Gibraltar Road
Philip McCutchan
	Аннотация
	Philip McCutchan. Gibraltar Road
	CHAPTER ONE
	CHAPTER TWO
	CHAPTER THREE
	CHAPTER FOUR
	CHAPTER FIVE
	CHAPTER SIX
	CHAPTER SEVEN
	CHAPTER EIGHT
	CHAPTER NINE
	CHAPTER TEN
	CHAPTER ELEVEN
	CHAPTER TWELVE
	CHAPTER THIRTEEN
	CHAPTER FOURTEEN
	CHAPTER FIFTEEN
	CHAPTER SIXTEEN
	CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
	CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
	CHAPTER NINETEEN
	CHAPTER TWENTY
	CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
	CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
	CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




Аннотация
A phone rings in a London flat. A little later an Admiralty physicist disappears from Gibraltar, and a body is found washed up against its shores�

Deep below Gibraltar�s Rock, a secret, auto-powered nuclear fuel-production unit throbs and hums as its builds up a store of AGL SIX, a dangerous new motivating-agent for the British atomic submarines to be based there.
This fuel unit has developed a fault. Allowed to overrun beyond a certain point, it will produce the biggest atomic blast since Hiroshima.
Only Ackroyd, the persecution-complexed inventor of the unit, can stop it. And Ackroyd has disappeared.
Commander Esmonde Shaw, R.N, of the Naval Intelligence Division wants to get out and settle down with a house in the suburbs.
Unfortunately for Naval Intelligence�s finest secret agent, these peaceful plans will have to wait.
Shaw establishes that the physicist has fallen into the hands of foreign agents operating from Spanish territory.
Shaw's job is to get Ackroyd back to Gibraltar before the Rock blows up � and before Ackroyd is smuggled out of Spain.
As Shaw wanders rounds the Spanish streets, he catches the heavy odour of a well-remembered perfume. Karina Czercov, the most dangerous, beautiful woman behind the Iron Curtain, is caught up in this intrigue.
Something in the air tells them that this encounter was going to be a fight to the finish.

Gibraltar Road is a high-octane thriller filled with espionage and intrigue.
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CHAPTER ONE

The summons had come by telephone, early, just as Shaw was finishing breakfast in his West Kensington flat, and he�d known what it was before he�d picked up the receiver. This was partly because he had slept badly the night before, and had dreamed that the bullet had come for him out of the dark, with a flash and a hint of a woman�s laughter and the tail-end of a well-remembered scent; and partly because the only person other than Carberry likely to ring him so early was Debonnair, and she�d had to hop across to Paris on business on behalf of Eastern Petroleum for a couple of days, so almost certainly it wasn�t her. The sudden ring had made him start, and afterwards he�d had to mop up the coffee which had split all over the bachelor-bare table, with its marmalade-pot all sticky, the Demerara sugar in the blue packet, damply clinging, the butter still in its wrapper on a dish� Shaw wasn�t lazy, but he had too much on his mind, and he just couldn�t be bothered with the prosaic details of looking after himself properly.
He answered the phone quickly, to stop the strident ring which seemed in some way to bring the essence of danger into the quiet flat. �Hullo?� he said cautiously. �Shaw here.�
Button A was pressed. There was a clatter of metal, and a voice said, �Morning, Esmonde, morning! I say � you doing anything this morning, old man?�
Shaw ran a hand over his long chin. His glance wandered round the room, and there was a strained look in his eye as he answered, �Nothing that can�t wait.�
�Oh, good � fine! I just thought we might have a natter over a noggin � might be able to put a spot of business in your way, old boy!� Carberry always seemed to speak expansively and in exclamation marks, which was why he was known as The Voice in the outfit, and many of his expressions had firm war-time roots even now. �If you�d care to come along at, let�s say, eleven-thirty?�
The voice, which held a perpetual and rather childish note of eagerness, was so cheery that it often struck Shaw as being almost inane. Its owner wasn�t in the least inane� except on the surface. Shaw knew that Carberry was clever enough to disguise his brilliance, and to hide the fact that he knew he was tipped to succeed the Old Man one of these days. And there was something else which Shaw knew: an invitation to a natter over a noggin with The Voice really meant a command to report to the Old Man in person at the time specified and not a minute later, and the spot of business meant pretty well what it implied, so he just said:
�All right, I�ll look forward to that. Be along at eleven-thirty.�
�Good � fine!� boomed The Voice, sounding fat and jovial � Carberry in the flesh was actually thin, ascetic, dried-up. Shaw sometimes thought the voice had been acquired by way of compensation for its owner�s physique. �Bye-bye till then, old boy!�
There was a click. Frowning, Shaw jerked the hand-set back on to its cradle, grey-blue eyes gazing unseeingly across the untidy room into the road and a cloud-filled sky. He was seeing something very different, and he didn�t like what he saw. He didn�t want any more of those experiences; he hated the killings, necessary though they might be at times, hated the betrayals and the subterfuges and the lies he was forced to tell to decent, kindly folk� this time, he promised himself, I�m really going to have it out with the Old Man and tell him I�m packing it in.
He dealt with the spilt coffee, and then, sitting down, he made himself finish a piece of dry toast. He poured out another cup of coffee. After that, compressing his lips a little, he reached into a pocket and put a couple of Dr Jenner�s tablets in his mouth, for the pain was coming on again as it always did on these occasions. A moment later he got up, chucked the breakfast things together on a tray which he carried into the tiny kitchen. Then he went out into the little hall, and because it was a coldish day for summer and looked like rain he pulled on a navy blue raincoat; shoving a dark green pork-pie hat on the crisp brown hair, he let himself out of the flat into Gliddon Road. It was early, but it was a long walk and he liked walking, preferred it to Tube or bus or taxi, liked the hurrying, everyday crowds in Kensington High Street, the children being wheeled out into Kensington Gardens, the sense of normality all round him. It was a long way, but it would do him good, maybe settle his nerves so he could really talk to the Old Man and get all this over and done with for good, and go back to sea. He examined the lowering clouds with a weather-wise eye; the rain would come before he got there, sure enough, but he could always hop on a taxi en route.
The Dr Jenner�s began to wither in his mouth, and he felt a little better. He cursed his nerves, the way they played him up like this. Surely they were a good enough excuse to get him out of this racket, he thought. But he knew that wouldn�t wash, really, because the Old Man was only too damn well aware that his nerves never let him down once things got moving.
Walking briskly, he turned down Gunterstone Road.
* * *
From a window a little way along Gunterstone Road a typist watched from behind net curtains. The typist was young, she was pretty, and she was going to play truant from that beastly old office again. Mum, protesting as usual in her weak and fussy way, would ring up Mr Silvers to say Joy was poorly and wouldn�t be coming in to-day. The typist would hear Mr Silvers�s loud voice snapping down the phone: �What, again?� Mum would look distressed, as though Mr Silvers knew she knew he knew she was telling a lie, but she wouldn�t say anything, and Mr Silvers would bang the phone down, and that would be that� The reckoning would come to-morrow, but meanwhile the typist watched from the window as she had so often done before, because she�d seen the interesting-looking man coming down the road. He nearly always went out about this time, though there were unexplained absences, sometimes quite lengthy ones, when he didn�t appear at all. She�d followed him one morning when she�d been �poorly�; it was ever so romantic, she�d thought at first, but all he�d done was to walk to the Round Pond and sit and watch the kiddies for a while and then he�d walked back home. He�d caught her eye and had given her a tired, shy smile, and somehow she�d felt he knew he was being followed. She wondered what he did for a living� by his appearance, he might have been almost anything, she decided, though had she been more observant (and a little closer) she might possibly have noticed something about the deep-set eyes which spoke of a man who�d spent a few years looking out over blue water from a ship�s bridge. Having no experience of the sea, nothing of this sort occurred to the typist, and now, as Shaw came towards her window, all she saw was a tall, angular, very slightly stooped man with a long chin and with directness and determination in a thin, keen face � a face brown and rather deeply lined; the mouth large and firm but looking as though it could smile a lot, though there was something about the face which made her somehow aware that this man hadn�t often very much to smile about. Beneath the navy blue raincoat his body seemed thin, though probably wiry and tough, and somehow he looked as though he didn�t eat enough.
The typist�s scarcely awakened maternal instincts stirred� she�d never seen him with a woman, and so she assumed he was a bachelor, and that made her feel sorry for him, sorry and warm and tender. He was so much nicer to look at than Mr Silvers, who was short and fat and undistinguished and bald (was the man bald under that hat? she wondered. She didn�t think so, because he was greying ever so slightly over and in front of the ears). Mr Silvers was soft and white and irritable, with well-kept pudgy hands which looked as though they were perpetually restraining themselves from pinching her bottom.
The typist turned as Mum bustled into the room, thickening body rigid with the effort of carrying the Hoover. Mum frowned and said, �You snooping on that man again?� She looked worried. �I don�t know, dear, really I don�t. What�s he to you, anyway?� Mum put down the Hoover and pushed nervily at a grip in the wiry hair, smoothed the flower-patterned overall across thick hips. She repeated, �What�s he to you, Joy dear?�
�Oh, nothing, Mum.� The typist had turned back to the window, and Mum came and breathed over her shoulder, steaming up the window so that the man�s back became hazy through the glass. �Wonder what he is, Mum?�
�I don�t know.� Mum too stared after Shaw, swinging along angularly. She screwed up the flesh round her eyes. �Looks like one of those musicians, if you ask me, dear� in a band somewhere.�
The way she said it wasn�t complimentary, but professionally speaking Shaw would have been quite pleased.
As Shaw walked past he never noticed the typist and wouldn�t have had eyes for her if he had, though if she�d ever summoned up courage enough actually to speak to him on some pretext or other he would have treated her as politely and considerately as he treated all decent men and women. He was, in fact, thinking of a woman and wishing he understood her better so that he could feel easier about leaving her � he knew he�d have to leave her for a while again, unless (unlikely thought) this was a London job he�d been marked down for by the Old Man. And with Debonnair you never knew, never knew just where you stood� he thought a lot about Debonnair and about his appointment as he walked down the North End Road, with the paper and refuse blown along from the market swirling around his ankles. He turned up at the end past Olympia and did the whole long stretch of the High Street away beyond Barker�s to Knightsbridge Barracks before the rain started and he had to hail a taxi.
�Cockspur Street, please,� he told the driver. Shaw�s friendly smile touched the corners of his eyes. �Could you drop me by the Sun Life of Canada offices, please?�
As always, the smile brought the response. The driver swung the door open, grinned back. �Anywhere you like, sir, and it�s a pleasure.�
Shaw got in, bending awkwardly through the door and contorting to slam it after him.
When they got there Shaw paid the driver, tipping him neither too much nor too little. Just right. Be average, was the order in the outfit; never let yourself look conspicuous in ordinary surroundings by the tiniest word or act. Shaw felt wry amusement as he went into the doors of the Sun Life building. He went right through and came out on to the pavement the other side, wormed his way through traffic, and got into the Mall by a side-alley between the shipping offices. It was roundabout, but it was orders. It was orders � not to be cloak-and-dagger, of course, but at least to use every opportunity of throwing people off the track. People like taxi-drivers, for instance, because you never knew who might be driving a taxi. It was a good habit to get into, and orders had to be obeyed. Shaw knew that there was a reason for everything in the outfit, just as there was a reason for the appraising up-and-down look which the Whitehall watchdog gave him as he came into the old Admiralty building. His face wasn�t all that well-known there.
The man came for him, squarely reliable in a neat, dark-blue uniform, friendly but wary. �Good morning, sir. Can I help you?�
Shaw smiled, a smile which seemed to tilt his eyebrows into an appealingly crooked zigzag. He said, �I�ve an appointment in Room 12.�
He held up his hand, and in the palm was a small, thin, folded card embossed with the naval anchor on a bisected red-and-green panel. It wasn�t quite an ordinary naval identity card, and that red-and-green panel meant something to the initiate, but the watchdog wasn�t among the elite. He just glanced at it, noticed as Shaw opened it that it bore the name and rank of Commander Esmonde Shaw, D.S.O., D.S.C. and bar, Royal Navy, and sniffed a little. Commanders were two a penny these days, but the officer had a right of admittance, and the watchdog knew that all sorts of people came and went from Room 12, so he got the Commander to sign in, and then he beckoned up a messenger.
He said, �Take the officer to 12.�
Shaw followed behind a portly man with a solitary wisp of hair breaking the shining monotony of his scalp. As Shaw followed this man up a broad staircase he had a nasty attack of heartburn, and he felt like death as the messenger stopped outside a door which bore a small white card with the name in black lettering: Mr G. E. D. Latymer.



CHAPTER TWO

Mr George Edward Dalrymple-Latymer always, when in conversation with people outside the tight closed circle which constituted the department within a department, liked to let it slip out � quite casually, of course � that his was really a hyphenated name. He managed to add, without precisely saying so, that, being a democratic kind of man, he preferred to be known to simple sailors as just plain Latymer and no nonsense. In many respects Latymer was the opposite of his Number Two � The Voice, or Captain Carberry, R.N.
Latymer�s body was not thin, it was plump from lack of exercise; his voice was quiet � authoritative, and not always genial � and its quiet decisiveness seemed in some way at odds with the full, round, almost self-indulged body, the important manner, the pink, expressionless oval mask of his face � until you looked at the eyes. Like his voice, the eyes were steady and reliable, and they, even more than Shaw�s, held that echo of the seas and of foreign lands and sun and storm. They were coloured a greenish steel, and they seemed to look right through a man into his innermost thought-processes, and those eyes and the voice saved him from appearing just another fussy, old-maidish bachelor of settled habits and prim outlook. Shaw often thought he�d have done well in Russia � there was, at times, a certain quality of grim ruthlessness � not, of course, that he could have done better than he had in England, and for England too. Shaw knew a lot about Mr Latymer, and that was why he never paid any attention whatever to the �Dalrymple� business, which, like the pompous manner, was nothing but propaganda.
At this moment Mr Latymer was looking thoughtfully at Shaw, as he sat opposite him on the other side of the big desk, a desk so vast that the three telephones seemed almost lost in its wide expanse of sumptuous leather top, so vast that even the big panelled room, with its long windows and carved ceiling, didn�t dwarf it, while it almost hid the steel-lined filing cabinet with its elaborate card-index system at the back of the room. It was a beauty of a desk, finely finished and with beautifully contrived secret hiding-places in it for documents � or other things, such as a small automatic which Mr Latymer prized. Mr Latymer also prized the desk itself very highly, for it represented youth and dare-devilry � Mr Latymer had in fact looted it from the Admiral�s day-cabin in a Turkish cruiser during the closing stages of the First World War, and had embarked it in a crate heavily labelled Superintending Naval Store Officer, Devonport. On arrival in Plymouth Sound he had deleted this designation and had substituted the address of his own home, removing the crate, from the battleship in which he was then a very junior watchkeeper, by means of subterfuge, a ginned-up Customs Officer, a crane, a working-party borrowed from the battleship�s commander, and a Pickford�s pantechnicon. Even in those days Mr Latymer had been able to get away with things like that, and the experiences which he had suffered during and after the Second World War had not altered that � though they had altered his personal appearance quite a lot.
Quite a lot. And his name was altogether different.
Shaw was, in fact, one of only three people in the Service who knew that Mr Latymer was a dead man. Or, more precisely, that he wasn�t �Mr Latymer� at all, that his estate, when he had �died� so tragically a few years after the second war, had in fact been credited with the balance of pay due to Vice-Admiral Sir Henry Charteris, K.C.B., D.S.O. and two bars, D.S.C., and a host of foreign decorations; and that it had been Sub-Lieutenant Charteris, and not Mr Latymer, who had pinched that Turkish admiral�s desk so long ago. During the Second World War Charteris had been Chief of the Special Services of the Naval Intelligence Division � the department within a department. He still was; only now he called himself Mr Latymer, and, comparatively, only a handful of people even knew that the Special Services lived on. Officially Mr Latymer�s job, though he was quite openly attached to Naval Intelligence � which, especially in peacetime, covered a multitude of jobs, not all of them connected with the man-in-the-street�s idea of Intelligence even remotely� was simply that of a civilian Permanent Assistant Undersecretary in charge of a department which, on the surface, dealt with all those non-intelligent unromantic things, such as arranging for frigate escorts to be provided for visiting Heads of State arriving by sea, certain aspects of dockyard security, loss of brief-cases by senior officers, and � occasionally and more excitingly � investigation into sand maliciously injected into the oil-fuel systems of H.M. Ships for the private purposes of disgruntled ratings, or into fires started aboard for the same reasons. And so on.
But in reality, of course, and very much under cover, Mr Latymer�s job went far deeper than that.
During the War Sir Henry Charteris had become a marked man, but he was far too useful to be discarded on that account, for no one else had his knowledge, his experience, his authority � or his manner. So when Charteris had been badly knocked about, particularly as to the face and hands, by a bomb which had been placed in the bedroom of his Eaton Square flat one fine spring evening an alert Admiralty, knowing he had no near relatives to question its decision, had at once declared him dead and had smuggled the living body away to the home of a certain senior naval officer where a plastic surgeon had been summoned as soon as Sir Henry was out of danger and had had the Official Secrets Act quoted at him� and a year or so later �Mr Latymer� had joined the N.I.D. A year after that, when people had got accustomed to seeing Latymer around the place, the existing (and purely temporary) Chief of Special Services had been pensioned off, and officially the job had ceased to exist. Nevertheless, Mr Latymer was given a change of appointment and promotion, in actual fact taking over as Chief of Special Services though calling himself a plain Under-Secretary; it was the first time a �civilian� had ever held the particular post which Mr Latymer was supposed to hold, and very often Sir Henry Charteris found it hard on the blood-pressure to have to pretend to a complete lack of knowledge of purely nautical subjects when, in his capacity as Under-Secretary Latymer, he had to deal with an argumentative naval officer years junior to him in the Flag List.
However, there it was, and he was damned lucky to be alive at all, let alone back in his old job� though it had all happened quite a few years back, he kept on reminding himself, whenever he looked appreciatively round that beautifully appointed office of his, to be thankful.
Now Mr Latymer smiled gently, and when he spoke he spoke as a seaman. That was just one of the reasons why he always looked forward to seeing Shaw � he could forget pretence for once in a while. He�d have liked a long chat, but because he was busy he decided to get the customary formalities over without delay. So he began, �Well, Shaw. Usual pain in the guts, I suppose?� The heavy pink face loomed over the desk.
Shaw�s eyebrows tilted and he grinned. �Yes, sir,� he admitted.
Latymer waved a hand. �Take a tablet if you want to, my boy. Don�t mind me.� He rapped the desk. �Come on now � out with it. Let�s get the next stage over. You want to resign.�
Shaw flushed a little, but his eyes remained steady, looking directly at Latymer. He said, �I didn�t realize it was quite so routine, sir.� He sounded diffident.
�But, God dammit,� snapped Latymer � though there was a flicker of amusement in his mask-like face��you hand in your resignation before every blasted assignment! Have done for the last ten years.�
Shaw felt the gripping pain twisting his guts. Rubbing the side of his nose with his left forefinger, he said stubbornly, �This time I really do want to get out. I mean it. I�ve had enough, sir. More than enough.�
Shrewdly Latymer studied Shaw�s set face. �Reason?� he demanded.
Shaw hesitated.
Latymer said briefly, �It�s your damned stomach. I�m not unsympathetic � don�t think that. But dammit to hell, man, you can�t let your ruddy guts � in the purely stomachic sense, I mean � stand between you and your duty.� He added wearily, �How many times have we had this out?�
Shaw persisted. �This time it�s different. I�m fed up with this life, sir. I�m a sailor.� He leant forward, a deep frown of concentrated effort driving down between his eyes. �I know my health wasn�t too good during the War, but I want to go back to sea again.�
Quietly Latymer said, �So do I. A ruddy admiral, Shaw, a ruddy admiral, and only once worn my flag at sea. Only once � and that was cover. And never will again � now I�m pushing up the daisies!�
Shaw met his glance and smiled. �I know, sir. I�m sorry. But at least you have worn it that once, and between the wars you commanded ships � genuinely, and not just as cover. I�ve never had that chance.�
�And wouldn�t even if you went back to General Service, the way the Navy�s going now,� said Latymer bitterly. �Won�t be any ships left before long� No, Shaw, you�ve got to stick it. You�re far too valuable to lose back to the Fleet now anyway. And you can do a lot � a hell of a lot � to help keep some kind of Fleet in being. Far more than you could ever hope to do as commander of a ship at sea.�
Latymer had been looking steadily into Shaw�s face all the time he�d been speaking. He knew all about Shaw, naturally. He knew, for instance, that though Shaw looked older he was only in his thirties, knew that worry and the almost overwhelming responsibility which the man had borne alone and for so long had put those deep lines where they had no right to be, stretching from nose to mouth, cutting ruts which showed up the determination in mouth and chin, driving the sharp cleft between the brows. It had made the eyes look tired and old, though Latymer knew that those eyes were capable of lighting up wonderfully, of taking away the years, when Shaw looked at something that pleased him � little things, such as a flower thrusting through earth bravely into the polluted air of a London square, or a child at play. Latymer knew, too, that Shaw�s stomach complaint was real enough � that it, like Shaw�s present employment, had been due originally to the War.
He knew that Shaw had been pitchforked out of Dartmouth to join the Fleet as midshipman in an old destroyer, lurching wildly around the North Atlantic on convoy escort duty, running out from the ice and bitter winds of Scapa Flow to Forty West in the most diabolic weather and under revoltingly primitive conditions, the seas often so high that to venture along the open decks was unsafe and the watch on deck had to remain at their stations for maybe forty-eight hours at a stretch, wet through and hungry and shivering in the icy gale until their messmates could venture from below and slither across the reeling iron deck to the guns and the bridge; each passage had been ten days of hell for Midshipman Shaw, who had been a victim, an agonized victim, of shocking sea-sickness. Shaw�s Commanding Officer had noticed his midshipman�s travail, though Shaw himself had never said a word about it to anyone. What that Commanding Officer had failed to notice was that Shaw never ate a thing at sea, except the occasional ship�s biscuit which was all he could keep down; and that when they returned to swing round a buoy in the blank grey dreariness of Scapa for a couple of days between trips Shaw had made up for lost time, and had grossly over-eaten. All that, for too long extended, plus a couple of sinkings and some days adrift on a Carley float on the Atlantic rollers, had resulted in an ulcer. That ulcer had in turn resulted in Shaw being consigned, at least temporarily, to shore service. It had eventually been cut out; but the indigestion and the discomfort had returned and had remained, his constant legacy � and so, to his intense disappointment, had the �shore service only� note on his papers, for by that time the Admiralty had found excellent use for a loyal and intelligent officer whom they considered had been wasted for too long in a job for which he was not, because of his disability, wholly suited. Shaw had thenceforward ceased outwardly to be a naval officer, and for the rest of hostilities he exchanged the bitter North Atlantic for the heat of the Western Desert and for the fleshpots and intrigues and dangers of Egypt, North Africa, and Spain, and for many other places, and he wore his uniform only when on leave.
Except for one sea commission, peace and the cold war had perpetuated Shaw�s special duties, to his great dismay.
All this Latymer knew � and knew, too, what Shaw�s thoughts were as he sat before his desk; he knew, because those thoughts were in so many ways like his own. Thoughts that circled nostalgically round a British Battle Squadron at sea in line ahead, the strings of coloured bunting blowing out from the signal halyards, or the winking masthead lights at night; a great concourse of grey ships entering Malta�s Grand Harbour to anchor together on the signal from the flagship, the lower- and quarter-booms being extended, the boats and gangways lowered, and the anchors let go at split-second timing, all together, as the engines thrashed astern to bring the ships up; misty dawns in Scottish anchorages, with a red sun behind the haze rose-tinting the distant, towering hills as the White Ensign was broken at the jackstaff, the bugles echoing savage and triumphant as they blared out for Colours; a picket-boat coming alongside a cruiser�s quarterdeck ladder, her crew soaked in spray, caked with the salt of a brisk, windy morning; a vanished Light Cruiser Squadron steaming at speed into a West Indian sunset; the Northern Lights, viewed from a destroyer�s bridge off Lyness, or the Old Man of Hoy standing out to starboard, in broad daylight even at two bells in the middle watch, as a ship steamed north about through the Pentlands from the Firth of Forth to the Clyde; the wondrous, fairy-like beauty of the Kyle of Lochalsh and a night passage under moonlight of the Minches with the Isle of Skye to port and a wind blowing through the Sound of Harris; an old County-class cruiser, battling through boisterous seas in the Great Australian Bight with a roaring wind coming straight off the southern ice; China-side, and the mysteries and glamour of the East, and dances on the quarterdeck beneath the awnings in Trincomalee and Singapore, of laughing, sun-browned girls in summer frocks on golden sandy beaches fringed with the dark green of palms and the bright blue sea beyond� old days, and all gone now� memories or ambitions, perhaps, of a once seasick midshipman who�d never had the good fortune to know all the former glories � but memories, too, of a land-bound admiral and ones which would never, never fade� memories which were so much better than recalling the knife in the back, the hidden identity, the traitorous friend, and the ever-cautious speech.
Latymer began to speak, quietly but with the quality of steel which was always in his voice. He reminded Shaw that it was well known in the Admiralty that he wanted nothing more than to rejoin the Fleet and to serve as a sailor in accordance with his training; pointed out that Their Lordships, in deciding otherwise, had taken into account that very fact that he didn�t want to go on serving in the department. An agent who was in it for the romance or the money or the prestige among his comrades within the department would be of no use. Neither would be an agent who suffered from over-confidence; if his nerve had really cracked, of course, they wouldn�t have been able to get rid of him fast enough; but they knew, as Latymer knew, that Shaw�s nerve when on the job was of steel. It all came out of his system in the working-up period, as now. They had a saying in the outfit, and Latymer reminded Shaw of it now:
�When Shaw�s showing the strain � that means he�s going to do a first-rate job.�
Wearily Shaw shifted in his chair, felt the bitterness in his mouth. He�d never get free of this lot, it was no use trying. Besides, he had to admit to himself that what Latymer said was true.
Latymer was going on, �You know perfectly well we never force anyone to accept an active job if he doesn�t want it, but no one�s ever refused yet, and I don�t believe you�re going to be the first to do so. Anyway, I�m not allowing you to resign from the department, and that�s final.� He looked at Shaw with a sly grin. �If you want to arse about and kick your heels in glorious idleness on extended leave � say so!� He added quietly, �It happens I�ve got a very special job lined up for you. I sent for you because you�re the best-qualified man I�ve got for it. For one thing, you know Spain pretty well and you speak Spanish. And � there�s another reason.�
Latymer stopped there, got up, and went over to the window, letting Shaw think things over for a bit. He knew quite well that Shaw would never put up with sitting around on his backside so long as he was still in the Service and his friends were risking their necks � and he kept him sizzling for a while. Then he returned to his desk and sat down. He leaned forward, arms folded on the massive leather top, pink, scarred face lowered like a bull. He asked:
�Want to hear what that job is?�
Shaw sighed. �All right, sir. Go ahead.�
�That�s better!� Latymer grinned, and seemed to relax a little. He pushed a box of cigarettes across to Shaw, took one himself, and flicked a lighter. Two trails of smoke spiralled up, were lost in the ornate ceiling. Latymer asked:
�Remember Karina?�
The words, the tone, were almost casual; but they made Shaw sit up sharply, startled, wondering if that dream last night had been a premonition� He said, �Karina Czercov?�
Latymer sat back with a peculiar smile, nodded.
Shaw said slowly, �I haven�t heard of her for a good many years now � but I�ll say I remember Karina, sir!�
Latymer brought up a hard brown hand and touched the livid scars which crossed his face, pointing up the pink, mask-like effect of the grafts. �So do I,� he murmured. �Rather too well, really. Now, there�s the other reason why I want you on this job � you�re the only man I�ve got left apart from Carberry � and I must keep him here for the �backroom� side � the only man who�s had personal experience of Karina� and she�s back in operation, so I hear.�
�Same old game?�
Gently Latymer nodded. �Same old game, but I expect she plays it with a difference now � she�s a few years older than the Eaton Square days, though at a guess I�d say she hasn�t let anno domini worry her all that much!� He gave his sly grin.
Shaw shifted his feet, flushed. Events and physical proximity had aroused plenty of passion between Karina and himself, but that was past, and anyway in those earlier, pre-Eaton Square, days Karina had lent her talents to the Allied side. It had only been later, when hostilities and the uneasy East-West wartime alliance were over, and when Central Europe had been swallowed into the iron stomach of Russia, that she�d gone over to where her sympathies had always lain � the Communist bloc to which she had in fact always belonged, and where her family still lived; it had been a year or so after the war before the British Intelligence services had tumbled to it that Karina was finding out all she could about Western defence projects. Few people knew more about Karina than did Shaw himself; but even he didn�t know for certain what her nationality was. His guess was Hungarian � though by now, he thought, she�d be fairly certain to have taken out Russian papers.
Latymer was continuing, �I hear from various roundabout routes that she�s in Spain, and she�s been seen near Gibraltar � around La Linea way � and I don�t like it.�
Shaw said, �Nor me, sir � as a matter of general policy! But what�s she up to?�
�She�s after a man called Ackroyd.� There was a pause, and then Latymer added, �I don�t suppose you�ve heard of Project Sinker, have you?�
�No, sir.�
�I thought not. Now just bear with me while I give you what�s, for me, rather a long yam.� He drew on his cigarette. �Very few people have heard of Project Sinker, Shaw. I dare say a lot of intelligent guesses may have been made by the people on the spot � but be that as it may, there�s a very heavy security umbrella over this � in fact, the heaviest I�ve known for years � and we�re pretty confident that nothing�s leaked out. So far.� His gaze held Shaw. �Now then. Project Sinker � and I don�t need to remind you that this is Top Secret � is the code name for a scheme to make Gibraltar into the first link in a world-embracing chain of bases for atom-powered submarines, which will be armed with homing torpedoes until the super � Dreadnoughts capable of mounting the new American nuclear missile are ready. The idea is to have them well dispersed out of the home ports, so that any war can be carried on if England goes under in an H-bomb attack � as she could very easily do. As a matter of fact, Shaw, between you and me, the experts� view is that the country would be right out of the battle within a week of the first H-bomb being dropped.� He waved a large sinewy hand. �London, the ports, naval and commercial, the military bases and the airfields, all power and industrial production capacity� the lot.�
Slowly Shaw nodded. �Sounds only too logical, sir.�
�It not only sounds it, it is so logical that it�s what the overall defence system�s going to be based on in future. The general plan involves a gradual dispersal out of England � high mobility of the forces and so on � with the centre of government shifting when war seems imminent to some part of the Commonwealth so that the fight can be carried on. And,� Latymer added, �if I sound melodramatic, just remember what Hiroshima was like, and then multiply by ten thousand or so � and also remember that an atomic war is very much more likely than a conventional one, and it can come so fast that a bit of ahead planning is the only thing that�ll stop us being caught with our pants round our ankles. Right! Now then. You�ll realize that submarine bases can�t be built at the last minute, so the Project Sinker part of the general plan is going right ahead now. Gib�s going to be one of the most important, and certainly the most attack-proof, since the base there will be under the Rock itself� the entry channel being cut through the seaward caverns on the east face. It�s also the only one that�s been started yet. Now, one of the essentials in this scheme is to have a nuclear fuel-production unit on the spot � no good relying on a supply from home if England�s knocked out in round one, that�s obvious, and even America�s going to have troubles enough of her own when the inter-continental ballistic missiles start hitting her, and her own power�s likely to fail.�
Shaw nodded, intent.
�Well, now, something brand-new has been devised in that line,� went on Latymer carefully. �A machine, a power-production unit with a heavy security screen round it, which produces an absolutely virgin fuel � it�s called AGL Six, and basically it�s a new product named algalesium. Well, this fuel can be produced more cheaply and efficiently and very much more easily than anything that�s yet been thought up � for one thing, it doesn�t need a unit as big as a power-station � and it�s for use in a special type of boil-ing-water reactor developed by the Admiralty for use in atom-powered submarines. And there�s something else.�
�Yes, sir?�
Latymer tapped the desk-top. �It�s perhaps the most important and revolutionary point. This fuel unit needs no outside power-supply to keep it running once it�s started up. It can keep it up almost indefinitely � thanks to the Americans.�
�Oh?�
�You may have read in the papers some time ago � the States have developed a �Buy-your-own-H-bomb� racket. It�s a power unit, just about the equivalent of an H-bomb� it costs a hell of a lot of money, they started off at about �350,000 each, but they�re a damn� sight more now because they�re bigger, and it�s devilish efficient. Well, they�ve given us a supply of these H-bomb power units, and our backroom boys have got to work on them and carried out some modifications so that they can be used in this fuel-production machine thing. In effect, it�s powered, by the built-in equivalent of a very large H-bomb, so it needs nothing from outside. And if all sources of power-supply fail in an attack this unit not only keeps going but could also supply power to the whole of Gibraltar if necessary.�
Shaw said, �It�s a sort of� perpetual motion?�
�The nearest we�re likely to see. And there�s only the one man who really understands it, Shaw, and that�s its inventor and developer � this fellow Ackroyd I spoke of. He thought the whole thing up, and the unit�s been built in Dockyard Tunnel from prefabricated parts, under his personal supervision. He�s an Admiralty civilian, and he�s working with a team of technicians who are no more than just that � technicians. Ackroyd is the only physicist on the job at present. This machine�s still in its hit-or-miss stage, I gather � it�s not perfected yet.� Latymer leaned forward again in that bull-like posture, emphatic, earnest. �If anything happens to Ackroyd the chances are that the whole scheme�ll be bitched right up.� He stubbed out his cigarette, hard. �And as I�ve said, Karina�s after our Mr Ackroyd. She�s got orders to contact and remove him.�
�Remove him, sir?�
Latymer shrugged. �Snuff him out, I suppose, if necessary � because, as I told you, the end of Ackroyd may well mean the end of Project Sinker, at least for a long time. But, all things being equal, I�d say she�ll try to get him behind the Iron Curtain� Mind you, he�s a bit of an oddity, not the kind of person you�d expect to find at his level, perhaps. Very ordinary Yorkshire background � father was a miner at one time. But he�s a brainy bird � obviously � and stuffed full of vital information. He could be extremely useful to them � and a nightmare to us if ever he reached a Communist country. Of course, there�s no special security about atomic subs as such, but we don�t want too much to get out about the overseas bases yet, and this fuel unit�s hot. So�s Ackroyd.�
Shaw asked, �This�d be a kidnap job � I mean, his personal loyalty�s not in doubt?�
�Oh, good heavens, no! He�s a first-rate man, and his security record�s absolutely clear. Wouldn�t be on that particular job otherwise. Every one�s hand-picked � there�s none of the usual Spanish labour on this job, either.�
Shaw said, �He�ll be pretty carefully watched in Gib, surely? It sounds rather a tough job for one woman.�
�Not for Karina,� observed Latymer smoothly, �as you should know. Don�t forget she�s damned attractive as well as clever � that counts. She�s worked for us, so she knows something of our methods, and of Admiralty routines. She�s got plenty of friends in high places, and she doesn�t work singlehanded.�
�True enough, sir.� Shaw pulled at a fresh cigarette, frowned. �I still think she�s taking on something pretty big, though.�
Latymer warned, �Don�t underestimate what she can do. Now � if she does succeed a very vital chain of fuel-supply units will almost certainly be dished, unless another Mr Ackroyd turns up providentially, which isn�t likely. There just isn�t anyone else of his calibre at the moment, anyway. As a matter of fact, it�s only since we had this intelligence about Karina that high authority has got slightly upset over the way Ackroyd has managed to keep his knowledge to himself � keep himself as the King Pin, with practically nothing delegated. I gather it�s been a mixture of empire-building on his part and a certain amount of laissez-faire on the part of people who should have known better� that, and the chronic shortage of star-quality physicists like Ackroyd. I can�t emphasize this too much, Shaw: if anything happened to him it would be just about the biggest slice of our defence � or perhaps I�d almost better call it our re-emergence strategy � gone for a burton. It�s as vital as that. The main part of your job would be to see that Karina doesn�t succeed, to watch her and Ackroyd as closely as you can. The other part would be to keep a very careful but discreet general eye on the whole project during a very important test which is due to start soon, and will cover three or four days � but, as I say, Ackroyd himself is your main worry. You see, he�s got to open up other bases after Gibraltar and we just can�t do without him.�
Shaw rubbed the side of his nose reflectively. Latymer went on:
��Officially, there�s nothing we can do about Karina so long as she remains on the Spanish side of the frontier� for one thing, this project is so hush-hush that the P.M., on Foreign Office advice, won�t sanction any diplomatic representations being made to Franco. But an agent working into Spain from Gibraltar incognito can at least keep his ear to the ground and forestall anything she may be planning. As usual, I�m not going to give you any hard and fast instructions, but Carberry will fill in the details and give you any practical help you think necessary.� The steely eyes gazed hard into Shaw. �Well? What about it?�
A little wearily Shaw said,��All right, sir. I�ll go.�
�Good man!� Latymer�s pleasure was obvious. �And thank you � it�s a load off my mind, though I knew you wouldn�t let me down really. Now � cover.� He sat back again, studied Shaw through smoke. �You know something about naval armament supply.�
�Yes, sir.�
�Still au fait enough to pass as an Inspector of Establishments?�
Shaw nodded. �That�d be easy enough.�
�Good � I thought so. Well � you�re going on the retired list, temporarily.� Shaw looked startled. Latymer grinned and went on, �I�ll fiddle all that � I�d better back-date it a bit, I think. And anyone who cares to look at the appointments in The Times or the Telegraph will see you�ve left the Service altogether � with a Golden Bowler, if you like! And you�ve been luck enough to fall into a good job because of your naval contacts� you�ve joined the Armament Supply Department as a civilian inspector, and you can go out to Gib on a routine inspecting visit for your first duty.�
�What�s the Superintending Naval Armament Supply Officer out there going to say?�
Latymer chuckled. �He�s already been warned to expect you � that�s how sure I was you�d take this job! He�s only got the cover story, of course. All you�ll have to do is to listen to any complaints, suggestions, and so on and pass �em on to the right quarter. That, and sound intelligent.�
�Do I use my own identity, sir?�
Latymer looked irritable. �Course you do� you know I�m allergic to these unnecessary complications. That woman�ll have her eyes on our movements in any case. Really, it�s just the �already unsuspicious� that we have to lull, and as Commander Shaw, R.N. (Retired), you�ll mean damn-all to them. If you go out as � as a kind of Bearded Basil you�ll attract unwelcome attentions right away. In Gib, I mean.�
Shaw grinned. �Quite, quite! How about getting there� do I fly?�
�No. This full-dress test � which is one of the things we want you there for � isn�t due to begin for a few days. Apart from that, we�re not risking any security break which might follow if we flew you out for what�s ostensibly a mere routine inspection of a store depot � particularly as it happens there�s a cruiser sailing for Gib the day after to-morrow, which is how an inspector would normally be sent � and you�ll need the time to talk to Carberry, and also familiarize yourself with the obscurer workings of the Armament Supply Department!� He paused, then went on:
�You join the Cambridge at the South Railway jetty in Portsmouth, just before she sails. On arrival in Gibraltar you�ll put up at the Bristol Hotel off Main Street, and make your number with S.N.A.S.O. From then on the game�s yours to play. No reason why you shouldn�t feel free to hop across the La Linea frontier whenever you want to, but just in case you want to make a long stay without questions being asked in Gib, we�ve provided you with an old friend in Spain who�ll be expecting you whenever you care to look him up. He�s Sefior Don Jaime de Castro, and he has a big villa in Torremolihos, just outside Malaga on the Gibraltar side. You were great friends some years ago, when he was attached to the Spanish Embassy staff in London. Captain Carberry will hand you a letter of invitation from him before you leave. Incidentally, the letter�s quite genuine and so�s Don Jaime � he�s a personal friend of mine, and he happens to be pretty friendly towards the British. Of course, you don�t have to stay with him, but on the other hand you might find it useful to do so� his half-sister is Lady Hammersley, by the way,� Latymer added casually. Shaw knew that Sir Francis Hammersley was the Governor and Commander-in-Chief of Gibraltar. �There�s also a contact called Domingo Felipe in Malaga who may be useful � he�s a queer fish, though, and even we don�t know his current whereabouts, but there�ll be ways and means of getting in touch� Carberry�ll tell you all that. That�s one of the reasons � geographically speaking � why we thought Don Jaime�s villa would be a handy pied-�-terre for you.�
�Any other contacts, sir � in La Linea, say, or Algeciras?�
�No, sorry. We�ve no one we can trust in La Linea, that I do know � but you can always try the British Consul in Algeciras. The consuls generally keep an ear to the ground � as you know. He may be able to put you in touch with somebody � or he may not. But the Malaga man�s good.�
Shaw nodded. These things were often a matter of luck.
Latymer continued, �Well, that�s the lot, Shaw, so far as I�m concerned. Carberry�ll be sending for you to-morrow for special briefing details and supply of any particular items you think you may need in the way of papers, clothing, and so on. When he�s done with you you�ll be passed on to armament supply.�
* * *
A few minutes later Latymer accompanied Shaw down to the entrance hall. Pinkly beaming, he took Shaw�s arm and spoke loudly and within easy hearing of the messengers:
�You mustn�t worry unduly, my dear fellow� people are always leaving things in taxis, and all that was in it � or did I tell you � was a report of some tiresome committee on the supply of toothpaste through the Naffy canteens� so wearisome,� he fussed, �and such a waste of time really, but there you are, that�s just one of the things sent to try us, don�t you know� good-bye, my dear fellow. Better remember not to be careless again � it could be important another time.�
Shaw had an amused glint in his eye, but he said smoothly, �I assure you it won�t happen again, Mr Latymer, and I�m sorry you�ve been troubled.�
Mr Latymer trotted away, pompously demanding the attentions of a messenger for some triviality, and Shaw walked out of the building, passed under Admiralty Arch into Whitehall, felt the seeping drip of rain, and decided to go back to the flat by Underground. Taxis were an easily acquired habit, and too many of them rolling up at the unpretentious flat in West Kensington might be remarked upon; and it was a principle of the outfit that its operatives, who were in fact paid lavishly enough, shouldn�t make a splash � not that Shaw would want to do that � but should live as befitted ordinary officers of their rank doomed to an Admiralty appointment; so Shaw, who believed that easily acquired habits were lost only with difficulty, made a habit of economy in things like that.
As he was herded down the steps below Trafalgar Square he found himself hoping that Debonnair wouldn�t get delayed in Paris. He had to see her before he left, and her movements were always a little uncertain when she went away on these business trips. His job was always liable to be dangerous� his nerves were playing him up again now, and he felt desperately that he couldn�t go away again without getting things sorted out with Debonnair � just in case he didn�t come back.
In the Tube, swaying westward after he had changed on to the Piccadilly Line, it came to him how you couldn�t trust anybody in this game. Look at them, he thought, sitting there under the adverts for wool, toothpaste, building societies, and London Transport, or standing up against the half-bulkheads� bored, indifferent, glazed eyes staring into nothing, blank and wooden and pale. Damp macs and umbrellas. England on a wet day. A couple of teddy boys, a housewife up for the shopping, a man with a bowler hat and a briefcase, a soldier, two Indian students, a couple of nuns� the man opposite him, a plum-coloured man who looked like a banker but almost certainly wasn�t if he had to travel by Tube, despite the parking problem, was gazing straight at him without seeing him. Any one of those people in that Tube might be there for a purpose. You couldn�t trust anyone� all this and much else passed through Shaw�s mind, and he watched every one in the compartment while he was thinking, but because he was a good operative his eyes remained as blank and his expression as wooden as anyone else�s as the train rocked and racketed him towards Baron�s Court.



CHAPTER THREE

The hand-case down by the girl�s long, nyloned legs in the Paris air terminal had a number of old, half-torn off hotel labels on it � the Galle Face, the Barbizon Plaza, the Hotel Australia � but the most recent was a plain one which read:
Miss Debonnair Delacroix, c/o Eastern
Petroleum Company, Rue des Feuilles, Paris.

