: ‘I was wondering today, when will Westwind be published? I knew it was scheduled for March and books are always published on a Thursday. But it can’t be tomorrow surely – Barrie & Jenkins (my publisher at the time) would have been in touch re possible sources of publicity. Surely my author’s copies should have arrived? But on returning home a gift bottle of whisky greeted me. Must be tomorrow then – with so little ceremony!’


It’s easy to be sanguine as I look back at my younger self, but I was demonstrably starting to lose belief in my abilities, doubting my future as a publishable writer. I was also slogging my guts out, working a day job in London and trying to find space to write in what free time remained to me. My first Rebus novel, Knots & Crosses, had been published without fanfare in 1987. On May 12 of that year I record in my trusty diary that ‘I should be doing the satellite novel (Westwind in other words). I’m doing nothing.’ Well, not nothing exactly because at the same time I was also polishing the spy thriller which would appear the following year as Watchman. I was living in Tottenham and working as an assistant at the National Folktale Centre, based at what was then Middlesex Polytechnic. Unusually for London, this meant I could walk to work. It also gave me access to a computer, while at home I still hammered away on a noisy electric typewriter. Not that the computer, with its large floppy disks, was much use to me – I didn’t know anyone else (my publisher included) who used one. My first Amstrad word processor was still a ways off, while the fax machine in my workplace remained as mysterious to me as the Sphinx.


I’m not sure what gave me the idea that a techno-thriller would be my next project.


Knots & Crosses had been a fairly traditional whodunit. Watchman was a spy novel influenced by Graham Greene’s The Human Factor. Westwind, on the other hand, would start with a space shuttle plummeting to earth and a malfunctioning satellite. It seems to me now that I was feeling my way towards what kind of writer I wanted to be. High on the list was: successful enough to give up the day job. I’d tried the crime novel and the spy novel and now I was going to attempt to write the sort of high-tech thriller that sold by the pallet-load in airports and railway stations. So it was that I visited my local library on Tottenham High Road and asked the librarian for anything they could give me to do with space shuttles and how satellites work. Many of the resulting books proved too technical for me – my degree was in English literature rather than mathematics and physics – but a few proved useful. (I’ll admit now that one of them was a children’s book.) Then there was the trusty Rand McNally Road Atlas of the USA, since part of the book was going to be set there (international sales ahoy!) and I’d yet to visit that country outside of novels, movies and TV shows.


As you can see, I was young, hungry, naïve – and driven.


Turning to my diaries again to help me with this introduction, I was surprised at the long gestation of Westwind. The first mention I can find is May 1987, and by June I was happily at work on it. At this time it was called Coffin Burial, and my one issue was that my typewriter needed repairing. In July 1987 I was chipping away at it while also editing Watchman. By August, I was having doubts, but in September, I was finding some of the writing ‘v exciting’ and ‘heart-pounding’. By December, the first draft of the book was finished and the title had been changed to Westwind. (I’m not sure where Coffin Burial came from – I did think it was a poem, but I can’t find it on the internet. My memory was, it might have been John Masefield, but again I can’t find it in a list of his works – though I did come across a poem of his called ‘The West Wind’. Coincidence?)


My agent read the book over the festive period and got back to me in January 1988. He was not enthusiastic and wanted major revisions before submitting it to a publisher. Okay, so by March I’d tweaked the book, but then everything seemed to go quiet. There was TV interest in Knots & Crosses and I was also working on a script for a potential film of my first novel The Flood. I was also getting ready for publication of Watchman and applying for jobs with a bit more pay than I was getting at Middlesex Poly. By May, I was at work on a new Rebus novel (which would eventually see the light of day as Hide and Seek) and by the summer I’d secured work as a journalist on a monthly magazine called Hi-Fi Review. Watchman was out and receiving some good reviews (if decidedly sluggish sales) and Westwind was languishing. By September, my agent was apologising that he still had no takers for the revised book. I was almost too busy to notice. My new job came with a ninety-minute each-way commute, during which I was devouring novels which I’d started reviewing for the newspaper Scotland on Sunday. I’d also been approached to pitch script ideas to ITV’s The Bill, and I was working away between times on the Rebus book …


Then, praise be, my agent phoned with news. My old editor from Bodley Head (who had taken both Knots & Crosses and Watchman) had switched publishers and was now at Barrie & Jenkins. He wanted to revitalise their meagre fiction list. In short, he wanted Westwind. By January 1989 I was discussing further edits to the book and by March I’d signed a contract. Nineteen eighty-nine saw me continuing to write Hide and Seek (at this point titled Dead Beat) while revising Westwind, and still working as a hi-fi reviewer. Westwind was eventually finished by July. I had a new editor by then, however, and she disliked some of the book’s tone, finding it too humorous for a thriller. She wanted a tougher book and I did my best to comply, meaning a further edit. Which brings us to March 1 1990 and publication.


Not that anyone noticed. There was one hardcover printing, one paperback, and one in large format for readers with limited sight. It didn’t sell to the USA and no foreign-language publisher wanted it. What’s more, the book had taken so long to get into print, and been through so many permutations and revisions, that I could muster very little enthusiasm for it myself. Every time my agent or editor had asked me to rework it, I had acquiesced, until it felt like it wasn’t really my book at all – certainly not the one I’d set out to write.


