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  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the

  forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing
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  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid
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  With its steel-frame butt folded down, the Skorpion VZ 61 machine-pistol would fit into a large handbag. The matt silver of its steel barrel is ten inches long, the magazine

  and hand-grip extending six inches downward. When a silencer is fitted the effective range of the Skorpion is halved to a hundred yards. Beyond that, the spraying effect of the silencer causes the

  bullets to fan out too widely to be accurate. When the frame butt is folded down, accurate fire is reduced to fifty yards.




  To most of those who use the Czech-made pistol these reductions in range are not important. The Skorpion is a weapon of assassination, seldom used at a distance of more than ten yards. It is

  also a favourite instrument of the executioner. Aldo Moro, the Prime Minister of Italy, and Francesco Coco, Chief Prosecutor of Genoa were two of the victims put to death by the Skorpion following

  clandestine trials by ‘people’s courts’. Though the gun is no longer manufactured, the Czech arms agency Omnipol has a stockpile of the pistols which are supplied to urban

  guerilla groups and to resistance movements in southern Africa.




  Western governments are quick to denounce Omnipol and its traders. Yet the Skorpion VZ 61 represents a supreme collaboration between the communist and the capitalist systems. Its design owes

  everything to the Czechs but the format of the twenty rounds in the metal crescent of its magazine is American.




  The three men who came to Ezeiza on a dull winter afternoon at the end of May were each armed with the satin steel of the Skorpion. They wore the well-cut suits of the professional class, their

  leader in grey chalk-stripe, the other two in blue and in flecked brown. Their documents bore photographs which were their own and names which were not. These were no urban guerillas but servants

  of the existing order. Their authority came from ‘The College’, the Naval Mechanical School, in whose cellars the enemies of the state wept and died. It had been so in the old days and

  now it was so again. Behind its smart iron railings the red-roofed Spanish-colonial building was neat with black inlay on white stone. Its trim lawns and oleander bushes had the tranquillity of a

  funeral home.




  The three gunmen obeyed the orders of their immediate superior. He, in turn, took his commands from another. None of the three men knew the identity of that other person. In this ignorance lay

  their own security.




  Silver-grey, the Ford Falcon approached Ezeiza across the miles of flat alluvial soil. Behind them, the broad flow of a brown river caught the glimmer of winter afternoon, cold and neutral as

  glass. Grey and white, the grandiose blocks of the vast, impoverished city receded in a chill ocean haze. Lights were coming on in the suburb of San Martín. Metal shutters were closed in its

  narrow shopping streets, the ‘En Venta’ signs betraying the decay of commerce and currency. Beyond the suburbs, red funeral lamps flickered in the cemeteries of Moreno.




  Presently the car entered a complex of new highways, curving, dividing, intersecting, among tall signs and the harsh whine of aero-engines. Only the language on the signs distinguished this from

  a dozen international terminals: the wooded terrain of Moscow, the rainy fields of Charles de Gaulle, the mud flats of Kennedy or the damp Virginian grasslands of John Foster Dulles.




  The airport was not their destination. The car turned off through woods and weekend parks, the litter of summer visitors strewn in the cold afternoon. They stopped at a gate more heavily

  fortified than any part of the air terminal. Guards in jackboots and leather tunics looked on as the three men’s papers were presented to a computerised scanner. A pair of handlers stood

  close, their alsatians on short chains looking simultaneously cowed and vicious. Each visitor was then given a lapel plaque. The inner gate of steel swung open and the car was waved on.




  They walked in silence, unescorted but observed, from the car park to the airless hum of the research block. It had been built several years before, when the reprocessing facilities yielded

  their first plutonium-239. Now there was no further barrier. The television scanners overhead were motionless, the red activator lights off.




  On a door at the end of the passage was the triple red segment of a radiation warning and a glass observation panel. The leader of the group, in grey chalk-stripe suit, unbuttoned his jacket and

  looked through the window-panel. His hand disengaged the barrel of the machine-pistol, strapped to his waist under the cloth’s concealment. The laboratory with its frosted glass and grey

  tiling held no interest for him in the banks of dials or the glove-boxes where men handled fuel with their arms sheathed for safety. He knew only as much of such things as his job required. When it

  was done, he and his companions would go to the shower-room opposite, discard their suits, and put on the clothes provided.




  Through the panel, he could see a man whom he knew from photographs to be Walter Vogel. In the partial safety of a glass-fronted glove-box, Vogel sat at a laboratory bench under the cold glare of

  fluorescent lighting. Perhaps because the work upon which he was engaged had not been authorised, he disregarded the more elaborate precautions. So far as the watcher could see, Vogel was

  assembling a miniature fortress wall, like a child with toy bricks.




  He worked with a device resembling retractable forceps, his hands and arms sheathed in white rubber. To the man who watched, Vogel might have been operating a bran-tub claw at a fairground. When

  the steel spider-grip picked up a brick of heavy metal, dull as brass, he would lower it slowly to the centre of the existing assembly, too engrossed to realise that he was spied upon. Each time

  the tarnished brick neared the structure, he paused, waiting for a directive.