Nevertheless, the lady was London-bound, had merely forgotten to change the label. The little fat, dapper man with the bow-tie, edging closer through the crowd and trying to catch the girl�s eye, had taken a brief squint at that label because it was always handy to know a girl�s name � but after that brief squint his whole attention was on the girl herself. Debonnair Delacroix was half French, and unmistakably so even to the little fat man who kept a pub in Balham. And even in a crowd which had a fair sprinkling of whole-blooded French girls in it, Miss Delacroix stood out a mile. Figure, hair, clothes all helped to do it, though personality could have managed pretty well on its own. She was a tawny girl, fresh and golden-skinned, with a light, attractive dusting of freckles � lion-coloured, almost, and with the same grace in her movements � and there was just that delightful touch of imperious carelessness, a carelessness which wasn�t in the least studied as it might have been in a wholly English girl, and a faint air of unleonine helplessness, rather appealing helplessness which was actually entirely misleading. Shaw�s own opinion was that for sheer efficiency she had him beat to a frazzle, and Shaw knew what he was talking about, because he�d worked with her in the past.
The Eastern Petroleum Company, not knowing Shaw, couldn�t have expressed an opinion on their relative efficiency, but they did know that when she had left the Foreign Office she had been given a first-class write-up; and they had given her a pretty high position in their Travel and Service Department, the organization which dealt with the arrangements for transport of the Company�s employees by sea, land, and air throughout the world and the accommodation, entertainment, and customary flapdoodle for General Managers and other V.I.P.�s visiting the London Office from overseas � and that was quite a big job for a girl of not quite twenty-eight to handle.
A high-heeled shoe tapped rather impatiently as Debonnair�s bright-eyed glance swept over the heads of the crowd. The glance came to rest on the little fat man. The little fat man tweaked at his bow-tie, gave a slight wriggle of an overdressed bottom, and ogled her from under a bald head which reflected back the lighting system of the air terminal; the glance, unsoftened by these tactics, refused to melt into a smile, rested on him coldly, though amusement lurked in the corners of the mouth and in the eyes.
�Toffee-nosed,� muttered the little man in disgust.
�Not in the least,� said Miss Delacroix frigidly, �but I think that�s your wife approaching, isn�t it?�
The little man shrank. Looking round, he saw the large bosom bearing down on him from the Ladies�, a long string of cheap imitation pearls cast round it like a griping-band on the swelling broadside of a lifeboat; the straw brim of the meal-coloured hat, the one with the violet clusters which he�d bought her at the Co-op before they came away on holiday, topped her like a crust on a cottage loaf. The dapper little man had never hated that hat as much as he did at this moment; he looked sad, jowls drooping into a blue-shadowed line like a long-suffering bloodhound baulked once again of its quarry.
�You win, dear,� he muttered to Miss Delacroix. �Bin different if the old woman �adn�t a bin here, p�raps?�
Miss Delacroix smiled then. She was attractive already, but those dimples, the fat man thought, cor! They didn�t ought to �ave bin allowed. �Perhaps,� she agreed kindly.
The bosom hove in between them with a glare from a turkey-red face above, and then the loudspeakers hummed and woke into voluble urgency.
Hie crowd got on the move.
She hadn�t been back in the tiny flatlet in Albany Street for long when Shaw telephoned.
She said delightedly, �How lovely of you to ring, darling. I�m just in, only this minute. How�re things with you?�
�So-so.� Shaw was non-committal. �I thought we might have dinner somewhere. Like to?�
�Would I?� She thought: I know that tone � he�s off somewhere again. Just for a brief moment she regretted the events which had led to her having to quit the Foreign Office� events which, through no fault of her own, had blown the gaff about her, and rendered her useless in the job she�d been doing. She hadn�t wanted to take a humdrum desk job in the familiar environment of the F.O. where she�d always be in contact with the forbidden past. There had been something about those undercover days that had been so much more exciting than Eastern Petroleum� in particular, her career and Shaw�s had touched � that was how they�d met in the first place and it was something she would never, never forget. She came back to the present, said, �I�d love it, Esmonde darling.� She spoke decisively. �I was just wondering what I could possibly face in this kitchen after Paris. This brute of a stove.�
She jerked out a long leg and kicked the oven door shut. The telephone was in the cubby-hole which passed for a hall, and when it had rung she�d yanked it into the kitchen without getting up from the leatherette-covered revolving high stool; and she was glaring with distaste at half a dozen eggs, a tin of sardines, a stale loaf of hard-looking bread (steam-baked a l�anglaise, and scarcely worthy of the name of bread at all), a hunk of mousetrap cheese aged to a nasty-looking yellow transparency, half a bottle of milk that had gone sour in her absence. A lovely London supper � and it had cost a small fortune. Somehow you didn�t mind so much spending a fortune in Paris. She said into the phone, �Coming round for me?�
�Of course. I�d thought of Martinez.�
He hadn�t really; but he was going to Spain, and the name had just at that moment suggested itself � and, of course, the food was excellent. Might be a good thing, too, just to look through a Spanish menu again. He said, �I�ll be round in half an hour, Debbie. Just as quick as I can make it.�
�Give me time to doll-up and put a face on.�
Actually she didn�t use make-up to any extent � for one thing, she just didn�t need it. She gave a little gurgle of happiness and blew a kiss down the unresponsive receiver. As she clicked the call off her eyes were very slightly misty.
* * *
Shaw didn�t talk much in the taxi. A drip of rain ran down his collar from where he�d squelched through London�s filthy weather from Great Portland Street station to Albany Street. And that damned pain in his guts nagged at him, as it would nag all the way to the Spanish-Gibraltar frontier at La Linea. He felt abominably ill in body, depressed in spirit; but he did his best to shake himself out of it by just sitting there and consciously relaxing, liking the nearness of the girl in the intimacy of the dark taxi, enjoying her perfume and the nice feeling that to-night was all theirs, the bitter-sweetness of having to get the most out of the short, calendar-threatened time before good-bye.
During dinner, across the wine-glasses and the gleaming white napery of their table, beneath the softly shaded lights of the room walled with tiles from the ancient Andalusian orange-town of Seville, he gave her the cover-story. Quietly he said, �I�m off the day after to-morrow, Debbie.�
The tawny body gave a small shiver, and she felt a little knot of sadness gathering in her throat; she crumbled a piece of bread, looked at his sensitive face outlined sharply against the red glow from the electric �brazier� by the wall behind their table. She thought � suddenly compassionate and understanding: He�s worried, very worried, and a lot of that is my fault, because I�ve only to say the word and he�d be happy, or at least as happy as he�s ever likely to be until the outfit finally take their hands off him. But that�s the way I�m made and I can�t help it. Or I could help it if I really wanted to, and there�s the rub; the whole point being that I don�t really want to, or rather not altogether and definitely not yet, and really that makes it all the worse. Get me a psychiatrist, she thought, and he�ll tell me I�m nothing but a crazy, mixed-up kid!
All she said was, �I thought you were on the move, darling,� lowering her gaze now to fiddle with the gold watch-bracelet that Shaw had given her some while before. She knew her security record was absolutely O.K., Grade A, first-class, and all the rest of it, but she made a point of refraining from asking questions. In general it was safe enough for Shaw to talk to her, and he knew it, and did sometimes ask her for ideas, but he always had to do the volunteering; and in a restaurant you obviously had to stick to the cover-story anyway.
He said, �I�m leaving the Service, Debbie.�
He saw the query in her eyes � she couldn�t help that; it wasn�t in the least what she had been expecting, and he answered the unspoken plea. He shook his head slightly, his eyes wary. He said, �The Navy � the whole show. I�m going on the retired list.�
She didn�t know whether or not to believe him. Joy and relief showed for an instant, before the automatic thought came to her: There�s more behind this! They wouldn�t be retiring him, even with the Golden Bowler, chucking a useful man on the shelf, not unless it was at his own request, and somehow she didn�t think it would be. But she made herself smile at him, and she said:
�Oh, goody! Now you�ll have to let me get you that high-level job with E.P.C., Esmonde.�
He shook his head. �I�ve got a job already.�
�Quick work!� She lifted an eyebrow. That little gesture, so wonderfully attractive, was like a knife in the heart to Shaw, sent the most extraordinary feelings through his whole body. He grinned at her, mouth tight and drawn as though it resented being forced into a grin.
�I suppose it is,� he said. �But it�s a case of a job for the boys, I�m afraid. I�m an Admiralty civilian � Inspector of Establishments in Armament Supply.�
�Which is?� she queried.
Briefly he told her. He added that his first routine inspection was to be of the Gibraltar depot. Shaw was a good agent, and he convinced people. Debonnair was almost convinced after a while; it sounded genuine enough, but there was one test which couldn�t fail, and it was a test no one but she herself could make. Because of it she said no more, but just waited for him to say something. While she waited she studied him obliquely, saw the hurt that he couldn�t keep out of his eyes as he talked on, almost aimlessly, covering up what he was leaving unsaid. That hurt was there because he wasn�t sure that she would understand� understand the way his mind worked. But she did; she thought, if he tells me it�s all right for us to get married now I�ll know he really is retiring. If he doesn�t � then all this is hooey, and he�s off, as I suspected, on another job. Because he�s too goddam decent to make this an excuse for getting me to change my mind and say yes; it would be under false pretences, and he�d never do that to me even for the outfit, even for England. Shaw, she knew, was the kind of man who put homely things first, and believed that national decency, which he wouldn�t confuse with some narrow concept of morality� he wasn�t the kind of man, for instance, to take up silly postures about people sleeping together if they felt so inclined � was firmly based on the decent feelings of the ordinary people who made up the nation. A queer sort of agent � yes, maybe; but she hadn�t noticed that he was the less thought of because of it.
When he didn�t say anything she knew � and, of course, she understood. Her hand stole under the table to squeeze his. For an instant their thighs touched; emotion showed momentarily in Shaw�s face. His quick thoughts had been running on bitterly behind the gay chatter from the other tables, the inconsequential rubbish, the laughter aroused by shared jokes, the lights, the hovering attentions of the waiters, the olive hand which deferentially plied the half-forgotten carafe.
Shaw took up his glass, lifted it, frowning as the girl watched him; squinted through the red glow as the lights shone behind the crystal, saw the pinky-red pool of its reflection thrown on to the cloth. Like blood, that glass� He thought of a man dying in a dark alleyway, of the sudden flick of steel behind a dirty bar in a Tunis back street, a body somersaulting over rocks outside Mers-el-Kebir, in North Africa, somersaulting into a ripple of silver moonlight on the Mediterranean. All these things and so many more he had seen and done; and all were there yet in his mind, a dark backcloth to his imaginative thoughts. But maybe Spain would be a piece of cake compared with the past. Couldn�t be worse. He ran his fingers slowly along the edge of a table-knife� the blade was thick, blunt. That surprised him. Ridiculous. In a way it had been a shock to find that knife so blunt to the touch � all knives weren�t blunt like that. But Spain, now� the full red glow on the tablecloth, the blood in the glass, the blood which was only wine � it could be symbolic merely of the blood on the sand � bullfights, bottles of wine, a maddened crowd sweating in the close-packed stone seats of the ring, the vicious dark-red spurt as the picadors thrust home with their lances, shielded legs dangling from the scraggy horses� sides, straw-bloated against the gashing horns of the sacrificial victim�
He gave a hard laugh, put down the glass. His fingers shook a little. Dear God, he thought, it�s really time I quit, the way my mind�s working.
The girl looked up quizzically, and he smiled across at her. He said, �I was just reminding myself that I�m a bit of a clot and oughtn�t to think too much.� He touched her hand, a look of rueful amusement coming into his eyes now. �Joe Soap � that�s me.�
�A nice Joe Soap.�
He remained silent. She watched his eyes; they were nice ones, she�d always thought. �Penny?� she asked softly.
�Oh� never mind. Not worth even that.� He passed it off with a quick pursing of his lips. But the thoughts wouldn�t go, not even with the girl there opposite him looking troubled. He thought: Yes, I�m Joe Soap and I�m Esmonde Shaw and the day after to-morrow I�ll still be Esmonde Shaw, but on the retired list and Admiralty Inspector of Armament Supply. And Heaven knows who else I�ll have to be, whatever the Old Man says, when I get into Spain and on Karina�s track. Karina, he thought, Karina! Will she have changed much in the intervening years? She was quite a few years younger than he was � she�d begun her career early.
There were many gaps in the story of Karina, and not even the F.O. or M.I.5 or the outfit had managed to fill them in satisfactorily. Shaw had a memory, a very vivid and enchanting one, of thick auburn hair, slightly slanting greenish eyes, and a supple figure which did all sorts of things to a man. Skin oddly like Debonnair�s � that lovely golden colouring, but without the tawniness of the girl herself. A small, oval face, full of life and danger-signals. That auburn hair longish, as well as thick. And there, with Karina�s body, the enchantment ended; for, of course, she was a bitch, and a clever bitch who�d pulled fast ones on both him and the Old Man, and Shaw himself realized quite well that, though he�d gone more than half-way towards falling for her in those days, the attraction was purely, passionately physical. And nothing more. He�d been a bit more impressionable then, maybe � younger, anyhow � and he hadn't met Debonnair. He had an idea, and it made him feel ashamed, that Karina really had been in love with him in her own fashion.
Suddenly he had a recurrence of that nasty feeling that he was going to muff this job, muff it right from the word go. The nagging pain in the pit of his stomach grew into a ball of fire, gave him an extra jab of hell as though in sympathy with his thoughts�
�Darling, do come back to Martinez. I don�t know where you�ve been, but really. Shaw looked up, the greenish slanting eyes of his imagination faded into big hazel ones smiling at him in concern. Debonnair said softly, eyes bright beneath the long lashes, �Tell me all about the ship you�re going out in. I know how you�ll love being back at sea again. And for Heaven�s sake stop worrying, Esmonde! Life isn�t as bad as all that.�
He lifted his shoulders, pursed up his mouth, shoved some table silver about in front of him. �There�s nothing much to tell you about the old Cambridge.� But, making an initial effort, he began to yam about the sea in general.
And when he began to talk about the sea like that, easily as he did after a time, the years fell away and it seemed to Debonnair, watching him fondly and not really listening to a word he was saying � only following the light in his eyes and wanting to smooth away the lines in a dear face � that he was like a boy again, a boy about to join his first ship. Or like a man serving a life sentence and forgetting the present in a talk with an old friend who brings back the past to him, the galling bitterness easing away temporarily. It almost made her say something rash. Or something darn wise� her heart told her that she didn�t know which she would have called it.
* * *
He knew she�d tumbled to it, of course, much later that night in the flatlet�s tiny sitting-room softly lit by the glow of the gas-fire, when they were very close to each other, and he knew it was useless to keep up the formal pretence any longer. Shaw�s arm was round her, his brown hand, strong and large but with long, sensitive fingers, caressed her hair. She leant against him, feeling the hardness of his body pressed into hers, her head pillowed on his chest beneath his chin, her face pale but rose-tinted in the fire glow. She said, half dreamily answering a plea of his, a plea that he�d made scores of times before, �It�s no use, darling; you see, I know what it�s like.� She frowned a little and glanced upward at him, lifting her head. �I�ve known so many people who � do your job, my pet. I�ve known their wives too. I�ve seen what it does to them.�
�Is it so much worse for a wife?� asked Shaw gently. �So much worse than � now?�
She nodded, her hair fanning against his nostrils, fresh and lightly scented. She looked at him curiously. She knew he�d had plenty of experience of women, but sometimes, she thought, you�d hardly know it. �But, darling, of course it is. Husbands and wives are much more to each other�
She bit her lip, hard. �There�d be children.�
�I�d hope so.�
�I know, Esmonde. But I wouldn�t like to have children whose father was always away, mysteriously, and who � who��
�Might never come back. Might just � disappear � be shot as a spy. Very awkward to explain to them.�
�That was rather unkind, darling.�
He felt the stiffening of her body, the slight withdrawal. Gently he disengaged himself, stood up, fumbled for a cigarette. Debonnair sat silent, looking into the fire.
�You�re quite right, of course,� Shaw said, as the sudden match flickered over his face, strength outlined in shadow and light. He blew out smoke. �You see � I�d want children, lots and lots of them. And a home� just a little place in the country, maybe, somewhere right away from the kind of life I�ve had, somewhere we can dig in and stay, get to know people � ordinary normal nice people who sleep sound in their beds at night and don�t have to jump through the roof when the phone rings. People who can read about murders and intrigue and spy rings and agents provocateurs in the paper at breakfast and say, �Poor chaps, and it�s tough luck, but thank God I�m not one of them��and then turn to the sports page, finish their kippers, shove on their bowlers, and catch the 8.15 to the office and ask the other fellows in the carriage how their tomatoes are coming along��
Debonnair�s giggle broke into his oratory � which he was ready to admit had become a trifle impassioned. He stopped. Debonnair, the giggle stifling into a throaty little chuckle, said, �And just think how you�d loathe all that!�
He said vigorously, �But I wouldn�t, don�t you see? I mean it. God! How I�ve dreamed of it. Debbie, I�d love it.� Shaw wasn�t much of a one for continued high living; his pay and his expense account allowed him, if he wanted to and if he used discretion, to indulge in all London had to offer when he wasn�t on a job; the romance, the glitter of the West End was his, had been his for more years than he cared to remember, when he wanted to use them; and he didn�t stint what he spent on Debonnair whenever she would let him, so it was all hers too, for the asking. But they both knew that it wasn�t real, knew how spurious it all was, that it didn�t lead anywhere. Neither of them wanted that as a life. Yet a routine existence was the one point, other than the basic one of getting married while he was still with the outfit, on which they didn�t see eye to eye� it might be aiming low in a way, Shaw thought, but it had a reality, a solidity. He had a mental image of a cottage, and as he saw that picture now � the old, half-timbered walls, the stone, the shady garden, possibly the thatch � he said again, �I�d love it.�
She said, �Yes, Esmonde, I know you think you would. And you would, too � for a month or so, perhaps. After that you�d start looking at me and thinking to yourself, Why, the old hag! If it wasn�t for her I�d be off again somewhere to-morrow. She�s the millstone � she�s the old woman in the corner by the fire who�s got me on to the 8.15 racket where it�s Mr This and Mr That and what did you see on the telly last night? And then the office, with a nice little desk and a chair and dozens of other people all half dead from the waist up. And I�d be responsible � me, and the dormitory of little cots upstairs! You ought to realize what it�d be like� that�s how you�d feel, Esmonde � wouldn�t you?� She was facing him now, breasts heaving a little, eyes almost angry. �Wouldn�t you?�
�I would not.�
�Yes, you would! Anyway, I�d always be feeling that about myself, and come to that I don�t think I�m cut out to be an 8.15 wife myself. I do want you to get out, but in a way I�I�m frightened.� She looked at him accusingly. �Esmonde, if you really feel that way � why don�t you get out, now?�
Shaw flushed. He said, �Darling, I�ve tried to. I�ve told the Old Man � not once, but often. Again to-day.�
�And he said no, so you�re still in it. Esmonde, you�re hopeless. You know damn� well they wouldn�t keep you at it if you were firm. But that�s not the reason.� The girl came close to Shaw, took his hands in hers. �That�s not the reason,� she repeated, �and I�ll tell you what the reason is: you don�t really want to get out, not deep down, because you�re a Man! A damn� stupid, pig-headed Man, and without being in the least conceited about it you do know you�re the best man they�ve got, and you feel you�ve got to do your duty for England and the Service and � and all the other things Men think are important. You�re just old-fashioned, and ought to have been pensioned off years and years ago.� Her voice broke a little as she went on, �Well, it�s not much comfort to you or me, but a lot of those people who sleep tight every night and go safely to the office and yammer about their delphiniums and cabbages ought to be bloody well glad there are men like you and � and � and � I know I�m difficult and bad for you and I seem to keep contradicting myself, but I love you, oh, God, I do � but I�m not going to marry you � not yet� oh, Esmonde!"
Shaw had crushed her tight in his arms, arms which emotion had made into steel-wire hawsers, his mouth seeking hers and fastening upon it urgently with force enough to squeeze the last breath from her body�
* * *
Two mornings later Shaw drove in a taxi through the main gates of Portsmouth Dockyard off the train from Waterloo. The taxi halted briefly while the Admiralty constable checked Shaw�s right of entry, then drove on past the boatyard and turned left for the South Railway jetty, where the masts and upperworks of the Cambridge were visible, a thin white trail of steam twisting upward. And as the taxi disappeared a loafer who had been leaning against the high brick wall of the dockyard as Shaw arrived lit a cigarette and strolled casually away, across the road and along the Hard past Gieves, the naval tailors, and Saccone and Speed, where the Fleet bought its wardroom bar stocks, and the Keppel�s Head Hotel� the Navy�s landmarks of departure and return. The loafer wandered aimlessly along to the bridge over the mud-flats leading to the Harbour station, and then he strolled casually back toward a coffee-stall near the bus-stop. He had a cup of coffee, lit another cigarette. He waited. Then, a little later, as the cruiser slipped from the berth and made out to sea past the old grey walls of Fort Blockhouse, he walked off towards a telephone-box.



CHAPTER FOUR

A cold wind knifed through Shaw�s body as he stood on deck off Ushant, comfortably dressed in an old leather-patched brown tweed jacket, eyes stinging with the salt, enjoying it, and breathing deeply as the cruiser headed south into the Bay of Biscay and the gathering storm. He appreciated the heave of a deck beneath his feet, the gale ruffling the greying brown hair into a curling mop sticky from the salt in the atmosphere, while white clouds streaked out across a clear blue sky above the tumbling, swooping water.
All last night Shaw had lain queasily, stretched out in his bunk as the Cambridge met the beginnings of the bad weather. Having no duties to perform, nothing to make him get on his feet, was a bad thing really. It had been nine hours of sheer misery, a misery of listening to the groans and creaks of the ship as she cut through the seas and took green water over her fo�c�sle-head, of listening to the wind�s shriek and the mounting rollers battering at the scuttle-glass beyond the deadlight�s steel, of watching his dressing-gown float out into the compartment from the hook behind the door, fall and then rise again until it stood almost at right angles, hovering there until the next slow drop back to remain unnaturally pressed against the woodwork. Bodily the bunk bore him upward, heaving hard into the under-side of his body and then dropping him with a swooping shudder which made the stomach pain worse. Nine hours, and then Shaw got up. He got up unsteadily, his face a pale green, hair rumpled and sweaty, and a foul taste in his mouth, his body cold with hunger and the fatigue which results from the constantly changing muscular efforts necessary to keep one�s body safely in a leaping bunk.
It was that sensation of hunger that made Shaw realize he was better. He washed, dressed, and went out on deck. He�d be in time for breakfast in the wardroom after a good blow. He stood there for a while, out on the quarterdeck, refreshing himself and blowing out the fug of the cabin and the shore, liking the keen wind and the tearing, white-capped waves which hit the ship and slopped aft from the fo�c�sle, or were whipped into spray by the mounting gale. Now that he�d got his sea-legs he could start to enjoy this heaven-sent interlude. The Cambridge was no destroyer, and her motion, though she rolled a lot, was quite different from what he recalled of those war-time North Atlantic days � slower and much more stately.
During breakfast Shaw�s mind went back to his recent interview with Captain Carberry � The Voice. Carberry, as usual, had done him proud. Carberry had put him right in the picture regarding recent developments in Spain � politically and diplomatically and topographically, bringing Shaw�s own knowledge right up to date. Carberry had warned him of a tightening up by the carabinero section of the Guardia Civil on the Spanish side of the La Linea frontier post, of a markedly increased antipathy towards British subjects entering from Gibraltar. He had put Shaw wise to the best ways of getting through both the Spanish control and the British Lines beyond the North Front if he should want to enter Spain incognito to pick up information about Karina�s intentions. Carberry had told him more about Don Jaime, and about that Malaga contact, Domingo Felipe, who could, Carberry had said, be picked up any evening in a certain one of the numerous bars in Torremolinos; this Felipe would be briefed meanwhile by other contacts in Spain, round Barcelona way, so that he would be able to make himself known to Shaw. Because of this, Carberry had strongly advised Shaw to make a point of contacting Jaime if he did enter Spain, and thus get himself within the ambit of Domingo Felipe. Carberry had provided Shaw with documentation to cover every foreseeable contingency � including a Spanish workman�s day pass from La Linea into Gibraltar. All these papers were now in a plain package in the Captain�s safe. And in Shaw�s baggage as the old cruiser pushed on south for the Straits was a set of Spanish workman�s clothing which was so genuine that it carried even the sour smell of unwashed hombre�dirty, sand-coloured corduroys, faded blue shirt, black beret. They could come in handy.
Carberry had given Shaw a photograph of Mr Ackroyd, too, so that he could identify the little man, if necessary, before he�d managed to wangle a properly casual meeting; and he�d told him quite a lot about Mr Ackroyd, and the full story of Project Sinker.
He�d said, booming out his exclamation marks, �It really is something big, old boy � the Old Man�s perfectly right! They�re blasting away the rock in some of those caves below Arrow Street, which runs along the top of the east face. It�s quite well advanced already! They�re making the caverns big enough to take these nuclear-powered subs, you see, and use the Rock itself as a kind of underground port, fully protected from the air��
�Even against H-bomb attack?�
�We-ell, yes. As near as one can possibly hope, anyway! Can�t think of anywhere else on God�s earth where they�d have a better chance � put it that way!�
Shaw had agreed with that. Under those millions of tons of living rock, beneath that great towering natural edifice, they would be pretty secure. Carberry had continued, �In time, as I dare say you�ve been told, there�ll be other refueling bases, but that�s very much in the future � they take a longish while to establish, and Gib�s our great white hope for the next few years! You can imagine the security � officially it�s being given out that the project�s concerned with providing safe berthing facilities for ordinary surface craft� the smaller escorts and anti-submarine vessels and so on� in time of war. All the people working on it are hand-picked, but even they don�t get the whole picture, and all the area is heavily screened by security police, while the labour�s provided by specially graded volunteers from among the dockyard mateys in the home ports.�
Shaw nodded. �The Old Man said something about that.�
�Now, what you might call the hub of the whole thing is in that power-house leading off Dockyard Tunnel, where this man Ackroyd has his infernal machine! He�s due to demonstrate it soon after you arrive, and we�re all keeping our fingers crossed that it�s going to work! It�s what you might call a dicey do, that machine, and Ackroyd�s last test wasn�t very satisfactory. An entirely unexpected defect cropped up. �Course, it�s been dealt with, but I don�t care for the sound of it, old boy!�
�How�s that?�
Carberry had bunched his lips and examined his fingernails for a moment; then he�d looked up, and his voice had become tauter, less plummy after that, and Shaw had known he was going to tell him something fairly startling. Carberry had that technical mind � unlike Shaw � and knew what he was talking about.
* * *
They approached the Straits a day or so later under a cloudless blue early-morning sky and a hot sun which warmed away the chills of the outward run in a grateful glow of penetrating heat which made Shaw sweat into his thin suiting of tropic-weight cloth.
Shaw watched the coast slip past the cruiser�s port side. Cape St Vincent, on the south-western tip of Portugal, faded astern, and after that Cape Trafalgar brought him the first sight of Spain. Then Tarifa, and they were in the Straits, with Cires Point, in Spanish Morocco, to starboard, Gibraltar riding high into view, vast and rocky, looming above Carnero.
By courtesy of the cruiser�s captain, Shaw was on the bridge as the Cambridge turned up for Algeciras Bay.
Captain Hugo Kent-Thomas was a vast bull of a man; the eyes, small and rather glittering, seemed sunken and lost in an expanse of red-leathery skin above the rolls of pink, bristly flesh which overlapped the stiffly starched high neckband of his white uniform. Legs apart, hands clasped behind his back, he stood and took up most of the available room in the fore-part of the navigating bridge, a solid chunk of opaqueness round which navigator and officer-of-the-watch had to peer as best they could. Owing to the weather, Kent-Thomas had been up there nearly all the time since leaving Portsmouth, and when he hadn�t been there he�d been snatching an hour or two of sleep. He�d taken such meals as he�d needed on the bridge. The result had been that he�d had no time to yam with Shaw except very briefly just after the agent had embarked, and once even more briefly when they�d met on deck at sea. He was making up for this lack of hospitality by giving Shaw the freedom of his bridge now.
His voice rumbled out. �Well � there you are, Shaw.� A heavy arm made a sweeping gesture towards Gibraltar. �Safe delivery of the all-important Admiralty Inspector � and won�t they be pleased to see you! Gib�s all yours now.� He sighed, memory of his soaking hours on that bridge still too fresh. �Wish I had your job, Shaw.�
Shaw didn�t comment.
�Damn-all to do and all day to do it in � what?�
Shaw answered that with a laugh. �Don�t underestimate the Admiralty civilian, sir. I�ll probably find I�ve got to do a fuller day�s work than ever I did when I was in the Service.� (That �when I was in the Service� came off his tongue quite easily, Shaw was glad to note.)
Kent-Thomas grunted. Shaw had gathered already that he had a prejudice against pretty well all civilians. Kent-Thomas asked, �Where did you get to in the Service, Shaw? Odd we never ran across each other, y�know.�
Shaw said, �I� spent a good deal of time in the Admiralty.�
�Oh � really?� The Captain looked round, raised his eyebrows disdainfully. �What department?�
�Just messing around,� said Shaw vaguely. He was watching the Spanish coast.
�H�m. About all they do in the Admiralty, isn�t it � mess around?�
�That�s right, sir.� Shaw knew well enough that such was the general opinion in the Fleet; but he thought of Mr Latymer, and Carberry, and the others in the outfit, those who had died and those who still lived a little longer� then, shortly before they began making in for the entrance to the inner harbour, Kent-Thomas said suddenly, �Sorry not to have seen more of you, Shaw. Pity you�ve become a damn� civilian.� He hesitated. �We�ll be in Gib for a while� come aboard again for a meal and a yarn sometime if you feel like it.�
�Thank you, sir. I�d like to do that if I�m here for long.�
�You don�t know how long the job�ll take?�
�No.�
�Where d�you go when it�s done?�
�Back to London, to mess around again, sir.� Surreptitiously Shaw crossed his fingers, wondering if he�d see London again, see Debonnair. He always wondered that, though he knew nothing was ever as bad as imagination made it. The pain started up again, cruelly.
* * *
Half an hour later Shaw left the cruiser at the Detached Mole in the Captain�s motor-boat, headed in for the Tower Steps. In the increasingly hot sunshine, Shaw disembarked, looked up at the flag of the Rear-Admiral drooping limply above the Tower. The Rock of Gibraltar stood before him, three miles long, barely a mile across at its widest point, but high, seemingly sheer, overwhelming the buildings of the little town clustered at its foot and on the lower slopes. The Rock, continuously garrisoned by British regiments since 1704, symbol of England�s former might, one of the ancient keys to that Pax Britannica which once had kept the world in tune � the whole huge edifice speckled white and brown and dusty green in the burning heat. North and west lay the blue hills of Spain, mysterious Andalusia, land of sun and grape, passion and hot blood, of mountains, and almost inaccessible mountain-towns isolated in those high, barren hills.



CHAPTER FIVE

Under a hot sun which brought to a head all the variegated smells of La Linea�s back streets a small, olive-skinned boy, barefoot and in rags, ran through the square to the north of the aduana, the Customs checkpoint from British territory, making towards a narrow alleyway which opened off a street beyond the Plaza Generalisimo Franco, beyond the pavement cafes and the bars and the little dark shops.
The alleyway was close, shut in.
The boy, accustomed to his surroundings, didn�t notice the dirt in that narrow way, the paint-peeled shutters and the rusty, crumbling wrought-iron work of the intricately patterned balconies above his dark head; the smell didn�t worry him � the indescribable smell of putrefying food and of slops thrown down into the paved strip below. A priest flitted by, pale and silent in his black habit, crow-like in the gloom of the deep canyon formed by the too close buildings; two women quarrelled vociferously outside a doorway into which a slim-waisted, effeminate man was trying to draw custom for the Exhibition � trying without success, for the busy time didn�t come until the troops and sailors from Gibraltar crossed the border later in the day to see the sights. A pretty girl leaned from a window, dreaming of the vineyards � the vineyards of Jerez de la Frontera, where her novio, her fiance, worked; a woman, older and not so pretty, called down a ribald remark to the hurrying boy beneath, and he lifted his coal-black, glittering eyes, turning his peaked little face upward to call back an even cruder one, accompanying it with a cheeky grin and a gesture of his fingers.
Lightly � pursued by badinage, because all the alley knew his destination by now � the boy ran on.
He ran on until he came to the end of the alley, where he knocked at the big, iron-studded door of a house which, blocking the way, made the alley into a cul-de-sac.
The door opened, and an old woman stood with a pool of darkness behind her, a faint draught blowing up the straggly white hair and sending little whirls of dust into the air. She snapped at the boy, though she knew what the answer would be:
�Que queres, hijo�who do you want, my son?�
�The se�orita.�
She jerked her head backward. �Come in.�
The boy obeyed, and the old woman, who was dressed from head to foot in rusty, green-tinted black, and had a face like a nut, shut the door behind him, cutting off all sound from outside. The establishment housed many girls, but (oddly, because she was not Spanish, though no one quite knew what her nationality was) only one was referred to as The Se�orita.
Inside the house was dark and cool, though dusty and peeling and uncared for. The big outer door opened into a kind of hall, a wide tiled hall off which opened many rooms; beyond, visible through a big, high, trellised grille, was a sun-filled courtyard where a fountain played, and round the yard the house, built round this hollow square, sprouted wrought-iron balconies on which the boy caught a glimpse of some of the young ladies. A burst of high laughter came from one of the balconies, and from somewhere in the house there was a faint strumming of a guitar, and a clear young voice sang of love in ancient Spain.
The crone took the boy up a flight of stairs and along to a door at the end of a passage. As they entered this passage the boy sniffed. A heavy, lingering, indescribably wonderful scent on the air� the boy didn�t know what it was called, but he had expected that smell, for he had been here before. The black eyes shone in the small pixy face. There was something in that smell that excited the senses, and it drowned the other smells of the house, overlaid its general seediness with a hint of the romance of the big world beyond the boy�s present knowing, turned the shabby, almost derelict house into a kind of fairyland in his imagination.
The old woman knocked at the door. �Se�orita?�
The voice � low, sensual � came muffled: �Yes?�
�The boy. He has come again.�
�Good! If you will send him in?�
The old woman opened the door and the boy went in. The smell of the perfume was strong now as he entered that room which, though faded and stained, and barren except for the couch, a low table and chairs, an oil-lamp, and thick velvet window-curtains, was to him rich and splendid � almost paradise. He went in with heightened colour and a queer constriction in his throat, for there was little the boy didn�t know about these things, and he knew quite well what this room was used for, and it never failed to excite
his immature yet oddly knowing imagination. The se�orita � that enigmatic woman who had come to La Linea and this house out of the blue not so very long before � was in the boy�s eyes beautiful. She was beautiful in anyone�s eyes, with that supple figure and the thick mass of hair which crowned the pale-gold oval of her face, the way she looked at men with that open invitation in her expression; but to the boy she was more than beautiful, for his eyes had seen mainly the sad drabs of the La Linea brothels, the old crones like Madame who had let him in, the �sisters� whose �brothers� sold them so regularly in the streets � and only occasionally, and remotely, the prettier girls on their balconies. Never mind the se�orita�s trade: that was of no account, and anyway she was different from the rest. To the boy, of course, she should have been old; instead, she had no more than the seductive bloom of maturity, of an exciting experience; and, young as he was, the hot blood of the promiscuous and yet Victorian land of surprising contrasts, and its hot sun which sent that hot blood pounding, had filled him with a romantic love for the se�orita from a distant country, the se�orita whom La Linea knew as Rosia del Cuatro Caminos.
To-day all the boy could see was the mass of auburn hair on which, above a screen, the sun streaming through the window-grille cast broken bars of radiance; and two small, pale-golden hands which patted that hair into place before a glass.
The low voice came from behind the screen: �Pablo?�
�Si, se�orita.� He stood there awkwardly, breathing a little fast.
�Well?�
�Se�orita, the ship has entered Gibraltar. The man � the Englishman you described to me � he has come ashore and has gone to the Bristol Hotel.�
There was a soft laugh; the hands went on patting the hair. �Well done, Pablo. Anything else?�
�No.� The boy hesitated, wrinkling his nose. �Se�orita� I think it is the man.� His black eyes looked unblinkingly towards the screen. �He is almost as you told me� and yet somehow he looked � different.�
Again the low laugh; there was something else in it now, though � tenderness, perhaps, and yet at the same time a hint of cruelty. �Older, Pablo? Is that it?�
�Perhaps.�
�Anno domini, hijo. It is many years since I met Commander Esmonde Shaw.� There was a tinge of regret in her voice now; regret for the years that had gone beyond recall, for the excitements of those early days� and yet there was a note of eagerness as she went on, �But we shall meet again very soon. He will come to me. I shall see to that, for I wish to see him once more as soon as it is safe for me to do so, and you shall help.� She raised her arm, sniffed the perfume which was called Je reviens. �Away with you now, Pablo,� she added abruptly. A small handful of peseta notes fluttered over the screen. �You know your orders meanwhile, and I shall have fresh ones for you later.�
�Si, se�orita.�
�A moment, Pablo� has Madame, the keeper of this house, questioned you about why you come here?�
�No, se�orita.� A frown appeared between the boy�s eyes, and his voice held a note of query when he added, �She has seemed curious, that is all.�
�Remember, she is to know nothing.�
�Si.� For a moment the boy hesitated, licking his lips. The voice came sharply then, commandingly: �Pablo, go now.�
When the boy had slipped away Karina came out from behind the screen and walked slowly over to a long wall glass where she studied her body intently. She was quite naked.
Esmonde Shaw when younger had been susceptible, and more than susceptible. He had appreciated the slim lines of that body which, as Karina now saw, was just as seductive as ever. Critically she looked at the long flanks, the beautiful flat stomach, and the full, rounded breasts which were as firm as a bride�s; she caressed the soft gold of her skin, the narrow strips of whiteness where her sun-suit had covered her. The cloud of hair set off the pale face; the lips were still full and red, the mouth was wide, eyes clear, and the flesh tight, teeth showing small and good when the lips parted slightly.
The years had been kind enough.
Karina turned slowly, lifted her arms, saw the sharp angle of the breasts. She took a backward glance as she twisted away farther, and was satisfied. Pivoting slowly back, her mind went on to the job ahead. There was a reckoning to come with Esmonde Shaw, and for a moment the glass showed spots of red in the cheeks, sharp lines between the eyes, and a mouth turned downward into a thin line which gave away the latent cruelty below the veneer. Something told her that this encounter to come, an encounter after so long, was going to be a fight to the finish. It wasn�t going to be her finish.
* * *
A few miles away, in Gibraltar, Shaw came down the stairs from his bedroom in the Bristol Hotel holding a newly arrived cable in his hand. That cable read:
Flying Gibraltar on business to-morrow will be at Rock Hotel love Debbie.

Shaw didn�t know what to make of that. He knew Debon-nair well enough to guess that she�d wangled it, wangled that business trip from her firm, and he wasn�t quite pleased at having a girl around when he was on a job. Maybe he�d cable her to use some sense and keep away� maybe. He knew she wouldn�t take any notice if he did. Probably couldn�t, now she�d fixed it with her office.
Shaw went into the bar, frowning.
He looked casually over the customers having a late lunchtime session. As he drank a long gin-and-lime, with ice floating in it to turn the tumbler to frosted crystal, he asked the barman off-handedly if a Mr Ackroyd was in the crowd.
The man was fat, cheery, with a brisk voice. He said, �No, sir.� He polished a glass carefully. �May be along yet. He does come in quite often, though come to think of it I haven�t seen him for a couple of days.�
�Uh-huh.� Shaw flicked his lighter, slid a white cuff up his lean brown arm and looked at his watch. �I won�t wait.�
�If he comes in shall I say you were inquiring?�
Shaw shook his head. �Thanks, but it�s not important. I believe I met him some years ago, and I thought we might have a drink if it�s the same Mr Ackroyd. I�ll run into him some time or other.�
�Righto, sir.�
Shaw wandered away from the bar, sat down in a corner. The job hadn�t begun yet, and he felt nervy, strung-up, had that old damnable sensation in the pit of his stomach, a feeling of nausea which the gin didn�t help. He ought to have had brandy� hell, that damned pain. He felt his features tightening up, knew he looked ill. Once he started it would be all right. Well, the first thing to do was to make his number with Humphreys, the Superintending Naval Armament Supply Officer, and establish his cover-story to satisfy any flapping ears and prying eyes which may have noted his arrival that morning. His appointment with Humphreys had already been fixed by signal from the Cambridge before he�d disembarked, and now, leaving his gin, he got up abruptly, feeling sweat in the palms of his hands. He decided to walk along to S.N.A.S.O.�s office, even though the sun was at its hottest, for he wanted to get the feel of Gibraltar again, and after the two days at sea he felt the need to stretch his legs.
When his preliminary business with S.N.A.S.O. was concluded Shaw asked, just as casually as he�d asked the barman at the Bristol, if S.N.A.S.O. could tell him where he�d be most likely to meet a man called Ackroyd.
�Ackroyd?� Humphreys frowned. �Admiralty Ackroyd, d�you mean?�
�That�ll probably be him � I believe he�s with the Admiralty,� Shaw murmured off-handedly.
Humphreys grinned. �He�s a curious little cove, works underground or something.� He seemed about to add something more, and then thought better of it. �I should think you�d most likely find him in the bar of the Bristol or the Yacht Club.�
Shaw looked quizzical, and Humphreys hastened to explain, �It�s not that he drinks much more than most, really. Er� how well d�you know him, Commander?�
�Hardly at all.� Shaw repeated what he�d said to the barman.
�Well, d�you see, it�s companionship he feels in need of, I think, boosts him a bit to be with what he�d call the �nobs,� and that�s why he�s there such a lot, mostly in the evenings� matter of fact, though, now I come to think of it, I haven�t seen him for a day or so.�
* * *
The Alameda Gardens were a blaze of colour � scarlets and reds and blues and yellows; shady beneath the dark green of the trees, the little paths ran between rock. Fairly high up even here, you could look over the tops of the hivelike flats of the Government rehousing scheme, built on what once had been Red Sands, where the military columns had formed up for a great attack on the Spanish lines during the siege of some hundred and eighty years before to write a page into British history. Beyond the flats were the dockyard, the harbour, and the blue water of Algeciras Bay, beyond again the jagged Andalusian mountains. Behind, almost overhead, the great Rock towered, looming over the town sheltering beneath. It came to Shaw that Gibraltar had been lucky in the War not to have had more bombs dropped on it; a few biggish ones, blowing out chunks of that stupendous, rearing Rock, would have done quite a lot of damage in the town as the boulders fell on the flat, water-catching roofs of the sand-coloured houses bordering the narrow streets� streets so steep that many of them were cut into steps. Shaw would have liked more time to look round Gibraltar again. There was romance and colour in the very place-names of the Rock � names that had their origins in history, names that commemorated the regiments and the men who had served the Rock through her long years as a British fortress-outpost: Chatham Counterguard, Cornwall�s Parade, Forbes�s Battery, Hesse�s Demi-Bastion, Green�s Lodge�
* * *
Later that day Shaw discovered that Ackroyd hadn�t been in the Yacht Club either for the last twenty-four hours; further discreet inquiries told him that this could be considered somewhat unusual. It was then that Shaw, in the circumstances, began to feel a little natural concern � a concern which became real worry when he got back to the Bristol and found a coded cable waiting for him. Quickly he broke it down. The cable read:
Contact Defence Security Officer soonest possible.

It was from the Old Man himself.
* * *
The security policeman at the desk in the D.S.O.�s outer office was sorting forms. He said, �I�m sorry, sir, Major Staunton is out with the Chief of Police and I don�t know when he�ll be back.�
�All right,� said Shaw. �I�ll wait, if that�s in order.�
�Right-ho, sir, that�ll be quite O.K.� The policeman gave him a seat and Shaw lit a cigarette. He hadn�t finished it when a car stopped outside and a dark, rather saturnine man with a soldierly bearing, whom Shaw guessed was Major Staunton, hurried in with another man � a man in police uniform, evidently the Chief of Police.
Staunton spoke to the security man at the desk. �If anyone wants me I�m not here.� The voice was clipped, brusque. �Meeting in half an hour with H.E. in The Convent, and I don�t know when I�ll be finished. Admiral and Air Officer Commanding will be there too, and the Brigadier�� He broke off as Shaw caught his eye. �Who�re you, may I ask?�
�The name is Shaw � Admiralty Inspector of Arament��
�Ah, yes, I heard you were coming.� The tone was short and impatient. �Sorry. Can�t see you now.�
�It�s by way of being important��
Staunton�s dark eyes flashed; even the tight black moustache seemed to stick out straighten �My dear sir,� he snapped tartly, �there�s something vastly more important than Armament Inspection going on. We�ll have to make it another time. Good day to you.�
Staunton swept into his private office, followed by the Chief of Police, and the door was slammed shut.
Shaw�s teeth clamped together and he felt the familiar pain in his guts. He moved swiftly over to the door before the security policeman could stop him. He jerked it open.
�What the�� Major Staunton stared angrily, his whole face seeming to hackle up. The dark eyes, level and steady over a hawk-like nose, had gone stony. �Will you kindly get to hell out of here?�
Shaw said quietly, �I�m sorry.� Shaw had been given absolute discretion to handle this job in his own way, and though that cable had not told him specifically to make his department known to the Defence Security Officer he knew that Staunton and the Chief of Police would be two of the most trusted men, men in whom he could confide without any qualms at all when circumstances made it necessary. Those circumstances had clearly come. Shaw reached into his pocket and produced the red-and-green-panelled Identity Card, which he passed to Staunton. He said, �I�m instructed to contact you, Major.�
Staunton looked at Shaw, took up the card, and examined it. �I see,� he said, raising his thick eyebrows a little. He glanced across at the police chief. �Naval Intelligence,� he said quietly. �Makes rather a difference, that.� He swung back to Shaw. �Now, Commander. I�ve not been told anything about you � in this connexion.� He tapped the card. �What do you want?�
�I want to find a man called Ackroyd.�
Staunton looked at him keenly and grunted. He sat back for a moment. Then he said, �Excuse me just a minute, won�t you?� He reached out for a telephone, said, �Scramble line to Whitehall.� When he got through he explained briefly about Shaw, and after that his conversation consisted mainly of grunts. Then slamming back the receiver he gave Shaw another shrewd, appraising look and said, �You appear to have considerable priority, you know. Well � I�m at your disposal and I�ll help in any way I can � and it sounds as though you can help us a lot, too.� He smiled a little then, tightly, anxiously. �You were asking about Ackroyd.�
�It�d help if I could know where he is.�
Staunton leaned forward, shoulders hunched. �Suppose I told you he was dead?�
Shaw felt very cold suddenly. He asked, �Is he?�
�My dear chap, that�s what we all want to know.� Staunton gave a sidelong glance at the Chief of Police, and Shaw, following that glance, noticed the dubious look which crossed the policeman�s face. Staunton went on deliberately, �A body was found this morning above Europa Point. Just below Windmill Hill. And Ackroyd hasn�t been seen since last night. There was no alarm till the body was found. Owing to the injuries it was totally unrecognizable, but it carried papers belonging to Ackroyd, and the general physical build and so on tallies. All the same, and in spite of the fact that the Chief of Police here disagrees, I don�t believe it�s Ackroyd�s body.� Again he looked over at the other man, and then went on, �But I can tell you this much, after a fairly exhausting day�s work: Ackroyd is no longer in Gibraltar, whether or not he�s in the next world. We�ve gone through the place with a tooth-comb.� He hesitated for a moment. �I can tell you something else, too: if we don�t find him pretty damn quick there�s going to be trouble. For one thing � and London says you know the details already and you�ll understand � I�ve heard that that blasted fuel unit of his has developed a defect again, and now they can�t stop it to find out what�s wrong. Ackroyd seems to be the only one who knows anything � and we�re expecting a planeload of distinguished senior officers from N.A.T.O., plus Cabinet Ministers, who�re coming to watch the thing in operation!�
Shaw had gone very white. He said, �So that�s happened again, has it? Why can�t they switch off?�
Staunton snapped, �I don�t know. I don�t know anything about the damn� thing. All I know is the bare fact that they can�t put it right, and they can�t switch it off.� He added, �I�m more concerned about Ackroyd himself.�
That phrase � London says you know the details already � had shaken Shaw because of what Carberry had told him. He said, �Major, is the thing� overheating? Is that it?�
Staunton�s searching glance ran over his face. �I believe it is. I gather the report from the technicians said something like that. Why? What�s the matter?�
�Major,� said Shaw quietly, �I shouldn�t start worrying just because the high-ups are due. If they can�t switch off soon there�s going to be more than mere trouble.� Earnestly he leaned forward, feeling the sweat sticky on his face. �Don�t you realize the Rock�s likely to go sky-high? Right now we�re sitting on what could be the biggest atomic blast since Hiroshima.�



CHAPTER SIX

The night before Shaw arrived the seedy-looking little man with the timid eyes had been happier than he�d ever been in his life. Happier and more important-feeling.
The huge power-production unit, even its lead casing seeming to pulse with controlled energy, had been running quite satisfactorily in the close, stuffy power-house, the enormous cavern which the Admiralty had allocated to it below Gibraltar�s rock. It seemed almost to speak to him, to respond to his caresses as he put out a skinny arm and patted the metal fondly, revealing the dark sweat-stains under the armpits of his open-necked white shirt. Dum-da, dum-da, it went, in its slow, emphatic way� dum-da, dum-da, dum-da, dum-da�
That machine � Autopowered Fuel Production Unit (AGL Six), Mark One, to give it the full designation, or AFPU ONE for short � was Mr Ackroyd�s whole life, almost of itself the culmination of years and years of grinding work and study which had really started when he was just a kid at the grammar school in the East Riding, taking a keen interest in the science lessons � even in those days, he thought, they�d taunted him with being half barmy. Well, in just under three days� time he�d show them all, he�d just ruddy well show them. He�d been told that there was a possibility that even the Defence Minister was coming with the top brass.
Mr Ackroyd had started up AFPU ONE an hour or so ago because she took two full days to work up before she began to produce results � and when he�d run her through some days earlier for test she really hadn�t behaved very well, hadn�t been herself at all, and he�d had to send in a long, highly secret report about his brain-child�s irregularities. Of course, he�d worked on her since then, but still�
And now he�d started her, and watched her, and made some adjustments, and watched her again like a proud father � and he�d found her running beautifully. Mr Ackroyd peered round, squinting into powerful electric light. He looked suspicious, furtive almost. The senior technician on watch was reading the dials on the main remote-control panel set in the rock wall of the power-house and he wasn�t taking any notice of Mr Ackroyd. Quickly, deftly, the little man did what he always did when he left the machine running, and opened up the primary starting-panel in the side of AFPU ONE herself, the starting-panel which could also be remote-controlled from that main control-panel; he took a screwdriver from his pocket and, after undoing some screws, dismantling some of the mechanism, and fiddling with a few knobs, he removed a steel plate set fairly deeply inside. Inserting his fingers gently, he probed for perhaps half a minute, while his eyes roved the workshop; at the end of that time he brought out a small piece of metal shaped rather like a spanner � a very-thin, flat spanner with a hole at one end and at the other a semicircular convex head cut into very fine teeth. Then, whistling a little to himself, and drawing the back of his hand across his nose, he slipped the piece of metal into a pocket and replaced the steel plate, reassembled the remaining mechanism, and closed the panel. After that he patted the power unit again � alarmed, in a funny sort of way, at his own suspicious instincts. The truth was, as he admitted to himself, he�d always been like that; it wasn�t quite his own fault, for even as a kiddy he�d always found that every one� grown-ups and other children alike � had seemed to be in some vast conspiracy to mess up anything he�d set his heart on, to wreck his plans and ambitions and his poor, fragile hopes. And no one was going to have the opportunity to do anything like that this time of all times.
AFPU ONE meant a tremendous lot to Gibraltar. For that matter it meant life or death to the whole Western defence programme. But it also meant everything to Mr Ackroyd himself. It was his vindication. It was his machine � all his. His technicians � all very decent lads, as he freely admitted � knew the routine maintenance and how to start and stop the machine and all that; but they hadn�t his intimacy with her, hadn�t worked on her from the word go, right from the first airy-fairy dream and the roughed-out drawings before even the blue-prints had been thought of as a likelihood; and if anything went wrong, Mr Ackroyd used to say to himself, with a certain guilty satisfaction, they�d be �proper stumped.� And now that he�d taken that vital part out of the innards of the starting mechanism no one would be able to stop her when he wasn�t there and muck her about and perhaps spoil his big moment, when (he hoped) the Minister of Defence himself stood beside AFPU ONE and murmured words of praise and congratulation into his willing ear. So that was that. They�d be much too scared to mess about with the innards if they couldn�t stop her.
A little self-importantly Mr Ackroyd spoke to the technician who was still studying the various dial readings. He said, �Well, there we are, lad. She�s working fine now, she is. Keep your eye on �er, though.�
�Okay, Mr Ackroyd.�
The physicist took a last look round. �I�ll be back in the morning as usual,� he said, �and if you want me before, ring me.� There was a phone to the Dockyard Exchange in the power-house. �Ring me at once if she doesn�t seem to be going right, eh, lad? She�ll have to be stopped if she over-�eats again, and we may �ave to strip �er down.�
�Yes, sir.�
�Good night, then lad.�
Mr Ackroyd, enjoying as usual � even now � the sensation he always got when he was called �sir,� picked up a towel and a bathing-costume, the sort that covered him completely, and walked out of the almost airless compartment which drummed with heat and AFPU ONE�s reverberating dum-da. The technician watched him go, a slight smile on his lips. He thought: Poor little beggar, he�s dead nuts about this machine, and he�s so full of brain he doesn�t know how to relax properly�.
Mr Ackroyd, handing in the film badge which he had pinned to his shirt, and which when developed would show up any radiation, turned to the right out of the side-passage into Dockyard Tunnel proper, walked down towards the Sandy Bay end, came out along the narrow-gauge railway track under the stars, took in draughts of cool, fresh air gratefully. Making to his left, he called good-night to the dockyard policeman on the gates and went out into the roadway strictly according to his unchanging nightly routine. After a day�s work in the close confines and stuffiness of the tunnel power-house, Mr Ackroyd looked forward immensely to his nice swim in the dark from Sandy Bay. A swim, and then a noggin in the Bristol or the Yacht Club, where he enjoyed the sensation of being regarded as a big-shot even if the nobs didn�t exactly make him feel one of themselves.
Walking down to the beach, Mr Ackroyd put his little bundle in the same spot as he always put it � in the lee of a nice big rock where any chance passer-by � not that there was likely to be many of these � couldn�t see his skinny frame entering the bathing-costume. He was about to start undressing when with terrifying suddenness a man appeared from the darkness behind the rock and pinioned his arms behind his back. Mr Ackroyd felt his heart thudding away. He was about to utter a frightened scream when a second man pressed a hand tightly over his mouth; while a third thrust a knife into his ribs just hard enough for the tip to penetrate the shirt and draw blood. Mr Ackroyd felt the warm trickle of his own gore down his skimpy chest and quivered for an instant.
Then he fainted.
The man with the knife withdrew his weapon, the hand came away from Mr Ackroyd�s mouth, and the little physicist was tightly gagged with a dirty strip of cloth. Then he was picked up and carried down towards the sea and pushed into a rowing-boat which had grounded on the sand. This boat took him and the three men out to a felucca which was lying off to seaward. All the men were transferred to the felucca, which, when the rowing-boat had been made fast astern, hoisted sail and made to the northward for the fishing quarter of La Linea, to the east of the town.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Shaw�s statement about the possibility of the Rock going up had, not surprisingly, shaken Staunton rigid. The Defence Security Officer stared at Shaw and demanded, �What in hell d�you mean by that?�
Shaw tried to explain, to put across what he�d been told by Carberry; and all the time he was talking he was conscious of the pain in his guts like a small, red-hot pill. For Debonnair was coming out to Gibraltar; admitted, Carberry had warned him of AFPU ONE�s defective performance, but it had never been imagined that they might not be able to switch off, so of course he hadn�t thought anything of it when he�d got that cable from the girl. Though presumably the danger was not immediate, he wanted to get away and send that message which would � might � stop her� but he forced himself to forget his private worries.
He said, �I�m told that a few days before he started up the fuel unit for this demonstration, Ackroyd ran it for test and found it wasn�t behaving quite as expected.�
�I gather that�s right. Hardly surprising, surely � the thing�s only a prototype, isn�t it, really?�
�Well, it�s not perfected yet, certainly. I suppose anything could have gone wrong, but what I gather from you has happened now � I mean this overheating business � is precisely what Ackroyd had in mind might happen after that last test. It was all in a report which he sent to the Admiralty. I dare say it would have been all right if the thing could be stopped � but you say it can�t.� Shaw hesitated, rubbed a hand across his long chin.
Staunton lit a cigarette, offered Shaw one which the agent took. Shaw�s fingers were shaking a little as he lit up; he went on, �To put it in a nutshell, Major, if this fault isn�t corrected AFPU ONE will get like� like a hen that�s egg-bound.� He frowned. �I�m no expert, and that�s the best way I can put it.� He broke off, biting his lip, then leaned forward and went on grimly, �I�m not a physicist any more than you, and I�m only repeating what I�ve been told� which is this; when that fuel unit starts producing under excess heat there�ll be a build-up in the ejection duct.� His eyes were bright now, staring into Staunton�s face. �When that jam-up reaches, let�s call it, x proportions, and when the machine gets to y temperature � and obviously no one knows quite when that stage�ll be reached � the algalesium product will react on what I call the H-bomb automatic power unit inside AFPU ONE � and then it goes up. Unless it can be switched off meantime, of course.�
There was a silence, and then Staunton said briefly, �My God.�
He got up, walked about the office. Shaw watched him. There was a cold feeling running along Shaw�s spine; he�d had experience of explosives � ordinary explosives like T.N.T.�� and he could visualize only too well what that explosion in a confined place almost in the dead centre of the Rock would do to the structure, to the very foundations upon which Gibraltar stood � to Gibraltar�s very stuff of existence itself. Split it asunder, send those millions of tons of rock and earth and stone and fortifications and big fortress-guns flinging down on that little, clustering, overcrowded town, on the inhabitants� and after that, if there was anyone left to know about it, the atomic mushroom-cloud and the fall-out, the radiation spreading over the Straits, over the gap where Gibraltar once had been. The end of the dockyard, of the fortress, of Project Sinker, of all that the fortress-rock � for so long the key defence outpost of the Commonwealth � had ever meant to England; the end of everything.
From Staunton�s expression Shaw could see that the Defence Security Officer had that picture in his mind as well. Staunton asked, �Is there any estimate of � how long?�
�I was told that if the fuel unit overheated it would probably be safe for about a week � not more � after starting to produce the AGL Six. Of course, then it was never dreamed that it wouldn�t be possible to switch the thing off, so the time-limit wasn�t really important � and anyhow no one really knows, probably not even Ackroyd.� Shaw rubbed the side of his nose with a brown forefinger and frowned. �Look, I�ve seen photos of Ackroyd and I�ve also heard quite a lot about him from my department. But I�d like to know how he struck you. Can you give me a word-picture of the man?�
�Yes, I can.� Staunton went back to his desk, perched on a corner of it, nervily hunched. �He�s a funny little geezer in appearance, rather like the popular idea of a pre-War foreman plumber but without the authority and assurance. You know � bowler hat, droopy moustache, off-the-peg blue serge suit, very shiny � till it rotted off him with the sweat, since when he�s gone into open-necked shirts. Actually arrived out here from England wearing the bowler. Yorkshire accent, quite pronounced. He�s rather pathetic, really � never quite found his level in a garrison like this. He�s not assured enough to mix with the brass away from the job, and he�s too brainy for his own sort � regular egg-head, though you mightn�t think it to look at him, and awfully standoffish � shy, really. He can be bloody pig-headed and awkward, and yet he�s an awful little coward too � oddly enough, considering his job. Runs a mile at any sudden noise, and is like a child if he cuts his finger.� Staunton drew deeply on his cigarette, stubbed it out, and lit another. �And how do I know all this? Simple. People talk, and anyway it�s my job to sort these chaps out. One thing I don�t know � how the devil did the Admiralty allow it to happen that he�s the only one who understands this damned machine, Shaw?�
Shaw shrugged. �We can�t disguise it, there�s been a first-class blunder somewhere. Blit it seems he showed a certain amount of astuteness in arranging his own training programme so that no one man knew too much and got into a position of being able to steal his thunder. It�s just one of those things that only get highlighted when a crisis happens � and it�s easy to be wise after the event.� Staunton scowled. �So England stands to lose the most important link in the chain of these bases, to say nothing of all our lives� in fact the chances are if this lot goes up the whole damn scheme�s done for, at least for a good many years. Without Ackroyd, they won�t be able to get any other bases going.�
Shaw sighed. Rather helplessly, he asked, �Has anything been done so far to try to stop the fuel unit?� He thought: It�s auto-powered, and the power-supply can�t be cut out independently of the normal stopping process, so there can�t be any question of turning off the juice from outside�
Staunton answered him impatiently. �I�ve had my hands full investigating the Ackroyd business and that body, and I�ve had very little information about the fuel unit, Shaw. The technicalities are nothing to do with me, and I don�t know anything about the damn thing � but so far as I gather they�re completely flummoxed and likely to remain so.�
�Unless we find Ackroyd,� Shaw said quietly.
�Exactly. Unless we find Ackroyd. All we know for certain is that he was seen to leave Dockyard Tunnel for his usual swim at Sandy Bay. That was last night, and to-day we found that body near Europa.� Staunton began getting himself ready for his meeting with the Governor. �My guess is that Ackroyd is in Spain right now, though, that that body�s just some poor bastard they knocked off in Spain and brought in as a red herring.�
That was Shaw�s guess too. He said, �They probably got Ackroyd off by sea, while he was swimming. That�d be easy enough.�
* * *
Staunton went off to the meeting of Gibraltar�s top brass after that, but Shaw didn�t go with him � instead, the D.S.O. gave him a car and a security policeman as driver, telling the latter to take the Commander to Dockyard Tunnel and then to the mortuary to have a look at the body.
The car swung into the dockyard�s Ragged Staff gate and turned left for the entrance to the tunnel, where it stopped. The driver said, �Might as well walk it, sir. It�s rough going for a car.�
Shaw nodded and the policeman led the way in beside the narrow-gauge railway track which ran right through the tunnel beneath the rock. Only dimly lit, the tunnel was eerie and cool; stores and workshops opened off it; down here, during the War, the North African landings � Operation Torch � had been planned and directed, the H.Q. operating within the living rock, safe from enemy bombs. Drips of water coming through the porous limestone fell on Shaw as he walked along; and after a while he heard a curious drumming sound, a kind of dum-da, dum-da in the now close air, a sound which seemed to echo through the rock and fill the tunnel with its low, regular note. A little after that the guide turned off into a side-tunnel to the right past two armed security guards who checked their passes; and they were issued with the radiation film badges. As they went along the narrow passageway Shaw heard that dum-da noise more loudly; and when they entered a compartment leading off the side tunnel and came into Ackroyd�s workshop he saw AFPU ONE, a vast structure seemingly shut in under a lead casing. Behind the dome-shaped pile the control panel on the rock-face showed a multiplicity of dials and lights which dimmed and rose again as Shaw watched. The air in this compartment, whose roof seemed lost in dimness, was musty and stale, and that pulsating in the air drummed uncomfortably on the ears. It gave Shaw the feeling of being under high pressure � a nasty, claustrophobic feeling which made his flesh tingle with a sudden desire to be out of the place and into the clean upper air again.
The white-overalled technician on watch � quite a youngster, red-haired and fresh-faced and keen � came forward, raised an eyebrow at the security policeman.
�All right, mate. Gentleman�s been sent by Major Staunton.�
�Oh� okay, then.� The technician looked at Shaw, who smiled in a friendly way, shook his hand, and established his Admiralty status. He asked the man one or two questions, the answers to which, horrifyingly, confirmed the theories which he�d put to Staunton. The technician looked a reliable sort � and the Old Man back in London had told him that all the men on this job had had a severe screening and were all first-class hands. Shaw cut into the man�s technical explanations and asked:
�Is any help being requested from home, now Mr Ackroyd is � gone?�
�Yes, sir. The Admiral�s asked for a team of experts to be flown out from London, but if we can�t stop her I reckon they won�t either.� The youngster opened a panel in the side of AFPU ONE after raising a lead �curtain,� and pointed to a small red button. He said, �That�s what ought to do it � see? Just press that and off she goes. But it won�t work.�
The young man�s face was troubled, as though in some way his own efficiency was at fault. Shaw stretched out a hand and pressed, hard. The red button went right in, quite freely, as though it had no resistance behind it, as though something wasn�t engaging somewhere; it hadn�t the touch of a button which has merely gone a bit screwy as it were, a button which might have jiggled a little in its socket like a faulty bell-push.
Shaw�s face puckered up. In natural bafflement, he said, �Feels almost as though something�s missing somewhere.�
It was just a shot in the dark really, but it brought a response.
The man�s eyes lit up and he said, �Well, sir, that�s just exactly what I�ve been thinking. But I don�t see how it could be� unless�� He broke off, uncertainly.
�Go on,� Shaw prompted. �Unless what?�
�Well, sir, Mr Ackroyd, he was � always very touchy about the fuel-producing unit, if you know what I mean.� The youngster spoke awkwardly, hesitantly, a little diffident that he should be critical of his chief.
Shaw helped him out. He said, �Yes, I know, lad. Well � what�s your theory?�
�I was on watch when he was in here last � before he disappeared, see? I don�t think he realized it, but � Look, sir, you come over here a minute.�
Shaw followed him to the remote-control panel. The technician pointed to it. �See, sir? It�s very highly polished; you just look into it. You can see the machine reflected in it.�
�Yes,� Shaw agreed. �You certainly can, and very clearly.� He could see beyond that lead curtain, right to the panel where the red button was. �Well?�
�Well, sir, Mr Ackroyd, he was messing about with the primary starting-panel last night. He didn�t know I was watching, and I wasn�t, not all the time. I was looking at the dials. You have to most of the time when she�s just started up, see. There�s no reason why he shouldn�t be at the starting-panel, of course, but I did think he was � well, sort of edgy, and he kept looking in my direction� almost as though he was doing something he didn�t ought to.�
�Uh-huh.� Shaw looked searchingly at the man, blue eyes narrowed thoughtfully. �You mean he may have done something to the starting-mechanism?�
�Yes, sir, I do, and that�s honest. I think he may have removed a bit of it. That�s the sort of thing he would do, as you�d see if you�d worked with him. He�s � he was as nice as anything to work for if you kept on letting him see you knew he was brainy, like� but he wouldn�t put up with any of what he called interference. I don�t know if you follow, sir? He�s��
�I think I follow all right. But so far as I know, nothing was found on the body.� An idea had come to Shaw and, though he felt certain that the body wasn�t Ackroyd�s, he knew that it would be just as well if the impression got around that he did believe it was, for this impression would, with any luck, reach Karina through her contacts and help to give her a false confidence. �Didn�t any of this occur to you last night � while Mr Ackroyd was here?�
�No, sir. Wouldn�t have been up to me to say anything if it had, come to that.� He still looked puzzled. �I�ve just been putting two and two together after all this happened and we couldn�t stop her, and a short while ago I remembered what I�d seen, see?�
Shaw nodded. �Told anyone else?�
�Well, I talked it over with my mate.�
�Natural enough,� Shaw murmured. �But for the time being, I want you and your mate to keep dead quiet about this, and in the meantime I�ll see it�s passed on to the proper quarter. Right?�
�Yes, sir.�
Shaw went back to the fuel unit. �When these London experts get here, won�t they be able to make a spare, if that is what�s happened?�
The man shook his head doubtfully. �There�s no real expert except Mr Ackroyd so far as I know � these people, they won�t be properly familiar with it.� He sniffed a little. �You couldn�t strip the mechanism right down anyway, not while she�s working, not unless you�re prepared to commit suicide. I�d say they won�t get results in the time.�
Shaw felt his guts twisting. He asked, �I believe this particular fault was always on the cards, wasn�t it � at least, after you ran her through for test the other day?�
�That�s right.�
�Has it started producing yet?�
�Just started, sir � before we expected her to, but nothing�s been ejected.� The man looked strained.
�I see. Is there any sort of indicator which�ll tell you when the thing�s on the point of � going up?�
�Yes.� The technician led Shaw back to the main remote-control panel, pointed to a bulb set in the centre of it, a bulb which very dimly glowed, a mere thread of redness illuminating its coils. �That�s the primary safety indicator. Far as we know at present, there�s a time-limit anyway to the running of the fuel unit, after which it starts to get dangerous if she�s not switched off for a rest and to cool down, but of course what�s happened now, see, it�s a definite fault�over-heating.� He wiped sweat from his face. �None of us know very much about this, mind, but the brighter that light gets the nearer we are to the time to switch off. �Course, it�s only meant to draw the attention of the man on watch to it � there�s a dial indicator here � see? When the pointer reaches the red line that�s going to be the danger mark � so far as we know, sir. We can�t be absolutely certain because she�s never been run for long before.� He added, �There�s one more warning � a final one. A siren. When that sounds you throw the switches off fast as you can and beat itl That�ll only go if the dials are faulty and under-reading.�
�Uh-huh. These danger indicators weren�t put in just in case this particular situation arose � I mean, this clogging-up fault?�
�Oh, no, sir. They�re just a general indication that she�s getting to the end of her safe running time, that�s all, but they�re all we�ve got to go on � except for a bell which rings if any activity�s released, and that�s a different thing altogether.�
�So, in fact, she could go up at any time, really?�
�She could go up this minute for all anyone knows for absolute certain, sir,� the technician said simply, �but I don�t think that�s likely! I think we can rely on those indicators.�
Shaw drew a deep breath. �I hope to God you�re right,� he said heavily.
He knew he hadn�t much time now. Ackroyd and that missing part � if it really was missing, and Shaw felt that that technician was right � had to be found before the red mark was reached, before the H-bomb power-unit reacted to the AGL Six, before that light brightened to a beam of death�
* * *
After that Shaw�s policeman guide took him down towards the eastern end of the main tunnel and then past a Security Police guard into a recently blasted footway leading to a cavern which had been christened Admiralty Cave, and which when completed was to be the fuelling base for the nuclear-powered submarines. This footway sloped fairly sharply downward. No steps had yet been cut into it, and descending to the cavern itself was an eerie and rather frightening experience, a groping forward in torchlight down a damp and slithery rock slope so low overhead that Shaw had to bend all the way along, with the torch glinting on still water, deep and dark ahead of them. Admiralty Cave was an enormous underground harbour, with a long channel leading out to the main berths beyond which could be seen, faintly, quite a small entrance open to the sea. Narrow rock ledges ran round the sides of the water, ledges which would in time become the fuelling wharves. The cavern had, of course, existed before blasting operations started; but its extension was an almost incredible feat of excavating skill, and Shaw, walking through to the main berths, could visualize easily enough what this vast place would be like when the atomic submarine base was fully established. There would be, he estimated, room to berth at one and the same time over a hundred big underwater missile-firing craft, with all their ancillaries in the way of stores and offices, rearming and repair yards. He found Project Sinker coming breathtakingly alive now.
When they were coming back up the footway Shaw told his guide that he wanted to have a look at Sandy Bay; walking right along the main tunnel, he went out into the open, down to the beach, looked for a moment thoughtfully at the water where Ackroyd had gone to swim, examined the beach itself in case anything had been dropped or any clues left; failing to find anything, he turned back and they went straight through westward into the dockyard. Soon after Shaw was in the mortuary looking at the corpse which had been found that morning above Europa Point, at the southern tip of the Rock. Somebody, he thought, had done a good job on it. The head was missing, the trunk gaped wide open. Shaw fancied there was already the sickly-sweet smell of decay. He didn�t doubt for a moment that Karina was responsible for this � the man whose body this had been had probably been pushed off Windmill Hill after it was already dead. The body was, as Staunton had said, totally unrecognizable, and only those papers (apart, apparently, from a general similarity of build) had provided any means of identification. Unreliable evidence � the papers were more than likely phoney � Karina wouldn�t kill a useful man like Ackroyd, not so early in the game.
* * *
After his official meeting with the brass, Staunton took Shaw along for a private talk with the Governor in The Convent, the historic old building in Main Street used as His Excellency�s official residence. They found General Hammersley, a very worried man, striding up and down in his office; Shaw knew that this distinguished soldier � who could now be the last in a long line of Governors of Gibraltar � faced the biggest crisis in the Rock�s long fortress-story.
Hammersley�s eyes, oddly gentle though clear and penetrating, were summing Shaw up. He said, �Well, Shaw, I believe you do realize the extent of this thing?�
�Yes, sir.�
�Total extinction. The place reduced to radioactive rubble,� said Hammersley quietly. His voice shook, just a little. �One of England�s oldest bases� He broke off abruptly, and Shaw could see the emotion in his face. Shaw thought again of those place-names that signposted Gibraltar�s past: Rosia Parade, Ragged Staff, O�Hara�s Battery, Prince Edward�s Gate.
After that Sir Francis Hammersley � a square man with a pugnacious, firm-chinned face and a small, sandy moustache � came straight to the point, and Shaw gathered that the question of immediate evacuation was very much in his mind. There were, Hammersley said, two avenues of total evacuation: one, a large-scale combined air-sea lift involving the wholesale diversion of shipping and aircraft to the Rock; two, an evacuation by land across the Spanish frontier which Whitehall contended wasn�t �on� at all except as a last desperate resort � and that only if the Spanish authorities agreed, which, considering their attitude towards British retention of Gibraltar, was unlikely. And, said Hammersley, London was trying at all costs to avoid any evacuation whatever� without exactly committing themselves to a direct refusal. Which meant, in effect, that the whole onus was being thrown on Hammersley.
�Which,� he said, with a tired smile, �is what we unfortunates who have to govern the Commonwealth learn to expect anyway.�
Hammersley, thought Shaw, looked the kind of man who could take the responsibility, enormous though it was, and cruel too; he was clearly an example of the right man in the right place at the right time. Sir Francis said heavily, �I�ve been almost constantly on the scramble line to Whitehall in the last few hours, and during the meeting to-night I was called up by your chief, Shaw. He tells me you�re the man-on-the-spot with the background hush-hush knowledge and so forth, and he suggests I take your advice. Well, I just thought I�d have a look at you!� He laughed briefly. �I�ve had that look, and I�m quite satisfied. I�ll just tell you this� I won�t say it again, but you can rely upon it � I�m prepared to listen to what you say, and if I take your advice I�ll assume full responsibility afterwards. So just speak your mind, my boy. Right?�
�Yes, sir,� said Shaw gratefully. He thought for a moment, marshalling his arguments. �Well � the first thing is this: I think London�s absolutely right not to want a general evacuation yet � that is, before we�ve had a chance to deal with the trouble. This thing�s too important. Obviously, this Project Sinker can�t be kept a dead secret once it�s fully operational, but every day during which it can be kept secret is a day gained, as it were, in the East-West balance � and you�ll probably agree that time counts in the cold war racket. It�s vital that nothing should come out yet, especially about the fuel-production unit � that�s the main thing. Any big move like an evacuation would bust security wide open in five minutes. You very likely wouldn�t be able physically to shift the whole population without the most frightful shindy, sir � I seem to remember in the 1940 evacuation a lot of them had to be moved by force, and that wasn�t by any means a total evacuation.� Shaw leaned forward earnestly. �There�s just one way to handle this, sir, if I may say so, and that�s to concentrate on getting hold of Ackroyd.�
�You don�t believe that body was Ackroyd�s, then?�
�No, sir, I don�t.� Shaw gave his reasons for this belief, and Staunton grunted his agreement.
Staunton said, �I�m perfectly certain it�s not, sir. I may be working only on hunches, but I�m sure that�s not Ackroyd. I�d bet any money. He wouldn�t be likely to go and do himself in just when he was going to achieve his ambition � and there�s no murder motive. It could be accidental � he could have fallen off Windmill Hill, I suppose, but the injuries don�t bear that out. And as Shaw says, if anyone was after what he knew � well, sir, is it likely they�d kill him?�
�No.� Hammersley took up his pipe, thrust a pipe-cleaner through it. He rubbed-out some tobacco. There was a silence until Shaw repeated, �Well, sir � as I said, we�ve got to find Ackroyd. And something he may have with him.�
The more Shaw thought about that young technician�s theory that Ackroyd had taken away a vital part of AFPU ONE, the more he felt convinced it was right; and now he told the Governor and Staunton about that conversation in the power-house, emphasizing that the recovery of the part could be the key to the whole thing. Shaw could see that this theory had rocked them both, badly. Hammersley undertook to pass the information on to the Flag Officer for immediate notification to the Admiralty, and asked Staunton to order a search for this unidentified object as a matter of extreme urgency in case it was still on the beach or elsewhere in Gibraltar. Then the General, rubbing his knuckles across his eyes in a weary gesture, got up. He turned away to the windows looking out into a shady, tree-lined courtyard. Turning back a few moments later, he asked Shaw: �What about incoming tourists? You think the same �noevacuation� principle should apply � let �em come in as usual?�
Shaw had a dead feeling inside when Hammersley said that. This was one of those times when he would have given anything in the world not to be an agent, not to possess the knowledge which he did. Probably at this moment Debon-nair was packing in the little Albany Street flat, eyes alight with pleasure at having wangled an assignment so that she could be with Shaw. Chucking into the zip-bag the brief scarlet two-piece which set off her tawny colouring so well, looking forward to lazy afternoons at Rosia, lying in the caressing Mediterranean sun.
Shaw swallowed hard.
A few reassuring words to the Governor, an attempt to persuade H.E. that entries of tourists and businessmen could be stopped on some legitimate excuse, might do the trick; might so very easily protect a life that meant everything to Shaw. It would be utterly wrong, of course, to take advantage of his position in this way, utterly wrong too to hide his wrong advice behind the protection of the Governor, the man who would have actually to issue the order. Shaw didn�t need to think for long, but it was in an agony of the spirit that he said, so heavily:
�I think the same principle should apply, sir, yes. Let them come in as usual � don�t disturb the ordinary routines in any direction at all, anyway for the time being. If you put the stopper on visitors you�d have the tourist agencies howling their heads off in righteous indignation and demanding inquiries and so on. My advice would be � sit tight and do absolutely nothing just yet. That will make the job of finding Ackroyd the easier. I know it�s a lot to ask � but I�d like it left to me for a bit.� Shaw hesitated. �And I�d be grateful if you�d let it be widely known that the body that�s been found is definitely that of Mr Ackroyd.�
Both men stared at him.
Staunton said angrily, �But look here! That body isn�t Ackroyd�s. I�m absolutely positive about that. What�s more, you agreed. So it�s a police job to find out whose the body is. We can�t interfere with justice, you know.�
Tight-lipped now, Shaw said, �Look, we can. And this time we must.�
As Staunton seemed about to interrupt Hammersley said pacifically, �We�ll hear the reasons, Major, no harm in that.�
Shaw went on, �It�s vital, sir.� He looked appealingly at Hammersley. �I want the other side to think we believe implicitly that that body is Ackroyd�s, and also that we don�t realize the danger from that fuel unit. Lull �em to sleep. If we believe Ackroyd is dead we won�t be looking for him, or for the people who�ve got him.�
�Go on, Shaw.� Hammersley was sucking noisily at his pipe.
�You probably know by now that my chief has reason to believe that a foreign Power is after Ackroyd in order to make use of his knowledge, and that�s why I was sent here. Well, they�ve beaten me to it. But I�m sure he�s in Spain right now, and we don�t want to scare these people too far off before we�ve got a lead, sir.� He hesitated. �Does the name Karina Czercov mean anything to you, sir?� Hammersley looked blank. �Nothing.�
�Major?�
�Not a thing.�
Shaw said grimly, �I think it�s going to mean quite a lot very soon. She�s dangerous. She�s � almost � the most attractive woman I�ve ever met, certainly the sexiest, and that�s not her only danger. She�s clever, and she�s a killer.� Shaw knew that in the early years of the War Karina had been trained as a saboteur and agent provocateur, and before she�d been (according to Shaw�s estimate) eighteen she�d been involved in a score of killings; this and much else he told Hammersley and Staunton now, and in the end they agreed that it would be better to hold back on the identity of that body in the mortuary.
After further discussion Hammersley asked Shaw what his first move would be.
Shaw took a deep breath. �I�ll be going into Spain as soon as I�ve had a talk with Major Staunton��
Staunton broke in: �Soon as you like. I can fix you up with any documents you want.�
Shaw grinned. �Thanks, but I�ve already got them; all I need in that way is an up-to-date rubber stamp!� He mentioned the letter of invitation from Don Jaime de Castro; and then, after talking for a minute or two about his brother-in-law, Hammersley accompanied the two men to the door. Just before they left the Governor said, �Well, Shaw, it�s largely up to you, then. I�ll give you all the help you need.� He took the agent�s hand in a hard grip. �We�ll all be relying on you.�
Shaw felt wretched again, sick to the stomach. He�d be quite all right as soon as he�d crossed the frontier; but now he was so conscious of his limitations. He said self-consciously, diffidently, �I can�t work miracles, but I�ll do my best.�
* * *
Shaw had a long session with Staunton after that in the latter�s house in Governor�s Lane, during which, among other things, he arranged for the D.S.O. to keep an eye open for Debonnair when she arrived, and Staunton commiser-atingly promised to do anything he could for her whenever he had the time. Then Shaw walked back through Secretary�s Lane and past the Cathedral, under the dark arch of the Mediterranean night sky, towards his hotel. But when he reached the Bristol some impulse took him on past it, made him go along Main Street, and he walked on through the carefree crowds thronging the roads, overflowing the Universal Bar where the sailors from the Cambridge chi-iked the Spanish girls in the band, beerily sang suggestive songs, or poured out to the late-closing shops to select their small offerings for Mum and the girl-friend back home in England. The Cambridge, Shaw thought, might be lucky, might sail before the expiry of the supposed time-limit � or she might not. Shaw knew that her orders were uncertain. He found the air of happy gaiety, the complete unknowingness of the crowds, almost unnerving � tragic. Life was going on just as usual, no one realizing anything except those in high authority and a handful of men who tended AFPU ONE under the Official Secrets Act�s gag. As Shaw made his way along, diffidently stepping out of the way of dark, buxom Gibraltarian girls and their escorts, he wondered what those crowds would think if they could see into his mind, see the picture which he was carrying with him of the utter annihilation of a community � but no one looked twice at the tall, thin figure in the now rumpled tropic-weight suit, the figure with the worried, lined face and greying hair. They were far too intent upon their present pleasures.
Shaw had got down as far as the Post Office when he thought: To-morrow Debbie will be here. But he couldn�t cable her now. That was a matter of security � and conscience. He�d be using his knowledge in exactly the same way as if he�d advised H.E. to ban all entries to the Rock; and if he sent a cable he could, however carefully he might word it, so easily alert the keen Intelligence Services on the other side � Karina would have her ear to the ether, and she�d be waiting for just such a move to show her which way the wind blew, and she had to be lulled until Shaw picked up that lead. No � a cable was much too risky, and anyhow, as he�d told himself earlier, Debbie wouldn�t take any notice. And there was that matter of his conscience: whatever happened, he couldn�t go against his own advice to Hammersley, take advantage of his position like that.
His mind in a welter of confused thoughts, Shaw turned back for the Bristol. There were things to do before he crossed into Spain.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Physically, Mr Ackroyd was not so very far from Shaw � and, since he seemed to be tied down, he couldn�t have moved farther had he wished to; but mentally the little physicist had travelled a very long way in a short time.
Mr Ackroyd was in dreadful pain, for the woman, who�d seen his terrible agitation when she�d taken away that vital part of AFPU ONE, had tried flogging him into some explanation of it. And he seemed to be quite naked. And he was thinking of Liverpool (not that there was any connexion). He�d spent some time thinking of Pocklington, in the East Riding of Yorkshire, too, for he�d been born there nearly fifty years ago. Something had come to his aid in the last few hours and, though he was certainly getting things confused, his memory, while remaining bright, even sharpened, for things long gone, had become stagnant for the very immediate past. So he thought of Pocklington for a while; though mostly it was Liverpool, for that was where Mrs Ackroyd lived with their girl Annie, a thin, bespectacled, and lanky-weed of sixteen who was the apple of her dad�s eye. There was a chap courting her already, a certain Ernie Spinner whom Mr Ackroyd didn�t greatly take to. Apart from the matter of Annie�s age, his main objection was that young Spinner was a bit of a teddy boy, and Mrs Ackroyd�s recent letters had bewailed the fact that Annie looked like becoming somewhat beatnik-like, what with her too tight black jeans and untidy hair and general air of not having washed for a week. And she�d given up wearing her glasses, preferring to blink like an owl instead. It had worried Mr Ackroyd a lot. And the mere fact that he was worried had the effect in itself of making him even more worried; for Mr Ackroyd was the worrying sort, and once it started it became a kind of vicious circle from which there was no escape. That in turn interfered with his concentration on his work and he hated anything, even Annie, to come between him and his beloved atoms. And, in particular, AFPU ONE.
Some vague twitch at the back of his mind now made him uneasily aware that something dreadful might happen before long if he didn�t get back to somewhere or other� and then, back again like a treadmill, his confused thoughts returned to Ernie Spinner and his lank, oily sideboards. The trouble was that by this time even young Spinner wouldn�t stay still in Mr Ackroyd�s mind, and every now and again he seemed to get caught up with the trams which clanged, in Mr Ackroyd�s mind, past the Adelphi Hotel, or turned left by Lime Street station to go down to the docks, banging and clanging along with Ernie until they too faded and whirled, whirled and faded into a Clan liner coming out from the Bidston Dock over on the Birkenhead side; the Clan liner faded incongruously into the big backside which had belonged to Mrs Siddlewick, who had been Mr Ackroyd�s mother-in-law until overweight had weakened her heart-muscles and carried her off.
Mr Ackroyd then thought of his schooldays, when the other boys had teased him practically out of his mind, and indulged in a good bit of physical bullying on the side. In some ways that had been the start of it all. Instead of toughening him up, his daily ordeals of terror had driven Mr Ackroyd into a very thick shell indeed, and constant habit had made him run a mile from pain or the threat of pain. It hadn�t been much better at home. Mr Ackroyd had loved reading, an exercise, however, which had had largely to be carried out by torchlight under the bedclothes at night, for Mr Ackroyd senior had nourished a rooted objection to reading at any time, and also had a very thick leather belt. Mr Ackroyd senior had said that his son was an obstinate little cuss, and so he was; to his credit, he had a certain underlying determination to stick to his guns and get on, and there was an unsuspected toughness somewhere in his make-up. All the same, life � or rather such aspects of it as took place outside the actual school classroom � had been sheer unmitigated hell for Mr Ackroyd; and even when diligent application to work had earned him a scholarship to a grammar school, where he had done brilliantly on the science side, things hadn�t been much better.
After that, he�d gone on to Leeds University on a scholarship to study physics, and things had changed � up to a point. It was no longer a question of the boys not wanting to be chummy with Mr Ackroyd; but it was very much a question of Mr Ackroyd wanting desperately to play with the girls, and finding an almost total lack of co-operation. Young manhood had struck Mr Ackroyd a sudden and vicious blow in Leeds University, and his frustrated desires had nearly driven him out of his mind; he had in fact practically made up his mind to do away with the skinny, undernourished, undersized body topped by a pale and spotty face which inhibited all his approaches to the opposite sex. But, at the last moment, as he�d crouched, in an agony of indecision, half-way down a cutting, the London express out of Leeds had thundered by in a steamy whirl of gigantic wheels and pistons and a derisive shriek of its whistle and a rattle of carriages and a blur of yellow light with expensive-looking diners momentarily glimpsed in the restaurant-car� Mr Ackroyd had watched the train go with a terrifying feeling that he hadn�t even the courage to end his misery. Perhaps he didn�t himself suspect that underlying toughness � a toughness which even in extremity wouldn�t quite let him give up.
It was in such a trough of his life that the lady who was to become Mrs Ackroyd had found him, and, for the span of a longish courtship, had lifted him high to the crests. However, after a year or two of marriage to Mrs Ackroyd, the physicist had given up in the face of what had become her determined sexlessness after the creation of Annie had justified the union, and Mr Ackroyd had become totally absorbed in his work � for which England had cause to be thankful.
Mr Ackroyd at this moment was having periods of lucidity, but they were very short, and then the mad whirl began all over again� Annie, AFPU ONE, young Spinner, the trams, the incredible backside of old Mrs Siddlewick being so mysteriously formed out of the bluff stern of that Clan liner; then the juke-box which they�d got in the little pub off Water Street last time he�d been back in Liverpool � all mixed up, and hateful. His head burst into a myriad stars, and he didn�t know where he was. Most of the time since the pain had started there had been a nasty drumming in his head, but it wasn�t always there, and nearly every time it stopped something else filled his ears, filled them, in some peculiar way, from within. A rhythmic sound, a drumming again only different: Dum-da, dum-da, dum-da� he knew that sound, but somehow he couldn�t quite place it. And where was it coming from?
As Mr Ackroyd broke through the clinging mists of his pain for a little he realized that the noise was coming from his own mouth, and quite loudly too. He kept on with it, because for some reason which he didn�t understand it pleased him; after a while the pitch-dark of the room was broken by a streak of yellow light which made his head ache and sent stabs of pain through his red-rimmed eyes.
When Mr Ackroyd caught the smell � the perfume of Je reviens�he cringed back.
�No,� he cried hoarsely. �No � no � no. Not again! Please.�
The woman came up to him. In the light from the open doorway he could see the thin, tight line into which she had compressed her lips, could see the soft gold of the skin which covered arms whose steely strength he had reason to know. Mr Ackroyd tried instinctively to lift an arm in defence as two stinging slaps took him across the face, but, of course, he couldn�t move because he was tied down to the bed. The light now showed the big raised weals which criss-crossed Mr Ackroyd�s body, thick with congealed blood.
The woman�s eyes flashed a warning. She said, in a low voice, �Stop your noise, mad Englishman.�
Mr Ackroyd whimpered. A jumble of words came from him. Tears sprang to his eyes as memories of what he had endured in this room in the last few hours flooded back into his mind. That woman had wanted to know something, and when he�d got on his dignity and refused to tell her she�d turned into a devil.
The woman slapped him again, viciously, twice, three times, and he subsided into incoherent sobs. She went out of the room, locking the door behind her again. The perfume faded, the corrupt smell of neglect and dirt took its place again.
* * *
Some time later the woman came back.
This time she had two men with her, to whom she spoke in Spanish. She told them, though Mr Ackroyd couldn�t understand what she was saying, that the Englishman was mad. For the present, he was useless both to his own people and to her. Nevertheless, he might recover his sanity, and her orders were clear: Mr Ackroyd had to be taken out of Spain, and taken out of Spain at the first opportunity he would be. And the first step, as the two men already knew, led out of La Linea to Ronda.
Mr Ackroyd was untied, lifted stiffly to his feet. He was washed and cleaned up, and his wounds were roughly bandaged; he was dressed in Spanish-style clothing. Then the woman spoke again. She said to the bigger of the two men, �Before you reach the control post at San Roque. Her hand came down in a striking motion. "You understand, amigo?�
�Perfectly, se�orita.� It would not do to have this small mad Englishman gabbling in his own tongue at the armed carabineros guarding the control post. The woman took something � a small, flat piece of metal which Mr Ackroyd seemed to recognize at once, though he could not have said why � from a vanity bag and gave it to one of the men with instructions to hand it carefully on when the Englishman was delivered to the next link in the chain; and then a gun was pushed into Mr Ackroyd�s back, making him cringe with the pain, and he was taken downstairs, walked along an alleyway with his escort on either side of him, and pushed into a powerful looking American car, a Studebaker, which was waiting in the street beyond. The smaller of the two men slid in behind the wheel.
The moment Mr Ackroyd and the bigger man were in the car glided swiftly away, turned into the Plaza Generalisimo Franco, and headed out of La Linea on the San Roque road. The lights of Gibraltar three miles away winked at it as it passed fast along the shore-line of Algeciras Bay. There were British fuelling-hulks lying off in the Bay, the nearest little more than a stone�s-throw distant; and also not far off, before Gibraltar�s North Front, sentries of a British regiment of infantry stood their watch. But none of that was much comfort to Mr Ackroyd, sitting in the back of the car with that gun pressed to his side as he moaned softly to himself.
The other man was driving fast, driving grimly on his horn, and scattering men and women and children and mangy livestock as the big car swept along the main road out of La Linea, past the little cafes and bars, out into the brown, scorched country, night-shrouded now, beyond the frontier town. The driver was tight-lipped, intent behind the wheel, his headlights dipped to the sandy verge to his right upon which loomed frightened, white-faced pedestrians who leapt aside for cover as the vehicle sped out of the soft Spanish night and roared past in a rush of wind and grit and soaring, choking dust, belting along even by Spanish standards.
The Studebaker was well sprung but the road even here was not too good, and the bumps and lurches made Mr Ackroyd whimper with the pain from the freshly bleeding weals across his back. He felt sick and giddy, and his brain whirled round and round as the pain bit into his body.
The driyer eased down for the speed-trap outside the town.
He was impatient, short of time; the rest of the human pipeline along which the mad Englishman would pass was waiting for action from the La Linea end. But the driver knew he had to be careful, not get caught up on some footling speed charge and finish, like so many driving offenders in Spain, in the calabozo. He eased down again for the control post on the outskirts of the village of San Roque, and as he did so the big man in the back withdrew his gun from Mr Ackroyd�s side, lifted it, reversed it, and brought it down smartly on the little physicist�s head. Mr Ackroyd gave a small, tired, startled sound and- slumped into the corner. The big man propped him up, opened a flask, and slopped conac over his face and clothing. The car halted. A carabinero approached the driving window and looked in.
�Where for, se�or?�
�Jerez, on business.�
�Papeles?�
The driver produced the necessary papers, including those they�d faked for Ackroyd; the carabinero scanned and returned them, glanced in at the big man in the back, looked at Ackroyd slumped in his seat and breathing harshly. The big man made a gesture of hopelessness and shrugged his shoulders. The carabinero sniffed brandy. He smiled � he understood perfectly. The se�or was drunk, of course� he said simply:
�The boot?�
The driver jumped out. The carabinero went round to the back, in company with Ackroyd�s captor. Back in the car, the hot night-scents of Andalusia stole in through the windows. The big man sat tapping his fingers on the top edge of the down-wound window-glass. He knew there was nothing in the boot; but time was precious. The official came back with the driver, waved him on as he got in.
"Gracias, se�or.�
�Buen viaje.� The driver let in his clutch.
The Studebaker went ahead and took a left-hand turn at the control post; and when he was well out of sight the driver�s foot pressed down hard on the accelerator and the Studebaker shot on. With a screech of tyres they took a sharpish right-hand turn, the springs sagging and bouncing, digging the gun hard into the unheeding side of Mr Ackroyd as they swept on to the straight. The Studebaker wasn�t heading for Jerez; five miles beyond the village it roared over the level-crossing gates at San Roque station, swathed in clouds of dust which rose up in the headlights� glare, heading onward for the mountain city of Ronda, some eighty kilometres north-north-east of Gibraltar. It was driven on through the night along roads which became rougher and trickier and void of other traffic and even of pedestrians. The road was soon to degenerate in places into a mere track, a bumpy nightmare onrush over lumps of grit and deep potholes. But despite the shocking surface of the track that led up into the mountains to Ronda, the Studebaker scarcely slackened speed. The three occupants took a tremendous shaking, and Mr Ackroyd, who had recovered consciousness but had a splitting head, felt the hot, sharp tang of bile rising to the back of his throat, and he retched. He felt again the wicked pain in back and legs, felt the bruised flesh tear beneath the bandages; he wished the men would say something, anything, rather than drive on in this frightening aloofness with its background of the rushing wind created by their passage, of the subdued engine-sounds and the click-click-click of the whirling grit which rained upward against the under-sides of the wings. And after a while, when he could stand this grim unspeakingness no longer, Mr Ackroyd began humming to himself through the growing mists of pain, and the sound that came out was rather like dum-da, dum-da, dum-da, dum-da�
Mr Ackroyd�s head lolled; saliva ran from his mouth.
The revolver ground painfully into his side, making him gasp. The big man said, �Quiet, hombre.� The eyes glittered into Mr Ackroyd�s face and the reek of garlic slid into his nostrils as the man leaned close. �It is bad for my nerves, that noise of yours. This gun might go off.�
Mr Ackroyd subsided. The car rushed on.



CHAPTER NINE

La Linea�s bars and pavement cafes exuded sleek, prosperous businessmen drinking their coffee or conac, rubbing shoulders with hombres making do on the cheap vino of the house. Waiters darted, collecting up their little piles of pesetas, their movements and the rapid voices and gesticulations of the patrons bringing the only signs of animation to a scene from which the day�s burning sun seemed, by this early-evening hour, to have drained all physical energy.
Shaw sat in one of those bars, feeling the air heavy and slumbrous.
He was a somewhat more affluent-looking Shaw now than the hombre who had crossed the border the night before, when he had used the gear supplied so short a while ago by Captain Carberry back in London. He sat there in a clean lightweight suit which he�d bought locally that morning, apparently listless, though his eyes were alive and watchful and his nerves were tautly warning him of every little piece of information that might prove valuable. For, as that hot sun declined after burning the cabbage-trees in the Plaza Generalisimo Franco to nothingness, seeming to exacerbate the many stinks of La Linea, and bring them out in a crescendo of insanitariness which offended the nostrils, Shaw had discovered something.
Smells�
The dirty lodging which Shaw had found in a street of no more than normal seediness was full of them � human, comestible, garbage; and Shaw was allergic to smells, could even now recall with a renewed sense of nausea the cooking smells from the galley-flats of those wartime destroyers which, when he was feeling so damnably seasick, had been the last dreadful straw which had brought up what was left of his bile. And (on a very different level) Shaw knew that there is nothing so nostalgic as a smell, for when he�d smelt something heavy and lingering in the still, hot air as he�d walked casually into this bar (which was about the twentieth of a series of bars and cafes which he�d set himself to investigate that day and the night before, as being the most likely places in which to pick up useful information) his mind had jumped back across the years and had brought to him the memory of a perfume, and he�d known, in that instant, that he had very probably picked up a lead to Karina, that she might not yet, as he had begun to fear, have left La Linea.
Je reviens� unforgettable. Unforgettable both in its heady perfume and in the things it brought to his mind, the little things of the days when he and Karina had been so close, and on the same side of the diplomatic fence. Je reviens, that exclusive, wonderful perfume of the world�s capitals, the Paris salons � to catch that scent in a scruffy La Linea bar could mean one thing only to Shaw, with his knowledge that Karina was in or near the frontier town.
For a long time after that Shaw sat very still, sipping his acorn-tasting coffee, eyes shaded by dark glasses even though the sun had gone. Sipping and watching. And waiting for a sign.
* * *
At 8 p.m. the previous night Shaw had crossed the British Lines beyond Gibraltar�s airport into the tiny fragment of neutral ground between the fortress and the advanced sentries of Spain, one of hundreds of men and women, Spanish workers heading homeward in that nightly exodus which begins at about six o�clock and goes on until eleven; some in buses, many on foot. A drab line of poverty which had straggled along the road across the airport runway, along the top of the Devil�s Tower Road beneath the sheer face of the towering North Front, curving along from the Water-port and Queensway or Irish Town and Main Street. Men dressed like Shaw in old corduroys and faded blue shirts and berets, smuggled cigarettes concealed about their persons, women whose petticoats hid sugar and flour and tea. Chattering like monkeys, the women�s voices shrill, rising and falling in the blessed evening cool as the star-like lights climbed up the Rock, the ragged column moved on through the check-point out of British territory, past the starched-drill sentries of the infantry battalion quartered on the Rock and the policemen who looked to Shaw just like the village constables back in England. Past the Revenue Inspectors, past the Security Police who examined the stamped passes out of the fortress.
Shaw controlled his burning impatience as the routine rigmarole went impassively through its paces, no one stationed at those gates knowing how vital to their very existence was Shaw�s mission that night. Shaw looked back, up at the towering sheer face of the North Front, wondered how long that great cliff would still be there, with its old siege-galleries to frown across into Spain.
Then, past the sentries of the Spanish Army, and the carabineros in their distinctive blue-green uniforms, with the peaked caps (indicating them as a separate force from, though linked with, the Civil Guard) and holstered revolvers heavy at their belts. Even once away from there, when his Spanish worker�s pass had been cursorily checked and found in order (it showed him as Pedro Gomez, a day workman employed in Gibraltar Dockyard�s engineering shops), Shaw held himself back so that he could pass through the La Linea Customs post farther on in company with a score of others. There was safety in numbers, and it was pointless to take risks at this stage.
He came up to the La Linea gateway, big stone arches thrown across the road into the town. Straight through the gates and he was inside Spain. He felt that sudden sense of aloneness, the kind of feeling that always came to him when the die was cast and he was cut off physically from base. He was so conscious of his inadequacies, of his instinctive distaste for the job he had to do � a distaste which he felt could interfere with his efficiency if he wasn�t careful. The feeling of aloneness didn�t last for long, however (though it was to return on the morrow, when he heard distantly the bugles from the Cambridge sounding off for Colours, and then the Royal Marines Band thundering out �The Queen��it was an odd feeling, to be so near and yet so effectively cut off that if anything should go wrong he might have been ten thousand miles from British soil) and by the time he was through the aduana search-room to the right of the gateway he was breathing easy. They�d given him the usual quick run-over, but they hadn�t found anything on him, hadn�t spotted the revolver-holster slung uncomfortably between his legs under his trousers.
He came out into the square beyond, walked along the pavement to the left lined with the cabbage-trees; at the end, beyond an orange-piled fruit kiosk in the centre of the square, with its small green patch of gramon, the coarse grass of Andalusia, he stepped off into the roadway. He jumped back quickly as a big black Studebaker swerved violently, tyres screaming, past the street which he had attempted to cross. Shaw cursed after it, fluently and in the colloquial Andalusian dialect. The three men in the car took no notice as the vehicle righted, accelerated, and rushed onward, taking the road to the right of the aduana.
That had been last night.
In the cafe Shaw drank up his second cup of coffee, signalled for a third. He didn�t notice the small boy who had been looking at him from behind the counter. When the waiter came over Shaw made a ribald reference to the heavy smell of perfume which still lingered.
The waiter smiled and bent confidentially over Shaw, eager fingers picking up a small pile of peseta notes which Shaw had slid on to the table as he spoke, the quick olive hand reminding the naval officer, with a little pang, of that last dinner at Martinez with Debonnair. The waiter said:
�The se�or likes the perfume, no?�
�Very much.�
�Then perhaps the se�or would like also the se�orita who wears the scent, and who often comes here.�
�She is� pretty?�
�Se�or, she is more than pretty. She is beautiful.� The man gave the word its full sound and meaning, closed his eyes ecstatically, opened them again. He made a gesture with his fingers.
�Describe her.�
The waiter did so. It sounded like Karina right enough� there were not so many women with that particular gold-dusty colouring, the colouring which he himself was always so attracted by.
�Her name?�
�Rosia del Cuatro Caminos.�
Shaw thought, Rosia of the Four Ways � so that�s what Karina�s calling herself now � he was certain it was her; the description, the exclusive scent, the fact that Karina was known to be around� The waiter was hovering expectantly, lifting his eyebrows in a question. �The se�or wishes�? If the se�or is in no hurry�"
�He is in a hurry.� At once Shaw�s face-muscles tautened; it had been a mistake to admit hurry, but to attempt to cover up now would make it worse. �Here.� He pushed more money over � he had plenty of Spanish currency, provided by Carberry. �Her address?�
The waiter bent lower, obsequiously. Shaw could see the dirty collar-back. He said, �The end house in the Calle del Virgen, se�or.� While the man told him the way Shaw grinned inwardly. The waiter didn�t appear to see anything incongruous in that street-name. The man went on, �There are many se�oritas of the establishment, but Se�orita Rosia, she is the most beautiful of them all.�
Shaw thanked the man. Not too hurriedly, he drank up his coffee and left. He knew enough about the effectiveness of the Spanish grapevine to know it wouldn�t be long before Karina had the news that some one had been asking for her � and he realized that it was only too probable that she knew he was in La Linea as it was, so he couldn�t hang about and merely watch that house, wait for her to emerge from what was most likely a rabbit-warren with plenty of exits. Too much time would be lost that way, and he couldn�t risk her flying the nest now. There were snags, of course� there always were � but he couldn�t possibly pass up a lead like this.
He pressed his left arm in to his side, felt the hard, reassuring outline of the holster slung beneath the armpit under his light coat.
* * *
As Shaw sauntered away from the cafe the waiter watched from the doorway and smiled a little. Then he walked back into the room and through a door into the kitchen beyond. He called sharply, �Pablo, hijo?"
A moment later a small boy who had been in the crowd leaving Gibraltar a little way behind Shaw the night before darted out of the kitchen, through an opening into a side-alley, and disappeared.
* * *
Three miles away in Gibraltar Debonnair Delacroix had checked in earlier at the Rock Hotel off the B.E.A. flight which had touched down from London on the runway which Shaw had crossed so short a time before. There had been a message for her from a Major Staunton to say he�d intended meeting her but hadn�t been able to get away at the last minute � he would, said the message, call her later on. That, she thought, since she didn�t know Major Staunton from Adam, was all rather odd. Then, when she�d rung the Bristol, she�d been told that Commander Shaw had left unexpectedly for Tangier. After that she tried S.N.A.S.O. But Humphreys had been tipped off by Major Staunton not to raise any panic when Shaw didn�t turn up for his programme of inspections, and he was being non-committal. Staunton had hinted at goings-on of a private nature in Tangier, and Humphreys, being a tolerant and broad-minded man, had quite understood. Now he didn�t think it would be either going too far from reality or giving any games away if he mentioned to his charming-sounding caller that Commander Shaw had business across the Straits.
�Sorry I can�t be more helpful, Miss Delacroix.�
Debonnair frowned into the telephone, tapping her foot impatiently. She said politely, �Don�t mention it; it�s awfully nice of you not to mind being bothered with a private call� thank you so much.�
She rang off Then she sat down on the bed and said, �Hell.� She said it with determination and a slight pucker of her mouth, but she knew she had to be content with what she was told when Esmonde Shaw was on a job. All the same, it was a pity. But meanwhile Debonnair had a series of business engagements with the Shell Company, which acted as the agents for Eastern Petroleum in Gibraltar; for her trip, though it was undeniably a wangle, was a wangle with a firm basis, and was not to be entirely a joy-ride. So she couldn�t linger on the off-chance that Esmonde Shaw might get in touch, nor could she wait around for this Major Staunton. She lifted the house telephone, spoke into it; soon after a chauffeur kissed a pretty kitchenmaid good-bye and walked round to the Rolls which the Shell manager had placed at the young lady�s disposal. As Miss Delacroix came down the steps of the hotel with an attentive commissionaire in close attendance the chauffeur gave a low but appreciative whistle. Those legs�!
He stood and held the door open for her. As she stepped in her dress lifted a little, and the chauffeur caught a glimpse of lace. He stood there staring, until he got an indignant glare from the young lady, who was now sitting in the back.
Debonnair said crisply, �All right, laddie. Marks and Spencers. Go and get a pair for your own best girl.� She gave him a long, cool look.
As he drove her down the slope to Southport Gate into Main Street, the lights on the dial behind AFPU ONE in Dockyard Tunnel were growing just a little brighter all the time. Not very noticeably unless, like the technicians on watch, you were looking out for it; but steadily, all the same.