So I decided that it would rest in a dark corner of my consciousness, never to see the light of day again.


Until Twitter changed my mind.


There had been the odd occasion where a fan at a signing would tell me they’d read it and liked it. Those fans had either got lucky in charity shops or else had shelled out a lot of money to a book dealer. Yes, the book had its fans, but I wasn’t among them until someone on Twitter persuaded me to give the book another look. ‘It’s better than you think it is, Ian.’ It had been so long since I’d read it that it felt like reading another writer’s work. This proved to be a good thing – I could be objective as I raced through the pages. Yes, it had a few faults and some of the sentence construction was overwrought. It also felt a little bit dated, but on the other hand it also seemed prescient. I had set it in an alternative 1990 where American troops are being pulled out of Europe. International tensions are high. The US is retrenching and the military is worried about the future direction Europe will take. Satellites circle Earth, being used potentially to spy on everyone and everything. No one knows who to trust, or what’s about to happen.


Yes, I saw plenty of parallels with the current geopolitical situation, but I also enjoyed reading it. The characters came to life, the plot was pacy, the villains were scary and the heroes believable. And oh the nostalgia! Central locking for cars was obviously a fairly new thing (not remote central locking, mind), since I mentioned it more than once. Then there were the Filofaxes, floppy disks and cassette tapes. People smoked on aeroplanes, Tower Records had arrived at Piccadilly Circus, and Germany was still divided into East and West.


I’d forgotten that the listening base where Martin Hepton works was sited at Binbrook, Lincolnshire – a location I’d chosen because my sister Maureen (married to an RAF technician) had lived there for several years and I’d stayed with her as a teenager over the course of one or two long, hot school-holiday summers, back in the days when I was convinced I was going to be either a rock star or a poet. This is partly why I have the notion that ‘Coffin Burial’ must have been a poem. But during the course of writing the book, I started disliking that title. My British spy satellite was called Zephyr, and a zephyr is a light breeze or ‘the west wind’. Bearing in mind that (influenced by Alan Moore’s comic Watchmen) I was calling my spy novel Watchman, maybe I had the idea that my novels could all start with the letter ‘w’. The third Rebus novel, after all, would be titled Wolfman (before an astute editor in the US asked me to alter it to Tooth and Nail so as not to deter non-horror book buyers). The George Bernard Shaw quote at the start of the book was probably another piece of serendipity – the ‘false wind from over the water’ might refer to either the US or Russia. It certainly hints that those you think of as your friends may actually have hidden intentions and ulterior motives.


I’ve given the original printed text a polish, hopefully ridding it of those flawed sentences and scenes. A few words have been added here and there, while others have been removed or altered, but it is essentially the same book that it always was, just thirty years older and a little wiser …


Ian Rankin, 2019




Part I
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He watched the planet earth on his monitor. It was quite a sight. Around him, others were doing the same thing, though not perhaps with an equal sense of astonishment. Some had grown blasé over the years: when you’d seen one earth, you’d seen them all. But not Martin Hepton. He still felt awe, reverence, emotion, whatever. If he had called it a spiritual feeling, the others might have laughed, so he kept his thoughts to himself. And watched.


They all watched, recording their separate data on the computer, keeping an eye on earth from the heavens while their feet never left the ground. Hepton felt giddy sometimes, thinking to himself: this is the only earth there is, and we’re all stuck with it, every last one of us. At such moments, the thought of war seemed impossible.


The ground station at Binbrook was small by most standards, but quite large enough for its purpose, and it was sited in the midst of the greenest countryside Hepton had ever seen. He had been born here in Lincolnshire, but had grown up in 1960s London; ‘swinging’ London. It had swung right past him. With his head stuck in this or that textbook he had never quite noticed the bright clothes, the casual attitudes, the whole hippy shake. Too often, when his head wasn’t in a book, it had been raised to the sky, naming a litany of stars and constellations. And it had led to this, as though by some predetermined scheme. He had reached for the skies and had touched them. Thanks to Zephyr.


Zephyr was the reason behind all this activity, all these monitors and busy voices. Zephyr was a British satellite. The British satellite. It wasn’t the only one they had, but it was the best. The best by a long shot. It could be used for just about anything: weather-watching, communications, surveillance. It could drop from its orbit to within a hundred kilometres of earth, take a pristine picture, then boost back into the higher orbit again before relaying the information back to the ground station. It was a clever little sod all right, and here were its nursemaids, keeping a close eye on it while it kept a close eye on the British Isles. Nobody seemed quite sure why Britain was Zephyr’s present target. Word had gone around that the brass – meaning the military and the MoD – wanted to survey this sceptred land, which was fine by Hepton. He would never tire of staring at the various screens, seeing what his satellite saw, making sure that everything was recorded, filed, double-checked. And then viewed by the generals and the men in the pinstripe suits.


He had his own ideas about the present surveillance. The United States was pulling its troops out of Europe. It all looked amicable and agreed, but rumours had started in the press, rumours to the effect that there had been a good amount of shove on the part of the mainland European countries, and that the American generals weren’t entirely happy about leaving. The rumours had led to some demonstrations by right-wing parties, asking that the ‘USA stay! USA stay!’, and an organisation of that name had quickly been formed. More demos were now taking place, and vigils outside the embassies of Britain’s partners in Europe. Not exactly powder-keg stuff, but Hepton could imagine that the government wanted to keep things nailed down. And who better than Zephyr to follow a convoy of protesters or keep tabs on rallies in different parts of the country?


