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  BLACK MAGIC


  PROLOGUE


  THE PRESENT


  Second Lieutenant Richard Peters, USAF, sealed the door of the Launch Control Capsule. The locking pins secured themselves with a high-pitched whining sound, then stopped. The red indicator light on the Capsule Status Panel winked out.


  “We’re sealed, Ford,” Richard said to First Lieutenant Ford Cox, the Combat Crew commander. His eyes ran up and down the Communications Console that was his responsibility. Nothing wrong—as usual. He glanced at the massive door that had just shut them off from the outside world. At their departure briefing he and Cox had been informed that crew R-022 had identified a defective memory chip in the onboard computer of one of the flight of ten missiles controlled by this launch capsule. A repair team was due out to replace the chip and would need to be cycled in and out of the missile’s silo.


  Aside from routine training and maintenance, that was all they had to look forward to for the next twelve hours. Or days. Or eons. Crewing missiles was one of the most difficult jobs in the Air Force, an exercise in will and sheer endurance. Boredom was the enemy, and you fought it all the time.


  The USAF helped out with the Minuteman Educational Program. You could get an M.B.A. while doing a tour on Missiles if you made the effort.


  A tour always started easily. There was little real work, or so it seemed at first. The tedium was almost welcome, like something stolen. Unnoticed at first, the pressure mounted. Finally, after about two months, a man asked the deadly question of himself: “How the hell am I going to stand this?” It was fatal because it opened the floodgates of truth: sitting in an air-conditioned hole doing nothing was a very special level of hell, one that Dante hadn’t mentioned in the Inferno.


  An extremely high degree of technical proficiency was required. That meant constant training alerts, constant simulations, and constant evaluations. Boredom alone would have been all but unendurable, but this was much worse. To the dull, repetitive routine was added complexity and a need for absolute perfection in every tiny detail. It didn’t take long to discover why this was a soldier’s job. There were severe challenges to a man’s or woman’s endurance.


  One grew horribly fascinated by time. Each day became something to be borne. The hours and then the minutes grew relentless, slower and slower until even the smallest chip of time seemed to contain eternity. They hadn’t been sealed ten of those minutes and Richard was already staring at the clock above Ford’s console, facing the mystery of time, trapped.


  “Let’s start looking for 022’s cache,” he said.


  Cox sighed. His way was to numb himself. Richard knew that his own increasing nervousness was beginning to rankle his commanding officer.


  “You want to get into that now? The repair team’s due at silo four at 0800.”


  Richard wanted to. Each crew had a cache of magazines and other time-passing paraphernalia hidden somewhere in the capsule. Traditionally crews sought one another’s caches. Sharp competitions had developed. No crew had ever survived a full tour without losing a cache. “We oughta get started on the obvious places at least. We’ve got three up on them now. Their stuff is gonna be well hidden this time.”


  Cox said nothing. Richard looked across the small room at him, at the neatly trimmed back of his head. Cox was the perfect missile crewman—quiet, calm, intelligent. Moderate in all things. Impervious to boredom despite his keen mind. Yet he was no robot. Cox was a warm and decent man. Sometimes Richard secretly enjoyed tormenting him.


  Richard was smarter than Cox—too smart even for missiles, if the truth be told.


  In the first few months down here he had completed his degree in cybernetic engineering. After that he had tackled particle physics, but he didn’t have the patience for it. Now he just sat, counting needles of time. Twelve hours added up to 43,200 seconds. Eighteen minutes had now passed—1,080 seconds, less than three percent of the total.


  “My orders include a security perimeter violation drill, if that makes you any happier,” Cox said suddenly. Richard’s problem was no secret to him.


  “When’s it coming down?”


  “I don’t know. We’re being rated on it.”


  “Great.”


  “I thought you’d be happy. Something to look forward to. A little fun.”


  “About the smallest amount of fun a human being can have and survive.”


  Richard glanced again at the clock over Cox’s console, which turned out to be a mistake. He almost saw a face; the illusion made him snort and shake his head. Ford turned around and looked at him.


  “You OK, Dick?”


  “Yeah.” But he was far from it; he was sweating, suddenly freezing cold. His flesh crawled. Beneath his tight uniform shirt muscles were knotting. His stomach felt like it had the time he had gotten a wormy salad during basic at Lackland AFB in Texas.


  His eyes returned to the clock. The face was gone, and Richard knew why. It was in him, swimming like an eel in a fresh river.


  He drove his mind in other directions. Looking at clocks in his present state clearly caused symptoms. OK, so much for looking at clocks.


