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						       They had been three days on the moor when the message came.
					
				

				
					
						       "Operation Cube Root...cancelled?" Finlay read from the flat screen. He
					
				

				
					
						looked up, incredulous. "Why would they do that? Sir."
					
				

				
					
						       Captain Mackin shrugged slowly. Already his thin face was haunted with
					
				

				
					
						possibilities, each more likely than the last to hinder his next promotion. He
					
				

				
					
						was a man who thought too much for the Army.
					
				

				
					
						       "Some kind of emergency," he said at last.
					
				

				
					
						       Faulkner chose that moment to clear his throat and ask, "What kind of
					
				

				
					
						emergency means you have to cancel a national exercise?"
					
				

				
					
						       For a second there was no sound but a hiss of wind through the sparse
					
				

				
					
						undergrowth of Bodmin Moor. Finlay read a second message from the display.
					
				

				
					
						"This link is closing down. Repeat. This link is closing down. You are
					
				

				
					
						instructed to follow Cube Root procedures real-time. Repeat. Real-time. This
					
				

				
					
						link is closing down. Message ends."
					
				

				
					
						       "God," said Faulkner before anyone else could. "It's going to happen."
					
				

				
					
						With a practised eye he noted the reactions of the little knot of men: Mackin
					
				

				
					
						white-faced and understanding all too much, of course; Finlay nibbling his lip
					
				

				
					
						as he folded display and keyboard into one compact unit; Spratt fumbling for a
					
				

				
					
						joke and Lewdown for a sneer; young Gray copying alarm from his hero Mackin;
					
				

				
					
						most of the squad with regulation blank looks and Tregennis too stupid to wear
					
				

				
					
						any blank look but his own.
					
				

				
					
						       "Our orders stand," said Mackin, raising his voice imperceptibly. "All
					
				

				
					
						units in Cube Root will remain dispersed away from military and civilian
					
				

				
					
						targets until 48 hours after second strike or until recall. On occupying
					
				

				
					
						target or near-target zones we are to re-establish -- "
					
				

				
					
						       "We know all that," said Lewdown to the wind.
					
				

				
					
						       "And they could not but own that their Captain looked grand, As he
					
				

				
					
						stood and delivered his speech," quoted Spratt to Lewdown.
					
				

				
					
						       _First signs of insubordination evident almost immediately_, said
					
				

				
					
						Faulkner to his mental notebook. Not quite unconsciously, he rubbed at the
					
				

				
					
						slim band of transparent, smoky plastic circling his right wrist. All the men
					
				

				
					
						wore them. Faulkner found himself taking a morbid interest in his.
					
				

				
					
						       The Land-Rovers and the camp were tucked under the flank of a high,
					
				

				
					
						granite-tipped tor. Cube Root orders specified "no line-of-sight visibility
					
				

				
					
						from military or civilian targets including roads." In a hollow further down
					
				

				
					
						the slope, the greygreen waters of a tarn moved sluggishly under the wind.
					
				

				
					
						Unit 338 (Capt. Mackin commanding) was having a practice wrestle with heavy,
					
				

				
					
						rubberized protective suits, pretending to occupy a contaminated zone. When in
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						doubt, give the dummies something to keep them busy, Faulkner reflected. As an
					
				

				
					
						attached civilian, he could loaf a little.
					
				

				
					
						       Afterwards, still prickling with sweat, they drank tea.
					
				

				
					
						       "Wonder how effective that camouflage really is," said Faulkner
					
				

				
					
						conversationally, pointing to the daubed and dappled vehicles.
					
				

				
					
						       "Pretty good, I'd say." That was the loyal Gray.
					
				

				
					
						       "Should have painted them bright yellow," said Spratt. "Blend in with
					
				

				
					
						all these bloody gorse flowers."
					
				

				
					
						       "You mean satellites?" Finlay said to Faulkner.
					
				

				
					
						       "Yes...I dunno," said Faulkner, who knew quite well. "All this
					
				

				
					
						dispersal; and the eyes they have up there can track us all over the moor,
					
				

				
					
						I'll bet."
					
				

				
					
						       "Your business is with the medical supplies." Mackin sounded distant.
					
				

				
					
						Since the communications closedown he'd been barricading himself behind
					
				

				
					
						thicker and thicker layers of protocol, of routine. Faulkner dropped
					
				

				
					
						submissively out of the conversation. Another dangerous thought was loose in
					
				

				
					
						Unit 338, helping the buildup to critical mass.
					
