Redcap
Philip McCutchan
	Аннотация
	Philip McCutchan. Redcap
	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
	CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Аннотация
Esmonde Shaw, an agent for Naval Intelligence, is spending his leave relaxing in Paris, that is until he is pulled into a terrifying mission to prevent the next war by a seemingly innocent woman.

REDCAP, the control centre for every nuclear weapon in the world is on the move.
And extremely vulnerable…
Quickly returning to active duty, Shaw must board the vessel secretly carrying REDCAP to ensure its safety.
However, this vessel also carries three thousand innocent civilians.
Shaw must maintain his cover whilst seeking out the mastermind behind this plot.
Failure is not an option.
Many innocent lives are depending on his discretion. But there are many hidden enemies keeping a close watch.
Can Shaw draw them out and disable them in time? Or will their plans to dominate this unique and deadly piece of equipment succeed?
Realising how many people are involved, Shaw needs to think carefully about who to trust.
In order to gain support from the higher powers in each country, Shaw must provide proof of the plan. Without proof, Shaw is on his own.

Will Shaw unravel the plot in time to stop the enemy? Or will every nuclear device in the world be activated?

Follow Shaw as he encounters numerous dangers, injuries and surprising turns in his efforts to save the world. REDCAP is a gripping thriller, full of action and twists that will keep you engrossed until the final page.


Philip McCutchan
Redcap


CHAPTER ONE

The road convoy from the north lumbered in through the gates, halting briefly for the police check. Moving on, the leading vehicle drew up at the jetty and a corporal of Sappers jumped down from the cab, walked back to inspect the big crate which was lashed down to the articulated trailer. As the truck carrying the armed infantry detachment pulled in behind, the corporal went over to a small group of men standing in the lee of the customs shed.
Singling out a soldierly-looking civilian, the corporal halted in front of him and gave a swinging salute.
“Reporting as ordered, sir. Convoy all correct.”
“Thank you, corporal. No trouble on the way?”
“No, sir.”
“Good.” The civilian turned abruptly, spoke in a crisp voice to an overalled party of Royal Engineers. “Right, you men. Get the crate aboard quickly now.”
Men moved towards the vehicle and began casting off the lashings.
The convoy had arrived alongside the ship in Tilbury Docks at 3:18 p.m. precisely, in a steady drizzle which soaked into the men along the jetties, ran in little rivulets between the coils of rope and the bundles of straw packing and lids of crates which littered the dockside, dropped down on the roof of the customs shed to spread its aura of English gloom, soaked into the weeds and the scrubby, coarse tufts of grass which grew between the rails of the sidings, made even the great new liner’s shining paintwork dull and damp and depressing as she waited there to go out across blue water into the blazing Indian Ocean sun.
Under this drizzle a crane, travelling on its greased rails and towering above even the immensely high sun-deck of the 50,000-ton New South Wales, edged into position on the dockside and sent down its steel hook to grab the slings. Once the crate was in the slings and was being lifted aboard into the liner’s specially prepared Number One hold, the soldierly-looking civilian seemed edgy. This man had about him an indefinable touch of the Eighth Army, which may have been simply an association of ideas resulting from the fact that he was decidedly sand-coloured and was not unlike a younger edition of Field-Marshal Montgomery; now he walked up and down in a kind of staccato fashion, his face turned anxiously upward at the crate swinging high into the air.
When the crate was over the hatch and going down into the hold he went up the gangway into the liner’s huge side.
The few members of the ship’s company who happened to have nothing to do and were therefore goofing along the rails, noticed that the crate was marked, in black stencil: MACHINE PARTS. It carried several red-painted admonitions for careful handling, and it was addressed to the Australian Army’s Eastern Command in Sydney.
As soon as the crate was properly stowed, the liner’s Chief Officer saw the hatch-covers of Number One secured, and soon after that the tugs came alongside, the shore gangway was lowered, and the great bulk of the ship — first nuclear-powered liner to sail under the British flag — drew slowly away. She came astern into the basin and turned, then headed towards the locks to edge out into the London River and for the first time go alongside the Landing Stage ready to embark her passengers.
Next day, still under the same penetrating drizzle and lowering sky, the special trains from St Pancras drew into Tilbury Riverside station and the outbound passengers milled through the passport inspection and into the customs hall. One of the First Class passengers was a heavily built man with curiously penetrating eyes. He was balding and pasty and flabby, expensively dressed and with a taste for well-cut silk shirts and loud ties. His passport showed him as a Swedish subject. His name was given as Sigurd Andersson, his profession as refrigerator salesman. Because this was a special voyage there was a tight security net over it, and the immigration officials were being more than ordinarily careful; but Sigurd Andersson was used to this kind of thing and Ms papers were impeccable, so he had no trouble.
After the passengers were all aboard and men were standing by to send the last gangway ashore, the Master of the New South Wales, together with the river pilot, climbed slowly to his high navigating bridge, which towered over the Port of London Authority’s building and, with the huge hull, blocked out Gravesend from the Tilbury Landing Stage. Shortly after he had got there, his Staff Commander reached the bridge to report.
“All visitors and officials ashore, sir. All gangways gone, crew correct and embarkation completed.”
Sir Donald Mackinnon nodded, his square, weather-toughened face strangely troubled. He said curtly, “Right— thank you, Stanford.” For a moment the eyes of the two men met; a look passed between them and then the Captain said, “Here we go, Stanford.”
“Yes, sir.”
Sir Donald seemed about to add something else, but instead he turned away abruptly and spoke to the pilot. He asked, “All ready?”
“Yes, Captain, all ready now.”
The Master gave an order. Engine-room and berthing telegraphs clanged; the pilot, walking into the bridge wing, gave a signal to the tugs and water boiled up below their counters. The last links gone, the New South Wales, superluxury flagship of the Australia and Pacific Line’s fleet, moved very slowly off the jetty as the tugs pulled ahead, the great hawsers coming up bar-taut and dripping with river-water and rain; she moved slowly out into the stream on the first leg of her maiden voyage. As the crowds lining the long gallery above the Landing Stage sent up a subdued ripple of cheering, and waved handkerchiefs at departing friends and families, and smiled through tears, the great liner’s deep-noted siren boomed out her first melancholy farewell to England; then she drew away faster into the broad, grey-brown bosom of the London River under the forlorn ’Tilbury drizzle. A little later the ship — gigantic, tiering deck on deck, with one great streamlined buff funnel, and green boot-topping to set off her cream-coloured hull — moved down river under her own power as the Captain gave a quiet order and the A.E.I.-John Thompson direct water-boiling nuclear reactor, deep inside her structure, passed life to her shafts. She came down past Shellhaven, a giant among the minnows, bound for the Nore and away across the world for Sydney Heads and the Pyrmont quays, carrying well over three thousand souls.
And her peculiar cargo…
The Captain’s face, as he stared out ahead from his bridge, was still troubled, still anxious. God alone knew how trying a maiden voyage could be at the best of times. And Sir Donald Mackinnon had never carried so vital a cargo as now lay snugly secured in his Number One hold, a cargo upon which the world’s peace might basically depend; his mind ran ahead of his ship, ran ahead of the dreary London River to the grey-green of the Channel, ran along blue water to the Leeuwin, along the stormy stretches of the Great Australian Bight. The sooner he picked up the Sydney pilot, the better.
Sir Donald Mackinnon had never, in forty-five years of seafaring, been the kind of man who scared easily.
But this time he was frightened of his cargo.
Back at the Stage, when the liner had drawn away, it seemed as though a mountain had moved, a city gone to sea; it left a naked look, a stripped feeling in the hearts of the port officials and the Line’s directors and the V.I.P.’s who had watched her go. There was a buzz of feverish conversation among the ordinary God-speeders, those who had come to bid friends and relatives good-bye and wanted now to hide their loneliness beneath a veneer of gaiety and light-heartedness; there was an exhalation of relief from the highly placed officials, glad the great ship had begun her active life without a hitch. But a V.I.P. from Whitehall, a square man with a scarred face who was known as Mr Latymer and who had come down specially from the Admiralty but who, for the purposes of Press reports, had come merely as a private guest of the Minister of Nuclear Development, made only one remark. He made it in a nautical snap to an Undersecretary of State from the Ministry who was standing near him. He said, “Well — she’s away. I only hope to God nothing goes wrong — that’s all. Until she gets there, she’s our responsibility. All the way.”
Then he pulled his raincoat up around his ears and turned away abruptly, walked quickly back into the covered way, ran down to the station and out to a waiting official car.
* * *
The Chief Steward and his leading hands were moving about below decks carrying lists of cabin numbers and nominal rolls of their men. Their eyes, jealous of the good name and efficiency of their particular sections, peered and darted. They seemed keyed up, nervy. It hadn’t taken the crew long to sense something about the Company’s flagship that they didn’t quite like, something odd in the air. They didn’t know quite why, they just knew. They felt it; orders, for some reason, were everywhere being given snappily and obeyed grudgingly as though every one was on edge, a gradual process filtering down from the top. It wasn’t that she was going to be what seamen call an unhappy ship; it was just a feeling of uncertainty, of vague alarm almost, of unwillingness to leave U.K. this time. And throughout the ship, in galleys and store-rooms, engine-rooms and messes and cabins, lounges and bars and working alleyways, the older hands in particular went about with set faces, glumly, and few men smiled. Maybe it would wear off once they cleared Finisterre, they thought.
Or maybe it wouldn’t.
One of the passengers seemed ill at ease also. As the New South Wales made her majestic progress down the river, the soldierly looking man’s jerky walk carried him, like a marionnette on a piece of string, round the high promenade decks. Every now and again he glanced in through the big windows of the sumptuously furnished lounges on the veranda deck. Sometimes he stopped to lean over the teakwood rail, as though taking a last look at home. And then he was on the move again, going into the squares which formed the landings of the stairways leading down inside the great vessel, walking along cabin alleyways whose decks shone like glass with much hard polishing, glancing in at the doors of the panelled tavern bar with its red-topped stools and little friendly tables, keeping on the alert and finding his way around unfamiliar surroundings so as to acquaint himself perfectly with the lay-out. He wasn’t here to enjoy himself, and as he thought of what his charge was he felt an inward glow of quiet happiness that he of all people had been given so vital a job in connexion with something that lay so very close to his own heart.
And, in his first-class stateroom on A deck, the heavily built man called Sigurd Andersson began to unpack his gear. From between layers of silk shirts and tropic wear he took a square metal box which had heavy suckers on its base, suckers constructed from a very special heat-resistant substance made to a new formula. He looked around the cabin for a while and then climbed on to a chair and got busy with a screwdriver, opening up an inspection-plate in the ventilator shafting which ran through the compartment. He took great care not to scrape the paintwork. Removing the plate, he pushed the box in, keeping its suckers clear of the sides of the shaft, for this was to be only a temporary hiding-place; he fixed it firmly into position with adhesive tape, making sure it was secure against any movement of the ship, and then he screwed the plate back into position. He examined it critically, was satisfied that no one would ever know it had been tampered with.
After that he lit a cigar and finished his unpacking. Later he went along to the tavern bar, where he sat on one of the high stools and, full of bonhomie, asked the barkeeper to join him in a whisky-and-soda. He let it be known, casually, that if the barkeeper should hear of anyone wanting a game of poker, then he, Sigurd Andersson, was their man. And he appeared to have plenty of money.

CHAPTER TWO

Thirty-six hours later, in the very early hours of the morning, the softly insistent burr-burr of the closed line from the Admiralty broke into the peace of a flat in Eaton Square. It broke into Latymer’s sleep and he was awake on the instant. He was always very near the surface, from force of long habit; and before the third ring he had the light on and the receiver cradled against his cheek. As he’d stretched out, the silk pyjamas had fallen away from his forearm, and the skin grafts, similar to those on his face and chest, showed as irregular patches on the hair-covered flesh.
He said curtly, “Latymer. Yes?”
A voice said, “Hold the line, sir, please.” Then, slightly off, it said: “You’re through, Paris. Go ahead now.” There was a click and a plopping sound and then, as the Admiralty exchange sealed the ‘hush’ connexion, Paris came on the line.
The voice was tense, clipped. “Shaw here, sir, speaking from the Embassy. Urgent message concerning REDCAP.”
Latymer started a little, checked a sudden exclamation, but his voice was still quiet as he said, “Good morning, Shaw. Go ahead.”
He listened for just over a minute while the brief, compressed report came through from Commander Shaw in the Faubourg St Honore. Then he asked, “You’re quite certain of this?”
“Yes, sir, absolutely. And I think it’s vital.”
“Very well. That’s good enough for me.” After that Latymer was silent for another fifteen seconds, thinking fast. At the end of that time he said softly, “Listen, Shaw. Return to London and report in person. Soonest possible. Bring the women, drop them at your flat on the way and leave Thompson with them — he’ll meet you at the airport with a car. That is all.”
Latymer reached out and depressed the receiver-rest, jiggled it down and up a couple of times. Then he said, “Get me Miss Larkin’s private number. Quickly.” He was half out of bed now, tapping thick, stubby fingers impatiently on the bedside table as he waited for his confidential secretary to come on the line. “Ah — Miss Larkin… Latymer here. Get to the office as soon as you can. I’ll be there ahead of you. Before you leave, check the time of the next B.E.A. into London from Paris and then ring Scotland Yard.
Personal message to the Assistant Commissioner, ‘B’ Department. There’ll be a car meeting that plane at Heathrow, and I’d like it given a clear road through to the Admiralty. That is all.”
The telephone clicked off finally and Latymer got right out of bed, felt the thick, soft pile of the carpet on his toes, thrust his feet into lambswool slippers. The hard, steely green eyes were worried. What Shaw had told him was red-hot, and the more so when read in the context of certain other information which had come to hand the evening before. He found he was unusually on edge, anxious to get the full, face-to-face account of what Shaw had been doing.
Well — he would soon find out.
Latymer began to dress quickly.
* * *
For Shaw, it had begun in Fouquier’s in Montmartre.
Shaw had dined every night of his leave at Fouquier’s. Though he personally wasn’t all that keen on the atmosphere, Debonnair, whose leave from Eastern Petroleum had been arranged to coincide with his, liked dancing, and there was a certain amount of amusement to be had from watching the clientele in the alcoves, dimly lit by rose-shaded lights, or from watching the couples contorting their heated bodies so grotesquely as they stamped out the latest crazy movements on the tiny dance square. At least it was relaxing to him — up to a point. But Shaw could seldom relax; and in fact one of the reasons why he’d been going so regularly to Fouquier’s was that it was just the sort of international dive where a man like him might be able to pick up useful pieces of information, titbits which, even if they were not immediately valuable, might one day fall into place somewhere and complete a jigsaw as yet not even dreamed up; Shaw had a reputation in the Outfit for being remarkably conscientious even though for the most part he loathed the job and would have given much to have got out of the game for good. Nevertheless, this evening, as it happened, he wasn’t thinking at all about contacts or the Outfit; after ten clear days of Paris he’d been able to let go, to unwind, to free his mind of work and worry and responsibility, and for once he was genuinely relaxed. The worry-lines netted around his deep-set blue eyes — lines put there by the strain of danger and of a responsibility which at times became almost crushing — seemed to have been smoothed away to leave only the others, the clustered laughter-lines which appeared so engagingly when he smiled…
And then he’d seen the girl.
She was coming towards his table, and, for some reason or other which might almost have been a premonition, the nagging pain in his guts had started up. Just like it always did at the start of an assignment, started and continued until the action began.
“Esmonde…"
Debonnair was looking at him curiously; he didn’t hear her speaking his name. She said, “Esmonde, what’s the matter?”
He looked at her briefly, then away again, towards the girl. He said, “Nothing. Wait a moment, Deb.”
He could have sworn he’d never seen the girl in his life — and yet there was something familiar about her. She was young and fresh-looking, with dark hair curling seductively round tiny, shell-pink ears, and she had large dark eyes, eyes which just now were obviously frightened and, as it seemed to Shaw, frightened of the two sordid men who were escorting her out. It struck Shaw that she was a little the worse for drink, and he found that out of character with the girl’s whole appearance; he guessed that this was probably her first experience of anything stronger than a glass of claret and that those two men had got her tight with just one purpose in their minds… her pleading look as she passed his table was directed straight into his eyes; and it went from there right into his heart. She wasn’t the sort for the sexy, prelude-to-seduction atmosphere of Fouquier’s, for the dim, overheated room filled with the thump-thump of erotic music from the scruffy three-man band sinuously snaking their hips and shoulders in one corner.
His knee pressed against Debonnair’s under the table, and he raised an eyebrow, jerking his head backward towards the girl, who had now gone on towards the velvet-curtained door, swaying just a little and held possessively, lasciviously, too closely around her slim young body by one of her escorts.
Debonnair said, “All right. I’ve seen.” She frowned a little and shook her head warningly, shook it so that the rose lighting was reflected in a moving mass of red-gold that rushed like fire through her fair hair and pointed up the tawny gold of her skin… the very look of her in that moment sent the blood pounding in Shaw’s body. She went on, “Darling, it’s probably her own fault, you know. Don’t go getting any of your chivalrous ideas. Damsels in that particular sort of distress aren’t all that uncommon in these parts, and she didn’t have to come here.” Her fingers broke the last of a bread roll, and she added with a low, gurgling chuckle: “It’s her daddy’s job anyhow.”
“But,” Shaw pointed out, “her daddy’s not here, so far as I can see.”
“Uh-huh… she’s English. That could be why, I suppose.”
“Oh? How d’you tell she’s English?”
Debonnair curled her lip in mock scorn. “My God, for a man in your job…” Then she smiled sweetly, patted her body. “Clothes, darling. She’s darned good to look at, but she hasn’t quite got Frenchiness. And there’s a general air of… well, dew-of-the-morning. Did you get that scent?”
He nodded. “Yes. Why? It was — nice and fresh.”
“That’s what I mean, dope! Not the sort of scent the girls who use this joint a lot care to dab on. Too much like Great-aunt Matilda’s withdrawing-room — if you see what I mean.”
“Yes,” he said, “I do.” He ran a hand through his brown hair, rumpling it, crushed out a cigarette in a jade ashtray. He frowned. His lined, tanned face hardened suddenly. “Somebody’s got to do something, Deb—”
“Well, maybe.” The anxious look deepened. “Still no reason why it has to be you who risks a stiletto in the back. You know these boys as well as I do, darling. And your boss told me to see you didn’t get into any mischief… he’s not going to like either of us very much if you get badly bent when you’re supposed to be on leave. I wasn’t in the Foreign Office for nothing, you know. I learned a thing or two before I left. Listening out, and getting into real trouble — they’re two very different things, my pet. You’re supposed to be inconspicuous. Besides, you’re precious to me too, as well as the Outfit.” Her hand slid under the table and found his. She looked into his eyes, tawny and compelling. “Remember? If you’re not careful, I’ll go completely mad and marry you. Then I’ll have a right to nag!”
Suddenly he grinned. “You’re jealous. She’s a damn good-looker.”
She gave a little gurgle of laughter. “My dear Esmonde, you’re as transparent as an indecent nightie! You aren’t after her for her looks — I don’t ever need to be jealous. That’s what frightens me… you nice, kind men get into more real trouble than the other sort ever thought of.” She squeezed his hand, looked demurely resigned, then smiled into his eyes again. She said, “I wouldn’t love you so much if you weren’t such a dope. And I suppose I’d really like to see those two smarmy boys have the skids put under them. Only — be careful, that’s all.”
Shaw leaned across and kissed the tip of her nose lightly. Then he got up, grinned down at her, slipped some thousand-franc notes on to a plate. He said, “Settle up, Deb, there’s a good girl. Give me five minutes. Then meet me at the car.”
He went outside.
He saw the girl about fifty yards down the street, with the men. There seemed to be a bit of a struggle going on, and they were trying to force her along, probably towards a car farther down the parked line. A cat strolled by, its tail arched. A man’s urgent, pleading voice floated from a lighted window, and then a girl’s high-pitched protests which subsided into a throaty chuckle. An old woman walked slowly up the other side of the street, bent over a stick, minding her own business. In Paris no one bothered very much about this kind of thing… Shaw’s long chin thrust forward and he ran ahead, caught up with the group.
He asked the girl, “What’s the trouble? These men bothering you?”
She gave a little choking cry and turned to him appealingly. She said, “Oh, yes… yes, they are. Please, can you make them go away?”
Shaw thought: Debonnair’s right, she’s English, maybe a student on holiday and just seeing the sights. Silly little fool. He went into action then. He didn’t rush in, just put a hand on the shoulder of one of the men and spoke calmly and quietly. He said, “Look here. Be sensible. You heard what the lady said. If you’ll take my advice, you’ll just disappear.”
The man stood there and tried to bluster it out. Shaw moved in then. He got a tight grip on the lapels of the Frenchman’s jacket, lifted him close, then gave a heave and let go. The man shot backwards into the roadway, picked himself up, and ran. Shaw turned just in time to see the second man coming for him, and as the tall, slender body came up he bent suddenly, took him by the legs. The man shot over Shaw’s doubled body and landed on his face with a crash.
Shaw looked down at him, said briefly: “Your pal’s gone. You’d better do the same unless you want me to call a gendarme.”
As the man scrambled up and disappeared rapidly into the shadows at the end of the street, Shaw had a nagging thought that a couple of apparently lustful Latins had been disposed of just a little too easily; he was, in fact, about to ask the girl one or two pertinent questions when he saw that she was crying; and that finished him. She was saying something about being taken home to a hostel, and he interrupted her.
He said, “Of course I’ll take you home, my dear. Hop in the back.”
“Thank you… so much.”
She looked at him gratefully as he opened the rear door of the hired Renault. She got in and Shaw slammed the door after her. When Debonnair came along and got in the front with him he drove off fast over the greasy cobbles of the little street, past the lighted windows and the dark doorways and the vague shapes that flitted in and out of alleys. Following the girl’s directions, he turned to the right out of that narrow place and headed south-westward for the river.
After he’d crossed the river and was making up in the general direction of the Gare Montparnasse he sensed a movement behind him and then he felt the hard, round, cold pressure of gunmetal in the back of his neck and he stiffened, hands jerking a little on the wheel from sheer surprise.
The girl said, “Forget where — where I told you to go, Commander Shaw. Just — do what I say from now on.”
Shaw heard Debonnair’s quickly indrawn breath beside him, saw her head turn in sudden alarm. He put out a hand, touched her thigh, murmured: “All right, I know you warned me… but it’s all right. Just hold on and keep out of it.”
His body had slackened again now. That pretty voice had held a very scared quiver, had been uncertain of itself. The girl wasn’t used to this kind of thing, that was obvious. Shaw, after that initial bad moment, just laughed. Then he stopped the car, pulled in to the kerb. The girl gave a despairing sigh, as though everything was too much for her, and Shaw decided he could take a chance. He swivelled in his seat suddenly and grabbed for the gun. When he had it in his hands, he found that it wasn’t even loaded.
He looked at her. “Well? Why the melodramatics — and how did you know who I was?”
She said shakily, “I–I’m awfully sorry. It’s my father, you see.”
There was a silence. Then Shaw prompted, “I don’t see at all, I’m afraid. Please go on. I’m most anxious to know, before I hand you over to a gendarme.”
She was crying softly now. “Please, please don’t do that. My father wants to speak to you… urgently, very urgently. This was the only way the contact could be made safely. He gave me the gun in case you didn’t believe what I was going to tell you — but I couldn’t bear to think it — it might go off… so I unloaded it.”
“That was all faked up, then, back in Fouquier’s? You knew my movements and the way I looked at things, and knew I’d fall for a line like that?”
She said, “Yes, those men were helping Daddy.” Then she added in a low, hopeless voice: “I’ve made such a mess of everything. He’ll be so angry.”
Shaw murmured, “I wouldn’t be at all surprised. Now, come on, young lady. Who is your father?”
Then she said something that shook him. She said, almost haltingly and in a whisper, as though it was something that must never be said aloud in case some one should hear, “John Donovan.”
“Donovan?” Shaw stiffened. “My dear girl, Donovan’s dead!” At once his thoughts flew back into the past. John Donovan had been one of the leading lights of M.I.5… Donovan, that big, lovable bear of a man who’d been sent to Norway early in the war and had become so completely identified with the Norwegian underground that he’d become one of the heroes of the Resistance… and then, as the end of the war came in sight, things had changed for Donovan; he’d been accused — framed, in Shaw’s opinion and that of many other Englishmen and Norwegians — of traitorous activities, of causing the deaths of loyal Norwegians. His Southern Irish connexions had counted against him, and he’d been sentenced to death by an Allied military court in Norway; but he had escaped, and gone back underground among good friends. Soon after that, news had come out that he’d been burned to death in a fire at an apartment house in Bergen. A big funeral had been held in spite of an official ban on it, and there had been fighting between the authorities and men of the former underground who still believed passionately in John Donovan’s loyalty. In those old days Donovan had been a very good friend and comrade of Shaw’s. But now Donovan was dead. Very dead.
Shaw said tautly, “You’ll have to think up something better than that.”
She leaned forward, pleading. “But it’s true! He’s not dead. You’ve got to listen.”
Shaw switched on the inside light and turned right round in his seat. The girl’s face was a picture of misery, of frustration, of supplication. Debonnair gave her a shrewd sideways look, said softly: “She’s speaking the truth, I think, Esmonde.”
“Just a minute, Deb.” Shaw studied the girl, noticed the wet handkerchief being twisted about in her fingers. When he looked closely like that… this was why he’d felt he had met her before, of course… she was a petite and very feminine version of John Donovan. Possibly he was just thinking himself into it now she’d told him, but it did seem to him suddenly that there was no doubt of the likeness at all, that she was indeed speaking the truth — up to that point at least. There was the same frankness in the eyes, the same openness in the face, the same quality of honesty and directness and resolution and the same Irish love of life. This girl was John Donovan’s daughter, right enough.
He said quietly, “All right, my dear. You’d better explain.”
She said, “He’s not dead. His friends spread that story of his death. It was the only way, you see. After that he changed his identity. He meant to stay underground — he was used to that sort of life anyway — and then, one day, he was going to show up the people who framed him. He never managed to do that, but…” She hesitated, then went on earnestly, passionately: “He wasn’t a traitor, Commander Shaw. He wasn’t ever that.”
“I know,” Shaw told her. “I never believed he was. And I’m delighted to hear he’s still alive. It’s the best news I’ve heard for a long time.”
She asked eagerly, “You do believe me, then?”
Slowly he nodded, rubbed his nose with his forefinger. “Yes, I do. I don’t think John Donovan’s daughter would tell that kind of a lie…” He added, “I remember he’d had a girl born, the only child, back in England — two or three years before he was arrested. The name was…?”
“Judith.”
“Judith it was. And your mother?”
She said softly, “She died when I was born.”
“All right, Judith, I knew that too—”
“I lived with an aunt — she’s dead now — and Daddy sent for me to join him in Norway when I was older. Now I’m partly in England and partly with him.”
“Uh-huh… Now, why does Donovan want to see me?”
“He’s got some information he wants to give you. It’s terribly important. It’s got to go very urgently to London.” The girl leaned forward, and Shaw felt her breath fanning his cheek, caught her fresh scent in his nostrils. A tendril of hair fell across her face; she pushed it back, gave her head an impatient little shake. “You’re the only man in the business left alive that he can talk to safely, the only one he can be sure won’t give him away to the authorities. He trusts you absolutely, you see.” She hesitated. “He did say I could tell you that he’s been approached by a man called Karstad. He says you’ll know that name.”
Shaw gave a harsh, involuntary laugh, a laugh which had no hint of humour in it. He said, “Your father says I’ll know the name, does he!”
“Yes,” she said urgently. “Why? Don’t you?”
A long exhalation of breath came through his teeth. He said, “By God I do!” He twisted, turned away and looked un-seeingly through the windscreen. “I’ve only seen him once, years ago and very briefly. We didn’t meet and he didn’t see me at all… but I know of Karstad all right!” Shaw felt a cold tremor, felt that nagging stomach pain increasing to a sudden agonizing thrust, acidulous and gripping in his entrails. Karstad. What could that man want? Karstad, who really had been a traitor — a Norwegian, a double agent who had worked for the Germans in the war, who had caused the deaths of so many innocent people, a man who was known to be one of the coldest-blooded, slipperiest killers in the game — on any side. Shaw sat there for a moment in silence, frowning anxiously, plagued with doubts. Why should Karstad contact Donovan — why? Where Karstad turned up, there had always been trouble. Real trouble. It was his plain duty to follow this up.
He made his decision quickly after that. He said, “Hold tight and tell me where to go.”
He slipped in his gears and he drove fast to the girl’s directions. He drove out of Paris on the Autoroute du Sud through a light rain, drove south-eastward for some seventy kilometres.
* * *
Some way beyond Fontainebleau the girl told him to turn off on to a secondary road. Along this road, just beyond a sharp bend, they came to the drive of a biggish house set well back from the roadside, in the heart of wooded country; and there the girl told Shaw to stop.
And there they found John Donovan.
John Donovan met them on the roadway at the foot of the wide drive, and the first sight of him made Shaw’s heart turn over with pity. Donovan had gone to nothing; his big frame had shrunk, his shoulders drooped so that his worn clothing looked like a sack. His face was thin and white, blood-drained. His neck sagged with folds of flesh. There was a dreadful nervous urgency in his manner, a pathetic eager anxiety which caught at Shaw’s heart. He hardly knew what to say, but Donovan didn’t waste any time in greetings. The two friends just gripped hands through the car’s window without speaking, for a brief moment. There was a distant car sound from back along the way they had come and then Donovan, who seemed to be looking from side to side all the while, spoke quickly.
“Don’t get out, Esmonde. Now — first, there’s Judith. I want you to take her back with you to England — she knows that. See she’s safe. Will you do that? There’s no relatives left now, but I want her to be there, Esmonde.”
Shaw nodded. There was clearly no time for a discussion. He said, “You don’t have to explain. Of course I will.”
There was a sound of muffled weeping from the back of the car. Donovan appeared to take no notice, but Shaw could almost feel the man’s terrible restraint. Donovan went on, “Get back as fast as you can, tell Latymer — tell him personally — tell him Lubin’s left Russia—”
“Lubin!” Shaw broke in. “Lubin… you mean the Russians’ top electronics expert, the chap who was working on their end of the MAPIACCIND agreement?”
“Damn it all, Esmonde — there’s only one Lubin.” Donovan was shaking uncontrollably now. His hand came through the window, gripped Shaw’s arm. “There’s damn little time left, so just listen, Esmonde. You see, Lubin’s been gone quite a while, though that’s only just been found out. It’s a threat — a damn serious one — directly to Redcap—”
“REDCAP!”
“—and in general to the whole MAPIACCIND organization.” There was an odd staring quality about his eyes now, and the hand that was gripping Shaw’s shoulder tightened. Donovan said tensely, “You know the feeling between Russia and China today. Well, Lubin’s gone—”
He didn’t get any farther than that.
There was a jab of flame, and the harsh stutter of automatic fire came from the bushes. Donovan froze, seemed temporarily panic-stricken like a rabbit caught in a headlight’s glare. Bullets whistled past his head. Shaw yelled at him to get into the Renault. Debonnair leaned back, shoved the rear door open as Shaw pressed the starter. Donovan took no notice, but moved stumblingly away from the car. Shaw’s Service revolver was out from its shoulder-holster now, and he fired into the blackness towards the stabs of flame; and as he did so, Donovan took a stream of bullets in his body, a vertically raking stream of lashing lead which bisected him neatly. He spun round, gasped as though in surprise, his emaciated frame shuddering and jerking and disintegrating before their horrified eyes. In the back, the girl screamed, high and shrill, was trying to fight her way out of the car when the second burst drove into Donovan’s twitching body and then spattered in a deadly arc towards the Renault. Debonnair had leaned right across the seat-back and had got hold of the girl’s shoulders, was using all her strength to force her backwards. Now she reached out and slammed the door shut. By this time Shaw had the car moving, and it was only just in time. Bullets pumped across, hammered into the bodywork, the sharp tang of gunsmoke billowed across on the slight night breeze which had blown the rain away. Shaw’s foot slammed down on the accelerator. His duty was to get to Latymer as fast as he could, and to do that he had to stay alive. It would be useless to try to shoot it out in this spot where the close-growing bushes gave cover to the men with the guns, while he was vulnerable in the open — and he had the women to consider. In any case there would be a pursuit — that car, the one he’d heard behind, had probably been the gunmen’s — and he might be able to fight under more favourable conditions.
As he got the Renault moving Shaw felt that shudder of metalwork as the lead drove in. There was a sharp pain as a bullet snicked through the side window and grazed across his back; he felt the warm trickle of blood, and then he was clear and away and belting along towards the distant intersection with the main Fontainebleau-Paris road, his headlights beaming into blank darkness along the wetly gleaming surface between shadowy lines of trees. All he must think about now was the overriding urgency of getting to London. If the MAPIACCIND organization was under threat — and Donovan had never said things lightly in the past — then half the world might reasonably be considered as under threat as well: MAPIACCIND — Major (Atom) Powers International Authority for Centralized Control and Inspection of Nuclear Devices — was one of the greatest and most hopeful bids for world security that had ever been attempted, that had yet come out of the mad talk and counter-talk of the early nineteen-sixties with all their frustrated, still-born efforts to find the answer by the banning of A-tests. If that was in danger, then everything that had been built up might crumble away to leave the nations once again at loggerheads, disorganized and suspicious, re-arming, thrown back into the past and at the mercy of any uncontrolled lunatic with a nuclear bomb.
And of the MAPIACCIND organization the thing known as REDCAP was the very core.
But — why had Karstad of all people come forward with this information?
A little later Debonnair asked breathlessly, “Esmonde, wasn’t there anything we could do?”
Shaw, sick inside, answered her savagely. “God damn it, Deb, couldn’t you see? He was sawn in half.” As soon as he’d said that, he regretted it. With the man’s daughter in the back, it had been a terrible thing to say; and silently he cursed his tongue. Then, controlling his feelings, he asked:
“How’s the nerve, Deb?”
“Badly shaken but otherwise intact.” She spoke lightly, but he was aware of a terrible tenseness behind the tone. “Why?”
“Because I want you to drive. Fast. I’ve got something to do. All right?”
“Whatever you say.”
“Good girl!” Shaw knew she would be reliable — she’d done some dangerous jobs for him before, such as the time they had chased over half of southern Spain looking for the one man who could prevent tragedy in Gibraltar. He stopped the car, scrambled over the seat into the back. Debonnair slid across behind the wheel. Shaw called, “Right, she’s all yours. Let’s go.”
As she engaged the gears, Shaw bent down towards Judith. She was crumpled in a corner, seemingly in a dead faint. Or worse. Quickly Shaw examined her, felt for her heart. It was all right; and he could find no wound, no blood. He felt relief; but there was no more time to think about the girl just now. The Renault was streaking along the slippery surface again, touching ninety. Debonnair, staring ahead along the probing beams through an insect-dotted windscreen, watched the road rush to meet her and ribbon away beneath the spinning wheels. The car swung horribly, protestingly, as she took it fast round a bend, and Shaw could hear the scream of rubber.
Debonnair called out, “Think the boys’ll be behind, do you?”
“Yes.”
“Think they’ll catch up?”
“Don’t know. If they do, I’m going to get them before they get us.” Shaw had the heavy Service revolver in his hand again, and now he smashed it through the rear window. The glass cobwebbed away from the hole. He smashed again and again until he had cleared the glass away. Soon after there was a flicker of headlights behind, dancing up and down the trees, giving the thick green a look of silver. Somebody was in a hurry, was eating up the kilometres. They had had very little start, and it looked as though the pursuit was gaining fast now. Shaw called,
“Can you get any more out of her, Deb?”
“She’s going all she can.” Her voice was tense, nervy.
He said, “All right. Well — they’re coming. It must be them. And they’ve got the legs of us. Just keep going and forget about me unless I give you an order. You know what to do if I get hurt. Straight to the Embassy, get them to put you aboard the first plane for London. Ring Latymer first on the closed line. Don’t take any chances.”
There was a small choking sound from Debonnair, and then Shaw put everything out of his mind except the job immediately in hand. He turned back to the window. Twin beams were coming up very fast now, dancing up a slight rise, round a bend, flickering again on the trees and the verge-stones, gleaming on the wet surface. He heard the roar of a powerful engine, the scream of tyres as the car came round that bend, cutting it very close to the verge. Then he saw the stab of flame, heard the smack of the bullets, the buzz of them singing past like vicious bees along the sides of the racing, rocking car.
He snapped, “Slow a little, Deb. Just enough to put ’em off their stroke… now!”
He hooked an arm over the empty rear window’s rim, steadying himself; even so he lurched backwards as the Renault jerked suddenly under slight footbrake pressure. He recovered himself, held steady again. Debonnair had got his intentions beautifully. Shaw levelled his gun through the window. He was utterly cool, icy, almost detached… as though he was in a rifle-range. Just as he had intended, the pursuing driver had been shaken up by the sudden drop in speed. He swerved a little, ran up close, and then as he rammed on his brakes the firing stopped. Shaw could imagine the men inside tumbling about as the vehicle checked so abruptly; and in that moment he squeezed the trigger of his heavy revolver, and it kicked back in his fist, once, twice… and then the firing began again. There was a tearing jag of pain in the flesh of his left upper arm and he felt the thick surge of blood; and then he fired a third time, as his sights came dead on to the pallid face of the man behind the wheel. His hand was perfectly steady and his aim was beautiful. The driver’s face simply seemed to erase itself and the vehicle pulled right over to its offside, turned around, reared on to two wheels, climbed the white-painted stones marking the verge, leapt into the air and fell back with a splintering crash on to its canvas roof.
Shaw called, “Stop her, Deb!”
She screamed the Renault to a halt and pulled into the side. She asked breathlessly, “You’re not going back there?”
He licked his lips, which had gone very dry. “I’ll have to. May be some one alive. And I might find out more of what Donovan was trying to say, if there’s anyone fit to talk.”
He pushed the door open and jumped out, looked back quickly at Debonnair’s white face. He told her gruffly, “Stay inside. Look after Judith. Don’t follow me — that’s an order.” Then he turned away, went back along the road, keeping in the shelter of the trees, his gun ready in his hand, moved swiftly and silently through the darkness, only his white evening shirt-front faintly visible as a smudge in the night. Insects flew into his face; an owl, disturbed in its nightly occupations, hooted loudly, eerily, went past with a whirr of outraged wings. No traffic came along the road. Already there was a flicker of light from the wreck and then, just a moment after, a lick of flame curled up. Shaw put on speed; as he came near the shattered car there was a loud whoompf and flames shot roaring into the air, pinnacled from a surround of liquid fire which had the whole car in its grasp now, pinnacled almost to the treetops. The heat reached out to Shaw, singed his skin, his hair, his clothing. He pulled his dinner-jacket collar up around his neck and face and edged as near as he could. The car’s roof had crushed so that the chassis lay flush with the earth. An arm stuck out, pinned between metal and ground; there was a pool of blood where broken glass had ripped an artery. The arm was still, was not feeling the red flame. Shaw’s mind penetrated into the car, visualized the heap of tumbled bodies, broken bodies thrown about in the grotesque attitudes of sudden and violent death… and then he was forced back as the breeze fanned the flames into a roaring inferno with a white-hot metal core, a funeral pyre from which came the sharp crack of exploding cartridges, the zing of aimlessly driven bullets.
Shaw turned away, put up his gun, and wiped his streaming face with the sleeve of his jacket. He was drenched through and through with sweat, and not only from that intense heat; he was trembling, his legs felt weak, as though they were about to crumple, and there was a dreadful nausea rising up inside him. He found he was cursing savagely, blaspheming against the Outfit and against Latymer, against the whole set of circumstances which had forced him into this kind of game in the first place. He felt no pity for those men, for they had killed John Donovan — but the manner of their death revolted him.
Then he ran back to the Renault and slid into the driving seat. Debonnair was in the back with Judith. He heard the girl sobbing. Debonnair leaned forward, asked tensely: “Well?”
“Nothing living.”
She nodded, reached out and put a hand on his cheek,
gently, understandingly. She said, “That arm, Esmonde. You’re hurt.”
“It’s nothing much.”
“I’m going to put something on it, anyway.” She added, “Don’t look.”
Obediently he sat there; he heard a rustling as Debonnair stripped off some of her clothing, heard the ripping of fabric. She said, “Can you get your coat off?”
“I think so.” He got out into the road, and she came to help him. She rolled up his shirt-sleeve. It wasn’t a bad wound, but it was bleeding quite a lot. Tightly she bound it up, asked: “Want me to go on driving?”
He shook his head. “I’ll manage. Get in the back with Judith, there’s a good girl. Do what you can for her, Deb.”
“Of course.” They got back in, and as he started up Shaw tried not to listen to the girl’s desperate crying, to the sobs which were shaking her body as she lay in Debonnair’s arms. He put his whole mind to his driving and he sent the Renault flat out for Paris, the Faubourg St Honoré, and the British Embassy.
* * *
Within a few hours of reaching the Embassy and after a bath, a change of clothing, breakfast, and the attentions of a doctor for his arm and back, Shaw and the two girls were getting off the B.E.A. flight at Heathrow and then the car was whisking them along cleared roads to the Admiralty. Thompson, the short, sturdy ex-petty officer who had once been Latymer’s coxswain in a seagoing ship, was driving; alongside him was a second driver. As the car skirted West Kensington, Thompson altered course, went along Gliddon Road to Shaw’s own flat.
The second man moved into the driving-seat as the girls got out with Thompson. Shaw said, “I know you've got your orders, Thompson. Don’t let ’em out of your sight.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” Thompson answered briskly. “I’ll stick like a leech, sir.”
“Good man! Thanks.” Shaw leaned back on the cushions as the car moved off, speeding for Whitehall. On arrival at the Horse Guards Shaw was taken straight up to Miss Larkin’s office in the old Admiralty building, and there he found himself looking once again at the inner door with that white card bearing the simple and misleading inscription:
Mr G. E. D. Latymer.

Shaw was one of the very few people who knew that this name hid the identity of Vice-Admiral Sir Henry Charteris, K.C.B., D.S.O. and two bars, D.S.C., supposedly deceased; Shaw was one of the few who had worked with the Admiral in the old days, and so was privileged, as few others were privileged, to take his orders direct from the Old Man himself. Mr Under-Secretary Latymer, as the Service departments officially knew Sir Henry Charteris these days — just a very senior civil servant doing a humdrum job in routine intelligence — which, on the surface, he was. But Latymer was in fact Chief of Special Services, Naval Intelligence Division — that very hush-hush organization within an organization — and thus in effect head of the structure known colloquially as the ‘Outfit,’ the great organization which even in these days of a declining seagoing navy had feelers reaching sometimes beyond the confines of purely Admiralty business and stretching to the ends of the earth; and whenever Shaw stood outside that door at the start of a mission, the pain in his guts was at its worst.
This was the doorway to so many killings and assignments and past memories.