  Time to force the old mind down a more familiar path. Lately he had been reading some of the newsmagazines, hunting for some sign of impending nuclear crisis. Morbid as hell. Even neurotic. But he didn’t actually want war. Just something that would make the job matter a little.


  The newsmagazines did not speak of war. Far from it; all the talk was of the troubled Soviet empire. The Russian decline that had started in the late seventies was becoming an outright collapse. The birthrate was dropping; people were dying younger. There was a plague of alcoholism. Strikes were frequent, unofficial work stoppages a way of life. Food supplies were sporadic. And the army was threatening to execute men found drunk on duty.


  Although the Soviets were desperate enough to resort to war, they appeared to have lost their will along with their faith in Marxism. The great storm was dying.


  “I’m gonna just eliminate the obvious places,” Richard said. “I’ve got money riding on this.” He did indeed. Too much money—on purpose. He had made bets with fourteen people, bets he could not cover, just to create a sense of urgency.


  He didn’t wait for Cox’s approval, but rather began his search. First he took care of the usual places: taped under the consoles or behind the equipment racks. Next he had a look in the topside vent shaft.


  The end started there. He had the agonizing sensation that something uncurled inside him, something like a huge black worm. His hands shot down to his sides and he dropped from the shaft. Ford was standing in the middle of the capsule, his face distended and pouring sweat. Richard wanted to say something to his crew mate, but his throat was closed as if by the clutch of a monstrous fist. He felt himself walking, returning to his console, dropping with a jarring thud into his chair.


  His hands went to the Launch Control Panel, hovered over the switches. Richard tried to remove his hands. They kept going on their own. His mind spoke calmly at first, then more frantically as Richard realized what he and Ford were doing.


  Wait a minute, hold it.


  His hands got his manual, opened to the day’s codes.


  No!


  Behind him he heard Cox moan. He couldn’t even look in that direction. When he tried he was conscious of some physical presence preventing him, a dark, half-visible shroud of a thing so big that it jammed the capsule, but at the same time was something else… almost a child.


  “DEFCON One alert,” Richard’s voice said. “Prepare for launch.”


  NO!


  “Check,” Cox said. He activated the Missile Status Indicator Panel. “Alert status confirmed.”


  “Check.” Help us. Please, somebody help us!


  “POC launch option select.”


  “Select ten.”


  “Initiating selection.”


  “Initiated. Light on. Light off.” The missiles were now prepared for launch. Richard sat like a stone doll. His mind rushed with desperate attempts to regain control of his body while he watched his hands do their work.


  Air hissed between Cox’s teeth, the only sound of the commander’s own struggle.


  “Insert unlock code.”


  Richard input the day’s code into his console and lifted the cover on the keyhole. “Unlock code inserted.” He tried to grab his own wrist, watched the fingers of his left hand flutter inches from their object. Then the fingers bent back until they cracked with a blinding burst of pain. His right hand continued its work.


  “Enable switch to enable.”


  “OK.”


  The Launch Console now lit up, a row of red gleaming lights, a row of switches ready to turn. Richard heard Ford’s voice as if it were at the end of a long tunnel: “No—God— nnnn…” Then the voice changed abruptly to its usual crisp tones. “Key insert time.”


  “Check.” Richard’s own voice was normal.


  Simultaneously they inserted their launch keys into the keyholes.


  “Key turn in ten seconds.”


  “I agree.” Richard tried to pray. God help us, we’re about to launch the whole wing!


  “Key turn.”


  There was no sound. Far above them, though, the plains must be echoing with the thunder of the fifty-ton blast doors flying off the silos with explosive force.


  “Confirm key turn.”


  Richard’s finger went to his launch button. He tried to shut his eyes, couldn’t even do that. There was a five-second window during which both men’s launch buttons must be pressed or the launch automatically aborted. With each second a bell sounded. Through three of the bells Richard’s finger did not move. The urge to press that button built until he thought he would catch fire from the inside out if he hesitated another moment.


  Then the claxon indicating launch abort blared.


  Richard had won.


  Blood was pouring off his body in place of sweat, soaking his uniform. There was a searing pain, as if he were boiling hot.


  He might have won part of the battle, but it very clearly was not over. He began to concentrate on moving his hand to the emergency call switch. Nothing—then a bare inch. Another! Please!


  Something inside him was growing frantic.


  There was a crackling sound—Ford had his hands around his own head. As he snapped his neck, his feet kicked against his console and he made a sharp whistling sound.


  Richard could not scream, not even when Cox shot up out of his chair and slammed with a horrible clatter of fluorescent panels against the ceiling. Then his dead body, the head lying on one shoulder, sank to the floor.