CHAPTER TEN

Hours afterwards Shaw�s head was still throbbing, bursting into great shafts and flickers of blinding white light. He�d never known a head like this, and it made him retch � when he had first begun to recover consciousness during the night he had felt that death must be very near, for his head felt no more than a lump of bruised, pulped butcher�s meat and his stomach seemed to be on fire; it had been a long time before he�d been able to recall what had happened, a longer time � much longer � before he realized where he was.
The one thing that stood out a mile was that he�d played it wrong, that that first sight of Karina had put him off his stroke. And he could catch flickers, as on an old and defective film, of that brief scene with Karina.
When he�d left that cafe he�d walked on towards the Calle del Virgen feeling his nerves jumping more than was usual. Once the job began he was normally all right. But not this time. He felt a shock of distaste as he reached that street and looked along its length, noted the cul-de-sac and the sleazy house at the end. He couldn�t fit Karina into this background. He went unwillingly into the slatternly alley. A small boy, half hidden in a doorway, emerged and ran swiftly away ahead of him, and odd shadowy figures passed. He walked on, beneath the overhanging balconies, the balconies which brought to his ears the low laughter of love-making.
And then, ahead of him, he�d seen her waiting for him. He�d seen her beneath a balcony, and at once a hundred memories had flooded back.
She was waiting for him as she had done so often years before, and it might almost have been a dream. She was waiting for him in the shadows, and there was a hint of laughter and a well-remembered scent. The lamplight from an uncurtained window caught the green of her slanting eyes, eyes which held him now in a steady, rather enigmatic look. He felt they�d recognized each other instantly across the span of the years, and for his part nostalgia swept him with a sudden and blinding wave which took him somehow off balance � off guard, certainly. Anyway, he hadn�t drawn his revolver; but then she�d probably had him covered all the way along. He saw the small round mouth of her pistol facing him, a little pistol which he recognized. It was the small, jewelled one, almost a toy really (though it was effective enough at close range like this) which she had treasured and always liked to use in the old times.
In a low voice, and smiling as she used to in the way that crinkled up her nose and brought something utterly nameless to the eyes and the oval face, she�d said rather mockingly, �Well, my Esmonde? Have you nothing to say to me, after all this time?�
Running his tongue over dry and gritty lips, he�d found the words he wanted had all gone. All he�d managed was: �I was coming to the��
�The brothel.� She gave a low ripple of laughter. �You don�t need to euphemize with me, my Esmonde. We know each other well enough for that, I think. As it happened, I preferred to meet you here � the other was risky, for the Madame is not in my confidence. To her I am just another of her girls.�
�It�s not risky here, then?�
She said, �Not in the least. No one would interfere with a se�orita and her bargaining with a client in the Calle del Virgen!� The green eyes smiled at him; he could have sworn in that instant that he�d caught a hint of wistfulness in them. But she went on, in a crisper tone, �You will turn round now, please. You will walk back along the alley and turn to the left at the end. There you will find a car waiting, and you will get in.�
Shaw didn�t move. Coming out of his dream now, he asked, �What�s the idea, Karina?�
�That I will tell you when you are in the car.�
�You�ll tell me now.�
She shrugged. �Very well. I wanted anyway to see you again for old times� sake, but now there are other things.� Her voice had become harder. �In a nutshell, my dear Esmonde, I want to have you out of the way until the man Ackroyd is clear of Spain � oh, yes, I have him!� she added, as she saw the query in his eyes. �He is no longer in La Linea. He is where you will never find him, but I believe in making quite sure, you understand? And I want you for something else � information. The man Ackroyd, he is a useless worm. If necessary you will come back to my country with me.�
* * *
Other things, too, returned to Shaw. Through the mists he realized that there was one satisfactory aspect: Ackroyd hadn�t talked. That must be true, for otherwise Karina would not want him for �information.� He wasn�t quite sure what she�d meant by saying Ackroyd was a useless worm. But, with a growing sense of dread, he recalled something else she�d said, and that was that she knew through her contacts in London about Debonnair�s flight, knew she had arrived in Gibraltar � and had threatened that if Shaw did not talk, she would bring Debonnair out from Gibraltar, make him talk under threat of what might be done to her. In this there was one patch of light: Karina could not know of the danger threatening Gibraltar, or she would scarcely use the removal of Debonnair as a threat. Security was, as yet, intact.
* * *
He�d stood firm, and he hadn�t gone towards the car. Instead he�d asked, �What if I don�t move?�
�I will shoot, even though I do not wish to do that to you.�
He grinned down at her. �You�d never get away with that.�
�On the contrary.� She gave a short laugh. �In the Calle del Virgen they look after their own kind. Turn, please. Esmonde, I do not wish to harm you.�
She�d sounded as though she meant that.
Shaw had given a slight shrug then and turned. But as he did so he�d brought his left hand smashing down on her wrist. As her small pistol fell with a click on the ground he�d brought out his own revolver, pushed the muzzle at her. She was close enough for him to see the firm roundness of her breasts through the thin suit, close enough for him to draw in her perfume, that wonderful perfume� and then, as she gave a sudden cry, as though of warning, he saw her glance flick upward and he caught a glimpse of a figure in deep shadow on the balcony above, the balcony towards which she had drawn him, and something swinging on the end of a rope.
As the sandbag took his skull Shaw went out like a light, stone cold on the filthy paving-stones. Just before the bombshell burst in his head he�d seen Karina dart a little to one side and, just as the sandbag hit, some reflex action made his fingers tighten on the trigger of his revolver. As he fell Karina flitted unhurt into the shadows, but a uniformed member of the Policia Municipal, coming with a companion into the mouth of the alley, cursed as Shaw�s bullet snicked through his coat-sleeve;-the bullet went on and spun the carbine on the shoulder of a Civil Guard passing along the other side of the street beyond.
* * *
It was morning before Shaw realized where he was.
The filthy, smelly cell, the calabozo with the tiny, high-set grille window through which the sun now faintly struggled, had meant nothing to him until the door had been swung back and the light from the passage showed up the municipal coming in with a tin platter of revolting-looking food and a mug which gave off a thin trail of steam.
The policeman was quite jovial really, told Shaw that it had been lucky for him that a police patrol had been entering the alley when he passed out, or he might never have been seen again � as it was, said the policeman, the figure of a woman had vanished with most suspicious haste � vanished altogether � at their approach. The man seemed to take it for granted that Shaw had been bargaining with a prostitute, that he knew � or should know � the dangers of being discovered drunk on the paving-stones by the scavenging men and women who inhabited the Calle del Virgen.
Shaw asked, �What am I being charged with?�
�With firing � fortunately harmlessly � an offensive weapon at the Policia Municipal.�
�How long will I be kept here?�
The policeman shrugged. �I do not know. Possibly a long time.�
Shaw glowered, but knew it would be no good arguing with this man. The policeman said, quite kindly, �Hombre, you must indeed be considered very fortunate in being alive at all. Perhaps you will be more careful in future.�
He set down the food and went, locking the door behind him. After the man had gone Shaw felt in his pockets. All his papers had gone, and so, naturally, had his revolver. He didn�t know what construction they would place upon a British Service revolver being found in his possession, but since (as it appeared from the way the municipal had spoken) they seemed to be taking his worker�s pass into Gibraltar as genuine, and had no other apparent reason for not believing him to be a bona fide Spanish citizen, he could probably say that he�d pinched the weapon from somewhere in the dockyard and trust to their not being over-concerned about British property. He didn�t think he would be unduly pushed over that aspect; the big questions were, how long would they keep him locked up, and how could he skate from under the charge of actually firing the gun at the police� an act, incidentally, which he himself didn�t remember in the least? There was a chance � just a chance � that it mightn�t be all that serious; the policeman had seemed more kindly disposed toward him than he would have expected, considering that the charge was one of firing at the Policia. The inference, if anything at all was to be inferred from that, was that he had the excuse of being drunk. They understood that kind of thing in Spain. But � the Spanish legal formulae were timeless, might go on for days or even weeks.
His mental processes made his head pains almost unbearable, and he lay back, sick in the guts, weakly cursing his lack of alertness the night before.
Later, when Shaw had refused to touch the revolting breakfast, he was taken under escort to a dusty office where the sergeant in charge sat behind a deal table layered with forms. Charges were preferred, and Shaw felt too ill to attempt the sheer futility of disputing the indisputable. But he did gather that he was, as he had thought, being taken at his face value as Pedro Gomez, worker in Gibraltar Dockyard, which suited him well enough. He knew that it would be worse than useless to plead his British status to secure his release � for one thing, he had in any case entered Spain illegally, and as an agent he had only himself to blame for his predicament; and likewise � even apart from the all-important question of security � it would do him no good in the world to denounce Karina. She would clearly have left La Linea by this time, might be anywhere; and by the time the interminable delays, the procrastinations, the ma�anas, over verification and all the diplomatic niceties had been gone through it would be far too late to find her; and anyhow the mere fact of her arrest would not of itself stop Gibraltar blowing to the skies.
And now there were only five days to go. Shaw just had to get out of that casilla. So he played his one and only permissible card, the card which had been handed to him by Carberry and Latymer back in London.
To the sergeant he said, �Se�or, I ask you to get in touch with a friend of mine, a very good friend who lives in Torremolinos.�
The sergeant grunted, picked at his teeth with a corner of Shaw�s worker�s pass. �It will do you no good, hombre.�
�Nevertheless I ask you to do this.� Shaw�s fingers bunched into fists, his angular body tensed. �My friend is Se�or Don Jaime de Castro, who has business interests in Jerez, and knows me well.�
The tooth-picking operation stopped; the worker�s pass rasped downward over an unshaven chin. �Don Jaime!� The sergeant shot a stream of saliva on to the floor, scuffed it into the dust with his boot and laughed aloud. �Don Jaime would be flattered to think he had a friend such as you! Hombre, hombre, Don Jaime would not be interested, and you waste my time.�
Shaw sweated, felt his teeth clench hard; he hung on to his remaining strength. He reeled a little, was forced to clutch at the table to steady himself. The pain was intense, grew worse as he thought of the overwhelming urgency. He said, �Se�or, I am a sick man. I shall grow worse, much worse, in the calabozo. Don Jaime is my good friend. If you do not contact him at once, without delay � that is all I ask of you � it will go hard for you when he finds out that I asked for him and did not tell him.�
Shaw hadn�t got the letter of introduction on him � it would have been stupid to bring in a letter addressed to Commander Shaw, a letter intended only as an excuse to the Gibraltar people for taking a little leave; he had to continue arguing and pleading, and his shirt became drenched with a cold sweat, his trousers clung clammily, he was shivering violently with a kind of ague. His threats became lurid.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Don Jaime de Castro was walking up from his private beach towards the emerald-green gramon, the creeping-grass lawns * which surrounded his Torremolinos villa. This grass appeared exceptionally green, miraculously unscorched by the burning heat of the fierce Andalusian sun, against the background of the surrounding country whose barren brown was slashed only by the villas and the white-dusty road into Malaga. Don Jaime�s villa was big, its white walls set off to perfection by the brilliant green surround. It was big and cool and white, altogether delightful, with a green veranda deep and comfortable and shady and furnished with cushioned basket-chairs and a table on which Don Jaime, as he approached from the sand with water dripping from the thick black hairs on his chest on to his full, round paunch, could see his butler setting out the paraphernalia of his mid-morning appetizer. It would be a fine, dry Amontillado. Don Jaime�s habits never varied, and the Amontillado was one of the oases to which he looked forward immensely. It would be a fine � the finest � sherry from Don Jaime�s own bodega in Jerez de la Frontera, where Don Jaime owned the most famous bodega of them all, as had before him his father, his grandfather, his great-grandfather, his great-great-grandfather. As the most substantial sherry-exporter of Spain, Don Jaime was a man of very great importance and quite considerable influence in an area stretching far beyond Jerez � an area stretching from Cadiz northeast to Granada, and from there down to Almeria.
Don Jaime advanced slowly, almost sensually savouring the strength of the sun as it steamed the Mediterranean off his broad shoulders and left him feeling fresh and invigorated. Tufts of black hair proliferated from his armpits like young bushes, and these were matched by the luxuriant sprouting of his eyebrows and a profusion of hair from ears and nostrils. A hairy man � even his back carried a fluffy outcrop across the shoulders and tapering down the spine� except for the head. Apart from thickish tufts above the ears, and some sparse growth at the back, that head itself was as bald as a Seville tile and just as smooth, the brown scalp with its criss-cross of bluish veins tight and shiny over the immense barren plain of the flat head.
A child � son of his eldest son, who would one day succeed to the great responsibilities of the bodega and its dependants � scampered up to Don Jaime across the grass, and the big man gathered the boy into his arms and lifted him high above his head, great muscles rippling in the boxer-like arms.
He gave a booming laugh.
�Well, little se�orito. What brings you away from the school-room? Playing truant?�
�The Miss has gone to her room. She has a headache,� said the little boy gravely.
�Which you gave her, hijo.� The thick black brows came together in awful accusation.
The boy�s skin darkened a little, but the eyes were mischievous. �Oh, no, Abuelo. I came to tell you that Se�or Martin is troubled. The telephone rang once � twice. The matter is urgent, and he does not know what to do.�
Don Jaime�s eyes twinkled through rolls of sun-dark flesh. He asked, equally grave, �How do you know that Se�or Martin is troubled?�
�Because he perspires, and looks anxious, and his belly wobbles.�
The old man gave a great gust of laughter, and set the boy down gently at his feet. He lowered his thick eyebrows, and the laugh expired in a grunt. �Se�or Martin knows better than to disturb me until I have dressed and drunk my sherry, little one. Until then we must let him agitate himself in peace.� He tweaked the child�s ear. �What else did the small ears pick up � the small ears which should not have been listening to what they were not meant to hear?�
�Nothing more, Abuelo.�
�Then off with you!� The Spaniard gave a huge roar and crinkled his eyebrows terrifyingly. The little boy ran off, laughing but instinctively obedient. Don Jaime lumbered on towards the house, his body dried off now. In his shady, shuttered bedroom his valet had laid out a clean starched shark-skin suit, a dark red cummerbund, a white silk shirt. When Don Jaime had dressed with his usual care he strolled out to the veranda looking like a prosperous pirate from the Spanish Main, and smelling richly of the special pomade from Paris which he used upon the remnants of his hair. The butler, who was waiting for him, carefully poured the Amontillado into the cone-shaped glass and then left his master�s presence.
Slowly, meditatively, Don Jaime sipped, the pale-amber liquid moistening his full red lips. He took his time; and when the glass was empty he lit a cigar and rang for the butler. When the man reappeared Don Jaime said, �Send Se�or Martin to me.�
�Si, se�or.�
The butler bowed, slid away silently. A minute later a dumpy, anxious little man scuttled urgently on to the veranda. Don Jaime grinned inwardly, rumbling away into his vast expanse of shirt-front. Martin, third of his four secretaries, was a fuss-pot. Gravely Don Jaime indicated a chair and Martin sat practically on the edge of it, his mouth pursed up as though trying to keep back the torrent of words of which it wished to be delivered. His stomach seemed to vibrate. The butler filled two glasses. Don Jaime knew with amusement that Martin wouldn�t dare to intrude with his business until the polite formalities were over. Meanwhile, let him sweat!
�Salud, Don Jaime.�
�Salud.�
The two men drank. For some minutes Don Jaime held his third secretary in conversation on the merits of the Amontillado, seeking his opinion on the blend of the years. And then, when he saw that the moment was approaching, the little man sighed and gave a delicate cough, his plump body quivering, his posterior edging right to the limit of the chair�s seat. Don Jaime lifted an eyebrow. He said solemnly, �You may proceed.�
�Se�or!� Martin sat bolt upright, mopped at his face with a red silk handkerchief. �The matter is very urgent. There was a telephone call � two telephone calls.� He paused, then added importantly, �From the Policia Municipal at La Linea.�
�The police � at La Linea?� Don Jaime�s brown eyes scanned the secretary�s face. �And what was their business, pray?�
�Don Jaime, they have taken into custody in la casilla last night a man who was drunk.� The secretary swallowed, gabbled on. �If you will permit the use of the word, se�or, the man was found not far from a � a brothel. The man asks for you, Don Jaime.� He looked away, drawing in his breath sharply.
�For me?� Don Jaime�s eyebrows went up in surprise, but there was a new alertness in his manner. �What have I to do with a drunken man found outside a brothel?�
Martin raised his hands almost in supplication. �Se�or, I do not know! That is what I asked the sargento, but he was insistent. The man had threatened terrible things if they did not telephone to you at once.�
�And the name of this man?� The eyes were slits now.
�It was Pedro Gomez, a worker in the dockyard at Gibraltar��
�Pedro Gomez � Gibraltar!� Don Jaime�s body heaved; the table at his side fell, the sherry decanter and the glasses flew, smashed to splinters. Martin went pale, his mouth opening in alarm. Don Jaime didn�t notice; he stood up. �Get me the La Linea casilla at once� and then my car, the limousine. And do not speak of this to a soul, you understand? Thousand-fold fool!� he roared, his face a dark, suffused red. �Dolt � not to tell me at once of this!�
He stormed off the veranda, the terrified secretary scuttling after him on rapid, twinkling feet, rolling his eyes despairingly to Heaven. Working for the rich Don Jaime could be so wearing, so upsetting. How was he to know? There were hundreds of men named Pedro Gomez in Andalusia, and probably very many of them were in prison. Yes, Don Jaime was very difficult; the only consolation was that his sudden and unreasonable rages never lasted for very long, and afterwards they were quickly forgotten.
* * *
Two nights before, the Studebaker, its headlights dipping and rising again, had wound upward towards Ronda.
It had made good progress until it had come to a better stretch of road below Verc�n, where the way switched right for Ronda, and then over-confidence had taken charge. As soon as he felt the wheels take the good, hard surface the driver slammed his foot down hard, and the Studebaker, tyres whirring on the road, shot ahead at something like ninety miles an hour, the old walled town of Vercm high above them on its mountain crest like an ancient castle-fortress guarding a valley, tall stone tower reaching into the night sky and seeming almost to touch the low-slung lanterns of the stars.
Then the blow-out came. The Studebaker had eased for a turn and she wasn�t travelling all that fast; but she seemed half to leave the road, the rear swaying and twisting upward like a bucking horse; then the whole car appeared to hurtle through the air like a flung stone. It lurched sickeningly to the verge, quite out of control, ploughed through earth and stone and sand when it touched, and then, fair and square, it hit the bole of a big cork-oak; its radiator burst into a cloud of steam and spurts of boiling water, and the bonnet crumpled until the shattered windscreen went dark and blank behind the mass of upturned metal. The steering-wheel drove full onto the driver�s chest, the column piercing him like a bayonet as the wheel itself splintered into a hundred fragments, the spokes disintegrating. A bloody foam appeared on the driver�s lips and he gave no sound beyond a sighing exhalation of breath. The big man in the rear seat went head first through the roof, face and hands smashed and lacerated, his neck broken, to be hurled like an unwanted kitten against the tree. Mr Ackroyd shot forward and his head was caught cruelly against the back of the front seat. Head down, his legs circled upward like a maddened pendulum, caught in the jagged, splintery hole in the roof. He hung there for a moment, and then his feet slipped free and slowly he slid downward on to his head and lay crumpled up in the space between front and back seats, a pathetic little scrap of scarcely living human wreckage, whimpering and muttering through a haze of unconsciousness.
For a long time he lay there. And then, as he began to come back to life, something stirred in his crazy, unhinged mind, and he moved a little. He gave a yelp of pain as his left arm scraped against the front seat. He didn�t quite realize it then, but that arm was one big bruise, though it had not broken. After a while, still whimpering, Mr Ackroyd dragged his protesting body on to the back seat, which was canted up at a sharp angle.
He lay back, panting, spent.
After a long, long time he felt a little strength seeping back into his tortured body, and he began humming to himself, grotesquely: on a sombre note, constantly repeated, dum-da, dum-da, dum-da, dum-da�
It was a gruesome, horrifying sound, that humming in the wreckage of the car; but � as yet � there was no one there to hear it. Mr Ackroyd realized, in a dim kind of way, that his refrain had some significance, but for the life of him he couldn�t remember what it was, except that it was desperately important that he should get out of that car and get back to � back to where? Mr Ackroyd thought for a bit, got nowhere, and gave it up. He started humming again; later, when he grew tired of that, he remembered, in some curious way, that there was something he had to do, something he just had to do before he could go back to wherever-it-was he had to get back to. It was something that had been on his mind a lot just recently, and it was to do with that woman � the perfumed woman, and the awful beatings he�d had, the dreadful, wicked beatings that always came when he smelt that scent, the beatings that had left his whole body red and raw and bleeding and still most terribly painful however he sat or lay. There was something yet to do, something imprinted in the little man�s hazy memory because it was so wrapped in those beatings.
Mr Ackroyd, praying to his Maker for more strength, began to do it.
It had been the man who�d been driving who had had the thing, Mr Ackroyd thought shakily � he remembered the woman giving it to him. Mr Ackroyd, with difficulty, dragged his body upright, leant over the driving-seat. When he saw that shattered, squeezed body that hung dead on the steering column Mr Ackroyd felt very sick and giddy for a bit, and then forced himself to go on. He reached down and went through the pockets, groped through the oozing blood which was starting to congeal now where the metal bar had entered the man�s body, felt then for the wallet in the breast-pocket which the steering-column had only just missed. He drew out the wallet, felt something hard in the folds of the soft, sleek leather.
Utterly exhausted, Mr Ackroyd flopped back in the seat and closed his eyes, the pain from his arm sparking into his body. It was some minutes before he found the strength to open the wallet. When he did so he found tucked down the back pocket a thin, flat strip of metal with a hole in one end and a convex half-circle at the other. It was a delicate piece of work, almost wafer-thin, and the semicircular end had little teeth beautifully worked, very tiny and very even � sharp little teeth which were made to engage in another piece of metal. Mr Ackroyd felt those teeth, and gave an odd little, dry cackle. It was important, was that bit of metal, but Mr Ackroyd still couldn�t remember why, couldn�t for the life of him remember� and perhaps it didn�t matter very much now after all, for the woman hadn�t got it, which was the important thing; and as for Mr Ackroyd himself, he was assuredly going to die. No man could go on living in such pain.
Mr Ackroyd gave a dry, choking sob as he thought about his death like that, and then he started humming again. Dum-da, dum-da, dum-da � it did cheer him up a little, that refrain, somehow brought him close to a necessary part of his life. His head seemed to float away from him, up into those lantern-like stars above the little town of Verc�n, and he thought confusedly of Liverpool and Mrs Ackroyd and Annie and Ernie Spinner and such a lot of things like that. And as he sat and thought, and hummed at intervals, and clutched his little piece of metal with the sharp teeth � the little piece of metal that would have made things right in Gibraltar within five minutes � a group of shadowy forms led by a guardia straggled down the steep, rocky track from the walls of Verc�n.