CHAPTER THREE

Latymer was standing at the big double windows of his room, glaring out across Horse Guards Parade towards Westminster. His oval face was expressionless — expressionless because of those massive skin grafts which, after the bomb had gone off so many years ago in his Eaton Square flat, had altered his appearance sufficiently to make possible his change of identity — a change which had in fact been essential if he was to retain his usefulness once he had become a marked man. Now, despite the lack of expression, he was clearly troubled. Very troubled. He stood, breathing heavily through his nose, his hands clasped behind his thick back, heavy shoulders braced very square, body rising and falling gently on his toes. He always stood like that, as though he was still on his quarterdeck, or was moving to the lift of a cruiser’s bridge in a seaway. Like Shaw himself, the Old Man would have given anything to have returned to sea, to have lived out his active life as the sailor he had been trained from boyhood to be. But, again like Shaw himself, he was far too valuable to be returned to general service, even had there been enough ships at sea to sustain his high-ranking presence afloat.
His heels came down finally and he slewed round, marched back towards his desk, the big, leather-topped desk which was always kept so highly polished that he could see his face in the old, time-worn shagreen surface. As he approached there was a subdued buzz and a red bobble of glass glowed for three seconds precisely in a small contraption on the right-hand side of the desk-top. Latymer sat down, reached for a switch, and depressed it all in one rhythmic movement.
Miss Larkin’s precise, impersonal voice — the voice upon which, Latymer sometimes impishly thought, he could almost see the sensible spectacles — floated into the room. “Commander Shaw is here, Mr Latymer.”
“Tell him to come in.”
The tone was quiet, but curt and hard. As the switch flicked back, the door opened. No one had ever kept Latymer waiting… he gave a tight, very fleeting smile, got to his feet as Shaw entered, and stretched out to take the agent’s hand. His sharp glance flickered over Shaw, took in the injured arm, the sleeve which was bulged out by the bandage. He asked, “Had a bad spin already?”
“It’s all right now, sir.”
“Answer the question, blast you!”
Shaw flushed a little. “Yes, sir.”
Latymer’s green eyes narrowed, looked at him keenly once more. “It’s not going to affect your mobility?”
“No, sir.”
“Good. Because you’re going to get pretty mobile shortly.” Latymer sat heavily, big hands splayed, finger-tips hooked over the ends of his chair-arms. He gestured towards a leather study chair facing his desk. “Now — sit down and tell me the whole thing from the beginning.”
“There’s not very much to tell, sir, beyond what I said on the phone.” Shaw sat down. He went right through the night’s events, leaving nothing out; and when he had finished, Latymer got up again and crossed the room slowly, going over to the window. After a while he spoke with his back to Shaw.
He said, “Of course, I’ve known for some time that Donovan was alive.”
Shaw felt a sense of shock. “You have, sir?”
“Information did come through to that effect, yes. If you’re wondering why I never told you, Shaw, the answer is simply this: you would have wanted to try to clear him — and I can assure you it would have meant the end for Donovan if the fact that he was alive had been publicized. Many people in this country and in Norway were determined to get him, you know — that’s just one of the difficulties I’m up against now, as a matter of fact. I’ll explain more in a moment. Meanwhile, what about the women?”
“Left in my flat as you told me, sir.” Shaw hesitated.
“They won’t talk to anyone. The Donovan girl — or Dangan, that’s the name she uses now, it was her mother’s maiden name, I saw it on her passport — she risked a lot to get word through to me. She won’t take any chances of messing things up now.”
Latymer turned, walked back to his desk and sat down. He said, “Of course. And your Miss Delacroix is perfectly all right. I know that.” He frowned. “It’s not that that I’m worried about. Trouble is, I’ll have to put a man on ’em from now on. They know just as much as you, don’t they? They may be interfered with.”
“Yes, sir.”
“I’ll have to question the Donovan girl, of course.”
Shaw said, “She doesn’t know anything, sir. I did try to question her myself, after we’d been to the Embassy, and all she knew was what she told me before we met her father. I’m sure she’s speaking the truth.” He paused, then added: “She’s very upset, sir, naturally. I think she’s had all she can take, at any rate for a day or so.”
Latymer made a growling sound and shifted irritably. He said, “I suppose you’re right. Donovan wouldn’t have told her anything important, certainly. Anyway — forget the women for a while, Shaw.” He pushed across a heavy silver cigarette-box. Shaw took a cigarette and Latymer flicked a desk lighter. As Shaw bent towards the tiny flame he glanced up briefly at his chief. He thought, in that moment, that he’d never seen the Old Man look so serious before. And no wonder.
Latymer sat back, puffing at his cigarette. A cloud of blue smoke wreathed his face. He said abruptly, “Tell me, Shaw. Are you personally quite convinced that Donovan was telling the truth as he knew it?”
“As he knew it, sir, yes. Undoubtedly. I knew him very well. He always made certain. That was his chief characteristic — absolute certainty. But his source! That does worry me. Why on earth should Karstad of all people suddenly develop a solicitude for us?”
“Well, quite. But we just don’t know. Personally, like you, I’m prepared to take Donovan’s word — and the explanation of Karstad’s part in it, was no doubt in what Donovan hadn’t time to say.” He added, “I always felt as sure as you that Donovan had been framed. I’d have trusted him anywhere. Still do.”
Shaw nodded. “What do you think all this means?” he asked.
Latymer’s eyes were half closed now. He said slowly, “I’m not sure. I don’t like the fact that China seems to be involved — I draw that inference from what Donovan said about the feeling between Russia and China, and also from certain other news I had only yesterday — I’ll come back to that in a moment. I know there’s not a great deal to go on, but we can’t afford to take any chances at all in my opinion. I’m trying to have Karstad located so that we can get the rest of the message, but there’s been no luck so far and I’m not hopeful. He’s probably very shy of contacting an officially accredited agent of the West, even of his own people. We all know his record, even if has managed to get away with it.” Latymer jabbed his cigarette towards Shaw. “Meanwhile, if this threat, whatever it is, is genuine, there’s any God’s amount of trouble ahead. I suppose you realize just how damn hot this MAPIACCIND thing is?” He leaned forward, tapped his hand on the desk in emphasis. “If just one thing goes badly wrong, the world’ll lose confidence— and that’ll virtually mean the end of the agreement. You know how suspicious every one is basically. It’s quite vital to maintain implicit belief in MAPIACCIND. That’s paramount.”
“I know that, sir.” Shaw was well aware of the dangers. MAPIACCIND had come about as a concrete extension of the old Western European Union and as the result of nearly three years of mostly acrimonious discussion, largely in closed session, in Geneva — discussion which had taken place almost in desperation latterly because of a rapidly deteriorating world political climate following upon the failure of the earlier Big Four talks and the collapse of the A-test ban. Subsequently Britain, U.S.A., France, and Russia had been joined as nuclear Powers by both Western and Eastern Germany, Italy and China, while Canada and Australia as well as some smaller second-flight Powers, had also developed their own independent nuclear programme and were well equipped with H-bombs. As a direct result of this increase in the nuclear club, sheer naked fright throughout the world had led to a welcome display of common sense and a resumption of talks, talks which had been wholly and surprisingly successful: all these countries were now founder-members of the MAPIACCIND Agreement and were thus subject to a rigid control by the International Inspectorate set up by MAPIACCIND’s World Headquarters at Geneva. This Inspectorate was responsible for ensuring, by aerial reconnaissance as well as by on-the-spot examination by the MAPIACCIND teams in the member-nations’ territories, that stocks of nuclear devices of a warlike character were confined to those existing at the time of the signing of the agreement. There was in addition the other, and overriding, safeguard: all the nations concerned had agreed to have their own nuclear stockpiles so co-ordinated and adapted that they were no longer capable of independent use; these stockpiles had been placed under guards of MAPIACCIND teams, whose leaders held certain keys and controls; the stocks themselves were linked by radio to one central control point known as REDCAP — Radio Regular Equipment for Defence Co-Ordination, Atom Powers. Radio signals, transmitted on extremely high frequencies from REDCAP, could, subject to certain checks, operate receivers on the stockpiles themselves, and these receivers would detonate primers, which would in turn blow up the entire nuclear potential of any nation showing signs of intended aggression. Naturally it was never visualized that this extreme measure would ever actually be put into effect; it was very much a last resort, and it was hoped that the threat alone would suffice, that no country would be insane enough to court the devastating risk entailed by any act of aggression, that wars had for ever ceased to be a possibility. REDCAP was in fact the ultimate and terrible deterrent.
Latymer was going on: “After your call came through, I sought an audience with the Minister.” His voice was tight, angry. “And ‘sought an audience’ is the right term. That little man is really quite impossible to deal with.” He shrugged. “However… Now, the first thing that occurred to me was that, considering Donovan said Lubin had been gone some time, it was odd that the Russians had never, so far as we knew, appeared to be in a stew over his disappearance. So a call was put through at once to the Kremlin, at a very high level indeed. And what d’you think the Kremlin said?” Latymer leaned forward, hands flat on the desk. “They said Lubin’s still in Russia, but he’s been a very sick man for a long time and he’s living in retirement on an isolated farm in the Voronezh area.”
Shaw stared. “That confuses the issue rather, doesn’t it? But if that’s the case, why haven’t they given that out before now?”
Latymer said briefly, “Prestige. To admit that their star electronics man was at his last gasp wouldn’t help their bargaining power in world affairs. They wouldn’t come clean until they had to, d’you see, and until now that hasn’t arisen. Anyway, that’s my theory. There’s no accounting for the Russian mind, you know. Well — they were asked to check that Lubin really was still there, and a call came back not long ago.” Latymer stubbed out his cigarette. “He’s there all right — according to them. In bed, and very, very sick. Matter of fact, they say he’s ga-ga, can’t get any sense out of him — I suppose they realize they can’t go on keeping it dark now. Odd, isn’t it?”
Shaw said, “Very odd indeed. He can’t be in two places at once.”
Latymer snorted irritably. “Dammit, you sound just like the Minister! I don’t know the answer, I regret to say, but I’ll make a guess. If Donovan’s right — and I agree with you, he wouldn’t speak unless he was certain — then Lubin’s got a double and the Russians have been very nicely fooled. Or they’re cooking up something with China, but personally I’d doubt that very strongly. As Donovan said, the Chinese and the Russians aren’t at all friendly these days.” He rapped his fingers hard on the desk and looked searchingly at Shaw. “There’s something building up, I’m sure of that, partly because of that other news I mentioned.”
“Yes, sir?”
Latymer said, “It’s something that seems to me to tie up, and I don’t like it.” He leaned across the desk again, his steely gaze boring into Shaw. He said quietly, “The Chinese are mobilizing some of the People’s Militia. It’s all very well to talk about reductions and limitations of manpower — we know that’s been done in all the MAPIACCIND countries, but just look at China’s population, and the huge numbers that have already had military training. They’ve got something like twelve million men available for combat in the Militia, according to the latest figures, apart from four million always under arms. Well — some of those armies are on the move, Shaw. Some artillery units, so I hear, are moving into areas which, according to earlier reports from Geneva, contain many of China’s nuclear stockpiles. And those gunner units have had training in handling nuclear missiles — rockets and so on. Now d’you see?”
Shaw’s face had whitened. “Yes, I do.”
Latymer took up a heavy, round ebony ruler, rolled it in his hands. He said, “I don’t know what all this adds up to, but it worries me. The troop movements could be sheer coincidence, I know, but taking them in conjunction with what Donovan told you, I don’t think they can be dismissed that easily. If only Donovan could have lived just a little longer… it’s all so damn fishy, when you come to think how deeply Lubin was mixed up with the MAPIACCIND thing. He was one of the really big backroom boys, and what he doesn’t know, technically, isn’t worth knowing. Matter of fact, he was actually working on REDCAP itself— and now we hear from Donovan that it’s REDCAP that’s directly concerned in this threat.”
Shaw nodded. He asked, “What do the authorities say, sir?”
Irritably Latymer banged down the ruler, shifted in his chair. “My dear boy, they’re just not impressed! I’ve been in constant touch with half the Cabinet and all the Chiefs of Staff ever since I got in, which was damned early this morning. I’ve had a bellyful. They’re such a suspicious lot of bastards.”
“You mean they just don’t believe it?”
Latymer said wearily, “No, they don’t — because they know Donovan’s official record. In the days when Donovan was last active, the Chiefs of Staff were at sea, or in the field, or flying over Berlin. All honour to them for that—but they don’t know anything about our job. The Minister, for all I know, was down a ruddy coal mine. I wish to God he still was. You see, black’s black and white’s white to them — they’re incapable of looking at things our way, Shaw. They don’t know Donovan at all and all they can hoist in is that he was a branded traitor under sentence of death. So bang goes our source — in their view. To say nothing of the fact that Karstad was Donovan’s contact, and Karstad’s name stinks — and he’s basically on the other side anyhow. I pointed out my own theory to them, which is that Karstad could conceivably be putting the human race before any single country for once — before himself even.”
Shaw shook his head doubtfully. “Unlikely, sir!”
“Unlikely? Of course it’s unlikely!” Latymer snorted. “He may be doing the old double agent act again. And I know he’s a killer and a pretty unsavoury one at that — we know his special method of killing, what? All the same, Shaw, so far as we know, whatever his motive, we have got to give him credit for tipping us off about — something.”
“Yes, that’s true. And Donovan seemed to be trusting him. But they still wouldn’t listen?”
“They would not. You see, there’s also the little matter of the Russians saying Lubin’s still safely tucked up in bed near Voronezh. Russia’s the power most directly concerned, you’d think, and they don’t believe a word of it, and I think they’re quite genuine about believing Lubin to be bed-bound in his farmhouse. I believe they honestly think the West may be up to something — that it’s all some trick of the bloated capitalists, part of a move, they may think, to justify the West in, say, circumventing the MAPIACCIND Agreement, throwing-off the adaptors on our own stocks ostensibly as a defensive measure, but really to pave the way for a reprisal-free attack by Wall Street and the City of London… that’s the way the Eastern mind works! As for me. I’ve been practically told to my face that I’m trying to stir up international differences. Then there’s my man, the one who tipped me off about the troop movements in Asia.” Shaw knew better than to ask Latymer for a name. “He’s first-rate, utterly dependable. But he’s also a murderer and a big-time racketeer, mixed up in all kinds of swindles from prostitution to bank robbery. He’s quite a name, went down for a long stretch in Switzerland just after the war. The Minister knew of him all right! Try putting a man like that across to the blasted Minister,” Latymer said bitterly, “or any of the Cabinet. I’ve tried, Shaw, I’ve tried, but everything’s against us.”
“Don’t they react to the mobilization reports, sir?”
Latymer snapped. “Not noticeably. They’re just irritated because I’m fool enough to listen to two traitors and a thug. According to the C.I.G.S., the troop movements, if they’ve taken place at all, are just part of the routine training programme. They say the Chinese regularly carry out parachute training in Fukien province, for instance.” Latymer sighed. “Trouble is, they do! So once again I was stymied. And the Minister said that nothing whatever had been heard from Geneva to indicate that the inspecting teams had found anything unusual up to now.”
Shaw bit his lip, frowned. He asked, “In your opinion, sir, what is the threat exactly? All-out war?”
Latymer shook his head. “Somehow I don’t think it’s that. I don’t think anybody’s really likely to risk actual war in a straightforward sense with every other atomic power up against them, and they’d be risking the operation of REDCAP against them too, don’t forget. These Asians are a subtle lot, and there are other ways, no doubt. Personally, I’ve a feeling some one means to destroy REDCAP — or grab it and use it to blackmail the rest of the world. But that’s going to be for you to find out — I’m giving you the assignment. It’s a big one. But first, tell me this: you haven’t followed your usual form, Shaw.” Latymer picked up the ruler again, held it pointed like a gun at Shaw’s head. “You haven’t tried to resign. Why?”
“Because I’m already pretty deep in, and because John Donovan was my friend.” Shaw found that his hands were shaking a little, and he folded his arms to hide it. “Because he died to pass on that scrap of information. I’ll not forget the way he looked when they—”
“Pipe down, Shaw!”
Latymer’s heavy hand came down hard on his desk. He had been watching Shaw closely and now he almost snarled, “Snap out of that. There’s no damn room for sentiment in this game, and you know it. A man has died on this side, and a few more on the other. Well? I dare say more will die before this job’s over. The people who die — they’re dead!” He made a sweeping gesture with a powerful arm. “That’s all. Forget ’em. They’re numbers, not names, they’re not even people— to us. That’s the way it has to be. Good God, d’you think I like sending people out of this room on missions which may finish ’em off — d’you think I don’t care about Donovan? We’ve got to submerge our feelings, Shaw, grow hard if you like. If we don’t, we’re done for. We’ll never stay sane, you or I or the others.” He stubbed a finger towards Shaw in emphasis. “Understand? Don’t ever get emotionally involved, that’s what I’m getting at.” He sat back, blew out his pink cheeks. “Damned if I thought I’d ever have to go back to Lesson Number One with a man of your experience.”
Shaw didn’t answer, but Latymer saw the unspoken, if unwilling, acceptance in his eyes. Shaw was a good man, a first-rate and very dependable agent, and he knew basically that he had to accept things like that. But Shaw would never grow hard, would always have that thin skin and that compassion which made the job weigh so much more heavily on him than it did on other agents in the game; and there came the times when a man like Shaw had to be cracked down on, when something inside the man had to be brought out, cruelly if necessary, so that he could be forced to see himself plainly…
Latymer relaxed, lit a fresh cigarette. He asked calmly, “Want to know what you’re going to do?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Find Lubin. And find some good, hard proof that I haven’t been talking tripe — and that’s going to be the most difficult part. If you can achieve just that, I’ll personally guarantee that the threat, whatever it is, won’t be allowed to materialize.” He added in a hard voice, “Even then, it’ll mean the end of MAPIACCIND just the same — unless Lubin’s found before too much comes out and makes everyone start questioning the wisdom and value of MAPIACCIND. That’s what we’ve got to prevent, and it’ll be up to you, Shaw, to stop it getting that far.”
Shaw murmured, “It’s a tall order…"
“Our assignments usually are, but somehow we manage to stagger through,” Latymer said gruffly.
“I suppose so.” Shaw gave a fleeting smile. “Do you want me to go to China, sir?”
“Oh, no! That wouldn’t get you far. Remember the threat is direct to REDCAP initially. It’s my guess Lubin’ll be somewhere in the region of REDCAP.” He added rather mysteriously, “He could even be in Australia already… but somehow I don’t think that’s very likely.”
“Australia, sir?” Shaw looked surprised. “Why there? REDCAP’s being sited in Geneva, surely?”
Latymer grinned. “You’re not the only one who thinks that. It was, until just recently. However, the Swiss have refused to have it, on the grounds that any intending aggressor might be tempted to try to knock it off with a few conventional bombs so as to negate the safeguard, get rid of the reprisal in advance. They didn’t think that was a fair risk to ask of a small, lightly-defended country. Can’t say I blame ’em really. All the other neutrals refused it on similar grounds. Well, after that there was a devil of a lot of hoo-ha and hot air in private, with Russia refusing to let it be sited in U.K. or U.S.A. and vice versa. Deadlock was only averted by a compromise proposal, which was that REDCAP should be sited in Australia.”
“In a member-nation’s territory — non-neutral ground?”
Latymer gestured irritably. “Not exactly — I’ll explain in a moment. It’s going up to a place called Bandagong, just inside the Northern Territory — somewhere south-west of Alice Springs, on the fringe of the central desert. I dare say you’ve heard of the MAPIACCIND Experimental Power Station at Bandagong?”
“Yes, I have, sir—”
“Amazing place, I believe. Semi-military establishment. You can send me a postcard all about it! Well — that’s to be REDCAP’s permanent home, Shaw, and to answer your query let me tell you it’s no longer Commonwealth territory at all. In effect, it’s a kind of neutral zone under MAPIACCIND sovereignty, guarded on its outer perimeter by what sounds like half the Australian Army — Australia, as of a few weeks ago when a special secret session of the Federal Parliament rushed an Act through, has given up all her rights in the area. It’s garrisoned internally by troops of the MAPIACCIND Field Force. They’ve always been there, of course, but now their role is to act as a guarantee of the area’s complete autonomy, even though it’s physically situated within a member-nation’s boundaries. There’s an airfield close by, with aircraft on constant patrol against the conventional attack that the Swiss were worried about, and the whole area’s ringed with Early Warning radar stations, so it’s pretty secure in that way. I hope, too secure for Lubin to do anything. I believe it is, too. You see what that means?” Latymer jabbed the ruler at Shaw again. “Any attempt must be made before REDCAP gets to Bandagong. And it’s on its way already, Shaw. Therefore the time of the most danger is from now, while it’s in transit between here and Sydney, where it’s to be off-loaded, and again from there to Bandagong, where it’ll go in a road convoy under Australian Army guard… Of course, it would get there quicker if it was discharged at Fremantle or Melbourne, but the roads up from Sydney are better, apparently.”
“How far on its way is it, sir?”
Latymer said, “By my reckoning, it’ll be just past Gibraltar at this moment. It’s going out in the new ship — the Australia and Pacific Line’s New South Wales.”
Shaw raised an eyebrow. “The nuclear-powered job? Why not an H.M. ship, sir?”
Latymer growled, “Allow me for the second time to use the phrase ‘suspicious bastards.’ No country would agree to its being put aboard a warship of any other country and it’s far too big to fly out, so a merchant ship was the obvious — the only — answer. REDCAP was built in England, and as it happened the New South Wales fitted in very nicely indeed, with her dates and her comparatively high speed and so on, and also the fact that she wasn’t fully booked made it possible to get a MAPIACCIND escort party abroad her almost at the last moment — incidentally,” he added, “REDCAP’s whereabouts are supposed to be a close secret, right the way along, at any rate until it gets to Bandagong. It’s under the charge of a Colonel Gresham, late the Royal Engineers, and a small party of MAPIACCIND men. As to the ship’s company, the only ones who know they’ve got REDCAP aboard are the Master, Staff Commander, Chief Officer and one or two others at the Master’s discretion — all trusted men who’re directly concerned with cargo. The thing’s crated as machine parts.” Latymer tapped the desk with the ebony ruler. “And now I’ll tell you something. Right from the start I had an uneasy feeling, a hunch if you like, that something was going to happen to that liner. It’s a horrible thought, seeing she’s got upwards of three thousand people aboard her.” Latymer was looking directly into Shaw’s eyes now, leaning massively across the desk. “Donovan’s news doesn’t help that feeling… and I’m convinced that it’s aboard the ship that the danger, whatever it may be, is most likely to develop. And it’s most likely that’s where Lubin’ll be. If China’s behind him we don’t know what may happen.” He added quietly, “That’s why I’m sending you to join the New South Wales, because it’s vital Lubin should be picked up as fast as possible.”
Shaw nodded. “I understand, sir. But couldn’t REDCAP be oil-loaded en route and transferred to another ship?” Latymer snapped, “God give me patience. Don’t be silly, the threat’s the same whatever ship it’s in. And to change the plans now would be to let all concerned know we’re on the trail. In any case I can’t get anything done until I get enough proof to make the Cabinet believe me. I’m sorry, but the New South Wales will have to carry the danger. World security must take priority over — over”
“Over more than three thousand men, women, and children?”
Latymer’s face hardened. He said evenly, “If you like to put it that way, yes. Lesson Number Two in the book, I believe. Do I have to go into all that again?”
Shaw sighed. “No, sir. I know you’re right, of course.”
“Thank you. In that case I’ll go on. You accompany REDCAP all the way to Bandagong, if you haven’t bowled Lubin out before Sydney — and remember it’s Lubin we want and not any hangers-on, minor operatives. Don’t scare the birds too soon. Until REDCAP’s safely in Bandagong, it’s firstly a British and then an Australian responsibility, and we can’t afford a single slip.” Latymer sat back. “Well — that’s it, then. You’ll board the New South Wales, probably in Naples, as soon as I can make certain arrangements. I’ll be sending for you again later on to-day, to give you your final orders and to let Captain Carberry have a word with you.” Carberry, the Outfit’s Number Two, was in charge of all details such as documentation and overseas contacts, and was also the technical expert on certain matters. “In the meantime, go home and look after the ladies. Get your Miss Delacroix to rustle you up a meal, and then get some sleep.”
“Very good, sir.”
Latymer stood up, stretched. He said, “You’re not to leave your flat at all for any reason whatever — I’ll want you at the end of a telephone from now on, Shaw. Meanwhile,” he added more kindly, “don’t worry about those girls while you’re out of the country. I’ll not forget to have them watched! They won’t come to any harm.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“All right, Shaw. Off you go now. I’ve got a lot to do. I won’t keep you waiting long.”
In something of a daze Shaw left the room, went through Miss Larkin’s office into the corridor with its dark panelling, down the broad, thickly-carpeted staircase. Out in Trafalgar Square the day was bright and fresh, everything was peaceful and ordinary. Shaw could scarcely find it in his heart to believe that a threat could possibly exist to the peace mechanism, that any man, any country, could seek to disrupt all this, to stop the world going on as usual about its lawful occasions, its happy occasions, to bring everything to a sudden end.
But he hadn’t liked the look in Latymer’s face when the Old Man had hinted about direct danger to that great new liner, now thrusting through the seas, unsuspectingly, into the Mediterranean blue. And Latymer had seemed to believe implicitly in his hunch. That was bad. Latymer’s hunches weren’t often wrong.

CHAPTER FOUR

A little later Shaw ran quickly up the steps to his flat, turned his key in the lock and went in. He found Thompson sitting in the hall drinking a cup of tea.
Shaw chucked his hat on the stand. “Hullo there, Thompson. All quiet — no visitors?”
“No, sir, quiet as mice.” Thompson stood up, wiping the back of his hand across his mouth.
“Are the young ladies in the sitting-room?”
“Yes, sir.” The ex-petty officer hesitated. “Miss Delacroix, she did ask me to have my cuppa in there, but the other young lady, she’s a bit upset like, and so I thought, well, she won’t want to be bothered, sir.”
Shaw clapped him on the shoulder, crinkled up his nose in a smile. He said, “Thanks for staying, anyway. Better get along now. Mr Latymer may want you.”
“Aye, aye, sir.” Thompson gave him a critical look, screwing up his leathery face in concern. He said warningly, “You look like you need a rest, sir.”
“Probably, but I’ll be all right.” As Thompson picked up his cap and let himself out of the flat, Shaw walked on into his sitting-room. Judith Donovan — as Shaw naturally thought of her — was over by the window, looking out into the bright day and the sunshine, looking unseeingly into space. She seemed so forlorn, Shaw thought anxiously… he felt a rush of pity, of sympathy for her, so young, so defenceless. She was very pale, with big dark circles under her eyes. She hadn’t heard him come in; she was far away, probably seeing again that terrible bullet-swept driveway. That would be a scene she couldn’t ever forget, Shaw knew.
Quietly he walked across the room to where Debonnair was sitting on the floor by the fireplace, long nyloned legs drawn up. She had been making a pretence of reading a book, and she’d glanced up as Shaw came into the room, and had put her book aside, given him a warning glance and inclined her head towards Judith.
He asked in a low whisper, “How’s she taking things, Deb?”
She said, “Not too well. She’s been terribly weepy.”
He shook his head. “She ought to see a doctor. Have some kind of a sedative and go to bed.”
She nodded, and her fair hair caught the sunlight. “Yes,” she said, “I know. I told her. She won’t hear of it. I gave her a couple of aspirins and a nip of your whisky, and that’s just as far as she’d listen to me.”
He said quietly, “I’ll see what I can do.”
As he moved away, she caught his sleeve. She said, “No, please, Esmonde. Just leave her. She’s working things out in her own way. It’s best she does that.” She wrinkled up her nose, shook her head in puzzlement. “There’s something brewing in her mind. I don’t know what. But she’ll come through this soon. She’s been brought up to expect her father’s death almost every day, remember. In a while, she’ll see this as a relief that that’s all over.”
“I hope you’re right,” he murmured. He added abruptly, “Deb, I’m sorry, but I may not have much time — can you rustle me up something to eat, quickly?”
She looked up. “Sure. What’s in the kitchen?”
“Oh,” he said vaguely, “enough… I don’t know.”
Her eyes narrowed in sudden anxiety. “You don’t care either, do you. You’re not really hungry, are you?”
“No, but—”
“But you’re obeying orders?”
He gave her a quick glance and nodded. She sighed a little, got up, and put her hands on his shoulders. She’d gone rather pale, because she knew from Shaw’s expression that this was it once again. That leave… dear God, she thought in anguish, we were so dam happy it just couldn’t last. She said quietly, “I’ll get lunch.” She made herself smile as she moved away, looking back over her shoulder. “Don’t blame me if it’s not up to Fouquier’s standard. I’m not a bad cook, but I’ve just a rough idea what your store cupboard’s like, my pet!”
She went along to the small, converted kitchen and delved about in the cupboards, miserably. Latymer could never leave Esmonde Shaw at home for long and this time — after last night — she had good reason to know the dangers of this assignment. It always was dangerous, of course, and she never did know when if ever she would be seeing Esmonde again — it was just the same every time he went away except that it got a bit worse as time went on. But one day — one day sometime, she told herself with determination — Esmonde Shaw wouldn’t belong to the Outfit any longer, and then they would get married and settle down and have lots of children in peace and security and contentment. One day— if God was kind in the meantime. The undercover game was a young man’s game, and Esmonde wouldn’t be young for ever. Sometimes, though, agents were never allowed to grow old…
She put those thoughts out of her mind.
From the other side of the kitchen partition she heard water splashing into the bath. That reminded her that he would want that arm of his dressed again. She tapped on the hardboard, called: “Are you decent, darling?”
His voice came muffled, preoccupied. “Not very. Why?”
“I’m coming in. Put a towel on if you’re bashful.”
There was an indistinct protest, but she took no notice. She went into the bathroom, tap-tapping along on high heels. The place was full of steam that swirled around Shaw’s thin, wiry body.
As she started to deal with his arm, and stripped off the now blood-caked bandage which the Paris doctor had put on, she suddenly risked one of the harmless, almost wifely questions which were all she allowed herself unless Esmonde chose to confide in her, as sometimes he could — and did, for her own former Foreign Office experience made her opinion on things worth having. Her head bent intently, she asked:
“Is it going to be for long?”
He said tenderly, “My dear… I just don’t know.”
She gave him a glance, but he didn’t say any more, and so she guessed that this was one of the things he couldn’t talk to her about. She said quietly, “I see. It’s like that, is it?”
He nodded. She looked up at the strong, sensitive face and a rush of tears blinded her for a moment. She went on with her work, blinking back the tears. Then she asked, “Isn’t there anything I can do? Perhaps look after Judith?”
He said, “I was going to ask you that, Deb. It’d take a load off the Old Man’s mind too, I think, though he hasn’t said anything about it yet. Could she stay with you for a while in Albany Street?”
“Of course. I’ll be glad of the company. What about while I’m at the office, though?”
“That’s all right,” he told her. “It’s just a question of her having somewhere to call home. Latymer’s going to put a man on.”
“Uh-huh. That’ll be like old times, anyway! When do you have to go, darling?”
“I don’t know. There’ll be a phone call, and after that I shan’t have long.”
“Shall I get a bag packed?”
He said gratefully, “Would you?”
* * *
They were left in peace rather longer than Shaw had dared to expect.
At lunch Debonnair watched Shaw eating and there was a glint of secret and tender amusement in her eyes as she did so. Esmonde, ‘doing’ for himself in this bachelor-bare flat, was just the funniest thing… sometimes… perhaps after all she wouldn’t wait till he’d left the game before she agreed to marry him, and then he would have a better time of it between assignments. If she had more guts, she told herself, she could make things so much more easy for him, but she still felt it wasn’t right to marry and bring children into the world when they could so easily and so suddenly be left fatherless. Esmonde’s job was too dangerous, the risks too frequent and too severe, the whole existence of an agent too chancy. But she knew that if anything happened to Shaw on this job she would never forgive herself for not having taken that chance.
After lunch Shaw went to bed. But not to sleep. His mind was too full of the job ahead for that, and he had no illusions as to the dangers even though the thing was so vague. Several men had died already in connexion with Donovan’s titbit of news; and even in this game people didn’t die unless the news they had was pretty hot and couldn’t be allowed to spread. And there was this implied threat to the New South Wales.
How many families all over the British Isles would be affected if that great ship should suffer? Shaw felt a shiver running along his spine. Suddenly he was filled with a nostalgic yearning for the ordinary life, the life that was so far removed from the artificial existence that had been forced on him by the stomach condition which, so far back in the war days, had rendered him as a young midshipman unfit for sea service and had led him, because of a first-class brain and an essential quality of imagination, into Naval Intelligence. That life was so far removed from the ordinary that he and the people he saw in tubes and buses and in the streets might be in separate, watertight compartments. His was the way of life which involved the sudden shot in the darkness, the killings which he detested, the constant strain and the suspense under which he lived sometimes for weeks on end, the being away from all he held dear, from the little joys of life which were never missed until they were no longer to be had for the asking. He shivered again, but he knew enough about his own make-up to realize that his thoughts were only taking their normal turn, that he’d been cool enough when the trouble started the night before, that he would be cool again once he’d got his teeth into this assignment properly. It was the waiting period that was the worst, the time when his imagination strayed and remembrance came back to him of what he’d had to do in the past, the time when the ghosts walked again.
He fell into a light doze eventually, but he had half an ear waiting for the telephone. Later he got up for a supper of scrambled eggs and coffee. Steaming breakfast cups of coffee, with a small nip of whisky laced into Shaw’s cup. Debonnair on a low leather pouf that he’d brought back once from Morocco, knees drawn up to her chin to reveal a seductive frill of pink underslip beneath the tight skirt, her eyes steady but sad in a tawny, freckled-dusted face; and Judith Donovan, looking a little more composed now and with something of an air of determination about her mouth, in an armchair.
Shaw looked at the girl cursorily, wondered what that self-contained resolve meant. Then his hand reached out, gently touched Debonnair’s. It was cosy in the room, and intimate, and relaxed. But as the time passed Debonnair’s nerves tautened like violin strings, and she got a prickling feeling all over when the telephone finally rang, just as Shaw was lighting a cigarette.
The strident jangle of the bell made Shaw too jump a little. He put down his cigarette in an ashtray and took up the receiver. He said, “Shaw here.”
The voice came abrupt, sharply metallic. It was Latymer himself. “Action Stations, my boy. Come along at once.
Thompson’ll be with you any minute now if he’s not there already. He’ll bring you along with your gear.”
The line clicked off, and it was only half a minute later that the front-door bell rang. Thompson carried Shaw’s cases down the steps into the boot of the car. Shaw took Debonnair in his arms, held her very close. When he released her, Judith was coming out of the sitting-room. There was a look in her eye… that odd determination again, a purposeful determination. Shaw didn’t know what it could mean, but there wasn’t time to worry about that now. Latymer had said ‘at once,’ and ‘at once’ in the Outfit was no figure of speech. Shaw took Judith’s hand in his, held it for a moment, said:
“So long, Judith. I’ll be seeing you again soon. And — try not to think too much, my dear.”
Then he turned and ran down the steps, got into the car. Long and sleek and shining black, the car pulled away. Debonnair walked slowly back into the sitting-room and she looked for a long, long time at the smoke spiralling up from that cigarette, the cigarette which Shaw had lit so short a while ago. Her heart seemed to contract painfully as she watched the lengthening ash.
* * *
Latymer said briefly, “Well — there you are.” He pushed a neat cardboard folder across the desk. “It’s all there.”
“Yes, sir.” Shaw took the folder and opened it. There was a ticket for the next B.E.A. flight to Naples, leaving London at 3.20 in the morning. There was a first-class passage ticket from Naples to Sydney in the New South Wales, and there was a hotel reservation for one night at the Hotel Vittorio in the Via Podana.
Latymer said, “While you’re in Naples, you can keep your eyes skinned — you’ll have nearly two days and you may pick up something perhaps. Now — once you’re aboard the liner make your number with the Captain and with Colonel Gresham. They’ll have been warned to expect you. When you land at Sydney, get in touch with a certain Captain James of the R.A.N. You’ll find him at the base at Garden Island. He’s a friend of mine, and he’s the Intelligence man out there— he’s an Australian — and Foster’s there too, of course.”
Shaw nodded. Tommy Foster had worked in the Outfit in England, had been transferred some time before to the RA.N. Latymer went on, “Captain James will help you all he can whenever you need it, and you can contact him ahead if there’s anything you want done before you get to Sydney yourself. I’ll see he’s put fully in the picture at once, so that he can be working on this from his end meanwhile, but I want you to regard yourself throughout as personally responsible to me. Understood?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Now, as to your cover-story, just in case you need one, that’s simple. You’re going out as a plain naval officer on a normal exchange basis for duty with the R.A.N. That’s all been faked up with the Navy Board in Melbourne to-day. Right. Any questions?”
“I don’t think so, sir.”
“All right, then.” Latymer got up. He said, “Carberry’s waiting for you now, you’d better go straight down. Usual background stuff.” He accompanied Shaw to the door, looking grave. “Well — good-bye and good luck. You know what’s in the balance now, and from now on it’s up to you. We’ll be relying on you — all of us, Shaw.”
“I’ll do my best, sir, of course,” Shaw said, feeling inadequate. Then he turned and left the room. He went down to Captain Carberry’s section in the basement, where he had a long session with the man who was known as The Voice. That deceptive man — Carberry, the man who always seemed to boom out in exclamation marks rather than just speak, the man whose voice was so oddly bigger and plummier than his thin, dried-up body. Full of bonhomie, inane-sounding, a guffawing ass — on the surface only. Underneath, the best brain in the Outfit. Carberry explained in technical detail the whole principle of REDCAP.
Shaw, slightly baffled by science, asked: “What about the signals themselves — the ones that put REDCAP into operation? Do they change at regular intervals?”
Carberry gave his booming laugh. “Oh, great Scott, no! Good heavens! They don’t change at all. Look, old boy, I’ll explain again.” He leaned back in a cloud of pipe-smoke. “The operating signals are no use to anybody except the MAPIACCIND operating staff, the boys who actually have REDCAP in their possession. So it’s just a once-for-all setting. Same with the frequencies — each country has its own, and it remains constant. That’s not to say the signals aren’t fearfully secret — of course they are, just as a normal precaution! Actually, there’s only the two copies in existence. One’s always with the MAPIACCIND H.Q. in Geneva, and the other’s for actual operational use, the one they’ll refer to if they ever want to transmit. Temporarily, that one is with Colonel Gresham, and he hands it over to the Commandant at Bandagong when he delivers REDCAP.”
“Uh-huh. Would Lubin know what these signals are?”
Carberry put his finger-tips together pontifically and gazed up at the ceiling. “Our information,” he said, “is that he would not. No one person was allowed to get the whole picture complete. It was this way: after Lubin had built the set in such a way that it could operate on any combination of letters, the Secretary-General of MAPIACCIND had a little lucky dip in private! What I mean is, old boy — he selected the actual three-letter groups and these were then set by another radio expert — our own man, actually, a Professor MacGregor. And he made the settings on the stockpiles, too.”
“Fair enough. Thank you… and now, what about photographs? Have you got one of Lubin?”
“Yes.” Carberry went over to a filing cabinet, pulled out a deep drawer, foraged about for a moment, then brought out a photograph. Shaw looked at it, memorized it carefully. Lubin could have altered — either by nature or cosmetics— since this was taken, but the physical structure would remain: a short, skinny man, puny. As to the rest… thick grey hair, dome-shaped head, clean-shaven, bad teeth, big ears… almost a typical man-in-the-street’s idea of an egghead, but so much of the adornments and appendages could be given a new look.
Carberry came round the desk, glanced over his shoulder. He said, as though confirming Shaw’s own thoughts: “Genuine, dyed-in-the-wool egghead, guaranteed harmless in himself. Rumour has it he’s rather a retiring sort of chap. Tell you something, old boy. It’s the lads behind Lubin that you’ve got to break through! They’re going to be the tough nuts.”
Shaw said thoughtfully, “I’ve just an idea you’re dead right. By the way, have you a photo of Karstad, just in case?”
Carberry lifted his shoulders sadly. “We never had one of Karstad, I’m sorry to say. Bad — but there it is! Didn’t you meet him once, though?”
“I saw him, that’s all. I can hardly remember him now. I didn’t actually meet him, and he didn’t see me at all.”
Carberry’s laugh boomed out. “Probably just as well, old man, probably just as well!”
* * *
Later, as the plain black car turned down the Mall and headed through the night along the wide, deserted thoroughfare past Buckingham Palace bound for Heathrow, Shaw found himself thinking back and wishing Latymer hadn’t said what he had about relying on him. For some reason or other, that kind of remark always made him so terribly aware of his own shortcomings, his inadequacies. Reluctantly almost, in the back of that comfortable car, he felt for the hard reassurance of his Service revolver, handy in the shoulder-holster beneath his plain grey worsted jacket.
He felt he’d be needing that again before long…
The car swept up to the airport. Shaw got out and said good-bye to Thompson, who drove off. As Shaw walked quickly into the building, a man with a bowler hat and a brief case who had been sitting in a chair reading the Evening Standard folded up his newspaper and got to his feet. Taking a cigarette from a silver case, he watched unobtrusively as the baggage for the Naples flight was collected together. Then he strolled about aimlessly and when Shaw had disappeared he went away towards a telephone kiosk. Four pennies dropped into the box metallically… clang, clang, clang, clang.
The man thought, and he smiled faintly as he thought it, that they sounded like four separate knells of doom — if doom could be said to come four times. Maybe one of them would be for the man he’d just seen joining the Naples plane… himself, he was only one of many minor operatives, so he couldn’t make any guesses as to who the other three might be for.
* * *
Within a few hours a carefully worded cable was received in the radio office of the New South Wales and was sent down to the heavily built man who had embarked at Tilbury.

CHAPTER FIVE

At eight o’clock in the morning Shaw was looking down through the cabin windows as the airliner began to lose height, circling to touch down at Capodichino. He saw the fabulous city and environs of Naples rushing up below him, the city fringing the deep blue water of the bay; beyond, Vesuvius reared into the sky, its summit issuing faint trails of smoke as Shaw watched, trails which lost themselves in a clear sky. It was a wonderful morning; Shaw had managed to snatch an hour or two of much-needed sleep during the flight, and he felt refreshed and invigorated as, shortly after, he bent his tall frame through the doorway and stepped out of the airliner, stepped into brilliant sunshine which was as yet not so strong that it took away the clear freshness of the morning.
Some eighty minutes after completing the entry formalities, Shaw was at the Naples air terminal. From there he walked along to the Australia and Pacific Line’s agents in the Via Roma, where he was told that the New South Wales would enter the bay at 8 a.m. next day, land her transit passengers at the Maritima Stazione for a day’s sight-seeing, and then embark the Naples contingent at 3 p.m. After that he collected his gear from the air terminal, left some of it at the Maritima Stazione, and then walked along the waterfront to his hotel.
Shaw spent that day looking around the city, strolling along the hot, busy, opulent streets interspersed with depressing slum alleys, going casually into bars and eating-places, keeping his senses well on the alert. And, as he had suspected, this was in vain.
As Latymer had said, it was just a vague chance that he might pick up something in Naples and it was no good getting worried because he’d failed to do so. Nevertheless, as he walked back to his hotel, Shaw began to feel the utter hopelessness of his job. To look for one man who might in point of fact be anywhere in the triangle China-England-Australia was a pretty large assignment.
Next day at 3 p.m. Shaw was at the Maritima Stazione and going aboard the ship. The liner’s deck seemed to loft over the embarking passengers like a skyscraper as they crossed the telescopic gangway from the jetty into the great side with its rows of ports. Shaw, as he went through the gunport door into the foyer, felt himself at once enfolded in an atmosphere of luxury and efficiency, a scene of controlled bustle.
There was the familiar ship-smell, the familiar background noise of ventilating systems at work, of forced-draught blowers, a noise which at first beat on the ears and then became just one more of many ship-noises. A line of white-jacketed stewards waited to take the Naples passengers’ hand-gear and lead them to their cabins, up or down spotless, gleaming staircases, and along cabin corridors in whose decks one could see one’s own reflection. Shaw was only just aboard when a man came forward to take his grip; but not before he had been peremptorily barked at by the Chief Steward, who was standing just inside the gunport. Shaw glanced briefly at the Chief Steward, wondered if that order had been really necessary.
He moved on behind his guide, deep into that glittering world of luxury and service, the world of the first-class section of a modern liner. As he went up the main staircase towards his stateroom on A deck, the liner’s topmost accommodation deck immediately below the main lounges of the veranda deck, he saw a man leaning nonchalantly back against a bulkhead in the square at the top, smoking a cigar. Just for a second, their eyes met and then Shaw had passed on.
But he had an uncomfortable feeling that the man knew him and was now looking at his back. He had noticed the eyes; curiously penetrating eyes which were, in some vague way, almost familiar. The eyes apart, there was nothing in the least outstanding about the man — he was heavily built, pasty, expensively dressed, going a little bald. Very ordinary really; liners were full of such people. But all at once Shaw’s tautened nerves seemed to detect a note of unease in the customary throb of a ship… he looked back over his shoulder. The man had gone, and he shrugged slightly. A few moments later they reached his stateroom, a big compartment with a small entrance lobby and a private shower in a bathroom leading off it, and a square port which looked out on to the promenade deck.
Shaw looked round. The cabin was as luxurious as he might have expected from what he had already seen of the ship, luxurious and sophisticated enough to attract wealthy men and women on holiday and business. And yet, despite the elegance, Shaw felt the beginnings of a sense of apprehension, almost a fear of the unknown… there was something wrong in the air, a tenseness. The steward who’d brought him along, for one thing… the man had been perfectly attentive, but there had been a curious lack of warmth, the warmth which one learns to associate with cabin stewards in liners. The efficiency was there all right, but it was a little machine-like, glum and cold, unsmiling. The man had seemed like a soulless automaton.
Shaw sighed and began to unpack.
* * *
Two hours later a bugle sounded over the loudspeakers, calling the crew to stations for leaving harbour. Fifteen minutes after that the engines of the New South Wales throbbed into life, a cufuffle formed beneath her stem and she came off the pierhead and turned slowly, ponderously, headed outwards, faster and faster under the tremendous power of her nuclear reactor’s energy. She headed out of Naples Bay past Capri, and into the Tyrrhenian Sea to come south into the Mediterranean and set her course for Port Said and the Suez Canal, a mighty ship with over three thousand men, women, and children in her Captain’s charge. And — as it seemed to Shaw it must be regarded — the future of the world crated in her hold.
And under threat.
* * *
The first, the incredible, thing happened shortly after the ship had cleared the berth.
Shaw was in his cabin when the tap came at his door and when the girl walked in he could scarcely believe his eyes. He said harshly, “What the devil are you doing here?” He felt his hackles rising, nails digging into his palms. He stared down at her, long jaw thrust out, face stiff with anger. Then, remembering her purposeful look back in his flat, he said with thin-lipped bitterness: “You’d planned this from
the start, hadn’t you! You’ve no right—”
“No right? Of course I’ve a right!” Judith Donovan’s dark eyes flashed up at him angrily. She pushed her hair away from her forehead, gave her head a determined little toss. “I can go just where I please, and there’s nothing you or anyone else can do about it. There.” She opened her handbag, produced a folder similar to the one Latymer had given Shaw. “Here’s the carbon of my ticket. Naples to Sydney. It’s fully paid for, and my passport’s in order.” The girl’s eyes glistened a little as she went on, “There was money in my name at the bank and there was no reason why I shouldn’t come.”
Shaw sighed in exasperated fury, clenched his fists, relaxed them. This was a difficult young woman to get angry with, especially in the circumstances of that night in France so short a while ago. He swallowed his anger, told her to sit down. He stood over her, asked:
“Don’t you realize this game’s dangerous?”
“Yes, of course I do.”
“You’ll be mucking up my chances of finding anything out.”
She said defensively, “No, I won’t. I needn’t even know you at first. If we happen to get friendly on board… well, that’s quite natural, isn’t it, aboard a liner?” Suddenly, Shaw thought with a pang, she sounded forlorn again, alone and friendless. She went on, “I… want to be in on this all the way now, Commander Shaw. My father was going to do what he could to help, and — well, I suppose I just want to carry on, that’s all.” She looked up at him appealingly, her small, serious face framed by that darkly curling hair. “You’re not really angry, are you?”
He answered heatedly. “Of course I am! You’re being damned inconvenient and thoughtless, if you want to know what I think — and that’s putting it mildly. You deserve to be spanked within an inch of your life!” He walked up and down, stopped and swung round on her. “How did you get away? I thought my chief had put a man on you and Debonnair.”
“Yes, he had,” she agreed in a dead tone. “But I’m used to that sort of thing and I slipped him without any trouble. They’ll only just about be ticking over that I’ve gone— Debonnair had to go away for a night and she won’t know till she gets back from her office. The man thinks I’m in the flat at Albany Street.” She turned to him impulsively. “Don’t you see? I’m not just any girl! I know this business a little. Maybe I can help. I want to.”
“Help!” he repeated bitterly. “All you’re going to do is to draw attention to me, if there’s anybody aboard who knows you’re John Donovan’s daughter.”
She said quietly, “They won’t know that. I’m Judith Dan-gan. The only people Daddy ever let me meet were his own friends, and they knew me as Donovan. I always went back to that name when I was with Daddy.”
Shaw grunted. “Tell me something else, then. How did you know I was coming here?”
She said simply, “I guessed. You see, I knew — what was aboard the liner.”
Shaw went rigid. “You… what?”
“Karstad told Daddy that.”
“For God’s sake — how many other people know?”
“I can’t tell you that. I expect only Karstad, and whoever he got it from. That was what Daddy told me.”
“Why didn’t you tell me all this before?”
She gave him a quick look. “Because I meant to come, and I thought if you knew I knew, you’d find a way of stopping me.”
Shaw’s face was white and grim now. He said through his teeth, “You’re an irresponsible little fool.” He took her arm, asked roughly: “D’you know anything else, while we’re about it?”
She shook her head. “That’s all I ever found out. Daddy let that slip. Normally he never told me anything. But he was… he wasn’t himself after Karstad came.”
“Did you ever meet Karstad?”
“No. He only came that once, and I didn’t know anything about it till he’d gone. But Daddy was in a foul temper afterwards, and—”
“Why was that?”
“I don’t know, he just was.” She fiddled with her handbag.
“And — I wanted to help him, and I talked to him. Then he let it out that — the thing — would go on the New South Wales, and Karstad had come to see him. He shut up like a clam after that — he realized pretty quick he’d had a lapse and he didn’t say any more about it till he got me to contact you in Fouquier’s some while after.”
Shaw nodded, faced her, said grimly: “Now just listen. This is tremendously important. Are you quite sure there’s nothing else at all you can tell me — anything that may help?”
She pursed up her lips, frowned. She said, “There’s absolutely nothing else, honestly.”
He rubbed his nose, shrugging helplessly. That answer had sounded convincing. The girl was perfectly genuine— but what an insane little idiot she’d turned out to be! He’d better cypher a message for Latymer and set his mind at rest — if that was the word — as to where the girl was. He said tautly, “All right. And now you’d better have my cover-story — just so you don’t go and put your foot in itl”
* * *
Shortly after the liner was past Capri, Shaw got his summons to the Captain’s quarters. He went along at once; and, as he reached the foot of the stairway leading up to the officers’ accommodation, he saw the man again, the man with the penetrating eyes. He gave Shaw only a cursory, uninterested look before going into the library. But once again memory vaguely stirred and Shaw felt just a little uneasy.