				

				
					
						         * * * *
					
				

				
					
						Finlay's business was with communications. As the light began to fade over the
					
				

				
					
						bare moorland, he unfolded his apparatus and began laboriously to compose a
					
				

				
					
						situation report.
					
				

				
					
						       "Suppose you didn't hear we're off the air," said Lewdown
					
				

				
					
						indifferently, peering over the technician's shoulder.
					
				

				
					
						       "Piss off," said Finlay, this being his way of pointing out that Cube
					
				

				
					
						Root orders were for scrambled reports to go into the Net whether or not
					
				

				
					
						anything was coming out.
					
				

				
					
						       _Stress symptoms_, noted Faulkner as with pursed lips Finlay
					
				

				
					
						backtracked up the screen for some minute correction, and Lewdown made pitying
					
				

				
					
						_tch-tch_ noises.
					
				

				
					
						       The automatic mental annotation continued. _The existence of a state of
					
				

				
					
						emergency helps crystallize behaviour. Lewdown's strategy for countering
					
				

				
					
						stress is to manoeuvre himself into positions of justifiable contempt for
					
				

				
					
						others' activities, an exaggeration of his normal cynical stance. Finlay,
					
				

				
					
						meanwhile, prefers to immerse himself in minor duties_...Later he would
					
				

				
					
						transfer the impressions to his case notebook.
					
				

				
					
						       _The adjustment of Captain Mackin is particularly_
					
				

				
					
						       It happened then.
					
				

				
					
						       An appalling light flared high over the tor, like a giant flashbulb
					
				

				
					
						which instead of flashing and dying went on and on in an optical crescendo. At
					
				

				
					
						peak its dazzle washed out the colours of people and things with too much
					
				

				
					
						light, as moonlight bleaches them with too little. It died away in yellows and
					
				

				
					
						reds and a pulse of heat like dragon's breath; last of all came the slap of an
					
				

				
					
						invisible shockwave that lashed the grass and pummelled the breath from the
					
				

				
					
						lungs.
					
				

				
					
						       CLOSE EYES AND KEEP THEM CLOSED. FALL FLAT, FACE DOWN with HANDS TUCKED
					
				

				
					
						UNDER BODY. STAY DOWN UNTIL THE SOUND OF THE EXPLOSION PASSES. They all had it
					
				

				
					
						written in a little booklet.
					
				

				
					
						       Faulkner picked himself shakily from where reflex had flung him, in the
					
				

				
					
						mud. Through lurid afterimages he saw other men doing the same. His ears rang
					
				

				
					
						with a thunderous silence, his eyes with a solid purple lightning-sheet. The
					
				

				
					
						interestingly adjusted Lewdown was first to speak, leaning again over Finlay
					
				

				
					
						as the latter wiped his comm unit.
					
				

				
					
						       "Report _that_," he said.
					
				

				
					
						       "I'll have to start again," the Private/Tech said mechanically. He
					
				

				
					
						peered at the LCD screen, and Faulkner heard a sharp intake of breath.
					
				

				
					
						       "Corrupted," came a voice that sounded hypnotized. "Radiation..."
					
				

				
					
						       The screen was filled with garbage, random letters and symbols,
					
				

				
					
						alphabets of madness.
					
				

				
					
						       Finlay, Lewdown, Faulkner, and one by one the others, stared through
					
				

				
					
						the fading light and dazzling afterimages at the plastic band about each right
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						wrist. But of course it was too soon to tell.
					
				

				
					
						         * * * *
					
				

				
					
						A disaster's stark outlines can be blurred by soft layers of official forms.
					
				

				
					
						Mackin demanded a roll-call almost before anyone's vision had cleared, and
					
				

				
					
						within minutes Gray was scratching his cropped head over the "Observers
					
				

				
					
						Initial Report Form" which was thoughtfully provided with Cube Root supplies.
					
				

				
					
						       "Date...unit position...approximate time of event. It's 1748 now, sir."
					
				

				
					
						       "Put 1740," said Mackin, staring into the void air over the unchanging
					
				

				
					
						tor.
					
				

				
					
						       "Strike serial number (if known). Azimuth, umm..."
					
				

				
					
						       ("It was N," Davies was saying not quite out of earshot, with the
					
				

				
					
						tireless dull persistence of a pub bore. "I've been on the nuke course and I
					
				

				
					
						know what I'm talking about. N, that's what, and you know what that means."
					
				

				
					
						       ("I dunno," said Tregennis. "I never cottoned onto that stuff really.")
					