  Shifting his angle of vision, the man in grey chalk-stripe saw a metal screen and the white-coated technician beside it. From another photograph he recognised Reinhard Nunvar. Nunvar was

  monitoring a red light-pulse, the neutron counter at the centre of his instrument-panel. The pulse beat faster when a metal brick approached the assembly, diminishing again as it was drawn back. A

  metallic chatter rose and fell in time with the light.




  The leader of the executioners satisfied himself, so far as he could, that the two men were alone in the room. Opening his jacket again, he lifted the curved steel of the loaded magazine from

  its concealment, clipped it into place and heard his two companions do the same. By screwing on the gas-silencer, he knew that the shots would spray a little more than usual. At such close range,

  it would scarcely matter.




  At that moment an incoming jet passed low over the building in the last mile of its approach to the airport runway. The man hesitated, hearing in the breathless whining thunder of the engines a

  cover more effective than any silencer. But he was a professional and knew that a first successful temptation to disobey the rules would be followed by others that were more dangerous. With a final

  twist he secured the heavy muzzle of the silencer.




  He opened the door gently, as if from habitual courtesy, and stepped into the room. Vogel spoke without looking up, unable to take his eyes from the precarious balance of another metal

  block.




  ‘Close the door behind you, please, and stay just where you are.’




  Slowly he lowered into place the rough and tarnished brick. The red eye of the counter winked faster and the dry chatter of the mechanism rose to a pitch of frustrated energy.




  ‘Stand up,’ said the man in grey. He kept the barrel of his pistol towards the floor and spoke with an instinct of quiet courtesy. ‘Stand up and turn round. Dr Nunvar will

  please come from behind the screen and stand beside you. Leave everything just as it is.’




  ‘You have no right to enter without the director’s permission.’




  Only after he had spoken did Vogel twist on his stool, ignoring the order to stand up. He saw the satin grey of the pistols in the hands of the intruders, and then he understood. The man in the

  chalk-stripe nodded to one of his companions, who moved quickly behind the screen, searching the laboratory for other occupants. When he reappeared, however, he had found only Nunvar, now walking

  slowly in front of him. Nunvar was a man in his late fifties with a face which seemed a good deal younger. He stood beside Vogel, his eyes moving from one to another of the three gunmen.




  Vogel’s gaze wavered from the face of the leader.




  ‘I should still like an explanation of your presence in this laboratory. An experiment was in progress. The red warning light was on the door and the electronic lock should have sealed it.

  Why have these devices been tampered with?’




  The man in the grey suit touched the identity plaque on his lapel.




  ‘Military security,’ he said, as if the words had just occurred to him. ‘Two experiments in this laboratory were unauthorised and must be investigated. Do as you are told,

  please, and co-operate with the inquiry. No harm will come to you.’




  It was surprising how readily, even when faced with men whom they instinctively knew to be their executioners, the victims would grasp at any lie which was told them in order that they might

  still hope. The leader with the machine-pistol was grateful for this. He took no pleasure in the abject terror, the loss of manhood and self-control on the part of some of those who were to die in

  a few minutes more. Within the limitations of his profession, he was merciful. Yet as his eyes met Vogel’s, he knew that the grey-haired German was not deceived.




  ‘Do as you are told and no harm will befall you!’ He looked steadily into Vogel’s eyes as he spoke, willing him to believe. ‘Step back behind the bench, away from the

  window. Dr Nunvar as well, if you please.’




  ‘If there are allegations of unauthorised experiments, that is a matter for the project director!’ Nunvar flurried the words, as if he too were well aware of what must follow. With

  Vogel, he now stood on the far side of the bench which was between the condemned men and their executioners.




  ‘The project director will be here in a few minutes,’ said the man in the chalk-stripe suit gently. He brought the flat snub barrel of the machine-pistol up and fired at Nunvar,

  four shots reduced by the gas-silencer to a popping of corks. As he did so, the breathless roar of another trans-ocean jet passed low above them. Nunvar’s body, arms thrown wide, was lifted

  and thrown backward by the muzzle velocity of the gun, crashing down amid fragments of glass from the front of a storage cabinet behind him.




  The executioner turned to Vogel, his voice quiet and reassuring.




  ‘You have no more to fear now. The project director has known all the time that Nunvar deceived you as well as the rest of us.’




  As he spoke, he brought the muzzled barrel of the Skorpion pistol up again to fire. But he was so accustomed to his victims accepting the lies by which he soothed their last agony of waiting

  that he had overlooked Vogel’s trained scepticism. Vogel put his arm across the bench, as if in a gesture of intercession or even in the hope that he might be able to deflect the bullets at

  the cost of shattering his hands upon them. The executioner was used to such desperate irrational acts by men in their last moments, when the greatest need was to find a promise, however insanely

  based. 


  He raised the flat gun barrel a little more and, in that moment, Vogel’s hand tilted the lead hod above the bench. As the executioner’s finger tensed upon the curved steel of the

  trigger, he saw a small pile of the bronze-coloured metal bricks begin to slide. One after another they slithered into the centre of the assembly which Vogel had been building.