CHAPTER SIX

The liner’s Master — Commodore Sir Donald Mackinnon, K.B.E., D.S.O., R.D., R.N.R., senior Master of the A. and P. fleet — had dismissed his steward, and he poured the drinks himself. Colonel Gresham was up there as well, sitting in a bar of the lowering sun which came through the day-cabin’s after ports, touched Gresham’s sandiness to a growing bronze, ran on over the thick blue carpet, sparkled on brightly polished brass fittings and expensive panelling.
Ponderously Sir Donald crossed the cabin, the sun glinting now on the gold of the four stripes on either shoulder of his white, starched uniform. He handed Shaw a glass of gin-and-bitters, looking at him from under bushy white brows as he loomed, tall and heavy, above Shaw’s chair. Like his ship, he was massive, impressive.
He said in a deep, carrying voice: “I never did like having that article aboard, Commander. And then when that signal came in from London, saying you were joining …” He gave a friendly, rolling laugh. “That’s not meant to sound unwelcoming, of course.” He looked directly at Shaw as he sat down. “Well? All I know so far is what’s in that crate, and that you’ve got some connexion with it. Now, how much farther can you put me in the picture?”
“I’ll tell you what I can, sir, but you’ll have to excuse me if there are a few omissions.” Shaw told Sir Donald and Gresham about Lubin and the vague threat which Latymer believed existed to the ship as a result. He also mentioned the rumours about the Chinese troop movements, but said nothing about Donovan or the other sources. When the Captain had listened, attentively, to Shaw’s story he took a mouthful of gin, swallowed it. He took another, thoughtfully, draining the glass this time, then set it down rather hard on a small table beside his chair.
Smacking a heavy hand on the arm, he said: “You know — I don’t think they had any business to put that damned thing aboard a ship like this.” He added, “It’s been a queer voyage even this far.”
“In what way, sir?”
Sir Donald pushed out his lower lip and frowned. His eyebrows, drawn together, made a thick white line which stood out in contrast to his leathery face. He said slowly, “It’s hard to say, really. Oh — nothing concrete’s gone wrong, I don’t mean that. It’s just a feeling. You learn to sense these things after a few decades spent carting the rich around the world!” He laughed. “This time, they don’t seem to be enjoying themselves as much as they should when they’re surrounded by all the glamour of a maiden voyage.” He frowned again and shook his head. “They’re pernickety— much more so than usual. The Purser’s had a hell of a time.”
“D’you think anything’s spread, sir?” Shaw asked.
“Don’t think it’s that. Do you, Colonel?”
Gresham replied jerkily, “No. Certain there’s been no leak. Think the old spirit’ll come soon, Captain. Early days yet.” Sir Donald ran a hand over his jaw. “Possibly.” He pushed cigarettes across, said briefly: “Help yourself.”
“Thank you, sir.” Shaw took a cigarette, lit it, blew a cloud of smoke. He said, “It’s hard to know where to begin on this job. I know that doesn’t sound very professional, but there it is.”
“I suppose you can’t do much more than look and listen,” Sir Donald remarked. “However, you can count on any help you want from me. I’ll do all you think necessary to safeguard this confounded machine, shoft of hazarding my ship or endangering my passengers. I’ll be delighted to get rid of it, I can tell you,” he added with feeling. “Shaw, can you put this — er — threat into more concrete form?”
“I wish I could. It’d be easier to meet if we knew what it was. It’s all so vague. Largely, we’re working on conjecture, on sheer guesswork, but my chief seems convinced the ship’s in danger.”
Sir Donald asked sharply, “If he’s so certain, why don’t they off-load the thing en route? Why in heaven’s name go on possibly risking the lives of my passengers?”
Shaw lifted his shoulders. “Just because it’s so vague. Certain people in England aren’t taking it as seriously as they might. Come to that, we have to admit that our information could be wrong — but I’d swear it isn’t.” He took a deep breath, glanced at the Captain. “Personally, I think we have to face the fact that the threat could be one of two things— either some one’s planning to seize REDCAP, or they’re planning to do away with it altogether. Blow it up.”
“Blow it up aboard, d’you mean?”
“I don’t know, sir, but I think that could be the case. We can’t rule it out, anyway.”
“But it’s — it’s fantastic!” Sir Donald’s square, red-brown face was hard and angry. “Are they all dimwits at the Admiralty and the Ministry? Don’t those fellers at home realize what an explosion aboard this ship would be like? With that nuclear reactor down below — and the ship full of unsuspecting passengers — why, it’d be a holocaust!”
Shaw said grimly, “I’m certain my chief realizes all right, sir, and I know I do. But as I said, no one’ll believe us, or rather they won’t believe in our sources of information. It’s my job, partly, to convince them.”
“But who’d want to blow it up — where would that get them?” Sir Donald swung heavily round on Gresham. ‘What d’you think, Colonel? Think there’s anything behind this?” Gresham gnawed at his straggly moustache, then spoke in a clipped, abrupt voice. “Sounds awfully melodramatic, doesn’t it—”
Sir Donald rapped, “It certainly does!”
“Ah — one moment.” Gresham wagged a finger. “Didn’t mean to suggest we shouldn’t take it seriously. Think we should. Shaw spoke of the Chinese. Can’t afford to take a single chance with those blighters, y’know.” He drew in air and moustache in about equal quantities. “If Lubin’s gone over to them — well, one just can’t say, what?” Gresham fumbled in his pocket, brought out a pipe and pouch. He raised an eyebrow at the Captain, who nodded. Gresham took his time filling the pipe, then he looked up and said: “Always thought this REDCAP arrangement was too wide open. MAPIACCIND, of course, that’s a tremendous thing, but REDCAP’s far too vulnerable, d’you follow? Too much depends on it, too. It’s — er — too much in one place, if you see what I mean.”
Shaw murmured, “Too centralized?”
The Colonel’s eyes brightened and he waved his pipe eagerly. “That’s it exactly. Just my point. Everything’s centred on REDCAP. REDCAP goes — everything goes.” He lit the pipe, sucked noisily for a moment. “Let’s assume Shaw’s right and it is China that’s behind this. So happens I know the Chinese pretty well, their mental processes an’ all that. Brought up out there, actually. Lived in Shanghai as a child, went back there often before the war — my father was in business out there. Shipping agency.” The moustache was sucked in, blown out again. “It was obvious even then they’d try for world power one day. And now, d’you see, they’re a long way down the road on the nuclear tack… He broke off, shrugged expressively.
Sir Donald said, “But dammit, Colonel, they did join MAPIACCIND. They needn’t have done that.”
“Oh, quite. Yes. But if China had refused to join, it’d have put her in a difficult position from the propaganda viewpoint for one thing, and in the second place I believe they really only joined it when they found they couldn’t stop it being formed.” Gresham puffed a cloud of smoke into the air, thoughtfully, settled back in his chair as the smoke filtered into a bar of sunlight and wreathed like fog. “I look at it this way. The Chinese simply aren’t the sort of people who ever willingly join anything — unless there’s something very tangible in it for themselves alone. Remember, they never even went fully into the Russian camp, even when they were on friendly terms, even during the honeymoon period when the revolution first got properly under way after the War. They always held back, never wanted to be hobbled. And now, d’you see, after years and years of domination by the ‘foreign devils’ in one form or another — trade, Treaty Ports, Japan, what you like — they’ve begun to feel their own power and their own weight properly. Once John Chinaman’s ready and feels himself to be ready, he goes into action. Until then, he’ll wait, because he’s patient by nature. But when he is ready… Gresham made an expressive gesture with his pipe-stem. “See?”
Shaw asked, “You think he’s ready now?”
Gresham nodded. “Very possibly. More I think about it, more I think there’s probably quite a lot behind all this. They could easily be thinking along the lines of… well, as you suggested, mucking up REDCAP in some way.”
The Captain said doggedly, “I still don’t see where it would get them.”
Gresham’s bright eyes held a brief twinkle. He said jerkily, “Wishful thinking, Captain! Trying to persuade yourself against your better judgment. Look at it this way. China’s a nuclear Power and a big one. Probably the biggest of us all. You know they had a lot of Russian help before the split came — why, the Russians built their first heavy-water reactor for plutonium production in Pekin, just for research — that’s the one that started up in September 1958, and it’s just as big as some of the Harwell jobs. And we know for a fact that when the MAPIACCIND Agreement was signed, China had an enormous stockpile of H-bombs, long-range ballistic missiles, the lot. The whole lot.” He jabbed his pipe-stem at Shaw and Sir Donald. “Well now. All that’s tied up in MAPIACCIND, adapted to REDCAP. So the Chinese can’t use any of their new weapons.”
“Neither can anybody else,” Sir Donald pointed out.
“Ah, but there’s a difference. Just when the Chinese are feeling ready for the first time, they’re frustrated by this world agreement. My guess would be, they’ve got hold of Lubin, either willingly or unwillingly, to find out all they can about the backroom secrets of the organization and about REDCAP too—”
Shaw interrupted, “Lubin actually worked on the Russian end of fixing up REDCAP. I expect you knew that?”
Gresham nodded. “Yes, that’s quite true — he did. Well, d’you see, there it is. Lubin knows how REDCAP works. If they can get hold of it or put it out of action, just look at the world power they’ve got! At any rate, for a breathing-space. You see, all the other nations would still be hitched, as it were, to the REDCAP bandwagon. It takes a little time to re-adapt the stockpiles to individual and independent use, to throw-off the adaptors. If they get hold of REDCAP, MAPIACCIND’s done for. China would be left sitting pretty, all ready to blackmail the world, all ready to send the balloon up before anyone else is ready.”
“Do you think they’re actually preparing for that now?” Gresham shrugged. “It’s very likely, in the light of what you tell me about Lubin and those troop movements. Remember, China’s a big country and a difficult one for our inspection teams to keep fully covered and report back on, and the reports from there have never been very comprehensive. It’s always been my opinion that the teams could be easily bamboozled — and they could even be liquidated when convenient, if the Chinese are up to anything.” He shook his head, glanced up with a quick, bird-like movement. “Mind you, I’m not posing as an expert with any very special inside knowledge, that a lot of other people who know China well can’t be presumed to have. I’m just putting two and two together. Hope to God I’m wrong.”
There was a silence for some moments, and then Sir Donald asked: “Do you think the ship’s in danger?”
“Anything may happen, if what Shaw says is a fact, and all I’m saying is that I think it could be.” Gresham gnawed at his moustache for a moment, and a faraway look came into his eyes. “You can rely on me for any help you want, y’know.” He went on rather naively, “I’m awfully keen on this MAPIACCIND thing. It’s really a great concept, Shaw, a great concept. It’s really rather a hobby of mine, all this, if you can speak of such a terribly important thing as being a hobby. Peace is so awfully worth working for, giving one’s best for and — and all that.”
Obliquely Shaw studied the colonel’s face. There was a kind of inner light when he spoke of MAPIACCIND, and it was obvious it did lie very close to his heart. Perhaps, Shaw thought, the contrast between this and his previous life as a man of war had something to do with that. Anyway, he decided he liked the sandy little man; there was something immensely good and rather childlike about him, and Shaw rather liked the way he’d stopped suddenly and almost blushed when he thought he’d said too much about his private hopes and beliefs. Shaw said, “Well, let’s hope it won’t come to a complete destruction of MAPIACCIND, Colonel. It’s our job to prevent that anyway, if we can.” He turned to the Captain. “Now, sir. The ways and means. There’s not a lot I can do until some one shows himself, but there are one or two things I can get on with, with your permission.”
Sir Donald stubbed out his cigarette. “Go ahead, Shaw.”
“First, I’d like to go through all the passengers’ papers—
I believe there’s some form that has to be completed, isn’t there, with all their details?”
Sir Donald nodded. “There is. For Australian ports, there’s a damn great form called a P2, which has to be filled in with exhaustive details of every soul in the passenger list — including babies! There’s something similar for the en route disembarkations.”
“And a list of the crew?”
“Oh yes. Full details of all crew are required by the Australian immigration. I’ll see if the Purser’s got all the guif in yet, and I’ll let you know when it’s all ready.”
“Thank you, sir. And would it be possible for me to have a look at REDCAP?”
Sir Donald said, “Certainly, so far as I’m concerned. You’ll take him along, Colonel?”
“Yes, of course. After dinner do, Shaw?”
“That’s fine.”
Sir Donald said heavily, “And now, what about my ship? You’ve talked a lot about the possibility that REDCAP might be blown up. I think a thorough search ought to be made of the ship, just in case there’s some gadget planted somewhere.” Shaw hesitated, looked doubtful. He said, “I’d rather not, sir. Not yet, anyhow. Suppose we did search now, and found nothing — it’s early days yet. What’s to stop some one planting something afterwards, when they know the coast’s clear? A search would give them the tip right away. You see, I’ve got to find Lubin if he’s aboard, and I don’t want to scare the birds too soon.”
“By not doing so, you may lose a hell of a lot of lives, Shaw.”
“Yes, sir, I’m aware of that.” Shaw had gone a little pale. “But believe me, it’s the only way. This thing’s so big… it’s vital we get hold of Lubin, sir, really vital. So long as Lubin’s about, there’ll always be a danger.” He sat forward in the chair, earnestly. “Some one will show up before long, I’m certain. Will you trust me, leave this to me a little longer, sir? If I don’t get a lead fairly soon, well, then we’ll have to think again and probably make a search. But I’d much rather it wasn’t yet.”
Sir Donald paced up and down, frowning. Then he stopped, swung round and faced Shaw. He said abruptly, “Very well, Shaw. You’re in charge of that side of things. But I hope you won’t run my ship too close to the rocks, you know. I’ve a hell of a lot of lives on my hands — and that’s my responsibility.”
Shaw said, “I know, sir. I’ll do my best.”

CHAPTER SEVEN

After dinner Colonel Gresham was waiting in the lounge on the veranda deck when Shaw strolled up casually, dropped into an armchair beside the sandy man. A steward brought coffee, and they struck up a desultory conversation through the strains of the ship’s orchestra tuning up for a dance in the Square, to all intents and purposes two strangers meeting. Away across the sumptuous lounge with its thick, fitted carpeting and comfortble chairs, Shaw caught sight of the man he’d seen earlier, glancing now through a magazine. He didn’t appear to have noticed Shaw. He was smoking a cigar, and he sipped now and again at a glass of brandy, looked bored until another man came up, a tall man with a pitted face and a bulbous nose. This man sat down beside him and put a pack of cards on a table between them.
In a low voice Shaw said, “Don’t look now, Colonel, but there’s a man who I think recognized me this afternoon — and I’ve a faint idea I’ve seen him before somewhere too, but the penny hasn’t dropped. You may have seen him around.” He described the man. “Just take a look in a minute, would you, and tell me if you know who he is.”
Gresham laughed. “I think I’ve guessed, but I’ll wait till I see.” Some moments later he glanced round quickly, said: “Yes, thought so. Our inveterate and intrepid card-player. Andersson. Not quite my cup of tea, y’know, but a decent enough feller. He’s a Swede.” He glanced sideways, seeming amused. “Why the cloak-and-dagger? Think he’s Lubin, what?”
He laughed, a staccato bark.
Shaw said, “Not Lubin. He doesn’t fit with a photo I saw just before I left London… He stopped then, very suddenly, felt a strange prickly sensation in his flesh. As he spoke of the photographs, his mind had gone back in a flash to Carberry’s office in the Admiralty, to Carberry saying they’d never had a photograph of—Karstad. Those eyes, those curious, penetrating eyes. Karstad had had eyes like that, Shaw remembered. He remembered so vividly now that he couldn’t think why he hadn’t cottoned on straight away. The eyes were just about all he recalled now of that brief glimpse he’d had years before of Karstad, but when he came to think of it the rest of the man did fit with the time-blurred mental image, the outline that remained… and he remembered too, as In a kind of flash-back, that the Karstad of years ago had been smoking a cigar — for what that was worth. He stiffened, felt himself going cold. Could that man be Karstad? In the circumstances the answer could very well be — yes. And if he had recognized Shaw that afternoon, that could have been from a photograph. Shaw didn’t doubt that his picture adorned many ‘rogues’ galleries throughout the intelligence services of the other side, and an agent might be expected to watch out for new faces boarding at Naples. But, if that man was Karstad and had recognized him, why hadn’t he come forward? The deduction stood out a mile — Karstad wasn’t on their side after all. Then why had he contacted Donovan? Shaw’s thoughts went round and round…
Gresham was going on, “Quite an interesting feller, y’know. Had a chat or two with him, but he spends a good deal of his time drinking — or playing cards!” He laughed again, spoke behind his hand in a harsh whisper. “Not sure he isn’t a bit of a card-sharper, matter of fact!”
“What does he talk about that’s interesting?”
“Oh, this and that, y’know… he was in a German concentration camp, that’s why he and I have things in common. I happened to spend some of the war in a P.O.W. camp, d’you see. We’ve yarned about things.”
“Uh-huh… I’ll have a word with him myself one day. I don’t know anybody called Andersson so far as I remember, but I’m sure I’ve come across that chap. Tell me, Colonel — does the name Karstad mean anything to you?”
“Can’t say it does. Why?”
“Only that I think that chap could be Karstad.” He told Gresham what was known about the double agent. “Don’t ask me any more just now, and keep this under your hat. I’ve got just a suspicion that if Andersson is Karstad, and knows I’m aboard, something may happen pretty soon. Meanwhile, I’m going to ask you to keep your eyes skinned and watch all you say to him, Colonel.”
Gresham seemed put out at that. He said stiffly, “I’m not in the habit of talking about my work to everyone I meet.”
“I know,” Shaw said quickly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. Well — what about going below?”
“Very well, Shaw. Stay around for a minute or two after I leave. I’ll be down at the for’ard end of the dining-room deck, starboard side. There’s a door into the working alleyway from there, and we go from there along to the entry into the tween-deck in Number One hold.”
“Right.”
Shortly after that Colonel Gresham got up stiffly and strolled away. He stopped to chat gallantly to two old ladies, and his abrupt laugh floated back to Shaw. A little later he moved slowly away as though he was going nowhere in particular.
Shaw drank up his coffee, sat there thinking. He didn’t like the thoughts that came to him as a result of what Gresham had said in the Captain’s cabin earlier, his hints about a full-scale attack. While REDCAP was there, all was well. But without it… what then? A teeming country, rampantly on the march, the endless hordes sweeping Western civilization off the world’s map, those millions of men backing up the decontrolled missiles, every major power wiped out? Under such massive nuclear potential, the world could be knocked out almost before anyone realized what was going on.
Shaw gave an involuntary shiver.
* * *
Three minutes later Shaw met Gresham at the door into the working alleyway, walked along with him through passages cluttered up with domestic materials, crates of tinned food, stewards’ accessories, hatchways leading down into the bowels of the ship where the cool-rooms and the deep-freeze stores were situated. Shaw asked:
“What are the guarding arrangements, Colonel?”
Gresham laughed. “Pretty good ones! You’ll see for yourself. The entry into the tween-deck is kept locked all the time, I’ve got two armed men on watch together at the crate, and they’re in telephone communication with the bridge and with my cabin.”
“Uh-huh. Sounds all right.”
After they had gone down a short steel ladder, they came up to a firescreen door and Gresham brought out a bunch of keys on a chain round his waist. He fumbled at the lock, went through and along to a watertight door, swung the handwheel which released the clips, and pushed it open. They walked into the tween-deck running along the ship’s side above the lower hold. Well lashed to ringbolts in the bulkhead with steel-wire cable, REDCAP’s crate stood upright, vast, bulky, awesome. One of the two MAPIACCIND guards came forward, saluted Gresham.
Gresham said genially, “Well, well, Bormann. All right, what?”
“Yes, Colonel.”
“Good. Well now, we just want to take a look round,” he told the guard breezily. “Shaw, you’d like to see how it works?”
“I would indeed.”
“I can show you the control panel.” Gresham spoke briefly to the German guard and handed him a key. The man unfastened a lock and very carefully removed a section of the big crate. Shaw went forward, looked with interest at a panel of dials and knobs and small circles of thick coloured glass. Here before him, open to his touch, was the very key to world peace and security. It gave him almost a sense of awe, made him reluctant to approach it too closely.
Gresham’s voice, when he spoke, was hushed as though in reverence. He said, “General idea is this, Shaw. Once news is received of any member-nation going into action on a nuclear basis, all the Governments would first of all confer on scramble lines. If they then all agree, a unanimous authorization is sent to the Secretary-General of MAPIACCIND in Geneva. He then passes an order to the officer in charge of operating, which incidentally is me while we’re in transit to B'andagong, and that officer, using the appropriate signal from the list, starts the first transmission — it’s made in two parts, d’you see. That’s the key he uses.” Gresham indicated a Morse key at the side of the control panel. “Right? Now, after the first transmission, he has to wait until an identical and automatic signal is received back from the set attached to the stockpiles concerned. It’s a kind of safety-check, you follow, to make quite sure it’s working on the correct three-letter group and so forth. Eliminates the human element so far as possible. Checks the frequency too, of course.”
Shaw asked, “Suppose any country should smash the receivers on their stockpiles?”
“They couldn’t do that — they’re under strong MAPIACCIND guard. That guard couldn’t be overpowered so suddenly that there wouldn’t be time for a radio warning to be sent out.”
Shaw murmured, “Which would invite an immediate transmission from REDCAP, I suppose. But what about if anyone got on to one of those frequencies by chance, and transmitted an identical signal?”
Gresham chuckled. “Ah — this check-back would negate anything like that. You see, until the signal is actually repeated back, and then a second and different group sent out, the receiving end doesn’t come into operation at all. D’you follow?”
Shaw grinned. “Not really, but I get the drift. I’m no technician!”
“Neither was I, till I started on this. Awfully absorbing, I find it. A great, wonderful thing… however. That check-signal comes back, as I said, and the operator hears it. At the same time, if the signal is correct as it should be, this lamp glows red.” He touched one of the glass circles. “The operator reports contact to Geneva, using this other Morse key.” He indicated the second key at the other side of the panel. “Then, if the offending country hasn’t backed down in the meantime — it would be given a chance to do that — the first key, after a set interval, transmits again, using the second signal from the list. Exactly one minute before, the MAPIACCIND detachments go to ground in specially prepared and fully stored deep concrete shelters, and just wait.”
“And then?”
Gresham said simply, “Well, then the stockpiles are blown and the country concerned vanishes — as a nuclear Power, at any rate.” He blew out his cheeks. “Pouf… like that!” He grinned almost happily. “It’s so frightful, so dreadful even to think of, that I don’t believe for one moment anyone would risk aggression. Do you? It’s a great concept, wonderful really.”
He seemed to have forgotten about the threat from China. Shaw reminded him; and Gresham said, “Ah, well, that’s in a different category. What I said was, that China would perhaps try to interfere with REDCAP in some way. I don’t suggest she’s thinking in terms of direct, outright aggression— that is, of risking the reprisal. What I think she’s after is some way of circumventing it first. I thought I’d made that plain.”
“Yes, you had.” Shaw frowned. “But I don’t think you quite get what I mean. Before she does get hold of REDCAP, or blows it up, can’t we transmit and blow up China’s stockpiles? Or at least threaten it?”
Gresham was nonplussed. He gnawed at his moustache for a moment, then said stiffly, “That’s the theory — yes, certainly. But, you know, Shaw… going into operation is very extreme. The casualties would be astronomical, terrible.
I doubt if you’d ever get agreement of all the powers — and you must have a unanimous decision under the constitution of MAPIACCIND — unless you could advance extraordinarily convincing reasons. They’d never do it on mere suspicion.”
Shaw said ominously, “Exactly, Colonel. That’s probably just what China realizes too. And that’s precisely the difficulty, isn’t it? Part of my job’s to find that convincing reason — if it exists. Meanwhile, we may be standing in danger all this time.”
“Well, yes. But it’s only meant to be a deterrent. Not a weapon in any sense.”
Shaw gave a bitter laugh. “When is a deterrent not a deterrent? If every one knows it won’t ever be used, which is rather what you’re suggesting, it ceases to be a deterrent at all, doesn’t it? It seems to me that this is exactly the kind of case REDCAP’s designed to stop, and it’s just not working.”
Gresham flushed. He said, “Oh, come, that’s not quite right. If we can get real proof of an extreme threat, Geneva would consider the matter, naturally.” With embarrassed haste, as Shaw moved a little closer to the control panel, Gresham took up the wood section and replaced it. Shaw was amused; it was almost as though Gresham thought he was about to operate his toy. He found himself hoping that all the MAPIACCIND directorate wasn’t quite so idealistic as this little sandy colonel. Drawing Gresham aside a moment later, he asked quietly:
“By the way, these signals. The list of three-letter groups — I understand Lubin wouldn’t know what they are, and we can assume that goes for Karstad too. Mind if I ask where you keep them?”
“Of course not. They’re in the safe in my stateroom. That’s pretty secure. You’ve seen yours — your safe, I mean?”
“Yes. Have all the staterooms got one?”
Gresham nodded. “All combination locks. I’ve put a setting on mine that no one’ll ever break!” He chuckled, put his mouth closer to Shaw’s ear and whispered: “Doesn’t matter if they do, really. It won’t help ’em. They’re just a fake set. Real one’s in the Captain’s private safe.”
* * *
Next morning, and most of the afternoon as well, Shaw and Gresham, in the privacy of the Captain’s spare cabin, went through the P2 forms and the other documents covering in great detail every person aboard.
It was a laborious and frustrating business.
Of the two thousand five hundred-odd passengers, all had British or Commonwealth passports — all except a mere thirty-two of them. Not that this meant very much in itself; but Shaw could find nothing to arouse suspicion in any of the particulars given, and short of interviewing personally every adult aboard — which might have to be done if he couldn’t get a lead soon — he didn’t see what he could get hold of. Meanwhile all he had got was a bad headache and eyestrain.
The one man who stuck in his gullet was Mr Sigurd Andersson, known as a Swedish subject. Swedes were not so very unlike their neighbours the Norwegians, and Karstad, of course, was a Norwegian. Andersson’s country of last permanent residence was shown as England, address London; and he was emigrating to Australia where he intended to remain. He was booked to Fremantle, first Australian port of call. His profession was given as refrigerator salesman, his age as forty-eight. If he really was Karstad, then some one had done a good job on his documentation. No apparent holes could be picked in this.
It was a puzzle all right; but Shaw meant to hold his hand a little longer, give the fellow a chance to make himself known if he was genuinely trying to help — anyway let things crystallize a little more certainly first, before he made any report to Latymer. But in the meantime he would keep an eye on Andersson.
He said as much to Gresham, adding: “There doesn’t seem to be anyone else. I’m damned if I can see where to start in on this job, Colonel.” He sighed, rubbed at his nose. “It’s a waiting game, and I don’t like waiting games.”
Gresham blew out his moustache. “We’ll get a lead sooner or later,” he said. “Just be patient. Like the Chinese — what?”
He gave his staccato laugh.
* * *
Shaw spent what was left of the afternoon familiarizing himself properly with the ship’s layout, feeling once again that extraordinary tenseness in the atmosphere. Every one, he thought, had the sort of look as though they were constantly glancing over their shoulders… the stewards seemed surlier than ever, the leading hands always looking around for an opportunity to pounce. There had been the dance late last night, but there had been no gaiety beyond a feverish and phoney kind of fervour whipped up by the ship’s orchestra and the entertainments staff. Few couples danced and mostly the passengers had drifted off comparatively early to bed, only a few earnest drinkers remaining in the bars. That wasn’t the usual style in a luxury liner. Nerves? If so, why? Gresham had been positive there had been no leak about REDCAP.
It was just a feeling in the air.
Coming down the companion way from the sports deck he almost bumped into Judith Donovan, who was coming out of the lounge on the veranda deck. He had only seen her at meals — they were both at the same table — since they’d embarked, and they hadn’t talked much. Now, he smiled at her in a friendly way; he couldn’t help that. He noticed that she looked brighter straight away when he smiled at her.
She asked demurely, “Forgiven me?”
“Oh — I suppose I have! I don’t know. You’re a naughty girl, you know.”
“Yes. I’m sorry.”
He looked at her critically, noted the black rings under her eyes, eyes which looked red and puffy. She’d been crying. He said, “You won’t feel like joining in the fun and games, I know. But perk up, Judith, and take things easy.” He added, “What about a cup of tea?”
“All right. It’s a bit late, though, isn’t it?”
He glanced at his wrist-watch. “Not very. Just late enough so we may get a table to ourselves. We sit anywhere we like for afternoon tea, I understand.”
He took her arm, assisted her down the stairway to the dining-room. The place was emptying, and Shaw found a table for two over by the ship’s side. He led her to it, collected some food on the way. When they’d sat down Judith poured the tea. As she did so, she gave a small shiver and spilled some tea in a saucer.
She said quietly, “Sorry.” She glanced up at Shaw quickly, “It’s this ship. Somehow it’s giving me the creeps.”
“You too?”
She looked up again. “Why — yes! Don’t tell me it’s affecting you as well, Commander Shaw?”
“But it is.” He grinned, reached out and touched her hand. “But not to worry. I rather suspect it lies only in our own imaginations. Don’t you?”
She said, “Yes, could be.” She fiddled with the tea-things, then asked: “Have you got anywhere yet?”
He protested. “Give me time!” He looked across at her sympathetically. He added, “If I were you, do you know what I’d do?”
“What?”
He said seriously, “Just forget all about this. Everything that’s happened, if you can. Just try to have a holiday, and get over things.”
She shook her head decisively. “No. That’s not what I came aboard for. I want to help you.”
“But look, I can’t let you get involved in this. Anything could happen, you know that. It wouldn’t be right. Besides, if anybody by the name of Donovan was known to be helping me it’d stand out a mile to — certain people.”
She gave a small, exasperated sigh. “I told you, the name’s Dangan.” She hesitated, then went on passionately: “I know the risks. I’ve lived with this kind of thing so long on and off, not knowing what the next knock at the door would turn out to be, whether we were going to be arrested, Daddy and me. Or shot. Or anything. I said I came to help. Well?” She looked him right in the eyes, challengingly; her fresh young appearance, so appealing, struck Shaw almost like a blow in the face. He looked away, down at the table, pushed a knife around awkwardly. This was a remarkably self-possessed young woman, quite different from the broken girl who’d been looking out of the window of the West Kensington flat so short a time ago; she had steeled herself in some way… Shaw had the sudden idea that if once she let go, then she really would go right under, and that she was holding on only by keeping active, keeping in touch with what had been her father’s life, holding fast to the single idea of finishing what he had started and if possible of clearing his name in the end.
Shaw looked up, met the straight glance. “All right, Judith,” he said quietly, knowing now that he couldn’t rebuff the girl altogether. “You shall help me. And I’ll be glad of it.”
She said, “Well, that’s fine; that really is. What do you want me to do?”
He leaned across the table. “Are you quite sure, for a start, that you’ve told me everything? And you’re quite sure you’ve never seen Karstad?”
“Of course — to both questions.”
“And you’re sure, positive, that he never saw you? That may be important.”
She said wearily, “Yes, of course I’m sure.”
“Very well. Now, there’s a man called Andersson aboard — Sigurd Andersson.” He described the man. “I want you to keep as clear of him as you know how, short of getting him to think there’s anything behind it.”
She smiled, dimpling attractively. “You mean if he makes a pass at me, or something? A girl can cope with that all right.”
He shook his head. “It’s nothing to do with making passes. I believe he may be Karstad.” He noted that she had gone a little pale as he said that. He went on, “We still don’t know what sort of a game Karstad’s playing, but I really don’t believe leopards do change their spots, you know, Judith. So I’d rather you kept away.” He added, “My dear, you do understand — unless he’s absolutely sure you never saw him when he visited your father he may think you can identify him, that’s if he links Dangan with Donovan of course, and we can’t be sure he won’t.”
She made a face at him. “It’s too late to worry about that now.” Then she looked at him accusingly. “Is all this what you mean by helping you?”
“In a way, yes. But there’s something else. It won’t sound exciting, but it’s very important in its way. Help to give me cover. If Andersson is really Karstad he’ll know me and he’ll know what my job is, so that’s a chance we must accept — in any case, if he’s Karstad, and if Karstad’s on our side, he should be actually wanting to pass on some information to me, shouldn’t he? But there’s no reason why anybody else should know about me, and I’d just as soon they didn’t. Just to be on the safe side and keep the passengers from asking too many questions or getting panicky. Now, it’d be quite natural for us to strike up a friendship on board, just as we’re doing now, and just as you said after we’d left Naples yesterday. You can know all about me, spread the word that I’m harmless.” He repeated his cover-story and then he smiled kindly. “All right?”
“Yes,” she said, “that’s all right, of course. Just establish you. Is that all?”
She sounded disappointed, sensing that the job was a mere token. He reached out and took her hand. He said gravely, “I’ve told you, it’ll be a big help. I mean that.”
* * *
The cable from Latymer came while Shaw was changing for dinner. Breaking the departmental cypher, he read:
INFORMED KARSTAD KILLED BY LORRY EAST BERLIN AFTER
CONTACTING DONOVAN STOP REGARD THIS AS POLITICAL
MURDER STOP LUBIN BELIEVED IN AUSTRALIA EXACT
WHEREABOUTS UNKNOWN STOP YOU ARE TO FLY SYDNEY
DISEMBARKING PORT SAID

And that, Shaw decided as he burnt the pieces of paper in an ash-tray, must be considered as blowing all his theories about Sigurd Andersson sky-high. He went along and told Gresham and Sir Donald about his new orders, also telling Gresham what Latymer had said about Karstad’s murder. Sir Donald in particular was vastly relieved that his ship appeared to be in the clear.
* * *
After the bugle had sounded for second sitting dinner that evening, Shaw, who was in the tavern bar, lingered on over a strong, iced whisky and soda, thinking, trying to puzzle things out and getting nowhere. For one thing, he still wasn’t convinced altogether that he had been wrong about those eyes of Andersson’s. A death report could be phoney — Latymer could check only so far and no farther…
When he went down to dinner he was fifteen minutes late and Judith had nearly finished the fish course. Shaw, nodding distantly at the other people at the table, said: “Good evening, Miss — Dangan. Nice weather we’re having.”
Possibly it was his tone, but she gave a little gulp and choked. Shaw felt her foot touch his under the table, then she said demurely: “Lovely, isn’t it? How do you find the motion, Mr Shaw?”
“Commander,” he corrected her gravely, though he had a job to keep his face straight. “Actually I’m in the Navy, don’t you know. I — er — don’t exactly feel the motion.”
She said, “Oh, I beg your pardon, of course, you did tell me you were a sailor, didn’t you?” Impishly she added, “Do you have a special kind of stomach in the Navy?”
There was a hoot, quickly subdued, from the other end of the table where two Australians, man and wife, were sitting; Shaw guessed that Judith had been feeding them on the line that the man who’d embarked the same day as her at Naples was just another stuffed-shirt naval officer of the sticky, conventional kind, and he decided to play up. The rather frigid silence which he had maintained at meals so far — which came from a genuine shyness and pre-occupation and not from stand-offishness at all — helped him. But he very nearly laughed when he saw the lifted eyebrows, the slight shrug of the shoulders, which the Australian couple exchanged; as plainly as if they’d spoken, that said: Here’s another pommie who wants everyone to know he’s entitled to be called by his rank, but he’ll be taken down a peg when he gets to Australia, so why worry?
This suited Shaw well enough. Still playing up, he disregarded Judith’s inquiry about his stomach as being beneath his notice, put on an irritated face and said officiously and loudly: “Damn slow service — what? Always the same, you know, these merchant ships. Never have an efficient staff. Ought to run ’em Navy fashion!”
He brayed — a difficult task, but he achieved it.
Judith said in a muffled voice, “You mean run them aground, Commander?”
Before Shaw could come back on that the male Australian gave a loud snort. Then he sniffed. He said equably, “Look, bloke. They do their best. If people come down fifteen minutes late, well, then I reckon it’s their own flaming fault. Don’t you?”
Shaw wanted to agree with him. Instead, he ploughed on and managed a kind of painful smirk, said: “Oh — rot! These chaps rather like to be chivvied. They don’t respect you if you’re too pally.”
The Australian inquired, “Commander, you going out to the R.A.N. on exchange, by any chance?”
“Yes, I am.”
“Then I wish yer luck, mate.” After that he ignored Shaw, who was left to talk to a highly delighted Judith who kept him well and truly on his toes throughout the meal. Afterwards she waited for him and as they climbed up, intending to go to the veranda lounge for coffee, he whispered in her ear:
“You little devil!”
She laughed. “Pommie yourself!”
He grinned down at her. For some reason he didn’t want to tell her yet that he’d been ordered off the ship at Port Said; he was delighted to see her happy. But he said, “Seriously, don’t overdo it or I shall give the game away. I think you’ve done a lot of good so far — my fame’ll spread like lightning now. Did you notice the Australian couple?”
“Did I?” She was about to suggest they should hurry up and get their coffee before the lounge filled right up, when she saw that he suddenly wasn’t with her any more. Following his glance, she saw a thick, dinner-jacketed back making aft along A deck towards the tavern bar. Cigar smoke wafted back. She asked in a low voice: “Interested in something?”
He said, “Just a thought. Sorry, but maybe I could do with a real drink instead of coffee after all. Do you mind?”
“Of course not. You go ahead.”
He held her shoulder for a moment, then turned away. Slowly he wandered aft along the cabin alleyway, across the A deck square and into the tavern bar. Andersson was just hitching a leg over a high stool at the bar itself. Shaw took another stool and called for a brandy. Andersson glanced round, caught Shaw’s eye. They were almost the only ones in the bar. He asked in a thick voice: “You would care to join me, sir?”
“Well — thanks. That’s very kind of you.”
Andersson nodded briefly, said to the barkeeper: “And I–I shall have a whisky and soda. I pay for both.” Shaw heard him hiccough slightly, noticed that he looked as though he’d had a pretty heavy session before dinner. When the drinks came, Shaw raised his glass.
“Your health.”
“And yours, my dear sir.”
As he drank Shaw studied Andersson over the rim of his glass. In his thick, heavy voice Andersson asked, “You are going all the way, to Australia?”
Shaw nodded, gave the cover-story. As he did so he had a strange feeling that this man knew the truth. It was a disquieting feeling, the more so in view of that cable from Latymer — if Andersson wasn’t Karstad, then who was he? When he’s finished Shaw added: “I’ve never been to Australia before. I don’t know what to expect. Have you been out there?”
“Never.”
There was a short silence; and then Shaw looked Andersson full in the face and said, “It’s funny… I’m probably wrong, but I’m sure I’ve met you before somewhere.”
Andersson gave him a piercing look, then turned away slightly, but there had been time for Shaw to see Karstad again in those eyes and he felt certain he wasn’t wrong. Andersson said, “Then you have the advantage of me, my dear sir. You, I do not recollect.” He leaned towards Shaw; whisky-laden breath wafted across. He looked into the agent’s face, then said with finality: “No, no. I do not know you.”
“Must be my mistake, then,” Shaw murmured. “Only I had an idea we’d met towards the end of the war. Ever been at sea?”
“Never at sea, no. I am a salesman for many, many years. Now I join a firm in Australia, where I intend to remain.” He took a noisy gulp at his whisky. “At the end of the war I was in a German concentration camp, my friend. I doubt if we met there. You do not look to me as though you have been in a German concentration camp.”
“I haven’t, I’m glad to say.” Shaw gave a realistic shudder, slightly exaggerated in his role of plain, lightweight naval officer. “I say, how frightful. You must have had some rotten experiences.”
Andersson nodded. Shaw’s glance, as he finished his brandy and called for another round, strayed to the fat white fingers round the man’s glass, flickered over his well-fed pasty face and sleek body. Andersson didn’t himself look much like some one who had suffered as the inmates of those camps had suffered… of course, it was a long while ago now, but Shaw had met other people who had been in the concentration camps and they still carried the marks of those years.
Andersson gulped at his fresh drink, then asked: “And you, you have been in England all the time since those days, since the end of the war?”
“Oh, no, not all the time, you know. Served in the Med for a year, and on the West Indies station before they closed it down.” He added casually, looking down at his glass as he said it: “Matter of fact I’ve been in France just lately. In Paris. On leave, you know.”
He looked up sharply then. If this man wanted to tell him anything, he’d been given his cue now, and Shaw was so convinced that Andersson knew who he was that he had no qualms about a possible indiscretion. But Andersson met his eyes without a flicker. Then he lowered an eyelid, grimaced, and said in a conspiratorial tone:
“Ah… women, and wine, and song!”
“Women and wine and song,” Shaw agreed with a laugh. ‘That’s the stuff!”
“You have a saying, no? Time was when love and I, we were well acquainted. Ah, for the years of youth!” Andersson sighed heavily and shook his head. “Let us hope that we shall both find plenty of the girls in Australia, no?”
“No,” Shaw said absently. “I mean, yes.”
Andersson finished his second whisky, asked: “You will join me again?”
Shaw indicated his glass. “I’m still going, thanks.”
Sigurd Andersson gave another hiccough and pushed his own glass over to the barkeeper. Half turning his back on Shaw, he began a conversation with the barman about cards. He was a good actor, if he was playing a part, and for the time being there was clearly no more to be got out of him; in any case he appeared to have lost interest in Shaw now the agent wasn’t drinking any more. Shaw finished up his brandy and slid off the stool.
“Well,” he said briskly. “Bed for me.”
Andersson turned courteously. “As you say, my dear sir. Good night to you.”
“Good night.” Shaw left the bar, feeling jaded and angry with himself, nervy. Apart from the memory of those eyes, there was no real reason why he should doubt Latymer’s cable about Karstad’s death. But doubt it he did. Maybe he should have had that third drink, kept the conversation going a little longer. So far the whole thing seemed to be a complete impasse.
* * *
After Shaw had left the bar Andersson took up his glass, drank off the contents slowly, weaving a little from side to side on the stool. When he had finished, he said: “Be so kind as to give me two bottles of Scotch whisky. For consumption in my cabin, you understand.” He belched. “I have a small party to-night.”
“Cards, Mr Andersson?”
“Cards, yes.”
The barkeeper looked at him sardonically then turned away and went into a store behind the bar. He came out with the two bottles in their tissue wrapping.
“There you are, sir. Cash or sign?”
“The chit, my friend, the chit.”
The barkeeper pushed a small book across. Andersson reached out unsteadily and scrawled an almost illegible signature, then pushed the book back across the bar. He got up from the stool. The barkeeper watched his unsteady progress with distaste as he lurched for the door, recovered himself and went out with a stiff-legged gait, making for his cabin.
From the for’ard A deck square, an elderly night-steward watched Andersson coming along the alleyway clutching his bottles to his chest, saw him stop at his cabin door and fumble. The night-steward recognized him, sighed and walked along towards him.
“Let me sir.”
Andersson mumbled something and the steward pushed the door open and stood aside. Andersson lurched in, cannoning into the door-post as he did so. After he’d vanished, the night-steward scratched his head, shrugged and walked slowly away, pondering on the customs of first-class passengers — or rather, as he told himself, in this case passengers travelling first-class, which was a subtle distinction he liked to make. As he went down the alleyway he saw a man coming towards him, a man with a pockmarked face and a bulbous nose. The night-steward thought: So it’s cards again to-night, eh, maybe another all-night session. He wondered how any man who took so much drink as Andersson could possibly play a good game of poker, but by all accounts he did, and did pretty well for himself too.
After the pitted man had gone past him, the steward looked back over his shoulder. Yes, the man had gone into Andersson’s room… just fancy, playing cards all bleeding night! What a life. And ringing for him, most likely, to keep on filling up the iced-water container. Pity he wasn’t like that nice, quiet Colonel Gresham. Now there was a real gentleman for you.
* * *
“Come in…”
Andersson’s voice was nicely slurred, at least until he saw who his visitor was; and then it became apparent that Andersson was by no means as drunk as he had appeared. He was perfectly steady now, perfectly alert and composed. There was still an aroma of whisky on the air, but that was all.
He said: “Sit down.” He waved towards the bottles. “Pour yourself a drink, my dear Markham.”
“Thanks.” The pock-marked man poured the whisky, took a sip and wiped a hand across his mouth. He sat down, asked: “What about you? Aren’t you indulging to-night — or had enough already?”
Andersson leaned back against the chest-of-drawers and laughed softly. “No more. Not — to-night.” He caught the other’s eye.
Markham lifted an eyebrow, tightened his mouth a little. He asked, “Then it’s to-night, is it, Andersson?”
Andersson nodded, his white, fleshy face falling into a series of double chins as he did so. “It is.”
“It’s not too soon?”
“No, it is not too soon… not now the man Shaw has come aboard. That, you see, makes a difference. And for now, my friend — the cards.”
Andersson reached out and pulled down a card-table fitted into a recess in the cabin bulkhead. Markham slowly shuffled a pack. Sitting down, Andersson lit a cigar. They began to play.
* * *
They played until five minutes past one — which was just ten minutes after the night-steward had brought more iced water for their drinks. Andersson looked at his watch and said:
“Now.”
Getting up from the table, he went over to a drawer and took out a pair of white cotton gloves, which he pulled on. He said, “I shall not be long.”
“Better watch out for that steward.”
Andersson laughed. “He will not be moving from his cubby-hole again for a while! I am the only person who rings at this time of night. And now — you know what is expected of you, Markham.”
The pock-marked man flipped ash off his cigarette and nodded. He said, “Sure, I know. I’ll be all right. You don’t have to worry… just so long as you get those signals!”