				

				
					
						       "Air or ground burst, sir?"
					
				

				
					
						       "Air, of _course_," said Mackin overloudly. "Air burst, altitude approx
					
				

				
					
						200 metres, line-of-sight distance approx 700 metres, and you'll bloody well
					
				

				
					
						have to _wait_ to fill in the question after _that_."
					
				

				
					
						       Gray scribbled in silence, chewing from time to time on the end of his
					
				

				
					
						ballpen. "Personal N monitor records: oh. Oh yes." He flicked a look at his
					
				

				
					
						right wrist.
					
				

				
					
						       "I can smell something funny. Chemical," Tregennis said, an
					
				

				
					
						unaccustomed look of concentration on his face.
					
				

				
					
						       Spratt sniffed horribly. "Hey, you're right. Don't suppose they're -- "
					
				

				
					
						       "You can expect to smell some odd things right after a burst," said
					
				

				
					
						Faulkner rapidly. "Reaction products in the air. And the r/a flash can
					
				

				
					
						scramble your nerves, like Mike's comm screen. We call it synaesthesia in the
					
				

				
					
						trade. It'll pass off." He rapped it out confidently. Keep them calm. Gray,
					
				

				
					
						who had been sniffing too, murmured almost at once that whatever he had smelt
					
				

				
					
						("funny...chemical...lighter-fuel and lemon" was dying away. The others
					
				

				
					
						agreed.
					
				

				
					
						       _Important note. At least five men claimed to detect an odd smell about
					
				

				
					
						nine minutes from zero. Should be investigated further_.
					
				

				
					
						       "Immediate deaths resulting from burst," Gray intoned.
					
				

				
					
						       "None," said Mackin wearily.
					
				

				
					
						       "One if he doesn't shut his gob," Lewdown muttered.
					
				

				
					
						       "Subsequent casualties resulting from delayed effects..."
					
				

				
					
						       It was Faulkner who first saw the change, and Lewdown who first moaned,
					
				

				
					
						"Oh my God -- " He did not add a quip or sneer. In the dying light it was hard
					
				

				
					
						at first to be sure. Eventually, though, checking and doublechecking in the
					
				

				
					
						harsh glare of Land-Rover headlamps, they had to admit that the faintly tinted
					
				

				
					
						wristbands had darkened, every one, almost to black.
					
				

				
					
						       "You can fill in that 'delayed effects' box now," said Mackin with
					
				

				
					
						surprising mildness. It sounded almost like relief.
					
				

				
					
						       Checked against the comparator strip with its continuous spectrum from
					
				

				
					
						smoky transparency to pure jet, the bands were darker by a safe margin than
					
				

				
					
						the zone marked _prognosis 0% negative_.
					
				

				
					
						         * * * *
					
				

				
					
						It was night, but no one wanted to click off the friendly lamps.
					
				

				
					
						       "Zombies," Mackin could be heard saying to himself. "We're zombies."
					
				

				
					
						That was the name they'd given to r/a contaminated refugees in the 1978 Scrum
					
				

				
					
						Half exercise. Bodmin Moor was supposed to be a Safe Dispersal Zone, in
					
				

				
					
						between the fallout paths of nuclear strikes on Falmouth and Plymouth assumed
					
				

				
					
						in the 1980 exercise, Square Leg.
					
				

				
					
						       "Maybe they're taking out the forces just when we're scattered for Cube
					
				

				
					
						Root," Faulkner said. "God, remember what I was saying about satellite eyes?
					
				

				
					
						What a...coincidence."
					
				

				
					
						       "Waste an N on us lot? You've got to be joking," said Spratt.
					
				

				
					
						       "If they've taken out the whole country..." That was Patel, who tended
					
				

				
					
						to worry about his large family.
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						       "We'd have seen more bursts flashing over the horizon," said Lewdown
					
				

				
					
						with the air of one who explains to a five-year-old.
					
				

				
					
						       Gray leant forward nervously, glancing at the withdrawn Mackin. Almost,
					
				

				
					
						Faulkner expected him to raise his hand before speaking. "Suppose it's all
					
				

				
					
						just bad luck, a Rung 18 thing, 'spectacular show of force' on bits of waste
					
				

				
					
						land -- like the Moor. Only we had to be parked here."
					
				

				
					
						       "Teacher's pet," Spratt murmured.
					
				

				
					
						       "Or suppose," said Lewdown, "suppose the Cube Root orders leaked, eh?
					