  In the seconds which followed the first bullet hit Vogel in the ribs, spinning him aside. The shots that followed brought a blossom of blood from his neck and shattered his skull. He fell across

  the wreckage of the cabinet-front and lay dead, the flow of blood from the wounds ebbing as the heart stopped. On the bench itself, as the metal bricks piled into the assembly, there appeared a

  sudden aura of blue ionised light. As it brightened to an intenser glow, the chatter of the neutron counter became a constant high-pitched whine of alarm. The pulse of the red eye quickened until

  it was soon visible as a steady glow.




  Of the three gunmen, only the executioner himself had some inkling of what had happened. He pumped the remaining twelve shots from the magazine of the machine-pistol into the assembly of metal

  bricks, trying to scatter the fuel of a conflagration without touching the hot metal himself. Several of those on the top of the structure clattered on to the bench. He had no chance to see whether

  it was the heat of the metal or the penetration of bullets into the wiring ducts which brought the first yellow fingers of flame.




  Terror at the blue aura of lethal radiation was compounded in the three gunmen by the sight of the fire which leapt and spurted upwards across the ceiling tiles of white polystyrene. The first

  of the killers reached the door, the back of his coat already exuding wisps of smoke from the rain of burning ceiling debris. His last words came as a shout, rising to a scream. The bulbous metal

  of the handle was firm as rock and without movement. In the few minutes which the three men had spent in the laboratory, the electronic lock had been activated again.




  While one struggled unavailingly with the lock and beat on the heavy door like a demented child, another clawed at the thick armoured glass of the windows. It was only the leader of the group

  who surrendered to a death more cruel than any he had forced upon others. As the scorching heat and smoke entered his lungs with every breath, he fell to his hands and knees, knowing that even to

  escape the fire would be to die in a few days more from the falling blood count which such radiation had caused.




  It was not the agony of flame but the pain in his chest which he struggled to put from his mind in the last moments. Who had re-activated the lock? Was it possible that Vogel had the means to do

  it from within the laboratory? Had it been done by the men who planned Vogel’s death and those of his executioners as well? Had it been done by Andor? Andor!




  The sound of his own breathing came to him now like the crying of a wounded child.




  Andor, the conspirator who should have been lying with his body blown apart like the other two. Why was Andor not there with Vogel and Nunvar? It need not have mattered . . . Andor could have

  been trapped in his office and dealt with . . . Tracked to his apartment . . . But Andor had escaped . . . The oldest man in the conspiracy of old men, but also the leader . . . Andor was alone,

  but a lone genius . . . Some portion of the human remains, too dangerously contaminated for close examination, would be gathered from the detritus of the fire and buried under Andor’s name.

  Irony and failure possessed the gunman’s mind. Blood welled up in his scorched throat. Coherent thought eluded him. With an instinct of childhood he began automatically and half-consciously

  to pray a long-known prayer for his own salvation.
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  Dr Andor closed his eyes and folded his hands on the grey webbing of the seat-belt. A thrust of engines gathered behind him, the aircraft jolting across tarmac that seemed flat

  and vast as an Atlantic calm. The force at his back redoubled, as if the pilot sensed that the power of the jets might fail him. In that moment of half-acknowledged danger, when the wheels left the

  ground, Andor remembered the burning horses.




  The memory returned often to his mind on such occasions. Sometimes the animals were little more than a thought. This morning they streamed across his inner vision like the proud beasts of an

  apocalypse.




  The greater part of his lifetime now separated him from the reality, a momentary glimpse of the creatures of flame. In that period the sequence of images had become stylised and unvarying, like

  a filmed record.




  Andor’s recollection began, as the reality had done, with a direct hit on the riding stables at the Tiergarten end of the Kurfursten-Damm. For more than a week the centre of Berlin had

  been an open target for the Red Army’s Katushka rockets. As the siege grew tighter, the missiles were fired from the very suburbs of the city, somewhere to the south beyond Wilmersdorf. The

  force of the explosion in the riding stables shook the ruined structures of the Kurfursten-Damm. It flickered on the flame-coloured pall of smoke, stagnant as a thundercloud over the broken

  buildings.




  In forty years Andor had never understood how the four horses survived the impact of that explosion. They had appeared almost at once between the ruined walls, moving at a gallop in the

  smoke-darkened morning. The street was a mere canyon between bomb rubble piled on either side by the labour gangs of children and old men.




  At first Andor was merely astonished by the sleek grooming of the horses’ flanks in the smashed and dying city. They were smooth and unblemished as pale brown satin. He supposed that the

  stables and their owner were under the protection of a party official from the Luftwaffe building or even from the Chancellery. Not until someone pointed it out to him did he see the quivering fire

  in every tail and mane. The uneven flames seemed to falter and then fluttered out behind as the animals reared and charged towards the Uhland-Strasse crossing.




  Their pace slackened only once, where a gang of civilian volunteers had turned a cream-coloured streetcar on its side. Filled with rubble, it was to be a makeshift barrier against the advancing

  Soviet tanks. With the precision of ballet dancers, the doomed horses divided into pairs and passed surefooted on either side of the obstruction.




  After that they were briefly lost to sight among the riven trunks and branches of the Kurfursten-Damm lime trees, the wood charred by bomb and shell. Andor had seen them last on a mound of

  rubble, bucking and thrusting against their backdrop of firecloud, falling and rolling among the jagged stones, where fashionable shops and elegant apartment buildings had lately stood.