All at the touch of a button.


‘Coffee, Martin?’ A cup appeared beside his console. Hepton slipped his headphones down around his neck.


‘Thanks, Nick.’


Nick Christopher nodded towards the screen. ‘Anything good on the telly?’ he asked.


‘Just a lot of old repeats,’ answered Hepton.


‘Isn’t that just typical of summer? Honestly, though, I’ll go mad if we don’t get some new schedules soon.’


‘Maybe we’re due for a little excitement.’


‘What do you mean?’ asked Christopher.


‘Well,’ said Hepton, cradling the plastic beaker, ‘I’ve heard that the brass are around today. Maybe Fagin will put on a simulation for them, show them we’re on our toes.’


‘Anything for a shot of adrenaline.’


Hepton stared at Nick Christopher. Rumour had it that at one time he’d shot more than just adrenaline. But that was the base for you: when nothing was happening, the rumours seemed to start. Christopher was reaching into his back pocket. He brought out a folded, dog-eared newspaper, its crossword nearly completed. Hepton was already shaking his head.


‘You know I’m never any good at those,’ he said. Nick Christopher was a crossword addict. He’d buy anything from a kiddies’ puzzle book to The Times to feed his habit, and over by his desk he had weighty tomes dedicated to his pursuit: dictionaries, collections of synonyms and antonyms and anagrams. He often asked Hepton’s help, if only to show how close he had come to solving the day’s most difficult puzzle. Now he shrugged his shoulders.


‘Well, see you at break time,’ he said, heading back towards his own console.


‘Biccies are on me,’ Hepton said.


There was a sudden wrenching of the air as an alarm began to sound, and Christopher turned back to smile at him, as if to congratulate him on his hunch. Hepton put down his coffee untouched and checked the screen. It was filled with flickering white dots, static. The other screens nearby were showing the same electronic snow.


‘Lost visual contact,’ someone felt it necessary to say.


‘We’ve lost all contact,’ called out another voice.


It looked as though Fagin had set them up after all. There was immediate activity, chairs swivelling as consoles were compared, buttons clacked and calls made over the intercom system. Despite themselves, they all relished the occasional emergency, contrived or not. It was a chance to show how prepared they were, how efficient, how quickly they could react and repair.


‘Switching to backup system.’


‘Coding in channel two.’


‘I’m getting a very sluggish response.’


‘So stop talking to snails.’


An arm snaked past Hepton’s shoulder and punched numbers out on his keyboard, trying to elicit a response from their own. Nothing. It was as if some television station had packed up for the night. All contact had been lost. How the hell had Fagin rigged this?


Hepton lifted his coffee to his lips, gulped at it, then squirmed. Nick Christopher must have dropped a bag of sugar into it.


‘Sweet Jesus,’ he muttered, the fingers of one hand still busy on his keyboard.


‘Coded through.’


‘No response here.’


‘I’m getting nothing at all.’


A voice came over the speaker system, replacing the electronic alarm.


‘This is not a test. Repeat, this is not a test.’


They paused to look at each other, reading a fresh panic in eyes reflecting their own. Not a test! It had to be a test. Otherwise they’d just lost a thousand million pounds’ worth of tin and plastic. Lost it for how long? Hepton checked his watch. The system had been inoperative for over two minutes. That meant it really was serious. Another minute or so could spell disaster.


Fagin, the operations manager, had appeared from nowhere and was sprinting from console to console as though taking part in some kind of party game. Two of the brass were in evidence too, looking as though they’d just stepped out of a meeting. They carried files under their arms and stood by the far door, knowing nothing of the system or how to be of help. That was typical. The people who held the purse strings and gave the orders knew nothing about anything. That was why the budgeting on Zephyr was so tight. Hepton glanced at the pair again. Grey, puzzled faces, trying to look interested and concerned, unsure what to be concerned about.


Suddenly Fagin was at his shoulder.


‘Anything, Martin?’


‘Nothing, sir.’


‘What happened?’ Fagin trusted Hepton, and knew him to be fastidious.


Hepton shrugged his shoulders, feeling more impotent than he could say. ‘It just started snowing,’ he said, gesturing towards the screen. ‘That’s all.’


Fagin nodded and was gone, his reputation for competence on the edge of being wiped out. Like sticking a magnet on a floppy disk: it was that easy to lose it all in a moment.


Then:


‘Wait a minute!’ It was Nick Christopher’s voice.


‘Yes,’ someone else called from further off. ‘I’m getting something now. We’ve regained radio contact.’ There was a pause. ‘No, lost it again.’


The brass exchanged glances at this news, and both checked their watches. Hepton couldn’t believe what he was seeing. They seemed to be worrying about the time. All the while, a billion pounds’ worth of high-tech was whizzing about blindly, or crashing towards earth, and they were worrying about the time.


‘Are you sure you had it?’ yelled Fagin.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Well then, get it back!’


‘Trying.’


Despite the adrenaline gnawing at him, Hepton felt a sudden inner calm. All would be well. It was just a matter of trusting to fate and pushing the right buttons. Who was he kidding? Zephyr was lost for good.