  Richard looked at Cox’s body. It was sitting, the head lolling back so far it stared at him upside down.


  With Ford dead, Richard’s tiny germ of self-control was swept away. In him there appeared raw hate that was not his own, vindictive and furious. His death agony began.


  Richard’s hands came up around his throat. The fingers jabbed and pinched and tore, finally in scrabbling eagerness breaking through, ripping his breath and blood away.


  Dark.


  It takes a good team fifteen minutes to execute the emergency procedures necessary to penetrate a sealed Minuteman Launch Control Capsule from the outside.


  Peters and Cox were both dead. The crew commander’s neck was broken, the comm officer’s throat tom out.


  The capsule’s controls indicated that the ten Minuteman missiles were ready to launch. Ford Cox’s launch button was depressed. Peters’s was not. It had been that close: but for the pressing of one small white button the flight would now be on its way across the Pole.


  1


  1979


  Immediately after the abdication of the Shah, Paul Winter attempted a mission of deliverance deep in Iran. In the company of his SAVAK contact, Amir Pakravan, he drove south to Khurramabad, then on into the wild Zagros Mountains.


  The only car he had been able to sign out of the embassy motor pool was an old Buick, and his silk shirt was wet from negotiating the difficult roads.


  As they climbed higher into the mountains, the wind rose to brutal intensity, screaming down the rough gorges and buffeting the car violently. They had been listening to Radio Tehran, but now even that faded away. The radio offered only static here. There was no link to the outside.


  The brown, tortured earth, the rushing gray sky, the crags and gorges, all confirmed the isolation of this place. Although the thought of meeting a band of Lur tribesmen appalled him, Paul took inordinate pleasure in the emptiness. He had been too long in Tehran, too long slaving over the reports of his field agents, trying and trying to put together a coherent picture of what was happening to the country.


  Beside him Pakravan twisted the dial of the radio, then angrily flipped it off.


  Paul said nothing. He lived alone and usually worked alone; he did not often speak. Inside him there were gray skies parallel to this, and similarly empty lands, the desolate scape of sad remembrance. Add a sense of déjà vu; he had been in situations like this before. He remembered the falls of Havana and Saigon, and the subtle abdication of Vientiane.


  Perhaps because he viewed his as an imperial nation, he affected elegance of manner and dress. He wore silk and maintained a beautiful home on Lavi Avenue in Tehran. There was more than just the salary; General Dong had rewarded him handsomely for the year of hell he had spent in Laos providing the general’s private army with professional intelligence advice.


  An imperial man. The long, hard days of empire, the declines, and the spreading wings of the furies… he fancied that he shared much with the last Romans.


  “How much farther, Amir?”


  “Another valley.”


  Amir had promised Paul a major coup. The moment the abdication had occurred, he had said, “I’ll give you the most valuable thing in Iran and let you take it out.”


  Duty had seemed clear. But Amir played a crooked game of cards; could something of such great value really be hidden in the Zagros? Paul watched an eagle spiral down past the car. Below them were blue reaches sweeping down to the fertile Susiana, plain of peace and slow summers, where people smiled often and the wind was not so cruel as here.


  The car ground fierce protest as it climbed; it was not adjusted for high altitudes.


  “There it is, Paul, the Institute for Bioenergy Studies.”


  A cluster of buildings was huddled against the granite shoulder of a mountain. As they approached, Paul saw in the main building a bloated copy of the ethereal Ali Kapu Palace in Isfahan. There was the same broad portico—but this one was too broad; and the same tall columns—but these were too tall. They looked like toothpicks.


  Dim light shone from the windows. When Paul cut the engine, he could hear the whine of a generator even over the ocean of wind. As they got out, Paul saw Amir make a furtive sign with his left hand.


  “Jinn bothering you?”


  Amir laughed a little too loudly. “Force of habit.”


  Paul looked around, at the huge building and the even more massive mountain rising behind it… at the seething, formless clouds that swept past not a hundred feet overhead. “I wouldn’t be surprised if there weren’t a few jinn around here, Amir.”


  Pakravan made another sign. “Drop it, Paul.”


  Paul slipped his left hand beneath his jacket, felt the pistol nestled there. It was the finest of a fine collection, a carefully remachined .38 capable in skilled hands of extraordinary range and accuracy. Paul’s hands were certainly skilled. He loved pistols, the look and feel of them. Their implications he accepted—or had convinced himself that he did.


  “You won’t need your gun. These people are friendlies.”


  “What about the jinn?”