CHAPTER EIGHT

Shaw heard his steward come in, murmured a good-morning, rolled over. The steward let down the jalousie over the square port and the sun streamed in. Shaw sat up, blinked, rubbed sleep from his eyes, reached out for his early-morning tea.
Then he lit a cigarette, drew in smoke luxuriously and lay back on his pillow, hands behind his head. A few minutes later there was a knock at the door and another steward came in.
“Commander Shaw, sir?”
Shaw looked at him in some surprise — the man seemed on edge. Shaw said, “Yes, that’s me. What is it?”
“Captain would like to see you, sir. In Colonel Gresham’s cabin.”
Shaw stared, sat up straight. “Why, what’s happened?”
The man said, “The colonel, sir. He’s dead.”
Shaw gave an exclamation, felt the blood draining from his face. He threw off the sheet. Pulling on his dressing-gown, he ran out of the cabin.
* * *
The body looked lonely, forlorn.
The moustache moved wispily in a strong breeze coming throught the port. Gresham wasn’t sandy any more now; he looked grey and withered and pathetic, a man who had lived for an ideal and, perhaps because he wasn’t very clever, had had to die for it. Then Shaw caught himself up; there was nothing particularly to suggest murder. There was no blood, no sign of violence at all, and the face didn’t look like that of a man who had been suddenly or viciously killed. And yet to Shaw murder seemed the most likely explanation. He drew the sheet across, shutting Gresham back in his privacy.
The Captain and the ship’s doctor were both there. Sir Donald’s face was full of worry now. He said, “It’s a blow to me, Shaw, quite apart from the questions it raises now — in the circumstances. Gresham and I had got very friendly.”
“Yes, sir. I’m very sorry. He wouldn’t have hurt a fly, that man.” Shaw turned to the doctor, asked: “How did it happen?”
Dr. O’Hara said in a puzzled voice, “I can’t say definitely.
It just seems his heart stopped.”
“Had he a weak heart?”
O’Hara shrugged. “If he had he’d never consulted me about it. So far as I can say, he was perfectly healthy. When did you last see him, Commander?”
“Last evening, just before dinner.”
“He was quite normal then?”
Shaw said, “Yes, absolutely. And yet his heart — just stopped, you say. Tell me, doctor, could it be murder?” His eyes were hard, steely.
O’Hara said hesitantly, “Well, of course, that I can’t really say with any certainty without a post-mortem, d’ye see?” He screwed up his eyes in thought, pulled at his ear. “At first sight, the body shows no sign of disease whatever. It’s a little suspicious, I’ll say that — but are you really suggesting it’s murder?”
“I don’t know yet.” Shaw hesitated, thinking fast. “Are there any marks of any kind?”
The doctor said, “Only this.” He pulled back the sheet again, indicated a small mark, no more than a very slight bruise, a mere discoloration, on the neck. The skin was unbroken. Shaw bent down and studied this mark closely for some time in silence and then asked:
“Who found him?”
“His steward, when he brought in his tea.”
Sir Donald said, “Steward’s a youngster, doing his first voyage on the cabins. I don’t think he’d seen death before, but he recognized it all right. There’s a strict Company’s ruling that stewards are never to wake passengers by touching them, and the lad didn’t touch Gresham, apparently. But when he didn’t wake he took a closer look and ran along for the doctor.”
“I see. He was dead when you got here, I suppose, doctor?” O’Hara said, “Oh, yes. In my opinion he’d been dead for something like six hours.”
Shaw nodded. “That mark you showed me. Could it have caused death?”
O’Hara shrugged. “I can’t be too definite. I’m not committing myself on that yet. Medically I’d say it could have done, but that’s very different from saying it did."
“How do you think the mark itself was caused?”
“That’s what I’m not sure about.”
“Could it have been caused by, say, considerable pressure from a knuckle, or from… well, a small-headed metal instrument, perhaps?”
The doctor said cautiously, “Well… yes, it could."
Shaw took a deep breath. “Thank you, doctor. That’s all I wanted to know.” He swung round, his face grim, spoke to the Captain. “I’d like a word with you, sir, in private if I may.”
Sir Donald raised his eyebrows a little, but gestured to the doctor. He asked, “Nothing else you want to do, is there, O’Hara?”
“Not just for the moment, sir.” O’Hara, taking the hint, gathered up his gear and left the cabin.
“Well, Shaw?” Sir Donald spoke abruptly. “What is it?”
“Just this, sir. Gresham was murdered, and it’s fairly clear to me who did it.”
Sir Donald stiffened. “How’s that?”
“From the method used. It’s part of our job, you see, to know any specialities of people who kill in this game. Well — there’s a man called Karstad, a Norwegian, a particularly nasty specimen of a fine race… he used this method a lot during the War. It was quick, it was efficient — and it was absolutely silent and fool-proof. It had to be, just as it had to be last night—”
“But—”
“Just a moment, sir. Karstad was the only man we ever came across who used this particular method, and always in that one spot on the neck. It was something he’d worked out for himself and found it suited him, I suppose — and our experience is that once a man gets used to any specialized method of killing, he never uses any other if he can help it. Don’t ask me why. It kind of gets into their minds, I suppose, and they can’t re-orientate after a while when they’ve found a nice easy way. It’s almost a trade mark.”
Sir Donald asked directly, “You’re telling me this man’s aboard my ship?”
“Yes, sir, I am.” Shaw hesitated. “I’d better tell you now, I did hear from my chief last night that Karstad was dead… but now I’m absolutely certain he’s not. He’s aboard all right — I was pretty sure I’d recognized him even before this happened. But he doesn’t call himself Karstad. He calls himself Andersson. Sigurd Andersson.”
Sir Donald stared. “Andersson. The card-player — the man who’s tight half the time?”
“Yes, sir.”
“But — he’s always appeared perfectly harmless! Why. Gresham himself was quite friendly with him. He told me so.”
“Yes, I know that. He could have been too friendly, perhaps.” Shaw rubbed the stubble on his long chin. “Anyhow, Karstad must have known there was something Gresham had that he wanted, sir. I mean those secret signals.”
The Captain looked at him sharply. “That was only a fake set.”
Shaw said, “I know that. Gresham told me. But Karstad wouldn’t have known they were fakes. It stands out a mile, that was what he was after. It begins to look as though they do intend to get hold of REDCAP rather than blow it up— and then use it as a world threat, a kind of blackmail.” Shaw found that his hands were trembling a little. He asked, “Do you know if anything’s been moved around in here, sir, since Gresham was found?”
“Not so far as I know. Only the steward and O’Hara have been in here, and they wouldn’t have touched anything.”
Shaw nodded. He examined the cabin closely, but could find nothing that appeared starkly out of place. The cabin was neat and tidy, almost militarily precise; Gresham seemed to have been a methodical and tidy man. Shaw went across to the combination safe which, as in his own cabin, was welded to the bulkhead inside the big, roomy wardrobe. Covering his fingers with a handkerchief, he turned the dial, listening carefully to the sound of the tumblers. After a while he emerged and said:
“I’m not much good at these combinations. Karstad is probably an expert — he wouldn’t have been on this job otherwise. I think we’ll have to smash it open, sir. We’ve got to see if the signals have gone, even though they’re fakes.”
“What about finger-prints?”
“Karstad wouldn’t leave prints behind, sir. I used a handkerchief myself just now, but that was just second nature. There won’t be anything there to smudge.”
Sir Donald nodded, rang a bell. When a steward came along, he said: “Find the bos’n, tell him to send the blacksmith along at once.”
* * *
It took a long time for the blacksmith to smash open the heavy safe, but the lock came away in the end and Shaw reached in. He took out a long white envelope bearing the MAPIACCIND arms.
He said, “This hasn’t been tampered with, anyway. Seals are intact, and it’s a genuine MAPIACCIND envelope.” After a brief hesitation, he slit the flap. The list of signals was there and intact, and he showed it to the Captain.
Sir Donald grunted. “That doesn’t help much, theft.”
Shaw tapped the envelope reflectively against his palm. “Not a lot. Of course, they could have been copied and replaced — but there’s that seal, and the embossed envelope. Karstad wouldn’t have access to MAPIACCIND seals and stationery. We can’t get over that… not unless there’s even more behind this than we’ve suspected so far.”
They looked at each other. Sir Donald asked tautly, “You mean complicity inside MAPIACCIND?”
“In these times you can’t rule out even that, I dare say.
But it would mean some one in Geneva itself is in this racket, and that’s a very long shot. Anyhow, I hope we’re going to find out when we haul Andersson — Karstad — in.”
Sir Donald said, “Shaw, just a moment. I can’t arrest a passenger and charge him with murder on mere suspicion of being some one else—”
“But look, sir—”
Sir Donald said firmly, “There’s got to be a preliminary inquiry at least before I consider doing any such thing. I take it there’s no real proof the man’s Karstad. There’s no proof Gresham was murdered, even. Meanwhile,” he added with a straight look at Shaw, “nothing is to be said which may suggest anyone’s under suspicion. I know how important this thing is, Shaw — you mustn’t doubt that — but you have to remember I’ve got my Company’s interests to consider as well.”
* * *
The inquiry took place immediately after breakfast, in the Captain’s day-cabin. The first man to be brought up was the night-steward stationed on the section which included both Colonel Gresham’s and Andersson’s cabins; by this time Sir Donald had examined the Chief Steward’s Night Rounds Book and had seen an entry by the night-steward to the effect that he had been called to Andersson’s room at 00.50 hours.
Sir Donald asked him, “Did you find anything at all out of the ordinary during the night?”
“Oh, no, sir. Anything unusual like, I’d ’ave entered it in the rounds book.”
“Quite. I’m asking you if there was anything slightly unusual, but not sufficiently so to warrant an entry in the book.”
The man shuffled a little, looked up at the deck-head and thrust out his lower lip in an effort at concentration. As he swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down in a stringy neck, rising above the high collar of his blue jacket. He said, “No, sir… not unusual, like. There was that Mr. Andersson, ’e seemed to ’ave drunk more’n ’e ought, sir. An’ ’e ’ad two bottles of whisky with ’im, sir, when ’e went to ’is room. ’E was playin’ cards again, sir.”
“Well, there’s nothing in that, I suppose.” The Captain looked up sharply, tapping a pencil on the desk. “How d’you know he was playing cards?”
“Well, sir, I see ’im when I answered a call for iced water at ten to one, that’s in the rounds book.” The Captain nodded, and the steward went on, “ ’E was pretty full then, sir, if you’ll pardon me. An’ then ’is bedroom steward, sir, ’e said as Mr Andersson an’ the other gentleman was still at it when ’e went in with the tea this morning. That was just after I come off watch.”
“I see.” Sir Donald made a note on the sheet of paper before him. “An all-night session. And you’re sure of the time you took the iced water along — ten to one?”
“Positive, sir.”
“You don’t happen to know who the other gentleman was?”
“No, sir, not by name, sir.” The man hesitated. “ ’E ’ad what I’d call a sort of — of un’olesome face, sir, all marked with pits. I see ’im earlier, too, goin’ along to Mr Andersson’s cabin.”
The Captain glanced up at the Chief Steward, who was standing beside him. “Know him, Chief Steward?”
“Yessir.” The Chief Steward stared woodenly ahead. “Name of Markham, sir. Big poker player. Flush with lol — money, sir.”
“Thank you.” Sir Donald turned to the night-steward again. “Does Mr Markham often go along to Mr Andersson’s cabin?”
“Yes, sir, ’e do.”
“Has he been in there all night before?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Playing poker?”
“Yes, sir.”
“I see. Nothing else to report?”
“No, sir.”
“Very well, thank you. Remember you’re not to talk to anyone about what we’ve discussed. All right?”
“Yes, sir, thank you, sir.”
Sir Donald nodded in dismissal; after that he saw in succession the various barkeepers and the cabin steward on Andersson’s section. The tavern barkeeper confirmed that Mr Andersson had taken two bottles of whisky away with him at about 9.30 the evening before and that he had appeared to be somewhat unsober at the time. The cabin steward confirmed that Mr Andersson, together with a Mr Markham, had been at the card-table in his cabin at 7.30 that morning, that there were two bottles of whisky on the dressing-table, one empty and the other three-quarters full, and that Mr Andersson had looked bleary and bloodshot and hardly able to concentrate on the game. The steward added that Andersson had turned in soon after and was still in bed and sound asleep — he seldom, in fact, ever got up before lunch-time. After that evidence Sir Donald sent down for the man with the pockmarked face. When the passenger was seated comfortably in an easy chair, Sir Donald said: “Well now, Mr Markham, I’m very sorry to have to trouble you with this, but I should like to know how you spent last night.”
Markham flushed and looked truculent. He appeared to be suffering from a gigantic hangover. He asked, “Why? What’s that to do with you or anyone else?”
Sir Donald said diplomatically, “I’m sorry. Perhaps I didn’t put that very well. You mustn’t think I’m in any way checking on your movements. But the fact is — you are bound to hear sooner or later what has happened — a passenger has died in somewhat unusual circumstances—”
“I’ve heard that already,” Markham cut in sourly. “It’s all over the ship.”
“I suppose so. Anyway, you’ll understand, I’m sure, that I have to make certain inquiries of the other passengers on his deck, in case they heard anything — er — suspicious during the night.”
“I see. You could have said so, then.” Markham scowled. “As a matter of fact I was playing cards. All night…"
* * *
A little later Sir Donald told Shaw the whole evidence and added, “We’re no forrarder. Markham was clear enough. Neither he nor Andersson left the cabin the whole night— not once. And we know that about the time the doctor says Gresham died, the night-steward was called to Andersson’s cabin to top up with iced water, and he saw them both in the middle of a game. It’s no good, Shaw. Your theory won’t hold water.”
Shaw said bitterly, “He’d naturally get an alibi prepared in advance.”
“Listen,” Sir Donald said with irritation. “Man’s been in the habit of having these all-night card sessions, and he was at it again last night. That’s all. On the face of it, there’s nothing suspicious and nothing we can do.”
“There must be something we can get him on.”
Sir Donald looked at Shaw forbearingly from under his thick brows. He said, “Its not quite a question of getting him on anything. You may be entirely wrong, you know.”
“But I feel certain of my facts, sir.”
“Ah, you may! I’m not so sure I do. Look here, man! How the devil can I arrest a passenger when he’s got an alibi like that? Look what we’re up against. There’s a man who’ll swear he was with Andersson all night, there’s the evidence of the night-steward and his own steward. Personally I doubt if a man who’s as tight as Andersson seems to have been, could have done such a precision-killing at all. Then there’s the fact that you’ve had word from your own chief that whatsisname, Karstad, is dead. Further, I very much doubt if this Karstad was — or is if you like — the only man in the world who ever used that particular killing method. He may have been the only agent to use it, but everyone’s not an agent. And anyhow, it’s only that tiny bruise that supports your murder theory at all! Gresham could have had a simple heart attack. He wasn’t a young man, poor fellow.” Sir Donald banged his fist on the desk. “There’s nothing we can do on such slender grounds — shreds — of mere theorizing. No one would ever convict him. The Line’d be sued for damages, wrongful arrest, everything under the sun! You’ve got to look at this sensibly, Shaw.”
“I’m trying to, sir.”
“Good! Then have a drink to help the process.” The Captain got up and crossed the cabin, took a bottle of gin and two glasses from a cupboard and came back with them. He poured out a couple of stiff gins and pushed one across to Shaw.
He said, “Skin off your nose, my boy!”
“Good health,” Shaw murmured. He lit a cigarette, rubbed a hand across his eyes. He said, “I’m still convinced I’m right, but of course I see your point. There may be other ways of going about this — watch him, give him more rope and bowl him out properly later on… I suppose if Andersson was arrested now on what I’ll have to agree does amount to no real evidence, we’d lose any chance of finding out what really is going on, and of course a lot of security would be blown automatically by the time he’d kicked up a stink.”
“Undoubtedly.”
Shaw got up and walked over to a big square port, looked out for a while at the blue Mediterranean and the clear sky. The main reason for getting hold of Karstad for his intrinsic value had now gone, for it was obvious that Karstad was not on their side and he doubted if he would ever get any information out of the man. But meanwhile his principal job was unchanged — to get hold of Lubin. Lubin was said to be in Australia — unless that information too was false — and that was the way he and Karstad were both going. If Karstad were handled carefully he might yet point the way to Lubin’s whereabouts…
Shaw turned, faced Sir Donald. He said crisply, “I think you’re right, sir. I’ll drop the question of Karstad’s part in this for the time being. But that means I’ll have to ask you something else.”
“Well?”
“I’d like you to let the inquiry drop now, sir. Pass the word that you’re satisfied.”
The Captain’s eyebrows went up. “What? What d’you mean?”
“Well, sir — aren’t we going to get badly held up in Port Said over all this, for one thing? I mean, if it’s — unsolved, as it were?”
“Yes, we most certainly are. Unless we can produce an answer, with fully sworn statements for entry into the Official Log and all that, they’ll probably hold the ship for full-scale investigations.”
Shaw said wearily, “It’s all very well talking about producing answers, sir. I’m still convinced it’s murder and Andersson did it. You’ll only be wasting your time looking for anything else. Anyway — here’s my suggestion. Don’t let it be known that murder was ever suspected. Call it death from natural causes. You said the man who found the body didn’t touch him, so he won’t have seen anything to make him suspicious. And murder was never mentioned, was it, to any of the people you questioned this morning?”
“No. But why d’you want this, Shaw?”
“Because we don’t want anyone to know we’re on the track, sir. And once people start looking into a case of murder — and murder of the MAPIACCIND man in charge of Red-cap — it’s going to blow all aspects of security. Then there’s the question of delay which I mentioned. It’s vital we get REDCAP to Bandagong as fast as possible with this threat hanging about.”
“It’s a pretty extreme thing to do, if it is murder.”
“I know. But there’s so much at stake. Well, sir?”
After a long pause Sir Donald said: “I see your point. But won’t it make a murderer think? I mean, he’ll know what he’s done.”
“Yes, but we mightn’t.” Shaw grinned tightly. “Why, sir, you don’t even really believe it’s murder yourself! That’s the whole point of Karstad’s method. There’s no mark on the body to speak of, and it just doesn’t look like murder. If I hadn’t known Karstad’s methods I’d never have been so sure myself.”
Sir Donald said, “All right, Shaw. I’ll back you, God forgive me. But we’ll have to have a word with the doctor first.” He touched a bell-push by his desk.
* * *
After considerable pressure from Shaw, who revealed such of the background story as he felt able to after swearing the doctor to secrecy, O’Hara, who still hadn’t made up his mind anyway, agreed that in the circumstances he could quite properly put down the cause of death as heart failure; and this he was prepared to do, subject to Shaw’s guarantee that, since he was acting purely for the sake of national security, the department would see to it that if there should ever be any inquiry, he personally would be in the clear.
Sir Donald Mackinnon thereupon noted in the ship’s Official Log that Colonel Gresham had died of heart failure and that he had no reason to suspect other than natural causes; he then sent a cable ahead to this effect to the Line’s agents in Port Said and also reported direct to London. In due course he passed the word among the men he had interviewed that morning, that the inquiry was now complete and no resultant action had been found necessary.
Shaw, as soon as he could get a long message cyphered, reported everything in detail to Latymer, giving it as his view that it was now essential he should remain aboard the New South Wales instead of disembarking at Port Said. He added that he was himself taking over Colonel Gresham’s MAPIACCIND responsibilities aboard pending further orders. When this message was ready, he went up to the radio room to send it off. As he left the room, Sigurd Andersson came out of the library nearby. He said good evening to Shaw and walked on towards the radio room. Shaw looked back, noted that he had gone in. Shaw strolled away, gave Andersson time to send his message and then went back to the radio room, asked if he could just check up on his own message again. While he was pretending to do this, he looked about him and was able to glance quickly at the cable sent by Andersson.
He read:
COMING ASHORE STOP ARRANGE MEETING STOP ARRIVING
EIGHT P.M. REGARDS
ANDERSSON

It was addressed to the local agents of Ycecold Refrigeration and it could so easily have been merely to do with Andersson’s supposed job as a salesman. But it would have to be followed up now.
Afterwards, Shaw wondered if he’d been intended to read that message.
That evening in the dog watches and beneath a heavy, almost purple sky, the New South Wales stopped engines and the body of Colonel Gresham slid into the Mediterranean from under the draping of Sir Donald Mackinnon’s own Blue Ensign.
Shaw and Judith — and Sigurd Andersson — were among those who attended the simple, very moving service.
And the following morning, a long way across the Indian Ocean and the Great Australian Bight, a small, slightly built, grey-haired man with heavy spectacles hooked across large ears, walked down the hallway of a scruffy lodging-house in Sydney’s Woolloomooloo district and picked up his Sydney Morning Herald from the table where it had just been placed by a blousy woman in curlers.
He walked back to his room and opened it.
He read a headline in a fairly prominent position:
DEATH STRIKES NEW LINER

And in smaller print:
RETIRED COLONEL HAS HEART ATTACK IN STATEROOM

The small man smiled momentarily in satisfaction, showing bad teeth, and then he walked down into the hall again. Taking up the telephone, he rang a number in the suburb of Clontarf across the harbour. And shortly after he had passed a brief message a further telephone connexion was made, this time between Clontarf and a restaurant in King’s Cross not far from Woolloomooloo.

CHAPTER NINE

The morning after Gresham’s sea burial Shaw received Latymer’s confirmation that he was after all to continue with the ship to Sydney. Latymer made no reference to his earlier information about Karstad’s death, but suggested that Shaw should watch Andersson closely and should not bring matters to a head until the man had given a clear lead.
That evening the New South Wales reduced speed and slid in towards the land. A little later she moved slowly and stately out of the Eastern Mediterranean, along the thin finger of the breakwater and into Port Said harbour, past the blazing neons of Simon Artz, the tourists’ Mecca, elbowed her way through the harbour traffic, the bum-boats, the busy launches standing by to send their hordes of port officials aboard the incoming liner as she crept through the dark water and the stifling, airless heat.
The port doctor boarded to clear the ship inwards; and he only glanced casually at the entry regarding Gresham’s death, asked Dr O’Hara one or two questions, and that was all.
Soon after 8 p.m. the New South Wales, moving slowly on, secured to a buoy just clear of the Roads to await the southbound convoy for the passage through the canal. The accommodation-ladder was lowered and an Egyptian armed guard, sweating into a blue tunic, took up his position as usual by the top platform. A barge nosed up alongside with the canal searchlights, which were brought aboard and placed well for’ard to give full illumination of the banks when the liner’s great beamy hull moved through the narrow waterway, a trip which she would start just after midnight. Soon, her decks were thronged with passengers making deals with the milling bum-boats, from which, by means of a spider’s web of thin ropes hauling baskets, there came up silks and toys and fezes, watches, trashy jewellery, leather goods and pornographic literature unobtainable in England. The gulli-gulli man was aboard and performing on the veranda deck until he was chased away by a ship’s officer; there was a fortuneteller and a man who extracted corns with a little arrangement that looked like a blow-pipe and which he applied to the corn, sucking vigorously through it… Shaw had seen all this many times before, but Judith, enjoying the thrill of breaking new ground, was enthralled by all the supposed glamour of the Middle East. She laughed delightedly at the gulli-gulli man, tried to persuade Shaw to let her buy something from the bum-boatmen; but he absolutely refused.
He said, grinning down at the eager girl: “Not on your young life. If there was anything that was the slightest good, I’d buy it for you myself. Take my word for it — there isn’t! It’s all junk. And darned expensive at that.” He added, “By the way, I’m going ashore. I’ll have to leave you now — I’ve got to get my passport stamped by the police. They’ve set up shop in the lounge.”
She asked, “Can’t I come ashore?”
He looked down at her, took her arm gently. His eyes roved over the girl’s fresh white frock, which set off the sun-browned, slim body, looked at her eyes alight with interest in everything around her. He felt a sudden longing to forget the job and take her ashore, to be, for one evening’s fun, just an ordinary tourist. He sighed a little, said: “I’d rather you didn’t. I want to do this on my own.” She looked up and saw the determination in his face and she knew she had
to accept that. “All right, then,” she said. “What are you going to do?”
He smiled, took her chin in his fist for a moment and examined her. He said, “None of your business, young lady! Can you amuse yourself for the evening?”
She said quietly, “Oh, I’ll manage.”
“Don’t take any chances. Try and keep where there’s people, in the public rooms.”
“Why?”
“Just because I say so. We don’t want anything to happen to you.”
He left her then, got his passport stamped, put his special identity card (which would be useless and dangerous in Egyptian territory) into his cabin safe, and after that he hung about the lower promenade deck until he saw Anders-son emerge from the starboard accommodation-ladder and step down on the floodlit floating pontoon, the ‘snake’ pontoon which had been positioned to link ship with shore. An-dersson had got a fair start by the time Shaw had reached the ladder, obtained a receipt for his stamped passport which was collected at the gangway, crossed the pontoon and reached dry land; Shaw pressed on after him, caught up and then remained at a discreet distance as Andersson made for the centre of the city. There was nothing suspicious about Andersson so far; he didn’t appear even to be in a hurry. He stopped now and again to stare into the windows of shops still open as they reached the main streets, glanced round once but didn’t appear to notice Shaw. He went into a shop and came out five minutes later with a wrapped parcel; while he was in there, Shaw moved across the street and kept him under observation from there. But there was nothing out of the ordinary, and afterwards Andersson walked on again, unhurriedly still, carrying his parcel.
A few minutes later he was walking up towards a refrigerator show-room, where he stopped. He lit a cigar. Shaw turned and looked into a shop-window, watched Andersson from the corner of his eye. The man was doing something funny with his cigar, almost as though he were signalling. And then he was moving on, puffing at the cigar; he turned a corner, disappeared. Shaw put on speed. If Andersson was allowed to vanish round that corner for long, the chances would be that he’d be gone altogether.
And then, as Shaw came up to the show-room, a small mob of young Egyptians suddenly gathered. One of the youths, glancing round and eyeing Shaw, stepped smartly backwards. He thrust a leg between Shaw’s feet in a quick movement which must have been entirely unnoticed by any of the passers-by. Shaw, caught off balance and completely by surprise, staggered, slipped, fell flat. There was a howl of high-pitched, gleeful laughter from the group of young men as Shaw jumped up, and one of them danced towards him on his toes, fists raised mockingly as though inviting the Englishman to fight it out.
Shaw noted that the group was closing in around him. There was no time to make an issue of this. He demanded icily, “Do you mind letting me pass?”
There was another laugh and a stream of saliva shot towards him, caught him on the front of his light jacket before he could dodge. He clenched his fists, and then, without thinking, he grabbed the spitter’s arm and at once the youth began to yell. Immediately Shaw was in the middle of a big and growing crowd from which, mysteriously, all Europeans seemed to have been excluded; no one from the liner was near enough to help. The crowd was clearly angry and Shaw was being roughly handled when three armed police materialized from a doorway. It was almost as though they’d been standing there ready for trouble; they shouldered their way through the crowd and as they came up close several young Egyptians began yelling at once, and gesticulating towards Shaw, who sensed that he was being accused of assault and battery on a pretty big scale.
This, he felt, was getting really serious.
He tried to argue, but it was quite useless; and the policemen wasted no time in listening anyway. Two of them seized Shaw by the arms while the third stuck a gun in his back, and they yelled at him in their own language as they dragged him away through the crowd, clearing a gangway by shouldering and pushing and lashing out with short, heavy sticks. As the mob thinned out Shaw found he was being taken to a police patrol car.
When they reached it the door was thrown open by the driver and he was bundled in.
Two policemen got in on either side of him, the third got in the front. One of the men, releasing an arm, frisked Shaw, jerked his gun from its holster and passed it to the man in front. The driver let in his clutch and they drew away. Shaw, breathing heavily, furiously, demanded to know what they intended doing. He snapped, speaking as well as he could in Arabic:
“I don’t propose being held in a police post while you frame a charge. I’m a British subject and I’m sailing in the New South Wales at midnight. I can prove—”
He broke off short with an involuntary gasp of pain as a fist smashed into his mouth. One of the men laughed, said in English: “That will not be necessary, Commander Shaw. We are quite prepared to believe what we already know.”
Shaw’s heart thumped; he scarcely noticed the trickle of blood down his chin. He asked, “What do you mean — and how do you know who I am, anyway?”
“Never mind. It is enough that we do know.”
“But I—”
The man let go Shaw’s arm and his elbow came back viciously, took Shaw in the ribs. He winced, and then doubled up as the elbow was followed by a fist. The man hissed, “Quiet. You are not catching the New South Wales or any other liner. And you are not going to a police station.”
“Where am I going then?” Shaw gasped the words out, the pain in his side snatching at his breath.
“That you will see in due course.”
Shaw’s brain whirled. Through the window, he could see the still-busy streets, the lights flowing past. People gaped in at the car as it slowed at corners, but they didn’t appear concerned about the bloody-faced man in the back. This was Egypt, not London, and Shaw was an Englishman… He tried to wrench his arms free, a gun-butt came down on his head with a crack and he passed out, slumped forward between the two men.
The car, going fast now, headed out of Port Said, making southward. One of the policemen searched through Shaw’s pockets, but apparently without result.
At eleven forty-five the canal pilot boarded the New South Wales and hands mustered on the fo’c’sle, stood by to let go the last lines from the buoy and move through the canal for Suez. And the liner’s Staff Commander climbed up to the Captain’s day-cabin, knocked and went in.
Cap under arm, he reported to Sir Donald Mackinnon.
“Ship ready to proceed, sir, but there’s a passenger adrift.” He added significantly, “It’s Commander Shaw, sir.”
“Shaw?” Sir Donald spoke sharply, jerked upright in his chair. “Dammit, Stanford! Him of all people. Any idea what’s keeping him?”
“No, sir. I didn’t see him before he went ashore. That girl — Miss Dangan, he'd got pretty friendly with her and she was waiting about at the head of the ladder. She said he told her he was going ashore, but he didn’t say where or what for. In fact he told her it was none of her business when she asked.”
“Damn and blast.” The Captain got to his feet, walked up and down the cabin, hands clasped behind his back, white eyebrows drawn together. He was leading the convoy through, should be under way in fifteen minutes. He snapped, “We can’t go through without Shaw. With Gresham gone too, that’s leaves us with no senior man in charge of that ruddy crate.”
“I know, sir.” Stanford hesitated. “Do you think this has anything directly to do with the cargo?”
“How the hell do I know! Anything can happen in Port Said these days.” The Captain looked at his watch. “Stanford, get hold of the agent and tell him I want to see him again at once. Let me know in fifteen minutes whether Shaw’s back or not — if he isn’t, I’ll have to hold the ship and miss the convoy.”
At the end of the fifteen minutes the Staff Commander reported no sign of Shaw. The pilot went ashore again and the liner was re-secured to the buoy. The hands were fallen-out from stations. The rumours began among passengers and crew. Few people had as yet gone to bed, and the atmosphere in the ship seemed to become more tense than ever.
Shaw had recovered consciousness after the police car had left Port Said behind and was still heading south. Opening his eyes, feeling sick and groggy, his hair stiff with caked blood, he looked out at sand and sand and more sand rushing into the headlights. He was evidently on the fringe of the desert. There was scarcely anything to be seen except an apology for a roadway, and the odd palm-tree. Occasionally a nocturnal Arab on a camel. A petrol can abandoned by the roadside among other garbage, and the sand. And the dust.
Shaw’s throat was dry, parched, painful. He would have given his soul for a drink of water to ease away the sandy grit which filled his mouth as the car drove clouds of the muck into the air, sent it swirling up all around so that they were moving along enveloped in a sand-storm of their own. This road had never been meant for anything that went so fast as this car. And despite the night air the car was hot. Even the policemen seemed to be feeling the effects of that drive. Their jacket collars were loosened, they sweated freely. There was a smell of hashish, which was a further irritant to Shaw. But they were still alert enough, and they still held his arms tightly, though they took no apparent notice of him when he stirred. A little later when the throbbing in his head had receded somewhat, he asked, for the second time:
“Where are you taking me?”
The man who spoke English laughed shortly. He said, “What does that matter? You are going to die. What does it matter where it is that you die?”
Shaw said, “Call it curiosity.”
The man shrugged. “Mere morbidity. But I shall tell you, as you wish it. You are going to the oasis of Solli, between Zagazig and Ismailia.”
There was a kind of gloating in his tone. Shaw said simply, “Oh. Thanks very much.”
The man looked at him oddly. He asked, “You have not, perhaps, heard of the oasis of Solli?”
“Never. Should I have done?”
“But yes… The man spoke quickly in his own language and then the two policemen exchanged looks over Shaw’s head. They laughed. The driver and the third policeman joined in as well. The four of them laughed loud and long. Then the English-speaker simmered down. Wiping his streaming face with a filthy handkerchief, he gasped: “You have not heard of the oasis of Solli! Ah, my friend, you will find out soon! Meanwhile it is better you do not know, perhaps. It is a fact that to look forward in ignorance is more fun, yes?”
It wasn’t so very long after that when the car drove in its surround of moving dust and sand, past a handful of nomad tents and a curious high tower standing out against the moon, into Solli. The car’s lights showed it as a dirty-looking place, with white-walled, single storey, shack-like buildings fringing a rutted street littered with the refuse from the habitations. There were many camels, and dark-skinned Arabs, men and women who came to their doorways to stare curiously at the police car as it went along the street; and other people, different people, people who seemed to belong to a strange race. To Shaw, they had more the look of India than of Egypt. The car turned off into a small courtyard and, out of sight now from the road, backed up until it was hard alongside a low doorway leading into a pitch-black room with a hint of moonlight in one corner…
“Out!”
The order was barked at Shaw, and a gun was.pushed into his back. He was prodded forward into the room as soon as he was clear of the car.
Suddenly, as he came through the doorway, he was given a violent blow in the back which sent him staggering forwards to land in a heap at the farther wall. The door was banged to behind him, and he heard heavy bolts snick home.
After that, silence; silence and darkness lit by a stray moonbeam coming, coldly silver, through a very tiny barred window set high up in one wall. A window which, even if he could reach it, would be far too small to squeeze through. The moon cast a long, intersected shadow on the opposite wall. Shaw went inch by inch over the rest of the place, but he could find nothing whatever that offered any hope of a way out; he might just as well save his strength for whatever lay ahead. After a time he sat down on a pile of smelly sacks in a corner. Still the brooding oppressive silence and the aloneness… until he heard the tiny mutterings and squeakings of rats, rats which ran and scampered about the floor, burrowed into the sacks upon which he sat. He lashed out at them with his fists, felt his knuckles plunge into fur, heard the shrill protests, felt the tear of sharp teeth at his ankles.
He kicked out, got to his feet, horror gripping his heart. What in God’s name did they mean to do with him now— leave him here, food for the rats? But surely some one would take action at the Port Said end. Sir Donald Mackinnon would be wondering, and worrying too. And Judith. Laty-mer would surely get to hear, through the Consulate in Port Said, the Ambassador in Cairo. And yet, even so, what could Latymer or anyone else do? This was Egypt; a fat lot of notice they’d ever taken of British representations in the past. There was no special reason why they should change now. Besides, as an agent, Shaw couldn’t expect this country to pull him out of a hole once he got caught.
And in the meantime REDCAP was without its officer-in-charge and Donovan’s girl was alone too. Andersson would no doubt be back aboard the New South Wales, Andersson who had led him so neatly into this trap by his carefully worded cable, Andersson who must have known he would follow him. That alone presupposed the man’s guilt, his real identity. Sick and giddy, in an agony of spirit, Shaw paced up and down that stinking, stuffy room, until he was physically and mentally exhausted; and then he fell on to the pile of sacks, in a huddle, went at last to sleep.
He didn’t know how long he slept; but he awoke to find a very bright light shining into his eyes. As he blinked into it, it moved, and two men appeared suddenly and came forward and threw their weight on him, holding down his arms and chest. Two more men came from behind the light, each took one of his legs and held it fast to the ground. None of them spoke, but he heard their hard breathing, felt it on his face. Then another man appeared with something in his hand, knelt down beside Shaw. His jacket was ripped with a sharp knife, the sleeve was rolled back, ripped again until the whole sleeve hung in tatters from his shoulder. And then Shaw felt a needle drive into his flesh, knew a moment of almost unbearable agony as something was pumped into him. He cried out through clenched teeth, jerked and twisted his limbs, but the men, sweating and panting, held fast. The pain shot through him, seemed to flow into every crevice, every cell in his body. He was racked, tortured with it. As the needle was withdrawn a whisper of blood dripped from its end on to Shaw’s chest. The men still held him down; and then, after centuries of time as it seemed, the pain began to ebb slowly away, draining out of him through toes and finger-tips, leaving him weak but almost happy just because that agony had disappeared.
Soon after his legs and arms were released.
Oddly, he wasn’t conscious of any actual feeling as of men’s weight having lifted from his limbs. He only knew they’d let go of him because he heard them moving about and then, out of the corner of his eye, he could see them outlined in that bright light. And then they went away and the light went out; Shaw felt curiously numb and weak, but he tried to struggle up to a sitting position so as to ease the headache that had gripped him. He felt that if the blood could drain away he would feel less groggy, more able to concentrate his thoughts. But after a while he realized that he couldn’t move. Apart from that tearing headache, there was absolutely no feeling in his body at all. Even his eyes wouldn’t obey his will now, wouldn’t turn. He was inert, corpse-like. A feeling of horror, of utter panic, took hold of him for a moment, and then he forced his mind to remain quiet, composed and ready for whatever must happen next. For a long time nothing happened. The first faint dawn struggled through the barred window and lit on the wall, and he just lay there, absolutely still, not able even to blink, to move his lips. Every muscle seemed paralysed. And then, as the cell lightened a little more, the door opened and the sun came through. A man walked into his fixed line of vision, stood there looking down at him, seemed to be studying him intently. Then, as though far, far away, Shaw heard this man speak and, with his knowledge of the language, was able to follow what was said.
“How did it happen?”
A voice came from the doorway, outside Shaw’s vision. He identified it as the voice of one of the policemen: “The man was armed, and he resisted arrest after causing a disturbance, doctor. You can see the injuries for yourself, the injuries we were forced to inflict — the blood on the hair, the mouth…
The doctor bent and Shaw heard him murmur: “A blow in the mouth, and on the head…” He bent closer, down on one knee. Shaw tried desperately to speak, failed. The man pulled back an eyelid, felt for the heart, the pulse. There was nothing; Shaw had dried up, was suspended in a kind of cold storage.
Shaw heard the man say, with a curious inflexion in his voice as though he knew what he was saying was a lie: “Yes, you are right. The man is dead.”
He tried to cry out: I’m not, I’m not, I’m as alive as you are, as anxious to get back into the good fresh air, but I can’t move, I can’t speak. But I am not dead. No words came; he lay like the corpse he had been pronounced to be. Then once again he heard the doctor speak.
The doctor said sardonically, “He is dead, but how? His injuries are not severe. What is all this, Hassan?”
“It is a matter which I must not discuss, doctor. I can only tell you this: he is an important man, and his absence will cause much consternation in London, and aboard the liner, the New South Wales. It could be awkward. But if he can be shown to have caused a disturbance in Port Said, and to have been arrested, and then to have died from injuries received while resisting lawful arrest… why, then no questions will be asked, for inquiries will not be made too closely into the death of an Englishman if it is backed up by a doctor’s certificate. And if anything is raised by London, then our authorities will have an answer to give. That is the way we wish it to be. And Solli is not Port Said, doctor.”
The doctor laughed. “And I am not the medical officer of the Port Said police! And you come to me because you know I will co-operate.”
“Your fee is high enough, doctor.”
“Oh, well, as to that…” Again the doctor laughed. “I will ask no more questions. Clearly this is no ordinary police matter, but I shall not ask for whom you work outside hours of duty, Hassan! I shall issue a certificate which will satisfy your superiors, and you need not worry.” He added, almost apologetically: “And in return, apart of course from my fee…?”
“Your past indiscretions will not be brought to light, doctor.”
“That is good. Ah, my dear Hassan…”
The voices moved away, out of earshot. The door banged to, swung for a moment on its hinges. A little later a bold rat moved stealthily, its nose vibrating, searching across Shaw’s mouth. He could see it as a huge mountain before his eyes, could even smell it, but he could not feel it. It walked up his face, over his hair. The tail drooped down, was dragged slowly across his unfeeling lips. The rat moved on, disappeared. Soon after, one of the policemen came back and looked down at Shaw. He said, “Yes, my friend, you live yet, though officially you are very dead. Your friends will be informed accordingly in due course. And to-night you will go to your last resting-place… unless in the meantime you are prepared to give us certain information, which we shall ask of you when the drug wears off and you are able to speak again.”
* * *
When a long time later he came through the drug his hands were bound tightly behind his back, his ankles were roped together. Men stood over him with rifles.
They wanted to know just how much information about Lubin had leaked out to the West, and what were the countermeasures being put into effect by the British and other Governments, and exactly what Shaw’s orders had been.
He said nothing.
He was told that if he didn’t speak willingly then the truth would be forced out of him.
He clenched his teeth, muttered: “Just try.”
They kicked his body, they beat him with rifle-butts. But he kept silent. They picked him up, held him steady, and smashed blow after blow into his defenceless face, and still he bit down on torn lips and kept silent. And then, as daylight once again faded from that high-set, barred window the inquisition ended at last. One of the men, his face filled with hate and cruelty and the naked desire for simple revenge, said:
“Yesterday you told me you had never heard of the oasis of Solli. Now you shall hear what it is.”
“Go on, then.”
The Egyptian said, “The oasis possesses something unique for this part of the world. You are going to die now, slowly. Because you have already been certified dead in the official manner, it is now necessary for us to give you proper public burial.” The thick, rubbery lips twitched, seemed to mull the words over in satisfaction. “What better place than Solli, where it is not too public, and where you will not last long enough for exhumation should our plans go astray? Now listen. Solli possesses a Tower of Silence, which you may perhaps have seen when we entered the village. You understand, Solli is the centre of a small area many of whose inhabitants are a race apart. They are Parsees, from India, and there are enough of them for an enlightened administration to allow them to follow their own religion and to practise their own burial rites. Do you understand?”
Shaw’s eyes blazed and his bound fists bunched behind his back, but his mouth clamped tight. He understood well enough now.
“You will speak, Commander Shaw?”
He gritted his teeth. “No, you bastard. I won’t.”
“Very well.”
The man kicked him again, and then they moved towards him and held him down hard. One man went outside, came back in a minute or two. Shaw caught sight of the long, sharp needle, the big bottle of paralysing liquid. He set his teeth as the needle drove in and the terrible pain began again, set his whole body afire, worse even than before, as though he had been given a bigger dose. Within three minutes he was once more numbed from head to foot, unable to move a muscle, only his brain still living on, his brain and his revolving desperate thoughts. He knew well enough what the Tower of Silence meant; he hadn’t recognized that tall building yesterday simply because it was the very last thing he would have expected to find in Egypt. But he knew what they were, those tall towers of the silent dead where the only sounds were those of the vultures, whirring down from the sky on black, flapping wings to consume the corpses, leaving behind them nothing but piles of whitened bones; and he knew that he was to be eaten alive, the living flesh torn from him by the sharp, probing beaks of the birds of prey.