Someone was standing behind him. He glanced back and saw Paul Vincent watching intently over his shoulder. Vincent was the youngest of the controllers, and the least confident.


‘Come to see how the professional does it, Paul?’ Hepton said, grinning nervously at the screen. He saw Vincent’s reflection smile wanly back. Then he began pushing buttons again, trying every combination possible. He had used up all the rational choices. Now he was trying the irrational, asking the computer to do the impossible.


Paul Vincent’s face was suddenly at his ear, though the young man’s eyes still appeared to be studying the monitor.


‘Listen, Martin, there’s something I want to show you.’


‘What?’


Vincent’s gaze remained fixed to the screen. His voice was low, just audible over the noise all around.


‘I can’t be sure,’ he said, ‘not a hundred per cent, at any rate. But I think there’s something happening up there. Either that or I’ve been doing something wrong. I had it on my screen a little while back.’


‘What do you mean, “something happening”?’


‘I’m not sure yet. Foreign data.’


‘Have you reported it?’


‘Of course.’


Perhaps that was why the brass were on the scene, and why they had looked momentarily scared.


‘Are we talking about interference?’ Hepton’s voice was low too.


‘I don’t know. I could make a wild guess, but I’m not sure it would help. I’d like you to confirm the data.’


‘When did it start?’


‘About half an hour ago.’


‘Coincidence?’


There was a sudden whoop, then cheers and some applause.


‘We’ve got her back!’


Hepton’s eyes went to his screen. They had indeed got her back. He was staring at a fuzzy but identifiable picture of Britain, taken from all that unbelievable distance. The image was out of focus, but they could soon put that right. What mattered was that Zephyr was working again.


‘Panic over,’ he said, turning now to face Paul Vincent. ‘So what about this foreign data?’


‘I’ve saved the readout on disk. Come and see.’


Paul spoke without blinking, and still softly, though the clamour around had grown. He was young but, Hepton knew, not an idiot. A first in astrophysics from Edinburgh, then research in Australia. No idiot, but not a hands-on expert either. It was his job – his sole responsibility and specialism – to monitor the space around Zephyr, seeking space trash, debris, meteorites, waves of interference. He’d never made a mistake when it had counted. Never.


‘Okay, Paul,’ Hepton said. ‘Give me a couple of minutes to put things right and I’ll come take a look.’


‘Thanks.’ Vincent looked relieved, like a man who needs reassuring that those pink elephants he can see really are there. Maybe they were, at that. He left Hepton’s side and returned to his distant console. Then again, maybe the kid was losing his touch. There had been a bout of sulking a week ago to do with some girlfriend or other. Hazard of the job. Shift work, odd hours, occasional days on end cooped up in the base. Sleeping four to a room in two sets of bunk beds. Hepton wasn’t sure he could take much more of it himself, despite the pleasures of earth-watching. Who ever thought to ask him if he were lonely? Nobody. He thought of Jilly, and wondered what she was doing while he sat here. He didn’t want to think what she was doing.


The brass were looking pleased about something. Well, they’d got Zephyr back, hadn’t they? One said something to the other, and Hepton, watching the man’s lips move, caught the words ‘three minutes forty’. The other nodded and smiled again. So they were discussing the length of time the satellite had been lost to its ground base. Three minutes and forty seconds. Longer than ever before. Almost too long.


Things were calming down all around. Fagin had gone to speak with the brass. They were in a huddle now, their eyes glinting. Hepton couldn’t see their lips any more. Well, it was none of his concern. He busied himself with putting his console right. He had pushed a few too many of the wrong buttons in the wrong sequences. Adjustments were needed. And then he would visit Paul Vincent on the other side of the room.


‘More coffee?’ It was Nick Christopher.


‘You put sugar in the first.’


‘An honest mistake. I’ll fetch you another.’


‘Don’t bother. What do you think went wrong back there?’


‘Put it down to a hiccup. Everything malfunctions from time to time. Between the two of us, I think Zephyr was cobbled together like its namesake, the old car. We’ll be lucky if it stays the course.’


‘It was out for three minutes forty seconds.’


‘What?’


‘The brass were timing it.’


‘Then maybe it was an exercise.’


‘I don’t think Paul Vincent would agree.’


‘Martin, you’re talking in riddles.’


‘Sorry.’


‘Now what about that coffee?’


‘No sugar this time?’


‘Promise, no sugar.’


‘Okay then.’


The brass had disappeared, and Fagin with them. Waving them off, probably. Hepton wondered what the weather was like outside. He could check by using the computer, but wouldn’t it be so much nicer just to walk outside and take a look? Sunny, showery, cool, breezy. Inside, the air conditioning kept things temperate, and the lighting was designed specially so as to be bright without giving glare. Same went for the screens. You could stare at them all day without getting a headache, which didn’t stop him succumbing to the occasional migraine. He pushed back into his chair. It, too, had been designed for maximum comfort and minimum stress. He stuck a thumb either side of his spine and pressed, feeling vertebrae click into place.


‘No sugar,’ said Nick Christopher, handing him the beaker.


‘Thanks.’


‘Only another twenty minutes till break.’


‘Thank God.’


‘So what were you saying about Paul?’


‘Oh, just that he’s got some data he wants me to check.’


‘Data?’ Christopher sipped his own coffee. ‘What sort of data?’


‘I don’t know till I’ve looked. Probably nothing important. You know what Paul’s like.’