  Pakravan lowered his head, a certain sign that he had taken as much needling as he could. “Let’s go in,” he muttered.


  Paul followed him to the big carved door. His knocking gave a hollow return, but was answered in a surprisingly short time. “I am Hassan,” said the shaking, ancient man who appeared. His beard was matted, his eyes were red. Paul remembered the radio: “The evil genius of the Shah’s CIA clique, the poisoner of children, the foulest of the foul abominations.”


  This man?


  He took them both by the wrists and pulled them inside. “Come, come, there are planes about. The air force has given itself over to Khomeini!”


  Paul could not disagree. The fantastic truth was that the most thoroughly westernized of the Shah’s services was the most fanatically pro-Imam. When he had seen men who had been trained at Kelly AFB in San Antonio, men he had played golf with, screaming and hurling the insignia from their uniforms, he had known both that the Shah was lost and that nobody in the West would ever really understand why.


  He was among those closest to the situation, and he didn’t know.


  “There is little time! Where are the helicopters?”


  Memories of Vientiane, men going to their knees: “Paul, please, you must bring in helicopters. Paul, please…”


  Old hands, shaking, grabbing in the half-light for his lapels, brown eyes misting, lips working. “American! Do you know they call us sorcerers?”


  “No, I hadn’t been aware of that.”


  “I have thirty-three people here. All will be sentenced as sorcerers if they cannot get out.” He was trembling so badly that Paul’s impulse was to embrace him, to cradle him as he had his own father in the last, sunken days of his life. “Do you know, American, the penalty for sorcery?”


  He could guess. “Death?”


  “By living burial!”


  He said it as if revealing something shameful about himself, some ugly sore he preferred to hide.


  “I don’t have helicopters. First I must find out what you’re doing here. Show me why this place is so important.”


  “He doesn’t know this, Captain Pakravan?”


  “His Majesty would not allow us to show your reports to the Americans. They have no idea what you have accomplished.”


  “Come, then, we waste time!”


  Hassan turned and swept down a long concrete corridor. Paul saw that the facade of the building had been a lie. Behind that benign portico was a concrete-and-steel fortress. Paul became aware of the weight of his pistol. He did not like bunkers. As he had gotten older, he had become increasingly nervous about windowless rooms and dark hallways. Like many of his co-workers, he could no longer keep track of the enemies he had made. Betrayal was part of the routine. And retribution, also? One tried to avoid places from which there was no escape.


  The corridor ended at a spiral stairway. It led down to a heavy steel door, the kind weapons designers always seem to use to shut away devices they claim that they trust.


  Beyond the door was a shockingly bright, modern room. All the foreboding of the half-lit corridor evaporated in a flood of brilliant blue light. Even for the Shah the equipment was modern. Paul’s practiced eyes saw the very latest in computers, high-speed, high-density systems, as well as dozens of instruments even he did not recognize. Young men and women—lab coats, glasses, clipboards—moved purposefully about. This lab could have been at Langley or in some American university.


  Then Paul’s eyes traveled up. The ceiling at the rear of the room was raised easily forty feet and the floor sunken ten. All was covered in white tile, as a swimming pool might be. Here the light was even brighter, and here also was one of the most remarkable and mysterious structures Paul had ever seen. From the ceiling was suspended a huge web of thread-thin wires hung with leaves of gold so finely hammered that they appeared to be translucent. It was unlike anything Paul had encountered before. As he walked slowly toward it, he realized how really large it was, and how very strange.


  A rattling sound drew his eyes away from the antenna. Beneath the array there was of all things a little boy playing Parcheesi by himself, busily rattling his dice and tossing them from his cup.


  Paul stopped. Amir’s hand for an instant touched his own. The boy was stunningly unusual-looking. His eyes were flecked with gold; his hair was dusty red. His skin had the olive warmth one associated with the southern Mediterranean, not Persia. His full lips hung slack with concentration as he played his game. Paul realized that he was playing at least four positions at once. How odd, to play a game of chance against yourself.


  When the boy heard them, he looked up. A literal shock, as if of electric current, passed through Paul when the boy’s eyes found his own.


  In some ways the face was just that of a child. In others it was quite simply horrible. The eyes were soft but not gentle; they looked as if they concealed a long habit of anger, much too long for a child. The sensual lips were damp in a way that a boy’s lips should not be; the face was excruciatingly delicate.


  “I have succeeded in combining modern physics with the ancient magic of my people,” Hassan said. His voice trembled, the aged hands again touching Paul’s lapels.


  “Magic?”


  “Control of the mind from a distance by invisible means.” He laughed a little, deep in his chest. “The most powerful weapon ever devised.”