CHAPTER TEN

That evening Sir Donald Mackinnon had got the story, the very surprising and disturbing story, from the A. and P. Line’s agents in Port Said. The agents had been notified officially by the police authorities that the British Commander Shaw had become involved in a public disturbance of his own making; in consequence whereof he had been arrested, had resisted violently, drawing a gun on the police, and had received unavoidable injuries from which he had since died. The authorities, the agents’ representative told Sir Donald, had said that they could in no way hold themselves answerable for what had happened; and they had even intimated that they intended pressing their own Government to make representations to the United Kingdom Government through diplomatic channels, protesting at the incident and at the strong anti-Egyptian tendencies exhibited by a serving officer.
Sir Donald’s face, when he heard all this, went dark with anger. He snapped, “It’s damn ridiculous! It’s just a lot of hokum! Shaw wasn’t the sort of man to do that. Besides…” He checked himself. He couldn’t say anything about the job Shaw was aboard to do. He raised his arms hopelessly, let them drop. He swung round on the agent. “Dammit, isn’t there anything we can do?”
The agent, an Englishman, shook his head. “I’m afraid not, Captain. No more than we’ve already done from our end, that is. You know what Port Said’s like these days. If that’s the official line, they’ll stick to it whatever we say or do.” He added, “Anyway, there’s no reason to doubt that it’s true, you know. I don’t mean to suggest for one moment that this passenger actually started the incident in any way, but it’s just the sort of thing that does blow up. Spit at the British, start a riot — and then blame the innocent victim.” He shrugged. “You see what I mean? And then the police arrest him. And they’re never exactly gentle. I remember—”
Sir Donald interrupted, demanded heatedly: “But isn’t there any way of checking, of finding some solid proof of all this?”
“No, no further than has already been done.” The agent tapped the report, which lay on the Captain’s desk. ‘This is genuine all right, except probably as regards how the incident started. If it isn’t, well, we can’t crack it. And anyway, come to that — what else could have happened to the man? Frankly, I’m surprised there’s been quite so much flap — even the Embassy’s been more than ordinarily anxious.”
Sir Donald sighed frustratedly. If only he was free to speak… he growled, “Damn and blast! You’re convinced he really is dead, aren’t you?”
The reply was terse: “He’s been seen by a doctor and a certificate’s been issued. There’s no doubt about it at all.” The agent paused, then added: “By the way, I’ve had a cable from London. Your Chairman’s rather anxious for you to go through the canal, Sir Donald. Seems keen to get you through to Australia without any more delay.” He shrugged. “For some reason or other, he’s being extremely insistent about that. That’s the third cable I’ve had in under twenty-four hours, actually.”
Sir Donald got up, strode up and down the cabin, hands behind his back. He said, “I’m not at all keen to go through the canal without knowing more about Shaw.”
The agent said with finality, “We certainly aren’t going to hear any more, sir, except possibly much later on through diplomatic sources in London. I can assure you positively of that. We’ve done our very best.” He added meaningly, “And there’s still time to get you into the convoy leaving at midnight.”
The Captain glared. “What you mean is, those are the orders from London?”
“From the Chairman personally.”
“Leaving a passenger behind?”
The agent gave a tactful but forbearing cough. He said, “But Captain… it isn’t a passenger you’re leaving behind. It’s a body. In any case, the Line could hardly be expected to hold the ship indefinitely for one passenger even if we hadn’t had this report. The matter must be left to us — the shore-side people on the spot — to deal with now. As it is, London will do all the notifying of next-of-kin and so on, and they want you to land his effects at Aden for transit home in the next ship coming through, so as not to delay you further here.”
Sir Donald threw up his arms helplessly. The one consolation was that Shaw’s own department was certainly in the picture by now and they would be doing all that was necessary behind the scenes. They hadn’t contacted him or told him to remain in Port Said, hadn’t given him any guidance at all. So in the meantime he could only obey his orders from the Line; it wasn’t up to him to approach the Embassy.
* * *
A few hours later the Egyptian armed guard was withdrawn from the gangway and the accommodation-ladder was raised and stowed, the ‘snake’ pontoon was slacked away and hauled inshore. Once again the pilot boarded and Sir Donald Mackinnon climbed slowly up to his bridge. The passenger decks buzzed with rumours. Some minutes later the signal flashed to tell the New South Wales to take up her station for leading the convoy southwards for Suez. Sir Donald gave a quiet order to his officer-of-the-watch and the berthing telegraphs clanged over. Men on the fo’c’sle heaved in on the slip-wire, bringing it home from the ring of the buoy, and a moment later the Captain put his main engines dead slow astern and came away from his moorings.
“Stop engines… port twenty… slow ahead together.”
The New South Wales moved her vast bulk, headed for the canal entrance. Behind her, the second ship in the line began moving into station. As the blaze of Port Said’s lights slid slow and quiet from view along the liner’s side, the bos’n, hissing between his teeth and looking vicious, for he had heard about what had happened to one of the passengers — and a passenger who was a particularly decent bloke who’d taken the trouble to talk to him once or twice about his job— directed a fire-hose down on to the last of the bum-boats which, with lines out to the ship’s rails so that trade could be carried on to the very last moment, were being carried along with the vessel. Shrieks and wails came up, fists were brandished, oaths hurled to the heights. The steady stream of water flushed full force into the boats, and then the occupants cut their lines and drifted rapidly astern.
It wasn’t only the bos’n, of course, who had heard by now about Shaw. Every one in the ship, as the liner steamed on into the canal, knew that a passenger was being left behind dead. And this, the second tragedy to happen within so short a time, cast a further blight over the great vessel, increased the feeling of uncertainty and tenseness, the feeling that now they could never be sure what might happen next. Judith was terribly upset. She’d got to like Esmonde Shaw so much in those few short days from Naples and now the ship felt strangely empty without him. Somehow she couldn’t believe he’d really gone, that there wasn’t some other explanation of all this; so certain had she felt that there was indeed much more behind it, in all the circumstances, that during the long day’s vigil she had spoken to the Captain, revealing her own part in what was going on. But the Captain, though he’d arranged for an unobtrusive watch to be placed on the girl, had been powerless to do anything further in a matter of this kind.
As they steamed through the muddy canal water, decks towering above the green, cultivated ribbons of the banks which stretched away into desert darkness, Judith, not wanting either to sleep yet or to talk to anyone, leaned over the rail in the quietest spot she could find. As she stood there, Sigurd Andersson strolled past, gave her a quick look, hesitated, passed on and went below. She remembered that Esmonde Shaw had warned her to keep out of his way, and while he was near she felt a little shiver of distate for the heavy, pasty man. He was, she thought, rather like a big fat slug that had crawled from some fetid hole. According to Shaw, that man might be Karstad… she wondered how much he had had to do with what had happened in Port Said. Again she remembered with a pang her father’s taut, nervy anger after Karstad had called to see him.
The liner anchored later on in the Great Bitter Lake to allow the northbound convoy to pass; and it was nearly noon before they raised the canal-side bungalows of Port Tewfik and came sliding down the last straight stretch of waterway between green gardens and white buildings, slid down into Suez Roads and the Gulf of Suez, which later, after Ras Mohammed had been left away to port, would carry them on into the cruel, searing heat of the Red Sea proper, for Aden and the Gates of Hell. Briefly the ship stopped engines in the Roads and dropped the pilot as the cutter came fast off shore to pick him up from the jacob’s-ladder dangling from the gunport door. And then she gathered way, pushed the flat, shimmering blue waters aside as her engines came up to Full Away, heading out and south for Aden.
There was a smile hovering on the lips of Sigurd Andersson as he looked out astern from the deck just abaft the veranda bar, and watched Egypt fade into the gathering heat-haze which shimmered up into a metallic sky. His brain was full of happy thoughts winging on to a spot in the ocean beyond Ceylon. But he still had one more thing to do, just in case there was a slip, and it would be just as well to do it now. Casually Andersson sauntered away, flicked his cigar-butt into a deck ashbox, thrust his flabby white hands into the pockets of his immaculate sharkskin trousers.
He made his way down into the ship towards the engineer’s alleyway. Walking along amid a pervading smell of grease and oil and heat, he knocked at one of the cabin doors.
* * *
Black dots had been flying, circling in the dawn air above Solli, above the tall tower.
Slowly, twistingly, they had come lower. Shaw heard the fleshcreeping whirr of wings, the beat and flap of approaching tearing death. He was carrion; and the carrion birds were coming with their sharp beaks, the beaks built by nature for ripping flesh, and with their appropriately funereal black bodies.
He could do nothing but wait for the end now.
Nothing, that was, except think. And think back, except when he could force his reeling mind away from it, to the dreadful journey to this stinking, bone-and-flesh-filled Tower of Silence. How first of all they’d stripped him and stained his body with the juice of berries so that the locals wouldn’t become suspicious, as they might if a white man were to be deposited in their precious tower; how he had then been dressed in a kind of white sheet-like affair, no doubt an Arab, or more probably an Indian, shroud. How after that they had carried him to a low, open cart and, with the policemen behind like ghoulish mourners, had dragged him through the narrow street to the ghastly charnel-house where now he lay. Shaw had been able to hear the false weeping and wailing of the followers, the last polite, formal respects being paid, traditionally, to the dead. And then they had come to this place, and he had been lifted to the heights, the fresh, the newest meal to be left where it was handiest for the birds; and then the bearers had gone away and he had been alone.
The vultures, interrupted in a current meal, had been hovering even then. They didn’t come down while live men stayed there, but as soon as Shaw had been left and the others had gone, the first bird had flapped down, squawking, and had settled on his chest. The thing stood there and looked at him keenly, critically, flapping its wings from time to time as though doing a balancing act. It had lurched a little, and then it had taken its first exploratory peck at Shaw’s cheek.
That drug evidently didn’t kill pain once the flesh was broken.
Shaw could still feel the cruel slash which had shaken him, riven him, when the beak had driven down so suddenly, could feel the dig of the horny substance slicing in. He couldn’t tell whether or not blood had run, but he did gather that the bird didn’t like him very much. There had been an indignant look on the creature’s foul face, as though it had been cheated; and it had given a cry and flown quickly upwards, where it hovered high above him. After that, no more had come near him. They must have known, somehow, that there was still life in Shaw. An instinct perhaps, or possibly it was simply that blood had run, and so they knew. At all events they kept their distance and they didn’t even come near the genuine bodies, those heaps of bones from which, having been interrupted, they had not yet picked all the flesh.
But — they stayed there, hovering. Waiting. The long, patient watch had begun, the period of waiting for Shaw to die, for that moment when life would flow out of him finally and they could move in and tear him to shreds so that he would be no more than stripped and whitened bones tumbled together like those he’d seen when he was being brought up. A mere indistinguishable heap, the last proof gone of what had happened to him.
And then the dawn.
Away in the distance in that dawn he heard the melancholy sound of a bell, and of a rising and falling voice through the still, clear air, calling the faithful to prayer. In that early dawn it was cold, bitterly cold as it had been all through the long night under the low-slung stars, freezingly so to Shaw in his thin cotton shroud; and he was glad when the sun came up and a few warming, early rays stole through the keen crispness… glad, until the sun’s heat as the morning dragged so slowly on increased the stench which crept into his nostrils, the horrible sickly sun-drawn smell of death. And bore with red-hot fingers into his immovable body, a fierce blaze of heat from which there was no escape, no respite.
Gradually the birds were growing braver, coming lower, lower… he could see the eyes, greedy and almost calculating eyes above the horny beaks. How long— they seemed to be saying to one another—how long before the man dies, and we can feed again?
Shaw was compelled to watch them each time they circled into his drug-held vision. Shortly after noon, one of them, perhaps braver or perhaps merely hungrier than the others, swooped down and came to rest quite close to Shaw. He could hear the brute’s feet moving among the bones, could hear the rip of soggy flesh as the thing burrowed and found a shred of edible matter, could hear the slight rustle of coarse feathers as the great, filthy bird gulped the morsel down, could sense its greed. Its eyes, he felt a moment later, were on him now… waiting, waiting, waiting. They were canny, these birds, very canny — they would know when he’d gone. The vulture stalked away, flew up. Shortly after that the others came down, the whole grisly flight of them now, settling on the tower’s rim, blocking out the day with a cloud of funereal black. One or two fluttered down with a spread of wings to where he lay. Others followed, quarrelling broke out. They fought up there, close to Shaw’s inert body. Around him he could hear the dry rattle of bones, the cries of the birds. They bumped into him, fell over him, scrabbling at him with feet and wings as they lost their balance. Perhaps they thought they sensed a change in him already.
Then, hours later as the sun went down, the first one — the hungry one — he could have sworn it was the same bird— approached him directly. Shaw could see a big wing spreading over him… the balancing act again, as the thing settled on his chest once more… and then, as the head struck down sharply, there was a horrible pain in his left side and a sound of tearing flesh. Other birds closed in… Good God, was he going now? Did they think in some unholy way that he had actually gone physically while his mind lived yet — or was it simply that they couldn’t wait any more? In any case the facts were clear: he was being eaten alive now.
As another beak jabbed into his side, Shaw let out a cry of agony.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Aboard the New South Wales, now just past Ras Mohammed and steaming fast for Aden in an attempt to make up the time lost in Port Said, Sigurd Andersson was standing on a chair in his cabin, reaching up to unscrew the inspection-plate in the ventilator shafting. When he had it open he thrust his arm through the aperture and pulled away several strips of adhesive tape and then brought out the square metal box which he had hidden away on leaving Tilbury.
He climbed down off the chair.
“There,” he said. “That’s it, Mr Siggings. I told you this morning, it is quite small. Now you can see for yourself. Small, but quite exceptionally powerful. The only one of its kind.” He gave a short laugh. “It should be unnecessary to produce any more.”
The youngish engineer reached up and removed a homemade cigarette which drooped from the corner of his mouth. He squinted at the box, examined the suckers which would hold it in position, rubbed at an unhealthy-looking rash on his damp, sallow face. He said, “Yuh. Don’t look much power in it, not to me.”
Andersson smiled coldly, jabbed a fat white finger towards the engineer. “Take it from me, Mr Siggings, this little box has been made by experts and it will do all that is required of it. Now — what do you think about siting it?”
The engineer pursed up lips which now held the cigarette again. He squinted through eyes half closed as smoke trailed up a long, yellow streak of nicotine on his upper lip. After a while he said briefly, “Double bottoms.”
Andersson raised an eyebrow.
Siggings repeated, “Double bottoms. They run right along the bottom of the ship, see. Space between what you might say is the last deck of all, and the actual bottom-plating. Just enough space for a man to crawl through, like.” He nodded his head confidently. “You want to know what I think, that’s the place all right.”
Andersson said softly, “You must give me your reasons.
I must make absolutely sure, you understand. It is very important that nothing should go wrong.”
“Yuh.” The engineer scratched at his scalp, and little flakes of scurf spread themselves. He said, “Well, first, see — it’s the one place I can go to alone without it looking funny. Double bottoms are my responsibility, so there’s not much risk.”
“You are being paid to take a risk, Mr Siggings.”
“Ah, that’s all very well, i’nit?” Siggings answered cockily. “Want the thing to be safe, don’t you, eh? I’m not just sayin’ the double bottoms just because I can go down there without questions bein’ asked. See?”
“Very well. Go on.”
Siggings stuck a finger in his mouth and removed a piece of tobacco. He said, “No one hardly ever goes down there. Come to that, I can always find a reason to keep ’em out, if they do decide they want to. An’ I can put this job right under the reactor, what’s more.”
“It will be close enough?”
Siggings grinned, showing bad teeth. He said, “Sure it will! Couldn’t be closer than right underneath it, could it?”
“How thick is the deck between this… double bottom and the reactor?”
“Not much thicker’n anywhere else. Not all that thick. Just some extra strengthening beams, and I can site it clear of them. It’d go in — let’s see — Number Five tank. That’s a ballast tank, and she’s empty, see.” He thought for a moment, added: “Wait a tick, though. S’pose we do flood up Five any time?”
Andersson waved a hand dismissingly. “That wouldn’t matter, providing of course that the box is fixed before the flooding — and you will give me warning of that. This box is watertight, and needs no air either.” He reflected, studying Siggings as he did so. Then he said, “Very well. The double bottom it shall be. You are the expert on that side.” He took the box, brought out the chair again and replaced the box in the ventilator shafting. Then he screwed back the plate very carefully. Dusting his hands as he climbed down, he said:
“I shall let you know if and when the box is to be placed in position — it may be that the box will never be needed at all, if… certain other plans are successful, as indeed we trust will be the case. But of that we shall speak again later. All I am concerned with for now is that you should know what to do when the time comes.”
Siggings sniffed. “It’s something else I’m concerned about, Mr Andersson.”
“And that is?”
“Well, what about me, eh? When do I leave the ship, eh?”
Andersson’s eyes glittered, and he smiled. He said, “Very suddenly, one would imagine.”
“Very funny,” Siggings said sarcastically.
“What I meant to say was this: you must not worry, for you will get due warning and you will be able to leave the ship at a convenient port.”
“What, you mean desert? Jump ship?”
“Exactly, yes.”
Siggings clasped his hands together, raised them above his head. “Boy, oh boy, shall I enjoy doing that! Sea’s a mug’s game, Mr Andersson… once you’re in the lolly…"
* * *
When Shaw had given that cry of pain, the cry of agony and horror which had been drawn from him by the bird’s driving beak, the vultures had scattered. At first he didn’t realize the significance of that involuntary cry; and then, very suddenly and almost without any conscious thought, some reflex action tightened his sinews and his leg rose; he lashed out with it.
It was only then that he realized. It had moved.
The drug had worn off.
The vultures scattered into the darkening sky, fighting and squabbling, frightened and angry. Shaw began to breathe properly, struggled stiffly to a sitting position, looked round. For the first time he saw the tower fully, saw the ghastly heaps of bones, the mouldering remains of bodies which had been begun and then left half eaten, saw the stumps of legs and arms and the gaping stomachs of the recently dead.
He closed his eyes. His head swam, and he fell back again, retching agonizingly. For a time he passed right out; then, as he came round, he made a tremendous effort, set his teeth hard, and began to pull himself together. He dragged himself to his feet, painfully, swimmingly, held on to the tower’s rim for long minutes, then staggered away and groped about for a means of getting down. There was a red mist in front of his eyes, and there was in fact very little hope in his heart that he could ever get free from Solli. He would probably be seen as soon as he left the tower, and without transport he was helpless. However, he would prefer to die with a bullet in his body rather than remain up here. Shivering all over now, weak with reaction, he found a stone stairway leading downwards, and he began to climb unsteadily to the earth below.
* * *
The new funeral cortège, moving up a dune towards the Tower of Silence from a neighbouring village, had got quite close to the foot of the structure when Shaw stumbled out, a wild, dirty figure, an ‘Indian’ in a shroud. The man who had been brought by the police from afar off to Solli, and who had been committed the day before.
* * *
The mourners didn’t wait for one unnecessary moment when the dead man moved stiffly towards them. They left the cart, they left the corpse with its face glaring upward towards the vultures, and they turned about and ran for their lives, shrieking to their Gods to protect them from the evil spirit which possessed that dead body, the body which bore the clear mark of the birds of death but which yet moved towards them, the white shroud gleaming in the dark.
They ran into the little village street, calling out to all they met to run before it was too late. Shaw, listening to their distant voices, acted in instinctive self-preservation despite his feeling of hopelessness. He dropped down behind a big pile of stones, and waited. When nothing happened, he peered cautiously round the hide-out, his nausea and weakness submerging under a new thrill of hope. He could tell by the sounds that the villagers were fleeing, going the other way. Very likely the men, the police, had gone back by now to Port Said; they would see no need to wait really, for they would have been expecting the vultures to take him for dead, and they would be thinking now that he was in fact dead, pecked and torn to ribbons while he was helpless under the drug. Ten minutes later, when all was still quiet, Shaw pulled himself to his feet and went on under cover of the darkness, walking the couple of hundred yards into the village as fast as his condition would allow. When he walked into Solli’s main street, he found the place utterly deserted. There was no sign of life, even the dogs seeming to have run along with the humans.
Evidently the police, as he had hoped, were gone.
He was going to get away with this after all.
When that realization came to him, he seemed to find a new, hidden strength. He walked on, went into the narrow doorway of a hovel off the street, looking for food and drink. Nothing there. But, on a table in the third dwelling, he found a meal which seemed to have been interrupted by the news of his coming. Shaw grinned to himself. He seized a loaf of hard bread, ate ravenously. Some of the loaf he tied in his shroud for use later on. Then he drank deeply, greedily, from an earthenware pitcher, gratefully felt the cold water flow over his face. He sluiced some over his body. After that he felt much better, felt the weakness start to ebb away, knew that whatever happened he had to keep going now. Looking around, he discovered a water-bottle, which he filled from the pitcher and then slung the cord round his neck.
The next thing was transport.
Making for the pool of stagnant, dirty water which gave Solli its only apparent reason for being, in the faint hope that he might find a camel which somebody hadn’t waited to mount, Shaw’s eye was caught by the glitter of the moon on metalwork in the open doorway of a lean-to shed inside a courtyard. He stopped, stared, pulled himself over the low wall and went inside.
Of all things, it was a motor-cycle.
Progress — and Shaw found time to thank God for it — had come to the oasis of Solli. Probably it belonged to some young spark who wasn’t at home and the elders, in their panic, hadn’t been able to work the thing. Unless it was out of juice. Shaking with excitement, Shaw opened the tank, thrust in a handy stick. It was about a quarter full. The canal was… how far? Those men had said Solli was between Zagazig and Ismailia, and Shaw knew that those two places were about fifty miles apart, maybe a little less. And Ismailia was on Lake Timsah, hard by the canal itself. So at the outside the canal couldn’t be more than fifty miles away and was almost certainly a lot less. If he could hit the road running alongside the canal, he could run quickly down into Suez — if the petrol lasted that far — and hope to pick up the liner there, for surely she would have waited a while for him before giving up hope.
Shaw grasped the machine, wheeled it out into the rutted street, got astride and kicked the starter. After two false starts, it roared into noisy, exultant life. That wonderful sound gave him back all the heart he needed.
He raced the machine flat out, roared away from Solli on the road to the north along which they had come earlier. He hoped to find a road crossing it, a road leading into Ismailia. As he passed the Tower of Silence he looked towards the death cart with its load beneath the moon. The vultures were starting in already, not waiting for the tower this time.
Shaw smiled to himself. Somehow, he felt, he must have shaken their faith in human nature.
He kept up his speed and sent the motor-cycle flying in a storm of sand and dust along the road, a sweaty, dirt-streaked figure bent low over the handlebars, a grotesque sight in his shroud as the garment billowed out behind him in the wind made by his passing. Some distance along he hit the hoped-for roadway leading off to the right, and he turned along it, trusting that it was the one which would take him into Ismailia. Luck was with him, for he had struck the road from Bargum, and it wasn’t long after that that he saw the waterway ahead, saw the lighted superstructures of ships passing along. It was a north-bound convoy in transit, just entering the northern sector of the canal as it came out from Lake Timsah. There was no sign of any shipping bound south, but then the next convoy from Port Said would not leave until midnight. There was still a chance of catching the liner.
Shaw ditched the motorcycle just before he hit the canal road a little to the north of Ismailia. There was in fact little petrol left in the tank now, and the best thing would be to try to jump a lorry — he could get away with that all right in the darkness and with his knowledge of the language.
He was walking along the roadway, making for the town, when he saw a car coming up in a cloud of dust from the direction of Suez. He saw it clearly, because the headlights of a car coming from the opposite direction were playing on to it. He gave it little more than a casual glance, intending to keep out of its way more than anything else… until he saw its number-plate.
He recognized it as bearing an American registration. Very likely that car belonged to a Canal Authority’s pilot.
Shaw stepped into the road, waving frantically.
The car swerved and the driver put his hand on the siren and kept it there. Shaw moved across, planted himself firmly in the car’s path. It pulled up, the driver leaned out. He cursed at Shaw. He was a burly, red-faced man bearing the stamp of the sailor and Shaw felt that his guess had been the right one. Besides, the oaths were unmistakably American. Shaw held up his hand and grinned. He said,
“Sorry. I only wanted to ask you something.”
The driver gaped at him. “What in hell’s name are you?” he asked incredulously.
“British subject,” Shaw told him briefly. “Name’s Shaw, Commander Shaw of the British Navy.” He looked down at his shroud. “This rig’s against me, I know, but I can’t go into details… I’d like to know if the New South Wales is still in the canal.”
“She’s not. She’s gone through.”
Shaw’s heart sank. “Has she cleared Suez Roads?”
“Uh-huh. She was in the last southbound convoy, next ahead of the ship I was taking through.” The pilot peered closer at Shaw. He demanded, “Say, what is all this, huh?”
“We’ll skip that, if you don’t mind.” Shaw thought fast. “Will you take my word for it that it’s desperately important I get to a British Consul as fast as possible? It’s a matter of international importance.” He looked direct at the man in the car, conscious of his unprepossessing appearance as the shroud flapped about him in a light breeze, of his face, bruised and swollen from the blows given him by the police in Solli. He asked, “Can I get in? I suppose you’re going to Port Said?”
The American gave him a long look, nodded, jerked the door open. “Get in,” he said briefly. “I’m going right through.”
“Thanks.” Shaw climbed in. As the driver started up he looked sideways at Shaw.
He said, “You’re the guy the New South Wales left behind, aren’t you?”
“You’ve heard about that?”
“Sure I’ve heard about that!” The voice was very unfriendly. “You realize she missed a convoy all because of you? We heard you were dead.” He breathed heavily. “Some people… bloody thoughtlessness! I don’t know what you’ve been up to, but I’ve a darn good mind to hand you over to the local authorities just the same.”
“On the face of it,” Shaw said quietly, “I don’t think I’d blame you if you did try doing just that. But I’ll guarantee you wouldn’t succeed, chum!” He raised his voice as the pilot interrupted. “Just a moment… ever been in command of your own ship?”
“Uh-huh. Five years. And I wouldn’t have missed a convoy for a bloody passenger, not on your life I wouldn’t!”
“Exactly. And neither would the Master of the New South Wales.”
“Come again? I don’t get you.”
“Don’t you?” Shaw murmured. “What I’m trying to say is, that the Captain wouldn’t have waited unless he had some good reason — unless it was important that I should get aboard. He wouldn’t have waited for — well, just for any passenger. Now d’you see?”
There was a pause; then the pilot said slowly, “Okay, I get you. Or do I? Sorry. Could be that you’ve been having a rough time, I guess, huh?” He glanced at Shaw. “Or would you rather say no more about it?”
"I would. And thanks.” Shaw sat back in relief, pulled his shroud round his body. The night air was chilly, but it wasn’t as chilly, as terrible, as it had been at the top of that tower. Shaw could still feel his flesh crawling at the thought of that, could still feel the pain of the open beak-wounds too. They drove on fast, without saying much, and they were soon into the outskirts of Port Said and then it was not long before they pulled up at the offices of the British Consul. Shaw thanked the pilot, who drove away, and then he went inside and found an Egyptian clerk.
The clerk tried to eject the weird, filthy figure who kept insisting he was Commander Shaw, Commander Shaw whom the clerk knew to be dead. The Consul, he said, was not in the office at this hour. Shaw snapped, “Then find him, and find him fast. I’ll wait.” Angrily he sat on a chair in the waiting-room. The clerk dithered. Shaw said threateningly, “If you don’t so something quick, I’ll personally see that you’re kicked out of the Consulate for good.”
The young man looked at him sharply, carefully, then shrugged his thin shoulders and sighed. The man spoke perfect English and he carried an air of authority… but how could a dead man… he shrugged again. Stranger things had happened in the Consulate before now. He picked up a telephone, spoke into it volubly.
Half an hour later the Consul arrived, glanced at Shaw, went into a huddle with the clerk in his private office and then Shaw was brought in and the clerk disappeared.
The Consul, who was a short, pleasant man with a ready smile, asked, “Have you any means of identification, of proving what you say?”
“None. Why don’t you contact the Ambassador in Cairo? I’ve an idea he’ll know all about me.”
The official gave him a keen look. He murmured, “If you are Shaw, we’re not exactly in total ignorance about you here, old man. You’d better tell me everything in detail.” After Shaw had gone through everything that had happened since he’d come ashore from the liner, the Consul asked him a number of pertinent questions about the ship and he appeared satisfied with the answers. He said, “All right, Shaw. I believe you. As it happens, I’ve already been in touch with the Cairo Embassy about you and I understand they’ve had word from some V.I.P. in London. They were extremely worried about your ‘death,’ I might add!” He smiled. “Come to that, so was I. Just give me time to make some arrangements, and then I hope we can put you on your way by air.” He added, “It’ll have to be a bit of a wangle. I don’t say you’ve necessarily broken any of the local laws by coming back to life — but you’re a trifle unpopular with the authorities, or you would be if it was known you were alive.”
The Consul made several telephone calls, and while he was doing this he turned Shaw over to the clerk and told the latter to see to it that the Commander had a wash and a meal and some decent clothing, also some attention for his injuries. And within a couple of hours a refreshed and reinvigorated Shaw was sent for again and told that a car was waiting to rush him to Cairo and he’d better hurry. Just before he was smuggled into the car, the Consul had a word with him and told him that efforts would be made to find out the political affiliations of the policemen who had taken him off, and of the local agents of Ycecold Refrigeration, but held out little hope that anything would in fact be achieved. Then, a minute later, the car was speeding out for Cairo and the British Embassy. Shaw took this opportunity to have a nap in the car: on arrival in Cairo he was taken to the Ambassador himself, to whom he made a full report of proceedings for transmission to Latymer in London. The Naval Attache fixed him up with a new revolver, and soon he was rushed in another closed car to the airport; within ten minutes of his arrival there he was airborne, heading out for Aden; and a signal had gone out to the Master of the New South Wales informing him of Shaw’s re-appearance.
* * *
Judith was tremendously happy and relieved when Sir Donald gave her the news, and when Shaw rejoined the liner she was waiting at the head of the accommodation-ladder as his boat from Steamer Point came alongside. For his part he was vastly relieved to find her safe and sound, and to hear that nothing had happened during his absence. After a word with the girl, he spoke to the senior man of the MAPIACCIND guard who told him all was well with REDCAP.
A few minutes later he was reporting to the Captain.
He told Sir Donald the whole story. He said, “I’m sure Andersson gave those louts the tip — told them to start the fun. I think we ought to have an unofficial copy of any cables he sends or receives from now on, sir. Can that be done?”
Sir Donald nodded. “I’ll see to it if you want me to. But if he’s a wrong ’un they’ll be in some sort of code, of course.”
“Yes, but it might help.” Shaw leaned forward. “Look, sir. You say if he’s a wrong ’un. He’s no more a refrigerator salesman than I am! There can’t be any more doubt about him now.”
The Captain rubbed his chin thoughtfully, sighed. “Possibly, but it doesn’t help much. There’s still nothing conclusive to go on.”
Shaw said savagely, “No, and I’m trying very, very hard to make myself see that we’ll get further in the end by giving him all the rope he wants now. All the same, I’d dearly love to take a swipe at him. And then put him under arrest and land him here in Aden, whatever my chief says. My God, sir — when I think about that filthy tower, and what may be in that man’s mind…
“What about the ship — what about the chances of some sort of explosion aboard, Shaw? Isn’t it time we had a search made, now so much more has happened?”
“No, sir, not in my opinion. Give me a little more time yet. I don’t believe that will happen now — I reckon they’ve got a better use for REDCAP than just blowing it up.” He lit a cigarette. “It won’t happen while Karstad — Andersson’s— aboard anyway. He’s not immortal.”
“Suppose he goes ashore in Colombo? We’ll be in there all day, you know.”
“Well, sir, if he does, we can always think again. Most of the passengers’ll go ashore, I take it, and that’ll make it easier for the crew to search the ship quickly if necessary. If he has planted anything, he’ll have allowed himself plenty of time to get well clear of an atomic blast from your reactor, sir!” Shortly after, the liner left Aden and that night Shaw was having a quiet drink by himself in the tavern when Anders-son approached, immaculate as ever in cream sharkskin, seemingly cool despite the close, crushing heat. Shaw, looking up, met his eye.
Andersson smiled genially. He asked, “Do you mind if I join you, Commander?”
“Do.”
Andersson eased his heavy body into a chair, snapped his fingers at a steward, called for a whisky and soda. Then he asked, “A few little — ah — adventures in Port Said, no doubt?”
Shaw said coolly, “Yes. A few little adventures.”
The man gave a guttural, coarse laugh. He said, “Ah, my friend, I understand! I myself was young once.” His drink came then and he took a gulp, wiped his lips and his forehead with a silk handkerchief. He asked, “And the young lady, Miss… Dangan?”
Shaw’s hand jerked a little as he heard the significant hesitation. He said sharply, “What d’you mean?”
Andersson sniggered, making a lewd, suggestive sound of it. “She did not object?”
“Object?” Shaw’s face hardened. “I don’t understand, I’m afraid. What’s it got to do with you anyway, Mr Andersson?”
Andersson stared out across the lighted decks, into the darkness of the sea swishing faintly past below. He said, “Oh… nothing, nothing. Forgive me.” Then he turned his head, and the penetrating eyes held Shaw’s as he went on in a soft, enfolding tone: “There are things, are there not, which it is better not to pry into. There can be danger in so doing, is that not so?”
“I don’t think I quite follow.”
“No?” Andersson leaned close and Shaw smelt stale cigar smoke. “Then let us make a hypothesis, Commander. Things have happened aboard this ship… poor Gresham’s death, your — ah-little misadventure in Port Said.” He held up his glass, looked quizzically through it to the lights beyond. “I am a man of the world, Commander. And it seems to me that perhaps — some one — is sticking out his neck a little far, and that this is irritating to another party. Now then. Let us suppose further — suppose that the sticker out of necks has a lady friend… let us, for simplicity’s sake, call her Miss Dangan. That name is as good as any other, is it not? Now it could be that the third party, this angry one, while having of course no personal interest in Miss Dangan, might be tempted to bring harm to her unless the first man began to mind his own business. In which case, whatever might happen to the young lady would be the fault of this sticker out of necks. Q.E.D.l” Andersson smiled. “However, enough of such supposings! I wished merely to say how very sorry I was to hear of your troubles in Port Said — and to express the hope that such need not occur again. Also to say that possibly you are fond of the young girl.” Taking up his glass, he finished the whisky and soda and got to his feet. He said, “This hypothetical third party of ours, the angry one. There would be nothing which could be done about him.”
“He could always be arrested, Mr Andersson.”
“No doubt, Commander Shaw. But think how stupid that would be.”
“Why?”
“Work it out for yourself, my dear fellow! And in case you should be tempted to jump to certain conclusions, I had perhaps better tell you that I, Sigurd Andersson, am an unofficial agent of the Swedish Government, for whom I hold a watching brief on… certain matters concerning their interest in MAPIACCIND.”
Shaw stared at the man. Andersson looked into his face and laughed. He said, “When you check that, you will find it is quite genuine, I assure you.” He laughed again and then moved away, leaving Shaw to stare after him with murder in his heart and a claustrophobic feeling of impotence, of acknowledged inability to pull the man in. Of course it would be genuine; Karstad was too experienced at the double agent game, would have taken great pains to give himself unbreakable cover. It would be a tricky business, to interfere with the agent of another Power, however ‘unofficial’ he might be — especially when there was no proof of anything at all. And now it looked as though Andersson might have tumbled to Judith’s real identity.
* * *
The liner took her departure from Guardafui, last point of land in Africa, headed out across the Arabian Sea past Socotra for Colombo and Australia. And during the next few days odd and disquieting rumours — and they were still no more than rumours really — trickled into the world’s capitals and appeared in short summaries in the roneo-ed sheets of the liner’s wireless Press News. Shaw read these reports with his early morning tea, saw how they were beginning to confirm what Latymer had told him about the movements of troops in the Far East. His imagination wandered northeast across the seas to the unknown lands, recalled the almost astronomical numbers of the armies which could now be mobilizing, visualized the paddy-fields and the shops and the modem factories emptying day by day as men were called up for service and concentrated in the assembly areas, saw in his imagination the movements along the rutted, terrible tracks, men and pack-mules force-marching, the mechanized and armoured divisions moving faster and more easily for the ports and the airfields, the technical units converging on the areas where the nuclear stockpiles lay. Maybe he was exaggerating, giving his imagination too much play, but what he saw in his mind as he read those sketchy reports was a mixture of Gresham and Latymer and himself, and it worried him. When news grew scarcer the reports indicated, as unconfirmed rumours, that some foreign newspaper correspondents had been arrested, cut off from their news outlets except for the transmission of presumably prepared bulletins approved by the Central Government.
It appeared that something was building up; or at least it appeared that way until the morning before the liner reached Colombo. That day the wireless Press News reported that an Official Spokesman had been dug out from some quiet corner in Hongkong and his dictum was: “There is no cause for alarm whatever. The troop movements are entirely in accord with the requirements of the training programme.”
Which was precisely what Latymer had had to put up with.
Shaw chucked the Press News sheets away, got up and shaved angrily. Official Spokesman indeed… those gentry specialized in lulling the world to sleep, into a false sense of security. The trouble was, so many well-meaning millions of people were always so anxious to believe them — until it was too late.
It was that same morning that a cable came from Latymer, in response to Shaw’s request for a routine check on Andersson’s standing with the Swedes. His credentials appeared to be genuine, as Shaw had known they would be. Latymer added that this had not emerged earlier because his contacts in Sweden had never heard of Sigurd Andersson. The man’s employment appeared to be very hush-hush, probably because the Swedes, until they’d been approached direct by Latymer, had been reluctant to advertise putting an agent aboard a British ship. But it was none the less genuine for all that; while it complicated things considerably, it did not, however, in the light of recent happenings, lessen the likelihood of Andersson and Karstad being one and the same man.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Shaw was standing at the after end of the veranda deck with Judith Dangan as the New South Wales made her midnight departure from Colombo. It was close, airless; Shaw’s tropic-weight jacket clung to him, his thin shirt and collar were sticky with sweat. The day had passed off well enough, if a trifle boringly. Most of the passengers had gone ashore for a full day’s sight-seeing around Ceylon, going out to Kandy and the Temple of the Tooth, or to Mount Lavinia; and ending up with dinner at the Galle Face Hotel, and then dancing at the hotel’s Gala Ball, looking out from the terraces over the Indian Ocean; and finally, tired but happy, they’d come back by rickshaw to the wharf. There they had gone aboard the tender and out to the huge, lighted bulk of the New South Wales, whose floodlit funnel dominated the harbour as the tender pushed through a fairyland of lights which glittered on the black water.
Andersson, whose behaviour had been perfectly ordinary ever since that conversation in the tavern bar, had not been one of the landward-bounders and neither, therefore, had Shaw. On his advice Judith too had remained aboard once again, and he was aware that she’d had a pretty dismal day hanging around an almost deserted ship.
They leaned against the rail, feeling the faint throb of the engines against the soles of their feet, and watching the glimmer of Ceylon’s lights sparkling from beyond the dark line of forest which fringed the port until they faded away behind the streaming, tumbling path of the wake.
She looked up at him, rather mischievously, studying the strong line of his jaw. There was a dimple in her cheek. Her soft dark hair fanned against his shoulder and he felt her breath on his neck. She looked away then, and they stood like that, silent, as the liner cut through the water; then after a while she looked up at Shaw again, asked: “Isn’t there anything else I can do to help? I’ve convinced everyone long ago that you’re just a plain naval officer. They all believe that now — especially after I passed the word that you got tight in Port Said!”
He said, “Yes. I’m not sure that was such a good idea after all!”
She laughed. “What better cover could you have than that?”
“Well — perhaps you’re right.” He paused, then added: “I’d rather you kept out of this from now on. Really, Judith.” He told a white lie then. “Andersson doesn’t seem to have cottoned on to you, and that’s the way I want it to stay.”
“But surely—”
His hand closed over hers, hard. He said curtly, “Don’t ask me any more. Just trust me.”
She said in a disappointed voice, “Of course, if that’s what you want…"
“It is.”
Somehow there wasn’t very much to say after that, and they just stood there, close together, looking out into the night and the dark sea beneath the stars which hung, lantern-like, so low over the whole sky; and then a little later he took Judith down to her cabin.
She turned at the foot of the stairway, turned her serious small face up to his. He looked at her and saw her eyes wide, the pupils dilating, sensed a kind of strain in her, heard the sharply-indrawn breath. Suddenly, Shaw took her face in his hands, bent and kissed her on the forehead. She came into his arms and seemed about to speak, but instead she drew away again, giving him a gentle little push with her hands, and then she turned and ran quickly along the alleyway.
She was gone. He hard the light tap-tap of her shoes and then that too faded.
Shaw swung away and walked along to his own cabin, frowning and troubled. She’d come to help, and he hadn’t let her, he’d turned her down. He knew he couldn’t have acted otherwise, but he was desperately sorry for the girl.
* * *
The following evening he booked a table for two in the restaurant on the boat deck. It would, he decided, be a change from the dining-room and it was time Judith had a little fun. After a drink in the tavern, they went up to the small tables tucked right away by themselves in a corner at the after end, where they could watch the pale, phosphorescent wake creaming away behind them until it was lost in the remote, star-filled night. Shaw ordered clear soup, fresh-frozen crayfish mayonnaise, steak, a bottle of Rheingold. Later, with the coffee and liqueurs, he lit a cigar and sat back, smiling across at Judith.
She said, “Quite the bloated capitalist.”
“Doesn’t hurt, once in a while! I like a bit of high life now and then.”
She said musingly, “Life’s funny, isn’t it… I expect most people think it’s all high life in your line.”
“Yes, I expect they do.”
In a faraway voice she said, “Daddy used to say that was one of the hard parts. People didn’t know who you were, so you couldn’t tell them what a lousy, rotten life it was. You know what I mean — the people who used to see films and things about agents, and think how wonderful it must be, how exciting. The result, according to daddy, was that you could never let yourself go and get rid of the tension, let off steam. It gave you a kind of shut-in, isolated feeling.”
He said quietly, “Forget things, Judith. Just try and enjoy yourself.”
“That’s what I want to do.”
There was something in her tone which made Shaw look at her sharply. She hadn’t seemed quite herself all the evening, now he came to think about it. Of course, she must still be suffering from the shock of that terrible night in France. He felt a rush of sympathy for the girl, and he reached out across the table and took her hand. He asked gently, “Judith, what is it?”
She looked at him quickly and then turned her face away. She said, “Oh, nothing.” Then she added, “It’ll all be over soon — all this.”
He started. “I’m not sure what you mean by that. But let’s just pretend this is an ordinary voyage, just for this evening, anyway.”
“I didn’t mean anything special except what I said — that the voyage’ll soon be over.” She pushed at her coffee cup on the starched white cloth, kept her eyes down. “That’s all. And it’s you who’s on duty all the time — it’s you who needs to relax. Not me.”
He said, “Now, that’s not fair and you know it. I happen to feel that my job’s pretty important. If things don’t work out right, all this may be over soon. Literally.”
She stubbed out her cigarette fiercely, didn’t look at him. She said, “Oh, I know you’re right, of course I do. But why keep on about it?”
“Because — if you must know — there may not be many days left now. Next stop Fremantle, don’t forget. Nearly journey’s end. Time really is running out.”
“Then for God’s sake why not let’s do as you said and enjoy ourselves?” There was a catch in her voice, and a hint of hysteria.
Shaw said, “That’s exactly what I meant to do this evening, my dear. Doesn’t seem to have turned out that way, though, does it?”
She smiled at him then, but he caught a glitter of tears in her eyes. She said softly, “I’m sorry.” She reached out impulsively for his hand, and he had the feeling that her gesture was symbolic, that she was reaching out for something else and didn’t know quite how far she ought to go, or even just how she ought to go about it. He finished his brandy, said abruptly:
“Come on, Judith. Let’s go out on deck.”
“All right.”
She got up; there was a seductive frou-frou of material, and for the first time he realized she’d made a special effort with her appearance to-night. She was, in fact, disturbingly attractive and desirable. He took her arm, and they went out, away from the peculiar tang of the air-conditioning and out into the velvety clutch of the warm, soft tropic night. There was a pleasant breeze made by the ship’s movement as they walked over to the starboard rail and leaned against it; there was a dance going on below and the boat deck was almost deserted. They stared down into the dark water swishing past the liner’s hull so far below, the hull which dipped almost imperceptibly to a gentle deep-sea swell. Music drifted up. His arm went round her shoulder and he felt her body stiffen momentarily. They remained very still for a long time; Shaw could feel the beat of her heart against his side, and he felt the blood thrusting through his veins, pumping in his temples. His mouth tightened; here they were, aboard a luxury liner out at sea, in a small isolated world of unreality where no one else knew them or their affairs, or the pattern of their shore-side lives, a world which, as Judith had said at dinner, would vanish when the New South Wales raised Sydney Heads and came up the harbour of Port Jackson to turn beyond the bridge into the Pyrmont berths. A world in which, when that happened, all that had gone before would be forgotten, and whatever he and this girl might do in the secrecy of an Indian Ocean night would be forgotten with it as soon as they returned to day-by-day normality and picked up the ordinary threads of life again. If ever they did.
And Shaw knew, up there on the boat deck, knew for certain from the pressure of the girl’s body against his own, that she wouldn’t deny him anything he asked of her tonight, or any other night.
Who would it hurt — who could it hurt? The girl herself, if they came out of this. He mustn’t do that.
* * *
Shaw released her, stood back, said quietly: “Judith, let’s go down. Let’s dance.” His voice sounded forced, distrait; and she didn’t move. He said awkwardly, “You like dancing, don’t you? Come on.”
She still didn’t move and she didn’t answer; she remained leaning over the rail. He repeated, “Come on.”
She turned then, and he saw the sparkle of tears, a very slight tremble of her lips. Then, suddenly, she was in his arms, her head on his shoulder, and she was shaken with sobs. He rumpled her hair, held her very close and tight, but could find no words in that moment. They both knew… and then, just as suddenly, she pushed away from him. She turned and went quickly aft to the companionway and down to the veranda deck. Shaw didn’t follow her. He stayed where he was, puzzled and unhappy, looking out over the sea under the low-swinging Southern Cross which hung like a pattern of lamps to light the way for this great ship which vibrated beneath him… in spite of everything it was still good to be back aboard a ship, at sea again, after all these years. To feel the wind on your face once more and the surge of the sea for music in your ears, and the lift of a deck beneath your feet again… after a while Shaw lost himself in a nostalgic remembrance of the past, of the war days when he’d been an ordinary junior watchkeeper in a destroyer rolling her guts out in the North Atlantic and enjoying, so far as his stomach condition had allowed him, calm and storm, sunlight and shadow and clear blue days…
It may have been simply the fact that he had been thinking back to the War which made him listen, as he pulled himself together and turned away from the rail at last, to a distant throbbing, a very far-off regular beat of what sounded like engines.
He walked aft, stared up into the sky. The sound seemed to be up there. Aircraft engines passing… drum-drum, drum-drum. He could see no navigation lights. Of course, these days, they mostly went too fast for the eye to follow, but this didn’t sound all that fast — it was more like an old-fashioned propeller job. However, some less up-to-date airlines than B.O.A.C. and Qantas no doubt sent their flights over here.
Shaw yawned, clattered down the ladder, went below to his stateroom and turned in. The throb overhead, strangely enough, went on and on and it seemed to be circling the New South Wales so far below.
Partly because he was troubled by thoughts of Judith and partly because his subconscious was telling him that those aircraft sounds hadn’t been altogether normal, Shaw had half an eye open. So, when two hours later the phone buzzed beside his bunk, he was wide awake on the instant.
He grabbed the handset. “Shaw here.”
The Captain’s voice came through, abrupt and worried. “Sorry to wake you — but I’d like you to come up to the bridge right away.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Shaw threw his clothes on quickly and went up top.
As he went across the deserted boat deck, where the lifeboats, triced up high to the davit-heads, stood out sharply in the hard moonlight, he heard the same throb of engines that he had heard earlier. So far as he could judge, the plane was somewhere astern; and then, as he reached the foot of the ladder leading up to the bridge, it sounded as though it was turning to come down the liner’s port side, though still a long way off.
It was an eerie, flesh-creeping sound now, that distant throb in the otherwise silent night.
Sir Donald, a blue uniform jacket over his pyjamas, met him at the head of the ladder, asked: “Hear that, Shaw?”
“Yes. It was buzzing about when I turned in, if it’s the same one.”
The Captain said, “I don’t know if it’s actually the same one, but I rather think it must be. It’s been up there on and off for a couple of hours, anyway. My officer-of-the-watch has been listening out.”
Shaw walked to the for’ard rail, stared up into the night. He asked, “Do you know if many of the scheduled flights cross the track here, sir?”
Sir Donald shook his head. “Not all that many, anyhow. Certainly I’ve never had anything like this before, and I’ve been on the run a good many years. However, the officer-of-the-watch apparently didn’t think there was anything particularly suspicious, not enough to call me — until the radio office reported a few minutes ago that the aircraft was making signals.”
Shaw frowned and rubbed the side of his nose. “What sort of signals?”
The Captain shrugged. “They couldn’t identify them.”
“Funny… was the plane getting any reply, any acknowledgement from anywhere?”
“Apparently not. None that the radio people could pick up, that is. What d’you make of it, Shaw?”
“I don’t know. It’s certainly odd.”
The two men exchanged glances, and Shaw felt a cold shiver running up his spine. That throbbing noise above as the liner slid so silently through the night had suddenly got him very much on edge. The Captain said, “You know, it’s almost as though we’re being shadowed. D’you remember those aircraft during the war, shadowing the convoys?”
“Do I not!” Shaw drew in breath sharply. “Always just out of range. Reports to the sub-packs and all that. But I don’t quite see what this chap can hope to do to us, all the same.” He ruminated for a moment, then he added half to himself: “Or do I?”
“How d’you mean?”
“I’m wondering if he could be… well, homing something on to us.”
Sir Donald stared at him, looming vast in the moonlight. “How — what?”
“Well, I don’t know, sir.” He laughed uneasily. “Maybe there’s just something about unexplained sounds in the night that gives me ideas! But this could be the threat, couldn’t it? Some attempt, perhaps, to seize REDCAP. Even seize the ship.”
“But good God, man — they couldn’t do that!”
“They could, sir, and very easily too.”
“But — a damn great ship like this — with all those people aboard! That’s a fantastic notion, Shaw. It’d be an act of war.”
“The whole of this threat is by way of being an act of war,” Shaw said grimly, “at least it will be when it materializes. I don’t believe they would hesitate to interfere with the ship if they wanted to. Remember we did even suspect they might try to blow us up.”
Sir Donald nodded, big shoulders hunching as he rammed his fists into his jacket pockets. He said heavily, “Quite, but that wouldn’t necessarily have looked like an act of war. It could have been put down to a fault in the reactor. This is quite different. Nevertheless, if there is any concrete danger developing, I’ve got my passengers and crew to consider. For that reason, I’d just as soon turn around and head back for Colombo.”
“I understand that, sir. But I think, before we make any fresh decisions, it’d be better to report this.”
“Who do we report to?”
Shaw wrinkled his brows. “There’s a man in Sydney I’ve been told to contact on arrival. He’ll be the one for this. With your permission, sir, I’ll report this myself. I’ll cypher a signal and tell him what’s going on and ask for a search of the area. He’ll take any other action he thinks necessary — I hope! That all right with you, sir?”
“Yes, indeed. Thank you, Shaw.”
Shaw went quickly below and encyphered the message, addressing it to Captain James of the Royal Australian Navy at the Garden Island base in Sydney. After showing the plain-language version to the Captain, he took the cypher himself to the radio office and saw it transmitted right away. It may have been the sheerest coincidence, but within five minutes of the transmission the throbbing noise, seeming to circle once more over their heads, had gone. There was a brief, fleeting shadow across the moon and that was all.
Sir Donald blew out his cheeks in relief, said: “I suppose they picked up the transmission and guessed they’d been rumbled. Anyway, it looks as though it’s done the trick, Shaw.”
Shaw was staring into the sky still, his face troubled and anxious. He said, “Maybe, just for now. I’ve a feeling we haven’t quite done with that chap, though. Not altogether.”
* * *
Shortly after the twelve to four watch had been relieved the following afternoon, they heard another distant sound, this time the roar of many aircraft; for some time that afternoon they had heard the patrols in the distance, but the day had been hazy and they hadn’t seen them. The sounds, increasing the tension in the ship, had upset the passengers. Little groups of them sat or stood about the decks, looking out to sea and speculating. And then, as that deep roar came closer, there was a sudden pattern of glittering silver in the sky as a formation thundered out of the haze across their course, straightened, and turned to come back down their beam.
Shaw, on the bridge with Sir Donald, said: “Australian Fleet Air Arm planes. There’s probably a carrier in the vicinity.” He screwed up his eyes against the glare. “They’re flashing, sir.”
A light was winking from the leader’s aircraft. It was a difficult light to read, and the message took some time to send as the planes turned and came back again and again until the signal was passed in full and acknowledged. It said:
NO PLANES NOW IN AREA THIS POSITION FREMANTLE. ALL
SURFACE CRAFT SIGNALLED AND PASSED O.K. GOODBYE AND
GOOD LUCK.