Christopher smiled. ‘He’s like a kid with a train set.’


‘Exactly,’ said Hepton.


But by the time he wandered across to Paul Vincent’s console, Vincent himself had vanished. Hepton looked at the computer screen. It was blank. He tried coding in, but it remained blank.


‘Temporary fault,’ said Fagin from behind him. ‘Was there something you wanted?’


‘Just checking.’


‘Checking what?’


‘Oh, you know …’


‘Well you won’t get much joy. Part of the disk’s been wiped.’


‘You mean the hard disk?’


‘Yes.’


‘Because of the malfunction?’


‘Or more likely Vincent’s panicking.’ Fagin had it in for Paul Vincent, everybody knew that. It was whispered that Paul reminded him too much of his own son, who had left home at seventeen and never returned.


‘Where is Vincent, by the way?’


Fagin shrugged. ‘I don’t know. The little boys’ room perhaps.’


‘What happened back there?’


Fagin seemed to think about this. ‘I’m just glad we got her back,’ he said at last. ‘We’ll find out eventually.’


‘It wasn’t a test then, to impress our friends?’


‘Friends?’


‘Those two generals.’


‘Not at all. What makes you say that?’


‘Oh, they just seemed to be timing our response, that’s all. And they looked fairly happy with the outcome.’


‘Nobody likes to lose a satellite, Martin.’


‘Of course not, sir. If you’ll excuse me, it’s almost my break. I think I’ll try to find Paul.’


‘Fine.’ Fagin was picking up the internal telephone, pushing buttons. The panic was over; things had to go on.


Three minutes and forty seconds. Usually a malfunction could be located and corrected within sixty seconds. There were backup systems, a computer locked into every function of the satellite, ready to pinpoint the failure and repair it. After sixty seconds, you could assume that the computers had failed to find the fault, and you began to worry. So you went to manual, checking everything yourself. At the two-minute mark, you panicked.


Three minutes and forty seconds. The brass had seemed satisfied. Fagin seemed satisfied. Paul Vincent had reported his findings, but nobody seemed to want to know. What the hell was going on?


Hepton went to the toilets, then checked the canteen, the recreation area and the TV room: nothing. The table tennis players hadn’t seen Paul Vincent, the guys watching a porn film hadn’t seen Paul Vincent, nobody had seen Paul Vincent. He had disappeared. Hepton sat down in the TV room to think. The porn film was in German, not that a degree in languages was necessary to understand the plot. The film was being beamed via satellite, probably from a mainland European station. One bored weekend they’d spent several hours using the base’s sophisticated communications technology to home in on a couple of television satellites. Now they could pick up just about any station they liked and decode any scrambled signal. The picture today wasn’t the sharpest, but the cameraman was in close enough so that this didn’t really matter …


Zephyr. What did Paul Vincent know about Zephyr?


Hepton caught up with Nick Christopher in the canteen, where he was scooping up chips and beans with a fork and holding open a book with his free hand.


‘What are you reading?’ Hepton asked.


Christopher showed him the cover, ‘Albert Camus, The Fall. I found it in the library.’


‘What’s it like?’


‘I don’t know. Nothing’s happened yet. What’s wrong?’


Hepton realised that he was sitting with head in hands, elbows propped on the table.


‘I can’t find Paul,’ he said.


‘Perhaps he doesn’t want to be found,’ said Christopher, scooping up another mouthful of beans.


‘Maybe you’re right at that,’ said Hepton, stealing a limp lukewarm chip from the plate.


The afternoon drifted back into ordinariness. After the break, it was back to the consoles. The system, though, was failing to yield the source of the malfunction. Fagin walked from monitor to monitor, for all the world like a factory-line foreman. He stopped at Hepton’s desk.


‘It seems Paul Vincent has been taken ill,’ he said, scribbling something on his clipboard.


‘Ill? Can I go see him?’


‘He’s not in the rest room. They’ve had to take him to hospital.’


‘Christ, that was a bit sudden.’


‘The doctor thinks it might be simple exhaustion.’


Exhaustion. Paul was not only the youngest of the crew, he was the fittest too. Twice a day he jogged around the perimeter fence, a haul of two and a half miles. He was the only one of them who used the multigym. He had the stamina of an athlete. Hepton sat at the console, his mind whirling. The nearest hospital was twenty miles away. He had to go there.


Fagin had walked away now and was examining another monitor. Hepton looked across to where Paul Vincent’s monitor sat untended, the chair pushed in beneath the desk with the finality of a coffin lid being nailed down. He shivered. There was something very odd about this whole thing. A curious mind had brought him into the world of astronomy and astronautics, and that same mind was now needling him to look a little further into things. And yes, he would.
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He tasted smoke in his nostrils and felt blood gouge its way along the creases in his spacesuit. The vibration in the shuttle intensified still further, becoming more than a roller coaster. A roller coaster had once terrified him as a child, and he had determined never to be afraid of anything again in his whole life, a decision that was ending here and now with the most complete terror he had ever felt.


Through the glass he caught a quick glimpse of the ground crew; already the fire engines were racing forwards, but too late. Sparks flew from the seared undercarriage, and a final all-encompassing ball of flame sent him veering towards pale darkness.