  The horses remained a mystery to him. Did they feel pain from the burning manes or was it only fear which drove them on? Did the fire consume them or would the flames gutter as soon as the hair

  was destroyed? Had they escaped the explosion only to shrink and die, uncomprehending, in the famine which was soon to have Germany in its hold? Or had they, like Andor, been among the creatures

  who survived the inferno and prospered?




  With their passing a stillness had returned upon that darkened avenue where the boarded windows of the cafés were splashed with new blood. In such a place, even the burning horses had

  been an unimportant spectacle. Across the hastily filled bomb craters of the Uhland-Strasse, nurses from the damaged Charité hospital had improvised a casualty station in an abandoned bus.

  From two adjacent lamp-posts the bodies of a pair of hanged boys turned in stiff half-circles. They wore dusty uniforms and had been convicted by one of the Flying Courts-Martial instituted by the

  SS when the siege of Berlin began. Their blank and bulging eyes stared down upon the crudely printed placards pinned to their tunics by the executioners. ‘I was a traitor to my people.’

  ‘By my cowardice I sold my country.’




  Then the sounds had begun again. An irregular crack and thud of anti-aircraft guns from the Flak Tower near the Tiergarten was a prelude to the next assault. Clear above the grinding howl of the

  Katushka rockets rose the shell-screams of the Russian batteries. They came with such frequency now that the civilian volunteers of the labour gangs had learnt to ignore all but the impact of the

  missiles. Even the stone skeletons of the cafes and cinemas offered little protection. At every burst of a shell or a rocket, the ruins blazed anew, the masonry itself burning with the intensity of

  the heat.




  Dr Andor opened his eyes again as the plane began to steady into level flight. The vision of flame under a sky of burning smoke was now replaced by a reality of white sun and

  infinite azure. Below him, as the plane pulled away from the airport pattern of runways, he could make out the shabby little station of Howard Beach, the grey derelicts of subway cars, the white

  clapboard houses of Queens where the smell of the Atlantic was sharp and cold among tall reeds and grasses.




  Higher still, the oval glass of the window looked down on mud flats stretching towards Long Island, cut by rivulets and tiny bays, like sand uncovered by a receding wash of tide. There was

  movement in the cabin of the aircraft again, the moment of danger past. A rattle of glasses and a quick exchange among the uniformed hostesses caught Andor’s attention briefly. Then he looked

  away towards the little window, limitless blue above storm and weather, his thoughts still imprisoned within scenes of that other life.




  After another week of the bombardment, the rockets and shells ceased. Under the eyes of strangers who were now its conquerors, the city stirred cautiously to life again. Andor remembered the

  yellow-amber cloud which veiled the spring sky, a mist of tiny particles from the smashed stone and plasterwork of the old buildings. At every breath of wind during June and July the fine grit

  which had settled again was blown into the faces of the vanquished, making the eyes smart and forming a rough powder between the teeth.




  He had stood where the heart of Berlin had once been, on the Potsdamer-Platz. A landscape of flattened rubble, empty as the moon, extending on every side to the horizon with scarcely a landmark

  remaining. Looking up, Andor had seen beyond the yellow veil of dust the mallards flying in formation through the clear sky of north Germany, as though that spring had been no different from any

  other.




  The shells and the rockets were silent by then. Only the sporadic stutter of rifles and the occasional boom of an explosive charge reminded the conquered people that the justice of the victors

  had yet to be completed. The terror of retribution was longer and less predictable than the bombardment had been.




  It was a time of ancient stoicism, brave and reasoned advice among lovers and families. His father had ordered that Sybille, Andor’s sister, should sit nearest the door of the cellar in

  the ruined house at Schoneberg. Stories from East Prussia and Pomerania described how the Red Army scoured such ruins with their flame-throwers. The men therefore put the women nearest the doors so

  that they might be mercifully consumed at once, spared the nightmare of seeing their families burnt before the jet of fire was turned upon them.




  The stories carried all before them, though the terrors had rarely been substantiated. Death and violation, such as Andor had seen, appeared more casual and even banal. He thought of the words

  of Stalin to Djilas, the imperial victor now jovial and voracious in his triumph.




  ‘Can’t you understand that a soldier who has crossed thousands of miles through blood and fire will enjoy himself with a woman or make free with a rifle?’




  Beyond that voice, in its jocular cruelty, there could be no further recollection. Andor roused himself and looked down through the narrow oval of the window at his side. Below him the sunlit

  sea was a steel reflection, between grey and blue. He supposed it was the Canadian coast ahead, Nova Scotia or Newfoundland. The contoured snow lay smudged here and there by oyster-coloured earth

  and the marks of man-made tracks. It was desolate as any ruined city. Further still, the cold sea was deeper blue, as the coast fell away behind the dull metal fin of the plane’s wing.

  Scattered bergs of ice, like a litter of broken plastic, spread northward over the vast surface of the Atlantic.




  Presently he looked up, aware that someone had been speaking to him without acknowledgement on his part. A man of natural courtesy, Andor gave a quick apologetic smile. His round pale face, the

  grey hair-wisps of a man approaching seventy, had an unnatural smoothness and a fullness of curve. He looked like a man being treated for a tumour by cortisone, yet he was not. The pale criminal.