  “The classic definition of sorcery,” Pakravan added. “The Imam is not so wrong, is he?”


  Paul looked around him again, as if with new eyes. There was an eeriness about the place. It was all so bright and fresh—and haunted. Control of the mind from a distance. The final power. If the gates of hell had a lock, the crazy-looking contraption hanging from the ceiling might be the key.


  “Jamshid, come here. Demonstrate for this man. On him.”


  “On me? Now wait just a minute—”


  “He is very… how say Shazdeh… ver-ry afraid, no?”


  “No! He is our American friend. The one who will save us from the Imam.”


  “Ah.” A sadness seemed to pour from the boy’s eyes and into Paul’s heart. Sadness cut by a cold blade. “I show the jinn of his fear.”


  “Show him love, Jamshid.”


  The boy lowered his eyes, took Paul’s wrist in cold fingers. “Come, sir.” As Paul went down into the theater, Hassan continued to speak, his voice rising to a certain definite urgency, as if Paul needed more information than there was time to impart.


  “You will be experiencing an extra-low-frequency field tuned to the same harmonic as the human mind. ELF is normally generated in the brain and is the medium of all mental activity—thoughts, dreams, feelings. Until now it has been confined to the brain case except under the most unusual circumstances—”


  “Turn on the Field, Shazdeh.”


  Who was in control here, Shazdeh Hassan or the boy? Hassan’s voice grew more frantic. “When initiates in the past induced an alphoid brain wave with dancing or drugs or incantations, they could extend their own fields to include people around them—as long as they had a medium—”


  “Turn the Field on!” The boy’s voice was rough and loud. His face changed, grew slick, almost translucent, as if light were shining within. But it was not the fine light of martyrs and saints. Paul felt nausea undulating in his belly. Something seemed almost to fill Jamshid’s face, as if another being were behind his skin, something infinitely more important and awful than a little boy.


  “I must explain to him! He must not enter without understanding!”


  “Field on!”


  Hassan kept talking, a high, frantic drone. “There are certain places on the planet—places of power like Stonehenge or Dodona or Gizeh—where there are natural fields—”


  Jamshid grabbed Paul’s shoulders. “Look at me!” The tone admitted no dissension; Paul looked.


  “Listen, Paul Winter,” Hassan babbled, “they conjured demons there—real demons, other-dimensional beings— please wait, Jamshid, wait—”


  The eyes were more gold than green, fierce, staring, inhuman eyes. Their sight seemed as palpable as a fist, bursting into his mind with devastating force.


  The boy stood before him as calm and beautiful as an angel. Paul could actually feel him inside his own body, breathing, thinking, feeling. It was an intimacy so close that it was revolting. He twisted in a desperate effort to free himself from this real, physical presence.


  “Mr. Winter, please understand; his mind is being projected into yours. His mind only! The rest is your own private nightmare.”


  Paul’s hands floated up before his face. It was exactly as if they belonged to another person, and yet there was his class ring, and the diamond Irene had given him. Control. Jamshid was in control. Paul wanted desperately to cry out for help, to signal Amir somehow, but this iron grip was a thousand, a million times too strong for him.


  Now there came a thought. It was not like other thoughts; it had form and substance. It was pictures and smells and a sharp, maddening shriek of a sound. The pictures were long, blurry tendrils. Snakes. The thought was snakes, hundreds of them, swarming in the cavities of his brain.


  Paul remembered the bangungut of the Laotian hill tribes, the nightmare so horrible that it killed. Were these… tendrils… the beginning of bangungut? Westerners were supposed to be immune to killer dreams, but Paul knew differently. To know that such things exist is all you need; from the moment you find out about bangungut you live forever in danger of having one.


  Somebody was screaming as if from afar, but Paul knew it was he.


  “Listen to him howl! He is a coward; he will not help me!”


  “Jamshid!”


  Paul’s blood was rushing now. He had the distinct impression that the snakes were slithering and searching among the organs of his body. His vision changed. He was looking not into a room but across a desolate gray plain—a place so infinitely dreary that to look upon it was to lose life’s warmth, perhaps forever. The snakes were swarming across the plain, clumping and lumping together into three tall creatures … cat’s eyes and teeth came jutting from twisted lips.


  They moved their huge heads, their eyes lighting the gray air. They were going to see Paul, and when they did he was going to die.


  “No!”


  Their angular heads wobbled on thin necks; their eyes blazed bright with lust for the kill.


  Evil.


  The boy before him was dancing, calling up half-fantasized obscenities and longings, going through his subconscious like a rat in sewage.