				

				
					
						When something big gets ballsed up, look to the top. Suppose they saw how Cube
					
				

				
					
						Root gave them a handy chance to strike out the army without touching one
					
				

				
					
						single bloody pampered civilian -- "
					
				

				
					
						       Faulkner watched their faces. Often before he'd said that someone
					
				

				
					
						looked like death. He had a hint now of what, without exaggeration, the cliche
					
				

				
					
						meant.
					
				

				
					
						       "I feel sick," Gray said suddenly.
					
				

				
					
						       Later: _Blaming everything on the chiefs of staff was popular tonight.
					
				

				
					
						Only Mackin seems to think it remarkable that a single squad should be the
					
				

				
					
						target for a neutron bomb strike: tonight, though, he said very little. And
					
				

				
					
						thought too much? He, Gray and Lewdown vomited between one and two hours after
					
				

				
					
						the event. No.7 pills issued to them and all the rest. NB: these three were on
					
				

				
					
						nuclear alert course recently and presumably knew what to expect. Ditto the
					
				

				
					
						nonentities Davies and Tregennis, but _...
					
				

				
					
						         * * * *
					
				

				
					
						A glorious sun rose through thin white mist, gulls wheeled and shrieked
					
				

				
					
						overhead to remind them of the nearby sea, and in his tent the promising young
					
				

				
					
						career officer Captain Francis Mackin was cold as the country's granite bones.
					
				

				
					
						An emergency capsule issued with Cube Root supplies (not more than one per
					
				

				
					
						man) had erased the worry-lines from his face.
					
				

				
					
						       "So he couldn't take it," Spratt said _sotto voce_.
					
				

				
					
						       "College boy," Lewdown explained.
					
				

				
					
						       For an instant Faulkner hated them both, hated himself. _Too much
					
				

				
					
						imagination, too much ability to visualize the progressive symptoms_, he wrote
					
				

				
					
						in his brief and secret obituary. And, after an unclinical pause: _I liked
					
				

				
					
						him_.
					
				

				
					
						       Death was making preliminary advances to the others, so soon. A
					
				

				
					
						leaden-faced Spratt made inevitable jokes about morning sickness. They buried
					
				

				
					
						Mackin in a shallow grave, shallow because this moorland was a skin of
					
				

				
					
						waterlogged earth and peat over granite. As the damp stuff was shovelled over
					
				

				
					
						the sheet-wrapped body, Private Davies doubled up and retched uncontrollably
					
				

				
					
						into the grave. No one seemed to have enough spare sentiment to suggest a
					
				

				
					
						marker, an inscription. Faulkner was inclined to say, but did not, "Let the
					
				

				
					
						dead bury their dead."
					
				

				
					
						       Afterwards, he issued more pills. So far only one man, Gray, had shown
					
				

				
					
						the spasms which were the classic symptom of r/a damage to the central nervous
					
				

				
					
						system.
					
				

				
					
						         * * * *
					
				

				
					
						"How d'you spell nausea?" Finlay asked. Through the long, raw morning he had
					
				

				
					
						obsessively composed and transmitted a series of minutely detailed reports, as
					
				

				
					
						though the numb horror could be chronicled out of existence. Faulkner filed
					
				

				
					
						the reflection for his notes as he spelt out the word.
					
				

				
					
						       "'...all personnel.' You too, I suppose, Doc? You don't look so green
					
				

				
					
						as the rest of us."
					
				

				
					
						       "When you get past forty you'll find your complexion's like this all
					
				

				
					
						the time," Faulkner said as casually as he could. "I try not to let it show.
					
				

				
					
						Have to win my patients' confidence and all that."
					
				

				
					
						       "Scramble," Finlay murmured to his keyboard, and as though the word
					
				

				
					
						were a signal there came the flat crack of a rifle close at hand. A wisp of
					
				

				
					
						smoke rose from the hole punched through the comm unit's case. All the text
					
				

				
					
						had faded from its screen before Faulkner heard the echo from the stone
					
				

				
					
						outcrop high above.
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						       "That's enough of that," said Private Davies, lowering the smoking
					
				

				
					
						rifle. "Now you listen to me."
					
				

				
					
						       _Davies. Davies the nonentity_. Faulkner had imagined Lewdown and
					
				

				
					
						Spratt as disruptive forces, but they were all words. Now Davies, never the
					
				

				
					
						tallest man of the squad, was suddenly towering over them all.
					