But then suddenly Adams was at his side, his head bloodied, and Adams’ hands slid around his throat, growing tight, and all the time he was shouting:


‘You sonofabitch! You sonofabitch! I won’t forget! Not ever! The burial’s what matters! Coffin’s got to be buried!’


It was all so unnecessary, Dreyfuss thought. We’re dying anyway; why don’t you let me die in peace? The tarmac below was churning like the sea, as unsteady as a fairground ride. Adams’ hands were still there. Blood pounded in Dreyfuss’ ears, tortured metal, the whine of the uncontrollable engines. How could it have happened? Total malfunction. Absolute and total, just as they were starting the descent. How could it have happened? It was typical of his life that he should die with a question unanswered in his mind.


And then, finally, he blacked out.


The emergency team were ready. They’d been ready since the first warning that something was wrong on the space shuttle Argos. Now they started to jet, engulfing white foam over the stricken craft, snuffing out flames until the whole thing looked like a children’s toy in a bubble bath. The crew had come from the ground station to watch. There had been six men on board: five Americans and one Briton. Most of them were praying that the Americans, at least, would still be alive. They didn’t really give much thought to the only Briton, Major Michael Dreyfuss. These days, it was strictly a case of looking after number one.


The few small fires were quickly put out. Thankfully, the Argos had little fuel left in its tanks to burn. Nevertheless, the surface metal of the shuttle was too hot to touch, even with asbestos gloves. But they managed at last to wrench open the doors. Inside, they could smell smoke, singed rubber and something less pleasant still. They expected to find corpses, but the last thing anyone expected to find was five of them, one of which had its hands embedded in the neck of the single crew member left alive …
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General Ben Esterhazy sat in the back of his chauffeur-driven limo and wondered why there was no bourbon left in the drinks cabinet. He hoped there’d be some at the airbase. Not that there was much left of the base. They were dismantling and moving, shipping the boys back to the States. Lousy damned country anyway. He’d spent a few years in Germany just after the war. People starving. A mother really would lie down and open her legs for a tin of beef and some powdered 
whatever.


The country didn’t seem to have changed that much. But now Europe had forgotten all about World War Two, had gotten eyes bigger than its belly. All the talk now was of Europe, a Europe that saw no place for the US forces lined up in a thin defensive wall against the East.


‘Well, fuck them.’


‘Sorry, General?’ Esterhazy’s aide, Lieutenant Jerry Bosio, sitting in front beside the driver, had turned his head to catch the words.


‘Never mind,’ growled Esterhazy. He picked up a bottle of Glenfiddich whisky and poured himself an inch. Esterhazy had a jutting, aggressive face ending in a nose like that of Punch. He’d put on weight since they’d given him a desk job, but not much weight. His tits didn’t sag the way some middle-aged men’s did, and he could wrestle marines half his age.


‘Where the hell’s the soda?’ he muttered. The streets of Bonn were in a mid-evening hiatus. Nobody seemed much bothered about the official car or its cargo – there had been so many such cars in Bonn of late – and this suited Esterhazy fine. The last thing he needed was either cheers or jeers. If they cheered, were they cheering because they were glad to see the back of the American forces? Or because they were glad of those forces and wanted them to stay? God alone knew. Ben Esterhazy didn’t. The talks had dragged today. The interpreters seemed to be in some kind of stupor, and the delegates likewise. It was winding down, the pull-out already being implemented. All they were really talking about now was the dotting of a few i’s. That had never been Esterhazy’s way.


But now his part in the comedy was over, and tonight he was flying back to the States. He relaxed, sipped his drink, rested his head on the seat-back. He was going home. The work was done. He’d put in an appearance for the sake of appearances, he’d signed this and that piece of paper. Now he could go back to the men in Washington and tell them it was done. Not that they really cared. If Europe wanted to go it alone, let them. That was democracy’s attitude. But if there were to be a war, the men in suits would be the first to take cover, and the first to order the troops straight back into the kill zone.


‘Well, fuck them.’


‘Sir?’


‘Never mind.’


‘Sir …’


Esterhazy realised that the aide’s hand had reached into an attaché case and come out with an envelope, towards which he was trying to attract the general’s attention.


‘What the hell is it?’ said Esterhazy, snatching at the paper.


‘Message came through for you, sir,’ said Bosio. ‘Sorry, I forgot to give it to you earlier.’


‘Idiot.’ Esterhazy tore open the envelope and unfolded the note inside.


SORRY YOU COULDN’T MAKE IT TO THE BURIAL.


For the first time that day, General Ben Esterhazy smiled.
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Martin Hepton put down the telephone. At the third attempt, he had found out something concrete about Paul Vincent. He had found out that Paul was no longer in the hospital. He had been sent on to a rest home for a period of ‘recovery’, as the hospital doctor had termed it. Exhaustion, that was all it was. That was all.


Hepton walked along the corridor, paused outside the gym, then pushed open the door. It was a well-equipped gym. Healthy bodies meant healthy minds. Not that anyone ever used the gym. No one except Paul Vincent. Hepton went to the multi-gym, the so-called ‘torture machine’, and hoisted himself up on the arm-lift bar. He brought his chin up to touch the bar, then relaxed his arms until his toes touched the floor.


‘That’s one,’ said the voice behind him. It was Nick Christopher, smiling, letting the gym door swing shut behind him.