  That was how he thought of himself whenever he faced his mirrored image, remembering Nietzsche. He held just the right balance of humility and arrogance. Behold, the pale criminal has bowed his

  neck: from his eye speaks the great contempt.




  He smiled again at the girl who was leaning over the seat, looking down at him through the clean painted mask of her face.




  ‘No thank you,’ he said in his gentle voice. ‘Nothing to eat thank you.’




  There were several hours of sleep as the plane rushed headlong towards the darkness of the eastern Atlantic. Andor slept easily, untroubled by memories of the past or by fear

  of what he had begun to do. Only in his conscious mind did he recall the images of the other life, the horses burning, the streets on fire, the silent wastes of rubble in spring sunshine. It was

  rare for him to dream at all and even in the destruction of forty years ago he had found sleep a refuge. His waking memories exorcised the horrors. With that accomplished he enjoyed the repose of a

  man armed in righteousness. He was alone, and in his loneliness able to defy the world. It was the beginning and end of a survivor’s mission. The thought pleased him. Whatever was important

  to him, Andor had done alone. To have no allies in these last days made him invincible.




  He woke unprompted to find the cabin busy with preparations of descent. The world outside was black, except for a few clusters of distant light on the ground below. Darkness obscured little from

  Andor who had travelled this way so often. He knew that the narrow brown and green strips of the Dutch fields lay below by dark patches of water, where in summer the sunlight flared on the hothouse

  roofs. The German fields were larger and broken up by geometrical shapes of woodland where the western armies tried ineffectually to conceal their rocket launchers. Then he heard someone mention

  Osnabruck and knew that they were over the jagged brown scar which ran like the zig-zag incision of a lunatic surgeon across the belly of Germany and Europe, cutting woods, fields and villages with

  its sandy minefields and wire fences.




  Magdeburg and the other towns of the East marked the route of the air corridor. Berlin itself appeared as a mass of brilliance against the flat plains of night, unlit patches mapping the woods

  and lakes. Through light and darkness ran the angular line of the dividing wall, a gash of green-white lamps illuminating the death-strip.




  The sight of the city where he was to fight his lonely battle left him unmoved. War had become impossible in a nuclear age, such was the gospel of friend and enemy alike. Victory was to be won

  with as little bloodshed as in a game of chess. The conqueror was he who could show by a diplomatic note that an enemy’s resistance would be futile. To Clausewitz, war had been the extension

  of diplomacy. A new satanic technology relegated such wisdom to the world of the playground squabble.




  Losing height, the aircraft crossed the garishly illuminated cordon round the western city. Unlike the swarming lights of the Stadtring traffic, the zonal boundary resembled an autobahn where

  nothing moved. Observation posts and machine-gun towers rose on concrete stilts at precise intervals, like a stranded regiment of Martians in their bright islands of light. Andor glanced down with

  distaste. He was unmoved by the enormity of what he would threaten. It puzzled him only that a conquered race had been docile for so long.




  In a wide sweep the aircraft curved out over East Berlin to begin a westward approach to Tegel. Even in this manoeuvre Andor saw how easily and conveniently his own people had made their peace,

  accommodating their destroyers and legitimising the very destruction. City landmarks swept away beneath. They were lower now than the top of the Fernsehturm, the thousand foot needle of the DDR

  television tower with its bulbous revolving restaurant, the mast which beamed the message of collective autocracy to west and east.




  Red warning lights flickered past on the tall industrial chimneys of Siemenstadt. The plane skimmed a road of bright little shops and cafés in the French sector of the city. Then the thud

  and judder of tyres brought it to earth on the dark tarmac of Tegel, almost at the heart of Berlin.




  Andor sat still until the young woman in her air hostess uniform came to help him to his feet. She gave him a brisk and empty smile, blank as the blue Atlantic sky, looking down at his round

  pale face. Andor gathered his thoughts and apologised again.




  It was not infirmity which kept him in his seat, though the long flight had wearied him. He was thinking with relief that he had made the last journey which would ever be required of him. He had

  come to Berlin for the last time. Even if he was victorious, his enemies would not spare him. From the beginning he accepted that his own death was as certain as those of Vogel and Nunvar. His

  enemies? Perhaps he had none in the usual sense. They thought of themselves as protectors and allies. It mattered no longer to Andor. Sacrifice, not victory, was uppermost in his mind.




  He looked up at the young woman, warding her off with a smile of his own, hiding his contemplation. In his pocket lay a final message, addressed to Brigadier Henry Bonnell-Thornton, commandant

  of the British garrison in the beleaguered city. Its words had come first to Oppenheimer, recalling the Bhagavad Gita on a brilliant summer morning in 1945.




  ‘I am become Death,’ Andor said to himself, too softly for the air hostess to catch the words, ‘the destroyer of worlds.’




  Ten minutes later he dropped the envelope into a mailbox by the forecourt cab-rank.
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  From his eye speaks the great contempt. The words came aptly and spontaneously to Andor’s mind as the doors of the Hotel Excelsior slid open before him and he

  walked into the hazy Berlin morning.