				

				
					
						       "...telling you. I'm bloody not sitting here waiting to fall apart. The
					
				

				
					
						way I see it is, we're dead, right? Two days, maybe three. Right. If we're
					
				

				
					
						going, I say we go out in style. Joe Tregennis tells me there's this place not
					
				

				
					
						ten miles off -- "
					
				

				
					
						       "You can't do that," Gray said with genuine outrage. "Captain Mackin
					
				

				
					
						would never have let you. The Cube Root procedure has us staying _here_, in
					
				

				
					
						our assigned position."
					
				

				
					
						       "I don't hear Captain Nancyboy Mackin complaining, son. If you want to
					
				

				
					
						keep in with him, why not do what _he_ would've done -- what he did -- right?"
					
				

				
					
						       Gray bit his lip and studied a tussock at his feet.
					
				

				
					
						       "Ooo, isn't he masterful," Lewdown murmured.
					
				

				
					
						       Oddly enough, the small and ratfaced Tregennis was the only other man
					
				

				
					
						to protest. "Only get into trouble, Ron. They'll get you some way or another.
					
				

				
					
						Like I said, I don't see there's much in all this N-bomb shit really..."
					
				

				
					
						       Davies turned to him, and the rifle-barrel turned too, its muzzle
					
				

				
					
						moving in tiny, hypnotic circles. He said, mildly, "Must have been someone
					
				

				
					
						else I saw puking up his guts this morning, Joe?"
					
				

				
					
						       "Been sick before; I'll be sick again; so what? Oh, don't get me
					
				

				
					
						wrong," Tregennis said, interpreting some cryptic text in the other's eyes.
					
				

				
					
						"I'll come along for the ride all right. You know me, Ron..."
					
				

				
					
						       In forty minutes the two Land-Rovers were bumping and squelching over
					
				

				
					
						the sodden moor. A dead army on the march. The only pause in striking camp had
					
				

				
					
						been when Davies found Gray with a scarlet capsule in one shaky hand. He had
					
				

				
					
						cuffed the younger man so he reeled, and stamped the fallen lullaby-pill into
					
				

				
					
						the rank heather. "Give the kid a chance," he said magnanimously. "You deserve
					
				

				
					
						some fun with the rest of us -- and no more of that, all right?" Faulkner had
					
				

				
					
						made another note.
					
				

				
					
						       _Davies is revelling in being able to give orders, to give and take
					
				

				
					
						away. Interesting to see our comedy duo, Lewdown and Spratt, acknowledging his
					
				

				
					
						status by heckling him in undertones, just as they did the captain. Gray is
					
				

				
					
						poised to switch allegiance and make a hero of Davies: he's a man who needs
					
				

				
					
						one. Only our dim Tregennis seems to have reservations; he knew Davies before
					
				

				
					
						the Army. Strategically the situation is fascinating, a goldmine. Personally
					
				

				
					
						I'd rather be anywhere else. There are some things -- _
					
				

				
					
						       "What's that you're writing, Doc?" said Spratt, who sat by him in the
					
				

				
					
						lurching vehicle. "One last mad batch of prescriptions?"
					
				

				
					
						       "Ha ha, no," Faulkner said easily. "Medical notes, I'm afraid. They'll
					
				

				
					
						help me keep you patched up. Maybe help some other poor sods one day too." He
					
				

				
					
						allowed Spratt a glimpse of the shorthand pages, and to his relief the other
					
				

				
					
						simply shrugged, not wanting to talk about the only subject there was to talk
					
				

				
					
						about.
					
				

				
					
						       "Big of you," said Lewdown with perfunctory sarcasm. Both he and Spratt
					
				

				
					
						fell silent then, perhaps thinking of the further progression through falling
					
				

				
					
						hair and haemorrhage and necrosis. Both, after all, had been on the course
					
				

				
					
						which showed and told of such things. The training film was supposed to have a
					
				

				
					
						big circulation as a horror video.
					
				

				
					
						         * * * *
					
				

				
					
						"That's it," Tregennis said uneasily. As he pointed, Faulkner saw he had
					
				

				
					
						refused to accept judgement, had defiantly thrown away the night-black strip
					
				

				
					
						from his wrist.
					
				

				
					
						       "Right," said Davies over his shoulder, to the men packed in the
					
				

				
					
						remaining Land-Rover. The other had bogged down three miles into the moorland.
					
				

				
					
						Davies seemed to take the loss as a personal affront, and was becoming less
					
				

				
					
						easy-going in his decisions.
					
				

				
					
						       "Right," he said again. "Three forty-five, after hours, all we have to
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