  And the demons came on.


  They were hate fired pure. They longed only to spread ashen silence in human souls.


  “I will scatter the bones of the living, I will cast their hearts into the deep.”


  Bitter mutterings… images of flesh blackening and dissolving, the earth and the very sky destroyed…


  A cry without words left Paul’s throat. The boy was changing his mind, turning away from evil. He began conjuring images of green fields and blessed girls sleeping amid the com, of laughter and drifting blossoms, of the fresh voices of children.


  A roar of angry laughter exploded from his mind, then fell to echoing peals and at last departing, fading titters.


  Thanks be.


  Paul was being guided out from under the antenna, the boy-thing hovering at his side.


  “Help me, Amir.”


  They took him to a chair. Jamshid looked at him, touched his face. Once again he was a child, glowing with the promise of boyhood.


  “You fainted,” Amir was saying. “You need air.”


  Paul was more completely exhausted than he had ever been. He felt as if he had just experienced some sort of unholy orgasm of an intensity so great that one more second would have killed.


  Killed. He hung on Amir’s arm. The boy came along as they left the facility, and kept glancing at Paul with the knowing eyes of a lover. It was sickening.


  Paul had no doubt whatsoever that Jamshid had actually been inside his mind.


  “We use a man-made extra-low-frequency field instead of a natural ELF source. It is much more reliable and, as you experienced, much stronger than anything appearing in nature.”


  Hassan was courting Paul now, smiling and twisting his hands in his urgency to placate. “Of course the boy’s extraordinary talent helps. But you see the implications anyway—the way he moved your arms—you see, there is the possibility of control of others from a distance—”


  “My God.” Paul looked at Amir. “This is pure gold. The most powerful weapon in history. By far!”


  “I told you.”


  It was still going to be a hard sell at the embassy. Mind-control machines would not be at the top of Harmon Wiser’s salvage list.


  They went up the long corridor. Paul found that he could literally smell Jamshid, a curious, unwashed odor … like some of those really raunchy whorehouses in places like Cairo. “Get rid of the kid, will you, Amir?”


  Pakravan spoke softly to him. The boy’s eyes became humid with sorrow, but he wandered away at last, casting long glances back. “He is afraid that you will abandon us,” Hassan said.


  “No way. Your work is incredibly valuable. No way will we abandon you.”


  From far down the corridor there came a burst of hurt, mocking laughter, as if the boy had heard the lie behind Paul’s words.


  As soon as they stepped out into the courtyard, something cold and wet touched Paul’s face. For an instant the terror returned and he leaped back.


  “Bats,” Hassan explained. “The ELF field disrupts their sonar.” They were falling to the gravel with soft, fluttering thuds. As he walked Paul could feel them beneath his feet.


  He was grateful to see the Buick. Amir would have to drive despite his hair-raising Iranian habit of never going below eighty. Paul intended to prop his knees against the dash and think.


  There were human sounds in the dark around the car, the shuffle of feet on gravel, the rustle of clothing. When Amir turned on the lights, Paul saw that Hassan was surrounded by his whole staff, standing together as a reminder of their numbers and their plight. They looked like a group of students and professors from MIT or Harvard, young for the most part, pipes and beards. Hollow expressions. They watched in silence as the car departed.


  Riding through the night, watching idly as Amir negotiated the steep roads, Paul gradually calmed down. The memory of Jamshid’s intrusion lingered like an intimate and not very pleasant odor of another body.


  Paul remembered the demons. Had they come from hell, or from somewhere deep in his own mind? Or was that one and the same place?


  Once he heard the guttering of tanks. Were the revolution’s soldiers already on their way to Hassan’s redoubt?


  Paul, always lonely since Irene’s death, grew more lonely still. He wished that somebody loved him enough to hold him. Knowledge of something as big as this was cold and fearsome. Where would it lead? With ELF governments could— oh, Jesus.


  “You had quite an experience, Paul.”


  “That’s putting it mildly. You should have warned me.”


  Pakravan laughed nervously. “I know that now. But please realize that I had never seen the thing in operation before. In this case knowing the theory is no substitute for seeing the actual results.”


  “I’ll agree with that.” Which got him to the problem of his report. When he arrived at his office the next morning he was still worrying about it. How do you commit a thing like that to paper without getting yourself posted to a desert island? Paul’s had been an unusual career, but not a blameless one. He had not gathered the kind of credits it would take to survive making a fool of himself.


  He would try the dispassionate approach. Be cool, factual, to the point. He labored three days over the wording. History went on around him.


