
towards him. His round spectacles gleamed. In the generous light from overhead, 
Nerzhin recognized Pyotr Trofimovich Verenyov who, before the war, had been an 
Assistant Professor at his own university; but following the habit he had formed in 
prison, he said nothing and made no movement, assuming that Verenyov was a 
prisoner and not wishing to harm him by any hasty sign of recognition. Verenyov 
smiled, but seemed embarrassed. Yakonov reassured them in his purring voice: 'I must 
say I'm impressed by your reserve - it's like a Masonic ritual. I've always thought of 
mathematicians as Rosicrucians of some kind, and I regret I was never initiated into 
their secrets. Please feel at ease. Shake hands and make yourselves quite at home. I 
shall leave you for half an hour so that you can talk about the good old days and also 
hear from Professor Verenyov about our new assignment.'

Yakonov rose from his outsize armchair - his imposing, heavily built frame was 
accentuated by his silver-and-blue epaulettes - and moved swiftly and easily to the 
door. By the time Verenyov and Nerzhin had converged to shake hands they were 
alone.

Nerzhin had been so long in prison that this pale man with his gleaming 
spectacles seemed like a ghost illicitly returning from a forgotten world - a world long 
since overlaid by the forests round Lake Ilmen, the hills and ravines of Orel, the sands 
and marshes of Byelorussia, the rich estates of Poland and the tiled roofs of German 
cities. In the nine years which separated that forgotten world from today there had also 
been the bare, garishly lit 'boxes' and cells of the Lubyanka, dingy, foul-smelling transit 
prisons, stifling compartments in converted goods wagons, the cutting wind of the 
steppe. All this made it impossible for him to remember how it felt to write out the 
functions of an independent variable on the yielding surface of a linoleum blackboard. 
Nerzhin couldn't think why he was so agitated.

Both men lit cigarettes and sat down, separated by the small lacquer table.
It was nothing new for Verenyov to meet one of his former students from 

Moscow or R- University (where he had been sent before the war to impose the 
official line in a controversy between opposing schools of thought). But he too was 
affected by the unusual setting of today's meeting: the triple shroud of secrecy over this
secluded institution in the suburbs of Moscow, the multiple barbed-wire fences set up 
around it and the strange, dark-blue denims worn by its inmates.

It seemed somehow right that all the questions should be asked by Nerzhin, the 
younger man, who had so little to show for his life, and that the older man should reply 
as if he were ashamed of his straightforward academic career - after being evacuated 
during the war he had returned to work for three years with K--and had taken his 
doctor's degree in topology. Nerzhin, his lips tightly drawn, was inattentive to the 
point of rudeness; he did not even bother to ask what exactly Verenyov had written 
about this arid branch of mathematics in which he himself had done a little work for 
one of his courses. Suddenly he felt sorry for Verenyov. Topology belonged to the 
stratosphere of human thought. It might conceivably turn out to be of some use in the 
twenty-fourth century, but for the time being...

'I CARE NOT FOR THE SUN AND THE STARS, I SEE BUT MAN IN 
TORMENT.'

Nerzhin asked why he had left the university to come to this place. The answer 
was that he had been sent here. True, he could have refused the job, but they had 
offered him double his previous salary... and he had four children.

They spoke about the other students in Nerzhin's class, who had graduated on 
the day the war started. The most gifted had been killed or got shell-shocked - they 
were the ones who always rushed into action, without a thought for their own skins. 
Those of no promise were now either completing their post-graduate work or teaching 
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