CHAPTER TWELVE

In Gibraltar very few knew the truth. Very few knew, but a good many heard vague rumours of untoward things, and they sniffed the air and were not happy. Very few knew, but many put two and two together; none of their guesses made four, but a few intelligent persons in official circles made very good shots indeed � but because they were intelligent people they kept these guesses to themselves, and did not start to spread the half-truths which would undoubtedly have led to a panic.
All the same, vague, half-defined whispers did go round the town and the garrison, and a general atmosphere of unrest soon became apparent, a nasty wordless feeling that all was not well, and that something rather dreadful might be going to happen. The comings and goings at the Governor�s residence at The Convent, at The Mount, where the Flag Officer lived, at the Tower in the dockyard, and in the City Council chambers and the Legislative Council building� this all helped the rumour-mongering. It was, of course, inevitable. The Yacht Club buzzed; officers and men of visiting ships felt the difference in the atmosphere of the Rock from last time they�d been in. In the Garrison Library members tended to talk in whispers � whispers which died away as newcomers joined the little groups, and then started up again. It was the same in the hotels.
H.M.S. Cambridge was moved and berthed beneath the Tower; that for a cruiser was sufficiently unusual in itself, in all the circumstances, to give fresh life to the rumours.
The brass was alarmed about something, that was clear enough. A few voices, loud ones, were raised against �all this secrecy�; but, except for these few voices, Gibraltar�s 24,000 odd inhabitants � Service, civilian, and local � trusted their Governor and Commander-in-Chief.
Which trust Sir Francis Hammersley found very sustaining � but at the same time worrying, and very humbling.
* * *
General Hammersley had had barely four hours sleep since Shaw had crossed into Spain, and that was now more than thirty-six hours ago. During that time no word of Shaw, or of any progress, had reached Gibraltar.
Tired, Hammersley tapped out his pipe in a gleaming copper ash-tray on the polished leather top of his desk. His eyes were red-rimmed, his uniform crumpled and clammy. He seemed to have aged quite a lot in these last two days of supreme (and supremely lonely) responsibility. It weighed very heavily upon him that so many men, women, and children depended for their lives upon his handling of a unique situation, depended upon his accurate, or otherwise, assessment of the chances. For, of course, there would come a time when he would no longer be justified in waiting for Shaw to achieve something: there would come a moment when catastrophe would be certain to occur within a short time after, and there would then be no further point in maintaining secrecy. The explosion which would send the Rock hurtling down on the town to crush its inhabitants to a frightful death would also end Project Sinker and everything connected with it. And when that moment came it would be up to Hammersley to recognize it, and to order the immediate evacuation of Gibraltar in an attempt to get as many people off the Rock as possible before the end came.
Hammersley drew a hand heavily across his forehead, found a sticky cold sweat there.
It seemed to him at times that the scramble line to London hadn�t been idle for a minute since the first word of Ackroyd�s disappearance had been flashed to Whitehall. Counter-proposal followed proposal, and refusal followed counter-proposal; and the tense voices of Whitehall and Downing Street drummed into General Hammersley�s ears, and those of other high-ranking officers holding responsible positions; and in the end something of a scheme had been thrashed out.
When and if that moment, that point, as it were, of no return, should appear to be in sight � and it was left entirely to Hammersley to say when that was; the action signal was his alone to give � all entries to Gibraltar would at once be prohibited, and a number of complicated movements would be set in motion under the collective code-name of Exercise Convoy, which, when the evacuation actually started, would be stepped up to Operation Convoy. In the first place, upon the Gibraltar Governor�s Most Immediate call to London, the liner Queen Elizabeth�at this moment, as Hammersley refilled his pipe in his office, leaving New York for Southampton via Le Havre � would increase to her maximum emergency speed, land her passengers and all excess catering staff at Plymouth, and steam flat out for Gibraltar, where she would anchor in the Bay and immediately take off evacuees from tenders. The Queen Mary was unfortunately undergoing refit, and was therefore not available; but the Queen Elizabeth could be backed up if necessary by the Orient liner Orsova, which, homeward bound from Sydney, was already well into the Mediterranean, and might be ordered to disembark her passengers at Naples and proceed at full speed into Algeciras Bay; while the P. and O. Company�s Stratheden, also inward bound from Sydney, was due to enter the Mediterranean shortly � though at the moment she was awaiting Canal entry at Port Tewfik, and would therefore probably be too late. A host of small shipping, all that happened to be near at hand when the signals went out, could be given diversionary orders as necessary; the big troop-carriers of R.A.F. Transport Command, backed up by B.O.A.C. and B.E.A., would be alerted to start a continuous shuttle-service from Gibraltar�s airport; the British Mediterranean Fleet in Malta had sealed orders, dispatched by air to the Commander-in-Chief, which would be opened on a signal from the Admiralty if necessary. Meanwhile the warships � an aircraft-carrier, two cruisers, and smaller vessels � were being held at immediate notice for steam, the official reason being that they might be required to take part in the big exercise in Royal Navy and Merchant Service co-operation to be known as Exercise Convoy; so that, if Shaw should bring his mission to a successful conclusion in the meantime, secrecy would not have been needlessly jeopardized.
Hammersley had been instructed that the situation vis-�-vis Spain was to be handled with the greatest care; as a last resort, and only if something went badly adrift with those all-embracing evacuation arrangements, or if the fuel unit should look like going up before the ships could get to Gibraltar, he was ordered to request permission from the Military Governor in Algeciras for an exodus into Spanish territory. That contingency apart, only when the sea-air evacuation actually began was he (on the grounds of common humanity) to break what was left of security and warn the Spanish Military Governor that he should clear La Linea, San Roque, and Algeciras and represent to Madrid that contamination and blast might well extend as far as Malaga, Cadiz, and Ronda. Tangier would of course be alerted at the same time, and shipping, apart from that required to form the evacuation fleet, would be given a general broadcast warning to keep clear of the Straits.
All this awaited the word of General Hammersley. If he must not make that signal too late, he must certainly not make it too soon either. A somewhat strongly worded pronouncement to this latter effect had come to him personally from a very high source indeed.
He had in addition another very heavy responsibility: that of working out, in consultation with Gibraltar�s civic and Legislative Council authorities, the details of that act of evacuation as it would affect those being uprooted from homes which they would never see again. That � and the priorities. After much heart-searching, the Governor had come to the conclusion that this was no time for a policy of �women and children first.� It was, he thought, no time to split families, to leave the breadwinner behind to face certain death. They must, he had said � and he�d insisted in the face of opposition � live or die together as whole families. So families would be moved as units. Top priority would go to those with the largest number of children, the lowest to old people, childless couples, and single men and women. British Service personnel would go last of all, and then only if there was space available � and time; for Hammersley would not hold the ships in danger to await his troops. The Governor and his staff, and other senior officers of the Services, would, of course, be the very last to leave the by then nearly deserted fortress � Hammersley himself didn�t really expect to get away at all. This removal operation, of which the populace would know nothing (beyond the fact that Exercise Convoy was going on) until it became inevitable, would be conducted by British infantry who would rouse out the people in their homes after a last-minute broadcast by the Governor over the Rediffusion Service and Radio Gibraltar, and escort them on foot and in Service transport and in buses and commandeered private cars with the absolute minimum of essential personal effects, to the airport and to the tenders waiting at the dockyard and Waterport quays to go out to the ships in the Bay. Staff officers, working with the civic authorities in the City Hall, were now drawing up the lists of population in the due order of their priorities.
In his office Hammersley slowly, but with fingers that shook a little, stuffed the tobacco down into the bowl of his pipe. While he was doing this there was a light tap at the door, and his wife came in carrying a bunch of flowers, bougainvillaea and zinnias and pelargoniums. Dark and petite, smiling now but smiling anxiously, she came towards him.
�Hullo, m�dear.� Hammersley did his best to match the smile. He thought: I wish to Heaven I could talk to her about this, but there�s at least one reason why I mustn�t. And I know she suspects something � how could she not?�� and she�s worried about the boys coming out for their leave�
Lady Hammersley came up to him, kissed his cheek. Then, standing back a pace, she looked at him critically. She said, �Francis, you do look so worn out. How much longer is the worry going to last for you?�
He still smiled at her, gently, but he felt his nerves on edge. �Not much longer, my dear.� How much did she know? All he�d said was that he was going to be pretty busy on an exercise for the next few days, and she�d better carry on with her various women�s committees and what-have-you and forget about him, because he wouldn�t see much of her anyway. Of course, he knew that if he�d told her the truth she�d have been useful to him and the staff in helping to organize some of the more domestic aspects of the evacuation arrangements, but he�d preferred to forgo that for a certain reason, and that reason had to do with their sons. Once she knew what was going on the mother-instinct would, quite naturally, have taken precedence of her position as the Governor�s Lady, and that was something which for both their sakes, and for the sake of security, he didn�t want to happen.
She put out a hand, lightly touched his face. Her eyes were very anxious; her half-Spanish blood had given to her manner � though not to her emotions in times of stress � a kind of Victorian reserve, a reserve which had attracted Hammersley to her in the first place, and she was still unsure how far she ought to go in drawing out her husband on matters of duty. But now, seeing her evident anxiety, Hammersley took her hands in his and led her to a chair by his desk.
Standing over her, he said gently, �Don�t worry, my dear. We�ll come through this.�
She was puzzled. �Francis, I don�t understand you � come through what?� Her nose crinkled up, her eyes puckered, and suddenly she looked very Spanish, with the dark hair laid rather close to the narrow head. �All this � gossip, Francis. Is it really true that there is something very bad going to happen?�
Hammersley swore a little under his breath. He�d been indiscreet � he was so damn tired � he must watch himself every minute of the day. Turning away to the window, he said rather harshly, �I told you not to worry. It�s only that � I�ve had a lot of work lately, and I�m not so young as I was. Forget it.�
�All right.� After a long look at her husband�s back, Lady Hammersley shrugged slightly. �I wanted to talk to you, Francis.�
He looked at his watch. The Mayor was due in fifteen minutes. �Go ahead,� he said.
�It�s about the boys.�
Hammersley stiffened. Well, of course, this had to be faced, the actual decision put into words some time. �Go on.�
�You�ve been looking forward to them coming out, Francis.�
�Of course.� Hammersley�s teeth came together with a snap, over by the window where he was looking out unseeingly towards the cool green of the trees. Naturally he�d been looking forward to seeing his sons � one on holiday from his public school, the elder on leave from Sandhurst. But not any more. He turned to face his wife. �What about it?�
�What about it?� she repeated. �Francis, I have heard the gossip, the talk, the rumours. I don�t know if it is right to bring them out to Gibraltar just now.�
And, thought Hammersley furiously, as he bit hard on his lip. I know damn well that it�s wickedly wrong from any human standpoint. But dammit to hell, for good or ill I�m a red-tabbed general � and what�s more I�m the Governor. It�s not as though I�m Tom, Dick, or Harry � some junior officer or N.C.O. or private who might quite legitimately decide off his own bat for a variety of reasons to stop his family coming out. This is the kind of responsibility I�ve been paid to be ready for ever since I stopped being a regimental officer years ago. And I hope I�ve never to bear it again � after this, the Equality Boys can take over and let the rank-and-file have all the privileges of command, which perhaps will give the generals and the admirals some excuse for behaving like private soldiers and ordinary seamen when it comes to this kind of thing. But meanwhile here I am, the Governor of Gibraltar. I�ve got the full knowledge, and I must be strong enough not to take private advantage of it� and not only that � there�s so much more to it than that. Some fathers have, already stopped their children� they�ve heard the rumours, I suppose � and of course I haven�t interfered. But if I stop my boys coming in the rumours�ll run like wildfire (�Haven�t you heard? H.E.�s stopped his sons leaving U.K. for Gib � you can�t tell me there�s nothing up!�) and there�ll be complete cancellation of the school planes. That�ll blow security nicely! A lance-corporal can save his children but I mustn�t save mine� anyway, that�s how I see it, though I know she won�t, and that�s why she mustn�t know � the decision�s got to be mine alone.
In a level voice he said, �My dear, of course they must come. They�d be terribly disappointed.� After that he couldn�t go on. Coughing, he fiddled with his pipe. Then he added abruptly, �No change, my dear. No change in the plans.�
�Francis, there�s no danger of war � of a sudden attack on Gibraltar?�
Safe ground, that. He laughed. �No.�
�You�re quite sure it�s all right?�
He couldn�t look at her. �Quite sure.�
Lady Hammersley gave a little sigh and got up. She hesitated a moment, looking across at her husband�s back, then she left the office. Hammersley came away from the window, walked back across the room to his desk, and stood there with his heart thudding and a nasty tight feeling in his throat. The flowers which his wife had placed there were buoyant with life and colour in the sunlight, and they did nothing but bring terrible reproach to him. His hand shook uncontrollably. The boys would be packing at this moment, he supposed, looking forward to their trip by air. He puffed hard at his pipe. He knew that beside his own two boys, the blood of countless other children would be on his hands now, if Shaw should fail or if he should misjudge the moment to give that signal to Whitehall. Perhaps he ought at least to have stopped the children coming in � all of them � and yet, how could he? This damned security. Perhaps he could find some foolproof excuse � but what? There was no epidemic on the Rock, there wasn�t even a water-shortage � nothing. Any faked-up excuse like that would be seen through at once, would have precisely the same effect as a direct order of cancellation. And he�d entirely agreed with Shaw about the need to avoid that in the case of incoming tourists. In the last resort, to a man in his position, the defence of the western world had to come first.
After his wife had left him Hammersley�s lips moved in a short, silent prayer and his hands gripped the sides of his desk. Then, he rang through to the Rear-Admiral at The Mount. He asked, �Forbes, any news � from the power plant?�
There was a short pause. Then: �Nothing that�s good, sir, I�m afraid. Those fellers the Admiralty sent out haven�t been able to find the fault yet.�
�I see. Forbes, honestly � d�you think they will?�
This time there was no pause. �No, I don�t.�
* * *
�The bloody blue-prints are no better than bumf. The wet little bastard�s been making unauthorized mods of his own � you can see that." Alan Parker, one of the Admiralty people who�d been working on the fuel unit unremittingly for some twenty-four hours, and who�d stripped down the starting mechanism so far as they dared without touching off a premature explosion, slammed the drawings down on the high desk in the power-house and went over to the side of AFPU ONE, stared at it bitterly through red rims. Parker, a youngish fellow with a family of three small children playing happily at that moment in the lounge of a little home-�in Walworth, felt worn to�his nerve-endings already. The trouble was that no one really knew, and that inhibited their efforts, made them cautious and hesitant. For all they knew for sure, one slip with a screwdriver could start off something under that lead casing which would mean the end. And those mucked-up bloody blue-prints! Parker felt his nails digging into his palms.
The control panel showed that electric light glowing brightly, showed the hand on the dial running down towards the red line. It might have been imagination, but to the sweating, scared men it seemed as though they could almost see it move now, almost see the hand and the light clicking up to the final act. The atmosphere in the subterranean power-house seemed to grow more and more close and hot and confining, and harder on the ears too, as AFPU ONE thudded out its low, horrifying song: Dum-da, dum-da, dum-da�
Parker abruptly asked for a stop-watch. When he�d got it in his hand he pressed the knob at the top, and for a long time he checked that maddening note.
Then, white-faced and shaking, he said, �It�s barely noticeable yet, I s�pose, but she�s running faster for all that.�
He clenched his fists and swore. The others stared back at him, caught each other�s glances sidelong. Parker wiped a sweat-rag over his face, shrugged. Then he picked up a screwdriver and moved back to the starting-panel.
* * *
It had taken Don Jaime no more than ten minutes and a wad of high-denomination peseta notes to get the man �Pedro Gomez� out of the La Linea casilla. And, speeding north-east to Torremolinos in the limousine, Shaw began to feel better. Don Jaime had produced a flask of brandy from a recess in the upholstery, and a couple of good pulls at this had worked wonders. The Spaniard promised food the moment they got back to the villa.
As they drove fast along the road which led down into the valley, across the Guadiaro river�s cantilever bridge, and then along the high coast road past Buller�s Beach, with the blue-hazed mountains to the westward, Shaw tried to thank Don Jaime, but the Spaniard wouldn�t permit it.
�But it is nothing,� he protested from the corner where he lay back, cool and large, looking like the millionaire he was. He waved his cigar airily, the rich, heavy smoke drifting across Shaw�s nostrils. Shaw liked the smell of other people�s cigars, but had never cultivated such tastes himself. Don Jaime went on, �Your country has been good to me, and your Mr Latymer is a personal friend of mine, Commander Shaw.�
He glanced sideways at Shaw as he said this. Shaw smiled back at him and told him that he already knew that. Don Jaime said, �Now, I understand, but perfectly, that you cannot tell me what it is you have come to Spain to do. But, on the other hand, if you should decide to take me just a little way into your confidence, Commander, I may � who knows?�� be able to help. Again, I shall understand if you do not wish this. But I am not without influence � and like the donkey, I have large ears. Unlike the donkey, however, I have many of them � and they are all to the ground.� His brown eyes looked shrewdly into Shaw�s. �Do you understand?�
Shaw smiled and rubbed the side of his nose. �Perfectly, Se�or de Castro.�
After that Don Jaime transferred his attention pointedly to the cigar. He wasn�t going to probe and pry. It would be entirely up to Shaw.
For some miles they travelled, as though by mutual consent, in silence. Shaw lay back against the luxurious, fabulously expensive upholstery of the speeding car, whose engine-sounds came to him faintly as a whisper in the wind. He thought swiftly. Of course Don Jaime would understand, as he had said, if Shaw chose to keep quiet. There would be no question of giving him a snub, giving the brush-off to a man who had proved invaluable in time of need. On the other hand, Shaw knew he could use his discretion because the Old Man himself trusted Don Jaime. And the Spaniard, with his vast business interests and his wealth and his importance � the importance of which Shaw had seen a demonstration so recently � might well find things out much more quickly than he, working so largely in the dark. Karina might be anywhere by this time � so might Ackroyd. No progress had been made at all, and Shaw, who was now extremely worried, would in effect have to start again from scratch; the ensuing delay could have fatal results for Gibraltar. And Debonnair. Debonnair! Shaw felt the nagging pain entering his guts again at the thought of what might happen to her.
What was he going to do?
He felt the appraising glance of Don Jaime then. �Come, amigo," said the Spaniard quietly, regarding Shaw with kindly curiosity. �You are troubled. Confide in me. You have the assurance of my silence, as much as the confessional.�
�I don�t doubt that for a moment, Don Jaime.� Shaw hesitated, then he made his decision. He said, �I want to find two people. One, a woman � Rosia del Cuatro Caminos, she calls herself. The other�s a man called Ackroyd, an Englishman.�
Very briefly he sketched in some details without giving away anything about the major defence secrets or the danger which was hanging over Gibraltar. Don Jaime listened in silence mostly, drawing slowly at his cigar, gaze fixed on the cream, felt-lined ceiling of the car as they swayed over the bumps and potholes; but, because he had a suspicion that the Englishman�s worried face was not due entirely to the difficulties of his job, he asked one or two probing though gentle questions, and discovered that Shaw was upset because a certain young lady had arrived in Gibraltar. Don Jaime had rather expected there was something about a woman. After that he merely nodded once or twice; and when Shaw had finished he sat on, still silent, non-com-mittal. He appeared to be thinking, and once or twice he grunted to himself and nodded his head again, wobbling his many dark-shadowed chins.
The Spaniard was silent again for most of the way after that, as they swept through Estepona, Marbella, Fuengirola. Some two hours after leaving La Linea the limousine turned in a cloud of dust for the big wrought-iron gateway into the villa�s drive. As it pulled up before the door Don Jaime�s butler came out to meet them. The chauffeur jumped down to open the car door. As Don Jaime got out behind Shaw he called to the butler:
�Frederico, luncheon for Se�or Gomez in ten minutes. He will want to wash first.� He turned to Shaw. �You no doubt know that by your standards our Spanish meal times are always late. But you will excuse me if I do not join you, my friend. I have much to do.�
�Of course.�
Don Jaime clapped Shaw on the shoulder almost affectionately, taking it in a great bear-like hug for a moment.
Then, as Shaw followed the butler to Don Jaime�s private bathroom, the Spaniard walked into his study, got rid of the girl typist, poured himself an Amontillado, and took up the telephone.
He knew that his good friend Latymer didn�t send operatives out unless there was something for them to do, and he didn�t send senior ones out on minor jobs either. He knew that �Pedro Gomez� was supposed to work in Gibraltar Dockyard, and the letter of invitation which he had been asked to write to Commander Shaw had started him worrying about Gibraltar in the first place; he felt sure, by now, that all was not well, that something was threatening the security of Gibraltar � and Don Jaime, like any other Spaniard, had a clear interest in Gibraltar; he was as good a patriot as anyone else, and as such he subscribed to his Government�s view that Gibraltar should belong to Spain (though he was well able to find this attitude quite consistent with the friendship which he felt for England � the two things were in separate compartments in his mind). And in addition he was very fond of his half-sister, the girl of half-Spanish blood who had been Dona Juana de Maria de Castro before Sir Francis � then Captain Hammersley and A.D.C. to the Governor of Gibraltar � had married her. The call which he made was, in fact, to his half-sister in the fortress.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The first thing Don Jaime did after Shaw had lunched that afternoon was to implement the invitation contained in the letter which Carberry had given Shaw. He asked him to consider himself his guest for the time being, until the march of events, as Don Jaime put it, took him away.
His bear-like paw came down on Shaw�s shoulder. �I want to help. And here in my home you will be in the centre of things; and you may as well be comfortable while you can, amigo."
Shaw agreed thankfully. The villa was an excellent base of operations, and he could not have wished for anything better; it was a communications centre from which he could cover a whole lot of territory, and for the short time he was likely to be there Shaw knew he would live, for one of the rare occasions in his life, in sheer luxury and off the fat of a land known for its gourmandizing and its service; a fact which he could have enjoyed had it not been for his anxieties.
He asked Don Jaime, �D�you happen to know a man in Malaga called Domingo Felipe?�
The Spaniard gave him a quick look. �Yes, amigo, I do. He is a useful man, as I would gather your department has told you. But he has not been seen for some days, and I believe he is in trouble with the Policia Secreta. Because of this, he has changed his address. More than that I cannot tell you.�
The Policia Secreta, Shaw knew, was one of the most important police formations in Spain and was controlled by the Direccion General de Seguridad in Madrid; its functions included C.I.D. work, extradition laws, Interpol, and subversive activities. And he didn�t like the sound of their interest in his contact. If Domingo Felipe was off the list of useful men, even if only for the time being, it would make his job the harder unless Don Jaime should get some information soon. Anyway, Shaw determined to carry on notwithstanding, and to try to make contact later that day with Felipe.
However, the first thing to do � and Shaw did it as soon as possible � was to put through a telephone call to Major Staunton. He had agreed a simple code with the Defence Security Officer to cover any calls such as this, and Staunton came through immediately when Shaw gave the name which they had arranged he should use, the cover being, if anyone should intercept the call, that he was an officer on local leave from the garrison.
Shaw asked how things were going.
Staunton�s reaction was casual, his yawn elaborate. But Shaw caught the tenseness behind his voice when he answered lightly, �Oh, much as usual. Things haven�t changed just because you�re away, you know, my lad!� Staunton laughed, and the laugh was just a little forced and nervy. That in itself told Shaw much of the story of strain and stress. �I don�t think the� weather�s going to hold for long, though. It�s getting awfully sticky.� He paused. �Having a good leave, old boy?�
Shaw said enthusiastically, �Fine, thanks. Taking it easy � plenty of good food.�
�And � the women? I have to ask that � knowing you.�
�No luck with them yet, I�m sorry to say. Seem to keep one jump ahead of me, though I nearly picked a winner � thought I had till she turned nasty. Can�t be helped. It�s not for lack of trying.�
�I�m sure of that.� Staunton told him that all was well with Debonnair and then for a minute or two they chatted easily about general matters of no importance; a little chaff and leg-pulling and some regimental chat which Shaw hoped wouldn�t sound too phoney. Then Staunton said, �There�s some mail for you, by the way. As it happens, there�s a diplomatic bag going up to Malaga tomorrow, and I can get the courier to drop it in if you like. No trouble at all, old boy,� he said, as Shaw protested formally. �It�ll be with you some time to-morrow. Bye-bye.�
He rang off. It was only then that Shaw wondered how Staunton knew that he�d reached Don Jaime�s.
* * *
After that belated lunch, and his telephone call, Shaw went out into the garden and wandered down to the sandy beach. There was some quality in the friendly lapping noises of the Mediterranean wavelets as they hissed so gently up the smooth sand which brought him a quietness and a kind of peace, and he tried to think things out in this solitude. Of course, the next move might well depend on the letter coming through from Staunton, for Shaw didn�t suppose it was a love-letter or anything personal like that � orders must be on the way from some one. Or that next move would depend on any information he might yet be able to get from the man Domingo Felipe. Shaw was very conscious of the time that was running out; but meanwhile there was nothing he could do but wait, and he would have to be as patient as possible � Felipe, Carberry had said, could be contacted only in the late evening.
He had walked for some distance along the shore in the direction of Malaga before he realized just how dog-tired he was. His head had cleared, but the blow from the sandbag, not to mention the discomforts of that calabozo, had left him with a weak feeling of lassitude. He turned, and slowly he walked back along the sand and headed up for the path leading to the garden; and there he sat beneath the shade of a palm-tree and looked out over the water. After a while, as he sat there with his mind spinning round again in useless circles, he heard the sound of a child�s laughter. Looking round, he saw a small boy in swimming-trunks coming along the path from the villa, olive-skinned and serious. His hand was held by an Englishwoman � that was evident from her clothes � a middle-aged woman who looked what she was: a spinster governess.
The little boy caught sight of Shaw at the foot of the tree. He waved a hand. �Hola, se�or!�
�Hola, hijo!� Shaw, still the Spaniard Pedro Gomez, waved back and grinned. He got to his feet as the governess smiled at him primly. He bowed. �Se�ora.�
�Se�orita!� She simpered a little, pleased at the implied compliment. Shaw felt suddenly sorry for her. �You�re Se�or Gomez, aren�t you?� She spoke to him in not very good Spanish.
�Si, se�orita.�
�He is staying with Grandpapa,� the little boy said, his face serious as he turned from the governess to Shaw. �I looked at you having lunch. I looked through the window� you did not see me.� Dimples came and went, dispelling the seriousness; the English Miss looked shocked at his disclosure, made little schoolmarmish clicking sounds with her tongue and frowned. The small, pointed face gazed up at Shaw. �I am going to swim. Would the se�or care to come with me?�
The tone was so grave, the face so serious again, so much and so consciously the face of the small se�orito deputizing for the grand abuelo, that Shaw had to laugh. �I would but I cannot! I have no costume.�
�You may borrow Grandpapa�s.�
Again, Shaw laughed. �Hijo, Don Jaime�s costume on me would be like a tent upon a clothes-pole. Thank you for the offer � but I think I�ll stay here and watch you.� He grinned at the governess, who, he was delighted to note, didn�t suspect in the very least that she was enjoying what her heart craved � an Englishman�s company. Sensing this, Shaw felt sorry for her again � so dried-up, so virginal, so materially comfortable yet so much without hope. He smiled at her kindly. She returned his smile, a little self-consciously.
She said briskly, �Well, we�d better be getting along. Come along, Juan.� Her voice was so determinedly cheerful, and yet so depressed and depressing. She took the child�s hand, her big, bony one enveloping his small olive fingers. �Let the gentleman alone now.�
The boy said gravely, �Adios, se�or.� Gently, remembering the manners of his class, he disengaged his fingers from the hand of his governess � oh, dear, would the English Miss never learn?�� brought his heels together, and gave a little formal bow.
�Adios, hijo, adios,� said Shaw.
Shaw flopped back on the sand beneath the palm-trees. He looked after the pair, his brows crinkling. That boy had affected him; he felt a strange bitterness welling up inside him, an almost physical pain. As the two walked on they became outlined in the rays of the sun beginning its afternoon decline to the west behind Shaw. Silhouetted against the now darkening blue of the sea, the English Miss had very nearly slim lines. Her years, in Shaw�s half-closed eyes, fell away and left him a prey to visions. The small, well-built child had his hand trustingly in hers as they approached the water�s edge; Shaw thought again of Debonnair, and his heart seemed to contract, his guts squirmed painfully, and he sighed. Perhaps it was true that he had no right to marry and have children. Debonnair was very likely right; his life was too shaky. And in a way children were always hostages to fortune. Maybe an agent�s life and domesticity were just oil and water.
He recalled the grave manner of the little boy, the serious, steadfast eyes and the almost precocious politeness that had made him laugh. Suddenly he thought: It�s a long time, a hell of a long time, since I�ve laughed like that, spontaneously. As the child splashed into the water, flinging his arms and shouting, Shaw scrambled up and walked away. There was an abominable pain in his stomach now, and his mouth felt dry, sour.
He knew this time of quiet was no more than an interlude in the storm. Somehow he didn�t want any more such interludes; they were a little too painful, and would remain so until the outfit had done with him and life could be one long interlude.
* * *
Shaw was not disappointed in his visions of good living. Don Jaime�s own valet � who had been sent earlier into Malaga by his master to get Shaw an outfit of suitable clothing � looked after his needs. The food was excellent, the wines superb. A very old Oloroso was served before that night�s late dinner; the best white and red wines appeared with the meal itself, and afterwards the butler produced a vintage port from the cellars, a port which Don Jaime said was from one of Portugal�s great years. That port, and the aroma of Don Jaime�s cigar in his nostrils, would have added up to the perfection of luxury in more normal times.
When Don Jaime had taken one glass of port he excused himself on the grounds of work, and Shaw was left sitting on the veranda. He puffed in silence at a cigarette and looked out through the spidery trees towards the moonlight falling across the Mediterranean, sending a spiral of silver shimmering out into the darkness. Beyond, the lights of the fish-ing-boats making out of the port of Malaga for their night�s work glimmered faintly and were gone. A faint, refreshing breeze off the sea ruffled the trees. The masthead lights of a big vessel approaching the port came up in the distance from the direction of Cape Gata; Shaw watched until he saw the red and green sidelights sliding into a single red blob as the ship made the starboard turn to enter the harbour.
He watched enviously. Some lucky so-and-so was still sailing the seas. Giving an exclamation of annoyance at his own thoughts, Shaw crushed out his cigarette, glanced at his wrist-watch. He stood up. It was just about time now.
* * *
Twenty minutes later Shaw, who had delayed until he could be reasonably certain that the Torremolinos bars would be filling up, and that therefore he would be less conspicuous, was back in his old faded shirt and the dirty corduroys. He left the villa and, instead of going out by the driveway, skirted along to the left of the building and out through the trees which enclosed Don Jaime�s property to the northward; clear of the trees, he flitted over scrubby fields towards the roadway which led to Malaga through the village of Torremolinos, which was not far away from Don Jaime�s main gateway. Slouching along in big, heavy, dust-covered boots, he looked like any other hombre ambling into Torremolinos for the bars or knocking-shops that night. He walked slowly, as though he was going nowhere in particular, along the dusty roadway through a mixed, rather cosmopolitan crowd of locals out with their girls and smart tourists staying at the beach hotels. But when he turned off the main road half-way through the village he went where the tourists didn�t penetrate.
* * *
�I am looking for a friend of mine.� Intentionally Shaw slurred his speech a little as he addressed the bartender. �A man named Domingo Felipe.� This was after the time taken to drink four glasses of the rough vino had failed to produce his contact; the wine, and the stink of stale tobacco-smoke and frying-oil, had made Shaw feel a little sick, and he gave an involuntary belch as he slouched at the bar � but it was in character with his act.
The barman�s eyes flickered, and the swarthy face seemed to lose some of its colour. He said, �I know of no such man.�
Oh, yes, you do, Shaw thought, watching closely. Looks as though Don Jaime was right. He asked, �He has not been in lately?�
He could see the sweat of fear on the bartender�s forehead. The man said, �I tell you, hombre, I know of no one by that name.�
Shaw stared at him, realized that he would get no cooperation, and shrugged. Another avenue would have to be found, that was all. He couldn�t risk a scene. He tilted the glass of vino, sent the remains of the red liquid down his throat in a gulp. As he turned to go he caught the eye of the man sitting by the bar quite near where he had been. The man looked away quickly, but Shaw had seen the expression, the interest. Something told him to watch out.
Leaving the bar, he walked out into a little square and up an alley towards the main road. Half-way along the alley he stopped to light a cigarette, and he glanced back. A figure had sunk into a doorway, a figure who was noiseless in alpargatas, the canvas, rope-soled shoes worn by the hombres. As he came to the main Malaga road Shaw turned to the left, headed in the opposite direction from Don Jaime�s villa. The man kept well behind him. Shaw didn�t hurry; he walked casually, calmly along the dusty road as though he was simply going home, and was in no particular hurry. It could be that his shadow was Felipe�s go-between, anxious to give Shaw news of his contact in secrecy; time would tell, and the man would choose his own time. Once outside the village, Shaw turned off sharply into some trees, a grove of orange and eucalyptus. As still and silent as death, he sunk into the dark and watched and waited.
The other man stopped too. Clearly he was uncertain, then after a while he came on, the alpargatas making no sound. He began to edge along very slowly; and in a shaft of moonlight Shaw caught the glint of steel from a knife in the man�s hand. Evidently he was no friend of Felipe�s after all. Shaw stiffened against the trunk of a big eucalyptus, where the ground-scrub helped to hide him, sweated into his shirt, and felt it stick to him clammily. The man was not far off now;
Shaw could hear his strained breathing as he evidently tried to make no sound. He was light enough on those rope-soled feet; only very faintly the dry crackles of twigs and brushwood came to the naval officer�s ears.
Slowly, carefully, the man came up to Shaw�s tree. With infinite caution Shaw edged round, keeping his silhouette out of sight as the man moved slowly past; and then, when he had the man in front of him and unsuspecting, Shaw moved quickly. He came out from the tree�s shelter in one bound, got a grip round the man�s throat, choked back the scream which his fingers told him was coming up. So close to the main Malaga road and the village, Shaw wouldn�t risk using his revolver. But the unknown man was slippery enough. He twisted his body right round, lashed out at Shaw with the knife. Shaw felt his shirt-sleeve rip, felt the prick of the steel just nicking his elbow. Cursing, he brought his knee up with a sharp jerk; the man seemed to expect that, and squirmed his body backward so that Shaw�s knee slid up into his chest, losing its force of impact, but making the man give a choked grunt and fall away a little.
Shaw closed in, smashed the edge of his open hand across a vital spot in the man�s unprotected neck, using a quick, chopping movement. The hombre�s breath rattled in his throat, and he staggered, slumped to the ground, lay very still. Shaw, breathing heavily, fell back against the tree. He felt sick, horrified at what he had done; but such things had to be. When so much was at stake one couldn�t be squeamish. That, however, made things no easier for the man who had to do them.
Overcoming his nausea, Shaw bent and searched the body. He found nothing of any interest. After dragging the corpse behind the scrub where, with any luck, it would not be found for quite a while, he turned away, pale and shaking, made his way back to the road into Torremolinos, glad to be in the gay night crowds again, hoping they would banish the stain of death from him. He was worried now, too, for it was clear that suspicions about him had been aroused in Torremolinos, that he�d been expected in that bar. But all he could do for now was to get back to the villa, avoiding the road and see what the Gibraltar courier brought in the morning.
* * *
He was still worrying about that night�s work during a late breakfast next morning when the courier came in from Gibraltar, a big car with a GBZ plate denoting its Gibraltar registration sweeping into the drive and pulling up with a swagger and a cloud of dust at the front door.
Don Jaime, who had already breakfasted, was himself outside, and through the open window Shaw could hear him talking briefly to the courier and his escort; then he heard the car driving away, and a moment later he caught sight of a girl. As Shaw incredulously recognized those long legs and the trim figure he gave a gasp of sheer surprise and went out at the rush to the porch.
�Deb!�
She ran to him. �Darling!� After they�d kissed she said, �My God, but I�ve been worried about you, you just can�t imagine.�
�Not half so worried as I�ve been about you.� He held her away from him, looked at her. �You�ll never know just how glad I am to see you, but for Heaven�s sake why and how � I mean��
�They asked me to bring a letter.� Gently she left his arms, stood back and set her hair straight and flickered her eyes sideways towards Don Jaime, who was standing there with an almost paternal smirk on his face. �I was coming anyway��
Smiling now with delight, Don Jaime interrupted. He took Shaw aside and spoke quietly. �Commander Shaw, I am in possession of a little information, and therefore I used some family influence, which was of course very wicked of me� but because I have put two and two together, I arranged with my sister that the young lady should come to stay with me. I told my sister that I would like to show her a little of our country, as a friend of hers was already staying with me. I wished you to be no longer worried for her safety, so that you could the better put your mind to work! You see,� he added gently, �I knew you could not do it for yourself. That I understood.�
Shaw felt overwhelming gratitude towards the Spaniard. He tried to thank him, but Don Jaime cut him short. He asked, �But � what about Lady Hammersley? You must be worried about her.�
Don Jaime shrugged slightly, and the corners of his mouth went down. �But naturally. However, she is the wife of His Excellency, and it could not be done, for obvious reasons. I have to rely on you now, my friend.� He clasped Shaw�s shoulder hard, and then, making some excuse, went discreetly indoors.
Debonnair said, �Listen, I don�t know what you two were talking about, or maybe I do!� She looked at Shaw accusingly. �You�re going to try to keep me out of this, aren�t you?�
Shaw grunted. �You can say that again! Tell me � just how much do you know?�
She said quietly, �Not an awful lot, Esmonde darling, except that Gib�s buzzing with rumours and furtive head-shakes � you know what I mean � and there�s pretty obviously something going to happen if you take the trouble to think about it.�
�Is anybody taking the trouble to think about it?�
�The older people are. Most of the others are too busy enjoying themselves.�
�I�m glad to hear it. Look, Debbie. How did this invitation of Don Jaime�s reach you?�
She laughed. She looked awfully desirable, Shaw thought, in that summer frock. She said, �Oh, it was a bit of a wangle. Your Major Staunton rang me down at the Shell offices and said Lady Hammersley wanted to see me for something or other, and would I drop in at The Convent, and � well � here I am. Hugh said that as��
�Hugh?�
�Major Staunton to you.� He grunted and made a face, and the tip of her tongue showed momentarily between her lips. �He said that, as a courier had been detailed already to come up this way, I might as well go with him. Like it?� She grinned.
�I love it, and you know I do. But from now on you�re keeping well clear of all this, Deb.�
Her eyes flashed, beneath the fair brows drawn now into a straight line. �Oh, am I?� she said determinedly. �That�s what you think � don�t forget I know this game as well as you do � well, almost � and I can help quite a lot if you stop being pigheaded!�
When Debonnair had gone to the room which had been prepared for her Shaw walked into the garden, cool before the main heat of the day began to burn it, and ripped open the letter which she had handed to him. It was from Staunton himself, and it contained an up-to-date list of shipping movements in and out of Spanish ports, together with a coded message from the Old Man which said that he was getting concerned about how soon general sea trade ought to be warned of the effects of anything happening in Gibraltar. That was something Shaw couldn�t answer yet; he knew too that it was unlike Latymer to prod his agents unnecessarily, and he could guess from that how the Old Man was being pressed by the Cabinet and the Chiefs of Staff. But � that shipping-list; he could get his teeth into that. The question of how Ackroyd was to be got out of Spain was one to which Shaw had been giving a lot of thought. It would not, of course, be utterly impossible for him to be removed by air, but Shaw didn�t think that was a likely avenue � there were too many snags. For one thing, except for the Barajas airport at Madrid, pretty well all the airports were run by the military, and a very tight control was maintained at all of them � including Barajas; there was none of the careless, slap-happy atmosphere of a seaport. A lift by helicopter was a possibility, but here again it was remote, for the only place which a helicopter could reasonably use as a local base would be North Africa, and word would soon get through the grapevine about that � to say nothing of the suspicions which would be aroused by an unidentified helicopter crossing the Straits in the circumstances.
Shaw was practically certain that the escape would be by sea, and he studied that shipping-list with the greatest care. Spanish ports were at their most easy-going in Andalusia, where the attitude of ma�ana was perhaps more prevalent than in the rest of the country; and Karina would want to get away as quickly as she could, obviously, while if she wanted to use a more distant exit port � say somewhere to the north � she�d have to use the roads or railways to get there; and on the roads there would be more chances of her being stopped by the Civil Guard or by the armed Traffic Police, who were always stopping vehicles even if only to beg a lift. All that would increase her hazards, while the railways would be even more tricky with Ackroyd for company. So it was most likely to be an Andalusian port � say Algeciras, Cadiz, Malaga, Almeria, Huelva. Or even points along the coast in between. Quite a choice. And quite a lot of coastline.
Shaw searched through Staunton�s shipping-list, ticking off the ports one by one, slowly and painstakingly looking for a clue. There was plenty of movement in and out of all these ports, some of it only coastal, but after a while one name stood out � a vessel named Ostrowiec, which had entered Malaga two days before from Marseilles. She stood out because she was a Pole and she was bound for Gdynia, and she was the only Iron Curtain ship in any Andalusian port at the time, while according to the list no more were due for about another fourteen days. The Ostrowiec�s departure date appeared uncertain; at any rate, it was not given in the list.
Reflectively Shaw rubbed his nose.
The Ostrowiec�s departure date could be dependent on Karina, and it looked very much like the ship to watch. But however closely he watched, Ackroyd, he knew, could be smuggled past. A man could live in a crate quite long enough to be hoisted inboard in a cargo-sling; and however careful or logical-seeming his deductions might be, Shaw couldn�t be certain that he was right about the Pole. Watching the ship, he might miss some other departure-point so easily. Should he, he wondered, contact Gibraltar, ask for a naval vessel to intercept this Ostrowiec when she went to sea? A moment�s thought told him that Hammersley couldn�t give such an order on mere conjecture. The British Navy had no authority to stop and search a ship on the high seas in peacetime, particularly when she was bound neither to nor from a British port; nor could a blockade be instituted. If either of these two things were done and no abducted British subject found aboard, it would prove a nice little tit-bit for the Iron Curtain countries to exploit as propaganda, could even be made into an excuse for starting a shooting war, perhaps.
Shaw felt flummoxed. There was still really no lead of any kind, and his surmises about the Ostrowiec didn�t help much. He considered the possibility of advising the Embassy in Madrid to ask for unofficial co-operation from the Spanish authorities in this matter of the Polish ship � he knew the Naval Attache, and knew that he was the sort who might be able to get things like that done. But Gibraltar was a sore point, and, though the Spaniards wouldn�t like the idea of harbouring Karina�s outfit, Shaw knew that they�d have to be told rather too much before they would act � and even then, the due processes, even the unofficial ones, would take far too long. Information might be released, Project Sinker jeopardized, without any results being achieved at all� there was far too much behind all this to permit of any security leakage just yet, before it became inevitable. He had to have a chance of finding Ackroyd and Karina himself before anyone else was brought into this; and he was prepared to back himself a little longer yet. So the answer was as before: find Karina now, and not wait for her to move on her departure-point; but meanwhile he�d better send a code telegram to Latymer telling him of his suspicions so that the British Government could be warned.
As Shaw put the shipping-list back into its envelope and thrust it into his pocket he saw Debonnair coming towards him across the lawn, and he waved.
When she reached him she asked, �In trouble, darling?� His eyebrows tilted into that crooked line as he grinned at her. �Let�s just say I�m not making much progress!�
She looked at him in concern. �I wish I could help.�
�I know, Debbie. But you can�t, not in this.�
�I can, you know, Esmonde.� She came over to him, pulled him down to the ground beneath a tree, ruffled up his hair as they sat there together. �Listen. When you do get a lead� and you will, don�t worry � you�ll probably have to go quickly. So you won�t want to waste time arguing whether I�m coming with you or not. This is just to tell you that I am � see?�
* * *
That afternoon Shaw slipped into Malaga, sent his coded telegram to London, then strolled casually round the dock area, not taking too obvious an interest in the Ostrowiec. The ship was unloading a cargo and nothing out of the ordinary appeared to be taking place. Afterwards Shaw made some discreet inquiries in a couple of bars near the docks, but could pick up no hint of any likely sailing date for the ship, and after a while he went back to Torremolinos; and that night, after changing into his hombre rig, he made again for that scruffy little bar in the village. He was determined to find some lead to Domingo Felipe that night; and he was convinced that the bartender knew where the contact could be found. After the episode of last night, he could, he knew well, be heading into danger, but it was a risk he was forced to take.
He had a nasty feeling that conversation was stopping as he entered the bar.
As he asked for a glass of vino he saw a look pass from the bartender to some one at a table behind him. He didn�t see then who had met that look, for he didn�t consider it wise to display too much interest. But there was a decidedly naked feeling in his spine when he went over to sit at a table on the opposite side of the room from where the barman had glanced so meaningly. And after a time a man sitting across the gangway finished up his drink and got to his feet. He was a tall man, with a deep scar running the length of his right cheek, so deep that Shaw could almost see the bone at the bottom of the chasm of cleft flesh. As he lurched past Shaw�s table, this man dropped a coin through a hole in his trouser-pocket, gave it a little flick with his foot so that it rolled under Shaw�s table. The man swore fluently, bent to retrieve it; politely Shaw drew back his chair and joined in the search, and as the two heads came together he felt the man�s fingers squeeze his hand very gently. In a whisper so low that Shaw could only just make out the words, he said:
�Number Thirty-seven, Calle Santa Marta, Malaga.�
Cursing still, he found his coin, brought himself upright, and without another glance at Shaw he walked out of the bar.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Shaw didn�t linger after that.
Though nothing had been said in so many words, he felt quite certain that this address was where he would find Domingo Felipe and that it was genuine, for he had a good nose for a trap as a rule � though he blushed when he thought how Karina had fooled him. In any case, he would have to take risks now, for he was desperately short of time.
Leaving the bar, he caught the smelly, shaky bus into Malaga. It was the week of the fiesta in the town, and the bus was packed tight with those who had not managed to get in earlier. Shaw was hemmed in between fat and sweating bodies, scarcely able to move or even breathe, and his ears were bombarded by the continual loud, gay chatter and the horrible noises of the engine, his nose assailed by the many varied smells. The bus kept on stopping to pick up even more people en route; every one cheerfully moved along, and eventually Shaw was unable to move hand or foot. He felt he was never going to get out again as the vehicle swayed and jolted on, speeding dangerously.
On arrival Shaw found the fiesta in full swing, and he had to fight his way through the gaily dressed, laughing crowds who were dancing in the streets and squares to the all-pervading flamenco music. The noise drummed at his brain, and he felt quite sick with the greasy smell of frying-oil from the stalls where the churros and bunuelos�light pastries fried in deep oil � were being cooked. He pressed through those crowds, many of the men half-drunk sailors from the ships in port, prey to the pimps and women of the town; past the brothels, the usual tiny bars and cafes which were filled with light and sound and laughter and singing, with the strumming of guitars and with the occasional tinny notes of a junk-heap piano. Over all that flamenco music, the traditional music of Andalusia.
On the fringes of the crowd Shaw somewhat breathlessly asked the way to the Calle Santa Marta. When, following the verbose directions, he found it, it was a bleak contrast to the gaiety and the life and friendliness which he had now left behind him. It was a foul, filthy-looking alleyway full of dark doorways and deep shadows and overhanging balconies which seemed about to drop from the walls, with the same fetid smell of rotting dirt and lack of drainage as he�d smelt in La Linea not long before. Shaw walked along that stinking way, his flesh crawling; half-way along a twist in the alley took him from sight of the street at the end, and horrible thoughts crowded in on him as he reached Number Thirty-seven. The woodwork of the door almost fell away from him as he knocked, the whole frame heaving and falling back, feeling soft and crumbly and rotten to the touch, damp and putrid with slime. Round the sides of this door escaped some unnameable stench which nearly knocked Shaw off his feet. He retched violently; the thin outline of a face appeared briefly as a lightish blur against a window; a moment later the door was dragged protestingly back.
A voice whispered hoarsely, �Who is it?�
�Pedro Gomez.�
�Your credentials � your number?�
Shaw gave his departmental identification number, asked for the other man�s. Felipe told him, inquired, �You are satisfied, se�or?�
Shaw nodded, trying to still the dreadful flutterings of his stomach, which was heaving up into his throat with a sharp, bitter taste.
�Come inside, and quickly, amigo�quickly.�
He went in.
The place was in utter darkness, and he stumbled into something which moved. He shrank back in horror, instinctively, and felt the skin pricking at the back of his neck and along his shoulder-blades, and a slow, crawling sensation in his legs. Then a flick of something furry swept his ankles, there was a mewing sound, and he relaxed. It was only a cat. The smell was really dreadful inside, with apparently no inlet of fresh air to drive the foulness away. The man who had admitted him came up to him in the pitch-darkness, drew him farther into the hovel, apparently into a back room, for Shaw stumbled and nearly fell over a low step and cannoned into what seemed to be a doorpost.
The man struck a match and a candle flickered up in an empty Fundador bottle. Shaw looked round the room, at its grimy, peeling walls and the heap of filth on the floor, the food cupboard hanging open to reveal one of the nastiest sights Shaw had ever seen: an assortment of rotting food covered with dust and mould and a heap of what had once been fresh meat crawling with thick white maggots. He shuddered, forced his attention away, gulped down his mounting nausea. Then he looked at the man who was moving about behind him.
He was a tall, emaciated figure, heavily pock-marked, and with several days� growth of thin, straggly beard on his sunken cheeks. Half his nose was gone, eaten away by some foul disease, so that it was little more than a piece of bone and one misshapen nostril formed by thin, transparent white flesh; the other nasal opening was a mere hole farther up in the face. From between this hole and the shaggy grey brows bright eyes peered out at Shaw.
Shaw gazed in horrible fascination, and the man gave a bitter grin. There were no teeth; the gums were white and bloodless like the lips. As Shaw flushed a little, conscious now of his rude stare, Felipe said in a half-whisper, �Do not be alarmed. Appearances � bah! I care nothing for them � what do they matter, my friend, my friend Gomez? It is information you want � is that not so?�
�That�s quite right, se�or. I am sorry.�
Felipe waved apology aside. A welcome draught came from the doorway then; blew fresh air into Shaw�s nostrils momentarily; caught the candle, making it gutter until it nearly went out. Shaw had a horrible and painful moment of claustrophobia, worse than he had experienced in Ackroyd�s tunnel-workshop; he felt dread at the idea of being in that room again in the dark. The man, sensing this, laughed; then he grew serious.
�Sit,� he ordered suddenly.
Shaw moved over and sat on the edge of a filthy chair from which sawdust stuffing flew in all directions as the weight of his body came on to it.
�Co�ac,� said Felipe. He poured out two glasses of Fundador and pushed one over to Shaw. The glass � and the man�s fingers � were as filthy as everything else, but Shaw felt in need of brandy, and he drank thankfully and felt a little better. He asked, �Why did we not meet as arranged, in the bar in Torremolinos?�
Felipe�s bright eyes looked into Shaw�s all the time now. He shrugged, his shoulders coming nearly all the way up his long neck, and his mouth turned down at the corners. Suddenly the gesture made him appear sad, almost pathetic. He said, ��because I dare not go out any longer, that is why, se�or. I am watched.�
Shaw thought, So Don Jaime was right. He asked, �And yet � you sent for me to come here? Will I not be watched now too?�
Felipe smiled. �You? No, no, se�or, you will not be watched! This is not my house, and the policia do not know where I am. It is they � the Policia Secreta � who watch for me, not the people whom you seek. I have other interests, you understand, which make the policia watch me.� The eyes seemed to grin at Shaw from the death�s-head. �Even if the policia knew where I am living, not one of them would dare to enter the Calle Santa Marta. They would be murdered so easily � they are not liked, and I have friends, many friends. Nevertheless, it is not wise for me to be on the streets at present, and the information which I have for you, my friend, it cannot wait.�
Shaw nodded. �I see.� Then he added, �But there is one thing I had better tell you. I was followed and attacked last night.� He explained what had happened, but Felipe shrugged it off, though he said that it might well mean that Shaw�s whereabouts were known to the people whom he sought.
Shaw agreed; then he said, �Now, se�or � the information, if you please.�
�First, the money.�
Shaw drew a pile of notes from his pocket. �This is the amount authorized by London.�
Felipe nodded, carefully counted the money, stowed it away in a recess of his trousers. Then, lowering his voice still more, he said, �It has come to my ears, se�or, that a car left the road � the road from La Linea to Ronda � below the small town of Verc�n. In that car were three men. Two died, a third lives. The one who lives has been taken up to Verc�n, and that is where he is now.�
�Who is this man?�
Felipe shrugged. �That I do not know for certain, you understand. No one knows his name, nor where he comes from, nor what he does. He will not open his mouth to speak in the ordinary way, and yet when he speaks in his delirium he speaks in the English tongue.� Felipe looked sharply at Shaw, the bright eyes searching. �He appears, by all accounts, to be mad��
�What!� Shaw jerked upright. �How d�you mean, mad, for Heaven�s sake! If it�s just delirium��
�It is not just delirium.� Felipe spoke with certainty. �I am told that beyond doubt his brain is crazed, that he behaves oddly and looks strange. And � he hums some peculiar noise continually, a tune of sorts. But I believe he is the man you seek.�
Shaw�s mind raced in circles. If Ackroyd�s mind had really gone it looked like being all up with Gibraltar. But maybe there was some exaggeration around � he could only hope so. He asked, �Why do you think he�s the one � apart from his speaking English now and then?�
Felipe lifted his shoulders. �Because the car appeared to be coming up from the direction of La Linea, and because his description fits that which was passed to me from certain of your Intelligence services through friends of mine. And because the woman whom you seek, se�or, Se�orita Rosia del Cuatro Caminos, she is in Ronda. She followed the man, the man in the crashed car who was also being taken to Ronda, but she went by a different route � the San Pedro road. I am told that when she heard to-day that there had been a car crash and made inquiries, she became interested � and less distraite than she had been since her arrival in Ronda.�
�Has she left Ronda yet for Verc�n?�
�I have not heard so.� Felipe chuckled and wiped his lips with the sleeve of his shirt. �There was some difficulty about the car which she was using. I have remarked that I have many friends, and for the money which I am paid I like to give satisfaction. The se�orita�s car came into quite violent contact with a lorry driven by a very good friend of mine. The damage may be repaired by now, but we have done our best.�
Shaw smiled at him gratefully. �Yes, it sounds as though you have indeed. Anything else?�
Felipe shook his head slowly, �No more, se�or.�
�Nothing about a ship called the Ostrowiec?�
�Nothing. Except that she is here in the port of Malaga, and that her sailing date is uncertain.�
�D�you think she might be used to get this man out of the country?�
Felipe shrugged. �It is perfectly possible, se�or. But if I hear anything I will find a way of letting you know.�
Shaw said, �You can contact me through Don Jaime de Castro at Torremolinos, but for now you can take it that I�m heading for Verc�n as soon as possible.� He got to his feet, held out his hand. �I�d better be going. Thank you for what you�ve done, and good luck with the police, se�or Felipe!�
He met the man�s eye, and smiled. Felipe spat noisily, messily, on the floor. �The dogs! But, you see, there are my friends. The policia will have a long wait. A few pesetas dropped into the right pockets � they still speak many words in Spain. And long may the Virgin keep it so.�
When Shaw left that house, with the news of Ackroyd�s mental state to nag at him now, he didn�t linger. He went as fast as was consistent with not appearing to be on the run, and he didn�t breathe freely until he was out of the Calle Santa Marta and its filth. At the end he found two policia sauntering. They moved in to take a closer look at him, but they let him pass. He fought down the impulse to go back and warn Domingo Felipe. He had no right to take a risk like that, and the policia didn�t seem to be anxious to venture along the alleyway anyhow.
* * *
Shaw roused Don Jaime himself and gave him a brief recap of what had happened. �Can you let me have transport?� he asked urgently.
�Of course.� Don Jaime, yawning hugely, reached for a house telephone. �I will give orders at once. A fast car will be at your disposal in five minutes. Will you drive yourself � or do you wish a chauffeur?�
�I�ll drive, thanks. We don�t want anyone else in on this, but thanks for the offer, Don Jaime. Perhaps you�d be kind enough to do one more thing for me?�
�But of course!� The brown eyes gazed up at Shaw�s taut face. �What is it, my friend?�
�Would you telephone the Guardia Civil at Verc�n? Tell them to hold on to this man until I get there? Whatever happens � until I get there. I believe the woman may be on the way from Ronda.�
�That will be done. Good luck, Commander � and take care.�
Shaw nodded, and hurried from the room. As he went along to his own bedroom he passed Debonnair�s. She was standing in the doorway, looking seductive in nylon pyjamas; he thought she�d never appeared so damnably desirable. She said lightly, disregarding the frown which touched his eyes when he realized why she was there:
�Hey, Esmonde, you�re going somewhere, aren�t you, darling? I heard a bit of a racket, so I got up.�
�I�m going somewhere all right.� Shaw took her face in his hands, gently, looked into the hazel eyes. �And you�re going right back to bed, nice and safe till I get back.�
She said sweetly, �Oh, but that�s what you think! I can handle a gun if I have to, and if you�re driving you�ll want some one for that, darling, won�t you?�
He was impatient. �Just listen��
�I told you earlier not to waste time arguing. I�m coming.�
Debonnair�s determined little chin was up, and he saw the old flash in her eyes. She was pale and taut, fully conscious of what she was letting herself in for, but determined just the same. And, looking at her, Shaw guessed that if she didn�t come with him she�d beg, borrow, or steal another car from Don Jaime after he�d gone; she�d get after him somehow, and he�d rather, if that was to be, that they were together. He took her in his arms, ruffled her hair a little, feeling his inside go cold.
She said softly, �Esmonde, my darling, I don�t want you to get hurt just for the want of a gun-hand who isn�t preoccupied with driving on foul roads, and you�d better just make up your mind to it.�
* * *
Within twenty minutes they were speeding down the blank darkness of the Malaga-Algeciras road towards its junction with the San Pedro road where they would turn up for Verc�n, Shaw driving with set concentration and gazing out through a windscreen already spattered with the burst bodies of countless night-insects. The cool night wind tore in at the open driving window, blowing up his brown hair. He drove fast, sending the car along the road like a big black arrow, its twin headlights beaming out along the track, and Debonnair�s body pressed close and warm against his. In the glove compartment in front of Debonnair was a revolver which Don Jaime had lent her just before they started out. Shaw�s was in its shoulder-holster. They could need both soon; Debonnair must be told some of the truth about Ackroyd.
* * *
Before Rosia del Cuatro Caminos left Ronda for Verc�n an hour or two later that night (it was actually the early hours of the next morning) she went down the stairs of the little pension where she had stayed so briefly and into the telephone cubicle which smelt of stale sweat and the odours of cooking-oil which had strayed in from the entrance-hall. She puffed irritably at a cigarette which hung loosely from her lips as she waited for the call to be answered, snapped at the constantly reiterated Oiga and Digame, the �Can you hear me?� and the �Speak to me� of the operator in the exchange. When the voice of the man she wanted came through she spoke to him briefly, and then put down the receiver.
She went back upstairs to her bedroom, wrinkled her nose once again at the stuffy smell of the bugs which crawled in the bed. Quickly she crossed over to the open window, flung the curtains back. She stood there looking out over the mountains. Ronda was set on the edge of a sheer cliff, its front falling precipitously into a deep valley which lay in shadow stretching to the distant ranges brought into relief by a silver moon. Somewhere beneath that moon was Commander Esmonde Shaw.
Karina knew from the grapevine that he�d got free of the casilla at La Linea, that he had been snooping around Torremolinos; she realized that very likely he had the same information as she had as to the whereabouts of the man Ackroyd. That, she thought, was just the trouble in Spain � the grapevine was excellent; too excellent, for it was impartial in its broadcasting, and that was not good. When she had heard not long ago that Ackroyd was safe in Verc�n she had had a delectable moment in which she saw herself with Mr Ackroyd aboard the ship, sailing out of Malaga for Gdynia, sailing in triumph through the Straits of Gibraltar, under the very noses of the British, past the Rock itself.
She had quickly realized that that wasn�t quite �on.�
She knew Esmonde Shaw�s tenacity, didn�t doubt that he�d have ways and means of finding out about the Ostrowiec; suppose Shaw didn�t come to Verc�n, where arrangements had been made for his reception, suppose he preferred to wait his chance in Malaga, watch the ship� even, perhaps, take the extreme step of having her searched at sea by the British Navy?
These things were possibilities.
Karina, however, had the answer.
Within ten minutes of her phone-call there was a light knock at her door, and she went quickly over and jerked it open. A tall, thin Spaniard, whose poor-quality suit with the sharply padded shoulders gave him a scarecrow appearance, came into the room. Shutting the door, Karina asked:
�No one saw you come?�
�No one, se�orita.�
She pulled the door open again, quietly and quickly, looked along the passage, then shut it again carefully. There was a dead silence in the house but she kept her voice low.
She said, �Now, listen. For the Verc�n end, all is arranged.�
�The se�orita has made contact with El Caballero?�
Impatiently she nodded. �The se�orita has! Indirectly only, but I have every confidence that he will not let me down.� El Caballero, one of the hill-bandit remnants of the Civil War, had been recommended to her even before she left her own country. �He meets me on the road below Vercin. He has been told to cut the telephone wire into the town, so we should have time in which to act before anything is known about our movements � and if Shaw should get there first El Caballero knows what to do.� She tapped the thin man on the chest, hard, and his willowy body swayed back a little. �My friend, what I want of you is this: I have fresh orders for the captain of the Ostrowiec, and you will take them yourself to Malaga at once.�
Karina spoke quietly for five minutes. She made the man repeat his orders, and then he left. Karina went slowly over to her dressing-table, picked up her handbag, felt for the small jewelled pistol. She fondled it. It wasn�t a lot of use, admittedly, but it gave her comfort; and the heavier arms would be in the car, the new car which she had been forced to hire at such outrageous expense after the fool in the lorry had driven into hers.
She looked at her watch.
Abruptly then she snapped the clasp of her handbag, slung it from her shoulder on its thin leather strap. She went out of the room. Slim, elegantly dressed, with that expensive perfume to seduce the thoughts of men, she might have been a moneyed tourist, a rich girl from New York or London or Paris enjoying the unaccustomed sensation of roughing it for a few days in the little pension. She went quickly down the stairs; there was no question of paying her bill � better that as many people as possible should think she intended remaining in Ronda, or at least intended coming back, and when they found her personal belongings in her room that would be what they would think. She let herself out of the pension and walked away, across the narrow bridge running high above the tremendous rocky gorge that splits Ronda. As she walked a car came up behind her slowly, and stopped a little way ahead. There were two men in it. The man beside the driver slid out to open the door for her, and she got into the back.
When she was in the man made as though to climb in beside her, his dark eyes lecherous and searching. She stopped him. �In front with Garcia,� she said curtly.
The man protested, smiling at her now ingratiatingly, white teeth visible in the dark face. �But, se�orita��
�Out!� She spoke quietly, but there was steel in her eyes. �I do not wish to be pawed all the way to Verc�n by you, Massias, my friend!�
Sulkily the dark man backed from the door and got into the front seat again. As he did so Karina noticed the snout of the sub-machine-gun wedged down beside the seat. That was comforting. Neither of the two men spoke again; they knew their orders. They drove at normal speed through the difficult streets of Ronda; when they were outside the city limits Karina leaned forward, eyes hard.
�Fast now,� she said harshly. �We may have little time. But drive carefully also. I do not wish to end up smashed against a tree like the others.�
The driver inclined his head. The car gathered speed, became a scarlet, silver, and black bullet descending from the dark heights of Ronda to the thin white strip of roadway which wound away beneath them.
* * *
Shaw, speeding out from Torremolinos for the frightening hairpin bends of the San Pedro road, was still a long way behind when the headlights of Karina�s car swept on to the wreckage around that cork-oak below Verc�n, and sent the night-birds soaring in a whirl of wings.
At a word from Karina her driver eased down and stopped alongside the wreck.
Karina looked out at the broken, twisted bodywork of the car. She saw no movement; the wreckage was empty and lifeless. The dead men had gone, probably taken by the Civil Guard up to Verc�n at the same time as the man Ackroyd. Karina felt contempt for the two dead Spaniards � it had been their own fault for travelling at such speed on that shocking road, when by using the San Pedro road to Ronda they would have in fact made better time, even if the distance was greater � and would have been alive, and she and Ackroyd away from Spain by now. She had no pity. Her face was like a mask, then � expressionless. As she watched a red lantern winked from out of the scrub off the roadway to the right, and animation came back to her. She reached out a hand and switched on the car�s interior light briefly � once, twice, three times. One more answering flash came from the red lantern.
Massias dropped a hand towards the grip of the automatic. As he brought the weapon up to his knees Karina said with contempt, �Massias, you are quite safe. It is only El Caballero.�
Massias muttered something about every one being bandits� meat in Spain, kept his hand on the gun. Karina�s window was wound down now, and she leaned out, feeling the cool night air on her cheek. She saw a man approaching out of the shadows, mounted on a thin, scraggy horse � a mere bag of bones, it looked; behind him, their faces dimly visible as lighter blurs against the dark countryside, were more mounted men. Moonlight brought up silver streaks on the metal fittings of rifles, on bandoliers. Karina called softly:
�El Caballero?�
�Si, se�orita.�
The voice was calm, deep, authoritative. The kind of voice which expects, and gets, obedience. Karina had never met El Caballero, but she had heard plenty about him. She studied him as he dismounted and came up to the car window. He appeared to be a small man, thin and wizened. A thick white thatch of hair waved on his head in the light breeze as he came forward, giving him a ghostly aura, making an almost spectral figure on that lonely road, a road where even in daylight the number of cars passing in as long as a week could be numbered on the fingers of a hand. His face was strong, and burnt almost to blackness by years of exposure on the Adalusian hills, in fierce sun and sometimes in biting wind and cold and snow.
Karina knew, from all she had heard, that El Caballero was a man of culture. Once, before the Civil War, he had been Professor of Russian History in Madrid University; he had been a gentle man, and kindly, with a wife and three sons whom he adored. He had kept open house in his Cha-martin home for a variety of friends and colleagues who were, like himself, liberal-minded men and women, and among whom was represented a fair sprinkling of the arts; he had enjoyed the theatre, the opera, good reading, and afternoons spent lingering over the paintings in the Prado; he had been a Member of the Academy of History and a Knight of the Order of Alfonso XII. But with the Civil War all that had very quickly gone � had changed, in fact, almost overnight, and the Professor of Russian History had become an outcast. His wife, the three boys � all had disappeared in the first fighting, and to this day El Caballero did not know what had happened to any of them. Sometimes even now, when things were bad with him and he lay sleepless on some lonely hillside or in the comparative comfort of the cave in which he and his companions lived, he would think horrible things, his mind would be filled with dreadful imaginings, visions of small bodies on the points of bayonets, of a once beautiful woman held at the mercy of the soldiery, drunken men, under the ceaseless sound of the guns.
After his tragedy had happened, the gentle professor had turned man of war. He had fought with extreme gallantry at Teruel; and later, when the Civil War was over, with the Falangista firmly in the saddle, a price had been placed on the head of the former professor who had by then taken to the hills. He had been in the hills ever since, and he was still there; still the almost legendary, revered leader of a dwindling band of some two dozen outlawed men � many of them men of learning like himself � men who were now bandits, brigands who shared that mainly frugal, occasionally spendthrift, existence fraught with danger to their lives. They kept themselves going by pillaging isolated farms and tiny villages for food for themselves and for their stolen horses, and occasionally attacking the opulent cars of the few � the very few � tourists who ventured upon that road, which was really no more than a track, from Ronda to San Roque via Vercin, and happened to stop or fall into an ambush near El Caballero�s operating base; which was simply a series of interlinked caves in the rocky hillsides.
His cave was now as much home to El Caballero as had been the comfortable house in Chamartin so many years ago. It even had rough bookshelves on which El Caballero had rather more than the, nucleus of a good library, and on the stony walls were fine hanging of Granada cloth and one or two quite good pictures. He and his band were reasonably � safe from interference, for, though the Madrid Government would dearly have loved to have cleaned up these isolated and so-persistent �pockets of resistance� who regarded themselves in some odd way as soldiers still carrying on the Civil War, El Caballero was free with his pesetas when he had any, and the local authorities, such as they were, had become quite compliant as a result. And Vercin was such a very long way from Madrid. And the local authorities spent much of the day in siesta anyway, while during the waking hours there were more important things to attend to than rounding up a few brigands � things such as sitting in the shade drinking an aperitif, or making love to one�s wife, or someone else�s wife � or even attending to the civic affairs of the locality. And, of course, even in Madrid, that comparative hive of industry, they appreciated that there was such a thing � always, always such a blessed thing � as ma�ana.
All of this Karina knew.
El Caballero had a rifle levelled at the car as he came up. It was an old-fashioned thing, that rifle, but in excellent condition. El Caballero, whose life so often depended on his weapons, always kept them well greased and free from rust and ready for instant use, as he had been trained to do by English instructors in the International Brigade. Now a heavy odour of some wonderful scent met him as he lowered the rifle and saluted the face at the car�s window. By the Holy Virgin, he thought, it is a beautiful face � and with that so delightful perfume� nombre de Dios!�Almost it reminded him of the old times. Bringing his heels together, he bowed formally.
�El Caballero, se�orita, at your service. I am instructed to assist you, and it will be a pleasure to carry out those instructions.�
�That is kind of you, se�or,� she answered. �The � other man, he has not come? No other car has come here before me?�
�None.�
The woman studied him intently. He was smiling at her now, kindly. The lined, leathery face, mahogany in the light from the car, had an old-world distinction still. And his manner seemed gentle: Karina wasn�t used to this. An old fool, very likely, she thought, an old fool who�d been good enough in his day but had lived too long � just an old-fashioned liberal who had never really earned the name of Communist; Karina had no respect for liberals. However, this was an old fool who had managed to cut the telephone line into Vercin, and who had been well recommended, so she must make such use of him as she was able to.
She asked, �You know what it is I want?�
�The madman who was taken to Verc�n.� He added: �The dead were left for official examination, but I buried them.� He pointed to a patch of ground concealed by scrub. �I respect the dead, and I do not like officials!� He twinkled. �Now I will come with you to show you the road to Verc�n.�
�That will not be dangerous for you?�
He laughed. It was a rich, deep laugh that seemed too youthful for the wizened old frame. �If it is dangerous, se�orita, then it will be my penance for having been � shall I say, employed elsewhere?�� when the madman�s car hit the tree. By the time you enter Verc�n the sun will be coming up above the mountains. I shall leave you before then. Naturally, it would not do for an old man to put his head too obviously into the lion�s den.�
Karina nodded, and her eyes narrowed. Curtly she said, �It is possible that this other car will yet arrive along this road. It will probably pull up near here, when its driver sees � this.� She indicated the wreckage.
El Caballero bowed. �I understand that the se�orita does not wish the occupant of this car to reach Verc�n. Those were the orders.�
Karina smiled briefly. �Correct. But that is not quite all.� She reached out, took the old man�s arm. �Se�or, the man in this car, if it comes � I think you know he will be a tall man, thin. You were told he would look like a Spaniard, and as such indeed he will probably be dressed. But � he is in fact English, an English gentleman � you understand me?� She was distraite, she took a deep breath, and despite herself she found that she was trembling a little, and she even noticed a slight mistiness before her eyes� this looked a dangerous old fool in many ways, trigger-happy. When she went on her voice was urgent: �I do not wish him to be killed. Only taken. You will see to that, se�or?�
�As you say, se�orita.� In the car�s light she could see the twinkle in his eyes; she�d betrayed herself a little, and not only to El Caballero � until this moment Karina had scarcely realized herself that she still had this feeling for Shaw, and the suddenness of it seemed to shake her. El Caballero went on, gently, �That I already understood, for my orders said he was not to be harmed, since you had a use for him. What do you wish me to do with him, after he is taken?�
She said hurriedly, �Only hold him until I return from Verc�n. Then hand him over to me.�
�I will make quite sure, once again, that my men understand.� He walked away towards the watchful little group in the darkness, leading his horse. As he went Karina spoke to the man beside her driver.
She said, �I have something to do before we go, Massias. You and Garcia, get out.�
The two men got out stiffly, flexed their muscles in the fresh, cool air. Karina indicated the veiling scrub where the corpses lay so unlawfully buried. She said harshly, �Start digging the bodies out. Use your hands � anything � perhaps these bandits will have some kind of implement, but do not let them come too close. I am looking for something � a small, thin piece of metal which must not pass to anyone but me.� At that moment there was something horrible about her; it was something in her expression. �Tell me when you have reached the bodies.�
The men stared at her, muttered. She stared back; her voice was cutting, icy, as she said, �Do as you are told, Garcia and Massias, or you will join those bodies.� The jewelled pistol nosed at them. The heavy weapon was still in the car, and Karina, keeping the pistol levelled, groped for it. By the time she had it in her hands the two men had begun work, pale and trembling in the silver moonlight as they scooped the fresh earth from the shallow graves. Karina left her car, moved towards the wrecked one, keeping the sub-machine-gun with her. What she sought might be in among that twisted metal, could have fallen from a pocket.
There was no repugnance, no hesitation. She struggled in, through the rear door, which was hanging on one hinge. The vehicle�s interior was a mass of dried blood; the steering column still had human flesh clinging to it. But Karina went through every inch of that car; and she found nothing. The madman Ackroyd would not, surely, have been clear enough in his mind after that crash to have thought of looking for that little flat piece of metal, even though it had been of such enormous importance to him that he had refused to talk about it despite his beatings; he must have been too injured to have got his hands on it in any case, so it must be on the smaller of those bodies still.
Massias and Garcia were still shaking and feeling ill after El Caballero had joined the se�orita in the back of the car and it was on the move again. Even their hardened stomachs hadn�t been up to the business of digging out the dead in the night, lifting out by the side of that lonely road poor mangled corpses who had been their friends in life, and who had died serving this terrible woman who now sat behind them holding the sub-machine-gun. Both of them could see her yet, kneeling beside those shallow graves, impatient, scarcely able to wait until they had lifted out the corpses before she began searching and plucking like a vulture, going through pockets � and cursing.
Cursing because whatever it was she wanted to find hadn�t been there. Cursing at the dead, the dead of the Faith � and she an infidel.
Karina�s face was pale and anxious, her mouth hard, as the car moved ahead in a great swirl of dust which billowed up before them in the headlights which pierced into the diminishing night. When they began the long, slow climb upward to Verc�n dawn was already bringing out the mountain crests around them, and they could see the steep roofs of the little old town glinting back those early pearl-gold rays.
Above them church bells rang out.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

That dawn, breaking over Gibraltar, found the Defence Security Officer already in his office, speaking in a clipped voice into the telephone. As Staunton slammed back the receiver and wiped sweat from his forehead John Harrison, A.D.C. to His Excellency, looked over at him questioningly.
Staunton snapped, �Flag Officer � speaking from The Mount. He�s up early too, it seems.�
�Anything fresh?�
Staunton answered obliquely, �He wanted to know if there was any news from Shaw. That�s what they all want to know.� He made a gesture almost of hopelessness. �Apparently that bloody machine�s speeding up all the time.�
�Seventy-two hours was the last estimate, wasn�t it?�
Staunton nodded.
Carefully, as though the efficiency of his action was somehow important, the A.D.C. stubbed out a cigarette, blew a last trail of smoke. Avoiding Staunton�s rather baleful eye, he asked, �You know something, Major?�
�What?�
�We aren�t going to keep the civilians quiet much longer. So far, they�ve been magnificent, but�� He shrugged, rumpled up his fair hair with long and rather sensitive fingers. �There�s not a soul among �em now that doesn�t realize something�s up. They want to see some action being taken. Can�t blame �em. If only we could tell �em when the evacuation�s due to start-�
Staunton rounded on him. �Dammit, I�m not H.E. Go and tell him that.�
�People have been telling him that ever since the trouble started, old boy.� Harrison was gloomy, too gloomy to turn a hair when Staunton had snapped at him. �And the old chap�s been magnificent. I�ve been with him most of the time and I know. Admitted, he�s badly bitten by the security bug � but he�s carrying a responsibility that would�ve cracked a lot of senior officers before now.�
�I know that, and he�s absolutely right about the security. Don�t imagine it�s just his years telling him to go cautious.� Staunton paced the room, his dark face lined with worry. �Look, Harry � it�s not my job to make the executive decisions or to worry about the technicalities. My job�s the security side and liaising with Shaw� and he's not doing much good as far as I can see.� He was silent for a minute or so, then he stopped his restless pacing, swung round to face the A.D.C. �But I�ll tell you this much � the Flag Officer was going to get on to H.E. after ringing me.� Staunton walked back to his desk, ripped open a packet of cigarettes, jerked one out, and lit it. �His opinion is that the whole bloody lot�s quite likely to go up in less than seventy-two hours if we�re unlucky. He�s going to tell H.E. that. So the civilians may get their wish about seeing action taken a bit sooner than we thought.� He added, almost to himself, �I hope they do.�
* * *
Some fifty miles away by road Mr Ackroyd was in an attitude of listening.
Goats trailed along the high, narrow streets of Vercin, stinking to heaven, an ancient man and a boy chivvying them along in the rear as their sure feet took the stone steps easily. Every now and again they stopped, to have their dugs stretched into buckets outside the dwelling-houses, their restless bells adding to the chattering clamour which was Vercin waking up to another day.
Goats apart, the air at this height was beautifully fresh and invigorating, with the wonderful tang of the early morning in a hot land; the sun was up, but not yet strong enough to bring more than a friendly warmth into the bones. Everything stood out sharply in the clear, crystal mountain atmosphere, though there was a light mist in the valley below the old walled town, a mist which the mounting sun would very soon chase away. The goats moved on from below Mr Ackroyd�s window, taking their smells and bells with them, those bells that tinkled slowly and enchantingly away into the distance down the steps of the street. Voices floated up now � raucous, shrill, and happy and full of life as the stall-holders began setting up the market beyond the end of the street, in the flatness of the town�s main square.
A cacophony of badinage and back-chat heralded an old woman with withered, yellowed cheeks, shrivelled and wrinkled into a million little ingrained seams, drooping from high cheekbones beneath the white hair and the black shawl which fell from her head. She came slowly from the square towards the steps, making for the doorway of the house where Mr Ackroyd lay. The news had gone right through Verc�n like a flash of summer lightning four days before that there had been a spectacular car crash, that two men had died, and had been left alone for the routine (and eventual) inspection by officials; and that one � here was the important thing� had lived, but was out of his mind; and, even more important than that, that he now resided in that room in the Calle Salamanca where he was being looked after by no less a personage than old Se�ora Gallego herself.
Admittedly, Se�ora Gallego could on occasions be a scold � you couldn�t get round that, and the late Se�or Gallego in trying to do something about it had come off second-best every time; and there were some among the citizens of Verc�n who, when they heard the news, felt pity for the unfortunate madman. Others pointed out that scold as she might be this childless woman had a very strong maternal instinct; this job of caring for the madman would be after her own heart, and she had got it because of that, and because in days past � as the whole of Verc�n knew, but never tired of reminding each other � she had been the mistress of Se�or Luica, the late Chief of Police. Se�or Luica had been gone a long while since, but Se�ora Gallego remained, and she was still on excellent terms with the Guardia Civil. The most pious put this down to the belief of the police in the se�ora�s intercessionary powers with the spirit of their departed chief, Se�or Lucia, who would of a certainty look with sympathy upon his struggling comrades-in-arms in this earthly world below � especially if requested to do so by his former mistress; the less pious � there were, of course, no impious in Vercin � ascribed it to Se�ora Gallego�s excellent cocida, which, with its vegetables and rich olive oil and succulent scraps of good meat, was an angelic stew, and certainly well worth the rough edge of her tongue, scold or not.
All agreed on one thing, and that was that the madman could have done very much worse.
When the Guardia Civil and some townsmen had found this poor madman � which was luckily before the hill-bandits got wind of the car-smash � they hadn�t know what to do with him in the comisaria; but of course there was always Se�ora Gallego, and she had been approached officially without delay. It would, said the sargento, (who wanted nothing so much as to get back to bed), be the greatest favour if the se�ora would look after the unfortunate man, at least until other arrangements could be made.
So there it was. And the uninhibited crowd cat-called after the good old woman as she went home with some rudimentary medicaments which she had gone out to get; they cat-called after her only because � poor se�ora � it was so obviously many, many years since the unchaperoned possession of a man under her roof had been the cause for scandalous gossip.
Mr Ackroyd, lying in the window, was above and beyond all this in the mental sense as well as the physical. He heard the shouts and the laughter but he wasn�t paying any attention to them. For one thing, he was very thirsty. But something seemed to have happened to his vocal cords, or at any rate to his control over them, and he couldn�t say what it was he wanted. The odd thing was, he could still hum that little refrain of his. Mr Ackroyd had a feeling that if only he could overcome something � he didn�t know what � he would be able to speak. But his mind was going round and round in so many circles; he was in that nightmare state in which all his thoughts made nonsense, one thing on top of another and nothing getting him anywhere, and he couldn�t fix on anything.
Mr. Ackroyd�s window happened to overlook the walls of the town across the little stepped street, and the valley below; and by raising his thin body on one emaciated arm � the other hurt if he put any weight on it � he could see part of the track leading up to the town�s gates. Just off the track he could see a patch of ground which seemed a little greener than its surroundings, as though some one cared for it specially; this patch of green was enclosed by walls of a massive thickness in which were set rank upon rank of big tablets interspersed with a few gaping, black-looking holes. Mr Ackroyd didn�t realize it, but this was where the people of Verc�n stowed their dead. The coffins were just slid straight into those holes in the stone walls, all ready for easy and convenient emergence on Judgment Day. Mr Ackroyd�s attention, however, was not on Judgment Day; and when he saw a movement on the road near the burial walls his attention wandered right away from the primitive cemetery and fastened itself upon the low, squat, brightly coloured slug which was crawling up the white, uneven track towards Verc�n�s gates. After a while it passed from view round a bend in the steeply climbing roadway, and Mr Ackroyd stopped thinking about that as well.
He was whimpering with the pain of his arm and his head now, and he felt quite faint and very weak. Occasionally, when he twisted on the rough bed or strove to avoid the attentions of a particularly persistent bug, deep lacerations on his back gave him a nasty twinge too, but really they were better now� he�d quite forgotten now how he�d come by those. And, come to that, he couldn�t for the life of him make out where he was at this moment. He�d remembered very little after that crash, except the desperate urgency to get his hands on that little piece of metal (almost instinctively he tightened his grip on it as he thought of it) and then, vaguely, of being dragged out of the car by a big man in a dark-green uniform who had handled him surprisingly gently, and then of finding himself surrounded by a lot of ruffians with guns in their hands � guns which certainly were not being pointed at him, but even so Mr Ackroyd, who had never in his life known anything like this in Pocklington or Liverpool or even London, hadn�t cared for the look of that crowd; they�d looked so scruffy, and very dangerous � like the boys who�d made his life hell at school � but they�d been all right really, as he had to admit now. Decent enough lads.
His next memory was of standing in the cool night wind which funnelled lightly down the valley, the tatters of his suit � an over-padded suit which he didn�t even know he�d got � flapping round his meagre body. He�d shivered, he knew that � he remembered shivering violently, perhaps with shock, until one of the lads had stepped forward and slung a kind of smock round his shoulders � almost like a sack, it was really, but it had kept him warmer. Another thing he recalled was that he�d hummed his little tune to these chaps, just to be friendly like, and they�d seemed rather astonished and looked at one another a bit funny like, and then after that he just went blank until he found himself in a nice warm room, dark and friendly and cosy like his mum�s kitchen, where he was lying on a table without a stitch of clothing on his body, and a woman was washing him all over with steaming water from a copper and plenty of coarse soap.
A woman!
Sick and weary as he had been, he hadn�t liked that; in fact, it had given him quite a little shock. She�d looked old and withered enough, but still, in all his life Mr Ackroyd had never been bathed by any woman � not counting his mum � except Mrs Ackroyd, and that only when he�d caught chickenpox from Annie when he was too old for it to be as funny as Annie had seemed to think it when she saw her dad all spotty. What those lads would think if they could see him so undignified � those lads that worked for him in � in� Gibraltar. That was it, Gibraltar! Just for a moment, during that washing process, Mr Ackroyd�s thoughts had fined themselves up a little.
Suddenly, through the mists and the pain and the misery and the indignity, Mr Ackroyd had recalled something of desperate urgency and importance, something to do with a test and Gibraltar�s and N.A.T.O.�s top brass, and maybe the Minister of Defence and vitally important defence secrets, something which, if that fault should develop again and he didn�t get back there before the machine overran itself, might come to a question of life and death � literally. In a flash � and only for a flash of time � memory had partially returned to Mr Ackroyd�s tortured mind, and he knew that he had to get back to Gibraltar at once, and no nonsense, in case something should go wrong. He�d sat up on the table, giving a little cry. At once and firmly a big, hot-water-reddened hand had descended upon his chest; soapy water had splashed into his eyes, and he�d been pushed flat.
A cross voice � the old woman�s voice � had told him (though he didn�t follow the lingo, he�d taken the meaning) to lie down and be quiet, to rest and to submit for his own good. He�d protested volubly, but it was no use.
The moment had gone then. There had been no more strength left in his body, and no further recollection in his head. He�d just closed his hand tight over that little piece of shiny metal until the teeth on it bit into his flesh and left a little semicircle of blood-pricked dents. He wouldn�t let them take that from him whatever happened.
After that, though he wasn�t aware of this, he�d begun to cackle stupidly, and then he�d hummed a little. Dum-da, dum-da, dum-da, dum-da�
* * *
Afterwards Se�ora Gallego had plenty to say to a crowd of her cronies that she�d met in the market.
�He will not speak one word that I can recognize.� She looked about her; she was speaking rather loudly, shrilly, glorying in her new-found notoriety as the keeper of the madman from the outer world; never since Se�or Luica�s death had the citizens hung so closely on her words. Dark old eyes glittered as she went on, �He only hums a tune, and now and then, in delirium, he says things in a tongue which I do not understand. The sargento says he has papers telling that he is Spanish, but that he talks in what the sargento believes is English.� She shrugged, then flung her arms wide. �I do not know. I shall, however, pray to Our Lady to help him. Of a certainty he is mad. He clings like a child to a little piece of shiny stuff which he holds in his hand, and he will not let me touch it � even me! One would think his very life depended upon it.�
The good old woman laughed shrilly. Some one inquired what the sargento intended doing about the madman.
Se�ora Gallego said, �He will be kept as he is, if the charity of the good people of Vercin will recompense me for looking after him.� She glanced round keenly; the crowd edged away a little. �A poor widow,� she went on, rather more loudly and forcefully, �cannot easily feed the extra mouth. If no help comes the sargento says he will have to be sent where any other lunatic would go. There is but the one place for madmen so far as I know � the prison, at Ronda or Cadiz.�
* * *
A little while after Mr Ackroyd had seen that fat, scarlet-and-silver, slow-moving slug on the road he heard voices outside the room in which he lay.
Of course, he didn�t understand what they were saying, and his voice-recognition was all jumbled up. A danger-signal flashed, but only momentarily, in his addled brain as he heard one voice, a woman�s, which seemed to be expressing relief over something or other.
They were talking very excitedly, and Mr Ackroyd wondered what could be up now. But as they went on talking his mind wandered off them again, and he lost interest. In his mind�s eye he saw, indistinctly, a mass of rock and some white, flat-roofed buildings climbing up the side of it, and then a long, dark tunnel and a cavern leading off it. Mr Ackroyd couldn�t think what the cavern was for. There was so much noise � a noise which seemed to be getting louder even as he listened to it� dum-da, dum-da, dum-da� yes, that was it, and there was something about a fault which he�d reported on � how long ago?�� which had to do with that noise.
Mr Ackroyd giggled weakly to himself when he realized that the noise had only been his own humming.
He stopped humming, and he felt a tickling sensation on his eyebrows. It stopped, and a fly buzzed in the air, circling his face. It irritated him, that fly, and he began trying to slaughter it as it zoomed near the end of his nose, and then tickled his ear; he hit out at it with his little piece of oddly shaped metal, but the fly was too smart for him� after a while it came down on his straggly moustache. Mr Ackroyd blew and hit.
Dum-da, dum-da, dum-da, dum-da�
The noise was there again, and then, when it faded, Mr Ackroyd became aware of something dreadful. He smelt that heavy scent in the room, and for the first time since that car-crash Mr Ackroyd made an attempt to speak lucidly.
He cried out, �No, no � please, please go away. I can�t stand any more of it, honest I can�t, really��
To Mr Ackroyd himself it sounded just as though he did actually cry those words aloud. In fact, all that happened was that his lips parted and moved a little, and a slow drool of saliva spilt from the corner of his mouth. His hoarse, terrified attempt to speak wasn�t heard; his tongue came out to moisten his lips, lips which were sandy-dry. And then, as the door opened and a stronger waft of that perfume came through ahead of the woman, Mr Ackroyd fainted.
* * *
There was a gloating look in Karina�s eye, but her mouth twisted dangerously as she looked at Se�ora Gallego�s disapproving face. The se�ora�s sour expression was due to the fact that now � and not for the first time since this fine lady had arrived � she had her doubts as to whether her poor madman was going to receive kind treatment when she delivered him up. She didn�t like the se�orita � the se�orita with the passionate eyes and the firm, uplifted breasts � breasts which were far more exposed than Se�ora Gallego considered decent for a lady of Spain. Moreover, at a comparable age, Se�ora Gallego�s breasts hadn�t been like these � they had in fact already begun to sag like unrisen bread, and the se�ora had been perfectly content � so had Se�or Luica.
The old woman said anxiously, �Se�orita, you can see that the se�or your cousin is ill, and, if you will permit me the liberty of saying it, you must treat him very gently. We have done our poor best, but��
Her voice quavered off. �Se�ora Gallego would never have confessed it in the market-place, but she was somewhat tongue-tied in the presence of the quality, and this se�orita was very much quality, very much the grandee� except for those breasts. Se�ora Gallego hastily looked away and gave a disdainful sniff � that she really couldn�t restrain; what they did in the great fashion houses of Madrid and the north, even Paris, perhaps, they didn�t tolerate in Verc�n.
Karina went across to the bed, knelt down beside it, appeared to say a short prayer. But the gloating in her eyes as she bent her head toward Mr Ackroyd worried the good se�ora badly; she thought for a moment of appealing to the guardia who stood in the doorway chatting with the se�orita�s two male escorts (yes, and what was one fine lady doing with two men of low birth who didn�t appear altogether to be servants?). Then she realized that the guardia wouldn�t be any good. The dolt � he had been captivated by the se�orita, anyone could see that, and he�d already meekly said he would be glad to hand the sick man over to the relative and be saved the responsibility and the bother. It would be far better for the poor se�or than going to prison, he had said with a great clownish guffaw, and after that he had been content to gaze at the beautiful se�orita with his silly moon face while he fell to with a toothpick to remove a piece of yesterday�s supper from his teeth. He had even guffawed through the toothpicking operation until he had caught Se�ora Gallego�s eye � that trout, the old woman, had been the mistress of his superior�s predecessor�s predecessor when he himself had been nothing but a twinkle in his father�s eye. She was, therefore, entitled to his respect.
Karina�s lips brushed Mr Ackroyd�s bristly, unshaven cheek. The little physicist looked quite ghastly � a horrid pale green, and his eyes had a peculiar, upturned roll when she pressed back the lids. Viciously Karina swore under her breath. This lunatic was going to be of little use, it seemed; but she dare not leave Spain without him, whatever state his mind was in. That could be attended to later, with any luck.
In a low voice Karina murmured, �My cousin, my poor cousin. How fortunate we happened upon the car� how lucky you have been, to be looked after by these good, kind people.�
Taking his hand in hers, she found that he was clutching the piece of metal. Her heart leapt, the blood surged in her veins, triumphantly. Still holding his hand as though lovingly, she stood up and half turned to face the old woman. �You have been kind beyond words, se�ora.� Letting go of Mr Ackroyd�s hand, she drew some notes from her bag, held them out. �Here. This may repay your trouble.�
�It is kind of you, se�orita.� Se�ora Gallego�s old eyes glistened, just a very little; but she had taken a dislike to this imperious young woman and her impudent corsage. Quality or no quality, Se�ora Gallego had her pride � also, of course, one never accepted money at the first offering; it was mere politeness to protest � a little but not too much, as the se�orita would naturally understand. She went on, �But no, I will not take it. Never. I have been glad to help the se�or your cousin. He has needed me. It is enough that I, an old woman, was needed.� She held herself as straight as she could. �Our Lady will repay me.�
Anxiously she watched Karina�s face, the dark eyes flickering. Had she protested too much? By the Holy Virgin, yes, she had! Karina said indifferently, �Very well, se�ora, have it your own way.� She stuffed the notes, the precious notes, back into her handbag. Se�ora Gallego, very bitterly, decided she was no quality after all, and wondered if she could be induced to change her mind. But the old woman wasn�t given a chance of trying, for at once Karina called sharply:
�Massias!�
As the old woman�s eyes glittered with rage and disappointment and affront, and as her mouth shaped a hearty curse, Massias detached himself from the door-post. �Se�orita?�
�Take my cousin to the car, you and Garcia. And quickly.� She was all impatience now. �We have wasted much time on these people.�
Se�ora Gallego�s eyes smouldered, her crumpled face puckered up. That contemptuous tone, after all her trouble! And the poor mad se�or! He was moaning as the men picked him up, so roughly. She looked at him in concern. As he was carried past her his eyes opened and he tried to say something. There was a fleck of foam on his lips, she could have sworn. She never understood what it was he was trying to say; to thank her, perhaps? That must have been it. Her eyes filled with tears as they bore him away, past the guardia, that dolt who was rubbing his hands with glee at having got rid of a problem so easily, and trying to edge nearer the shameless se�orita as she swept past without even noticing him�
As the men pushed Mr Ackroyd into the back of the car at the bottom of the steps of the Calle Salamanca Karina said, �Careful. We don�t want him to die on us, Massias.�
Massias grunted. Karina got in beside Mr Ackroyd and felt his pulse. It was strong enough � thank God. The car started off; a little farther along Karina gave an abrupt order to stop outside a little shop selling clothing. She sent Massias in to buy some fresh garments for Mr Ackroyd, for he must look reasonably clean and tidy and certainly he must change his bloodstained tatters, in case they should be forced to stop at a control post. When they drove off soon after they had to make their way slowly through thronged streets, the curious crowds peering in at the madman before he was whisked away for good. As soon as they were clear Karina began prying open the fingers of the thin, pale hand that clutched that vital piece of metal� vital to Karina, she felt sure, for what it might tell the scientists of her own country. It was a hard job, and Karina was sweating at the end of it, for there was still toughness in Mr Ackroyd, even in his present trouble (actually he was coming back to life now). But she�d got that little object back, and this time she was going to keep it safe herself. No more trusting to men� laughing lightly, she dropped it down between her breasts, tucking it flat beneath them, where it lay caught above the tightly clinging elastic of her brassiere. Quite safe. With wounded, stricken eyes Mr Ackroyd watched his prize possession disappear.
* * *
Back on the Rock, Rear-Admiral Forbes, Flag Officer Gibraltar, who, like Staunton, had been in his office since the crack of dawn, had been worried by that information from the Defence Security Officer that there was still no news of Shaw; and now he was getting certain plans advanced in consultation with the Queen�s Harbour Master and the Port Captain. Wilmott, the Q.H.M., was responsible for the naval side of the berthing and harbour movements while Chambers, the Port Captain, a former sea-going master mariner now employed under the Colonial Office, looked out for the commercial shipping angle.
Looking at his watch, Forbes said, �I�ve got to see H.E. at The Convent in ten minutes� time, and I may have some more information after I�ve seen him. Anyway, as things are now I�ll want that berthing plan, and the anchorages detailed in the Bay, by 2200 hours to-night � and that�s at the very latest.�
�Aye, aye, sir.� Commander Wilmott rubbed at his eyes, his head swimming � he�d been working on this stupendous berthing and anchorage plan with Chambers for the last few days solidly, without much sleep, and it wasn�t finalized yet. For one thing, the plans seemed to keep altering, and there was no really definite information as to exactly what shipping was going to come in � or when.
Forbes, a bar of the early sunlight slanting across his grey head, went on, �Now � the orders from The Convent are not to start any panic just yet � that is, not to start people talking too soon. But I want the moles clear and the inner harbour and Waterport closed to all extraneous traffic, including small boats, by first light to-morrow.� The small figure behind the desk was sparrow-like, perky, and the shrewd eyes were bright above a large nose as the Rear-Admiral asked briskly, �That clear, gentlemen?�
Wilmott stifled a yawn. �Yes, sir.�
Captain Chambers asked, �Is the big stuff coming in soon, then?� The deep voice was quiet, slow and composed.
Forbes, with a quick movement of his hand, jerked a drawer shut in his desk, got up and reached for his uniform cap, standing on tiptoe to lift it from the stand in a corner of the room. He said:
�The balloon�s due to go up � I can�t say exactly when, though every one seems to expect me to � soon, anyway. Things are moving at last. H.E. sent signals alerting Exercise Convoy twelve hours ago, I can tell you that now in confidence. The ships start to enter at dusk to-morrow evening as at present planned � mark that, gentlemen � as at present planned.� He added, the sharp eyes searching the officers� faces through the overhang of thick greying brows, �Somehow we�ve got to beat that confounded machine� and to do so we may have to get the ships in earlier. Hence the rush!�



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

�There�s a woman,� Shaw said carefully. And then he stopped. He didn�t look at Debonnair; his attention was on the San Pedro road rushing into his headlights, and he had to be watchful on those hairpin bends. A blackness lay to one side of him where the road fell sharply away to a sheer drop to the rocks below; the other side was closed in by the mountain walls. All the way along from Torremolinos Shaw � worrying about this and that � had scarcely spoken, and Debonnair, as usual, hadn�t pressed him. Now there was a glint of suppressed laughter in her eyes as they flickered sideways to scan the set face faintly illumined by the light from the dash.
She dimpled. �Darling, that much I have gathered!� She added mischievously, �Is that why you didn�t want me to come?�
�Don�t be an ass.�
She dimpled again. �Do go on if you want to. But you don�t have to tell me all your guilty secrets.�
Disregarding that, he said quietly, �You�re very likely going to meet her before this job ends.� He stopped talking as he took the car round the worst bend they�d met yet, gave a small sound of relief when they�d made it. The San Pedro road in daylight was no doubt fine; at night it was a little wearing on the nerves. He went on, �I�d better tell you now that I knew her pretty well before� oh, years ago, when she was working with our lot. I expect you�ve heard of her � Karina Czercov.�
�My God, of course I�ve heard of her.� Debonnair sat silent then, shifted her legs a little, and they moved against Shaw�s thigh. He felt a tightening in his throat, glanced down momentarily, caught the glint of light on tawny skin, and on the frock�s crisp �Terylene.� He could smell the perfume of her hair�.
He said gruffly, �Well, we were pretty friendly at one time, old thing. I��
Debonnair took the opportunity provided by a nice straight stretch to snuggle up a little. She said, �I�ve always heard she was damned good-looking. By pretty friendly, do I take it you mean � what I think you mean, Esmonde?�
He nodded.
�Well, hell!� she said determinedly. �What of it? I don�t want to feel the man I marry has never had a woman before � it wouldn�t really be much of a compliment, would it?�
Shaw didn�t say anything right away. A little farther on his right hand came off the steering-wheel, stole over and squeezed her hand. Then he asked, �When you said �marry� just now, did you mean that?�
She said crisply, �No statements under duress � they don�t count. If you regard it as a threat for the near future� just relax and forget it.� Then she added, �But that�s not to say I�m never going to � but you always knew that, didn�t you?�
�Yes,� said Shaw rather savagely. �But it�s not going to be much of a honeymoon on the Old Age Pension.�
* * *
Some half hour later Shaw turned the car left out of the San Pedro road. They had come out near Ronda, and there was some way to go yet, southward for Verc�n. They drove in silence mostly for the last lap, with Debonnair�s head down against Shaw�s shoulder, light and comforting. He felt her hair stirring in the wind against his cheek, and he was happy. But some while after they�d made that left-hand turn, he said:
�From now on we keep our eyes skinned� sit to attention!�
�Okay.� Debonnair sat up. �We keep our eyes skinned for the wreck of that car?�
�Uh-huh.�
The light was coming up now, the first faint streaks of dawn showing to the eastward, great shoots of green and mauve and crimson across the sky to their left as they went fast for Verc�n. They also had to watch out for the turn off for the town, which Shaw knew would not be more than a rough track and a stiffish climb. Later, when under a mounting sun they were nearing their objective, the countryside could be seen clearly, clearly and wonderfully, a sea of mauve, the terrain deep with wild lavender and cistus.
Then suddenly they saw it � the wreckage, piled against that big cork-oak. Shaw braked; looking out at the mess, he didn�t see the cloud of dust coming for them with a streak of scarlet in its centre, coming down fast from the direction of Verc�n, didn�t see it until the girl grabbed his arm and yelled:
�Look outl�
After that he reacted quickly. Yanking the wheel over, he scraped the car into the right-hand side of the road, cursing viciously. It was the kind of driving which one grew to expect on the Spanish roads, but still� The other car roared up to them, scarlet and silver with a long black bonnet. It was coming fast, looked for a moment, as the driver braked, as though the intention was to block the road; but there was too much impetus behind the big vehicle, and its driver wrenched the wheel over to keep hard to his own side of the road, still braking. And in the moment that the two cars were alongside Shaw caught a glimpse of a little man � a little man with a straggly moustache, with his head falling about slackly and his lips open, looking very much as though something was wrong with his mind, peering out of the window until he was snatched back. And very briefly, alongside the little man, Shaw could see Karina.
She was sitting well back as though keeping out of sight, but there was no mistaking her, nor the look of triumph which evidently she couldn�t help showing now. Then the cars had disengaged, Karina�s going down the road towards Ronda like a bullet while Shaw shot ahead to look for a turning-place.
He cursed savagely as he drove on. Karina had won out on this all right. Evidently Don Jaime�s message had never got through � phone-wires cut, probably. There would only be the one shaky line into a little place like Verc�n, just the one telephone very likely, in the comisaria. And � Karina must have seen him; why hadn�t she tried to stop him with the guns she must surely have in that car? All this went through his mind in a moment as he looked out for that place to turn � the road was too narrow, too well lined with trees, to turn yet. And Karina�s car undoubtedly had the legs of his. His foot was well down on the accelerator, and the car was shooting forward, tyres whipping up the dust, as he saw his chance half a mile ahead. When he came up to the clear space he put the footbrake on hard, slewed the wheel to the right. There was a nasty bump, and then he�d brought the car off the road neatly between two clumps of trees, reversed her back on to the road again, and turned after that big flashy car, hurtling north. There was no sign of it now.
* * *
El Caballero, that ramrod-straight old man, sat his skinny horse behind the cover of the trees. His men lay behind boulders, rifles ready in their hands. El Caballero had been surprised that the se�orita hadn�t stopped, for, if he had not been mistaken, she had seemed earlier to want to meet the man who drove the black car. And it had looked as though she meant to swing her car across the road to block the other one, until that last moment when she scraped, comparatively slowly, past. It had been bad luck, perhaps, that both cars had passed the wreckage together, for El Caballero had been forced to hold his fire for fear of hitting the se�orita and her companions. However, the car was coming back and he would have another chance.
He called, �Aim to hit the tyres, or the petrol-tank. We must not harm the man if we can avoid it. Afterwards, we shall very likely hear from the se�orita as to what she wants us to do with him.�
Bolts snicked, and rifles lined up on the roadway.
* * *
Shaw came back fast towards the wrecked car.
As he flashed past that cork-oak the window on his driving side suddenly flew into a thousand pieces, a shower of glass spattering over him. He felt the wind of the bullet as it zipped past his face, and he yelled out to Debonnair to duck, to get down on the boards. As she did so he felt the thud of heavy bullets smashing into the back of the car, and another bullet scored along the off-side front wing.
Keeping his own head low and trusting to luck, Shaw rammed his foot down hard, and the car bounded forward. A moment later they were clear and belting ahead along the Ronda road. Shaw felt his hands shaking on the wheel as he said to Debonnair:
�All right, darling � you can get up now. That was a near one.�
�What in hell was it?� Debonnair rubbed her shin� she�d scraped it during her hurried ducking manoeuvre.
�What was it?� he echoed above the racket of the engine and the whirling grit. �It was a nice little ambush, Debbie, but it didn�t come off!� Now that he knew where Ackroyd was, knew that he had the target, as it were, before him, his voice was almost boyish. �You all right?�
�Oh, I�m fine.�
He looked sideways at the girl. She was leaning towards him, staring intent into the driving-mirror, a hair-grip between her teeth, hands busy doing something to her hair. In a moment she was finished, and he saw her face, eager against the wooded background flashing past interspersed with the purplish open spaces, saw her hair come partly adrift again and blow out as the air drove in through the shattered, empty window on his left. She was fine all right � in more ways than one.
Shaw drove on.
He had one advantage in this chase, and that was that Karina would be at least half expecting him to have been caught by that ambush, so she might not be as alert as she would otherwise have been; that ambush must have been the reason why she hadn�t tried to stop him herself. Nevertheless, as they pushed on Shaw began to worry as to which way Karina would go; he had to catch up with her before she reached the turning into the San Pedro road � and either turned or kept straight on for Ronda. Except for its rail outlet, Ronda was a dead end, of course, but Karina might still take the precaution of trying to confuse the issue, just in case, before heading for Malaga or some other port. Shaw was still convinced that her ultimate destination must be a port.
* * *
In the car ahead Garcia was driving. Alongside him Massias, perpetually nervous, sat with one hand drooping to his sub-machine-gun. In the back with Karina, Ackroyd was lolling and moaning and crying a little now and then.
Karina was feeling calm, triumphant, gloating � this was going to be so easy now. She wasn�t in the least worried about Shaw. Once Ackroyd was clear of Spain, and safe, she would go back for Esmonde Shaw. El Caballero would take care of him until she sent instructions. She pushed Shaw from her mind.
A flicker of annoyance crossed her face as Ackroyd started his humming noise again. It was getting on her nerves. Turning sideways, she slapped the little man�s face viciously, a heavy ring on her finger cutting into his cheek.
She ordered, �Quiet!�
Ackroyd sagged, and whimpered a little. But he obeyed. Karina looked at him with contempt. This wretched madman wasn�t going to be worth all the trouble � for all the use he�d be, she might just as well throw him out of the car. She shrugged herself out of such thoughts � once Ackroyd was safely aboard the Ostrowiec, she�d have complied with her orders, done her job. It wasn�t her fault he�d proved such a weakling, not her fault that he�d gone crazy. Or was it?
Suddenly she laughed aloud. He�d probably recover � when he got away from her.
* * *
The two men of the Guardia Civil, walking abreast of each other along the road between Vercm and the San Pedro turning with their heavy carbines slung on their shoulders, their uniforms white with dust, had reached the end of their patrol area, had just turned back towards Ronda. They ambled on beneath the mounting sun and sweated into the thick green material which weighed them down like lead.
They were bored with life, these two � or rather, such part of life as compelled them to pound this endless beat � this endless hot march � of road patrols. And the corps d�elite of Spain had always to set an example, had always to look (more or less) alert, even though the head ached from the sun and the hard helmet, even though the upright, reinforced collar of the jacket bit into brown necks uncomfortably.
And the boots!
Holy Mother of God � the boots.
Pepe Caravolente, the guardia on the east side of the road � the one with the broad, good-humoured face and the ready, easy smile, who was so well-known to be ever willing to do a good turn or to give help where it was needed, who was the sole support of his old, widowed mother and the delight of her declining years � Pepe Caravolente could feel each individual corn and pad of hard skin aching and burning away like charcoals in a brazier. The stiff, unyielding leather touched up each one of them into a small but relentless volcano of pain which erupted every time his big feet clumped down on to the uneven surface of the Ronda road. Pepe, who had almost hobbled and minced along for the last couple of miles that morning, groaned aloud.
It was unjust. It was unfair.
Had there been a patron saint of corns and hard skin, Pepe would have prayed to him � or her. But as it was, he invoked the ubiquitous Santa Maria. It was murder � sheer murder. He longed and longed for that blessed, blissful moment when those boots would come off in the cool, dark room of the little whitewashed cabin which he occupied with his mother. His mother would bathe the feet, and Pepe Caravolente would be in Heaven.
Rolling his eyes in very present distress of hell-fire, Pepe glanced across the road at his companion, a morose and sedate guardia whose feet never seemed to trouble him, but whose long, thin frame seemed utterly weighed down with the heavy carbine. Carlos was a good man, saintly in his home life except when temptation pressed too heavily, and a most conscientious member of the Guardia Civil. But today he was feeling the strain too. As Pepe watched, a huge red handkerchief, not particularly clean, was swept out of Carlos�s pocket with a grand flourish, and Carlos�s helmet was lifted off. Carlos mopped his face, thus inducing yet more sweat to burst through into the vacated areas.
Carlos too groaned aloud.
In spite of the pain in his feet, Pepe mustered an encouraging grin. �Soon we will be back at the post, Carlos.�
�Uh.� Carlos flourished his handkerchief. They trudged on in silence. They faced, in fact, mile upon mile of white, scorching roadway which would have to be traversed before they reached the village where the Guardia Civil post was, the village where they would be able to sink to rest for a while, take off their helmets and their belts and lay down their arms, and quench their thirsts with some vino in the shop of Teresa Bandera � Pepe could almost taste that vino now, and he drooled slightly at the corners of his mouth at the mere thought of it, coming all cool and fresh from the stone jar behind that shady bar. And Teresa Bandera could, on the occasions when her husband was away on his own business � which concerned the smuggling of spirits � be persuaded into dispensing other comforts to the Guardia Civil as well�
The two men walked for two more dreadful miles, and then Pepe stopped. He listened. It was a car coming up behind them, and now that the thud-thud of his enormous boots had ceased he could hear it more distinctly. It seemed to be in a hurry; all he could see for the moment was a cloud of white dust.
�Carlos,� said Pepe, grinning happily, �why should we walk when there is a car?�
Unslinging their rifles, they stood ready to wave the car down. Surely no one, whatever their hurry, would drive past two poor hombres asking for a lift � certainly no one ever had in Pepe�s experience.
* * *
�Cuidado! Aqui viene la pareja!� Massias drew Garcia�s attention to the two figures moving into the roadway. �The Guardia Civil.�
Karina, in the back, had seen the unslung carbines. She said curtly, �I don�t know what their business is, but I�m not having any delays. Fast as you can, Garcia.�
�Perhaps they merely want a lift��
�They�re not getting one!� Karina sat forward, spoke sharply. �We can have no prying eyes in here.�
�Se�orita, I shall hit them � they will be so sure we shall stop��
�Hit them, then.�
The other man, Massias, looked back at her, scared at the inflexibility in her voice, saw that her eyes were diamond-hard and bright. He shuddered a little. He knew that Garcia was right, and not from humanity alone. It was dangerous, very dangerous, to take risks with the Guardia Civil. If one should get hurt every official hand in Spain would be against them. He said as much to Karina.
�Shut up.� Karina sat forward still, and now in her hand was the small pistol. She leant forward farther and prodded the pistol into the back of Garcia�s neck, and he jumped a little and the car rocked, and he drove on, drove on almost blindly, in a terrible fear.
Pepe and Carlos saw the big scarlet-and-silver shape leap from the dust-cloud, a tearing, hurtling monster lurching wildly on its springs as it hit the pot-holes and the ridges. Pepe jumped back just in time. The car, with Garcia sweating away behind the wheel and his eyes almost shut to blot out the horror of what he was doing, tore on as he rammed his foot down hard.
He hit Carlos fair and square, drove over him with a wild lurch and a bump that brought his passengers� heads cracking against the roof; and then swept onward, leaving a red stain and a flattened hump on the road.
Behind them Pepe, curses pouring from his mouth, which was now all puckered up in his ashen face, felt tears pricking at his eyes. He felt sick, and his hands shook as he brought his carbine up. He wasn�t capable in that moment of taking very good aim, and his bullets zipped harmlessly away into the distance, well clear of the speeding car, which was almost out of range anyway by this time.
Pepe had forgotten his poor corns and his hard skin now; the main thing was to get his wobbly legs to hold him upright, hold him up so that he could chase after that car, run to the nearest Guardia Civil post with a telephone, so that these soulless murderers could be intercepted. He started running. Sick to the stomach, and with tears pouring down his face, he left that poor red mess that had been Carlos, the red mess that was beyond help, in its pool of blood round which the flies were congregating already, Carlos who must be avenged, Carlos who had been looking forward to a glass of vino in Teresa Bandera�s and who would never patrol that stretch of road with him again�
Pepe pounded along.
Ahead of him Karina stopped the car, for she had had second thoughts � this guardia would be able to describe the car, have her stopped along the roads. She got out. And as Pepe came nearer a short burst of sound and light and smoke came from the sub-machine-gun in her hands. Only three bullets hit Pepe, but he fell; and the car drove on. As vultures fluttered up into the air from Carlos�s body, scared by the gunfire, Pepe staggered to his feet again, spitting out the welling blood, just in time to see the car swerve violently to the right to head along the San Pedro road.
* * *
A little later Shaw caught sight of the vultures hovering above the track ahead of him. When he saw the body he slowed, and when he came up to it, scattering the indignant birds from their grisly meal, he edged round it, telling Debonnair not to look, talking the car half on to the verge with difficulty. A little farther on he stopped. Leaving Debonnair in the car � telling her, when she asked, that there was nothing anybody could do � he got out, walked back to the body, and dragged it laboriously off the road and into the shade of some trees, where he hid it in the scrubby undergrowth.
When he got back to the car Debonnair asked, a little white about the lips and trembling, �Esmonde, why did you do that?�
He started the car up. He said between his teeth, �A dead guardia�s too risky to leave; it�s obvious to us that Karina did that, but if that body had been found by anyone else and reported, all cars on this road would have been suspect � and remember, we�ve not seen any other vehicles since we got on to the San Pedro road early this morning.� He gave a hard laugh. �What we�re doing is too important for us to risk getting hooked up on a charge like that.�
He drove just a shade more savagely than before. He could feel the girl�s body trembling against his. Then ahead he saw what he�d expected to see: the other guardia, second of the customary pair, and the man was lying on the dusty verge, gasping.
Shaw slid to a stop, and he and Debonnair got out quickly and went over to the man. Looking at the big, blood-drained face and now angry eyes of Pepe, Shaw, with an effort, controlled his burning impatience and waited for the man to pull himself together � he was obviously badly injured. Shaw said quietly, �I know your friend was killed� that much I saw. Was it a big car, scarlet and silver and black?�
Pepe nodded.
�We�ll take you with us, amigo, and we�ll catch up with the car that did this.� He added, as he got out to give Debonnair a hand with Pepe, �Which way did they go, did you notice?�
�Se�or, they went along the San Pedro road.�
�Right,� said Shaw grimly. �That�s all I wanted to know.� There was a blood-flecked foam on Pepe�s lips as they helped him into the back of the car; Debonnair got in beside him, supported the dying man against her breast. As Shaw jumped in behind the wheel she told him that the man ought to be got to hospital at once. Shaw nodded, let in the clutch. He drove fast but carefully, trying to avoid the bad patches because of Pepe, swinging into the San Pedro road and heading for those wicked hairpin bends. Thank Heaven, the surface was pretty good in parts, perhaps the best in Andalusia.
As they went along he got the story in gasps. He asked, �You would recognize the car � be able to describe it?�
�Si, se�or.� Pepe nodded, almost vigorously. �A big, powerful Chevrolet.�
�Get the number, did you?�
�It was going so fast,� said Pepe humbly, �and it was all so sudden, se�or.�
Shaw nodded. That was quite understandable. The next thing to do would be to get all the Civil Guard posts alerted, and then Karina�s number would be up. He asked, �Where�s the nearest post with a phone?�
�At the end of this road, se�or, where it joins the Malaga-Algeciras road.�
�Okay. Soon as we get there, you�ll get some proper attention, and I�ll ask �em to use the blower and alert all posts along the line� I�m after that car too.�
But it didn�t work out that way; a couple of miles farther on Shaw heard a horrible shuddering noise of laboured breathing behind him, a kind of bubbling. He heard Debonnair�s sharp intake of breath, and he half turned, saw the look on her face. He asked, �What�s up, Deb?�
�I�I think he�s going, Esmonde.�
�Hell!� Shaw took the car round a bend, stopped with a jab of the foot-brake, and leaned over the seat-back. The man looked ghastly. He got out, opened the rear door, and put a hand over Pepe�s heart. After a minute he looked up at the girl.
�He�s had it all right, poor beggar.�
He saw that there were tears sparkling on her lashes. He looked round, made up his mind fast. �I�m afraid he�s got to go, Debbie � nothing we can do for him, and if we get caught with a dead guardia we�ve had it too.�
She nodded, her lips appearing bloodless. She had an inkling of what Shaw meant to do; she knew he�d hate the idea as much as she, shrink inwardly from it, that it would be another of the things to remain indelibly upon his memory, but she knew too that he had no choice � there was too much in the balance to allow any squeamishness now. As quickly as possible Shaw eased the body from the car, out of its pool of blood, dragged it across the road� he saw, thankfully, that Debonnair had turned away. He laid Pepe gently down by the roadside and quickly said a prayer. Then he lifted the body on to the low stone parapet which topped the steep drop into the valley, and, closing his eyes, rolled it over. He tried not to listen; but as he turned away and went back to the car he could hear Pepe crashing down, down through the stones and the rubble, to land as pulp some hundreds of feet below.
Shaking, he started up. Debonnair had come back into the front now, and she squeezed his arm understandingly.
Some way farther on, Shaw said, �Look, Debbie. It�s no damn use going to that Civil Guard post.� His face was worried, eyes puckered into a frown. �These deaths�ll involve us in explanations that�ll go on till doomsday if I mention them � and if I didn�t I�d have to give some equally tricky reason to get �em to alert all posts to stop a car.�
�But surely � that�s the best way to stop them, to pick them up, isn�t it? However long it takes.�
�No, it isn�t.� He shook his head decisively. �I know the Spanish, bless �em! We�d get hung up ourselves for so ruddy long � and they wouldn�t take any action to stop her until they�d asked questions and filled in forms and telephoned for advice and instructions� and come to that, Karina�s quite capable of driving right through a road-check � as we�ve seen. We�d do much better to press on after her ourselves, Debbie. She�s full of tricks; and the Civil Guard are simple folk.�
The girl said sweetly, �Well, my darling, you�re the boss.�
Shaw grinned. �I just like a bit of moral support, that�s all!� He sent the car lurching forward again, and soon he was turning out of the San Pedro road and heading up automatically, unthinkingly, for Malaga. He�d gone about a kilometre along that road when he saw a guardia patrol some distance ahead. Bearing in mind his earlier feeling that Karina might try to confuse the route � and also that he might be quite wrong about Malaga anyway � he decided to make a check; he drove on and stopped alongside the patrol, asked them if they�d seen any signs of a big scarlet-and-silver Chevrolet going fast for Malaga.
They looked blank, and Shaw�s lips tightened.
One said, �No, se�or. Nothing of that description has passed us.�
Shaw cursed. �You�re quite certain?�
�Absolutely, se�or.�
�Muchissimo gracias.� Quickly Shaw turned the car, headed back along the road towards San Roque. Farther on, he stopped a car coming up from that direction, and for confirmation asked if the driver had seen such a car as Karina�s. The driver had. And well he remembered it� Karina had apparently not slackened speed by the time she�d met him, and the driver was still shaking like a leaf at the way she�d come round a corner. He would be obliged if the se�or would kindly pass on what he thought of her, when and if he caught the car up.
Shaw was already moving. He called, �I�ll be telling her a packet, don�t you worry. And thanks!�
Shaw was really worried now. Maybe he had been quite wrong about the Ostrowiec, but surely Karina couldn�t possibly be going to La Linea again? Or could she? There were the other ports. Shaw reviewed the possibilities, and all at once it hit him: Algeciras! Algeciras was one of the most cosmopolitan cities of Andalusia, and from there it was so easy to slip across to Tangier. It must be Algeciras! He drove flat out, past the mountains, through the valleys bright yellow with the little clover-leafed oxalis; flat out, to make up for the time and distance lost, stopping only to top up his tank and a couple of cans at Guadiaro. As he sat wiping sweat from his eyes, waiting impatiently as the petrol went in, Shaw said grimly:
�Let�s hope they get copped for speeding at the San Roque check-point. It looks about the only hope.�



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

General Hammersley felt his hand shaking on his pipe-stem as Rear-Admiral Forbes came into his office so early before breakfast that morning. Forbes�s face was tired, lined, strained, the bird-like figure had lost some of its perkiness� the man was beginning to look hopeless, almost. Hammersley had no doubt that he was starting to show the same signs himself, though, like Forbes, he had done his level best to stay cheerful, or rather to show a cheerful front to his subordinates. It was the grinding uncertainty which was getting him down; the never knowing when the whole show might go up, to say nothing of having had no word from Shaw since that brief and uninformative telephone-call which the agent had put through to Staunton a couple of days earlier.
Since then � nothing.
Nothing but alarming reports from the technicians, working the clock round in Dockyard Tunnel.
Every time Hammersley saw his two sons � and there hadn�t
been much time to do that since they�d arrived � he had that frightening vision more vividly. The vision which would keep coming to him was of those millions of tons of rock going up in the air, to fall shatteringly down upon what had been Gibraltar � the Rock destroying itself � flattening all buildings, all the ships in the harbour, killing every soul there, making matchwood and rubble of all that had been the fortress-key to the Mediterranean; and after that the fall-out, and the boiling seas rushing in to fill the gap that was left. Hammersley didn�t doubt that other responsible people� those in the know, and with imagination enough to visualize it all � had had the same nightmares. He�d seen it in their faces, particularly when they thought they were unobserved; he�d seen it in their slightly shaking hands � like his � and in their air of preoccupation as they wondered, as he did, how they would react when they knew that the last moment was almost upon them.
He saw it again now in Forbes�s face.
Forbes came towards him with the gait almost of an old man, a man played out before his time; up to only a few days ago, he�d always thought the naval man�s hair looked too old for his face! Hammersley gestured him to a seat. He asked: �What�s the latest report, Forbes?�
�Damn thing�s speeding up, sir, so they tell me.� Forbes sat and passed a hand over his eyes. �I�ve just been down there myself. You can hear the difference now � and the safety indicator shows it�s nearing the danger mark.�
�I see.� Hammersley tapped out his pipe, trying to keep his calm demeanour. �Does the last time limit still stand � seventy-two hours?�
�Officially, yes.� Forbes hesitated, screwing up his eyes in a characteristic gesture. �The technicians say so � seventy-two at the outside, that is. And that�s only a guess, really. They base it on the rate of rise over the last few days, but anything may happen towards the end � it may start rising much quicker, and, of course, that could cut the time quite a lot.� The Rear-Admiral pulled nervously at his bottom lip. �I� think it�s a good thing you�ve started the ball rolling for the evacuation, sir. I�m not sure you oughtn�t to hasten it.�
Hammersley grunted, didn�t answer directly; he put down his pipe, felt in his pockets for another one, a cool one; couldn�t find it, fished in a silver cigarette-box, and absent-mindedly pushed the box over to Forbes. Forbes shook his head; Hammersley lit up and walked over to the window and looked out, cigarette-smoke trailing back behind him. The Rear-Admiral watched him in silence.
Hammersley said abruptly, �That feller Shaw. I liked him. London says he�s first-rate. What did you make of him?�
Forbes said, �I agree with London. Matter of fact, he served in the same destroyer group with me when he was a midshipman. I was a two-and-a-half-striper, Number One of the leader. I didn�t get to know him personally, but I do know he was well thought of even then. Had guts, and was thoroughly dependable. Why, sir?�
�He doesn�t seem to have done much so far.� For a moment the nerve-strain showed through, and Hammersley spoke bitterly. Everything hinged on Shaw � that was the terrible thought; London had tied his own hands, except for this infernal, somehow negative and defeatist business of leaving to him the decision, already taken now, to start the evacuation at precisely the right moment. How the devil was he, or anyone else for that matter, to know whether or not his decision was right? All this damnable guesswork� Hammersley had an idea it could all have been handled very differently if Whitehall hadn�t been so scared of international complications. He admitted the urgent need for secrecy, but still� he had the feeling that if he could have put a couple of battalions of British infantry into Spain things would have started happening a long while ago, and the Spaniards would have got their hands on Ackroyd by now and handed him over. Stupid, of course, to think like that in these days, but sometimes he couldn�t help it.
Catching Forbes�s glance, he smiled at him. �Sorry,� he said ruefully. �I�m quite confidant Shaw�s doing his best. It�s a hard job. And I don�t suppose he�s got the time or the opportunity to make reports.�
Wearily he crossed over to his desk again and sat down. From a locked steel-lined drawer he brought out a sheet of paper and pushed it across to the Rear-Admiral. Forbes took it up, scanned it. It was a transcription of a Top Secret cypher from Whitehall, and it contained a warning that a Polish merchantman, the Ostrowiec, was expected to obtain clearance from the port of Malaga within the next few days, and would be bound through the Straits for Gdynia, possibly (though by no means certainly) with Ackroyd aboard; the message went on to say, in guarded terms which the uncharitable might have described as intentionally equivocal, that �a situation might arise� in which the Navy could be furnished with a more or less washable excuse (unspecified) for boarding this ship and carrying out a search. Meanwhile no international situation was to be provoked, no excuse given to the Communist bloc to make propaganda out of the illegal searching of their ships on the high seas, until something more definite was known; and Hammersley�s �discretion� was relied upon absolutely.
Hammersley, who felt that the message left something unsaid, something in the air, asked, �What d�you make of that, Forbes?�
�Boils down to Shaw again, doesn�t it?� said Forbes briefly. �I expect he passed this information to London, and it�s up to him to act on it from his end, to get hold of Ackroyd before they put him aboard. Meanwhile we�re not to do anything unless and until it�s established beyond doubt that Shaw�s failed and Ackroyd is in the ship. By which time,� he added bitterly, �it�ll very likely be too late.� Hammersley looked at him sardonically. �That�s all?�
�Not quite.� Forbes scowled. �London�s passing the buck, I rather fancy!�
�Forbes, you couldn�t be more right.�
The Rear-Admiral�s face was hard now. �I�m quite prepared to take a chance on ordering the Cambridge in to intercept as soon as this ship goes to sea, sir. I�d take that on my own responsibility.�
Hammersley shook his head. �I just wanted to know your opinion � I�m the only one who�s supposed to have seen this signal so far, and the order would come from me. And do you know, Forbes, I believe that�s precisely what London�s after? In the last resort, of course, they�ll act � probably, as you said, too late. Meanwhile I�m liable to take the law into my own hands now I�ve got that information.� He grinned. �I�ll get a barony for doing so, too � if all goes well! Forbes, I know your people mustn�t stop ships at sea, I know it would provoke hell�s delight if Ackroyd isn�t aboard, but personally I�d rather see an international situation blow up than take any chance that the Rock of Gibraltar might blow up first. An international situation can be smoothed out. What we�re up against is� rather final. So � I�m going to adopt Whitehall�s unspoken suggestion.� He tapped the signal. �You haven�t seen this, Forbes. You don�t know that London�s passing the buck and prodding me into making a decision so that if things go wrong they�ve got a scapegoat.� He grinned a little bitterly. �A posthumous scapegoat, of course� one can�t help seeing their point, too. After all, it does look better to explain things away afterwards by saying that some damfool soldier-govemor was a bit headstrong � doesn�t it?� He took a deep breath, and stood up. All at once he looked younger and more alive. He asked:
�How soon can the Cambridge go to sea?�
�She�s at immediate notice, sir.�
Hammersley nodded. �Very well, Admiral. Of course, there may be nothing in this Polish ship at all, but London seems to know something which we don�t. Anyway � my orders to you are, that the Cambridge is to proceed to sea at once and patrol out of sight of land off Malaga, and close and board the Ostrowiec the moment she�s outside territorial waters � or before, if ordered to do so by signal. Her captain�s to report if the Pole appears likely to hug the coast all the way down. All right?�
�I�ll see to it at once, sir. And � if I may say so � I think you�re absolutely right. But I hope you�ll bear in mind what I said about hastening the evacuation fleet.� Forbes bounced up, perky once again. Now that there was something definite to be done he too felt better. He also couldn�t help feeling a little twinge of envy for the Cambridge's company� He added, �If I were you, I�d get a little rest. You�ve hardly been away from duty since the flap started.�
�The Governor�s always on duty! Don�t worry about me.�
After Forbes left Hammersley sat for a long time, thinking. Then he took up a telephone, rang the Deputy Fortress Commander. Something else had to be done now, the Admiral�s advice followed; seventy-two hours maximum, and Forbes had made that point now about the increasing rate of rise of that fuel unit�s wedged-up overstock and of its temperature, and the fact that no one knew for certain� every hour counted now, every hour was an important gain.
The telephone crackled at him, and he spoke into it. �Morning, Brigadier. Hammersley here� now listen, Paton. I want you to make a signal asking for the ships to enter earlier. If possible by noon tomorrow��
* * *
By the time Shaw slowed for the San Roque control post the signal had been flashed out to the cypher offices of the various commands, the signal hastening Exercise Convoy, which only a few people knew meant that Gibraltar�s plight was growing desperate; the Mediterranean Fleet, which the night before had steamed out from Malta�s Grand Harbour, had increased speed to the westward; other ships, merchantmen, had wrenched a few extra turns of the screw to send them faster along courses previously adjusted in accordance with urgent instructions from the Admiralty which overrode their owners� normal itineraries. The Queen Elizabeth�s Master had told his Chief Engineer to give him everything he�d got as his ship came out of Plymouth sound.
If Shaw didn�t succeed some of the people of Gibraltar stood a chance of being saved; but it was touch and go, and it would be the worst blow ever to be suffered by the Commonwealth in peace-time if he failed.
* * *
Shaw stopped at the guardia�s signal, pulled in behind the swaying, back-firing bus from Malaga, stinking in its fumes. As the man came up to his window Shaw snapped, �From Malaga, for Algeciras.� He pushed his documents through; the guardia took them, glanced at them, thumbed them over and passed them back. He was a lean man, surly and hard-looking.
�The keys of the boot.�
Shaw seethed angrily. He was jerky with nervous impatience to be on his way. These interminable checks and silly routines� He got out, walked round to the back of the car. The man prodded at the boot, unhurriedly. Shaw wanted to take the oaf by the throat and shake him until he stopped his footling officialdom while Gibraltar�s life ticked to a close. He asked, �Have you seen a car come through here, a big scarlet-and-silver Chevrolet, travelling very fast, with three men and a woman in it?�
The guardia said, �Yes. They stopped here. They were going to Algeciras too.� That confirmed Shaw�s earlier guess.
Shaw was looking at the guardia as the man said that almost absently. He saw the flicker in the eyes as the man noticed the holes made by El Caballero�s bullets� the guardia closed the boot � and pocketed the key. Then he walked round to the side, looked in at Debonnair. It was all so bloody deliberate, thought Shaw furiously, going cold. He didn�t think they were going to get away with this. The guardia studied the car again, intently, saw the scores on the wing, opened the rear door. He said, �There is blood on the seats.� He looked hard at Shaw. �Can you explain how that blood got there, and the bullet-marks?�
Shaw glanced in at Debonnair. She was sitting there tense and rigid, very still, waiting for Shaw to give a lead as to what they were to say. He hadn�t expected this; all he could do now was to try his best to bluff it out � he had to avoid any mention of the dead Civil Guards. He cursed the luck which had put an intelligent guardia in their way like this. He said, �We were ambushed, amigo. Bandits, in the hills.� He shrugged, turned away. �It is nothing � we were lucky.�
He felt the man�s hand on his shoulder and he swung round. The guardia said curtly, �The blood in the car means that it was not nothing. And it cannot be your blood or the woman�s, since neither of you are hurt.� The grip tightened on Shaw�s shoulder. �You will consider yourself under arrest, my friend, you and the woman. I do not believe about the bandits. That you would have reported.�
Shaw�s face was ugly, as much at his own lack of alertness and forethought as anything else. In a low, hard whisper he said, �Listen to me, amigo. I am telling the truth, but I have no time to argue the point now.� He threw off the guardia�s hand, brought out his revolver, and pressed it close to the man�s stomach. Looking round quickly, he saw that the Malaga bus with its sardine-packed passengers standing in groups by the roadside waiting to be checked, chickens for the market fluttering out after them, was engaging the attention of the carabineros. �You will not utter a word of warning to your comrades and you will get into the back of the car. If anyone questions you, you will say that you are accompanying us to the comisaria in Algeciras. If you do not I swear I will blow your stomach out.�
There was, in fact, clear naked murder in Shaw�s eyes at that moment. The guardia gave a sound of sheer terror and licked his lips. �In!� Shaw ordered curtly. The man turned his eyes, desperately, in the direction of the control post, and Shaw jabbed the gun in harder. The man obeyed him then; and as he did so Shaw gestured to Debonnair to get into the back with him. She had that revolver of Don Jaime�s, and Shaw said, �Any trouble, shoot him. And don�t hesitate, Debbie. I mean it. I�m sorry, but things are getting a bit too close for my liking now.� He added, �Take his gun away.�
The girl nodded. She looked white but capable. She�d had the training for this sort of thing, and though Shaw knew she�d always baulked at killing, he also knew that she wouldn�t let him down if it came to the point. Shaw ran round and jumped into the driving-seat and they were off, fast down the road to Algeciras before anyone knew what had happened, even before they saw them go. Shaw felt convinced now that they were nearing the end of the trail, and that it would be very soon that the fun would start. Karina would have her bolt-hole well prepared, and he had to reach her before it opened and closed again behind her.
* * *
It was as they began to come to the outskirts of the town, after seeing Gibraltar looming immense across the Bay to the eastward of the Algeciras road for much of the way, that they picked up Karina�s car. Both Debonnair and Shaw recognized it at once � the long, low black bonnet and the shining silver wings and scarlet hood. Quite likely Karina had been delayed back at San Roque behind a string of cars. The traffic was thicker on the roads now, and Shaw�s car didn�t seem to be recognized � Karina wouldn�t have expected them to guess her route and destination, much less come through that ambush and then catch up. At all events, she wasn�t travelling particularly fast now, and Shaw at once eased down to drop well behind. He didn�t want to overtake, and they hadn�t enough fire-power between them to force Karina (who according to Pepe had had a sub-machine-gun with her) to the side of the road and shoot it out � even if such a policy had been wise on a fairly crowded road. Shaw simply had to wait his time; the main thing was, he�d caught up� he felt a sense of satisfaction and a tingling down his spine at the thought that he was closing in.
Then, to his surprise, Karina�s car went on past the bullring, taking the road to the right which would head her out of the town. It stopped by a petrol pump, and the driver leaned out and called to a passer-by, who went across. Karina was evidently asking the way. The passer-by was pointing ahead, talking volubly as the car took on petrol � evidently for a longer journey.
Shaw had stopped too by this time. He called over his shoulder, �Deb, I believe she�s making for Cadiz. There�s nowhere else on that road except Jerez � and that�s not likely to be much use to her. It must be Cadiz � or Huelva, farther along the coast.� He spoke in Spanish to the guardia who was sitting surlily under Debonnair�s gun-mouth. �Are there any control posts on the Jerez road?�
�None.�
Then the idea came to Shaw. Speaking to the guardia again, he asked him if he knew of any back way through the town which would bring him out on to the main road again, but ahead of Karina�s car instead of behind it.
The guardia growled, �I cannot help you.�
Shaw snapped, �Give him thirty seconds, Debbie.� Then he put that into Spanish for the man�s benefit; the gun bored harder into the guardia's side. He squirmed, gasped out, �Take the turning to the left. I will direct you from there.�
�Fine! And if you direct me wrong � to a Policia Municipal post or anything like that,� said Shaw genially, �the lady will oblige me by finishing you off.�
He started up and swung left into the town behind Karina�s car, which was still stopped at the petrol-station, went as fast as he dared round the bull-ring, driving on his horn and gathering a full supply of vociferous curses and shaken fists as he went. He found himself in a maze of dirty streets, but with the guardia directing him sullenly he was soon into the main road again and travelling fast. He said, �Let me know when you see �em behind, Debbie. I�ll keep a good distance ahead � they won�t be expecting us anyway, let alone to be in front of �em � and it�s as good a way of following as any other! Something tells me Karina�s going to get the biggest shock of her life before long.�
It was just three minutes later when Debonnair reported that the Chevrolet was behind them.
* * *
Karina didn�t appear to suspect a thing.
She or her companions must have caught at least occasional sights of Shaw�s car ahead of them all the way, but there was nothing distinctive about it, and it wasn�t by any means the only car travelling to Jerez that day; and, as Shaw had remarked, there was nothing about a car running ahead to arouse anyone�s suspicions, especially as he didn�t maintain any set distance, never allowed himself to get close. Shaw had an idea that Karina was killing time for some reason or other, for she travelled at no more than normal speed. Shaw had been wondering if he ought to follow Karina�s example and try an ambush of his own � swing the car across the road beyond a turning and shoot it out. But he�d rejected that idea; for one thing, their captive guardia would take his chance, which would mean Debonnair would be fully employed covering him, and come to that both of them together wouldn�t be much use against a sub-machine-gun. They wouldn�t stand a chance, and Ackroyd could easily get shot in the process. Besides, there were those other cars on the road. This wasn�t the Verc�n district.
They just had to go on and see what happened.
It was a relief to Shaw not to have to bolt along the road as he had been doing earlier; as it was, his head ached with the glare of the sun and the concentrated effort of handling a big car on foul roads, and he�d had no sleep all last night. Karina stopped once, presumably for a snack or a call of nature; and this gave Shaw and Debonnair an opportunity of stopping farther along, where they could watch Karina�s car without being seen, and of having some sandwiches and the brandy-laced coffee in a vacuum jug that Don Jaime had provided. After that Shaw felt a good deal better. Though Debonnair offered to drive, he refused; he wanted to be handling the car himself if anything should develop suddenly.