Shaw murmured, “Nice to have met you… He turned to the Captain. “Wish they were coming all the way with us! I could do with an escort.”
Sir Donald stretched his arms. “I expect they’ve cleared the air a bit, though.”
Shaw grinned. “Neatly put, if I may say so!”
* * *
Judith asked, “Now what’s up with this ship?”
“Why? Still giving you the shivers?”
“Yes, only more so. I don’t know… I’ve just been down at the Purser’s office. I was really sorry for them. All the old ladies were there, absolutely besieging the counter, demanding to know what all those planes meant. They were all terribly nervy and really being quite rude.”
“These things do hit you harder when you’re old, Judith.”
She said, “Yes, I know, and I’m sorry for them too, of course. There’s such an — I don’t know — such an oppressive feeling right through the ship now. Everyone’s on edge, wondering what’s going on.”
That, Shaw knew, was true. The stewards were having the life harassed out of them. Tempers had become strained, men became snappy and unhelpful, the elderly people even more querulous than they had been all along. This voyage had never been normal from the start, but now the last remnants of the proper carefree atmosphere of a liner had vanished, suddenly and entirely. The Liaison Officers, the entertainments men responsible for whipping-up the social frenzy, had never worked so hard, had never found it so frustratingly impossible to get anybody interested in anything. Quoits and deck-tennis pitches stood empty despite semi-finals of deck game competitions to be worked off, as the passengers still huddled in those little groups by the rails, staring out to sea, examining the sky. Unease spread like a contagion, self-propagating. Ship’s officers moved about on the Captain’s orders, which were to inject confidence and re-assurance so far as they were able; but the very fact that they were doing so only added to that general feeling of unease, of something unpleasant about to happen. Only some of the more boisterous extroverts were immune, and they went about the ship talking in loud voices and saying it was all damned queer and hinting that a war scare had blown up suddenly and no one wanted to tell them.
And that night the nervous were even more perturbed when, after the bugle had sent the second sitting to dinner, a messenger came down the bridge and whispered to the Captain, and he got up from his table and hurried away, his square red face unusually anxious.
Later, just a little later, they were even more distrait when an increased shudder became noticeable throughout the ship and the plates on the tables began dancing with the vibration, knives and forks and spoons clattering about like a lunatic orchestra, a vibration which made it feel as though the New South Wales was about to shake apart. The water swished more strongly past the hull, and when the ship heeled over sharply to starboard and the Indian Ocean rose up over the dining-room scuttles with a sudden hissing sound, the scared mutterings of the diners rose to the proportions of a minor panic. In the middle of all this a second messenger came down and approached the quiet man, the naval officer at Table 20, the man whom only a few of the passengers had got to know, and he too got up and slipped quietly away.
Nobody noticed the quiet smile which played around the flabby mouth of Sigurd Andersson; they were all too worried, too much in suspense.
They were left in doubt for only a little while longer.
Just after Shaw had left, the loudspeakers clicked on and Sir Donald’s voice came over. He said, “This is the Captain speaking, to all passengers and crew. You may be wondering what is happening.” There was a pause. “There is no cause for alarm. The New South Wales has altered course to the eastward and is increasing speed to her maximum. She is proceeding to the assistance of a ship with an injured man aboard, in response to a call for urgent medical assistance. This may delay the ship’s arrival in Fremantle and any inconvenience is regretted, but the man is understood to have little chance of surviving if we do not get there in time. That is all.”
The loudspeakers went off, and there was a silence; then everyone began talking at once, their voices high and excited, the suspense over. Of course--those planes had had some connexion with this medical call. Why hadn’t they been told earlier? When they got safely to Sydney, they would make a complaint about the Captain’s lack of consideration. Now, bottles of wine were called for, as though some celebration was indicated. There was an immediate, and feverishly unhealthy, raising of spirits; after dinner, an enthusiastic gathering played tombola in the veranda lounge, others danced to the ship’s orchestra, sweating away in the Square. Old ladies were back to their normal level of complaint. There wasn’t anything to worry about, after all.
Only a merchant seaman who was dying.
The Captain was in the chart-room when Shaw reached the bridge. He said, “I expect you’ve heard the broadcast. I thought you might care to come up and talk about this. The ship’s there.” He put his pencil on a small circle drawn on the chart. “We should rendezvous just about dawn at this speed.”
A little devil of mistrust was eating into Shaw’s brain. He asked, “What are the circumstances of the distress call, sir?”
Sir Donald said briefly, “That’s what I wanted to tell you. You’re not going to like this. She’s a tanker under the Chinese flag.”
Shaw’s heart lurched. “I certainly don’t like it,” he said grimly. “What did she say?”
“She’s the Tungtai, out of Brisbane for the Persian Gulf in ballast, through the Torres Strait. Man’s fallen down a tank while they were tank cleaning ready for loading high-octane spirit in Abadan. Broken his back, they think.”
“Has anyone else answered the call?”
“Yes, but there isn’t anyone else with a doctor aboard that’s near enough. She’s right off the Indian Ocean route, you see. According to the shipping reports, there’s an Orient liner — the Oriana— coming through the Bight from Melbourne, but that’s no use.”
“What about the aircraft carrier — those Fleet Air Arm planes—”
“We don’t know there was a carrier — that was only supposition. They could have come from a shore airfield, no doubt. Anyway, no carrier’s answered. It’s got to be us, Shaw.”
“I don’t like this at all.”
“Neither do I, in the circumstances, but—”
“I’m thinking about what we were saying early this morning, sir. I’m thinking about the boys who used to shadow the convoys. There may be more than just a tanker there, and somebody may be meaning to take REDCAP off us.” His face seemed thin and strained as he looked sharply at the Captain. “I suppose you must answer the call?”
“No possible question about that. I have no choice.”
Shaw said quietly, “I think you should give it a miss.”
Sir Donald stared, his face darkening. “Shaw, you’re a sailor. Wouldn’t you have answered a distress call when you were at sea?”
“Of course I would — unless by doing so I compromised something far bigger than one man’s life. I’m sorry, sir. But this is the kind of thing we had to face so often in the War… the sacrifice of life for a greater purpose, a greater good.”
Sir Donald snapped, “Don’t be sanctimonious. And don’t talk to me about the War. I’m R.N.R. In the First War I was a snotty in a destroyer. In the Second I was a convoy commodore. I’ve had some of that kind of thing.”
Shaw smiled, a tight, strained smile. He said, “Sorry again! Perhaps I’m worrying over nothing. But I’m sure I’m not.”
Sir Donald slammed his fist on to the chart. “Well, I’m not prepared to chance it. I’m not leaving a man to die for want of medical care unless there’s some real, concrete evidence that this call’s a phoney.” He breathed heavily. “Dammit, a Chinese can get injured the same as anybody else. He can die, too.”
Shaw compressed his lips. He said tightly, “Don’t forget that plane. It was just as though it was fixing our course and speed, and our position at that time. I don’t know what they wanted to do, but it could be that they were fixing us just so that we could be headed into a danger area by a phoney distress call to be sent at precisely the right time when that pilot knew we’d be the only ship to answer. He’d probably flown over the whole area before that call went out. Don’t you see, sir? We’d be a sitting duck!”
The Captain swung round irritably, walked up and down. Then he said, “Shaw, I know you’re not an ass. If I thought you were right, I wouldn’t risk my passengers — you know that. But I don’t think you are right. Those Australian planes patrolled the area and reported everything in order. That’s fact. What you say in just conjecture.”
“Yes, it could be, I know. All the same, I smell a trap.” Shaw thought for a moment. “Have you a Lloyd’s List handy, sir?”
The Captain put his hand on a large volume on a shelf, took it down. “I’ve just been checking her myself. She’s perfectly genuine. But have a look for yourself if you want to.”
“Thanks.” Shaw riffled the pages, found the tanker and glanced at the particulars. The Tungrni was a fairly old ship, a medium-sized T2 bought from Britain, just over 18,000 tons, capable of 17.5 knots. Carrying no passengers she would scarcely, particularly under Chinese regulations, be likely to have a doctor aboard. He asked, “Would you be prepared to call her up, sir, and ask her to repeat her message? Then if it’s a fake — if it’s been sent by some one else in her name, say — at least we’ll know.”
“My dear chap, no one would be ass enough to send a signal in the name of another ship. Too easy to do what you suggest — check! Besides, the Tungtai would be keeping her own listening watch. She’d pick up the transmission herself and query it on the air.”
“Yes, I dare say, but it would help to set my mind at rest. Perhaps they wouldn’t realize I’d got such a suspicious mind!”
The Captain grunted and turned away irritably, but he gave the order to have the message checked. The call-sign of the Tungtai was made and acknowledged quickly. She repeated her original signal word for word and added:
SEAMAN NOW WORSE PLEASE HURRY

Sir Donald’s face set grimly and he snapped into the telephone to the radio office: “Make, New South Wales will be with you soonest possible.” He turned to Shaw. “Well— that’s that.”
Shaw, meanwhile, had been doing some fast thinking. He said, “Very well, sir. But would you meet me on one point?”
“What is it?”
“I’d like air cover. May I signal my contact in Sydney and ask for aircraft to meet us in the rendezvous position? If we’re covered… we may even get this thing settled once and for all.”
“You just don’t believe in this call, do you?” Sir Donald asked.
“No, I don’t, sir.”
The Captain frowned, but said: “Well, you can have your air cover, Shaw. I’ve no objection to that.”
“Thank you, sir.” Shaw went below then, encyphered the signal. If some poor so-and-so really was dying out there in the waste of seas, he could only beg his pardon and hope the liner would get there in time. Nevertheless, he felt that the job was crystallizing at last. He had to admit that to some extent at least he was working on instinct but, like Latymer, his instinct seldom let him down. That was one of the things about this game — without a flair for inspired guessing and an ability to act on one’s intuitions, you were lost half the time, you never got anywhere…
That night Shaw slept very little. He lay awake for some hours listening to the surge of the water, feeling the quiver of the racing ship as she cut through the seas, a huge, lighted bulk thrusting the water aside, pounding on to — what?
* * *
At dawn Shaw stirred from what was by now a heavy, tired sleep. The curtain on his door was billowing out a little in a draught coming through the slats of the jalousie. He got up, pulled down the jalousie, looked out at the lightening sea. There was a fresh breeze ruffling it up into little furrows. They should be sighting the Tungtai about now. Shaw pulled on shirt and trousers quickly, and then spun the chambers in his revolver, loaded it, slipped spare rounds into his pocket. Then he fastened the shoulder-holster and slipped his light jacket on. He left the cabin, went along the silent alleyways and up on deck to the bridge.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Soon after Shaw reached the bridge, the officer-of-the-watch reported a smudge of smoke low down on the horizon to the south-east.
They looked ahead through glasses and within a few minutes a ship was seen plainly. She was a tanker and she was travelling fast; and she was alone.
A moment later she began flashing.
The officer-of-the-watch reported: “Tungtai, sir. Made her signal letters. She requests instructions for transfer of the injured man.”
Sir Donald, with an ‘I-told-you-so’ look at Shaw, said: “Very well. Tell her to approach and lie off my port side and be ruddy careful how she comes up. Tell her I’ll send a boat across.”
“Aye, aye, sir.”
The orders were passed to the Tungtai and within twenty minutes the covering aircraft requested by Shaw had arrived and made contact by signal, and the tanker was lying-to a couple of cable-lengths off the New South Wales with the plane zooming low over her; and a boat was being lowered from the liner to go across with the doctor. With them was Shaw, on the lookout for trouble still. He and Kelly, the liner’s Senior Second Officer who was in charge of the boat, were both armed. The decks were lined with onlookers until the Staff Commander cleared all passengers away, for the weight of bodies was giving the liner an awkward list.
As they pulled away, making for the tanker’s pilot-ladder just for’ard of her bridge, Shaw watched the yellow faces peering down from the Tungtai’s decks. Soon the boat was alongside and Shaw climbed up. Kelly, Dr O’Hara and two seamen came up behind him, and a Neil Robinson stretcher was lifted from the boat on a heaving line.
At the top, Shaw was met by a Chinese officer. All smiles and geniality, this man said in broken English: “Thank you for coming so fast. The man is badly hurt.” Even now Shaw felt surprise at that. He asked,
“You really have got an injured seaman aboard?”
“Certainly.” The officer looked at him oddly. “Come with me to see the Master.”
Shaw and the two British officers followed him up ladders to the tanker’s wheelhouse where a squat, ugly man stood looking out through the for’ard screen. He turned as Shaw came in, and he and his officer spoke rapidly together in Chinese. Then the Master turned to Shaw, smiled and bowed. He said, “You are most good, to come to us. Please carry my felicitations to your Captain.”
Shaw said, “I’ll do that. But first I want to have a look at that injured man of yours.”
“Yes, certainly. He is in his quarters, waiting for your doctor to come.” The Master gestured to one of his hands. O’Hara and Shaw, leaving Kelly on the bridge, followed the man down a ladder and aft along the flying-bridge which led above the tank-tops to the crew’s accommodation in the stem superstructure. O’Hara had the stretcher with him. They were taken to a doorway where they were met by a big, raw-boned Chinese in dirty blue jeans and a peaked cap. This man, who appeared to be a man of authority, probably the bos’n, led them down a ladder into a mess-room con-taming a single long table and many wooden bunks lining the bulkheads. The place was close, smelly; the atmosphere could have been cut with a knife. Men lay in the bunks, smoking but otherwise inert like corpses. There was an overpowering opium smell. The place gave Shaw the shivers. The injured man was pointed out to them, and they went quickly to the bunk-side.
Gently, O’Hara moved the man. There was a long-drawn groan; Shaw’s face went white. Quickly O’Hara assembled a hypodermic, cursing at the filthy condition of the room. He plunged the needle into the man’s arm, muttered: “That won’t put him right out, but it’ll make the end easier.”
“You don’t think he’s going to last, then?”
“Last!” O’Hara gave a grim laugh. “We might just as well have saved our time so far as saving his life goes.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Well, we can’t leave him in this filth. Can you give me a hand? I want to roll him on to his side so we can ease him back on to the stretcher.”
“Sure.” To O’Hara’s instructions, Shaw rolled the man towards the bulkhead. Yellow faces leered at them through the murk, through the haze of foul smoke. Shaw sweated in the heat and stench, sweated with something more than heat as he saw the man’s injuries. The back seemed to be one whole purple bruise, and the filthy blankets were clotted with blood which stuck them fast to the flesh. Quickly O’Hara cut away the free material, leaving the adhering parts for the time being. He said,
“If ever we get him back aboard, we can remove that. Too painful to do it now…” He peered closer, shone a torch on to the man’s back. Then he caught his breath, whistled. After a careful examination he said, “I don’t like the look of this lot at all.”
“Why?”
“Well, I’ve seen backs broken in falls before now — but never one that looked like this! See? It’s terribly badly bruised right away from the fracture. That can happen, but… it’s the general picture that’s all wrong.”
“What does it suggest, then?”
O’Hara rubbed sweat from his eyes. “It’s almost as though it’s been broken by a blow from some instrument that missed the first time, if you see what I mean — say, an iron bar. Possibly in a fight.”
Shaw stiffened. “Or — intentionally? Not in a fight, but just hit until the backbone went?”
O'Hara looked up at him quizzically. ''I suppose that’s possible. What’s on your mind. Commander?”
“Quite a lot,” Shaw said grimly. “I’d like to ask him a few questions, if that's all right.”
“Is it important?”
“Very. I’d like to find out if his injuries are due to a desire for authenticity on the part of his Captain. And if so — why!”
O’Hara said reluctantly, “All right, but don’t overdo it And you'd better hurry. Just wait while I get the stretcher under him.” Shaw and O’Hara, assisted now by the big Chinaman, manoeuvred the stretcher under the seaman, who gave low moans of pain; then, when he was flat and strapped in, O’Hara nodded to Shaw. He said, “Go ahead, but make it snappy. Maybe he doesn’t speak English anyway.”
“I’ll try.” Shaw bent low over the blink, said: “Listen, John. You speak English?”
Two black eyes looked up, glittering, full of pain. “Some words,” the man said faintly, his face wet with sweat. “Velly small bit.”
Shaw said urgently, “Just tell me how it happened. Tell me how you got hurt.”
“Tank cleaning, fall down tank, bleak back.”
“H’mmmm… Didn’t have a fight, did you?”
The man repeated, “Tank cleaning, fall down tank, bleak back.”
Shaw thought it sounded just a little pat, a little too much like something learned off parrot-fashion. The big man, the bos’n, was leaning forward anxiously now, his face ugly, muttering away to himself.
Shaw asked, “Is there anything… unusual about your ship, John?”
There was no reaction; the man’s eyes were closed now. Shaw, who had no knowledge of pidgin-English, searched his mind desperately for something which might penetrate. He asked urgently, “Ship him make-um funny-funny, queer?”
There was a gasp of pain from the injured man, but he opened his eyes again. He said, “Plain tanker, velly ordinaly, in ballast, bound for Persian Gulf to load spilit for Shanghai.” To Shaw, it didn’t sound as though the man really understood what he was saying. He went on, “Ship good? You happy here?”
“Velly good ship, velly happy, Captain good man, mate good too. Also bos’n.”
Shaw was about to speak again when there was a sudden outburst of jabbering from the bos’n. Shaw swung round on him, snapped: “You keep out of this.” When the man persisted, Shaw brought out his gun, rammed it in the bos’n’s stomach.
He said, “Any more of that and I’ll shoot.” He turned back to the man in the bunk. The eyelids fluttered, there was an indistinct murmur, and then the head lolled and the body gave a spasmodic jerk. O’Hara bent forward swiftly, felt for pulse and heart. Then he stood back.
He said, “That’s all.”
“Dead?”
“Very.” The doctor looked at Shaw’s face, added: “He was going anyway. You didn’t make any difference. I wouldn’t say the same for this bloke.” He jerked his head towards the bos’n. “Somebody broke that man’s back for him, and I wouldn’t put it past this big bastard… but she’s a Chinese ship and that’s not our affair. Or is it?”
Shaw said grimly, “That depends.”
He went out of the stinking mess-room, past silent groups of men squatting about the decks in blue overalls, staring and impassive; Shaw fancied he could detect an air of expectancy, of waiting for something. He went up to the bridge and found the Master, told him curtly what had happened. He added,
“I think there’s just a little more behind this, Captain, something you haven’t told me.” He stood threateningly above the squat man, long jaw thrust out. “Would you care to tell me if you have any special orders with regard to the New South Wales?"
The yellow face was inscrutable, the eyes, downcast now, hooded by heavy lids. “There is nothing.”
“You’re quite sure?”
“I am quite sure.”
“Are you?” Shaw pushed his revolver into the man’s ribs. “Does this make you feel a little less, sure, Captain?”
The Chinese didn’t move. He said calmly in a sing-song voice, “It makes me sure only of this: that you take an unpardonable liberty and I shall make a report to our representative in Abadan.”
“Suppose I arrest your ship?”
Imperturbably the Chinese replied, “On what grounds? I am a peaceful tanker Master, and I asked for you to come only to take away an injured man, in the name of a common humanity.” He raised his eyes then, looked straight into Shaw’s. “That is not enough for you? You must demand further reason? Not enough, that the man was so badly injured that he is now dead?” He made a hopeless gesture. “I do not know what to say. It is not the business of you or any British shipmaster to ask these questions on the high seas.”
Shaw bit his lip, frowned. The man was right on that point, anyway. Certainly neither he nor Sir Donald Mackinnon had any authority to detain a foreign flag ship, and he had already gone a little too far in pulling a gun on the Tungtai’s Master. And there really had been a sick man… and the Master didn’t seem in the least worried by that covering aircraft overhead. Besides, he’d made no attempt to interfere with Shaw or the sailors — let alone with the liner’s cargo!
Shaw said stiffly, “Very well, then. I’m returning aboard the New South Wales now, but I’m not satisfied that man of yours really had an accident. If I were you, I’d watch out you don’t run into trouble over that. That’s nothing to do with me, I know, but it may be somebody’s job to investigate, Captain.” And that, he thought was just about all there was in it; an injury, most likely not an accidental one — but Sir Donald had been right to answer the call. Shaw gave the Chinese a long, hard look but there was no reaction; he nodded to the liner’s Second Officer. “Let’s go, Mr Kelly.”
They went down to the fore tank deck, hailed the boat which was lying off. It came alongside and they were pulled back to the New South Wales. As they hooked on to the falls and rose on the winches to the embarkation deck, the tanker was already under way again and steaming north-westwards for the Persian Gulf.
Shaw and the doctor climbed to the bridge and reported to Sir Donald. Soon after, the New South Wales swung back on to the track for Fremantle, proceeding fast so as to make up as much as possible of the time lost. The covering aircraft made a farewell signal and flew off.
Very soon after that the tanker was a fast-fading speck astern, and, aboard her, a small, skinny man with large ears and grey hair was climbing somewhat fearfully up the deep, shining shaft of a cargo-tank. Reaching the deck, he told a member of the crew to send down a rope and bring up the radio transmitter which he had been using. When he had seen this brought up carefully and tenderly, he climbed up to the bridge, looking anxious — and disappointed.
* * *
It was late that evening that some news came through to the New South Wales.
First there was a signal from Captain James in Sydney to say that an air patrol had reported the tanker Tungtai as having made a big alteration of her course, swinging round almost on a reciprocal of her previous track to head in towards the north Australian coast. Inquiries were being made of her Australian agents, but for the time being the patrolling aircraft had lost her in haze and low cloud as the sun went down. The second piece of news emerged when Shaw went up to the radio room to send an acknowledgment to James and tell him that in his opinion it was not a matter of urgency that the Tungtai should be intercepted whatever trouble it caused. He was, in fact, extremely worried now, for there seemed to be no logical, lawful reason why the Tungtai should suddenly go back on her tracks like this.
When he handed in his cypher the First Radio Officer said: “Another message, eh, Commander Shaw? You’re spending a fortune.”
Shaw grinned, lit a cigarette. “I’ll claim it back, don’t worry!”
“I suppose the Navy pays all your expenses,” the radio man agreed. “Lucky you didn’t want anything to go out this morning.” He took off his spectacles, wiped them, rubbed at his prominent eyes. “We couldn’t have got anything through the interference.”
“Oh?” Shaw asked casually, paying little attention. “How was that, then?”
“Don’t know, really. It was when we were stopped, alongside the Chinese tanker. She must have been sending, I suppose, though the characteristics weren’t what I’d have expected of a merchant ship.”
Shaw looked up, felt a sudden leap of his heart. “You certain it was the tanker?”
“Well, no, but I think it must have been. It was very close, and she was the only ship around. It wasn’t the aircraft.” The radio man screwed up his eyes, seemed puzzled. “It was intermittent transmitting on a V.H.F. wavelength which somehow or other cut across all our ordinary transmissions and mucked ’em up completely.”
“V.H.F.” Shaw repeated softly. “Any idea what kind of signals they were?”
“Couldn’t read ’em, of course. But from the characteristics of the interference… well, I’d say it fitted in with the transmission of three-letter groups.”
Shaw’s mouth set. He asked harshly, “You didn’t think of reporting this to anybody, did you?”
The radio man seemed surprised. “No — why should I? Nothing anyone could do about it, except maybe to ask ’em to pipe down. But I thought perhaps it was something to do with the medical case, and we hadn’t anything important going out. The incomings can mostly wait, too…
Shaw interrupted, “Was it going on all the time, then?”
“Yes. Whole time we were stopped, pretty well.”
“But for some of the time at least, their wireless office wasn’t manned.” He had particularly noticed that; the tanker’s wireless office had let off the wheelhouse, and the door had been open both times he had been on the bridge.
The Radio Officer shrugged. “Well, I don’t know. They may have a secondary transmitting position. It’d be unusual, though, but then, as I say, so was the transmission itself. Didn’t sound like an ordinary merchant ship’s signals, somehow. But it was certainly going on all the time.”
Shaw left the room, his mind racing, going back over all he’d seen aboard the Tungtai. He went along to the Senior Second Officer’s cabin. Kelly was in there alone, and Shaw asked him:
“Mr Kelly, did you happen to notice the tanker’s wireless room while I was below with the doctor this morning?”
“Yes. Door was open all the time. Why?”
Shaw said non-committally, “Oh, just a thought… you didn’t notice if they were transmitting, I suppose?”
Kelly shook his head. “They weren’t. Place was empty all the time.”
“I see. Well — thanks very much.”
Shaw left the cabin, went down to the tween-deck and had a look at REDCAP, his mind full of unformulated suspicions and fears. But all was well in the tween-deck, and the MAPIACCIND guard reported that nothing unusual had taken place all day. When Shaw reached his cabin, a sealed envelope came down from the Captain with a copy of a cable just received for Andersson. Shaw read it carefully, but it conveyed nothing to him. After that he turned in, worrying and fretting. For the moment there was nothing more he could do; Captain James in Australia would now, he trusted, spare no effort to have the tanker intercepted, and he could only hope they would be lucky enough to get her before she made an Australian landfall and disappeared into that wild northern coastline.
* * *
In his own cabin Sigurd Andersson was reading the wireless message which had just come in. His face was expressionless as he read it, but soon afterwards he walked out of his room and went circumspectly along to the engineers’ alleyway and knocked at Siggings’s door. Going in, he accepted a glass of whisky. Sitting back comfortably on the settee, he said:
“The first stage of the plan has met with a check. I am therefore ordered, as a precaution against any checks in the next stage, to proceed with what we have already discussed, you and I.”
Siggings asked, “You mean that box?”
Andersson nodded. “Correct! You will place it to-morrow. I leave the time to you, but let me know beforehand when it is to be, also the precise thickness of the deck to which it is to be fixed. I shall then make the settings and start it working just before I hand it to you.”
* * *
Shaw’s troubled thoughts ran on and on, round and round. He’d felt suspicious all along about that tanker. That seaman, his back deliberately smashed if O’Hara was right, smashed most likely so that the New South Wales, finding a genuinely injured man, would remain close for long enough… long enough for somebody to transmit three-letter groups on V.H.F.
The implications of that couldn’t be ignored.
Perhaps REDCAP’s operational ability could be destroyed by outside radio interference. There would have to be a full-scale technical overhaul now, once the crate reached Bandagong.
Shaw lay there, tossing and turning in his bunk, working things out in his mind, and at last sleep came.
* * *
He dreamed away, horrible dreams, was almost conscious at times of his own snores; he slept so near the surface that when he heard the faint rustle of his door-curtain he awoke immediately, and fully alert.
He remained quite still, held his breath and listened.
There was some one there right enough… in the faint sea-light creeping through the jalousie he thought he saw the curtain move aside, very gently. He felt under the pillow for his revolver. He wasn’t conscious of having made any noise as he shifted in the bunk, but the curtain dropped at once. Shaw snapped,
“Still or I’ll fire!”
At the same moment he reached out, found the light switch. As light flooded the cabin he saw the curtain move again as though in a draught, and then he fired. The roar and the smell of gunsmoke filled the cabin. There was no movement from outside, no sound at all. Shaw jumped out of bed and ran for the doorway, ripped the curtain aside.
No one there…
He dashed out through the small lobby into the alleyway. There was no sign of anyone who might have come into his cabin, though the alleyway was already coming to life as scared faces peered from doorways; there was a babble of talk, women’s voices frightened, men’s taut but reassuring. They stared at the pyjama-clad figure running fast now along the passage and holding a smoking gun. Women began to cry. A blue-uniformed night-steward, white-faced, hurried up from ahead. He saw the gun, but nervously barred the way.
He said, “Just a minute, sir — just a minute if you please, sir-”
Shaw snapped, “Out of my way. I’ll explain later.” He pushed the man aside, jabbing at him with his gun, and ran on.
It wasn’t — it couldn’t have been — much more than a minute after he’d awoken that Shaw reached Andersson’s cabin and flung back the curtain. A faint snore drifted across. He jabbed at the light switch savagely.
Andersson was in his bunk, flat out, a sheet drawn half across his naked, hairy chest, arms flung wide, chest rising and falling rapidly — as though he was breathless from running. There was a stink of whisky on his breath as Shaw approached. A half-empty bottle stood on the shelf beside the bunk. Shaw jabbed the man with his gun, and Andersson sat up, blinked, looked startled and angry.
He demanded, “What does this mean?”
“Beautifully done,” Shaw said savagely, “but not quite beautiful enough. It means this: you tried to kill me, just as you killed Gresham, and—”
“Really, I don’t—”
“Listen, Karstad. Or Andersson, if you prefer it. I’ll give you thirty seconds. If you haven’t told me by that time exactly what you’re doing aboard this ship, I’ll shoot.”
He held the gun steady at the man’s stomach.
Andersson laughed. He — said calmly, “Really, my dear fellow, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve never heard such a thing… you’ll hear more of this—”
“I’m waiting.”
Andersson shrugged. “Then you may go on waiting, if you wish to. I do not believe you will kill an accredited agent of the Swedish Government!” There was a triumphant, confident glitter in the man’s eyes. As Shaw heard a movement behind, he half turned. Two night-stewards were in the doorway and behind them was a master-at-arms and then more heads bobbing about. He heard Andersson say,
“Will you kindly take this man away at once? I shall make my complaint to the Captain in the morning. Meanwhile, I wish to sleep.”
Shaw swallowed.
One of the men came in, took away his gun. Shaw’s eyes blazed with helpless fury, but he shut his mouth tight, said nothing. In front of all these people there was nothing he was permitted to say, nothing that he must give away in self-justification, and again he had no proof of what Andersson must have tried to do. He was taken away from the cabin, along the alleyways past the curious, staring eyes and the rising sound of many voices, was taken up to the Captain’s cabin.
* * *
When he had heard Shaw’s story, Sir Donald, looking grim, poured out two stiff whiskies. He said abruptly, “We both need that. Well, now. You have made an exhibition of yourself — what?”
Shaw looked up, saw the faint twinkle in the Captain’s eye. He said, “I suppose I have, but I know he came to do me in. There wasn’t anything else I could do.”
“That may be, but the problem is, what am I going to do about you? I can’t appear to let this go altogether.” The Captain rubbed his jaw. “Damned unfortunate you didn’t wait till he’d actually got inside the cabin, and then you could have nailed him for good and all.”
“I meant to, but he heard me go for my gun.”
Sir Donald said, “Well, Shaw, I’ll get the doctor to have a look at you. He knows a certain amount about all this now. He can say you were wandering — in the head, I mean, sudden breakdown, anything you and he can work out together. You needn’t be charged with anything then — it’ll be my job to see to that, anyway. So don’t worry.” He gave a short laugh. “We’ll have to persuade O’Hara not to prescribe hospitalization and landing you at Fremantle!”
Shaw sat back thoughtfully in his armchair. He said slowly, “You know… I believe you’ve got something there, sir. Talking about Fremantle, I mean. I’ve been thinking…"
“Well?”'
“I’d better explain fully, hadn’t I?” Shaw told the Captain what the Radio Officer had said about transmissions from the tanker, adding that he himself was satisfied that the Tungtai’s wireless room had been unmanned all the time he had been aboard. Since she was, according to the Radio Officer, unlikely to have a secondary transmitting position— a supposition with which the Captain agreed — Shaw’s deduction was the obvious one: that there may have been in fact another transmitter somewhere in the vessel, but that it may not necessarily have been a ship’s set.
He went on, “That set, whatever it was, was apparently sending out those three-letter groups — and REDCAP operates on three-letter groups. Do you see, sir?”
Sir Donald stared. “You mean they were trying to interfere with REDCAP?”
“Yes, I do. I don’t quite see how, or what they meant to do, unless they can jam REDCAP somehow or other, say by making identical signals from outside. Or something far worse… actually operating REDCAP by remote control, as it were, and not just using it as a blackmailing tool.”
“Good heavens!” Sir Donald’s ruddy face paled. “You can’t mean—"
“It’s all right, sir, nothing’ll have happened yet. You’ll remember Gresham’s signals, the fake set. Let’s assume they were copied. Well, they’ll have been the ones in use aboard the tanker — Andersson could have handed them over to a contact in Port Said — so they’d have been getting negative results. They could even have arranged that as a test, just to make sure. And I think that may have been what Andersson was after to-night — thought I might have the genuine article in my safe, quite apart from the fact that he’d be wanting to get rid of me anyway.”
“But how would he know the fake set had been rumbled? He wouldn’t even have known it was a fake.”
“There was that cable you sent down, sir. It was Greek to me — had to do with his supposed job as a salesman. But that could have given him the tip.”
“That’s possible. Well, who d’you think was using the transmitter aboard the Tungtai, Shaw?”
“Lubin himself.”
Sir Donald nodded rather whitely. “That’s what I was afraid you’d say. And we let him get away.” He pulled at his bushy eyebrows. “My God, Shaw, it rather looks as though we’ve messed things up, doesn’t it!”
“I have, sir. Not you.” Shaw’s face was grey and drawn with worry now, and he sat forward earnestly. “Time’s running out now and something else is going to happen pretty soon. They’ve failed so far, just as much as I have, but they’re bound to have other arrangements which they’ll put into effect if the Tungtai’s not intercepted. Well — they’ve got from now until REDCAP gets to Bandagong. It would be just as well to cut that time to a minimum, or at least let ’em
think it’s cut. And I’ve got an idea which I believe could work.”
“Go on.”
Shaw explained: “If your carpenters could make a crate exactly the same as the one REDCAP’s in, and fill it with anything they can find that’s heavy enough to correspond exactly with the weight, we could land that at Fremantle. I can arrange with my contact in Sydney to have the arrangements switched — ostensibly, that is — to Fremantle. Meanwhile, the ship goes on, takes the real crate round to Sydney, and discharges it as planned. That’ll draw the trail off REDCAP proper, and also draw attention away from the ship, of course.”
Sir Donald said, “Yes, but why not land the real job at Fremantle, and take the fake on to Sydney as a blind?”
“Well, sir, because I’ve a hunch the one landed at Fremantle’s going to come in for a spot of attention. And anyway it’s a little late in the day now to switch full, genuine security precautions. There’s a hell of a lot of route preparation to be done, you see.”
“How’s the word going to reach the other side, Lubin’s people?”
Shaw said, “It won’t take Andersson long to tick over when he sees that crate going ashore in Fremantle. My man in Sydney can arrange a nice little calculated leak too. Well, sir?”
Sir Donald laughed. “It’s certainly all right with me! Only too glad to draw attention away from the ship.” He got up. “I’ll see to it that the crate’s made, as quickly and as secretly as possible.”
“We can assume that the hands concerned are perfectly trustworthy, I take it?”
“Yes, they’ll be all right, Shaw. I’ll have the best men on it, old Company’s trusties. And the job can be done entirely in the hold — no one not directly concerned need know anything about it. Nothing to worry about there. You can leave that side of it to me — I’ll see no one talks!”
“Right, sir.” Shaw hesitated. “I think the ship’ll be in the clear after this, and I could hand over responsibility for REDCAP to the senior MAPIACCIND man, he’s reliable enough, but I’d like to leave the keys with you, sir, if I may—”
“What d’you mean — are you leaving the ship?”
“Yes, sir, I think I’ll go along with that fake job myself. As I said, I’ve a feeling I’ll see something interesting — and that it’ll include Andersson. He’s disembarking at Fremantle anyway, remember. I believe this is where we really bowl him out, once he’s seen the crate going ashore.”
“Well, I hope you’re right. There’s just one other thing, though. It’s time we made sure there’s no danger to the ship — I mean, that bomb business we were worried about earlier. There could be something planted near Number One hold, and whether REDCAP’s there or not, I’m not risking my ship any further, Shaw.”
“I don’t think that’ll be the case, sir. Not now. They’re after something more lethal than that.”
“All the same,” Sir Donald insisted, “I’m going to make sure. It’s not practicable to make an exhaustive search and get everybody wondering, but I’ll pass the word quietly to all Heads of Departments to keep a careful watch in their own sections for anything that looks — well — out of place. That’ll be just as effective.”
* * *
When Shaw left the Captain’s quarters he drafted and despatched a long signal to Captain James in Sydney, and soon after that the naval and military commands in various parts of the Commonwealth got busy; there was much telephoning between Canberra, Sydney, Bandagong and Fremantle. Arrangements were made for a military convoy to pass from Fremantle to Bandagong and certain information to this effect was duly leaked by the various senior officers concerned.
During the afternoon, aboard the New South Wales, Siggings, in white but grease-stained overalls and carrying a bulky canvas bag of tools and other equipment, made his way towards the manhole into the double bottoms. Just before he got there he was intercepted by the Chief Engineer.
The Chief said, “Oh — Siggings. Going down the D.B.’s?”
“Yes, Chief.”
“Well, see, take a good look round.” The Chief tilted his cap and scratched his head. “There’s something up, I don’t know what. Captain’s passed the word that we’re to look out for anything that looks as though it oughtn’t to be where it is. He sounded a bit mysterious… anyone’d think we were going to blow up!” He smiled, put a hand on Siggings’s shoulder. “I don’t think any suspicious character’d ever get into the D.B.’s… but anyway, lad, if you see anything funny-peculiar, just let me know, eh?”
“Righto, Chief.”
Siggings, whistling between his teeth, went on towards the manhole and wormed his way down. Flat on his stomach in that long, shallow, fetid compartment at the very bottom of the ship, he crawled and dragged himself along to Number Five tank immediately below the vessel’s reactor, where he stopped and fumbled with his canvas bag. He brought out the square metal box. Rolling on to his back, he pressed the base of the box against the steel deckhead, ramming it home hard. The watertight, heat-resistant suckers gripped almost magnetically, and when Siggings gave the box a pull it remained perfectly firm, just as though it had always been there.
He crawled backwards along the tunnel-like space, and soon afterwards he reported to the Chief Engineer that everything was normal in the double bottoms.
* * *
At about the same time as Siggings reported all correct, the small thin man was going ashore in a motor-boat from the Tungtai, now lying off the north Australian coast. He was going ashore together with a bulky, encased object, a very heavy object which was being handled with great care, to land in a remote spot inshore of Melville Island.