  The great contempt. Once he had been disturbed by the division in his mind and feelings between a natural courtesy towards humanity and a savage disgust at what humanity had done to his city,

  his country and itself. Now he was used to this civil war in his soul, as if the battle-lines fell quiet. An armistice of ease and hate existed within him as surely as it did in the divided city.

  Even so, he might have failed in his determination, except for his sure moral refuge. It was unnecessary for a single man or woman to die, except perhaps himself. Whatever blood was shed would be

  the responsibility of his adversaries. It was the one article of faith which he shared with the urban guerilla and the freedom fighter.




  He turned into the broad tree-lined Hardenberg-Strasse where the sun-withered leaves were scuffing and flying up in warm gusts of wind. The night before had been clear but morning promised a day

  when the mist lifted late from the city streets. To the east, nothing but the onion-bulbed needle of the DDR television tower was visible by the red pattern of its aircraft warning lights. In the

  avenues of the west, a solitary glimmer of distant sun touched the gilt of the winged Victory, high on its imperial column among the Tiergarten trees.




  Unhurried now, Andor walked down the broad pavement towards what would have been the city centre, if the city any longer had a centre. For the first time he noticed that the clean new buildings

  of Amerika Haus and the British Centre were protected by armed West Berlin police with alsatian dogs from the very citizens whom the two allies purported to defend. This travesty of the brave world

  promised by the victors in 1945 gave him a new sense of the logic upon which his cause rested.




  In defiance of the guards with their brown bullet-proof jackets a group of the radical young had crept to a length of adjoining wall and worked unobserved with their spray cans of red paint. The

  lettering had been scrubbed but not obliterated. Andor could still make out ‘West Deutschland’ set between two swastikas. A more ambitious slogan ran the length of the wall.

  ‘Ami Söldner Mörder und Faschisten Westzonen Polisten!’




  He did not share the uncalculating hatred for authority, though he understood it. He had seen its cause when swift and vicious justice was dealt by the clubs of patrolling pickets in the green

  and white Polizei vans. Summer was the worst. The young from the packed apartment blocks of Moabit or Charlottenburg, or the derelict squatters’ tenements of the Bulow-Strasse, roamed

  brightly lit streets round the Zoo station and the Europa Centre like wolf-packs, caged in a tiny island of lurid promise. Power and resentment confronted one another under the bland neon gospels

  of the grille-protected banks and the locked department stores.




  Andor walked under the broad iron bridge which carried the railway tracks over the street and into the terminus. The paving outside was gaudy with the banked carnations of the flowerstalls.

  Already the music moaned from a discotheque under the iron arches built out across the pavement. The euphemistically named Peep-Show shops were open, watched over by impassive young women and

  depressed looking Turks with moustaches and scowls.




  Pleasure. He glanced at a window case lined with the baby-faces of inflatable rubber dolls, each mouth pouting in dumb childlike invitation. In their flaccid state the rubber skin and features

  were curiously withered and shrunken, like those of mummified corpses. Was it a peculiar sickness of this city, the love of a man for a doll, the desire of the living body for a corpse? He knew it

  was not, and yet he shuddered at the sight.




  Berlin bleibt Berlin. Berlin remains Berlin. The absurdity of that boast was visible all about him. To a man of his age, it was merely a fairground encampment of concrete and steel, mean

  and meretricious. The fact that it was set up in the ruins of a place he had once known gave it no claim on his loyalty or affections. Much as he loathed the cold military autocracy of the east, he

  would not have spent a single bullet to defend the brash and squalid commercialism of what he saw around him. It was a supreme irony, he thought, that the rulers of the two halves of the city

  presented each as a ‘capital’. In truth, each was the worst possible advertisement for the political system it enshrined. In that respect, he had chosen the ideal place for what must be

  done.




  Under the pink-shaded verandah of the Terrassen am Zoo, the poorest of capitalism’s children had gathered. Middle-aged men and one or two women lounged with their bottles on the stone

  plinths and wooden benches where they had slept the night. A few were much younger. Andor noticed a boy of sixteen or seventeen sitting against the wall of the station entrance, legs splayed on the

  pavement, a crudely chalked appeal between his knees. Ich habe Hunger . . . “I am hungry. Help me.” The poor came out by day. At night the streets for a mile around were bright

  with neon, a visual oratorio in praise of banks and automobile showrooms, blue movie houses and cosmetics. Then the poverty of Berlin would draw back into the shadows again, as if ashamed of

  itself.




  At the street level the concourse of the station was a windowless limbo of shabby yellowed tiles and bleak passageways. Somewhere overhead an announcer’s voice intoned the departure of the

  Amsterdam express. Andor found a phone booth and dialled the number. Punctilious as always, he had chosen the commandant of the British sector, for that was the sector he was now in. A

  woman’s voice answered him in English.




  ‘I am calling the office of the British commandant to speak to Brigadier Bonnell-Thornton,’ said Andor meekly.




  ‘The commandant is not available to callers.’ Her voice was so flat and precise that he thought at first it might be a pre-recorded announcement. ‘If the matter is official,

  you may call the command post at the Fusilier barracks in Spandau, or the Royal Military Police post at the Entlastungs-Strasse in the Tiergarten. I can give you the numbers if you do not already

  have them.’




  ‘I will speak only to the commandant,’ said Andor patiently. ‘Since that is not possible by telephone, I will call upon him later today.’