Dusk had fallen, and was already merging into that quick nightfall that comes with little twilight in Southern Spain, when Debonnair reported that she couldn�t see the following car any longer.
Shaw�s foot came off the accelerator; half a minute later he asked, �Any sign now?�
Debonnair was looking back. �No � o�"
�Sure?�
�Yes.�
He stopped then; they remained on the alert, but nothing came behind. Shaw said, �I�ll drop back on �em and have a discreet look. They may be up to something. I won�t take the car � you keep an eye on our long, thin pal here,� he added, as he got out, jerking a thumb towards the guardia, who was slouched in a corner.
Debonnair said, �Okay, but I want a breath of air, darling.�
Shaw nodded. They were fairly well inland just here, about twenty miles from the coast, but there was a breeze from the direction of the water, while it was wicked in that stuffy car superheated even now from the day�s sun. Debonnair, holding the guardia's carbine, which had been down beside her, pushed her door open, and Shaw watched appreciatively as long, bare legs came out from the car, the frock rucking up above her knees. They stood there for a moment, the two of them sniffing the fresh night air, feeling that light wind off the distant sea ruffling their hair, the scent of gorse and broom and wild lavender strong in their nostrils, and all the small flowers that were sending their perfumes into the night.
Debonnair took Shaw�s hand in hers, gently, and they drew close together, her head on his arm. The night was so still, so silent. With all his being Shaw wished he was finished with this cloak-and-dagger stuff, that he could get the homey, ordinary life that he wanted so urgently, always he and Debonnair together. Somewhere where there would be security, and peace, and a fireside, and a child yelling for its supper when he came home after an ordinary day�s work was done, or on leave from his ship as an ordinary naval officer again.
And then � that mood vanished. Very quickly, very suddenly.
Away to their left, quite a long way off, where the road twisted a little, Shaw caught the beam of a headlight shining back the way they had come, saw it briefly as his mouth came down on the girl�s wind-ruffled hair.
�Debbie, look!� She left his arms as he stiffened and released her. �Nothing�s passed us going back towards Algeciras.�
�No.�
�That�s Karina, then. She hadn�t stopped � or not for long � just turned back on her tracks, though God knows why.� Before he�d finished speaking they were in the car again, and Shaw wrenched it round and started back along the road. Judging from the lack of speed of those headlights, it didn�t seem as though he need hurry unduly � Karina was still taking it fairly easily. Shaw didn�t switch on his own lights this time; he drove blind and trusted to luck. There was a moon, and the stars were bright, so there was light enough to help his eyes follow the road � but that worked both ways, meant he�d have to keep well behind Karina.
He murmured, �Wonder what the devil she�s up to now.�
* * *
They drove back at that slowish speed; it was nearly midnight when Shaw picked up the dark loom of Africa to the south, the mountains high across the Straits, Cape Trafalgar long and low behind them now. They were not far off Tarifa by his reckoning, and the road was getting closer to the sea all the time, running by a long, lonely, sandy beach stretching away to the meeting of the waters of the Atlantic and the Mediterranean below the deep purple hills of Spain and Africa.
Karina�s headlights had vanished. Easing his speed still more, Shaw crept on, listening intently to every murmur in the night. Then, not far ahead of him, he thought, his ears caught a faint, muffled sound like the beat of an engine; and as he looked out across the water his sea-trained eyes caught the loom of something blacker than its surrounding shadow, something solid which moved slowly to the westward of a bright patch of moonlight which dappled the Straits and faded into the North African hills beyond; something with a small white curfuffle of water pushing out before it�
�So that�s it! Why the hell didn�t I rumble that one? That�s why she�s been coasting along. Filling in time and waiting for this to turn up.�
Debonnair asked, �What is it, darling?�
�It�s a fishing-boat. Once that little geezer Ackroyd gets aboard there it�s good-bye. He�ll be taken across to North Africa � or picked up by some ship out at sea.� The Ostrowiec, probably, he thought.
A little farther along he saw the scarlet-and-silver car pulled up beneath some trees to the left of the road. He let his own vehicle run down a slope of the roadway until it was clear of Karina�s, then he turned off into the scrub. Looking back, he saw the single flash of a blue-shaded light, a signal lamp from the unknown vessel; and then there was an answering pencil of white light along the sand below the road, some way ahead.
Shaw got out in silence, felt for his revolver; heard the girl�s sharp, indrawn breath. And then he pressed her arm, whispered to her to get out. When she�d obeyed Shaw beckoned the guardia out as well. To Debonnair he whispered, �When the shooting starts I want you to keep as clear as you can. But until then keep close to me. I�ll tell you when to scatter. You too,� he added to the guardia. Translating his previous remarks, he went on, �And listen. This is serious business. I�ll tell you here and now, these people we�re after are on the Communist side.� He poked his revolver into the man�s ribs. �Never mind who I am, but if you do anything to upset things some one isn�t going to be very pleased with you. Know who?�
The man licked his lips and stuttered something, eyes flickering in the dark, hard face.
�Generalisimo Franco,� said Shaw brutally. �He isn�t going to like you one little bit. If necessary I�ll get you up on a charge of Communist intrigue. Savvy?�
The man shook a little, and Shaw felt almost sorry for him when he saw the face paling under the moonlight and the scared, trembling lips opening to say, �Si, si, se�or.�
Shaw said, �Right. Now we leave the car here and go along on foot, and quietly. Debbie, we�ve got to get that little blighter back now or a hell of a lot of people have had it. We won�t get another chance now.�
She whispered something. He bent to kiss her, quickly, took her for a moment in his arms. Something told them both that this could be for the last time, the final good-bye. As he kissed her Shaw felt the salt of her tears on his lips.
She said passionately, �Please be careful!�
They went along first to Karina�s car, and Shaw immobilized it; to make quite certain he slashed at the tyres, and the big vehicle sank quietly to the ground. Debonnair asked if he wasn�t going to remove their own ignition key and lock the doors.
�No,� he said. �We may have to make a damn quick getaway. We�ll just have to make sure they don�t get past us.�
Then they went forward very quietly, very quickly. The sound of a boat�s rowlocks came to them across the star-filled night, and Shaw slipped off the safety-catch of his gun.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

They were only partially hidden by a low, rocky outcrop as they headed towards the sand, keeping low and going forward in a crouching run. The small boat, rowing in from the parent fishing-vessel, was coming in to ground on the beach when one of the men with Karina turned and glanced casually up the slope which ran down from the roadway. Shaw motioned the other two to stop and duck, but already it was too late; there had been a glint of moonlight touching up the carbine which had been handed back to the guardia, and Shaw could tell by the movements of the man below that he was bringing up his gun.
Shaw dragged Debonnair down below the line of rocks as the guardia flattened; a stream of bullets accompanied by the phut-phut-phut of the sub-machine-gun blew chunks out of the rocks above their heads. Instinctively Shaw drew Debonnair to him, felt her body tremble a little against his own, saw the teeth come down hard on the lower lip as more bullets snicked the rock and whined away, glancing off over their heads.
Then Shaw moved cautiously to the edge of the rock-line.
That boat was getting close in; and Karina and one of the men were holding Ackroyd between them, ready, presumably, to hand him across to the rower in the boat. Shaw fired towards the man with the gun, missed, and dodged back. When he looked again the party seemed to have shifted be-~Eind a large boulder by the edge of the sea.
Shaw squeezed Debonnair�s arm, spoke softly. �Stay here, Deb. Keep your head down and keep quiet � but watch our friend here.� He jerked his head towards the guardia. �If he tries anything funny � I don�t think he will, but if he does� you�ll have to let him have it. Sorry � but you wanted to come along and help. Do you mind very much?�
She glanced at the guardia, squatting under cover just to her left, and not following their conversation. She was pale, but she whispered, �I don�t make a practice of shooting the innocents, darling, but I�ve handled a gun before and I can handle one again.� She smiled into his eyes, squeezed his hand quickly. �Stop treating me like expensive china� I�ll cope.�
�Good girl!� There was relief in his voice. He tapped the guardia on the shoulder. He asked quietly, though Debonnair could almost feel the ice in his tone, �You are going to obey orders?�
�Si, se�or." The man had had time to think a little now, to let Shaw�s revelations sink in. He�d been scared stiff at the mention of Communists. �I will do as you say. I am a loyal falangisto.�
�Right. Well, I�m going down to the left there � see?�� where this rock ridge leads down to the sea. That�ll give me good cover. When I�m at the end, and abreast of those people down there, I�m going over the top. As soon as you hear firing you give me covering fire from this end, but only providing you can bear without endangering the small man � that�s important. He�s not to be hurt on any account. Understand, hombrel�
The man nodded vigorously.
�Otherwise, shoot to kill � but don�t aim for the woman if you can help it. I�ll deal with her.� Shaw thought to himself, She�s a bitch, and a murderous bitch at that, but somehow I don�t want to leave Karina dead on the Spanish coast.
He moved away then. Debonnair called softly, �Esmonde, watch it, won�t you, darling? Look after yourself.�
Her hand was outstretched to him as he left her, but he didn�t look back and he didn�t see it. The girl�s face was all crumpled up in anxiety now; it hadn�t been so bad chasing along the roads, it was fun in a way, but this looked like being the pay-off, and she knew how things could go wrong, so easily, when the pay-off came. Shaw was making his way along behind the rock quickly now, and the boat wasn�t far off the beach. He got down to the water�s edge, heard the slow gurgle of the sea slopping up round his feet, the soft lap of the tiny wavelets; got the sharp smell of the seaweed. His feet dislodged a biggish stone which rolled down into the water, making what seemed to his overstretched nerves a devilish din; but there was no reaction from the other side of the line of rock. He waited a moment, his scalp pricking, then he edged slowly, cautiously, up the side of the rock so that he could look over. He was sure he hadn�t been heard, hadn�t been seen, that it was being assumed his party hadn�t yet split up. But he had to be careful now.
Infinitely cautious, he hauled himself up inch by inch until he was lying flat on top of the rock. He was in the full moonlight after that, but he kept dead still, and the attention of Karina�s party was engaged, and they never looked in his direction, never saw that humpy blur on the rock, a motionless humpy blur which perhaps looked like part of the rock itself. Moving as little as possible, Shaw brought up his revolver. The man with the sub-machine-gun was crouched low now, peeping round that boulder, his whole attention on that upper line of rock where Shaw had left Debonnair and the guardia. Karina and the second man were standing in the boulder�s lee, unprotected from Shaw�s line of fire, with Ackroyd moaning and sobbing between them, a horribly weird noise seeming to bubble from his lips, a noise which was somehow familiar, and made Shaw�s flesh crawl.
This poor, slobbering little chap � Domingo Felipe had told him he�d gone crazy, and by Heaven, he thought now, he sounded it� he was humming some kind of tune. And after a moment Shaw realized with a sense of shock where he�d heard something like this before; Dum-da, dum-da, dum-da, dum-da. He shivered.
Then he heard Karina�s voice calling softly to the man in the boat as it came within hailing distance, and he heard the man give some reply as he pulled in for the shelter of the boulder. He couldn�t hear what it was that passed between them, but he did catch the one word Ostrowiec. So � his hunch had been a pretty good one. Very likely Ackroyd was meant to be transferred from the fishing-vessel well out to sea beyond the Straits when the Ostrowiec had cleared the narrows.
The moon was catching Karina�s hair now, touching it up to a shower of almost liquid light, empaling the gold of her skin to make her look in some degree like a coldly arrogant goddess of a former civilization. She and her companion took the bows of the boat as it touched the beach, coming in under the lee of that big boulder under which the others still stood. They swung the boat round.
Well � they wouldn�t be looking now.
Hands outstretched, Shaw eased himself gently across the rock, dropped lightly down the other side and crouched in the shadows, his revolver ready. Unfortunately, the sudden movement had been noted, though Shaw didn�t think he�d actually been seen except as a �something� which had moved across the rock. Anyway, he was going in now, so it didn�t matter.
He called, �All right, Karina. You�re surrounded and we�ve got you covered. Just move away from that boat.� His voice was very loud in that silence � shatteringly so. As soon as he�d spoken Karina had straightened, had jerked her body upright. Shaw had time to notice how perfectly the slim lines set off the taut, upthrust breasts. Then she stood motionless, just for a moment, until Shaw saw her head turn slightly as she spoke to the man who had been helping her with the boat; at once, as though obeying a sixth sense, Shaw flung himself violently sideways, and then flattened to ground. A bullet zipped into the rock just above his head � he could feel the wind of it, and the sharp pain as rock fragments tore into his shoulder. He felt the warm trickle of his blood down his back. At once he fired from the darkness, and the man dropped with a high scream of pain, twisting as he fell. Shaw saw him twitch once, horribly, on the sand, and then he lay very still.
The guardia had opened fire as ordered when the first shot had sounded up the beach, though in fact he couldn�t have seen anybody to aim at. Karina�s other companion, the one with the heavy gun, had remained in the shelter of the boulder and was now firing in bursts from there, edging round the side farthest from Shaw and dodging back the moment he�d let each stream of bullets wing up the beach. Shaw couldn�t help feeling anxiety for Debonnair. He knew she wouldn�t do anything damn silly, but she might be indiscreet if she thought he was hurt, might come out from cover. He himself was on his feet again now and was moving out, and as he came into the patch of moonlight he heard the guardia�s pathetic old carbine bang out again, and he saw the flat-backed black helmet glinting in the moon�s beams. The sub-machine-gunner was quick � too quick for Shaw, much too quick for the guardia; in a split-second his weapon was up and that wicked, chilling phut-phut-phut screamed up the beach, a sustained burst zipping across before Shaw could do anything about it. There was a sharp grunt of pain, very quickly nipped off, and the guardia seemed to rise into the air for an instant, and then his body flopped down on to the rock-line, hung there limply while the helmet fell from the shattered head and drooled grotesquely down the slope of the sandy beach.
Shaw felt sick.
That chap had been grabbed from his station at San Roque, had probably expected to be happily at home by now in some little whitewashed hut� now he�d be going back there in a box, and maybe some woman who�d seen him off that morning would be a widow, some children fatherless. And none of this had really been the guardia�s concern, except in so far as it was his duty to maintain the law and order of Spain. Shaw found one brief moment in which to loathe his job once more, and then, his face quite bloodless, he fired twice towards that remaining man who�d now come back behind the boulder. Shaw�s response had been slow, too slow to save that guardia, but it wasn�t all that slow, and his aim was first-class, steadied by the hate that was concentrating in him now. The large gun was only just swinging round on to him when the first bullet came from his heavy Service revolver and caught the man � it was Garcia � in the stomach and doubled him up; the second, coming a fraction of time after the first, took the man smack between the eyes and pushed the dying body straight again as the brains spattered over the sand.
The sub-machine-gun dropped.
In a flash Shaw was racing across the beach towards it, keeping low, but Karina got to the gun at the same instant. Shaw had no niceties left in him now. Savagely almost, he flung himself at Karina, got his arms around her body, feeling his hands roughly on her breasts, her thighs, the woman struggling and kicking and tearing at him like a maniac. He managed to get his hands round her wrists, held on like a vice, cruelly, panting and gasping. Karina was sobbing with rage, and biting whenever she got the chance� Shaw felt a burning pain in his ear and the trickle of blood down his neck. Something in him seemed to break then. He flung Karina to the ground, came down on top of her; they rolled madly for a moment. Then, panting and sweating, Shaw forced her hands behind her back and held her there, pinned, rigid and helpless.
He dragged in gulps of air. He gasped, �Pack it in, you bitch. Pack it in before I put a bullet in you. You can�t do any good for yourself now.�
She swore at him, drawing back her lips like an animal. Filthy names poured from her � he�d called her a bitch; that was mild enough in comparison. Shaw looked into her eyes, saw the whites shining in the moonlight and that horrible snarl twisting up her mouth. Certainly in that moment of seeming defeat there was something animal in her, and Shaw recognized it; but he knew too that for him Karina�s spell would never be wholly gone. He felt her breath coming hot and fast on his cheek, inhaled her scent heavy on the night air. The close contact began to trouble him now. Just for an instant of time he was conscious only of the fact that he was lying on sand beneath a bright moon with Karina once again, then sense returned, and with it a feeling of shame. Holding Karina with one arm and the weight of his body, he relaxed his grip with his right hand and stretched out for the submachine-gun lying on the beach.
As his fingers closed on the grip a bullet zipped over his head and ricocheted across the water, bouncing and kicking up little trails of spray and ripples in the calm, sleepy sea. Turning his head, he saw Debonnair running down the sand towards him.
She cried out, �Esmonde � the boat. It�s pulling out!�
It was the girl who�d fired that shot� Shaw twisted round in alarm, saw that the boat, with Ackroyd half sitting, half lying in the sternsheets, was moving out fast. Debonnair, at the water�s edge now, fired again, hit the gunwale of the boat, put off her stroke by the need to aim clear of Ackroyd. Shaw started to lift himself, and at once Karina�s knee came up and smashed into his groin. There was a moment of excruciating agony, and a whole spectrum of coloured lights flashed in his head; he doubled up. Karina wriggled away, rolled clear, and then was on her feet and running fast into the darkness of the roadway. Quickly, anxiously, Debonnair came back up the beach towards Shaw, bent over him.
His face was green and he was in great pain, but he forced himself to action, brought the heavy gun up, aimed to put a burst over Karina�s head. But when his fingers pressed the trigger nothing happened. The magazine was empty. Maybe that was why he�d got Garcia before Garcia got him. A mocking laugh floated back as he reached for his own gun. He swore, turned, saw Ackroyd�s distance increasing.
Debonnair asked, �Esmonde, do you want me to fire � or not?�
Shaw snapped, �Leave her for now � she can�t get far.�
�She can get our car.�
Shaw cursed, savagely. �Well, she�ll just have to, that�s all. Ackroyd is the important thing now.�
The sweat of agony poured off Shaw as he struggled to his feet and stumbled for the water. He just set his teeth and carried on. He plunged in, struck out for the boat, and the coolness of the water eased the burning pain a little.
A terrible dread gripping her heart, Debonnair watched him go.
Her revolver was up, and she was ready to give him covering fire the moment she was able to sight without fear of hitting Ackroyd. Shaw seemed to her to be gaining a little on the boat � the man in it was pulling very badly, catching one crab after another under the stress of his hurry. But it didn�t look as though Shaw would close the distance before the boat reached the parent vessel; and soon he would come under the fire from that fishing-boat, for surely there would be guns aboard.
The girl�s heart thudded and she sent up a prayer�
Then she saw the rowing-boat turn to make its approach to the side of the larger vessel, and that gave her her chance and she took it. The angle of the turn had brought the solitary rower clear of Ackroyd, so that she could sight on him without being in danger of hitting the little physicist.
Icily calm, Debonnair sighted. She fired three times.
The first shot seemed to zip into the boat�s woodwork, but the second and third shots got the man fair and square; the boat swung, the oars jammed in the rowlocks. The man hung head down in the water, canting the boat over and bringing it right round to circle to a stop before he flopped over into the sea. Debonnair waded in then, started swimming out to help Shaw, who soon had an arm over the gunwale. Ackroyd was lying flat in the bottom of the boat now, moaning to himself and shivering, water slopping about over him. Shaw grabbed at a rope lying in the boat and made fast to a ring-bolt in the bows; bringing the rope�s-end out with him, he dropped back into the water as the girl swam up.
They both heard then the sound of the fishing-vessel�s motor starting up. Shaw said urgently, �Deb, we�ll tow him inshore� keep your head down, for God�s sake, old girl. They�ll be bound to start shooting any moment now � unless they catch up with us first.�
They each took a grip on the rope, put their heads down, and went forward in a one-armed crawl. They didn�t make much speed, but there was no shooting, and Shaw wondered if that was because they were right out of the moonlight, in a big, spreading patch of pitch-darkness under the lee of a jut of land. A moment later Debonnair, who had noticed that the boat�s engine was getting fainter instead of louder, rolled over and looked back. Then she spluttered, �They�re pulling out � going to sea! Wonder what that�s in aid of?�
�What!�
Shaw�s head came clear of the sea and he eased down. He blinked the water from his eyes, looked ahead. Then he swore softly. �That�s what,� he said. �Back water, Debbie� look at the beach.�
Debonnair looked. Two men of the Civil Guard were coming down to the water�s edge and were staring out across the sea towards the now fast-retreating fishing-vessel. One of them cupped his hands and shouted out across the sea; a moment later a couple of shots were fired. Another guardia was kneeling by the bodies on the beach. None of them seemed to have seen the rowing-boat in its deep shadow, a shadow made blacker by the bright moonlight elsewhere, and Shaw whispered to Debonnair to keep very, very still and quiet. He said, �We don�t want to meet those chaps any more than our pals back there do. If they get hold of us it�s all up with Gibraltar. They�ll never believe our story � and three dead Spaniards, one of �em a guardia, are going to take an awful lot of explaining away.�
�What do we do, then?�
�We stay at sea for a bit. It�s all we can do, Debbie.�
�Uh-huh.�
Miserably, she shivered. She knew she hadn�t sounded very enthusiastic, but she knew Shaw was perfectly right. Shaw swung round and very slowly, imperceptibly, keeping well in the dark, he edged the boat away from the land, his own breathing sounding loud in his ears. As they went they heard a car�s engine starting up ashore, and then the sound of furious driving along the road to Algeciras. Shaw said, �That�ll be Karina � in our car.�
Looking back, he saw the Civil Guards rushing up the beach.
The fishing-vessel was almost out of sight by now, heading flat out for the North African coast � Tangier was Shaw�s guess. Well, that was all right � they evidently didn�t realize that Shaw�s boat was coming out again. Shaw went on heading slowly out to sea, and the beach dwindled.
A little later he was able to speed up and, well clear to seaward, they passed Tarifa Point.
Very soon Shaw would have to head back in or risk being run down by the shipping in the Straits � he had no navigation lights, and wouldn�t have dared to use them if he had � or be picked up again if the skipper of that fishing-vessel should take it into his head to return.
Shaw had helped Debonnair over the gunwale as soon as it seemed safe to do so, and followed himself. They sat there shivering in the cool night air. Mr Ackroyd�s teeth chattered away, and he stared up at the two apathetically while they did what they could to make him comfortable. Shaw searched through the little man�s clothing, bringing a cry from him as he jolted the bruised arm. He didn�t find anything during that search.
* * *
A little later Debonnair asked, �Where do we head for?� She snuggled back into the comparative warmth of Shaw�s body. �Could we cross Algeciras Bay in this, d�you think, and enter Gib by sea?�
�We could, Debbie � it�s only about five miles by sea from Carnero Point � if it wasn�t for something I was trying to find on Ackroyd when I was going through his clothing a little while ago.� Briefly he told her about the technician�s theory, the theory that Ackroyd had removed a piece of AFPU ONE�s starting mechanism � told her in such a way that he didn�t have to divulge much, though he made her realize the vital importance of what he was saying. When he�d finished she lay back and looked up at him sideways and said, �Oh, my God,� very softly.
Shaw said, �We�ll have to try and get something out of Ackroyd about it as soon as he�s in a fit state. If it really is missing � and I do feel sure he did take it � then ten to one Karina�s got it now. So � we�ve got to find Karina.� Bitterly now he reproached himself for not having immobilized his own car. �That means we�ve got to try to land � I�d say, somewhere near Carnero � and walk into Algeciras itself. We�d look a bit suspicious, entering the port by sea after what�s happened to-night.�
She nodded. �And when we get ashore � what then?�
He said wearily, �Debbie my dear, God may possibly know, but I certainly don�t. Let�s get to Carnero first.�
She moved closer into his arms. �Sorry,� she murmured. �I�ll stop asking silly questions, darling.�
�They�re not silly questions,� said Shaw gently, stroking her wet hair. �It�s my fault for not having the answers ready, that�s all!� So near Gibraltar and yet so damn far, he thought miserably, and until we cross that little strip of neutral ground beyond La Linea every man�s hand � practically � is against us.
Shaw took up the oars, sculled the boat along to the eastward, still keeping well clear of the land. The girl drew away from him, to give him more freedom of movement, but he pulled her back to lean against his chest. She was shivering so� God, but he should never have allowed her to come with him on this job�
Mr Ackroyd was humming again, and Shaw clamped his teeth down hard.
Dum-da, dum-da, dum-da�
That was going to drive him mad soon. And he still had to get this little lunatic to talk.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

Hammersley hadn�t so very much to do himself in these final stages, with the evacuation organized and timed to begin at noon � less than twelve hours to go now.
He had made the decisions, and he would stand or fall by those decisions � not that it made much difference to his own position either way, because he didn�t intend to leave his command. So he wasn�t likely to be called to account in any way. They could say anything they liked after he was gone and he wouldn�t care. All he could hope for now was to do the best he could for the people who depended on him. And now the donkey-work was being carried out by the staff and by the regimental officers and the men under their command.
But Hammersley couldn�t sit around in The Convent and do nothing � nothing but wait, and count the hours � the hours at first, and then it would become, as the time drew nearer, the minutes and the seconds. During the morning � so long, long ago � after he�d seen Forbes and then sent the hastening signal to the evacuation fleet, Hammersley had driven round the town and had gone up the Rock to the out-stations for a word with the troops. And everywhere it had been the same; the routine going on, yes, but the strain, the frightening air of expectancy, the worried faces of those who suspected that this was more than just the exercise which Hammersley had announced recently in the Gibraltar Chronicle. A few of the locals, smelling danger despite the security muzzle, had got out under their own steam already � the rich ones, or those with connexions across the frontier or in Tangier. He couldn�t stop them; wouldn�t if he could. They had a right to protect their own lives � he couldn�t even blame them morally. The rest waited, on the whole dumbly, not knowing what was going on but neither wishing nor able to leave the Rock that was the only home they knew. All Hammersley wished, so fervently, was that he�d been able to advise them � order them � all to get out while the going was good.
Was this whole damn nuclear set-up in the present-day world worth while? If security demanded that for the sake of England Gibraltar�s unconsulted people should die was it, in the last analysis, worth it? Hadn�t the times and men�s morals degenerated so far that nothing was worth while saving-saving only for the universal holocaust to come?
All these thoughts had gone through Hammersley�s mind as he�d sat with his driver and his A.D.C. in that truck during the morning, glum and not speaking, driving along Gibraltar�s narrow, noisy, crowded streets. The only conclusion he could come to as some salve for his own conscience was the obvious one: it wasn�t just England. Narrow concepts of nationalism didn�t wash these days, couldn�t wash, mustn�t wash. It was the free world�s way of life that was at stake; perhaps these people wouldn�t die � those of them who would have to � in vain. Or not quite in vain.
And he told himself that the people he had seen that morning had been pretty good. He knew that to-morrow, as the evacuation fleet began to enter Algeciras Bay, the seawalls would be crammed with people watching, wondering� would they go on believing that this movement of shipping and the disposal of the troops who were now moving to their stations along the streets was due to an exercise? Hammersley was still, in accordance with orders, keeping as much as possible dark until the very last moment, the moment when he would make that final broadcast, the moment when the evacuation itself would actually begin. He hadn�t told even his own family the full, awful truth, though he sensed that behind his wife�s admirably controlled front was hidden some blame, which she couldn�t altogether conceal, for the fact that he�d allowed their sons to come out to Gibraltar. He hoped that before the end came he�d have time to put that right with her, to explain things. It wouldn�t be long now, of course, but there was still that slim chance that either the Cambridge would find Ackroyd aboard the Ostrowiec or that Shaw would have something concrete to report.
And now it was night again � the time that seemed the worst of all. It was after midnight; to-morrow, in fact, had come.
Hammersley had had a direct line laid on, from his own office in The Convent to the power-house; and he had only to lift the receiver to get the latest information immediately. But mostly when it was answered the first thing he got was that racking dum-da, dum-da sound� He didn�t know quite why � perhaps it was on account of some morbid curiosity that made him unable to leave the receiver alone � but he stretched out a hand now and put the thing to his ear.
A weary voice said, �Hullo, yes?�
Hammersley asked, �Is there any change? This is the Governor speaking.�
The awful strain under which those men were working was fully evident in the technician�s voice. He said heavily, almost sarcastically, �Yes, sir, I know who it is. There�s no change.�
Hammersley flushed; the man was right in his implication � he must resist the temptation, mustn�t get them flustered and irritated. They�d let him know at once� Quietly he said, �Very well.�
The call was cut off then; but not before Hammersley had heard the note of AFPU ONE in the background�dum-da, dum-da, dum-da, dum-da�
He rammed the receiver back on its stand and stood up. He was breaking out in a light sweat which wasn�t entirely due to the night�s stuffiness. Tugging at his sticky collar, Hammersley went over and pressed a bell.
Three minutes later he was driving along Main Street again with his A.D.C.
* * *
Debonnair was shivering badly as she sat with Shaw�s thin wet coat round her shoulders, in the open boat with the sea slopping over every time Mr Ackroyd wriggled about in the bottom-boards. Shaw noticed her distress. He said, �Sorry, darling. It won�t be all that long now.�
�I know. Don�t worry about me, you�ve got enough on your plate.� She looked away to port, where the land�reared up high and bleak. She said, �Sheer cliff.�
Shaw nodded. �It�s like that all the way from Tarifa right round to Carnero, I fancy � just over ten miles.� He sighed. �We�ll be ashore as soon as we can.�
He looked down as Mr Ackroyd knocked against his foot. He was about to tell him, succinctly, to keep still if he didn�t want to upset the ruddy boat and throw them all into the sea when he realized that the little man was trying to say something. In spite of the cold, Ackroyd�s face was all sticky with sweat, and his straggly moustache clung wispily to his upper lip, drooping over his mouth like oily hair on a bald man�s head. A thin stream of saliva oozed from the corner of his mouth, which was slack and drooly. But his eyes were fixed, pathetically, in a stare at the girl�s face.
Mr Ackroyd spoke then. He said, perfectly clearly and distinctly, �I never did like him, lass, tha knaws that. Bloody teddy-boy, that�s what �e is��
Shaw almost stopped breathing; obviously Ackroyd was wandering, but if only he could get him to talk for a little, to talk rationally, he might get some information out of him about the existence or otherwise of that supposedly missing part, and if it was missing the little man might be able to give him some lead to Karina�s whereabouts � he could have overheard something about her plans, possibly. And if Ackroyd was allowed to talk it might do him a power of good, might release something from his system before they reached Gibraltar. If they reached Gibraltar.
Shaw put out a hand, dropping the oar for a moment, to steady Ackroyd�s shoulder. Ackroyd gave a little cry as his injured arm caught him, and then he turned his attention to Shaw and said, �Eh, lad, but that other woman�s a bitch.� He gave a shuddering kind of sigh as he said that.
�I expect she is,� Shaw agreed, with soothing quiet. He took up the oar again, resumed pulling steadily. He said, in a low voice, �Debbie, can you cope � get him to talk � you know?�
�Leave it to me.� She reached out competently, helped Mr Ackroyd aft over the thwarts � with the boat in danger of capsizing � and pulled him down so that his head was pillowed in her lap. Shaw heard her talking to him gently, soothingly, for some minutes; after a while the physicist began to speak to her, as distinctly as before, though nothing he said made much sense; he seemed, so far as Shaw could gather, to be telling the girl all about his home life. But after a little he began to ramble on about Gibraltar, and that was Debonnair�s chance.
She took it.
She said, �Now look, Mr Ackroyd. Gibraltar�s awfully important to you, isn�t it � I mean, you work there, don�t you?�
Her glance flicked up to Shaw, and he nodded.
Ackroyd said � a little doubtfully, but as though it had got home, �Ah, lass, ah do.�
�Do you� remember much about it?�
Still uncertainly, he said, �Ah, it�s a reet nice place.�
Shaw put in, �What about the tunnel, Mr Ackroyd? Do you like working down there?� He leaned forward urgently. �Do you?�
Ackroyd looked up at him and frowned. After a moment something seemed to click and he asked suspiciously, �Now look �ere, lad, what does tha knaw about toonel? That�s what t�bloody bitch kept on about, but ah didn�t tell her nowt.�
Shaw had caught the unmistakable note of truth. He said carefully, �I don�t know a thing about the tunnel, Mr Ackroyd. It�s not my line, that sort of thing.� He hesitated, then plunged. �But � when you left Gib � did you have anything with you? A sort of � of fitting, anything of that sort? A bit of machinery, I expect it was, from that power unit of yours � AFPU ONE,� he added off-handedly. �D�you remember at all?�
Mr Ackroyd�s face altered, an expression of fear and puzzlement coming over it. After a time he whispered, �Ah had it, yes. Ah took it.�
Well, this was progress of a sort � but not the sort Shaw liked. That technician�s theory was undoubtedly confirmed, but equally certainly Ackroyd hadn�t got that part now. As Shaw, his face strained and anxious, bent forward to go on with his questions, the blank look came back to Ackroyd and Shaw felt desperate. Ackroyd began his dirge again: Dum-da, dum-da, dum-da, dum-da�
�Shut up, for God�s sake!� As soon as Shaw snapped that at Ackroyd he regretted it. Debonnair looked at him warningly, but it was too late. Mr Ackroyd sobbed a little and drooled. Shaw cursed, felt his fingers grip the oars tighter� if only he could make the little blighter understand. He said despondently, �Debbie, you have another go. See if he knows what�s happened to that missing part, will you?�
She waited a while until Ackroyd had quietened. Then, almost rocking the skinny frame in her arms like a baby, she began on him � quietly, soothingly, flatteringly at times, pressing always. She went on and on, and in time remembrance began to come back to Mr Ackroyd of something that he knew was desperately important and had seemed just lately to have developed some connexion with women � first that bitch, then an old, wrinkled-up crone somewhere or other, and now this good-looking tit-bit� tit-bit! Now then!
Suddenly a new light came into Mr Ackroyd�s eye.
�Eh?� he asked.
It wasn�t much of a reaction, but they hardly dared to speak in case they made him lose it again; after a moment Shaw nodded at the girl, and she went on with the process. Slowly Mr Ackroyd looked away from them both, looked down at his clenched fists. He opened his right hand� he looked at that hand for a long time without speaking. Then he looked up and said slowly, �Teeth. A little piece of metal, lass, with teeth.�
Shaw hazarded, �Teeth� to engage into another moving part, a � a sort of cog?�
�Ay, lad, that�s reet, that is. Teeth.� Ackroyd held up his hand. Across the palm, just visible in the moonlight, Shaw noticed a line of indentations, little red pits and bumps. Ackroyd went on, �Ah had that, ah had. Yes. Ah �ad it all the while.� There was a tearful, upset note in his voice now. �Mind, ah never told that bitch a bloody thing, not a bloody thing. And ah �oong on to that piece of the mechanism. See, ah knew it were important, very important. And ah had it.
And ah never said one word, not the �ole time, ah didn�t.�
�Good man.� Somehow Shaw believed this unlikely-looking little hero whom Gibraltar knew as a finicky, standoffish, nervy type who ran a mile at a loud noise. He asked gently, �Look, Mr Ackroyd, if it�s important we ought to get it back, oughtn�t we? I mean��
�Course we ought� why ever did I let it go?� Mr Ackroyd�s voice was panicky now; a moment later, however, it faded away again, drifted off as he developed a spasmodic facial twitch which Shaw found painful to watch; drifted off, when Ackroyd spoke again, into nonsense. Shaw clenched his hands, a feeling of utter desperation coming over him again. Gibraltar was waiting� he shook Ackroyd a little, tried to stop the meaningless meander about some one called Ernie Spinner in Liverpool.
In the end he succeeded. Ackroyd stopped. He said slackly, �Ah�ve joost remembered where that part is, lad.�
He grinned up at Shaw. Shaw could have sworn he saw a wink on the drawn white face.
He asked quickly, �Yes, old chap? Where?�
Mr Ackroyd gave a tired chuckle, put his hand to his mouth as though about to say something confidential. Shaw felt his scalp tingle, felt the rising irritation� at any moment Ackroyd might forget again. Ackroyd said:
�Roody woman rammed it down �er tits.�
There was a brief pause, then a sudden, irrepressible giggle from Debonnair. �Ah don�t knaw, ah�m sure, but ah�d have said it�d be roody uncomfortable down there. Prickly, like.�
Shaw let out a long sigh, and heard Debonnair still giggling away in the stem. There was a tired smile on his lips as he said wearily, �Well, now we know, we�re not much for�arder � not until we find Karina. And then it probably won�t be down her � er��
�Exactly,� agreed Debonnair primly.
* * *
Main Street was quiet at this early-morning hour just past midnight, except for a few drunks and one or two ladies of easy virtue hanging about, from force of habit, round the entrances to night-clubs, and the M.P.�s, and the Naval Patrol with their measured tread and the blancoed belts and gaiters moving solemnly along from the Picket House, and the infantrymen stationed by their trucks. Grim-faced, sunburnt men behind the steering-wheels, smoking the cigarettes which they � some of them � hurriedly squeezed out in their fingers as the Governor came round.
Hammersley thought bitterly: Do they really think I�m going to have their names taken for smoking at a time like this, when it could be about the last packet of Players or Woods they�ll ever open in their lives?
Then he knew he had to shake himself � and the men� out of such thoughts; a time like this was one of the times when discipline was needed more than ever, the very time it justified itself. He didn�t worry about those men, the older ones, who�d had the common sense to douse their dog-ends when they saw him � that was in itself an act of respect, an acknowledgment of basic and ingrained discipline. Those men would be all right. But when a group of young soldiers carried on smoking as he went past, and stared at him superciliously as much as to say: Go on, you bastard, you just try choking us off now and see what happens, mate� then Hammersley went into action.
He roared, �Company Commander!�
A sergeant came forward at the rush, halted, saluted. �Beg pardon, sir, the officer�s gone along��
�Very well, Sergeant, you�ll do. Once you�ve done your buttons up, that is.� His voice was sharp, his face pugnacious. The N.C.O. fumbled at his buttons. �Those men.� Hammersley pointed with his cane. �Why are they smoking?�
The sergeant stared woodenly into space. �Sorry, sir. I reckon they feel� well� what�s it matter, kind of, sir.�
�I see.� Hammersley looked at him, felt years older again. �And do you feel like that too, Sergeant?�
�Well, sir.� The man swallowed. A biggish Adam�s-apple wobbled uncertainly in a long brown throat. �Yessir. I do, sir.�
�All right.� Hammersley climbed out of the staff car. He raised his voice deliberately, so that the men could hear. He said, �In that case I�ll see you�re broken to the ranks� If you can�t take charge you�re not fit to wear your chevrons. What�s your name?�
The man was shocked, Hammersley could see that. His face had gone a dull mud colour. Hammersley thought, That�s done him a power of good � he�s more worried about that now than the rumours he�s been fed with, and he�ll be able to look forward to writing to his M.P. about me. The sergeant said, �Smith, sir.�
Hammersley looked towards the A.D.C. �Note that, Captain Harrison.� To the soldier he said, �Very well, then. That�ll be all for now.� Then he walked over to the men � he noticed that they�d snuffed those cigarettes now, were coming, though slowly, to attention, straightening their caps.
He said, �All right, at ease. Now listen to me. I�m not having any soldiers under my command slouching around in public as I�ve just seen you men doing.� What he wanted to say was, This Rock has been garrisoned by British soldiers for over two hundred years, and maybe you�re the last regiments who�ll ever come here, because when the civilians leave at noon to-morrow � to-day, rather � that�ll very likely be the end. It�s you who�ve got the duty of seeing Gibraltar, not through a mere siege, but off the world�s map, and if you can�t take a pride in yourselves at this stage you�re going to let down all those, Foot and Guns, who have gone before.
He said none of that; for one thing it was too old-fashioned a bunch of sentiments altogether, and for another there was � as ever � the secrecy which had prevented him all along from taking these men into his confidence.
What he did say, with a nice parade-ground snap in his voice, was: �If I catch you like that again I�ll have all your names taken and you�ll be up before your Commanding Officers at next Defaulters.�
He stared them out and then he swung round, walked back to his car. Before he drove away he noticed the difference; they�d smartened up, were tending to grin ruefully at one another � a good sign, that, and as much as to say, �Well, reckon we did ask for that.�
What one of them actually said, though H.E. never knew it, was: �If the old beggar�s so sure there�s going to be another muckin� Defaulters, there can�t be much to bloody well worry about, eh?�
* * *
Hammersley had got down to Irish Town, and his car was circling Casemates, the parade where the ancient Ceremony of The Keys had taken place regularly ever since the start of the Great Siege in 1779, when he heard the roar of the motor-cycle coming fast along Main Street, and then a moment later the dispatch rider zoomed up and dismounted.
He approached the General, gave him a swinging salute.
He handed over a sealed envelope and stepped back. Hammersley opened it, read it, crushed it in his hand. It was from the captain of H.M.S. Cambridge, addressed to the Flag Officer, and it read simply: Ostrowiec left harbour at 0030 hours local time. Have intercepted and searched without result. Ostrowiec proceeding on passage to Gdynia.
So that was the last hope gone � almost.
There was always Shaw, of course�
Hammersley turned away, the square shoulders sagging a little.
* * *
Further questioning of Ackroyd had produced no lead to Karina; the little man�s usefulness was exhausted, at any rate for the time being. There was always the chance, Shaw knew, that Karina would be waiting for them when they came into land. Against that possibility was the fact that she wouldn�t know precisely where they intended to come ashore, and also the fact that she wouldn�t want to risk the attentions of the Civil Guard after the affair of the fishing-boat. Anyway, and most important, he had to make contact with her. From what he�d picked up before leaving Gibraltar, he was pretty sure that Ackroyd without that metal fitting would be just as useless as no Ackroyd at all, in so far as the immediate safety of the Rock and its inhabitants was concerned.
They�d had a little current with them, and it was still full night when they rounded Carnero; Shaw decided to land on the beach at Getares. They made in for the shore a little farther on, cold and wet and played out. Ackroyd had lapsed into a sort of delirium again, and Shaw hadn�t been able to get any more sense out of him at all. They came in slowly, inched in towards Getares beach just beyond the dim outline of the whale-oil factory which lay to the southward. There was no one about in that wild spot so far as they could see � Shaw thought it unlikely that the authorities would be worrying about them, considering that those Civil Guards back near Tarifa hadn�t appeared to have noticed their boat, and had succeeded in scaring off the visible intruder � the fishing-vessel; much more likely, they�d be concentrating any remaining efforts on trying to find that car, with Karina in it, which had started up so suddenly behind them on the Jerez road and had roared off so fast towards Algeciras. They couldn�t help finding some significance, some linking between that and the fishing-boat, obviously. Nevertheless, Shaw had to remember that his party could be picked up if they were seen before they were clear of the rowing-boat, or before they had managed to lose themselves in less suspicious surroundings, and he felt for the assurance of his revolver� the water wouldn�t have hurt it, nor would the self-sealed ammunition be damaged.
Shaw was ready to quell Ackroyd if he made any undue noise on the way in; but in the event he didn�t need to� the little man was in a bad way now, he thought; probably his efforts at speech had tired him.
The boat ran smoothly, silently except for a slight sough of wood on sand, up Getares beach; and as they got out Shaw gave it a shove. It drifted out to sea again. It was safer that way.
They made their way up the beach.
Shaw was shivering with fatigue by this time, felt that he�d never be able to think this thing out properly, plan the next move. Desperately he wanted sleep. The going was rough � wild and open � and his stumbling feet caught the upthrust tussocks of grass and the small buried rocks, nearly sending him headlong a score of times. When they reached the lee of a large building on the beach � which Shaw remembered as a restaurant which he had patronized under somewhat easier circumstances when duty and pleasure had brought him this way before � he called a halt.
Thankfully he eased Ackroyd to the ground.
Debonnair, he saw, was cold and tired but bearing up well. He took her arm, and they sat down together on the soft, fine sand of the higher part of the beach. It still seemed to retain some of the day�s warmth. He said:
�Look, Debbie. There�s a lot to do yet. We�ve got to find Karina. Don�t ask me how yet.� He sighed, rubbed the side of his nose. �I suppose all we can do is to keep our eyes skinned for her and Don Jaime�s car. She�s sure to be around, with her hooks out for Ackroyd.�
�Poor Don Jaime!� She snuggled up to Shaw�s body. �I doubt if he�ll see that car again somehow, and he was so good to us.� She had a sudden idea. �I suppose you couldn�t contact him again, by phone?�
�Too risky, and it wouldn�t help much now.� Shaw drew her closer, giving her what little warmth there was in him. �I�m sorry about the car too � lucky he�s a rich man � bat the British Government�ll find a way of footing the bill if anything drastic happens to it.� He paused. �It�s Domingo Felipe I�d like to contact, but that�s impossible now. What I�ll have to do is to get in touch with the British Consul here, if Karina doesn�t pick us up first � actually, that�d probably be the best way of contacting her, really. Just let her find us.�
�And then outsmart her?�
He nodded, gave a huge yawn. He was silent for a while, dribbling sand through his fingers, thinking. �Seriously, I believe it might be best to make ourselves fairly conspicuous in the hopes that she shows herself.� He shivered, starting to yawn again as though he would never stop. Then he added, �There used to be good contacts here once, but I�d rather find out from the Consul if they�re still operative before I stick my neck out.�
�Think they mightn�t be operative any more?�
He brooded, looking out to sea where the Rock stood out beneath the bright moon, bathed in silver. �Times change, you know, and so do loyalties, Debbie.� He squinted thoughtfully into the night. �Though it�s largely a matter of pesetas, of course.�
She nodded, then looked critically at Shaw, noticed again the tired lines under his eyes. As though reading her thoughts, Shaw said, �You�re going to get some sleep. No one�ll look for us here now, I�m pretty sure of that, but we�ll have to keep a watch out all the same � and keep Ackroyd quiet too, if he starts up again.�
She grinned up at him. �Sounds as though he�s a gramophone,� she said. �Anyway, I�m taking the first watch. Darling, you�re dead on your feet and you know it,� she added, as he started to talk her down.
He still protested. �You should never have come, really. And if you hadn�t I�d have had to manage.�
�Look, you obstinate man.� The girl reached up, took the thin, sensitive face in her hands, kissed it passionately as though her lips could eradicate the lines of worry and exhaustion. �It so happens I am here and I�m going to be some use. Get it? I�m taking the first watch � say two hours?�� and after that you can stay awake as long as you like. You�ve got the thinking to do � I�m only dogsbody. You can�t think on no sleep for two nights, poppet.�
She�d said two hours because she knew he�d never agree to longer, but she meant to leave him to have his sleep out if she could. Actually he was practically asleep already; he had the greatest difficulty in keeping his eyes open at all. Debonnair made him lie down on the sand, rolled Mr Ackroyd over so that the two lay side by side, keeping each other warm. In ten seconds, still wet through, Shaw was fiat out.
Debonnair looked down at him fondly, feeling almost maternal. Then, rocking her neck a little and shaking out her hair, she stared out to sea, listening to the sounds of the night and the gentle slop-slop of the waters of Algeciras Bay down the beach. After a moment her glance went back to Shaw and Ackroyd, lying together almost like lovers, and she felt a silly little pang; Esmonde was a dear, but, Heavens, he was such a stick. She felt the desire run through her body like fire, a passionate flame. And that wasn�t for the first time. Esmonde Shaw, she sometimes felt, was oddly like a woman in that one particular: in regard to her, it was marriage he wanted and nothing less. Too damn silly, really, but awfully sweet of course� it wasn�t as though he didn�t feel the same as other men, hadn�t had a woman before� suddenly, impulsively, the girl�s eyes misted over and her hand reached out softly to touch his cheek in the dimness. She felt she was going to give in one of these days, marry him whatever his work was; or make him surrender to his desires and leave the Service, and go and live in some stinking little suburban villa in Hounslow � would it be?�� or Walton-on-Thames� or Esher� that was what the boy seemed to want to do, didn�t he?
Damn it, she told herself suddenly, I can�t do that to him, however much he thinks he�d like it. She found then that her cheeks were wet with tears.
* * *
A few of the ships were beginning to come in already, the faster ones and the nearer ones which consisted in the main of the smaller units of the British Mediterranean Fleet and some shipping which had not been far off the Rock when Hammersley�s urgent hastener had gone out. Some entered from the eastward during Debonnair�s vigil, and she saw their lights coming round Europa to turn into the Bay. She traced their progress, five miles across the water, to the outer anchorage or in through the breakwater to secure alongside the moles, and as she watched them come she wondered. Though she had gathered quite a lot, she�d never asked Shaw for all the details; as always, it was he who had to volunteer the information, and she accepted the risks without question. That there was some awful threat hanging over Gibraltar, of course, she knew. Now she realized that this influx of shipping, so suddenly, must clearly be connected with that threat, and perhaps for the first time she began to see the size of this thing that Shaw had been assigned to.
And the key to it � or one of the keys � lay there, so near to her on Getares beach. So near, and yet so far from Gibraltar.
She looked down at Ackroyd. Her thoughts as she did so were not particularly cheering.
* * *
Lights winked from the naval signal station in the Tower in Gibraltar�s dockyard, sending out simply the berthing signals to the incoming ships. Full secrecy was being maintained still, the sealed orders in the warship captains� safes were not yet being opened, would not be opened until a general signal went out from the Tower. As for Spain, Hammersley had decided that since the ships were coming in now he need not ask permission for any land exodus to take place. Miracles, he felt, could still happen, and if one happened in this case Spain need never know the truth. The actual start of the evacuation was the ordained time to give that human warning to the Military Governor in Algeciras�
In Gibraltar and aboard the ships the explanation of an �exercise� was being accepted � up to a point. Officially even the Company Commanders, who had the lists of families by streets and sections, didn�t know for certain, couldn�t make the assumption, that this was the Real Thing � though, as Hammersley had seen, they all suspected it pretty strongly by now. They suspected it, and they feared what might happen in the streets of Gibraltar when the men, with rifles and bayonets, started to round up the civilians after H.E.�s broadcast warning that they were to leave the Rock for ever. The sentries on The Convent saw an extraordinary amount of coming and going after Hammersley had got back from his night drive and staff officers came and went in connexion with a variety of final details which needed H.E.�s formal assent; and the sentries drew their own conclusions. They�d seen �exercises� before, and the ordinary exercise wasn�t a bit like this.
And in Ackroyd�s workshop volunteers from among the Admiralty technicians began the final, last-ditch job: the stripping-down of AFPU ONE in a suicidal bid to locate the source of the trouble.
* * *
At dawn Shaw roused the other two (some instinct had woken him soon after his two hours were up, and he�d ticked Debonnair off for overstaying her watch) and the little party moved on into Algeciras proper, Ackroyd mooning along between Shaw and the girl. The physicist was refreshed, as they all were, after a few hours� sleep, but he was quiet � for which Shaw was grateful � and his arm didn�t seem to be hurting him so much now. It was something like a mile and a half into the town, and as they went they felt the life creeping back into their bodies; the chill of the night and the sea vanished from their bones under the warmth of the sun in the atmosphere as it came up, throwing a back-cloth of gold and red and purple and green behind Gibraltar, sharpening the Rock across the Bay into relief; showing, too, the concourse of ships which had now entered Gibraltar�s waters. A great liner, as Shaw watched, made the turn off Europa, coming in fast for the anchorage, a string of flags fluttering from her signal yard and her lamps busy. They must, Shaw thought, be pretty certain now that something was going to happen. Time must be very nearly up.
Though terribly, agonizingly conscious of that time-shortage and the urgency, Shaw said, �Debbie, we�ve got to get some food inside us. There may be another long chase ahead for all I know, and a fat lot of good we�ll be to cope with anything like that unless we�ve eaten while we can.�
She smiled at him. �Fair enough � I�m starving.�
They walked on, through the narrow, smelly streets waking up to the bright day, with the Sunday-dressed people going to early Mass, the women in their striking mantillas. Mr Ackroyd had perked up a lot now, and he walked along almost cockily, his face turning from side to side, with its still slack mouth overdrooped by the wispy moustache. They found a cafe which was just opening up for the day, and they went in and sat down, and Shaw ordered breakfast to be brought quickly; which, after many grumbles from the proprietor, it was. They tucked into ham rolls and omelettes and plenty of hot coffee, and, though the coffee tasted of acorns, that meal did them an immense amount of good. Things didn�t look quite so black after that.
They lit cigarettes with their coffee, but there wasn�t much time to enjoy the smoke. Shaw, wanting to press on now and get to the Consulate, paid the bill, and, rested and refreshed and unwound, they went out into the warm street where the town was coming to full, vociferous life.