Here, in due course, he was met by two men and escorted to an aircraft which took off immediately. A few hours after this the Tungtai, now steaming fast away from the coast, and — genuinely this time — bound once again for the Persian Gulf, was intercepted by a frigate of the Royal Australian — Navy out of Darwin and was searched from truck to keelson.
But by this time it really was too late, and there was absolutely no excuse for holding the tanker.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Early next morning the New South Wales made her first Australian landfall and slid into Gage Roads outside Fremantle.
Here she anchored to await the routine immigration and medical inspections by the Commonwealth authorities. These completed, she weighed and proceeded inwards, moving majestically up harbour along the breakwater to edge in to the jetty where she was greeted by a big, cheering crowd. The gangways were sent across. Soon after, Judith was leaning over the fore end of the veranda deck and watching as a big crane moved along rails on the jetty and got into position alongside Number One hold. Shortly after that, the hatch covers came off; a huge container was lifted carefully up and lowered gently on to an army vehicle waiting on the dockside. Shirt-sleeved soldiers in bush hats, big, rangy, sunburned men, started to lash the crate down with heavy rope.
Soon afterwards Judith contacted Shaw.
She said, “He’s seen it all right.”
“Did he see you?”
She shook her head. “No, not where I was watching. I only saw him coming down from the sports deck, but he couldn’t possibly have missed seeing the crate.”
“Good!” Shaw hesitated a moment, then he took her hand. He smiled down at her. “Look after yourself, Judith,” he said. “And don’t worry. I believe it’s going to be all right now. If… if you find yourself at a loose end in Sydney, or want any help, get in touch with a friend of mine at the Garden Island naval yard. His name’s Tommy Foster, and he’s a good chap. Promise?”
Puzzled, she said: “Why — yes. But I’ll see you in Sydney, won’t I?”
“Well, that’s the idea. But you know as well as I do, things don’t always work out according to plan in this game. It’s as well to be ready for that.” Rather uncomfortably he added: “Anyway, Judith, we’ve got to part company soon.”
She reached out, not looking at him but twisting her fingers round a button of his jacket. She said quietly, “Yes, I know that. But I’ll be thinking of you just the same, Esmonde. So you take care too.”
“I always do that.” He took her shoulders in a hard grip, bent down and kissed her lightly. Then he turned and strode away.
* * *
Sir Donald Mackinnon was talking to Shaw in his day-cabin when there was a tap at the door and the Staff Commander came in.
Stanford stood aside, said: “Major Francis, sir.”
“Ah — good morning, Major.” Sir Donald got up, shook hands with a tall, stringy, bronzed Australian in uniform. He asked genially, “I suppose you’re in charge of the road convoy?”
The Australian grinned widely, hitched at his drill trousers and the holster at his waist. “That’s about it, Captain.”
“Well — she’s all yours now, thank the Lord!” Sir Donald smiled. “Damn glad I am to be shot of it, I can tell you.
Now, this is Commander Shaw—”
“Glad to meet you, Commander.” Francis took Shaw’s hand and wrung it hard. “I was told you’d be coming along with me.” He added warningly, “It’s going to be a rough trip. Not the kind of country you’re used to back home, I reckon!”
“Oh, that’s all right — do me good after so much soft living aboard.” Shaw looked searchingly at Francis; he had already taken to what he saw. He went on quietly, “Major, I suppose you do know the set-up — I mean, what’s in the load?”
“Too right I do.” The Major’s face was serious now. “Something we don’t give a name to. Right?”
Shaw said, “Right.” He wished he could take this man into his confidence, tell him the real score, but it was just as well not to say anything to anyone unnecessarily until the genuine article was safely in Bandagong from Sydney. He went on, “I’m expecting some attempt to be made to get at the crate en route — that’s why I asked. You’ve got a full security guard, I take it?”
“My word, yes. M.P.s in a truck behind, all armed. The load’ll be O.K. But look — wby’d anyone want to do that?”
Shaw hesitated. “Perhaps it’s just that I’ve got a suspicious mind. After all, I’ve been sent to keep an eye on the thing from a security point of view. I’m bound to assume the worst, aren’t I?”
“Yes, I reckon… yes.” Francis looked at him sideways, narrowing his eyes. “I s’pose that’s right, can’t be too careful. Nothing more in it than that, eh?”
“I hope not, Major. I’m sorry, I can’t go into any more details just now, if you don’t mind. By the way, when do you expect to arrive in Bandagong?”
Francis said, “It’s going to take us all of three days; that’s allowing for stops for grub an’ so on. The track — well, it’s real crook up from here. We’ll drive all night, in relays.” He added, “Bandagong’s nearly a thousand miles by road from here, and three days’ll be good going.”
Shaw nodded. “And the ship — she’s due in Sydney in six days, allowing for three days in Melbourne — right, sir?” he added to the Captain. “No alterations?”
“No. We’ve made up time pretty well. There’s bad weather reported in the Bight, but we should make the Sydney pilot dead on time if all goes well — and keep up the A. and P. reputation for spot-on punctuality! If necessary, I’ll cut the stay in Melbourne to make it so.”
“That’s all right, then. I can get down to Sydney by that time. Now, there’s just one more thing, sir — I’d better take those signals, the genuine ones that Gresham gave you. I’ll hand them over to the Commandant at Bandagong myself.”
“Very well. I was going to ask you about them.” Sir Donald went over to his safe, twirled the combination, opened the door and brought out the sealed envelope. He handed it to Shaw, who pushed it into the inside breast pocket of his jacket. Sir Donald said, “I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you, Shaw.”
“You do that, sir! And I hope you’ll have no more trouble now.”
Soon after, Shaw and Major Francis left the ship, went down the gangway on to Australian soil under that burning sun, the sun which was going to make the journey to Bandagong pretty unpleasant, Shaw thought. He chucked a suitcase into the truck and then climbed into the high cab of the loaded vehicle with Francis. On the Major’s order the army driver, already sweating into his khaki shirt, slipped in his clutch and they were off, kicking up the dust along the jetty as they rolled heavily, with the truck and its armed detachment of Military Police behind, out of the port and headed on the long haul to Bandagong.
As they passed along the road outside the docks Sigurd Andersson watched from behind the windows of a seedy cafe; and when the convoy had rumbled away he finished his coffee and strolled out to a telephone. Asking for long distance, he was connected with a number in the Sydney suburb of Clontarf.
* * *
The convoy pulled out of Fremantle, headed through Midland Junction and Mundaring. They would pass on to Northam, Merredin, Southern Cross, Coolgardie. After Collgardie they would turn a little to the south between Kalgoorlie and Zanthus before heading north on the Bandagong track.
They passed on the long haul through the little township of Kurragin and after that they were clear of habitation except for the isolated homesteads near the track. They were out in the bush now, the real Australian outback, a sunbaked land of dust and heat and desolation, hot by day and sometimes bitterly cold by night; they were a self-contained little unit striking into the very heart of the Central Australian desert towards its northern fringe.
They rode on, on and on and on… they were hot and parched for much of the time, dirty and weary and sweaty as the two vehicles pressed along, swinging badly on the rough track and sending up clouds of dust and grit which seeped into everything, into the engines and men’s throats, into the food and water when they stopped for meals, into the bedding in the back of the light truck where tired men slept in shifts. During the halts, while engines cooled and men eased weary bodies shaken up by the day’s run — times when Shaw longed to press on — Major Francis and his second-in-command, a lieutenant who was travelling in the truck with the armed party, shared the vigils. No chances were being taken even though Francis was heard on one occasion to mutter about panicky bastards who wanted their heads read; and armed sentries patrolled round the vehicle carrying the big, heavy, junk-filled crate.
And they were something like seven hundred miles out from Fremantle when the trouble came.
* * *
It was just before a stop for a late supper, and it was dusking, and the drivers were tired, looking forward to a spell. The sun was a red and hazy blob low down behind them and men’s voices, the voices of men determined to keep their spirits up, were droning out the latest hit tune. They were travelling through a deep cutting and going downhill between high rock faces in some of the most barren, desolate country that Shaw had yet seen. They were going a little too fast, maybe, for the kind of terrain — sheer weariness had taken the edge off their carefulness somewhat. They had just rounded a corner when all three men in the cab of the leading vehicle saw the deep crater ahead.
Shaw and Francis shouted a simultaneous warning.
The driver snarled, “Jeez, you think I haven’t seen, eh?” Already thick tattooed brown wrists were swinging at the wheel, a foot had rammed the brakes hard on. But the lorry had struck a patch of loose surface, and she slid forward on locked wheels, rasping and slithering over grit and fine dust, unable to get a hold.
The driver hauled the wheel over harder, swearing between his teeth, sweat starting out all over him. The vehicle swerved across to the right, almost skirted the hole, and then the left hand wheels slid over the edge. The lorry lurched heavily; Shaw and Francis went flying in a heap, sprawling across the cab with the driver’s heavy body on top of them. They heard an ominous snapping twang from behind, and then a crash, and splintering woodwork. The Major unlatched his door and it dropped open. Cursing luridly, he fell out into the crater. As he scrambled to his feet and climbed up to the roadway, Shaw got out as well, gave the driver a hand. They were only just in time. Almost as soon as they were clear the lorry slid deeper into the hole and nearly fell on to its back. The crate crashed off, cannoned into the rock face and split wide open. Its ballast poured into the road… sand, pig-iron, straw packing, odds and ends of chucked-out ship’s gear.
Francis looked in amazement, jerked a hand towards the wreckage. “You see that?” he asked.
Shaw nodded grimly. “I know. I’ll explain later. There’s…"
Just then the shooting started from the top of the cutting. Dust kicked up around them. One of the M.P.s gave a yell, and blood streamed from his head. A bullet zipped through the sleeve of Shaw’s shirt, went on to take the driver in the neck as he emerged from the crater. He tried to pull himself up, failed, gave a groan and slithered back, fingers scrabbling at the dirt, and then lay still, his mouth falling open. Shaw ran for cover behind the broken lorry and fired back almost blindly, into the sunset, at black shapes. The soldiers from the truck behind had also opened fire by this time and the figures outlined on the top of the cutting vanished after a further volley.
A few shouts floated down.
Shaw ran out, called to Francis. “We can get up there — ahead there.” He pointed along the track. “It looks as though it slopes down to meet the road.”
Francis gave a quick glance, shouted an order. The troops streamed along the road for about a hundred yards with Shaw and the Major leading, then climbed the slope lifting to the high ground which formed a kind of plateau through which the cutting ran. Ahead of them four men were beating it, flat out, not stopping now to use their guns.
They were running towards a helicopter.
Francis roared out an order and automatic fire stuttered out, ripped across towards the running men. One of them dropped and stayed there; a burst of fire came from the helicopter, lead pumped into the body — presumably to ensure that the man wouldn’t talk. The machine was already off the ground and hovering low as they raced for it, and immediately they were aboard it was up, up and away quickly, rising high. As the Military Police hopefully maintained a now useless fire, the helicopter reared above them, turned, and flew off in the direction of Sydney, well out of range all the while.
Shaw felt sick at heart; after all his wonderful ideas about this fake crate, he’d gone and mucked it and now the game was given away. As he came to the man they’d hit, he knelt and turned him over. There was a pool of blood soaking into the ground beneath the man and he was quite dead. Shaw, noting that he was a European, ran through his clothing, looking for papers. But there was no identification, nothing beyond the usual, purely personal, stuff — stamps, a little money, a newspaper cutting of a girl in a bikini, another cut-out, this time from a colour magazine, also of a near-naked girl. Shaw examined everything carefully. On the back of the colour cut-out he found a scrawl which read: Ling’s 4.30.
He looked up, asked: “Ling’s. Could that mean anything special, I wonder?”
Francis frowned, scratched his head. “Doesn’t mean anything to me, that’s certain.”
“Uh-huh…” Shaw rubbed his nose with a forefinger. “Could be a Chinese name, couldn’t it?”
“Yes,” Francis agreed, wonderingly. “So what?”
“Oh — nothing.” Shaw stuffed the papers back and stood up. The dead man had the appearance of a hobo, was probably just a strong-arm tough who didn’t amount to much, and the chances of identification would be about nil.
Francis said, “Hey, wait a minute, though.” He snapped his fingers. “It’s come back — only Ling’s I know, it’s a restaurant in King’s Cross, in Sydney. If you don’t know the Cross, well, it’s kind of the Soho of Sydney. And Ling’s is Chinese.”
“I see.” Shaw’s heart quickened. “This could be a clue, in that case.”
Francis stared, pushed his bush hat to the back of his head. He asked, “Clue to what? Why, it looks just like a note of a date, doesn’t it? Could be meeting a girl-friend there.”
The dead man didn’t look the sort who met girl-friends at restaurants of the kind Ling’s sounded like, but Shaw said, “Yes, could be. Perhaps that’s all it is.”
“Look, what really goes on?”
“Sorry, I can’t go into details. I dare say you’ll find out before long. Don’t ask me any more, there’s a good chap.” He clapped Francis on the shoulder. “Anyway, I was right about the attack! And now there’s only one thing to do— I’ve got to get to Sydney fast.” He nodded towards the spot where the helicopter had been. “That lot’ll have seen the crate — if they hadn’t, they wouldn’t have gone so fast, you can take my word for that. So now they know — and so do you—"
“Know what, for Pete’s sake?”
Shaw snapped, “That REDCAP’s due for discharge in Sydney after all! So far no one else knows that, except the people immediately concerned of course. Now, can you get a message through to Bandagong with the truck’s wireless? I’ll have to warn them at once that we’re back where we started."
Francis said, “Sure. And I reckon Bandagong’ll give you a plane into Sydney if it’s that urgent, Commander. So we’d better just carry on for there in the truck.”
“Right. Let’s go, then.”
They ran back, down into the cutting, took a look at the wreckage. The lorry was obviously incapable of being righted without mechanical equipment and would have to be abandoned for the time being. Francis decided to get the crater filled in — there would be just room to squeeze the command truck through between the lorry and the side of the cutting. While the men got busy with shovels and bare hands, tearing down earth and stones to fill the hole and give the truck clear passage, Shaw got a wireless message passed to Bandagong asking the authorities to advise Sydney that any fresh attack would now either be switched back to the liner or would take place when the genuine REDCAP was en route from Sydney. There was no point now in keeping up the pretence and so, in the absence of any common code, the carefully-worded message went en clair.
Some three hours later the bodies of the army driver and the other man had been buried in shallow, rock-marked graves and the hole had been filled; the truck started up, squeezed through the gap over the rubble edging carefully past the articulated vehicle. After that they drove through the night, and in the light truck they were able to make much better speed; after seventeen hours’ almost continuous hard driving they came into the outer perimeter of the Bandagong area at 5 p.m. next day. And soon after that they rolled up sweaty and covered in a layer of dust and dead weary to an Australian sentry outside a post guarding the beginning of the final stretch of road into the closed area.
As their truck stopped, Francis leaned out through the window and showed his pass. He said, “Special party entering MAPIACCIND territory.”
“Right you are, sir.” The sentry waved them on, walked alongside as they started off slowly. “You’ll be checked again at the entrance to the station. Been there before, have yer?”
Francis shook his head. “No, son.”
“Go easy then, Major. They’re trigger-happy, those bastards.”
The truck drove on for another five miles, past an airfield of the R.A.A.F., past a radar station, and then came up to a heavily guarded gateway in a high barbed-wire fence. To Shaw, the place looked very like a prisoner-of-war camp, at least so far as its boundaries went. At intervals along the wire there were high enclosures manned by guards with automatic weapons slung from their shoulders, guards who constantly swept the boundaries of the vast station with field-glasses. There were searchlights in the boxes, seach-lights which no doubt would keep the whole area floodlit by night. Ahead of the truck was a large sign reading, in several languages: DEAD SLOW. Farther along there was a pole barrier across the road.
As they approached this barrier in bottom gear, a loudspeaker blared at them to stop.
Mindful of what the Australian sentry had said, the driver jerked on his brakes instantly. A sentry in the grey uniform of the MAPIACCIND Field Force advanced towards them, automatic weapon held ready. Behind him, a squad of troops under a sergeant piled out from a building beside the gate and formed up in the road. The first man told the truck driver to go ahead slowly, and as the vehicle started up again he walked along beside it, shouted a peremptory command for it to stop just before the barrier was reached. As they stopped again, they were surrounded. The Major’s party-pass was examined, handed back; and then all the men were ordered out for their own papers to be checked individually by the sergeant. The truck itself was searched rigorously. There was something of a Germanic air of thoroughness about the whole proceedings. Shaw thought, as he held his rising impatience in check.
He muttered to Francis, “I suppose all this is necessary, but…"
“But you’re itching to be airbound for Sydney?”
Shaw said tautly, “That’s right, Major, I am.”
Francis looked at him shrewdly but said nothing more. When all was found to be in order the men were told curtly to get back in, and one of the armed guards jumped on to the running-board. Then the barrier was lifted and they were waved ahead, told to follow the directions of their escort.
Driving slowly in Shaw was amazed at the place which was to be REDCAP’s permanent home — if ever it got there — the place which MAPIACCIND had created out of the Australian desert. It must be about the biggest power station in the world — the biggest of all time; Shaw knew that it was planned to meet civilian needs as well as military, that it produced electricity for general consumption, like a genuine power station, as well as plutonium. In the centre of the huge area towered the four gigantic reactors, tall rectangular structures which were the core of the whole station, each with a dozen or so smaller buildings grouped around in a circle and linked to the main tower by frameworks which looked like bridges or grain elevators. The truck drove slowly past the ancillary buildings — buildings which made the place into a completely self-supporting unit: there were arcades of shops; there were sports grounds, canteens, full-scale restaurants, a theatre, bars. There were schools, and comfortable-looking staff quarters, neat bungalows each set in its own well-kept garden. It was just like a town in itself, a little chunk of culture and civilization hewn out of the desert, and it seemed to cover an area as big as a medium sized English provincial town.
Their guide directed them towards a big building which, he told them, was the Administrative Headquarters, and they stopped at the foot of a flight of steps. Francis, telling his lieutenant to keep the men by the truck for the time being, jumped out with Shaw and they went inside a big hall.
A hall-porter came forward and once again their papers were examined. Francis said, “I have orders to report in person to the Commandant.”
“Very good, sir. If you will please wait a few moments?”
For five minutes Shaw fretted and fumed in a waiting-room and then the hall-porter came in and turned them over to a messenger who led them down a long, rather bare corridor. The messenger stopped at a door at the end and tapped. They went into a high, plainly-furnished room with large windows looking out over what appeared to be the courtyard of a kind of Civic Centre. A man in MAPIACCIND grey, a young officer with a thin, dark face, came towards them. Shaw couldn’t place his nationality.
He greeted them smilingly, politely. He said, “I am the A.D.C. to the Commandant, gentlemen. I hear you have had a troublesome journey. I am sorry. Major Francis, perhaps you will be good enough to give me a full report of all that happened?”
He turned, went over to a desk and sat down. Francis said, “But look, I’ve got orders to report to the Commandant. I’d better make my report direct to him.”
The A.C.D. said diffidently, “That will not be necessary. The Commandant, you understand, is a very busy man. Commander Shaw he wishes to see, but you, Major — no.”
“But my orders—”
Still smiling, the A.D.C. raised a hand. “I am so sorry. I too have my orders. May I have your report, please?”
“Oh — very well, then. There’s not much to it.” Briefly Francis sketched in the events of the night before and the A.D.C. made his notes on a sheet of paper. Then he said,
“Thank you, Major Francis. I shall have this typed for your signature, and then your job is done. You will refresh yourself and your men and then after a night’s rest you will return to your unit. We shall be delighted to entertain you in the Mess, Major.”
“Well, thanks… Francis looked puzzled and put out, but he shrugged and turned to Shaw. He said, “Well, Commander, that’s that, I reckon. See you later, maybe?”
“If I’ve got time. I’ll have to get to Sydney as fast as possible.”
Francis grinned and stuck out his hand. “Right you are, then. Good-bye — nice to have had you along.” They shook hands, and then the A.D.C. rang for a messenger to take Francis back to the truck. He accompanied the Major to the door and when he came back he asked,
“Commander, have you any weapon?”
“Why, yes.” Shaw tapped his armpit.
“Then you will please leave it here. The Standing Orders say that no one is to enter the Commandant’s private office with arms. You will appreciate, of course, that there is the question of security.”
“Well… yes, I suppose so.” A little surprised, Shaw removed the revolver from its holster and laid it on a table. “That’s all I’ve got.”
“It will be returned to you on leaving. And now — you will excuse me.” The young man came forward, ran his hands quickly — and, Shaw fancied, with some reluctance — over the agent and then stood back apologetically. “Orders,” he murmured. “I am so sorry.”
Just a little angrily, Shaw followed the A.D.C. towards a door at the end of the room. The MAPIACCIND man knocked, threw the door open, stood aside, and announced Shaw, who walked forward to a big desk before a wide window at the end.
A squat, thick-set man rose to greet him, stretched out a hand. “Welcome to Bandagong, Commander Shaw. Welcome! My name is Mirskov. Please sit down.”
“Thank you, Commandant.” Shaw took a chair at the side of the desk. He coughed, said: “I’m sorry to sound pushing and impatient, Commandant, but it’s rather urgent I get to Sydney as soon as possible…"
Mirskov waved a hand. “In good time, Commander Shaw. First, there are just one or two matters which we must naturally discuss.”
Shaw said crisply, “There’s not much to tell you, I’m afraid, beyond what I said in my signal from the truck back down the road from Fremantle. You’ve got that?”
“Oh, yes, indeed—”
“Apart from that, there’s just this.” Shaw brought out the envelope handed him by Sir Donald Mackinnon, the envelope with the MAPIACCIND seal. “That’s the list of signals. If you wouldn’t mind giving me a formal receipt, sir?”
He handed the envelope over, and as Mirskov took it he seemed to catch his breath a little. He asked, “These are the signals — the operating signals for REDCAP?”
Shaw nodded. “Yes. As I understand it, they were to have been handed over to you by Colonel Gresham, by order of Geneva. And these are the genuine ones.” He explained briefly about the fake set held by Gresham, adding that he believed they might have been copied aboard the ship.
Mirskov’s eyes seemed to glitter oddly, and he said: “Indeed? Thank you very much, Commander Shaw.” He slid the envelope into a drawer and pressed a bell-push beneath the desk. He said nothing further, and almost immediately the door from the ante-room opened and a man came in.
Shaw glanced over at the doorway, and gave an exclamation, half rising from his chair. The man was — Sigurd Andersson. Admittedly he called himself a Swedish agent, but to find him walking gaily into the Commandant’s room at Bandagong was the last thing Shaw had ever expected. When he looked back in incredulous query at Commandant Mirskov, he saw that the squat man had a gun in his hand.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Shaw’s throat went dry as Andersson approached and looked questioningly across at Mirskov after a triumphant glance at the agent. If Mirskov belonged to the other side… and yet, how could he?
Andersson sat down and said, “You look pleased, Mirskov. May one inquire — why?”
“But certainly!” Mirskov’s thick lips parted gloatingly. “The man Shaw has brought the signals — the genuine ones!” Andersson’s whole body seemed to tauten. “Do you mean that seriously?”
“I would not joke about such matters. Here they are.” Mirskov opened the drawer, brought out the envelope. Shaw started forward, maddened with rage now. As he moved, Mirskov’s gun came up, levelled at Shaw’s stomach. Mirskov said softly, “Come any nearer and I shall shoot at once. And I can assure you, no questions will ever be asked. Oh yes, I am what you would call a traitor, no doubt, and you will be wondering how this could happen. Let me remind you, in the last resort a man is seldom a traitor to his own conscience — he goes where his true sympathies lie.” Again, the man’s eyes glittered oddly. “The screening… yes, it was intensive, very intensive, of course. But so was the preparation by our people. They are not fools, Commander. My background was impeccable, I had been known for years to the men who appointed me to Bandagong.” His voice changed suddenly and he snapped, “Sit down.”
Shaw obeyed, slowly, licking his parched lips. Turning to the other man, he asked: “Are you going to explain, Andersson?”
“Karstad,” the man said gently. “There is no further harm in my admitting straight out that your guess was right after all… and now the Commandant will continue. It is quite simple.”
Mirskov said, “Certainly.” He cleared his throat. “Karstad has brought me certain information, information upon which it is my duty to act in my capacity as Commandant of Bandagong. He tells me that you have been conspiring against the interests of MAPIACCIND — that in fact you are impersonating a certain Commander Shaw of the British Navy. Have you anything to say to that?”
Shaw laughed scornfully. “Only that you know perfectly well that that’s a damned he, and you won’t get away with it.”
Mirskov grinned, blinked his eyes rapidly. “Of course it is a he, we may as well admit that amongst ourselves! But— we shall most certainly get away with it, my dear fellow. Karstad, in the name of Andersson, is an accredited agent, and his word will be believed. And think — how many people know that you are Shaw?”
“Plenty. Sir Donald Mackinnon for one. Any amount back in England.”
“Ah — quite! Back in England, yes. But out here in Australia? And as for the liner Captain, he cannot be certain that something has not happened to the real Shaw on his journey, that an impostor has not arrived in Bandagong — unless he is allowed to see you, which he will not be. I assure you, my dear fellow, that is the story we shall stick to, and I, the Commandant of Bandagong and in effect the Ambassador of MAPIACCIND in this self-governing territory, will not be questioned. I have complete power within this area and no one at all enters it without my permission. Moreover, no one nearer than Geneva has the authority to overrule my decisions.”
Shaw bit down on his lip, his face grim and lined. Andersson looked at him, laughed. He said, “Oh, my dear Shaw! How stupid, how very stupid, you have been… you knew that I killed Gresham, did you not?”
“I did.”
“The report of my death reached your chief at precisely the right time, I would say. That was neatly contrived, don’t you think? Naturally, all this was planned a very long time ago—”
Shaw asked harshly, “Tell me, Karstad — why did you tip Donovan off? Whose side were you on then?”
“The same side which I have been on all along… but it seems there is some misunderstanding. I did not ‘tip Donovan off’ at all. I was seeking his help in what we had to do. You understand, I knew he was discredited in his own country and in France and in Norway — everywhere — for I myself had ‘denounced’ him in the first place—”
“You—” Shaw was half out of his chair.
Karstad lifted a hand and his voice sharpened. “Wait— sit down or Mirskov will shoot.” Karstad waited until Shaw had sunk back, then went on: “You see, Donovan was becoming too successful in the war, and by his very success he was in danger of leading me into disfavour with my superiors — the Germans. In those days he was too clever to allow himself to be killed, therefore it was necessary that he should be discredited. And so I framed him.” Karstad shrugged. “When I found a use for him all those years later, I did not forget that record. I knew he was alive and I thought he would be a willing collaborator, since he had been disgraced — by the West, so far as he knew. And we needed much help, much help. But for once, my friend, I was wrong. Oh, he agreed — yes, he agreed!” Karstad’s face was very ugly. “And then I heard that he intended to contact you and report all I had told him. As a result of that, I had to arrange for Donovan to be killed before he had a chance to speak. It was nearly too late. Nearly — but not quite.”
“You mean you killed Donovan?”
Karstad shook his head. “Not I–I was already aboard the liner. I merely gave the orders.”
“Which makes you just as much his murderer.” Shaw spoke through tight, set lips. His face was deathly white except for two spots of red in his cheeks. “Karstad, I swear you’ll die for that! John Donovan was my friend. He was a good man. You’ll pay all right, if I have to kill you with my own hands…"
“Oh, no, no!” Karstad’s eyes narrowed; the gun in Mirskov’s hand was held very steady. “It is you who will die, my friend, not I.”
Shaw forced himself to keep calm, keep his head clear. He said, “You can’t get away with this, Karstad… however sanctified this area is, some one’ll get permission to come in, if only to look for me.”
“Ah — possibly. In the end. But not in time to save you, and not in time to harm our plans either. That is quite certain. But now listen, and listen carefully, for you will find this interesting. You knew, I imagine, that Lubin had worked on the construction of REDCAP?”
Shaw nodded.
“And that he was a radio expert as well?”
Radio again! Shaw’s pulse quickened. If it was humanly possible he meant to get out of this place, and he had to learn all he could now, lead the man on. He said cautiously, “That follows, doesn’t it? If he was working on REDCAP.”
Karstad nodded gently. “Exactly, and that, my dear Shaw, is the whole point.” He paused, then went on: “You know the principle on which REDCAP operates, of course?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Now, Lubin has built himself a radio transmitter, a very neat job which can cause REDCAP to operate…” He broke off as he noticed Shaw’s expression, asked slyly: “Is something the matter, my dear fellow?”
“No. Go on.” Shaw’s face was livid, bitter with self-reproach now. He had begun to suspect this very thing after he had heard about the Tungtai’s transmissions at sea. He should have taken it upon himself to order the neutralization of REDCAP — but, because Lubin, if he had the signals at all, only had the fake set, that had seemed too extreme an act.
Karstad was going on, “REDCAP, as you must be aware, is a receiver as well as a transmitter, so that it can receive the check signals back from the stockpile which is to be blown. Now — when Lubin operates his set, using the signals which you yourself have so kindly brought here,” Karstad said leeringly, “he in fact interrupts the normal mechanism inside REDCAP. His signal is received by the machine just as though it had come from the stockpile concerned. You understand? After REDCAP repeats this transmission, which Lubin’s set will cause it to do, Lubin sends out the second signal, the one which causes the machine to go fully into operation.” Karstad’s penetrating eyes were glittering almost with madness now. “Do you follow? Do you see what power this gives Lubin, and the country for which he works? Do you understand, Commander? Think now, and consider.” Karstad glanced across at Mirskov, a look of triumphant gloating on his face. “It will be almost world-wide devastation. All the stockpiles blown up instantaneously and together.”
Shaw swallowed, felt his limbs trembling. To hear this threat actually put into words made it almost too big, too sheerly colossal, for the mind to comprehend. But he forced himself to see it all. One by one the countries of the MAPIACCIND Agreement could be picked off, shattered, split asunder by the detonation of their nuclear stocks. England would be only one of the lands which would simply vanish — if and when Lubin touched the key. But Shaw’s mind held fast to England, to the things which England held, the things which he held dear. England, put against the devastation-potential of her stockpiles, was by comparison with other Powers so very small, so overcrowded and so vulnerable…
Karstad, his eyes still filled with that look of nearmadness, seemed to reach into Shaw’s mind. He said softly, “All destroyed, yes… and one country left supreme among the nations. Her armies and air striking-forces are making ready. And once REDCAP has been operated, she need no longer fear that an attack on the MAPIACCIND detachments will give the game away, and she will then send in teams of technicians to free her missiles from the adaptors. If it is necessary to back up the operation of REDCAP, the missiles can be sent across the world — into Europe, the Americas, Africa, into Russia too. Everywhere. And behind them will march millions of men to subdue what is left with conventional weapons. There will be nobody left who can stand against the might of the Asian peoples in the end.”
Shaw’s mind was reeling now; the thing was so vast, so truly horrible and wicked that he still could hardly see it whole. But he had to keep his head now. He asked, “If Lubin’s got this set, why hasn’t he used it before?”
“For three reasons. Firstly, until you were kind enough to bring the signals to me — which I confess was a stroke of luck — Lubin would not have known what the signals were. Secondly, all is not even now fully ready. In a day or two— yes. Now — no. Thirdly, and decisively, Lubin’s transmitter has one limiting factor, and that is that it cannot operate on long ranges. It is necessary for it to be sited within three to four miles of REDCAP, which is why Lubin cannot transmit direct to the stockpiles themselves but must go through the control.”
“Why couldn’t you have waited till it got here, then?”
“Because Lubin will transmit on the Australian frequency among the others — and there is a very big nuclear dump close by, under Australian control. It is to be dismantled now that REDCAP is coming here, but it has not been dismantled yet— so Lubin and Mirskov and I, we will need to be a very, very long way from Bandagong when the transmission takes place. Among other things, this explains why your road convoy was attacked last night — you see, thanks presumably to you, the situation had become confused, and despite Mirskov’s assurances that the crate from Fremantle was false — and I had already found out that there was a false one — I decided that you and the Australian authorities might be playing a double-double game, as it were—”
“You’d know all about that kind of thing, of course—”
“—and I wished to take no chances at all. To have allowed the real REDCAP actually to enter Bandagong would not have suited our purpose — it would have looked suspicious to the staff had we removed it again, you see.” He shrugged. “As it is, Lubin will transmit from a place of safety chosen by himself once the order is received — and long before REDCAP reaches here.”
“Where will that be from, then?”
Again Karstad shrugged. “Even I do not know — yet— where it will be. I shall not know until I see him and hand him the signals, which I shall do shortly after I leave here this evening. Neither do I know when, except that it will not be before the liner leaves Melbourne, for to transmit from a town would now be too risky since your people suspect so much. So you have a few more days of life, Commander— but only a few more.” Karstad laughed suddenly. “How beautifully easy it would all have been, had we been able to leave the transmission until REDCAP arrived here! My dear Commander — have you ever seen a nuclear power station blow up? No? Ah — I fancied not. Neither have I. It will be a very, very big bang and when Lubin transmits Bandagong will vanish as though there had never been anything here at all. And so, my dear Shaw, will you.”
Karstad nodded at the Commandant. Once again Mirskov pressed the bell-push beneath his desk. The A.D.C. entered in response, saluted Mirskov, and stood smartly at attention before the desk.
“Sir?”
Mirskov, sitting there squatly and toad-like in sharp contrast to the A.D.C. said: “This man is an impostor, impersonating a certain Commander Shaw of the British Navy. Now then. Did you personally check his papers?”
The A.D.C. looked surprised, shocked. And very alarmed. His thin face flushed and he said, “No, sir—”
“Why not?”
“Sir, they’d been checked at the gates and in the lobby here. It is not usual — I did not think—”
Mirskov snapped, “You are not paid to think, you are paid to know and to act.” He drummed thick, hairy-backed fingers on the desk, staring meanwhile at the young officer. “I shall go into this later,” he said abruptly. “For now, you will see that the guard commander at the main gate is put on a charge. As for this man, he is to be held in close arrest pending further orders. You will see to that.”
“Yes, sir.” The man was pale now.
“I shall hold you personally responsible for his safety, and he is to be held incommunicado. See that you do not slip up again. And remember — this is a security matter. Nothing is to be said to the Australian, Major Francis. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir. I will call an escort.”
The A.D.C. saluted, about-turned with Guards-like precision and marched out of the room. Within a few minutes he was back, this time with a sergeant and two men of the M.F.F. The A.D.C. gave an order and the men formed up beside Shaw, took his arms. The sergeant then took over and marched the prisoner and escort away with the A.D.C. following, through the ante-room and down the long passage again. From there, they descended below ground-level and came up to a guard-room beside heavy steel doors set in thick concrete walls. The sergeant of the escort spoke briefly to a sentry, who produced keys and swung back the steel doors. An order was given and Shaw was marched through and along a shining, steel-lined corridor off which opened the doors of small cells. He was halted outside one of these while the sergeant unlocked the door and then he was ordered inside. The soldiers came in with him and searched him thoroughly, removed his papers, his tie, shoelaces, money and keys. When they had finished, the A.D.C. came in and Shaw was kept at attention while the officer read a lengthy list of prison regulations and routines.
Then the A.D.C. and the escort left, and the door clanged to behind them. The only ray of hope left to Shaw was that he’d fancied the A.D.C. was half inclined to disbelieve his superior’s charge of impersonation. Mirskov was an obvious bully, while the young man seemed intelligent and sympathetic. Perhaps he’d have a chance of a word with him at a suitable moment — for what it would be worth.
Along with all his personal possessions his watch had been taken away from him and he had no idea of time. His thoughts raced round uselessly, his head felt as though it must burst with the terrible knowledge that was in it, so pointlessly in it unless he could get away from Bandagong.
His mind went back to that note about Ling’s, the restaurant in the Cross… he wished now he’d remembered to confront Karstad with that name — he might have found out a little more. Ling’s 4.30. It could be just a note of a date, of course, as Francis had said dismissingly. On the other hand… if and when he got to Sydney, Ling’s might be worth a visit.
But he wasn’t ever going to get to Sydney now.
Shaw paced that tiny cell, two steps one way, two the other, until he felt he was going mad. He thought about those yellow-skinned armies standing by to converge on their objectives, thought of England and of Debonnair in London, of the liner and Judith Donovan. His head was aching now, a dull mass of pain; the blinding, everlasting, relentless electric light, shadeless, seared his tired, red-rimmed eyes. Men brought in food, but refused his request to be allowed to see the A.D.C. and after he’d made himself eat he went on pacing, pacing until, at last, sleep became a necessity and he flopped down on the mattress on the raised wooden shelf which passed for a bed, and pulled the blanket over his body.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