  ‘If you have good reason to see the commandant, you must go first to the garrison offices at Spandau and make a request in the usual manner.’




  She was harsher now, as if with an awkward child.




  ‘He will see me,’ said Andor gently. ‘Please tell him he has received several letters from me recently. Each was headed by a quotation from Nietzsche’s prose-poem The

  Pale Criminal.’




  He heard her draw breath to reply and then he hung up the receiver.




  Going down the steps to the darkened platform, Andor waited for the custard-yellow U-Bahn train to draw into the station with a soft swish of its rubber tyres. He rode a single stop to

  Wittenberg-Platz and changed there to the line which ran out to the city’s more affluent southern suburbs. It was unlikely that he had been followed as yet. However, by changing trains and

  platforms he assured himself that no one who travelled the single stop was also on the second stage of the journey.




  Several years ago, Vogel and he had rented a Dahlem house, in the American sector. The area was one where the last comforts enjoyed by the Berlin bourgeoisie half a century before still

  lingered. Yet even in Dahlem the square white concrete of the Free University, the pizzeria and filling station on the wooded corners opposite the Botanical Gardens marked, for Andor, the

  inexorable encroachments of barbarism.




  He came out of the U-Bahn entrance at Dahlem Dorf, where the booking-hall was disguised as a thatched and gabled hunting chalet. With the satisfaction of seeing a familiar landscape, he began to

  walk down the wooded avenue of the Konigin-Luise-Strasse, the solid villas of imperial Germany still set in gardens of fir trees, the outlines of museum buildings rising obscurely in the misty

  parkland beyond.




  The physics department of the Free University was a complex of single-storey buildings made of prefabricated panels of grey concrete. Nearby on the other side of the broad suburban highway was a

  cul-de-sac. Here the houses were more modest, the white modernistic boxes of the 1930s which had survived the ordeal of siege and shell. Andor had not regarded it as his home, preferring to stay in

  hotels on his visits to Berlin. Yet it had been his base of operations. The woman from whom they rented it assumed that he was in some way connected with the physics department of the Free

  University. Andor had never bothered to correct the misapprehension. He encouraged her to think that he had several times been the department’s guest. For all practical purposes the house had

  become a private laboratory, though the term seemed too pretentious for the little work which was carried out there. However, he thought, the good Frau Kenner judged it quite reasonable that a man

  of science should devote part of his home to the purposes of study.




  Glancing at his watch, he saw that there was only just time to complete all the tasks he had assigned himself before calling on Bonnell-Thornton. Yet he had planned everything with such

  meticulous care that he knew the time would be enough.




  After the freshness of the day outside, the house was warm and musty from several weeks of being closed up. In his absence no one was encouraged or permitted to enter it. He went down the steps

  to the basement with its boiler and concrete floor. All the seals of sticky paper or thread across the doors were still unbroken. No one had been there.




  It was a very rudimentary laboratory, he thought, if that was not too grand a term anyway. In its present disordered state it might have been the repair shop of a television retailer. Perhaps

  the assembly room of computer circuitry. In one corner, however, stood the exhibit to which so much of his hope was attached. Because of its shape and weight it was encased in tubular laboratory

  scaffolding, though a mere child would surely have guessed what it was.




  In appearance it resembled two hemispheres of steel, each the size of a sink or a kettledrum, sealed together. To Andor it mattered nothing that the steel was tarnished by time and stained in

  patches the colour of bronze. The two halves of the sphere had been cast by metallurgists of the Auer company at Oranienburg, now in East Berlin, during 1944. It had been the spring of Karl

  Wirtz’s development of the uranium pile at Dahlem which was intended to produce a German nuclear bomb by the end of that year. The bombing of the city had caused the evacuation of the pile

  from the Kaiser-Wilhelm Institute to Hagerloch in Bavaria. The special steel casings had been left behind.




  After a perfunctory examination of the sphere, the switches of its inset control-panel and the harness of detonator wires by which it was surrounded, Andor ran the main lead across the room and

  plugged it in. At once the green digital figures on a timer, standing on the table close by, began to flicker, until the seconds became minutes.




  Andor patted the cold smooth roundness of the sphere and smiled. A child would guess what it was, of course – but the child would be wrong. It was merely his toy, perhaps no more than his

  joke. For all that, the beautiful mechanism within must work precisely and convincingly. If it failed him, then his adversaries would not believe in his threat. In their disbelief lay the worlds of

  his dread and agony.




  He went to a white metal cupboard, opened its door carefully, and took out what appeared to be a very large vacuum flask. It was two feet in length and round in proportion. Even so, it was far

  heavier for its size than any Thermos. The smile left Andor’s face. The flask and its contents were not part of his joke. By the time that they were found, he would have won or lost.




  Lowering the flask into its canvas carrying-bag, he went round the room once more, checking leads and switches, watching the movement of the green figures on the digital timer. To have done so

  much to ensure that not a man, woman nor child need come to harm! That was the supreme achievement to him. At the thought of it, Andor experienced a thrill of joy which other men felt in the

  sublime Sanctus of the B Minor Mass.