CHAPTER TWENTY

It was just his luck, Shaw thought despondently.
The Consul was away on business, and there was no knowing when he�d be back; the Vice-Consul had just been operated on, and was in bed. Shaw, who suspected that the Consul�s business was concerned with the removal of British subjects living along the Spanish coastal strip, tried to get something satisfactory out of the young Spanish clerk who was the only official he could find, but the man � a decent young fellow, and no doubt under strict orders � wasn�t giving anything away as to the Consul�s whereabouts, not even when Shaw asserted � as under the circumstances he was bound to do � his British nationality. Of course, he carried no proof of this, but Debonnair had her British passport, and Ackroyd was obviously as English as Yorkshire; also, Shaw had a convincing manner, and, becoming once again the naval officer which basically he always was, he used his personal authority to good purpose, and got the clerk to agree to his making a telephone call in privacy.
Shaw, watching every word he uttered, rang Staunton, and was able to make the Defence Security Officer understand that he�d got hold of Ackroyd and would cross the frontier as soon as he could pick up Karina and get his hands on that bit of the mechanism which he could now confirm as having been removed by Ackroyd. Staunton, who said he would advise Hammersley to delay the evacuation as long as possible beyond noon, offered to send a car to pick Shaw up � although, as he said, the Spanish authorities had apparently got wind of something going on, and had become very sticky at the La Linea frontier, and would very likely do all they could to cause delays to British transport. Shaw rejected this offer as likely, in the circumstances, to call too much attention to him and his mission � he would, he said, in view of the frontier situation, probably come across on the Algeciras ferry.
When Shaw rang off he ferreted out the clerk again.
Coming somewhat obliquely to the point, he said, �Look here, se�or. While I am in Algeciras I�d like to look up an old friend of mine. His name is Manuel Zafra. Can you tell me where he�s living now?�
Shaw was looking hard at the clerk, saw him take the point. The clerk said sadly, �Se�or, Manuel Zafra met with-an accident. He is no longer with us.� His voice dropped a little, although they were alone in the office. �But I think � now � that I understand.�
�Good for you,� said Shaw crisply. �Can you give me any other names, then?�
�I can give you one, se�or, but it will be no good your trying to reach him before five-thirty this afternoon. He has business which keeps him out of Algeciras until then always.� He leaned across the desk towards Shaw, spoke very softly. �Andres�s bar in the Calle de Las Flores. Ask for Andres himself � he knows much that goes on, se�or, and will help you in any way he can if you say that Don Guillermo sent you, and give him this message��
Soon after that the little party left the Consulate, and as they did so a man moved from some shadows near by and lost himself in a maze of back streets.
* * *
After a thoroughly frustrating day of enforced inactivity during which there hadn�t been a whisper of Karina, the three were sitting at a table in Andres�s small bar listening to a guitar strumming away in the background. Shaw and Debonnair sipped conac. Mr Ackroyd simply sat and dribbled, looking worn out. Shaw watched every movement in and out of the place. Catching the waiter�s eye when half-way through his drink, he asked casually if Andres could spare him a moment.
�Your business, se�or?�
Shaw repeated his instructions from the Consulate clerk; �I come from Seville, on the advice of Don Guillermo, with the offer of the best that the orange groves can produce.� The waiter said, �Se�or, I will find out.�
With a flourish of his tray and a low bow he was gone, white apron flashing between black-trousered legs. A few minutes later a greasy little man like a dumpling waddled over to Shaw�s table and greeted them jovially. He snapped his fingers at the water. �Fundador, Ramon.� He turned back to Shaw, spoke quietly, though his words could hardly have been heard at any distance over the music of the guitar. �What troubles Don Guillermo, amigo?�
�He tells me you might perhaps know the whereabouts of� a lady-friend whom I wish to speak to.�
Andres�s black eyes sparkled mischievously in Debon-nair�s direction as he sat down, and he made a gesture with his mouth and fingers. �The se�or is ungallant. Who would wish to renew a liaison with any lady in the world when there is available this exquisite example of our Maker�s art � ha?�
Shaw grinned politely and felt glad Debonnair�s Spanish wasn�t quite up to this kind of thing, or he�d never have heard the end of that one. The black eyes were on him now, and regarding him unblinkingly. �Se�or, the name of this lady-friend?�
�She is known here as the Se�orita Rosia del Cuatro Caminos.�
�Aha!� There was an exhalation of garlic, and Shaw caught sight of the blackened stumps, interspersed here and there with gold, which passed for teeth. �I may be able to help.�
Shaw waited.
Andres darted several glances round the bar. There were not many people � it was nearly six o�clock, and the crowds would all be going to the bullfight this Sunday evening. Andres said, with his mouth shielded by a fat, hairy arm, �This woman, she is in Algeciras. That I know.� In emphasis, he nodded many chins. �I understand that she came into the town last night, very late, and went to a house in a certain street where she has � friends.�
�Uh-huh?�
�Friends who are dangerous. You would do well, very well, to keep away, my friend, from these men of danger.�
�I�m not interested in how dangerous it is.�
Andres shrugged. �One of her friends has already been inquiring.�
�For me?�
Again Andres shrugged. �As an incidental only. Mainly for the se�or your friend, I think it would be.� The dark, olive head was inclined towards Ackroyd, and the chins sagged sideways. �I said that I had no knowledge of you, which was the truth. I have been promised fifty thousand pesetas for any information which may lead to you � think of that, fifty thousand pesetas � and I have had ten thousand on account! That is better than the goad on the donkey�s back. With fifty thousand I could go back to my native Ecija and live happily without work.� A dream of Ecija and no work shone briefly in his eyes, and then the glitter returned. �Are you prepared to match that sum? To � surpass it, se�or?�
The sum was about five hundred pounds. But the implied threat was obvious, and Shaw had to act fast now. He said stiffly, �I�m not, but this is on Don Guillermo�s account.�
�Unlimited?� The eyes were greedy.
�Unlimited,� nodded Shaw without hesitation. It had to be that way, and if �Don Guillermo� didn�t cough up � well, Andres had already had a good whack. But Andres brought out a slip of paper from a greasy wallet and wrote on it briefly. �Chit,� he said. �If the se�or will be so good as to sign?�
Shaw signed. Andres put the chit carefully away. He said, �If the se�or will go to Number Twelve, Calle Jose Antonio, he will find some one whom he knows. But I advise the se�or to be very careful. I am told these people will stop at nothing.�
He looked hard at Shaw for a moment; then abruptly he got up and walked away behind the counter at the end of the room, and went through a door. Shaw stared after him. A draught from the door blew dust up along the floor of the bar, and Shaw wrinkled his nose. That address, he thought, it�s a trap, it�s a trap for certain. No doubt about that, in spite of Andres having done his best to sound convincing with all the off-putting talk about danger. Andres hadn�t been quick enough to hide a look on his face just as he turned away from the table � it had been no more than a gleam in the eyes, really, but it had been enough for Shaw. And it had all been too glib. Andres, he felt, was a newcomer to this game � if he�d been an old hand he wouldn�t have tried the financial stunt of playing one side off against the other. To a professional that stunk like a kipper right away. And yet � if Andres valued his connexions with the British Consulate surely he wouldn�t send him into a trap deliberately? Shaw was utterly undecided now as to what he ought to do.
And then he stopped worrying because he�d noticed something for the first time.
It was coming to him from that doorway through which Andres had gone, carried along on that draught of air as the door had opened, and it was getting to his table now and it was strong, it was well-remembered, and it was Je reviens�
Shaw felt the blood drum through his brain, and he looked quickly at Debonnair. He noticed signs of disturbance in Ackroyd as that perfume came to him. Without moving again, and as casually as possible, as though he was merely making some odd remark, he whispered, �Get Ackroyd outside and walk him away � slowly, as though you�re waiting for me � go towards the bull-ring. That�ll keep you in the crowds, and I don�t think you�ll be molested in the open� but it is a risk. D�you mind, Deb?�
�Don�t be an ass.�
�I�ll be with you very soon.� Shaw got up; in a slightly louder voice he said, �Shan�t be a tick, then we�d better get along to that address.�
He sauntered up to the bar counter, his eyes seeing, but yet appearing to search for, the sign with the arrow pointing towards a doorway to the left of the bar, and the one word Retrete � lavatory. Glancing back casually, he saw that Debonnair and the little man were leaving the bar arm in arm, Ackroyd looking as though he was in an almighty hurry to get away� and then Shaw moved behind the counter silently, swiftly. He tried the handle of the door through which Andres had gone, found it locked. But the lock was flimsy, and the second time his shoulder crashed against the door the lock came away.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Shaw, as he crashed through, noticed the other door at the back of the room opening into a courtyard. Andres stood alone in this doorway, plainly terrified now, but doing a poor best to look justly indignant. He asked, �Se�or, what does this mean?�
�Means you won�t be able to loaf around in Ecija just yet. Where did that woman go?� Shaw, his eyes dangerous, ran across the room. Andres didn�t answer, and it would be useless to waste time on him now. The scent was strong, and he knew he hadn�t been mistaken. There was only the one way she could have gone, too. He went up to Andres, pushed him from the doorway with his gun-muzzle, ran into the courtyard.
Naturally enough, there was no one there.
Shaw ran to the end, found a small arched doorway set in the high back wall and covered with creeper. The door was unlatched. Shaw pulled it open, dashed into a narrow alleyway. There were dozens of doors through which Karina might have gone; there was obviously no time now in which to search that alley when Debonnair and Ackroyd were waiting and unprotected � and anyhow Karina could have gone right along and out at either end, making for the Calle Jose Antonio. Shaw had a sudden fear that Debonnair might be in danger already, and he ran back up the courtyard, into that room behind the bar. There was no sign of Andres now. As he came out through the bar into the street, into the Calle de Las Flores, Shaw felt his guts twisting with a dreadful feeling that he�d been enticed away from the girl and Ackroyd. Then he looked along to the left, and, quite close to the bull-ring, he saw Debonnair and Ackroyd sauntering along slowly, as though waiting for some one else to join them before taking up their seats for the fight.
He felt an overwhelming sense of relief as he caught up with them. In spite of her casual bearing, he could see the easement in Debonnair�s smile, too, and in her eyes.
She said, �I thought you�d never come out of that place again, darling. You shouldn�t give me these frights, they aren�t good! Anyway � what�s the news?�
�Karina.� He told her quickly what had happened. �I never got a sight of her, I�m afraid, but I know she was there.� The grey-blue eyes were troubled with a sense of failure, and he had that damned pain in his guts again now. �We�re just no better off than we were before � except that we keep clear of the Calle Jose Antonio for a while longer. I had a feeling it might be a trap.�
�How are we going to get a line on Karina again, then?�
He felt hopeless, but he said, �She won�t be far away now, Debbie. We�ll just have to keep our eyes skinned and watch out.�
She said, �But � I don�t understand. Or do I?� She wrinkled up her nose. �I mean � if that fat Andres was a double-agent they�d know at the Consulate.�
�Not necessarily � there mightn�t have been time. Don�t forget, Karina hasn�t been in Algeciras long. It�s sheer cash at the bottom of Andres�s tactics, and he may not have had the opportunity for the double game before. I�ll have the Consulate warned as soon as we�re back in Gib��
He broke off suddenly, and stiffened, feeling a curious sense of unease. Debonnair looked at him in alarm. He was glancing behind now; an awareness, some deeply ingrained instinct, that he was being followed had made him do that, and he saw that his instinct hadn�t let him down.
Four men were coming along the road behind them.
Of course, there was nothing suspicious in that fact, just by itself. But it was the whole aspect of those men. Their purposeful, alert faces had something to do with it, the eyes so steadily watching, the fact that they walked abreast and with a firm, unshakeable intent, the fact that each had his right hand in his coat-pocket and was quite plainly holding something there, something that bulged out the fabric. But the deciding factor was that a car was edging slowly along behind them, and that car was Don Jaime�s that he�d left on the Jerez road last night. Karina, he realized, must have been waiting in Andres�s bar for the �kill��
Shaw�s grip tightened on Debonnair�s arm. She looked up questioningly into his eyes, her lips parting. Shaw muttered gruffly, �We�re being followed, darling, that�s all. But this time I think they mean to get us. Don�t look round. Just keep on at this speed and do what I say. I want to think for a bit.�
She nodded.
Shaw�s glance flickered from left to right ahead of them along the road, his mind assessing the possibilities. Could he jump a car and get to San Roque? Unfortunately, tonight being the night of the bullfight, the traffic was almost nose to tail and heading the wrong way � the whole of the Campo, the coastal strip, seemed to be converging on Algeciras this Sunday evening and making for the bull-ring, the family cars bulging with people. The fight did not take place every week, and the excitement whenever there was one became intense, had an English Cup Final knocked cold. In any case, Shaw still had to get that missing part back from Karina, so that was no good; and he had a nasty feeling, too, that the moment they tried anything like that they�d get a stream of lead in the back � all except Ackroyd, who�d be whisked into Don Jaime�s car for a quick tearaway.
They were close to the bull-ring now, could hear the tinny strains of the local cavalry regiment�s band playing away inside the building.
Once more Shaw took a quick glance to the rear. The four men had a section of the excited crowd in front of them now, were having some difficulty in forcing their way through. Shaw put on a spurt, drew ahead a little until the men behind were momentarily lost to sight round the circular side of the big, poster-splashed bull-ring. The stalls of the market outside helped to shield him; then, making up his mind and committing them all finally, he grabbed Debonnair�s arm again and hissed:
�Come on � we�re going to the bullfight. Once we�re in we can lose �em and slip out by another exit.�
Quickly, dodging into the crowds, Shaw led the way to the nearest of the many entrances, up the stone steps to the box-office, paid for three seats in the sol or sunny side� which was all one could get without booking in advance, and though he�d have preferred to keep on the shady side, the sombra, where there was less chance of being picked out, it couldn�t be helped. Shaw knew he couldn�t risk going out again too soon, either; the men, if they suspected what he�d done, could watch at least some of the entrances, and he wouldn�t know which. He�d have to wait and see if they came in after him, then he could slip away behind their backs when the moment seemed right. Then, with those men safely in the bull-ring, he�d make for the Calle Jose Antonio and hope to catch up with Karina � alone.
The place, shimmering in its day-long heat, was absolutely jam-packed with sweating, yelling, chattering humanity, rank on rank of people sitting on the banked stone seats with their backs pressed in between the knees of the men and women on the row behind them like sardines sizzling in their oil. Shaw had been to a bull-fight only once before, and that was some years earlier. He remembered the general layout of the place, but he�d forgotten the noise, the stupendous deafening noise of thousands of people opening their mouths simultaneously and continuously. Now he found that sustained din stupefying to the senses, a continual battering of sound on the eardrums which inhibited thought, and the heat was really terrible � the Zoo in a heatwave had nothing on this at all. Ackroyd, he saw, was opening and closing his mouth, but Shaw couldn�t hear a thing that came from it. Debonnair was being pushed this way and that by the seething crowds milling along the hot stone seats. She was hanging grimly on to Ackroyd, and Shaw grabbed her and fought his way along through the hordes of gaily dressed Spaniards, making for where there seemed to be room on the outside of a row near a gangway if two fat ladies could be persuaded to push along a little. Bottles of vino were already clinking against glasses, vendors of nuts and sugared almonds, cushions, straw hats, and aguardiente (a kind of aniseed liqueur) shouted their wares, their cries mingling with the excited shrieks of the audience as greetings were roared out to friends glimpsed in the ocean of bodies moving to the benches.
Shaw made it at last, pushed the other two down on to the seat, which was not far from an exit so that they could make a quick dive out when the time came. The fat ladies were charming, but voluble; every one, they said animatedly, had a right to a seat at the bullfight and no one minded the discomfort, not in the least� the se�or must not concern himself�
Shaw watched all the entrances as carefully as he could, though he was half blinded by the glare from the yellow sand and the many bright colours of the dresses, startling beneath the hot, fierce sun.
The excitement was growing around them as the local fire-engine, whose hoses had been damping down the sand, moved away and the picadors came out into the glare. The band seemed to increase its tempo, and the sound thudded into the walls. The President of the fight was in his box now, surrounded by striking girls, some of them turned out in high combs and mantillas and dresses which swept the ground as they moved, chattering like every one else, to their seats. There was a constant click of fans, a fiap-flap of newspapers as the close, sweating bodies who were turning the place into an oven, an oven open to the sun, tried to start a little air moving. The stone seats themselves were hot to the touch after absorbing a full day�s sun. The picadors, fat and greasy men in tawdry finery on thin, scraggy, ramshackle, straw-sided mounts, strutted their weary horses about the ring, the long-pointed lances carried beneath their arms; the crowd roared. And just then Shaw felt the premonition of danger.
He looked round.
The four men were coming in, grim-faced and still with their right hands in their pockets clutching those guns, and this time Karina was with them.
That altered things; Shaw would have to get Karina now, and get her for sure this time, before he could leave that bull-ring. Somehow he didn�t think they�d been spotted; it would be a difficult business to pick out anybody already seated among this vast, roaring, gesticulating crowd, and with any luck they wouldn�t be seen at all � until he was ready.
* * *
The reluctant young bull was urged on to the arena�s sand as the cage-doors from the stall were lifted; and it stood uncertainly now before the President�s box, pawing a little at the ground and glaring with its little red eyes at the strange figures moving about before it, the matador making his preliminary passes with the cape to �play� the animal and test its spirit. Somehow it seemed dazed � as well it might � to have been plunged into this noise and colour and light, excitement and blood-lust, from the quiet, cool pitch-darkness of the cell in which it had spent the last twenty-four hours. Soon, whatever the outcome of the fight, however bungling the matador, the bull would be a bloodied mess, would be a corpse dragged by ropes and mules over that sand, which would be red by then, red with its own hard-spilt blood, and out into the dead-meat room to be cut up for the poor.
The bull didn�t know all this, of course, unless a long ancestry, a pedigree of champion bulls who had died in rings all over Spain and South America, could make it instinctively aware, through that blood which as yet flowed in its veins, of its unavoidable fate. But it got its first taste of searing pain a moment later when, the matador having danced away, a picador spurred his horse towards it and dug in the great lance. He dug it in unskilfully, and the bull roared, moved inward so that the picador retreated to the side of the arena. It lunged with its big, sharp horns at the horse, got those horns into the straw padding and lifted a little, until the picador, moving upward in indignity, was wedged � white-faced now � between bull and ringside. The angry clamour of the crowd, who hadn�t liked this early lack of skill, changed suddenly to a happy gale of laughter at the picador�s expense when they saw his predicament.
But, vicious now, the man got his lance in again, and the bull turned away in pain, a great spreading dark patch of red pouring down its flanks and dripping into the yellow of the sand.
* * *
The four men left Karina�s side, and carefully, so as not to risk disturbing the patrons of the fight � whose terrible fury might wreck their plans � split up into four separate search-units. Shaw had seen them go, and he and Debonnair tried to watch each one as the people alongside roared and cheered and laughed and groaned and hissed and, now and then, bellowed, �Ol�!�
The bull by now had had two picadors at him, and he wasn�t in a very good state. But he was at last getting really angry, which had been the object of the exercise so far, and soon there would be some sport � he was, praise Heaven, showing a fighting spirit. He snorted, and rushed a picador, who dodged nimbly. And then the bandilleros came in jauntily, the brightly coloured bandilleros, and they were not very skilful either; they titupped lightly forward and stuck their heavy-shafted darts into the bull�s neck to lower his head for the matador, and one of them broke off a dart, clumsily, ripping a long tear in the bull�s hide, so that his blood spurted out along the broken stick-end, almost zipping into the sand, and the crowd didn�t like this either.
Hissing, cat-calling, rising in their seats, they let the bandillero know, stormily, that he was not popular. They were red and steamy with anger, taut with contempt; and this whole-blooded concentration on the arena made them impatient when the slow, watchful progress of the four men threatened to interrupt their view as the searchers efficiently quartered the banked seats.
But it wasn�t until that first fight of the series was nearing the Moment of Truth that two of the men, on closing paths after skirting the whole of the Sol, began to draw the net on Shaw. The excitement of the crowd was tremendous now. The bandilleros� darts were sticking out from the bull�s neck like a ruff which trailed in bloody drips to the ground, a ruff of agony which pulled horribly at the torn flesh; and the animal�s head was down and ready. Just in the dead centre of the neck-muscles at the back, between the bone and the gristle and the sinew, the matador�s sword would slice soon and show its point through the bull�s chest. The matador, a young, saturnine man with his hair bunched blackly in the nape of his neck under the rakish tricorne hat, with his flamboyant jacket and the trousers tight to the knee, stood poised lightly on his toes, holding the red cape. He stood in the centre of the ring, waving the cape provocatively, making passes at the bull, standing neatly aside as the animal blundered at him in its pain, its blinding, bloodied agony. The band started up again now; the drama was intense � was in fact at its intensest, approaching the climax. The atmosphere was vital, almost supercharged, every one living this moment and every eye in the place � every eye save those very few who had something even more important to think about � was on that bloody scene, when Shaw decided it was time to go. He could slip away now, while the crowd�s attention came up to its peak, before a chase, a human fight, became of any interest to the watching thousands and made them interfere.
But first there was Karina.
Shaw touched Debonnair on the shoulder. �Right,� he said, almost having to shout into her ear. �This is it.�
She nodded, got up. Her face was white beneath the sun. They each took one of Mr Ackroyd�s arms and moved up the gangway towards the exit half-way along the stepped slope. No one took any notice of them � no one except the two men, who�d spotted them and were coming for them now. These two men edged along beside the ring at the bottom of the banked rows, collecting curses and dirty looks as they stepped on toes and sprawled over picnic-baskets and bottles of vino. Making rudely for the gangway intersection, they were blocking the good view of the over-excited spectators at the worst possible moment � as Shaw had intended.
Shaw went quickly past the exit, ran up on to the back row of seats where it was wider and he could pass behind the bodies, and, followed by Debonnair and Ackroyd, crouching low so as not to make too good a target � though the men were unlikely to open fire from the ringside, really � slipped down the next gangway but one. He went down towards Karina�s seat. She had watched him come, her face full of hate, but calm and icy cool as she waited for those men to get him. Shaw sat down beside her, pressed his revolver into her ribs through the cover of his pocket, hard.
He said, �That piece of metal, Karina. You know what I mean. And no scenes or I�ll shoot.�
Karina didn�t move. Shaw sweated blood in those next few moments, while the men below struggled past the furious patrons who were now openly doing all they could to hinder them, to give them such kicks as they deserved for behaving in this fashion. The men were hot, dishevelled, staggering about� Karina sat still, disdainful, and suddenly, as the band started up again and a great gasp rose from the crowd, rose and spread, Shaw knew it was now or never � the Kill was imminent, the matador�s sword was ready behind the red cape. Soon, so very soon now, the first fight would be over, the carcase dragged away, the men raking over the blood and sand. The crowd�s attention would wander until the next fight started, the pursuing men would be allowed on their way. Shaw rammed his gun into Karina�s side harder, until he felt the gasp of her breath on his cheek, and he put his left arm round her as though helping her to her feet, and he dragged her bodily up from the seat. As he lifted her out into the gangway, holding her fast, Debonnair went round to her other side. Karina screamed, fought, was unseen, unheard in the din. No one in all that vast, intent mass paid the slightest heed, the band and the swelling Ol�s from the crowd drowning Karina�s cry.
It was no distance to the exit. As Shaw and the little party plunged down into the cavern-like mouth and ran down the steps the crowd�s increased, stupendous roar, a deluge of sound, told them that the kill had been made. And then they were out into the open.
As they dashed out the hysterical aficionados, now that the fight was over, let the two gunmen past. They went fast for the exit, they and now the other pair of the four, drawing their guns as they ran, silently, and then they too came out into the open.
* * *
There was no hope now of getting aboard the Algeciras-Gibraltar ferry.
Shaw had tried five cars before he found one that was unlocked, rushing in desperation from one to the other; and by this time all four of the men were running out. Shaw�s gun came up, and he fired at them as he twisted behind the steering-wheel of the unlocked car. He saw one double up, and then, even before the car doors had slammed, he was on the move, steering between the lines of parked cars and the market-stalls. As he went he heard and felt the thud of bullets hitting the side of the car, and then a low exclamation of pain from Karina. Then he had the car � it was an elderly Citroen, big and heavy and old-fashioned, but he could feel its power potential � through into the clear, and he was getting all he could out of her as he shot into the San Roque road.
Behind him Debonnair said breathlessly, �It�s okay, darling, I�ve got it!�
She sounded triumphant, and he didn�t need to ask what she meant. And he thanked God in his heart; in the panic he�d quite lost sight of the possibility that Karina might not have had that missing part actually on her still � though come to think of it she�d probably consider that the safest and most sensible thing to do � but how wrong she�d been!
He asked, �She all right � she was hit, wasn�t she?�
�Uh-huh� but she�ll live!�
In a cloud of dust he saw the bonnet of a car behind, looming into his mirror. Then two flashes came from the dust-cloud and the handle of his driving door zipped away.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Shaw felt that he was on the last lap now, and he meant to make it; his one real, gnawing anxiety was whether or not he�d make it in time, though it was only some twelve miles into Gibraltar by road. He knew well enough what the shipping in Algeciras Bay meant, and all the time he drove that dreadful rhythm was thumping away inside his head. And, as though in sympathy with his thoughts, little Ackroyd alongside him in the front seat began again:
�Dum-da, dum-da, dum-da�"
�Shut up!� Shaw�s long chin jutted.
Ackroyd looked at him, hurt. �Eh, lad, ah was only��
Shaw said, between his teeth, �I don�t give a damn what you were only. Just shut up, like a good chap, will you?�
There was something in Shaw�s tone that penetrated what still functioned of Ackroyd�s mind, and he subsided into indignant mutterings. Bloody hell, thought Shaw in anguish, is Gibraltar depending on this poor little bloke?
His mouth set in a thin, tight line which brought his chin up, Shaw drove fast, his foot hard down for most of the way, trying to concentrate his whole mind on the job of sending that Citroen for the frontier; his eyes glared redly ahead through the insect-spattered windscreen. He was away from Algeciras in a flash, headed for the Palmones river. He screamed across the bridge, hurtling along the white ribbon of road that tore away beneath his wheels, shaking up his passengers as he took the bends fast, the vehicles in the opposite traffic lane coming up to him like so many scurrying beetles, then sweeping past him with a momentary whoosh of wind and dropping back into the distance behind.
The countryside sped past, ever-changing � mountains, purple as the sun went down gloriously to set, glimpses of the darkening seas beyond the valleys, fields of corn and forests of cork-oak and the eucalyptus-trees between the Palmones and Guadacorte rivers� but, most of all, the great Rock of Gibraltar itself stood out, immense and strong and towering to the eastward for much of the way. In that brilliant sunset the whole Rock glowed a fiery red, the windows of its buildings reflecting back the light in huge pools of spreading flame, just as though the very rock was on fire � was it an omen, that burning redness which enveloped Gibraltar, an omen of the horror to come, a sign?
Shaw forced his mind away from that, concentrated on the road ahead again. But every now and then that magnificent sight would come up before him. And then it was quite dark, and he crashed on behind the twin probing beams of the headlights, never dipping, challenging anyone to stray into his path that night.
The pursuing car was on his tail all the way, its big headlights beaming into his rear window and lighting up the Citroen�s interior like day, sending odd shadows chasing across the windscreen and the roof, vague spears of light which came and went as the following headlights flickered up and down with the sway of the two headlong-rushing vehicles. That car, Don Jaime�s car, seemed neither to gain nor to lose. Shaw wondered what those men intended to do. There were good reasons now why they couldn�t open fire, but they must have something up their sleeves.
* * *
Karina sat in a corner, her face quite blank; Debonnair had quietly ripped up some of her own clothing to provide a bandage and tourniquet for Karina�s flesh-wound, which had bled a lot. After that Debonnair kept her revolver pointed at the woman; Karina�s own little jewelled one, together with a knife, had gone out of the window somewhere back by the Palmones river crossing, and some lucky hombre scavenging there one day was going to come into a small fortune� Now and again, as Shaw glanced into his driving-mirror, he saw the odd, appraising looks which Debonnair kept giving Karina sidelong fashion. Shaw smiled rather bitterly to himself; he felt troubled. He knew just what Debonnair must be thinking � after all, whatever she might say to the contrary, it couldn�t be particularly pleasant for her to be sitting alongside a woman who�d been his mistress, and with whom he�d been associated so closely in business and danger as well as pleasure for so long.
His attention went back to those so-near headlights which were still weaving shadows round him � should he get Debonnair to put a shot astern into their tyres? Not yet, anyway � he didn�t want to risk the attention which a running gun-battle would focus on him, not until he�d reached the point he�d already decided on as his bolt-hole out of Spain.
And then things fell into place and he realized what the driver behind him meant to do: wait for him to be stopped at the San Roque control post. When that happened the men would run from their car, guns nicely concealed, and protest to the carabinero that Shaw had abducted Karina � a story which Karina would naturally be only too happy to substantiate � or some such yam equally difficult to discredit. And then Ackroyd and Debonnair and he would be arrested. That would be the end.
Very well, then!
* * *
They were nearly at the control post now. Shaw called back to Debonnair, �Keep your eyes on Karina, darling. See there�s no funny business as we come up to the post.�
�Okay. What�re you going to do?�
�You�ll see.�
The road from Algeciras took a right-incline towards the busy junction where the control post was situated, where that road and the roads from Malaga and from La Linea converged. After the right-incline, and just before the post itself was reached, the route swung hard right for La Linea and the frontier. Approaching the incline, Shaw put the wheel over gently, and then his foot slammed the accelerator viciously, almost sending it through the boards, and held it there. His teeth clenched tight as the Citroen seemed to take off from the surface, zipping forward, the extra spurt jolting its passengers hard back into the seats. Shaw�s hands gripped the wheel like vices, clenched down hard on the siren, taking the car skilfully and coolly through the traffic.
The big car tore for the control post at the roadside beyond the turn, blaring out in a continuous signal which sent other vehicles scurrying into the sides of the roads as it drew their attention to the hurtling headlights lancing into the night. Then, easing a little for the turn itself, Shaw put the wheel over. The Citroen banked, tilted, reared up on two wheels but took the turn. They held their breath as the wind rushed past them and the car rocked with a horrible light feeling as though it had no substance; and then it bounced back, rocking on its springs now, settling on to the four wheels again. Once more Shaw accelerated, shot past the stream of traffic coming down from the Malaga road, saw the terrified carabinero leap for his life, heard the crack of revolvers.
And then he was past, pounding down the road to La Linea and the British lines, the traffic in a mad tangle behind him. Twenty-four thousand lives depended on his using his advantage, and using it well and truly and in time.
The traffic was thicker along the La Linea road, and they couldn�t see for certain whether or not the following car had been stopped at the control post. It seemed rather as though it had at least got bogged down in the melee behind them. Debonnair asked, �How are you going to get through the Customs control at La Linea, darling?�
He grinned almost savagely along the beams of his headlights. �I�m not!� Even if the aduana wasn�t already being alerted from San Roque, the queue of waiting cars � waiting for the routine search and check of documents before passing into the neutral ground, and so to the last point before British territory � would be far too long, and so would the consequent and inevitable delay. He couldn�t risk that, and neither, of course, could he hope to crash that barrier, to drive fast through a pile-up of cars and people at the bottleneck of that narrow stone archway. It wasn�t like the open control of San Roque. However, this was precisely what Shaw had anticipated all the way along, and he�d planned for it.
With no slackening of his onrush, he belted through the speed-trap, overtaking dangerously, headed into the outskirts of La Linea. Very soon he was running along the road which bordered the water, the beach where the fishermen drew up their boats along the northern shores of Algeciras Bay. Standing blackly out in the seascape to his right, Shaw could see the big oiling-hulks � old British tankers now moored out in the Bay and used for fuelling shipping, tiny oases of Britain, outposts of Gibraltar in an alien sea; and, away beyond them, that towering Rock, close now, the lights of the town glimmering below the craggy heights, and the lion-like eminence of the North Front behind the airstrip. And in the Bay and the inner harbour � ships. The evacuation fleet, assembling still.
Shaw was just about half-way along this sector of the road when he yelled, above the engine and the rushing air, �Debbie � hold on tight, and stand by to get out fast!�
Then, as he reached the La Linea end of the beach road, he applied the foot-brake and pushed out the clutch; the car screamed on the road, almost going into a dry skid, tyres protesting, sending up a stink of burning rubber. Shaw released the brake, swung the wheel, swerved violently right, sent the car off the macadam roadway down a narrow stone ramp to grind and flounder over the shingly beach.
His door was open, and his gun was ready, before the car had grated to a stop.
Jumping out, he swung the rear door open. �Out!� he snapped. �Fast as you can, Debbie � no time to waste. Don�t worry about Karina.�
As he spoke his gun was covering Karina; Debonnair bundled out, went round to give Ackroyd a hand. Shaw snapped, �Down to the water � get one of those small boats, push it into the sea, and get Ackroyd aboard. I�ll be down in a tick, but if those blokes catch up meanwhile and anything starts happening you�re not to wait for me, nor try and help � that�s an order.� He looked at her kindly. �The whole of Gibraltar expects you to carry it out, Debbie.� He saw the fearfulness and the hurt in her face, but he went on resolutely, �You�ll row for the nearest hulk, board it, and get the watchman to send a signal to the Tower asking for a powerboat � send the signal as from me. After that you�ll be told what to do and you�ll only have to do it. Got that piece of metal, Deb?�
She nodded. She couldn�t speak.
�Whatever you do, don�t lose it.�
The girl stood there, tears pricking at her eyelids. Shaw heard the sound of the passing cars. It couldn�t be long now. He put a hand on Debonnair�s shoulders. �Get going now, Debbie.�
�All right, darling.� She put out a hand; he took it, pressed it. Hesitated, wanting to take her in his arms once more. Then he gently pushed her and turned away. Debonnair bit on her lip, got hold of Ackroyd, turned, and hurried him down to the edge of the Bay.
Shaw put his head inside the Citroen then. Karina smiled at him bitterly, sardonically. She said, �I suppose you couldn�t tear yourself away without saying good-bye, whatever you have done to me.�
Shaw disregarded the irony. �Know what I�m going to do with you?�
Her eyes were angry, hard. She said coolly, �I imagine you will shoot me � or take me to Gibraltar.�
�Neither, my dear.� There was an almost wistful look on Shaw�s face just then. �I�m going to leave you here, that�s all. You can�t do any more damage now � and I think the Civil Guard will be pleased to see you somehow � after those deaths on the Ronda road��
�They can�t prove that was me, Esmonde.�
"��and at the moment you�re sitting in what amounts to a stolen car.� He grinned. �Maybe they can�t prove you killed those two guardias, but I wouldn�t bank on it. Also, don�t forget last night.� Shaw knew there was no point in taking Karina back to Gibraltar � she�d only be an embarrassment. All they could do would be to deport her again � since all her business had been conducted on Spanish soil, there was really nothing to hold her on � one could scarcely force an agent into British territory and then have her on an espionage charge, while to charge her with abducting Ackroyd, a British subject, would probably be to defeat the ends of security anyway. There was, though Shaw hardly admitted it to himself, another reason: a sense of chivalry towards a woman he had physically loved. But he knew she couldn�t give anything away because she didn�t know anything more than her Government already knew � and they wouldn�t thank her for spilling any beans to Spain.
As Shaw backed from the car he heard the roar of a fast-moving vehicle pulling out from the stream of traffic, and he thought he recognized Don Jaime�s car. A crowd was starting to gather as it flashed past, then checked, carried on for some way under its own impetus, and then screamed to a stop a few hundred yards farther along towards La Linea.
Karina glanced back through the rear window of the Citroen. When she faced in Shaw�s direction again she seemed to be smiling and composed. She called from the side window, �You won�t get away, my Esmonde.�
�Won�t I!� He was already moving down the beach.
�Even if you do, for now, we shall meet again, of that I am sure.�
�No, Karina, never again.� Keeping low, Shaw ran fast for the water�s edge. As he got there, in time to give Debonnair a hand with shoving out a boat from among the many lining the shingle, he caught a backward glimpse of Karina running up the beach towards the road. The men were coming down to meet her, and with them were two Civil Guards, probably alerted from San Roque.
She�d still try and bluff it out even now.
�All right now, Debbie.�
Shaw, who�d remained in the water to give the boat an initial thrust out, dragged himself over the gunwale and took up the oars, putting his back into the job, his whole soul and every ounce of his effort. The boat shot out fast from the shore, and as he strained away, pulling skilfully, with his seaman�s training helping him and with Debonnair at the tiller, a broad streak of wake widened back towards the beach, standing out clearly under the moon which hung above Algeciras Bay. Looking along that wake, Shaw noticed that Karina was talking frantically to the two Civil Guards, seemed to be arguing; then two more uniformed men came down on to the beach from the roadway and, after a word with the first two, ran along to man and launch a boat.
Shaw cursed.
He didn�t want to fire on the Civil Guard, whose men were only doing their duty; it had been bad enough that he�d been morally responsible for the death of that guardia back at Tarifa last night. Speed was the only defence open to him, and he strained harder at the heavy oars, his chest heaving, breath coming in great gulps. But he had got a good start, and by the time he was within hailing distance of the oil-hulk�s high decks the guardias� boat was a good cable�s-length astern of him � and not pulling very expertly.
�Debbie,� he gasped. �Give �em a shout. The hulk.�
She cupped her hands, stood up.
�Sit down! You�ll upset the boat.�
She sat; yelled up at the decks, which looked quite deserted. Shaw, looking anxiously over his shoulder and lying on his oars as his boat swept up dead astern, could see no ladders down. He made round for the starboard side, where he could see the long shape of the accommodation-ladder, high up and horizontal in its stowed position � they�d be able to lower that quickly from up top if there was anyone about. Surely there was a watchman of some sort?
If there was one he�d better be awake.
Debonnair yelled again, urgently.
Up above their heads a figure slouched to the ship�s side from the lee of an after deck-house. The watchman � a Gibraltarian by the sound of him � called down, �Who�s there, please?� Debonnair called back, �Commander Shaw of the British Navy.�
A chuckle floated down, a gob of spit plumped into the sea near by. Shaw didn�t wait for the inevitable back-chat.
He roared: �I�ll have you bloody well chucked in gaol if you don�t get a ladder down immediately. It�s a matter of high priority, and I�ve got to see His Excellency. Lower the starboard ladder, and lower it now.�
Shaw�s voice carried authority when he wanted it to.
�Yes, at once, sir, excuse me,� the Gibraltarian said. He disappeared, re-emerged a moment later alongside the starboard ladder.
As Shaw heard the dismal, rusty creaking sound above his head, the sound which indicated that the man was starting to wind the ladder down to them, the first bullets came whining in from the Civil Guards. Shaw pulled in close to the ship�s side. Some bullets zipped through the boat�s sides, smashing the planking, and she began to fill. As the level of the water rose the guardias� boat swept round the stem of the tanker, collided with the sinking craft. The shock tumbled the men together into the bottom of their boat; Shaw, braced back against the tanker�s wall-like plates, kept his balance. He had an oar in his hand, and as the Civil Guards struggled up and then tried to stand so as to bring their carbines to bear, Shaw swept the heavy blade towards them. It got one man on the hip, hard, laid him flat, sending him smashing into the other, who fell over the gunwale into the water, his carbine going in after him. Taken completely by surprise, he hadn�t even time to cry out.
Shaw panted.
The ladder was coming down now, its bottom platform was nearly in the water. And just about in time. As the heavy platform dipped in just ahead of them Shaw�s boat filled to the rubbing-strake and lay awash. Grabbing Ackroyd, Shaw yelled to Debonnair, �Swim for the ladder!� As soon as he saw her on the way he pushed Ackroyd ahead of him. Debonnair climbed up and gave him a hand to get the little man on to the platform and then Shaw struggled up after them. The other boat had drifted away now, and the ditched guardia was swimming after it, having difficulty because of his heavy clinging uniform.
The small British party went up the steps of the ladder, and when they made the deck Shaw ordered the watchman to hoist away. As the ladder came up Shaw cut short the watchman�s agitated demands for an explanation. �That can wait,� he said tersely. He asked: �Got a signal lamp on the bridge?�
�Yes, sir.�
�Right.� Shaw dashed for the bridge ladder, ran up. He found the lamp and switched on the power. He trained the reflectors of the big signalling projector towards the harbour, and banged down the key at the side. A moment later the great white beam lanced into the night, up and down, urgently, stabbing across to the inner harbour of Gibraltar, sending its vital message to the Tower, from Commander Shaw to Rear-Admiral Forbes.
When he�d done Shaw lit a cigarette, the first for a hell of a long time; and he drew deeply on it. Then within minutes he heard the wonderful, lovely sound of a British naval power-boat speeding out into the Bay from the gap between the Detached and South Moles.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The telephone rang in the Rear-Admiral�s office. Harrison, the A.D.C., was on the line, his voice tense.
He said, �From H.E., sir, he�s going to broadcast in fifteen minutes��
The voice went on, ��and the executive order to start the evacuation will be passed to all concerned as soon as he�s finished speaking, and Spain, Tangier, and general Mediterranean shipping will also be informed of the situation. I�m ringing the Brigadier and the A.O.C.��
Energetically, Forbes broke in. �The situation�s changed somewhat, my lad � if you�ll get off the line, I�m just about to ring H.E. myself.� He added, �Shaw�s back.�
There was an exclamation at the other end, and then Forbes rang off and called The Convent.
* * *
The urgent summons of the telephone rasped at Hammersley�s nerves, the sudden noise making him start. The Governor, at this late stage � this almost final stage, as it seemed it must be � of Gibraltar�s life, was just about at his limit. He had been content, after Shaw�s report that morning to take Staunton�s advice and hold up the evacuation, due to start at noon, for a few hours more; that call from Algeciras had been a shot in the arm to the Command and the Staff, but now that those hours had dragged slowly, sickeningly, out until late evening he knew he had no right to go on delaying further. That moment of action had come.
Shaw might be in Algeciras, but Algeciras wasn�t Gibraltar, and most of the ships and the aircraft were waiting now� and so in ten minutes the Governor of Gibraltar would speak to the people for the last time.
And then the telephone had rung.
Hammersley reached out for that phone, jerked the handset off. The sudden quiet was almost ominous� and then an urgent voice came along the wire, and at first Hammersley didn�t take in what it had to say.
�Forbes here, sir. It�s all right now. Shaw�s aboard one of the oiling-hulks, and a boat�s gone out to get him.�Ackroyd is with him, and they�ve got the missing part of the power unit.�
Hammersley dropped back into his chair, feeling strangely weak, and then sat deathly still, didn�t answer.
�Are you there, sir?� Forbes sounded impatient.
Just for a moment, everything had gone swinging away before him, and the General felt almost light-headed. At the other end of the line the receiver-rest was jiggled up and down. Anxious now, Forbes repeated, �Are you there?�
�Yes, Forbes, I�m here.� The General�s voice was remote. �I�m sorry � go on.�
�I�m going down to the Tower Steps at once, sir, to meet Shaw. I�ll warn the men working on the fuel unit, tell them to hang on a little longer and reassemble the works as quick as they can � stripping down hasn�t done any good anyway � and disregard any orders to leave � if you�re agreeable?�
�Yes.�
�I�ll have a naval doctor at the Tower as well.�
�Doctor? What d�you want him for � is Shaw hurt, Forbes?�
�No. But I understand Ackroyd is a bit off his rocker.� The phone shook in Hammersley�s fingers. He thought, God, what a damnably cruel thing to happen now� He said, �That�s a bit of bad luck, isn�t it?� There was a tremor in his voice now, a tremor which he was quite unable to conceal.
�Yes, I know, sir. We�ll do all we can, though. Do I take it you�ll authorize a further delay, sir?�
Hammersley said, �It�s chancy now, but I�ll give you one more hour � one hour, Forbes, no longer. See to your end, will you?�
�Yes, sir.�
�And I�ll meet you at Tower Steps.� Hammersley put down the receiver. Taking it up again a moment later, he spoke to the Deputy Fortress Commander and then rang through direct to the broadcasting people to postpone his announcement.
* * *
Shaw came fast through the darkness towards the bright lights of the harbour and the town and made in through the moles. As he neared the jetty he could see the reception committee at Tower Steps � H.E., the Flag Officer, Major Staunton, and others. All the way across from the hulk Shaw had been trying to get Ackroyd to understand what he had to do, how everything depended on him now; he�d tried to get the little man into some sort of frame of mind in which he could grasp what was happening beneath the Rock. And all Ackroyd had done had been to look up at him and giggle.
It had given Shaw the shudders. The pain in his guts had come back tenfold, was coming up to gall the back of his throat. As soon as the boat touched he ran up the steps, pushing Ackroyd ahead of him, the small, vital piece of metal safe in his pocket now. Leaving Debonnair in the boat, he pushed brusquely through the reception committee, a bag of reflexes wanting to rush Ackroyd to AFPU ONE.
He caught Hammersley�s eye. �Reporting back, sir. And now we�d better hurry.�
�Of course.�
Transport was waiting, and Shaw took Ackroyd�s arm and propelled him towards the leading truck. The naval surgeon came towards them, eyes blinking rapidly through thick lenses. He put a hand on Shaw�s shoulder. �Just a moment, Commander,� he said. �My patient.�
Shaw rounded on him, shook off the detaining hand. �Your patient, hell!� he snapped. �He�s got a job to do first. After that you can put him to bed for a year for all I care.�
�But I understand� the man� I may be able to help in some way��
�Get in the back of the truck with him, then, and help him as we go along.� Shaw gave the doctor a hard look. �I�m relying on his reacting automatically when we get there. That�s the only way and the only hope. Pills � stethoscopes� they won�t be any good.�
The Surgeon-Commander nodded non-committally, noting that Shaw himself was about all in. Then he got into the back of the truck with Ackroyd and they moved off, Shaw in the front seat, Hammersley and the others in another vehicle behind. They drove quickly along the jetty below the Tower, turned to the right by the Ragged Staff gate and moved along the dockyard�s eastern boundary until they came to the black hole which was the entry to Dockyard Tunnel; they drove under the arch into the gloom. The drips of water, ancient rains which had filtered down through the rock, fell on them, cold as a kiss of death � all the way Shaw could hear the Surgeon-Commander talking to Ackroyd in a low, soothing, continuous flow of words. Now and then Ackroyd�s giggle broke through to exacerbate what was left of Shaw�s nervous system, and then, farther along, the little man started that grotesque humming: Dum-da, dum-da, dum-da.
After a while the going became hard, the truck seemed to bog down; they had to go slower. Shaw, seething with impatience, was relieved when he heard Hammersley�s order to stop. The General called, �Quicker on foot � pile out, there!�
They left the vehicles where they stood and went forward at the double. If that thing ahead of them went up now at least they wouldn�t know a thing about it. Shortly after they�d started running Shaw could hear the noise of the machine itself; as it got nearer it seemed almost to thud and drum through the living rock itself, a crescendo of sound which battered at the ears and drowned everything else. It was much faster than Shaw remembered it the day he�d first heard it, only � what was it?�� five days before.
The noise grew louder, much louder, as they came up to the side tunnel, went along the narrow passage towards the power-house. Shaw glanced at Ackroyd; the man, though pale and shaky, was looking about him, as though more aware of his surroundings now; a chord, Shaw thought, may have been struck already. He prayed fervently that it had, that it would remain responsive.
The heat was intense, and it seemed to Shaw as though it was coming in great waves from the power-house itself; and when they crowded in through the entrance to the vast cavern he saw that the men working on the fuel unit were stripped down to their shorts, great beads of sweat rolling down their glistening bodies. In here, the heat was almost unbearable, and it made Shaw feel faint. He looked across at Ackroyd again, willing him to get cracking on the machine and sort things out. The little man had a frown on his face now, and he looked back at Shaw appealingly, and then away from him to the great thundering machine behind its lead curtain, now half stripped away. As Shaw followed his glance he saw that the metal casing proper was glowing faintly in parts as though it was red-hot.
One of the men looked up, spotted Ackroyd in the group. Hope came into tired, anxious eyes. Ignoring the brass, he yelled out, �Here he is � he�s back, Mr. Ackroyd is!�
Ackroyd giggled; the technician looked at him, startled. Then the physicist stumbled forward; Shaw gestured the others urgently away. Better, he thought, to let the man do things in his own manner and hope something would click in that disordered mind of his� and then suddenly the pathetic little figure lurched heavily into the machine. There was a scream. A scream which tore across the strung-up nerves of every one in the power-house. Ackroyd bounded backward, body curved like a bow, shuddering and twisting; but he didn�t fall. There was a stench, the sharp, acrid smell of burnt flesh and clothing. As the doctor went forward Ackroyd turned. Shaw caught a glimpse of a reddened patch on his chest where the blackened edges of the burnt shirt gaped, and a huge blister forming on one arm, red and angry and bulbous with undischarged liquid.
And then Ackroyd started cursing.
Tears pouring down his face, he screamed out with perfect lucidity every word which those present had ever heard in their lives, together with a great many more that they hadn�t � a stream of back-street abuse which came oddly from the respectable-looking little form.
He broke off to deflect the doctor; he said, �Leave me be, lad, leave me be for a while. I�m okeydoke.� The tears of rage, of pain, still ran down his cheeks. Shaw grabbed the doctor�s arm, pulled him away.
He said, �Leave him, P.M.O. If you don�t let him get on with it he�s going to die anyway � and I believe the shock of that burn has done the trick.�
After that the only sound was the thudding, the dum-da, of the fuel unit. Every one was staring at Ackroyd. Shaw felt the atmosphere like a blow, felt his skin creep. Ackroyd took a pace back and turned towards the machine again. Speaking to one of the mechanics, he said, �Eh, lad, you�ve let �er over�eat, that�s what.�
The man stared back at him, licked his lips. Shaw signalled urgently to him, and he nodded back understanding^. In a soothing tone he said, �That�s right, Mr Ackroyd, sir. We were waiting for you� see, we knew you were the only one who really understands her.�
Ackroyd nodded, frowned. He lurched over to the main control panel, examined the dials. Pursing his lips, he whistled. Somehow he seemed oblivious of his pain now, though it must have racked his body. �Poor old beauty,� he said in a low voice. �She�s just about wore �erself out, she �as. We�ll need some spares before she�ll go again.�
He was quite unconcerned; seemingly quite unaware of the danger, though the dials showed the hands hovering on the red mark, even slightly over it. They all held their breath, the men down there. Mr Ackroyd studied the dials again, critically, scratched his head. Hammersley was standing as still as a statue, intent, as it seemed to Shaw, on doing nothing that might rattle Ackroyd. Shaw�s own nerves were jumping just as though he had St Vitus� Dance and then � very suddenly � it happened. Mr Ackroyd moved two dials on the control panel and AFPU ONE changed its note with shocking abruptness, changed its tempo, its whole dreadful rhythm. The dum-da seemed to speed up, very quickly, became one long, continuous wail, a shrill whistle which filled the enclosed cavern with an unbearable, unearthly din � a shriek from the depths of very hell which reverberated off the rocky walls.
Ackroyd�s body went rigid; for a moment it looked as though he was going to panic, and then he ran to the starting-panel in the side of the fuel unit. The look in his eyes was quite different now. Working swiftly, deftly, he opened the panel, fingers twiddled at knobs and lever. In an automatic motion he put a hand out behind him. He said, �Quick now, lad.� A technician, his fingers shaking badly, passed him a screwdriver. Shaw moved closer, felt the sweat pour off his body. The atmosphere seemed alive now. Ackroyd removed a steel plate with that screwdriver and fumbled about inside � not looking, just feeling � his eyes staring with a frown of concentration, unseeingly, on to the hot, blank side of that shaking, shrieking machine. He was working very swiftly now. When he put his hand out again Shaw slid into it the little sliver of metal with the serrated, semicircular head.
Ackroyd took it. He said briskly, �That�s the ticket, lad, that�s the ticket.�
As they watched Ackroyd slid the metal part into the innards of the starting-mechanism, fiddled about for a little while, then started to screw back the steel plate. He stopped, frowned, moved his knobs and levers again, then once again slid the screwdriver into the grooves of the screw-heads to finish replacing the panel.
The rest of the group stood quite still, as though fascinated into immobility, while that horrible noise shrieked on around them. Suddenly the note altered again. Mr Ackroyd, who was nearly finished with the panel, left it as it was. His hand moved to the little red button.
He pressed it
Shaw heard a loud click, a kind of plop as the cogs and gears � he presumed � engaged. The light on the control-panel began to die away, the hand on the dial dropped back to zero.
AFPU ONE stopped.
As that whistling note died out Mr Ackroyd began to tremble violently, and then seemed to stagger. Turning to the Surgeon-Commander, Shaw said, �All right, doctor. He�s all yours now.�
Shaw found his own body heaving in great unconcerted, uncontrollable jerks as Hammersley quietly picked up the phone and passed the orders cancelling the evacuation, the orders diverting the shipping back to its normal occasions but under escort of the Navy so as to keep up the pretence of the exercise. Shaw felt almost unable to move towards the exit from that awful compartment, and afterwards he remembered nothing at all of the walk and drive back along Dockyard Tunnel to The Convent, nor of the congratulations, nor of being put to bed in The Convent under the care of Lady Hammersley herself.
* * *
Next morning the sun came up over a Gibraltar which had subsided into complete normality. During the night all the troops with their lorries and equipment had left those steep, white streets, and the big ships (all except the Cambridge, now at the South Mole) had stolen away through the Straits or past Europa, stolen away into the night, and �Exercise Convoy� was ending. The people were quite prepared now to accept that explanation of an �exercise��after all, the Services were always messing about at something like that to keep themselves occupied. There was even a feeling of half-angry anticlimax, and those who had been most anxious before now released their tension in blistering remarks about the Governor � he had caused, they said, quite needless alarm by his realism.
Shaw himself didn�t know a thing more until nearly thirty-six hours later. They�d given him a sedative, of course, and then just let him sleep it off � but even without it, he�d have slept the clock round those three times, he thought. After he woke they told him that Ackroyd had collapsed altogether after leaving the power-house, but he was getting on fairly well now, and it was quite likely that in time he�d forget his experiences enough to regain his full normal capacity. For a start he would be flown home shortly so as to free his mind from local associations, and he�d have expert psychiatric treatment. Meanwhile AFPU ONE was out of action indefinitely, and other experts on nuclear matters were to be given a chance of putting it to rights and of learning all about the thing. Ackroyd�s monopoly was to be broken now; quite right, of course � but Shaw couldn�t help feeling sorry for the little man.
* * *
Seven days later Shaw got stiffly out of the Portsmouth train at Waterloo and made for the Underground. It was fairly late in the day, and he decided his visit to the Old Man could wait until next morning. They�d already had his full report by cyphered signal; he�d sent that in during his last days in Gibraltar before embarking for home in the Cambridge when Debonnair had seen him off � she wasn�t coming home just yet, as her company�s business, owing to sundry interruptions, hadn�t yet been concluded. Waiting for a train to take him to Charing Cross, where he would change on to the District Line, Shaw grinned to himself as he thought back to that homeward run. Captain Kent-Thomas, of the Cambridge, had said, when he�d greeted Shaw on his quarterdeck:
�You again, Shaw, what? Haven�t they scragged the Admiralty Inspector?� The large, square form had frowned down at him, hands clasped behind the immense back, face glowering in mock scorn which hadn�t been all that mock. �Bet it was your blasted nose-poking that caused all that damn silly flap and panic the other day.�
Shaw had asked innocently, �Oh? What was that, sir? I must have missed it.�
�Missed it!� Kent-Thomas snorted. �S.N.A.S.O. tells me you�ve been gallivantin� about in Tangier, so I�m not surprised you missed it.�
�Quite, sir,� Shaw murmured. �It was very nice in Tangier.�
�I�m certain it was. Wine, women, and song.� Kent-
Thomas sniffed. �I�ve been patrolling off Malaga, lookin� out for some damn� crook who�s wanted for extradition.� Shaw lifted an eyebrow. �What � all the time, sir?�
Kent-Thomas flushed. �Don�t be silly. Best part of twenty-four hours.�
�Well, I dare say it made a change. Er� did you find him � the crook?�
�No.�
* * *
At about six-fifteen Shaw got out of the District Line train at West Kensington station. He crossed over the road at the traffic lights and left-inclined into Gunterstone Road past the gardens in the Gunterstone and Gwendwr Roads intersection. It was so colourful � very colourful and gay. Something about it sent Shaw�s mind racing away from thoughts of the deserted flat which was waiting for him, and which would smell as dank as all places smell when they have been shut up for a time; sent his thoughts racing back to the Plaza Generalisimo Franco in La Linea, which was also a colourful little square; that reminded him once again that he�d have to see Latymer to-morrow. He fumbled in his pocket for his Dr Jenner�s and slid a tablet into his mouth, keeping it to one side so that it would melt slowly as the directions on the packet said. There was a sour taste in his mouth which the tablet soothed; though it couldn�t soothe it right away, for it was partly the sour taste of loathing for his job, of a nameless longing, and of defeat and self-reproach � that reactive feeling he always had except when he was actually on a job. The diplomatic hoo-ha over the boarding of the Ostrowiec was still going on, and he felt sorry for Hammersley, though the worst of the fuss was over now. And almost certainly there were things he could have handled better in the last two or three weeks, and he�d get a bawling-out, a bawling-out which wouldn�t stop Latymer giving him another assignment as soon as he�d have a spot of leave.
He gave a deep sigh. He didn�t realize he�d sighed aloud, very much aloud. The typist, who by some wonderful stroke of luck had happened to be on the same train as Shaw, and had pushed up against him in the crush, and was now devotedly dogging his homeward footsteps, heard it. It distressed her. She hadn�t seen the interesting-looking man for seventeen days, and now he looked thinner and more lonely than ever. And his face! It had given her quite a turn, it had really, quite grey and so worried-looking. Starved. It was dreadful. In the tube she�d wanted to stroke his cares away. The typist was inclined to think Mum had been right about him being a musician � he�s been away, probably, for part of the season, at the seaside. Her mind ran on and on� Clacton, Blackpool, Ramsgate� some dance-hall, or perhaps the pier. They must have worked him very hard, perhaps he hadn�t been able to stand the hours and he�d been given the sack�
She reached home and saw the vague shape of Mum looking out through the net. She stood a moment looking after Shaw until he turned the corner and vanished into Gliddon Road. Then she ran up the steps. To-morrow, perhaps, she�d see him again.
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