Hepton smiled and pulled himself off the floor again, straining this time, coming down heavily.


‘Two,’ counted Christopher.


‘Enough for today,’ said Hepton, feeling the blood pound in his chest.


‘Is this man out of condition? I ask myself.’


‘Okay, let’s see you do some.’


‘Stand aside, shrimp.’ Christopher pulled a crossword book out of his back trouser-pocket and handed it to Hepton, then gripped the bar and heaved himself aloft. He managed fifteen pulls, then rested, breathing hard.


‘I’m impressed,’ said Hepton.


‘If there’s one thing regular sex does for you,’ explained Christopher, taking the book back, ‘it gives you a strong pair of arms.’ They both laughed.


‘I wouldn’t know sex if it hit me in the face,’ Hepton said.


‘That’s your problem then,’ Christopher said. ‘You can’t tell the difference between sex and a slap in the face.’ He paused. ‘How are things with Jilly?’


‘What things? I haven’t heard from her since she went to London.’


‘Have you tried calling her?’


‘Only every day.’


‘So do you get the feeling it’s all over?’


‘Just a little.’


‘Sorry to hear that, Martin.’


Hepton shrugged. He gripped the bar again and managed two more hoists.


‘What about Paul?’ Nick Christopher asked.


‘What about him?’


‘Have you managed to find out anything?’


‘Apparently he’s gone off to some rest home.’


‘Jesus, it must be bad then. I thought those places were for the dying and the dead.’


Hepton tried a third hoist, failed, and dropped to the ground. ‘Better book me a room in one then,’ he said. ‘After you’ve bought me a drink.’


They sat down in the cafeteria, drinking cans of cola and eating crisps.


‘Is this supposed to be brain food?’ Christopher asked. Then: ‘What do you think of that shuttle, the Argos, crashing like that?’


‘I think our man was lucky to get out in one piece.’


It was front-page news, of course. Tomorrow it would be relegated, but for today, Major Mike Dreyfuss was famous, which was, Hepton supposed, what the bastard had always wanted. Hepton had two very good reasons for being jealous of Mike Dreyfuss. For one thing, the man had actually touched the skies, while all he, Hepton, could do was watch them.


For another, Dreyfuss and Jilly went back a long way. They had never been lovers, perhaps – though he had her word alone on that – but they had been friends, very close friends, and while she had allowed Hepton into her bed and her body, her mind had stayed closed to him. Yet she had spoken of Dreyfuss with such tenderness …


‘Well,’ Nick Christopher was saying, ‘I can’t see him having an easy time of it. I mean, there he is in America, the sole survivor of a disaster in which all the Americans on board perished, and here we are kicking the Yanks out of Europe, making us not very popular over there.’


‘I see what you mean,’ said Hepton. It was all he could do to stop himself from smiling. He stuffed his mouth with crisps instead. Yes, front-page news Dreyfuss might be, but for all the wrong reasons.
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The light was diffuse and coloured the burnished gold of … The description ended there. His mind wasn’t up to it. He decided to open one eye, just a little, and saw an underwater blur of greys and blues and whites, bathed in the same golden light. He blinked, opened both eyes and saw that he was lying in a hospital bed. A private room. Lavender paint on the walls, machines standing beside the bed, a drip feeding his left arm. Through the slats of the blinds streamed the day’s raw sunshine. Golden light.


He was alive then.


A nurse sat dozing in the heat, a paperback novel on her lap. Where was this? Why was he so sore? His mouth was raw. Then he remembered – the shuttle had crash-landed. Couldn’t get the undercarriage down. Couldn’t get anything to work. Total shutdown of the onboard computer. Now how the hell could that have happened?


And what about Heinemann, O’Grady, Marshall, Wilson, Adams? Were they alive or dead? The fate of Hes Adams especially interested him. He let out a little whistle of air, as much as he could manage without feeling pain. It was enough. The nurse stirred, opened her eyes and smiled at him. Then closed them again as she stretched. A good big early-morning yawn, and then another smile, as though they were waking up in bed together; lovers.


‘Good afternoon, Mr Dreyfuss. How do you feel?’


Dreyfuss. That was his name. It was as good a name as any. He tried answering her question, but his throat was dry and sore. He swallowed painfully, and she seemed to understand. Rose from her chair and poured some water from a jug into a glass. There were flowers on his bedside cabinet. Not many of them, a couple of small bunches.


The water was tepid. He had trouble swallowing.


‘Thanks,’ he rasped. ‘Needed that.’ Speaking was like rubbing something raw against sandpaper.


‘You’ve been asleep a long time.’


‘How long?’


‘Several days, I think. I’ve only been on shift a couple of hours.’


‘Where am I?’


‘Sacramento General.’


It sounded like the title of a bad western. He supposed it was a hospital in Sacramento. He’d never been to Sacramento before. One of his reasons for wanting the shuttle mission was so he could see a little more of the States. He’d only been three times previously, and then never for long. As a child, growing up in the rapidly disappearing slums of east Edinburgh, he had dreamed of all this, of spacemen and of America, playing out the dream with toy spaceships that he would send hurtling to their doom.


‘The others …’ he began, but already the nurse had pushed at a buzzer above his bed. God, her body looked good, wrapped in the flimsiest layer of white cotton. He could almost taste … What was it he could taste in his mouth, right there behind the caked dryness and the lees of water?