  His plan had been laid with the precision of logic, the sublime perfection of a mathematical proof. Those who confronted him would surely operate by the same laws. Ten years before, Andor had

  heard a lecture by Dr Feld of the American Academy. The lecturer had supposed that he, as a nuclear physicist, was called upon by the Mayor of Boston for advice. A terrorist group had planted a

  nuclear bomb in the city. Ought the Mayor to submit to their demands or defy the blackmail? ‘I would have to advise surrender,’ Feld had said.




  Surrender. But only, as Feld pointed out, on being convinced that the device would work. In such a game of bluff it was the one moment where logic was not enough, where even the perfection of

  mathematical proof might be flawed. Therefore, Andor had taken care to be believed. Great care.




  Looking round the basement room for a last time, he went up to the main door and let himself out. The mist had cleared now and the heat of the summer day was dry and intense.




  In his formal coat and hat he was indistinguishable from ten thousand elderly clerks and businessmen. Yet he was cautious, varying the route on his return, waiting for the bus by the iron

  railings and brick pillars of the Botanical Gardens. Under the full-leaved spruce trees, the petrol pumps and kiosks on the edge of the woodland stood silent in a noon calm.




  Andor had planned this final journey six months before, following the route until he knew it like the landscape of childhood. At the Zoo station he changed to the 92 bus which took him west

  along the Kant-Strasse, the humbler grocers and fruiterers besieged by the midday crowds. Beyond the commercial heart of the city, the bus crossed the housing estates of Spandau and came at last to

  the quiet and deserted terminus at Staaken. Its final buildings were brown stucco maisonettes with concrete balconies.




  The wasteland of tall grasses and reeds was silent as the remotest country. Beyond this nothing moved. It was the western edge of the Berlin enclave where the grey slabs of the roll-top wall

  divided the city from East German fields. No checkpoint, no guard-post here. The wall cut across the road and ran into the distance on either hand, rising from the rough grassland belt on the

  Berlin side.




  In the silence and stillness of the summer day, Andor could see the concrete observation tower on the far side, a movement of field-glasses in the firing-slit. Further still rose a few roofs and

  a church tower of the village of Staaken, which he had known as a boy between the wars. So close to him now, it was as unattainable as his own infancy.




  The Vopos in their watch-tower were no impediment to his plan. What he had to do would be done close to the foot of the wall, where he was out of their field of vision. He picked his way across

  the deserted weed-cracked tarmac of the road beyond the bus terminus. A litter of barrier poles and trestles, the tools of crowd-control, had been left unattended after an anti-DDR protest of some

  kind. They looked like the relics of a gymkhana.




  A narrow path, passing between the litter of shacks by the roadside, followed the wall at a distance of several yards. On Andor’s previous visit, during a December Sunday, it had been busy

  with West Berliners from the maisonettes walking their dogs through the overgrown waste. Now, on a working day in summer, it was deserted.




  Between the path and the wall itself ran a ditch, just visible under grass and thorn-bushes before it disappeared into a concrete culvert. As Andor looked round, there was not another person in

  sight between him and the white blocks of the Heer-Strasse on the level, foreshortened horizon.




  The concrete tunnel of the ditch-culvert was about two feet across. He stumbled down the bank to it, a buzz of insect colonies rising round him. Thorns caught and snapped in his jacket. Lifting

  the canvas bag again, he slid it into the dark tunnel as far as he could reach. The culvert was dry, the earth of Berlin baked to a pale brown dust.




  A thorn tore flesh between his thumb and forefinger as he climbed the bank and felt his breath come with a little pain. At last he stood again on the waste land, under the colourless glare of

  sky. So often he had imagined the drama in which he would confront his adversaries. A man who might blow the last trumpet for a city’s death or a world’s end. In reality, he walked to

  the road and saw the driver smile as he boarded the bus. Andor thought of himself now as Death in a medieval morality, greeted by revellers who did not recognise him for what he was.




  In the tiled hotel bathroom, he destroyed his documents and the identifying marks on the little luggage that he carried. He kept only his keys and a small lightweight case.




  Following a familiar procedure, he sat on the bed, opened the case and took out a keyboard with an upper row of coloured tabs. When he plugged the lead into the hotel computer socket by the

  television panel, a flickering light appeared on the monitor screen in the corner of the room.




  Sitting on the bed, the keyboard on his lap, he tapped out the first signal. In a moment the Ezeiza terminal responded and the interrogation began. Enter name and password. Patiently he

  tapped them out on the keyboard. The reply ran across the screen in neat electronic print. Identity verified.




  The final lock opened before him. Even before Vogel and Nunvar died, he had taken meticulous care to retain access to the IBM 38 complex. Those who hunted him – if anyone did –

  certainly thought they had prevented him. Now he had beaten them. The machine had been taught two languages. Andor was fluent in both of them.




  Enter operator code. Like the peremptory demands of a spoilt child, the letters began to flash on the screen. He gave it what it wanted. By pressing F4 came the reply, you will

  exit to ADA Modum.




  He was through. The last fragment of the complex mosaic lay in place. Gently he tapped out his final instruction, the warm lamplit room sounding dully to the clack of the keys. When it was over,

  he pulled out the plug from the socket, turned the television over to a broadcasting channel, and sat on the bed watching the coloured fictions of another world.
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