  When Bakhtiar fell, the embassy shuddered; dependents were sent home. Paul remembered Saigon, the foreboding that gripped the embassy, the confused flurry when the proud began to flee.


  Yes, remember that in the hard Iranian March, steel-gray month before the limes and the pomegranates bloom.


  Jamshid haunted him. The whole experience came to assume the quality of a religious insight. He began to see the edge of the future. The world wasn’t going to be much like it had been, not with ELF.


  Paul wrote a brilliant report. The boy and the device both had to go to the United States.


  “Paul, Paul, Paul.” Harmon Wiser was looking over his glasses into Paul’s office. “The Amazing Randi would never buy this and I can’t sell it to anybody else.”


  Paul felt sick inside. This was exactly the reaction he had feared. “Who the hell is the Amazing Randi?”


  “Guy who debunks fraudulent psychics. It’s his religion.” Harmon came in, dropped his tidy frame into the chair across from Paul’s desk. “I can tell that you care a lot. What can I say?”


  “You’ve transmitted the memorandum, of course?”


  “To whom? Psychological Services? Come on, Paul, you’re too good a man to waste on this sort of nonsense.”


  “Transmit the memorandum, Harmon.”


  “What the hell do you have, a death wish? You’ll end up out of the Agency!”


  “It was my duty to write it. Yours is to circulate it to the concerned department heads—which in this case is everybody from DDO on down.”


  Harmon circulated the memorandum.


  A week later he returned to Paul’s office. He tossed a heavily initialed cover sheet onto the desk. “Read and weep. You are now a figure of fun.”


  “Is this guy slipping?” read a note from Omar Jones, the Associate Deputy Director of Operations. The rest of it was simply junk. But if Omar thought a man was slipping, that was important.


  “He wants you to come home for a while.”


  “No. I’m going to take those people out.”


  “I see. How?”


  “Trucks. I’ll get Amir to spread some baksheesh around and truck the whole bunch up to Afghanistan.”


  “That leads me to more bad news, I’m afraid. Amir and all his people got rolled up last night. Amir is selling for his life.”


  “He’ll never sell me.”


  “He already has. You’re blown, Paul. You’re going home. There’s a place for you on the six-ten Swissair.”


  “This feels like a palace coup. Goddamn brusque.”


  Harmon gestured to the report. “The best field intelligence officer anybody ever encountered, and he ends up behind a desk for going cuckoo.”


  Paul was driven out to the airport in an embassy limo. It was hit by a little random saliva, but nobody knew who was inside. As matters turned out, that was just as well. Paul’s name was published by the Komiteh within hours of his departure.


  Huddled into the jammed plane, he felt numbed. A brilliant career had been compromised. But worse, Jamshid and the ELF device were not in American hands. Paul recognized that he was in the process of becoming a very lonely man. Lonelier, to be accurate about it.


  He stared long at the purple night beyond the window of the plane. Jamshid’s fingers seemed to seek upward from the land, brushing his heart with sorrow.


  Paul wished that the Shah’s Institute for Bioenergy Studies would be forgotten by everybody, not just America.


  But ELF was the ultimate, the final weapon. It offered absolute and total control. Total terror.


  Total power.


  It was not going to be forgotten.


  2


  THE PRESENT


  General-Lieutenant V. I. Belik’s Chaika limousine moved swiftly down the traffic lane reserved for official vehicles in the center of Kutuzov Prospekt. It was five o’clock in the evening. He had left the Institute of Bioenergetics at Sverdlovsk as soon as the failure of his part of Black Magic had become certain.


  Disappointment and fatigue made him feel chilly even though the summer evening was mild. In the privacy of the YAK-40 jet assigned him by the General Staff Transport Pool he had fought for calm. The trip to Moscow took four hours. They had been spent in an agony of suspense. Typically, the radiotelephone was out of order on the plane— encoding system not operational—and so he had been without communications even while the Americans might be in the process of discovering the Black Magic personnel on their soil.


  Toward the end of the flight he had tried to shave, but the water was inoperative. His scraped cheeks burned. With rumpled uniform and bloodied jowls he was not going to cut a very impressive figure in what would certainly be a difficult meeting with KGB. Belik believed that soldiers should look like soldiers. Tall, sharply tailored by the best the General Officers’ shop in the Voyentorg could offer, he worked hard to project an image of youth and ruthless competence.


  Beyond the window of the car Moscow passed its heedless way. As the Chaika picked up speed in the long stretch of the Prospekt, Belik began to feel a familiar sensation in his chest, one he despised and hid from the world, even people as insignificant as drivers. He pulled the velvet curtain between the seats to hide himself, then tore impatiently at the catch on his briefcase. By the time he had the intricate English mechanism opened his chest was burning, his breath coming in painful gasps. Then the asthma inhaler was in his hand—and blessed relief.