It was smoke, blood, fear. And hands tearing at him. Why were hands tearing at him?


‘Good afternoon, Major Dreyfuss.’


A man in a white coat, stethoscope swinging reassuringly around his neck, had pushed open the door. Behind him came two others, one in a general’s uniform, the other looking like a worrier from the State Department. They stood slightly to left and right of the doctor, like tumours growing out of his sides. Good, thought Dreyfuss: his powers of description were coming back.


‘Hello,’ he said, but the doctor was studying his chart, and then studying the nurse. He smiled at her.


‘I don’t think I’ve seen you before, have I?’


She smiled back. ‘No, Doctor. The name’s Carraway.’


‘Well, Nurse Carraway, has the patient been behaving?’


‘Yes, Doctor.’ Now she was looking towards Dreyfuss, and there was that smile again. The doctor turned towards him too.


‘How do you feel?’


‘One hundred per cent, Doctor. When can I get up?’


The doctor laughed. ‘Not for a while yet, I’m afraid.’


‘What’s the rush?’ snapped the general. It was a serious question.


Dreyfuss closed his eyes.


‘I’ve had a relapse, Doc,’ he said. ‘I’m allergic to goons.’


‘Why, you sonofabitch—’ started the general, only to be stopped by the civilian’s upraised hand.


Dreyfuss opened his eyes and stared at the slats of the blind, trying to recall where he had seen that colour before, that golden colour, and heard those words before, too.


A ball of flame. Fuel igniting. And the voice of Hes Adams in his ear: you sonofabitch.


‘Leave him be, Ben,’ the civilian was saying. ‘He’s traumatised, probably doesn’t know what he’s saying.’


‘He knows all right.’


‘Come on,’ the civilian insisted, leading the general towards the door. ‘I’ll buy you a drink and you can bore me with the story of Bonn.’


The doctor watched them go and seemed to relax a little. He approached the bed.


‘Nice chaps,’ Dreyfuss commented. The doctor seemed not to understand, then smiled.


‘You mean General Esterhazy and Mr Stewart.’


‘If that’s who they were.’


‘That’s who they were.’ The doctor watched Dreyfuss sip more water. ‘Throat sore?’


‘A little,’ said Dreyfuss. ‘Listen, I meant what I said back there. When can I get up?’


‘Just hang on in there.’ A pencil-fine beam of light shone into Dreyfuss’ left eye, then his right. ‘What do you remember about the accident, Major?’


‘What accident?’ Dreyfuss smiled at the doctor’s look of alarm. ‘Only joking,’ he said. ‘I remember a ball of flame; it really did look like a ball, too. I felt like I could have given it a kick. I didn’t, though. It kicked me instead. Then I suppose I must have passed out.’


‘And where were you when this happened?’


‘On the shuttle, of course. The shuttle was called Argos, and we were coming in to land, and there were six of us.’


‘And what had the shuttle been doing?’


Dreyfuss made a show of trying to think.


‘Major?’


‘I … don’t seem to remember that,’ he lied, though why his instincts told him to conceal his returning memory was a mystery.


‘Well, don’t worry about it.’ Dreyfuss caught Nurse Carraway staring at him fixedly. But when his eyes met hers, she slapped a smile onto her face again. ‘Do you remember the names of the other crew members?’ the doctor was asking.


‘Let’s see.’ Dreyfuss tried to look as though he was thinking hard. He wondered why Nurse Carraway was so intent on his answer. ‘Heinemann,’ he said at last, ‘Adams, Marshall, O’Grady, Wilson.’


‘Good, Major Dreyfuss. Now think back.’ The doctor began to check his pulse. Dreyfuss had the idea that this was less even than a routine check; that it was a cover under which the doctor could ask his questions. Without knowing exactly why, he had the feeling that there was a good reason why he shouldn’t tell him everything he knew. ‘What,’ the doctor was saying, ‘is the next thing back that you remember before the fire?’


This was perfect: they expected – wanted – him to have amnesia.


‘Major?’


‘Well …’ Dreyfuss started, licking his lips. He stared at the lavender walls, at a concerned Nurse Carraway, at anything that might appear to be jogging his memory. ‘I remember taking off, the whole thing with ground control, with Cam Devereux – he was my contact on the ground. Everything was going according to schedule. But … I’m not sure why we were up there in the first place. No, wait, we were launching a satellite, right?’


The doctor smiled.


‘That’s right, Major. Launching one of our communications satellites. Don’t worry.’ He patted Dreyfuss’ shoulder. ‘It’ll come back to you in time. This sort of thing is quite usual in cases of trauma. And you took a few nasty bumps when you landed.’


‘Nothing serious, though?’


‘No, nothing serious. You just need to rest. Does your head hurt?’


No, his head didn’t hurt. He put his right hand to his forehead and felt a plaster there.


‘Yes,’ he said, ‘a bit of a headache.’


‘We’ll get you something for that. I’ll be back to see you shortly. Meantime, if there’s anything you need, just ask Nurse …?’ The doctor had forgotten her name.


‘Carraway,’ she said. She smiled at Dreyfuss again, her hair the colour of honey. And he smiled back. By which time the doctor had left the room and the door was swinging shut. A voice was raised somewhere in the corridor. The goon, thought Dreyfuss, the one called General Ben Esterhazy.
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