  The Asthma/Nefrin inhalers came from the military intelligence attaché in Washington. Belik had carefully arranged their status as state-security imports. It was vital that other officers not become aware of his weakness. Ruthless young officers did not wheeze.


  Belik buried the inhaler in the briefcase and drew out his notes, two hastily scrawled pages and one COSMOS photograph of the American missile field. Red grease pencil marked the tiny dots where silo covers had been blown off. At least that one positive effective had occurred, proving that the system was basically operational.


  Why the missiles had not been fired was the problem. Nothing like it had happened in the simulations. The contingency had been gamed, however, and that was what made Belik uneasy. In the “aborted firing” game the Americans had done an immediate ground search of the whole of South Dakota—and found the forward ELF control group in the Black Hills.


  He stared out the window, miserable with the thought of what might be happening to the volatile men in South Dakota. They believed themselves to be members of the Muslim Brotherhood, trying to induce the United States and the USSR to destroy each other in a nuclear exchange and free the world from superpower bondage. If captured, they would be unable to implicate the USSR.


  KGB owned those men, just as it owned the sixty small ELF antennas that were to be set up in the United States as soon as the military phase of Black Magic had neutralized the American missile force and compelled the Pentagon to surrender.


  Once set up, the antennas would blanket the United States with an ELF field that would place the population under absolute control. The beauty of it was that they would never know. America was about to fight and lose its final war, and do so in total ignorance. Except for those few killed in the surgically neat nuclear bombardment of the missile fields, the American people would remain unaware that they had been attacked. And ELF would create in them a kind of dream state of perfect order. Only one wish would be broadcast by the Field—the wish to work. And only one emotional state would be felt—joy in the work assigned.


  Perfect communism. To keep ELF secret, the Soviet Union itself was not yet under the general influence of antennas. But the test areas—Sverdlovsk and the prison province of Kolyma—were officially paradises. Joy reigned in the steel mills and the crumbling depths of the mines.


  Joy in work. Even if it led to an early death.


  Belik used his inhaler again. He hated the happy mines where men sang themselves to death, and the mills where mangled accident victims were viewed with amused resignation.


  ELF was a great power. Misuse of it was an incredible evil. The KGB’s Pyotr Teplov had concocted the ugly part of the plan. Belik had intended only to neutralize the American missiles, to defeat the warmongering Pentagon on behalf of peace and the safety of the Motherland.


  But then this horrible new project had been added … to make men into automatons. Pyotr Alexandrovich Teplov was KGB’s ELF project director, and he had developed the monstrous idea. Belik knew that he was seeking absolute control of the project, even the military part. Teplov was right to do so; soldiers hated him and he hated soldiers. Ironic that the soldiers were on the side of decency. But they were Soviet soldiers, so of course!


  It was the worst kind of conflict that Soviet politics could produce. Either Belik or Teplov was going to win it.


  And the other, with all his supporters, was going to die.


  The car moved swiftly on.


  A cadre of elderly women struggled with brooms and buckets in Arbat Square. Belik looked at the old babushki with longing. His own childhood in Leningrad during the Nazi siege had been a blinding, loveless misery. At age ten his consuming passion was to have his very own babushka, but the starved women of Leningrad had no time for him.


  Mist swirled around the street lights. Moscow, always quick to acquire a somber air, seemed to frown at the rushing, nervous soldier. Belik would have liked just now to slip from his car and enter that mist, to seek the hidden city of warmth and joy he had always hoped would be there and disappear like a shadow among its stones.


  The Field had risen from the ground beneath their feet at three A.M. At first all had gone well, but then Jamshid had begun to shake and gasp.


  The moment Ismail had seen him curl up in the dust, his mouth frothing and spitting, his hands on his throat, he knew that ELF had failed. His first reaction was astonishment. In training this had not even been considered. Yet here it was: Jamshid was in agony on the ground and the missiles were not rising from their silos in the dark plain below. Ismail’s second thought was that they must try again. Soon, though, for their time was very limited.


  Ismail and Kajenouri carried the weeping Jamshid back to their cabin. He slept hours and hours, his breathing deep and slow.


  Morning rose to noon, and afternoon became evening. Even so, no searching jet roared in the sky nor truck upon the land. As the light faded, unfamiliar American birds raised their voices in peaceful night song. After the failure Jamshid had wept furious tears, but the down
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