After Major Francis had had a late dinner in the MAPIACCIND Officers’ mess, he inquired, quite casually, for Shaw. The A.D.C. said, “He is still with the Commandant.” Francis whistled. “He’s having a long session, my word! Is he coming along for a meal or anything?”
“No, I do not think so, Major.” The young man seemed stiff, ill at ease. “I understand he will be… going on to Sydney very soon.”
Francis nodded. “That’s what he wanted to do, I know. Seemed it was pretty urgent.” He added, “I’d like to have seen him again. Good bloke.”
“Yes, indeed. You will excuse me now?” The A.D.C. finished his coffee and got up. “I have much work to do.”
“Sure, that’s all right.” Francis, frowning in puzzlement, nodded to the officer. He lit a cigarette, went across to a rack and found some magazines. He sat down in an easy chair and tried to read for a while, but found he was too tired to concentrate. Soon after, he went over to the comfortable room which had been provided for him in a block used by visiting officials, and turned in. He went on wondering about Shaw; something, he felt, didn’t quite add up and it puzzled him. That attack on the road convoy, of course, had been shattering proof that things were not as they should be, and the implications of that were endless… but Shaw had been worrying, had suspected something, even before that attack had come. He’d even warned them that it might happen. Shaw was in the know about something and he’d been pretty cagey all along. And now it seemed almost as though he’d been spirited away — or maybe that was just fanciful; Francis remembered that Shaw had said he might not see him again before he left for Sydney. But it was still odd that by after dinner he hadn’t in fact left for Sydney, considering his panic to get there.
Next morning, when Francis drove away with his truck and his men, he still had no news of Shaw. The A.D.C. had been as evasive as ever, and it had begun to look fishy. Francis, as he passed through the main gate and headed back for the Australian post at the outer perimeter, went on worrying it over in his mind and then he decided he would just have a word with the naval authorities in Sydney. Leaving the truck at the post, he got permission to make a telephone call, and he rang Garden Island, spoke to the Duty Officer, and was then put on to the Captain of the Port himself.
* * *
Apart from knowing that he had spent a night in the cell Shaw had little idea as to time when he heard the key turning in the lock and he saw the sergeant standing there with the escort.
The sergeant said briskly, “You’re wanted in the Commandant’s office. You will come at once.”
The escort waited outside the door, took his arms again as he came through, and he was marched back past the guard point beyond the steel doors and taken up once again to that large room with the big desk before the wide windows. It was evidently night once again, for those windows were now curtained. Behind the desk, looking furiously angry, Mirskov sat with one hand resting in a drawer. The man’s thick lips were working away and little droplets of saliva bulged from the corners of them. Curtly the Commandant dismissed the guard, brought his hand up from the drawer, and levelled a revolver at Shaw.
When the guard had withdrawn from the room, Mirskov said: “There was a telephone call from Sydney. There will be another. From a Captain James.”
Shaw felt his heart leap.
Mirskov went on, “This Captain James, whom I know to be of the Naval Intelligence, is anxious for news of you. He was expecting you to report. He realizes that you must indeed be Commander Shaw, for there has never been any opportunity for impersonation. James has been in touch with the Captain of the New South Wales. The girl Judith Dangan was able to confirm that the Shaw who left the ship at Fremantle was the Shaw whom she contacted in France and who also boarded the ship at Naples. Major Francis was with you all the way from Fremantle. That has made things difficult for me, but not impossible.”
Shaw laughed, said jeeringly: “You were just a little too clever, Mirskov—”
The gun jerked up. “Silence! It is not that at all. Always I had known the difficulties of keeping this up for long, but I was confident that I could do so for long enough for our purpose. Now that is not so, thanks apparently to the man Francis, who has aroused disbelief. Now. I have apologized to this Captain James. I have told him that I realized I was obviously mistaken about you and that of course you would be released immediately. But he wishes to speak to you himself. It would not have seemed reasonable of me to have refused this request, and I told him to telephone again, when I would have you here to speak to him. Now listen to me carefully. You will tell Captain James when he rings, that you wish to question the man who wrongly informed against you, and that you wish to work on certain investigations here at Bandagong. To our mutual surprise, things are not all as they should be in the station. You will tell him that you will report by telephone immediately you have further news. Is that understood?” His gun nosed towards Shaw, and he added: “I will shoot instantly if you say one word other than this. Your Captain James, he will not hear the shot, for I can disconnect the line whenever I choose.”
“Maybe — but you’re going to have a job explaining afterwards, aren’t you?”
Mirskov snapped, “There will be no afterwards. The time is very close now. And you — you will be very dead in any case. And there is something else. If you do not do exactly as I say, a very special, very prolonged and very painful death will be reserved for two young ladies of your acquaintance — in advance of the world detonations. I have only to send word to London and to the liner.”
Shaw felt his guts draining away, and his hands shook; but he tried to conceal his racing thoughts and his excitement. Tensely he said: “All right. I suppose I haven’t any choice. But you’ll suffer for this one day, Mirskov.”
“I think not. But you are a wise man, Commander Shaw. Make certain you remain so when the telephone rings.” Mirskov relaxed a little, but kept the gun pointing steadily at Shaw. “Sit down.”
For an excruciating half-hour Shaw sat in silence under the muzzle of that revolver, thinking ahead and planning how he was going to get out of this. Slowly, very slowly, the minutes ticked by, the hands creeping over the face of a clock on the wall. Both men were tense and nervy. Shaw jumped when the harsh clamour of the telephone broke into that grim silence.
Mirskov reached out for the receiver.
He said, “Yes… yes, this is Commandant Mirskov speaking, Captain James. He is with me now. Ah-ha.” He chuckled. “Yes, certainly… but speak to him for yourself.” Mirskov’s hand went tightly over the mouthpiece. He hissed, “Remember now.” He held the gun very steady as he passed the instrument to Shaw, sat close and watchful when Shaw got up and came round the desk to speak.
Shaw’s heart was thudding away painfully, suffocatingly, going like a war-drum as he took the receiver. He said, “Hullo. Shaw here. Oh — yes, sir.” As he spoke, he felt the pressure of Mirskov’s gun in his side, felt the man’s breath on his face. His glance flickered down momentarily, estimating Mirskov’s exact positioning. Into the phone he said, “I’m sorry, I didn’t get that?”
He leaned forward casually, rested his elbow on Mirskov’s desk, bending, screwing up his eyes as though in a concentration of listening on a bad line. He said, “No, sir, it’s all right — now. No need to worry. That was just a misunderstanding…"
He was utterly relaxed now, his voice normal-sounding and easy; Mirskov appeared satisfied. And then, very suddenly, Shaw went into action.
He brought his elbow back sharply, viciously, putting all his strength into the movement. The elbow took Mirskov’s arm, sent the gun spinning, and in the same instant Shaw’s right hand came down on the heavy telephone base, brought it round, snapping the flex. He sent it crashing square into Mirskov’s face. The man fell back, spitting blood and teeth, his face a pulpy red mask of pain and uncontrollable fury. Then Shaw was on him, battering into the face with his fists.
Mirskov, however, was a fighter too, and he was considerably heavier than Shaw. He came back, fists pumping, came inside Shaw’s long reach and caught him a smashing blow on the jaw which sent the agent reeling backwards. Mirskov leapt for the desk and the bell-push, and Shaw got him just in time by the legs, dragged him back so that his head caught the edge of the desk as he fell. Mirskov kicked himself free and Shaw scrambled up. Mirskov came for him again, face contorted, murderous, breathing like a steam-engine. Stepping aside, Shaw picked up the man’s heavy chair, lifted it high and then smashed it down with bone-crunching force on Mirskov’s head.
It was all over then.
Panting, Shaw looked around for Mirskov’s gun, found it. He was bending to examine the man when he heard the door open. He jumped up. The A.D.C. was coming in, looking startled.
Shaw went forward fast, the gun lined up on the officer’s stomach. He hissed, “Keep still and shut up. Is the escort still out there?”
Dumbly, eyes wide and staring, the A.D.C. nodded. As he opened his mouth Shaw snapped at him:
“Go to the door, but stay inside the room. If you move one step away I swear I’ll kill you and explain later. Just tell the escort they won’t be wanted any more.”
The A.D.C. hesitated, his face flushed and scared. Shaw went nearer. The young man took just one close look into his eyes and then he turned quickly and went to the door. Shaw kept out of sight. When the A.D.C. had dismissed the escort, he turned slowly. Shaw snapped: “The door. Shut it.” When the man had obeyed, he said: “Now listen. Your Commandant’s behind the desk. You probably won’t believe what I’m going to tell you, but you’ll find it’s confirmed before long. Briefly, your Commandant’s in the pay of a power acting against the interests of MAPIACCIND. I am an officer of the British Naval Intelligence acting on orders from London. You can—”
He broke off as the internal telephone rang, and his heart thumped. That might be the Bandagong private exchange, wondering about the break in the call from Sydney. James would be trying to get through again… but the call could be overheard in the exchange, and he couldn’t take the risk of speaking to James now. He pushed the gun into the A.D.C.’s side, snapped: “Answer that. If it’s the exchange, tell ’em the Commandant’s outside line is out of order, but he’s not to be disturbed by workmen until further notice. Stall ’em off.”
The A.D.C. took up the phone, listened. Then he said to Shaw, “There is a Captain James—”
“Say he’s to be told I’m on my way to Sydney and I’ll ring him from the airfield. Go on.” He nudged with the gun. The A.D.C. passed the message and rang off. Shaw said, “Now, where’s Karstad?”
The A.D.C. swallowed. “He has gone. I swear I do not know where.”
“You’re quite sure you don’t?”
The young officer said earnestly, “I know nothing of his movements, except that he has gone.”
Shaw looked into his eyes, nodded. “All right, I’ll accept that. Are you prepared to believe me, and do as I say?”
“I–I cannot believe you, I—”
“You can forget your loyalty to Mirskov. He’ll hang. Anyone else in the racket’ll hang too. That goes for any accessories — you, for instance, if you don’t co-operate. Believe me, I’m telling you God’s truth, laddie! And I don’t think you ever really believed I was an impostor.” Shaw’s face was wet with sweat. “Anyhow, time’s short, so you’re just going to have to do as I say.” He gestured with the gun towards the internal phone. He said, “Ring the hall-porter at the main entrance. Tell him to get transport here immediately.”
When the A.D.C. had done this, Shaw rasped: “Now ring the sergeant of the guard on the cells, tell him I’m in the clear and he’s to hand all my papers and other possessions to the porter for my collection. And that includes my revolver and holster which you took away. They’ve got to be there in… two minutes. Orders from the Commandant himself.”
The A.D.C. passed the message, then faced Shaw. He asked, “What do you want of me now?”
“You’ll come with me, laddie, and pass me through the main gate. In the hall here, you’ll leave word that the Commandant’s not to be disturbed on any account whatever.” He added crisply, “I’ll be right behind you with a gun all the time and believe me, I just can’t wait to use it!”
* * *
Within the two minutes all Shaw’s possessions were handed back to him by an unsuspecting hall-porter and then they got into a jeep which had pulled up at the bottom of the steps.
They drove down to the floodlit gates, Shaw, in the back, keeping his gun hidden in his pocket but with his hand on it ready to shoot.
At the main gate a guard stepped forward, weapon ready, and the jeep stopped. Shaw held his breath, kept his fingers crossed, though he appeared relaxed and easy. The guard approached the vehicle, asked the A.D.C.
“Where for, sir?”
“On personal duty for the Commandant.”
The sentry gave the A.D.C. a smart salute and stepped back. The jeep’s driver engated his gears and they drove slowly through the gate, out of Bandagong, heading for the R.A.A.F. airfield. Shaw’s heart lightened; there wasn’t far to go now.
They were still heading fast for the airfield when a bright light beamed out along the track behind them and then just a moment later the firing started and they heard the high-pitched scream of a fast vehicle. Evidently somebody had been worried about the Commandant after all.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The speed had dropped a little as the startled driver looked into his mirror. Shaw jabbed his gun into the driver’s neck and snapped: “Keep going.” The jeep shot forward again.
Before they had covered more than a further couple of hundred yards there was a loud report from their rear and the jeep staggered to one side, slewed round and ran off the road, bumping and jerking until it shuddered to a stop on hard, baked ground.
Before it had fully stopped Shaw had jumped out and was running hard into the darkness, away from the probing headlight beams and the bullets which snicked across at random in his general direction. He heard men’s hoarse shouts, the sounds of pursuit behind him. He stopped to fire back, then ran on again, fired another burst a minute later. Shortly afterwards he turned a little towards the road ahead of the jeep, in the direction of the R.A.A.F. station. He was panting and dead weary, but he forced himself on. Everything now depended on his getting away clear and reaching the airfield. He could see the landing lights on the long runways, the vague outlines of the planes and buildings ahead… so near, he thought, and yet just too far.
He staggered as his foot caught some projection in the ground; he fell flat, pulled himself up, his breath coming in agonizing bursts, his chest tight and heaving. On the road he saw headlights approaching fast from the direction of the airfield. It could be an Australian vehicle, and that thought gave him fresh hope. He put all he had into a burst of extra speed, ran straight for the road now. But the vehicle drove past before he could get there, and then it pulled up with a jerk near the ditched jeep. In the glare of the jeep’s headlights he saw the dark blue of the R.A.A.F. as an officer jumped from the truck.
He heard a ringing shout: “Hey! What the flamin’ hell’s going on around here?”
The shooting stopped, and a voice answered. “Our Commandant has been attacked. We are looking for the man, who was in this jeep…”
Shaw watched from the darkness as a MAPIACCIND man strode across to the Australian. Sounds from close by indicated to Shaw that other men were closing in on him now and he decided he had to take a chance. He thought for a moment of trying to reach the airfield while the talking was going on, but quickly realized, when a sudden renewal of the shooting sent a bullet zipping past his head, that he would never make it. His gun was empty now. He put his hands up, shouted out that he was surrendering, and then walked into the lights.
There was a shout and then two men ran for him, took his arms, marched him up to their officer. The MAPIACCIND man said, “You see, Squadron-Leader? Here is the man.”
The R.A.A.F. officer looked closely at Shaw as he was brought up. “That right?” he demanded. “Did you beat up the Commandant?”
“Yes. But I had a good reason. If you two,” he added to the men holding him, “will let go of my arms, I’ll produce my credentials to the Squadron-Leader—”
“You will not!” The MAPIACCIND official thrust himself between Shaw and the Australian, glowered. “This is a MAPIACCIND affair, and this officer has no authority to interfere.”
“Oh, is that so?” The airman’s rock-like face was flushed and stubborn now, a hard jaw stuck out. He said, “Look, you’re outside your area, in case you don’t know it. This is free Australian ground—”
“Our rights extend to the outer perimeter—”
“Agreed. Rights — but not exclusive territorial rights. You left those behind you, at the gates back there.” He waved a thick-wristed arm down the track, and the headlights glinted on the metal of a revolver in his hand. “You take my advice, you’ll let this bloke show his papers. I’ve just an idea who he is, and if you don’t let him prove it I’ve got blokes here who’ll see you bloody do!” He gestured back at his truck. In it, four Air Force police sat fingering automatic weapons.
The MAPIACCIND man glanced at them, scowled, muttered under his breath and then gave a reluctant order. Shaw was released, but the guns were pointing at him still. Calmly he reached for his wallet, brought out his red-and-green-panelled naval identity card, handed it to the Australian and waited.
The officer examined it, looked keenly at Shaw’s sweaty, dirt-streaked face, and nodded. He said, “Right. That’s what I thought. I reckon you’re just lucky, chum! We were coming to have a yarn with Commandant Mirskov about you, on orders just through from Sydney, but I reckon if we’d got to the gates before you beat it out of there, we wouldn’t have had a hope in hell of contacting you.” He turned threateningly on the MAPIACCIND officer. He said brusquely, “Go on, hop it. We’re taking this bloke in.”
“But I—”
“But nothing!” the Australian roared, his bottom lip jutting out. His voice carried strongly into the thin night air. “I told you, you aren’t in charge around here. Look, if you don’t beggar off fast, I’m gonna run you for using offensive weapons in Australian territory. Reckon I’ve had just about enough of you lot since that flamin’ Act was passed,” he added witheringly, “coming out here and acting as though you’re God Almighty. You go to blazes. And think yourselves lucky you haven’t got a bullet in the backside.” He slewed on his heel. “Into the truck, Commander.”
Shaw grinned. “Thanks!” He jumped in as the MAPIACCIND party glared at him impotently, noticed the pale, scared look of the Commandant’s A.D.C. The argument was carried on for a minute or so and then the Squadron-Leader climbed into the truck, which turned short round in the road and headed away for the airfield. Shaw sat back and relaxed. He said, “It’s a good thing you turned up just when you did.”
The airman grunted. “Those blokes, they get my goat. I love ’em just about as much as the devil loves a priest. So don’t thank me. It was a real pleasure.” He gave a great, gusty laugh. “My word, just to see that bastard’s face was worth a year’s pay!”
Five minutes later Shaw was in the Station Commander’s office making his brief and censored report. Shortly after, he was speaking on the phone to Captain James. He said, “I can’t explain the whole thing in detail just now, sir, but I’d like you to get in touch with London and Geneva at once. Tell them it’s vital that all MAPIACCIND countries should be told to throw-off their adaptors, or they’re going sky-high. And Commandant Mirskov should be arrested as soon as possible. Meanwhile I’m being given a plane and I’ll be at Kingsford Smith soon after daybreak.”
As Shaw banged down the phone, he heard the deep roar of powerful engines revving up outside the office window.
* * *
The reaction didn’t come until he was in the plane and roaring south and east for Sydney’s Kingsford Smith airport; and then it hit him suddenly and nearly knocked him sideways for a while. His stomach seemed a bath of acid that tore and bit at his guts, made him sick and giddy. The action temporarily suspended, he was a prey to all his nervous selfdoubts. He hadn’t really got very far ahead; he didn’t know where to start looking for Karstad, or for Lubin and that radio set of his, and the MAPIACCIND powers, he knew for certain, would react badly to the idea of any of their associates throwing-off the stockpile adaptors. As Latymer had so rightly said, they were a suspicious lot of bastards. There was still the whole game yet to play, and it had to be played in secrecy even now, for the world’s confidence in MAPIACCIND was all-important to the Agreement’s future.
Shaw’s eyes were stinging, sore and bloodshot as, in the dawn, the plane circled out of a cloudless sky to touch down at Kingsford Smith. As Shaw fastened the clip of his safety-belt his nerve-endings tingled with the thought of what yet lay ahead… this was one of the bad moments again, but it would pass all right. It would pass and he would come through, and all would be well, his mind would be alert and cool again.
It had better be.
The plane touched gently. A few moments later Shaw got out, feeling stiff and cold in spite of the climbing morning sun as he walked towards the barrier. Beyond, he saw a tall, angular figure in the blue uniform of the Women’s Royal Australian Naval Service.
The girl, who was no beauty but looked deadly efficient, watched his approach, asked impersonally as he came up: “Commander Shaw?”
He smiled tiredly. “That’s me.”
She said, “Captain James sent me. There’s a car outside. I’m Second Officer Harris. You’ll want to get to the office quickly, so let’s get moving, shall we?”
She about-turned and strode away ahead of him. They got into the back of a naval car and as they drove off Shaw glanced sideways at the young woman, asked: “Miss Harris, are you in Captain James’s department?”
She said, “Why yes, I am. Temporarily I’m his Number Two.” She hesitated, then went on: “There’s something I have to tell you. About Commander Foster. He’s — dead.”
She looked at him as he gave a sudden exclamation and twisted in his seat, and she said concernedly: “He was a friend of yours, wasn’t he?”
He was shocked by this sudden news. He said dazedly, “Dead… but — my God. Tommy Foster… when did this happen — how, why?”
“We don’t know why, but — well, it happened last night as far as we can tell.”
“Go on, please, Miss Harris.”
She said quietly, “He was found in a sack in the harbour. Tied up. They reckon he was dead before he went in. Fetched up by Woolloomooloo, that’s where they got him out.” She added, “London’s been informed by signal.”
He fought down the sick feeling. You had to get used to losing friends… he asked after a moment, “Did you know Tommy Foster well, Miss Harris?”
She said, “Well, of course we worked together, there were just the three of us, but I didn’t know him really well. He was a funny bloke, that way. Liked to be by himself, you know what I mean?” Shaw nodded. That was Tommy all right. “Worked a lot on his own, didn’t always say what he was on to, not till he’d got something definite to report. He had some queer friends, too.”
“Such as?”
“Well, I don’t know how you’d put it, really.” She wrinkled up her nose, and the sun, coming through the car’s windows, glinted on her spectacles, showed up the almost man-like structure of her face. “New Australians, some of them, real odd mid-European nationalities. And quite a few down-and-outs, real bums. I suppose he found things out from them, got to know what was going on.”
He asked, “Were there any Chinese among his friends?”
She shook her head. “Not that I know of.”
They didn’t talk much after that. They ran under a clear blue sky as the sun came up over the suburbs; ran into Sydney and through Woolloomooloo, and then turned into the naval area, crossing the head of the Captain Cook graving dock into Garden Island and the Naval Yard. The car pulled up outside an office block and Miss Harris led the way past a sentry and a porter and into Captain James’s office, where a small, leathery-faced man in plain clothes, a man who looked more like a jockey than a naval officer, got up to grasp Shaw’s hand. By the look of him, Shaw thought, he’d been up all night and continuously on the go, but his rather sharp features split into a wide grin as he said heartily,
“Glad to meet you at last, Commander!” He added soberly, “Sorry you had to be met with bad news.”
“Yes, sir. Tommy was a good friend of mine.”
“Same here. He was a right bloke, Tommy was. None better.” James broke off abruptly. “Well now, don’t let’s waste any time at all. I reckon you’d better tell me the whole thing for a start, eh? Sit down.”
“Thank you, sir.” Shaw sat on a hard upright chair, mentally contrasted his bare, functional room with Latymer’s sumptuous apartment in the Admiralty. He took a rather crushed cigarette from a paper packet which the Australian chucked over, and then he told James the whole story, particularly mentioning his suspicions about the note concerning Ling’s restaurant. James, who knew the place well, seemed sceptical of this — Ling, he said, was a right bloke, came from a family that had been in Australia for two generations — but apart from this he listened intently, his perky head tilted slightly to one side.
When he had finished, Shaw asked: “What about Mirskov, sir? We should be able to get something out of him when he’s arrested, and then get on Karstad’s track?”
James said, “I’m afraid that avenue’s closed, boy. After your phone call from the airfield, I took it on myself to ring the Station Commander back and ask him to send in an armed party to talk to Commandant Mirskov. I didn’t ask Canberra first, because it was odds on they wouldn’t agree, but I didn’t tell him that… anyway, when they got there, Mirskov already had a bullet in his head.”
“Dead?”
“Yep, too right! Station Commander himself saw the body. They were in too much of a panic up there to make any difficulties — in the circumstances. I’d say he either killed himself when he saw the game might be up soon, or one of his pals got him before we did. Anyway — that’s that.”
Shaw said, “Well, there’s something else we can try. There’s a man called Markham aboard the liner. He’s the man who provided Karstad’s alibi the night he killed Gresham. If we haul him in at Melbourne, he may know something. I doubt if he’d have been given much information, but it’s worth following up.”
James nodded and made a note. “I’ll have that done. Sounds as though he’ll have to be charged as an accessory anyhow.” He looked up sharply. “Now — there’s something really bad, I’m afraid. I’ve passed on your message about throwing-off the adaptors, I did that right away—”
Shaw interrupted bitterly. “Don’t tell me, I know. They didn’t believe it, did they?”
James said shortly, “They’re shaken, but they’re dithering, specially Canberra. That MAPIACCIND territory up at Bandagong, why, it’s a flaming sacred cow to them. They’re terrified of upsetting Geneva. Well, they rang me back a bit later on and I gather they’re mad at what you’ve done — the Bandagong people are trying to say you did the Commandant in, for one thing. I’m sorry about it, but I have an idea your name’s mud up in Canberra. And by that time they’d heard about my armed party from the R.A.A.F., so I stink too.” James grinned briefly. “They’ve practically apologized to the Acting Commandant on behalf of both of us!”
Shaw snapped, “They must be crazy.”
“I agree, but there it is. Reckon it’s just a question of time, but we haven’t got much of that. Anyway, I’ve not done with ’em yet. As for Latymer, well, I know he’s doing his best. He said there’s already been high-level talks on scramble lines between the various Governments concerned, but not one of them will listen to any suggestion — yet — of negativing the safeguard unless all the others, including China mark you, and Russia, agree too. Which so far they haven’t.”
“Can you beat it!” Shaw’s mouth was hard, bitter.
James shrugged. “I reckon there’s going to be precious little more we can do to change their minds in time, so it’s up to us to find this flaming transmitter and put it out of action… He frowned, added: “You know — it’s hard to argue with ’em. Look, Mirskov’s not being taken too black by some of the other Governments, let alone Canberra. They don’t know what to think, but they do know Mirskov was bloody carefully screened before he landed that job.”
“And there's the doubts about our original sources,” Shaw groaned. “Yes, I know! It’s just what my chief had to put up with… so we’re back right where we started.”
James said, “Not quite. They are taking notice now. Besides, we do know one thing for sure now, and we’d better start thinking what we’re going to do about it. You said Lubin’s set has to be pretty close to REDCAP. Well now— that’s something. It narrows the field quite a lot.”
Shaw nodded. “I suppose it narrows it down to the route from Sydney to Bandagong—”
“Well, I wouldn’t go so far as to say that, but at least we don’t have to go chasing all over Australia.”
“Yes, but Karstad said it wouldn’t be used in a town, so that cuts out Sydney and Melbourne—”
“There’s other things than towns. The ships keep fairly near the coast in places, coming up to Sydney.” James got up and walked over to a wall map. He studied it for a while, then he said: “Look here.” Shaw went across. James tapped the map and said, “Wilson’s Promontory, on the southern tip of Victoria. The liners out of Melbourne come in pretty close there, not more than a couple of miles off. That’s where they turn up for Sydney.”
“Yes, I get you,” Shaw murmured, studying the map. “You think Lubin could transmit from there?”
“Well, I don’t see why not. And I don’t think we can rule out Sydney or Melbourne either, whatever your pal Karstad said about towns.” James tapped the map. “Anyhow, I’ll put the security people on to it and we’ll go through Sydney and Melbourne with a toothcomb. We can have monitoring vans standing by to pick up any test transmissions as soon as they’re made. If we don’t find the set we’ll reinforce the route up to Bandagong from here with everything I can persuade the services and the police to let me have. Let’s put this in a nutshell. In my opinion, so far as we can see at the moment, we’ve got to consider Sydney and Melbourne as well as the road to Bandagong — and possibly an attempt to transmit from Wilson’s Promontory, which I admit is a biggish area to cover. The Prom’s not just a little hand-land — you can see that on the map. Anyway, I’d say it’s the only point where the job could be done while the ship’s actually at sea.”
Shaw said, “I think it might be a good idea to off-load REDCAP in Melbourne.”
James shook his head. “The authorities won’t play ball, Shaw, not on that. It’d take too long now to do a full-scale rerouting job, with all that that involves. Anyway, I’ll guarantee to have Melbourne gone through very thoroughly and a check made all the way along the port approaches till the ship’s clear of Port Phillip Bay. And I’ll have some blokes down at Wilson’s Prom, too. Right?”
Shaw nodded. “Now, what about the crowds along the harbour here when the liner enters? I’ve heard about these Sydney welcomes, sir.”
“There’ll be a big crowd all right. Sydney’s going mad over the New South Wales.” James cocked an eye at him. “No danger to them, though?”
“No — I didn’t mean that. I was wondering, if we kept ’em away, wouldn’t it help the security men? Any suspicious character would stand out more without a crowd.”
James pursed his lips. “I don’t think that’d help, no. Anyone who tried to keep the harbour clear on Thursday would be mighty unpopular, and there’d be such a stink that it’d blow a lot of the security — bound to. And this Lubin, I’d say he wouldn’t risk actually trotting about with his set. There’s plenty of houses an’ that, believe me, within two or three miles of the harbour, and he could be using any one of them. Same applies to Melbourne, which is why I don’t take Karstad’s word as gospel.”
“He seemed pretty certain of his facts, sir,” Shaw murmured. He studied the map again. “I believe you could be right on the beam about Wilson’s Promontory, you know.”
“Could be-if we believe Karstad.” James turned away and sat down again. Shaw followed, asked:
“Look, sir — does this business of Tommy Foster link in anywhere, d’you think?”
“That,” James said, “is what I don’t know yet. Course, he was working on this scare after we were alerted by London.”
“Did he get anywhere?”
“No. Not that he told us.”
“Have you had a look round his rooms yet?”
James nodded. “Went along with the police, said I wanted to keep a watching brief for the Navy, you know what I mean? Tommy had a flat out Cremorne way. I’ve brought all his papers and so on along here. Nothing in ’em. You can have a look if you want to, of course.”
“Yes, I’d like to do that.”
James nodded across at Miss Harris. “Dig ’em out, Mary.” She went over to a safe in the wall, swung it open and brought out a small pile of papers. Like the contents of Shaw’s own pockets, it consisted mainly of personal stuff, money and photographs and a few odd private notes of no consequence. There was nothing of any interest whatever. Shaw put the pile together again after he’d gone through it, handed it back to Mary Harris. He said thoughtfully, “I wonder… Do you think I could have a look at the body, sir?”
“Don’t see why not, but what good’ll that do?”
“I’d just like to see if Karstad’s been up to his games again. If the body’s marked like Gresham’s, we’ll know Tommy’s death is directly to do with this REDCAP thing. Karstad would have had plenty of time to get down here by last night, and anything which might lead me back to him again would be a big help.”
“If it saves time, I can get the pathologist’s report.”
“I’d rather see him myself, sir, thanks all the same. I can make a closer comparison that way.”
James nodded briskly. “Right you are, I’ll fix it for you. Anything else?”
“Yes. Could I get into Tommy’s flat? It might help if I could just have a look round.”
James said, “That’s all right, though we had a good checkup and we didn’t find anything, as you saw. But I’ll have a car take you along.”
“No, sir, I’ll go on my own, if you don’t mind. It’d be less conspicuous… there’s just a chance other people might be interested in the flat. I suppose the police aren’t watching it or anything like that?”
“Not now they’ve done their routines on it. They’re satisfied Tommy wasn’t killed there, and I’m afraid I haven’t let on about his security work yet. He’s just a plain naval officer to them and their theory is that he may have been done in in a boozer, you know what I mean?” He added, “As I told you, I only went along to keep an eye on things for the Navy, officially. Our methods aren’t always the same as theirs, and I didn’t want too much police interference, not till you got here anyway.”
“That’s the way I’d like it to stay for a while, sir. Particularly if Bandagong’s out for my blood!” Shaw looked at his watch. “I’ll get right on to the flat now, if you’ll give me the address and the keys.”
“Sixteen, Hawks Street, Cremorne… here.” James reached into a drawer and brought out a street guide. He spread it out and Shaw got up and went round the desk. James traced with his finger. “Over the bridge, and along there… see?”
“Yes.” Shaw memorized the area. James handed him a key from a drawer and said quietly,
“Now, Shaw. The New South Wales is due here at noon on Thursday. Unless the MAPIACCIND Governments change their minds, and that we can’t guarantee, whatever’s going to happen is going to happen pretty soon.” He got to his feet, clapped Shaw on the shoulder. “I’m just doing the routine stuff. You’re the boy who’s going to bring this thing off. I’m leaving it largely to you, because you’ve had far more contact with these blokes and also far more experience than any of us. But call on me for any help you want — and keep in touch. Report back when you’ve seen Tommy’s flat and then I’ll tell you when you can see the body in the mortuary.”
Shaw was very conscious of the fact, as he left James’s office and walked back past the graving dock into Woolloomooloo, that he had nothing to go on; but Tommy Foster had died for some good reason and it was up to him to find out what that reason was. He felt certain it must tie in somewhere.
* * *
Shortly after Shaw had left James’s office, a telephone rang in a house in Clontarf and was answered by an elderly Chinese.
The telephone inquired politely, “Dr Tien?”
“Speaking.” Tien’s voice was cultured, urbane.
“This is the unworthy Ling, honoured Dr Tien.” There was an implied obeisance in the tone which was not altogether the automatic obsequiousness of the restaurateur. “I have a message from your brother in Pekin.”
“Please give it.”
There was a pause. “Your brother expresses his devoted and honoured duty and sends you ten thousand blessings… for the anniversary of Chung-Hua Jen-Min Kung-Ho Kuo.”
“Thank you.”
Dr Tien rang off, glanced at a calendar in confirmation of what he already knew. The anniversary of the People’s Republic of China was — to-morrow. He felt a quickening of his pulses but his lined face was mask-like as he lifted the receiver again.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Shaw crossed the Domain and went along Macquarie Street into Martin Place and picked up a taxi, told the driver to take him over the harbour into Cremorne.
They drove out across the bridge, above sparkling blue water kicked up by a light wind into little ruffles. The Manly ferry, top-heavy looking as she started out across the harbour, pulled away from Circular Quay. The water, which seemed almost to wash the ends of Sydney’s main streets, was full of small craft with white wakes streaming out behind them, and the place was fresh and gay in the good keen air as they came into Milson’s Point and North Sydney. They turned right for Cremorne and Shaw stopped the driver some way before they got to the road where Tommy Foster had lived, paid the man off and told him not to wait. Then, getting his bearings from his mental image of James’s street guide, he walked quickly along to Hawks Street and Tommy’s flat, went up the stairs and let himself in. Tommy Foster, like Shaw, had been a bachelor and the flat had probably once had that kind of look about it — comfortable in a masculine sort of way, but bare and unimaginative.
But not any more.
The place was a shambles.
Shaw stared in dismay. The flat had been torn apart. The furniture was all upended, drawers hung out of the desk in the sitting-room, stuffing had been ripped wholesale out of chairs. Tommy’s suits, heaped near the wardrobe, had been torn into shreds. This obviously wasn’t the work of James’s department. There wouldn’t be much left now for Shaw to find, but nevertheless he went carefully through everything in the place, inch by inch, and it took him a long time to do the job properly.
And he found precisely nothing.
He was about to leave the flat when the telephone rang and he went over and answered it. Captain James came on the line, said:
“Still there — good. I rang on the chance. Save you coming back here. Look, I’ve fixed with the mortuary for you to see the body at three o’clock this afternoon. That do?”
“Yes, that’s fine—”
“You found anything meanwhile?”
“Not a thing, sir. Except a shambles — some one’s been through here like a dose of salts.” He described what he had found, and James gave a long whistle.
The Australian said, “I’m not sticking my nose in. Police job! Anyway, what are your plans now?”
Shaw hesitated. “Don’t know yet, sir.”
“Well, just let me know if there’s anything you want me to do. I can’t say much on this line, but I’m getting things organized — you know what I mean — and I’m standing by for any word from Canberra. Right?”
“Right, sir.”
“Good-oh! Well — see you here at, say, two-forty-five.” The line clicked off.
A feeling of utter hopelessness came over Shaw, the pain gripped his guts. He wasn’t going to get anywhere…
And then, as he put the receiver down, he saw it.
A faint mark on the top of Tommy’s desk, near the knee-hole. It was no more than a scratch in the varnish, but…
Shaw bent, examined it closely.
It seemed to be two capital letters: L I.
L I for Ling? Was this, in fact, where they’d got Tommy Foster, sitting at his desk? Held him up, unwittingly given him time to scratch that almost invisible warning with something he already had in his hand, then hustled him away to his death before he could finish it?
It could be. Shaw’s mouth hardened.
The lead to Ling was still pretty vague, but sometimes the vague leads paid off. This time it was all he’d got, so he had to follow it up. And if he didn’t get anywhere, then maybe he would have to ask for police help and accept all the consequent red-tape delays and infuriating official routines.
Shaw glanced at his watch. It was getting on for an early lunch-time anyway… he decided to get over to the Cross and take a look at Ling’s.
* * *
From a telephone box Shaw rang James’s office, spoke to Mary Harris, and told her what he was doing. Coming out again into King’s Cross he found the streets gay, noisy, colourful, crammed with little eating-places and snack bars and coffee bars, crowded with youngsters in jeans and a handful of arty-looking men and women. Juke boxes blared out from seedy dives. The atmosphere was cosmopolitan, and down-at-heel in an attractive kind of way. As Major Francis had said, the comparison was with London’s Soho. Shaw asked a man howto get to Ling’s and he soon found the place; he studied the menu casually, where it hung in a frame behind the steamed-up glass front. Ling’s, he saw, didn’t serve afternoon tea… Ling’s 4:30… Australians were early diners, yes — but not that early. He walked in.
The place was crowded. Too few Chinese waiters in white coats and black trousers squeezed in and out of the over-closely packed tables. Although it was middle day the place was dim, lit with small, coloured wall-lights in brackets, and it was noisy and rather too warm.
With the assistance of a waiter, Shaw ordered.
While he waited, and later as he ate the Chinese food, Shaw watched his surroundings carefully. He noticed that there were no Chinese among the customers. It was all very innocuous, and there were none of the sort of people that Mary Harris had said Tommy had contacts among — and none of the sort who’d be a girl-friend of that body up on the Bandagong track either. As he watched, Shaw’s mind flew momentarily across the five hundred and seventy-six sea-miles to Melbourne. Soon now — to-morrow in fact — the New South Wales would be waiting for the tugs to take her off the berth, off from Station Pier, Port Melbourne. Sir Donald Mackinnon would be climbing to his navigating bridge and the New South Wales would move out past Gellibrand, and then out along the forty-mile stretch of land-locked water to Port Phillip Heads, and so to the Bass Strait — and Wilson’s Promontory. In less than twenty-four hours from there, she would berth at Pyrmont, here in Sydney.
Was Wilson’s Promontory, he wondered, to be the place?
Anyhow, according to Karstad, the point of danger to the world would come at any time after the liner cleared from Melbourne. At any time after to-morrow morning. He had to act fast now, not waste one precious minute. He ate quickly, finishing his meal so as not to arouse premature suspicion, and then, feeling for the comforting pressure of the revolver in his armpit, he signalled his waiter, lit a cigarette and paid his bill.
Then he asked casually, “I wonder if Mr Ling is free? I’d like to have a word with him…"
* * *
Shaw was taken behind the counter and led down a long, dark passage into a back room which looked out on to a dirty yard littered with packing-cases and broken crates. The waiter went away and Shaw looked quickly round the room. In a minute or so a Chinese came in, a short, stout man with an over-large head and broad forehead, wiping his moist-looking hands on a white apron.
He said, “I am Ling. You wish to speak to me?”
Shaw nodded easily. “I think you may be able to help me.” He paused, looking straight into the man’s slit eyes. Then he asked directly, “Do you know a man called Lubin?”
The eyes shifted a little and there was a sudden tenseness. “Lubin? No. I know of no one called that. I have never heard of him. May I ask—”
Shaw cut in, “But you have heard of Commander Foster?”
“No.”
“I rather think you have, you know.” Shaw’s hand came away from his jacket; he pointed the revolver at Ling’s heart. The man didn’t move, his expression didn’t alter. Shaw said, “You’ll come back with me to naval headquarters, Ling, and when you’re there I believe you’ll talk fast enough. If you don’t, there’s ways of making you. You see, Ling, we know a lot about you already.”
He was watching Ling very closely, and he fancied he could see a sudden flicker in the man’s eye, a change of expression at last in the parchment-like features. But Ling said quite calmly and unemotionally, “You may take me to your naval base. I have nothing to say, no knowledge of what you are speaking of — therefore you will be disappointed.”
“We’ll see about that.” Shaw jerked the gun. “Come on now — get moving.”
* * *
It was while he’d been walking back along that dark passage with Ling ahead of him and his gun concealed but ready, that he’d just caught the rushing sound behind him, like slippered feet on linoleum. He’d half turned but he hadn’t been quick enough. Something had come down hard across the back of his skull. There was a blinding flash in his eyes, and he went down, stone cold on the passage floor.
It wasn’t so very long before he recovered consciousness. At least, he had the impression that he had probably done so because he could feel the intense pain which racked his head, a hammering which was splitting it cruelly in half. Lights still flickered in front of his eyes, and that was odd, for the place in which he was shut up was totally dark. It was the most complete darkness he had ever been in. And it was jolting up and down, throwing him from side to side sickeningly. There seemed to be very little air.
And it was bitterly, freezingly, wickedly cold.
Cold that racked and tortured him, shook his limbs, inhibited thought, cold that seemed to tear and rip at his throat every time he took a breath, cold that searched into his lungs and cut them like a knife. His teeth were chattering together, his legs and arms were shaking as though they would never stop again in this life. Each time the compartment gave one of its lurches he was thrown across a floor which was as slippery and slithery as ice, was thrown crashing into solid objects which felt cold and dead to the touch, so frozen that they were as hard as iron, iron which tore his skin.
Very, very dimly and faintly, street noises penetrated — muffled car hooters, bells, the sound of vehicles on the move. There was a feeling as of wheels beneath him too. Then the thing that he was in jerked suddenly, and he was thrown forward, cracking his skull on cold hardness. Groping with his hands, he felt the sheen of ice. Then he was jerked violently backwards again.
After that he understood.
He was in a moving vehicle, a vehicle carrying freight. A refrigerated vehicle, most likely a meat van. Those hard, frozen objects — they would be carcasses, sides of beef and mutton, and the van was the sort that did the long-distance hauls, taking the carcasses down to the cold-storage rooms of the liners, stocking up down at Pyrmont and Woolloomooloo…
Shaw felt stifled, claustrophobic.
He staggered to his feet, propped himself against the carcasses and beat with bunches fists against the panel behind the cab. His hand smacked into a lever and he gave a cry of pain. He grasped the lever, tried to pull on it, for it must be a hatch lever and if only he could operate it, it would lead to warmth and the friendly summer, and men’s voices, and life itself. But of course it was locked… if they meant to leave him for long in this death-chamber, this moving mortuary, it would be the end. And if the end came for him, it could come for half the world as well.
Again and again he beat uselessly on the panel. His fists became torn, lacerated on the jags of ice and frozen snow. It was cold of such intensity that he didn’t feel a thing and the running blood soon slowed to a treacly mass… all he could feel now was the freezing agony, the blood-clotting agony of forty below zero which leads to drowsy acceptance and then to death. It was only the movements of his body, the movements which might soon become too much for him, that kept him alive at all.
It seemed an age but it was in fact very soon after that the van slowed and then took a right-hand turn very sharply. Shaw was thrown off his feet again, fell and slithered on the hard-packed ice. Then the van stopped, and lights came up in the tomb-like interior. Almost at once, the small hatch from the cab opened; it was little more than an inspection hatch really. No warm air came in, none could pass the cold-barrier which sealed off the outside atmosphere. Steam rose across the opening. Now any movement was becoming an effort to Shaw. Any movement beyond that dreadful trembling which he couldn’t stop.
A revolver jabbed through the hatch.
A voice — Karstad’s voice — said, “Out you come, Commander Shaw.”
He answered through the chatter of his teeth. “I can’t. You’ll have to help me.”
There was a muttered exclamation, then Karstad turned away. Shaw heard him say: “Hold the gun.” A moment later Karstad’s heavy body edged up to the opening and he reached through, laid hold of Shaw. Karstad dragged him easily across the ice towards the hatch and heaved him through, and soon the agent was sitting limply in the cab, trembling, but feeling warmth gradually sinking into his bones.
He saw that they were in a covered, untidy yard flanked by a raised concrete platform which looked like the loading bay of a warehouse. Karstad had his gun in his hand again now, and he kept it levelled at Shaw’s stomach all the time as he stood just outside the cab. He spoke over his shoulder to the driver, a big-boned Chinese in overalls.
He said curtly, “Go inside and prepare the cellar.”
The man went off and Karstad turned to Shaw. He said, “So you are back with us once again, my dear Shaw. This time, it is for good. Certain people are due to arrive here shortly, and they have some questions to ask you.” He yawned, lay back against the open door. “Take my advice— answer them!”
Shaw’s limbs were still trembling. Unsteadily he said, “You won’t get anything out of me, Karstad.”
“I wouldn’t be too sure. In any case, you can’t stop our plans now, so you might just as well drop into line.”
Shaw licked his lips, thinking fast. Somehow, as soon as he was fit to follow up, he had to get Karstad to drop his guard a little. A few moments later he made a gesture of resignation, said: “There’s one thing certain. I can’t tell you anything till I’m warm.” He knew, indeed, that he was looking the very picture of misery, that he hardly needed to put on an act. Karstad scowled, seemed uncertain, swore briefly and then looked hard at Shaw. He couldn’t help seeing he was in a bad way and he said grudgingly,
“There’s a flask of coffee under the seat, just where you’re sitting. Get it. And be careful how you do it.”
Shaw reached down, fished out the flask. He unscrewed the top, felt the steam coming up to his face. Shakily he poured the coffee, hot and sweet and strong, took it gratefully. The cab itself was warm — almost hot after that cold chamber; as the coffee went down a glow came back to him and he was able to relax, to control the shake in his limbs. He sat there as his strength returned, cradling the flask in his hands, soaking up the remains of the heat as it steamed into his face, the pain in his head receding too.
After a time Karstad asked, “You are feeling better?”
Shaw nodded. “A little.”
“Remember what I said.”
“I’ll remember.” Shaw’s body had sagged; he tried to give the impression that that nightmare ride had finally broken him, that his will had cracked at last, that he was anxious only to be warm again, to be left in peace, to surrender to the inevitable. A little later his lips trembled, he raised a nicely-shaking hand to the lump at the back of his head. He said, “I suppose I haven’t got much option… but if I do talk, I’ll want a guarantee that — some friends of mine— won’t get hurt in what you plan to do.”
There was a curious look in Karstad’s eyes and Shaw wondered how far he had really deceived the man. But Karstad only nodded and said, “When you speak, my friend, make sure it is the truth. If it is, I have no doubt your wishes will be respected.”
Shaw gave a heavy sigh, rubbed his eyes. Then he bent down and put the flask under the seat, taking pains as though to wedge it up nicely so that it wouldn’t roll out. He took his time over this, and while he was doing it he glanced up quickly and saw, from beneath his eyebrows, how nicely Karstad was positioned, just outside the cab with one foot on the step. He fiddled about for a little while longer with the flask, and then, judging his distance as he did so, he straightened slowly and looked casually away from Karstad.
Then he went into action.
Very suddenly and at precisely the right moment he swung himself back on the seat, slewing his body and drawing up his knees to his chin. He lashed out savagely with every ounce of strength that he could muster, sent both feet smacking into Karstad’s face. It was a split-second movement and his shoes caught Karstad beautifully, fair and square in the mouth and nose, sliding off to tear the man’s ear, a cruel, smashing blow. It made a shocking mess and there was plenty of blood about, but Shaw hadn’t time for a lengthy inspection of the damage. As Karstad reeled about, moaning and holding his face, Shaw was on top of him. He tore the gun away from the man’s limp hand; and then, remembering what Karstad has been going to do, what he had done to Gresham and indirectly to John Donovan, what he had probably been concerned in doing to Tommy Foster, Shaw’s head seemed to burst. He thrust the gun into his pocket and waded in. He lifted Karstad’s head up, gave him blow after blow, smashing his fist into that mangled, bloody face until Karstad sank to the ground, a mere moaning heap.
Shaw stepped back, chest heaving.
He said savagely, “I don’t like killing anybody, and I never kill a man who’s defenceless. That’s all that’s saved you, Karstad — for the time being. You’ll swing before long.”
He turned as he heard a sound from the loading bay, and he saw the van driver coming for him with a gun. Before the big Chinese could fire, Shaw had dropped behind the van and had brought out Karstad’s gun. Edging round, he fired. There was a scream and then the clatter of metal on concrete. Shaw came out from cover, saw the driver holding one hand in the other and looking murderous.
He snapped, “You’re not so badly hurt you can’t do a bit of work, chum. Now get that into the cab.” He jerked his smoking gun towards Karstad. “Come on — fast.”
He prodded the revolver into the man’s belly. Snarling, the driver bent down, picked Karstad up like a child, muscles rippling in thick arms. He put him into the cab. Blood was streaming from them both. Shaw ran round to the driving door and jumped in. He felt exultant now; all he had to do was to get to the base as fast as possible, with Karstad.
He slipped in the gears and started to back slowly out of the yard.
He’d got about a dozen feet when he saw the long black car, its bonnet nosing into the gateway. There was the blare of a siren and then the men in the car must have ticked over. Shaw aimed Karstad’s revolver, heard the phut-phut of silenced guns and a stream of bullets zipped past the cab, smashed the mirror, smashed the gun out of his hand. He jammed on the brakes as he felt an impact at the rear, knew it was no good now. A car door slammed. Two men came up, guns smoking in their hands. One of them was an elderly Chinese, from his appearance a man of education and standing.
The other was small and thin, almost puny — and not a Chinese. He handled his gun awkwardly, looked nervous of using it. With a start, Shaw knew he had seen this man’s photograph…
The Chinese bowed formally, graciously, as Shaw looked down from the cab into the muzzles of the two guns. He said, “Commander Shaw, I believe? Allow me to introduce… Comrade Lubin.” After that the suave politeness vanished. He said viciously, “Out. Into the warehouse. Soon we have a journey to make, so that you can see the New South Wales for the last time. But before that — some answers to some questions, Commander Shaw.”
Shaw sat on in the cab, looking down at Lubin. This insignificant little man, so close to him now, was the cause of all the trouble. Here, within three feet of him, was the key — the key to peace and security. What had got into that little round grey head to make Lubin take the wrong turning? He looked as though he wouldn’t kill a fly — but he still had that gun in his hand.
It didn’t make sense.
Shaw got out stiffly, almost literally feeling the hair at the nape of his neck rise as he walked past the contradiction that was Lubin — the man he had been sent to get.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Back in the Garden Island base not so very far from that yard, Captain James, who had been on the line to the Navy Board in Melbourne and to Canberra direct more than once that day, slammed down the telephone and gave a sigh of exasperation.
Mary Harris looked up through her spectacles. “No luck?”
He said angrily, “No luck at all. They won’t budge, Mary, they just won’t budge.”
“Well, gee… don’t they know where the flaming stockpiles are in this country, let alone all the other countries?”
“We’ll come off better’n most, Mary. There’s no stockpiles anywhere near the cities.”
She snorted. “Sure, we’ll come off better — until the invasion gets here! I reckon that’ll be the next step. Hasn’t Canberra cottoned on to that?”
“I don’t know, Mary, they don’t exactly open their hearts to me, you know… James broke off, looked at his watch. He said, “Shaw’s late. That mortuary appointment’s fixed for three.”
“Uh-huh… he’s quarter of an hour adrift.” She caught James’s eye. “All right to keep the mortuary waiting?”
“I don’t mind that. Question is, what’s happened to Shaw?”
Miss Harris said primly, “I told you. He was going to Ling’s.”
“Well, all right! So what? He’d have done lunch by now.”
She said meaningly, “Commander Shaw, he’s never been to Australia before, has he? Queer he should be interested in a small place like Ling’s, isn’t it?”
James looked at her, drummed his fingers on his desk. He said slowly, “Well, maybe it is, Mary. Maybe it is. Now why should he do that, then?”
She pushed things straight on her desk, pursed up her lips. “He told us about that note, remember? And it should have occurred to us earlier, I reckon. This threat’s Chinese backed, Ling’s is a Chinese place. Might be a natural rendezvous.”
James said, “Yes, but look. You’re only being wise after the event. Ling is a right enough bloke. Come to that, his place isn’t the only Chinese dive in the Cross.”
“No, of course it isn’t, Captain James. But it’s the only one Commander Shaw seemed interested in, and we do know he went there and now he’s overdue. He may have even got a lead in Tommy’s flat in the end, though he didn’t say so when he rang. And look, it’s better to be wise after the event than never at all, isn’t it?” The spectacles gleamed at him. “Well?”
“You could be dead right. Could be. But there’s nothing in the world we can use as an excuse for interfering with Ling.”
“Well,” she said, “I’ll tell you something. None of the bigwigs seem to want to act. I reckon it’s up to us. And things are getting just a bit too close, to worry about excuses. Or aren’t they?”
He said quietly after a moment, “Yes, Mary, you’re dead right they are. Perhaps it’s worth a chance. We’ll give him a little longer yet, though.”
* * *
It was 3.45 when James reached out for the phone and asked for a number within the base.
He snapped, “James here. Get hold of Jackson and Hathaway. Send ’em along here with a car. At once.” Putting down the receiver, he got up and went to the safe. Opening it, he brought out an automatic and, slipping in some cartridges, he put the gun in his pocket.
Fifteen minutes later the naval car pulled up outside Ling’s restaurant.
* * *
The men in the yard took Shaw down to a cellar and then the questioning started. Knowing Shaw would have reported all he had learned at Bandagong, they wanted to know exactly what action the authorities intended taking and what the line-up of the security precautions would be.
The questioning went on and on until Shaw’s mind reeled, his whole body ached with Karstad’s blows and kicks; but he said nothing at all and at last they gave it up and left him alone in the darkness. There was, indeed, little he could have told them even if he had wished to do so — except the negative news that the MAPIACCIND powers were as yet taking no direct, overall action.
All the time the questioning had been going on he had sensed the men’s nervous tension, their anxiety to be away; but it was after nightfall before they came down again and brought him up from the cellar and forced him into the back of the long black car, which was to be driven by the Chinese who had been with Karstad in the van earlier. Lubin got into the front, and Karstad, his face still swollen and scarred, got into the back with Shaw and the distinguished-looking Dr Tien.
They drove in silence out of Sydney, through almost deserted streets — it was close on midnight now — going fast after they had cleared the suburbs, rocketing down into Victoria. Shaw studied the back of Lubin’s head, feeling almost a sense of awe that one man should be holding so much terrible power. Lubin hadn’t taken much part in the questioning and beating-up earlier, had seemed to hold himself aloof as though the scientific brain preferred to leave such crudities to others. And yet the crudity which he was preparing to inflict on the world was the supreme one of all. No death, Shaw felt, could be bad enough for this man.
After a while Shaw asked, “Where are we going?”
Dr Tien looked at him out of the corner of his eye. He said, “To a place called Wilson’s Promontory.”
Shaw bit his lip. So — James had been right. And thank God for that. Forcing himself not to show any feelings, Shaw hoped silently that James would have his men at the Promontory in time. But even so Wilson’s Promontory, that big headland, Australia’s southernmost tip as he had seen on the map, jutting out into the Bass Strait to the eastward of Cape Liptrap, right where the Southern Ocean met the Pacific, would take a lot of covering. Tien went on smoothly, “The ship will pass within a mile or two of Wilson’ Promontory. We shall arrive in the vicinity at about noon. That gives us plenty of time. The New South Wales is due to pass between there and Flinders Island at four in the afternoon, and she will keep quite close enough in to the mainland even though the weather forecast is bad. That is when Lubin uses his transmitter, which has been in its position for a day or so now… and my nation is fully ready to follow up as soon as he transmits. To-morrow, when the liner passes Wilson’s Promontory, instruments will tell my country that the big Powers have vanished, and then the armies and the air forces will get the executive signal to move closer to the devastated lands.”
Shaw kept cool. He asked conversationally, “Dr Tien, as a civilized man, don’t you think at all about the bloodshed— doesn’t it worry you, all this killing of innocent people?”
Tien laughed again. “No. It is done, you see, in the sacred name of our nation. We are a very old civilization, after all, as you must be aware. Our land was great, very great, greater than yours is now, centuries before you English had ceased being savages.”
“And that doesn’t give you any feeling of — of responsibility, any regard for human values?”
Tien’s voice was harsh now as he said, “Commander, you have a saying your country — Charity begins at home. I also have a saying, which runs: Responsibility and regard for human values begins at home too. It is not good for a whole people to have suffered for so long, as we did until our leader delivered us, under the heel of the foreigner. And remember, your Western armies marched against innocent people in their day, and hit them with weapons which were then considered advanced, cruel, wicked. You cannot deny that.” He made a gesture with his hand. “But why should I discuss all this with you? Very soon our plan will be an accomplished fact.”
Shaw snapped, “Don’t be so certain. Suppose those signals of Lubin’s don’t work? Suppose the MAPIACCIND Powers have immobilized their stockpiles — which they’re sure to have done by now. What happens then, Dr Tien?”
Tien laughed softly. “They will not have done that at all. My country has friends in very high places, men of influence who have used the weight of their prestige to make the nations dither as Westerners always dither in times of crisis, insidiously to lull the MAPIACCIND countries into a false sense of security, men who have told the Powers that we are only bluffing, that we intend nothing that can harm them.” He half turned and looked hard at Shaw. “Come, my friend, is that not so — do they not even now refuse to believe?”
Shaw’s mouth tightened. This was much too close to the sorry truth. But he said, “I wouldn’t bank on that. Our Intelligence Services haven’t been quite asleep.”
Tien seemed amused. He said, “Commander, you are very simple! Naturally, we have taken pains to provide against pitfalls. It could hardly have failed to occur to us that the MAPIACCIND countries might conceivably have taken precautions notwithstanding the assurances of our friends — particularly after you got away from Bandagong, and that is why we had to question you. We had indeed provided against such a possibility from the start — we left nothing to chance. Our information is that so far no precautions have been taken by the MAPIACCIND Directorate — but let us concede for a moment that, before four o’clock in the afternoon, they do. Well?” Tien smiled almost benevolently. “Then the alternative comes into operation. It will not be quite so immediately effective as a simultaneous world-wide detonation of all the nuclear devices, but it will suffice… yes, it will suffice… and it will have precisely the same effect in the end. My friend, whatever happens it will be over for you, you and the liner and the rest. You cannot win.”
* * *
After that Tien, evidently feeling he had said too much already and bearing in mind that Shaw had recently made one unexpected escape, had refused positively to say anything further. The car rushed on in the night, through wind and rain which increased as they went farther south, heading out fast through Picton and Goulburn, skirting Canberra itself, crossing the Snowy River, flying down for Gippsland.
As they went Shaw, sunk now in his nightmare thoughts, sat there silently, filled with bitter anxieties, wondering what it was that Tien had in mind. The car passed on, and it was when they came into Gippsland that the bad weather really hit them and what had been merely a strong wind became a gale lashing in from the sea, a gale which ripped along and tore at the speeding car; rain soaked down blindingly, brought their pace down as it flooded the windscreen and splashed up on either side. The windows rattled, the wind screamed eerily at them, and it grew cold. Dirty weather out at sea, Shaw thought. Maybe the New South Wales would stand well clear of the Promontory after all. That seemed the only hope now; but a glance at his companions showed that they were not unduly worried — and Tien had said, of course, that the weather wouldn’t stop them.
The farther south they got, the worse the weather seemed to become. They saw scores of telegraph poles down along the route, and one or two big trees, and floods were starting too as the rain sliced into the earth and swelled the streams and rivers.
* * *
It was a little after noon that the car turned off the main road from Fish Creek to Darby where it ran along Corner Inlet behind the Promontory. After going along a rough track leading to a small cove off the inlet, the car pulled into some scrub and stopped.
Dr Tien ordered Shaw out of the car. The place was deserted; there was no sign of James’s security people, and Shaw’s heart sank, though he knew it would have been a phenomenal piece of luck if they’d fetched up at this particular spot. Karstad rammed a gun into Shaw’s back as he got out, and kept it there. Dr Tien took a length of thin rope from the boot and tied his hands tightly behind his back. He was told to march and, leaving the Chinese driver
in the car, the party went ahead down a pathway running right to the water. The wind was blowing very strongly, whipping up in the cove. Spray came up along the wind, drenched them. It was heavy going across that rough ground and in the teeth of the gale; but they moved as fast as possible and soon afterwards they came to a makeshift jetty built along the shores of a tiny creek. Even here in the creek the water was surging up the shoreline and almost over the planks of the jetty at times as the sea rode in, piled up by the distant waves lashing past Snake Island.
Passing farther along from the jetty they came to a group of boathouses, shacks built of wood and corrugated iron, and Shaw was marched towards one of them. Tien unlocked a door and Shaw was prodded forward. In the boathouse, rising and falling to the surging sea, lay a powerful-looking, high-speed motor-boat, a big, roomy job with a cabin amidships. It seemed a pretty modern craft and in good trim but Shaw, realizing now that they meant actually to meet the New South Wales at sea and that Lubin’s set must be aboard this boat, asked:
“Surely you’re not intending to take this thing out into deep water on a day like this, are you?”
Karstad said tensely, “The boat’s all right, perfectly seaworthy. We’ll be safe enough.” The man’s tone, Shaw thought, didn’t bear out the confidence of his words; Karstad was white and shaky now; he was obviously scared. Shaw himself was fearful — until, with a sickening lurch of his heart, it came back to him that it wouldn’t make any difference now. But he said, “You’re mad!”
They took no notice; Lubin pushed past almost apologetically — so far he hadn’t opened his mouth once since leaving Sydney — and jumped down into the cockpit aft in the sternsheets, ducked down a short ladder into the cabin, and disappeared. Karstad pushed Shaw with the gun, ramming it hard into his kidneys; he hadn’t forgotten what Shaw had done to him the day before. He snapped, “Get in.”
Shaw stepped into the boat as it rose on a surge of water; Dr Tien and Karstad got in behind him. Karstad made his way for’ard along the narrow walkway beside the cabin ports, jumped down into the midship cockpit. Lubin, going through the for’ard door of the cabin, also climbed into the midship cockpit and went to the wheel. Karstad started the motor. There was a roar, and a cloud of blue smoke came from the exhaust, kicking up a spray of water. The engine-sound was sweet enough, Shaw noticed. She was in first-class condition all right.
The craft edged out from the boathouse, with Tien and Lubin bearing off as she cannoned into the sides of the structure, and then Lubin went back to the wheel and Tien ordered Shaw into the cabin. Keeping a small automatic levelled, the Chinese followed him in, slipped another rope round his bound hands and hitched the end to a stanchion near a settee, telling Shaw to sit down.
The boat went slow down the creek into the wider waters of the main cove, and then into Corner Inlet proper. Faster then, and on into the broad sweep of water behind Snake Island. Here the weather really met her and she rolled and pitched violently, the wind tearing across her cabin and the cockpits, shrieking horribly. Shaw began to feel seasick. Dr Tien seemed unmoved, taking the weather in his stride. It became worse as the boat headed eastwards and met the gale funnelling up the Franklin Channel. For a time the wind and sea were on her beam, and she corkscrewed madly, seemed about to turn right over. Lubin, fighting the wheel, brought her round the Mount Hunter end of the Promontory to head into the wind, steering her along the channel for the open sea beyond. When she was headed into the wind and sea Lubin opened her up a little, cautiously. She forged on, banging and jerking and heaving, sending up great spouts of solid water over her head, water which tore backward into the open cockpits and flooded up against the cabin doors. All the time Tien kept Shaw covered with his automatic.
As a trickle of water came under the after door, Tien got up and found a thick towel which he wedged in the crack. Then he opened a panel in the deck, slid it aside and examined something beneath. He looked satisfied, slid the panel into place again. But just before he did so, Shaw, craning forward, had seen what was beneath it.
A large instrument, all dials and knobs. A radio? He asked, “Is that the transmitter?”
“Yes.”
If only he could get that out of action before they met the New South Wales, heading up from Port Phillip… all it would need would be a boot or a good dollop of seawater… Tien laughed aloud, and moved towards him, said: “I know what is in your mind, my dear Shaw.” He unhitched the rope from the stanchion. “Get up, please.”
Shaw obeyed, steadying himself against the for’ard bulkhead. Tien’s gun was aimed at his ribs and the hand was firm. Tien said, “Move straight backwards.” As he spoke he pressed a button in the bulkhead beside him and a panel slid open in the woodwork right behind Shaw, on the port side of the entry into the midship cockpit. “Inside, please.”
Shaw hesitated. Tien repeated the order sharply and Shaw realized that the Chinese wouldn’t hold back if he tried anything now. And there was nothing useful that he could do anyway with his hands tied… he stepped back and found himself in a small, cupboardlike space, a kind of store probably. Tien pressed the button again and the panel slid across.
Shaw, in complete darkness, felt round with his shoulders.
The compartment was steel-lined all the way round, even on the sliding panel. Air was blown in by a miniature fan whirring in a tiny aperture in one corner of the deckhead and that was the only opening.
They pressed on through the wind-blown seas, heading south for Cape Wellington to run down between the mainland and the group of off-shore islands. Then, after a while, Shaw deduced from the motion and the changed engine-beat that Lubin was heaving her to, letting her ride the gale with just enough power to keep her in position, head to wind and sea. The motion was shocking. The cupboard flew up into the air constantly and came down again in a shuddering series of jerks ending in a swoop, and then up, up again… Shaw’s stomach was playing him up badly in the stuffiness of the cupboard; his old trouble had hit him hard. Vomit was on his clothes, on the deck, slippery. He shook all over, felt white and weak and cold, deadly cold. The bile rose up to sting the back of his throat after his stomach was empty of food, and he sagged back against the steel-lined panel. Every now and then he heard movements in the cabin beyond; after a time he heard some one coming through the door from the midship cockpit into the cabin.
A minute later he heard Lubin’s voice speaking again — thick, guttural and yet glutinous. There was something loathsome in it, something oddly flesh-creeping about the mere fact that Lubin was giving tongue again at the last. For Shaw felt now that the last stage had been reached, and when he heard what Lubin had to say he knew he was right.
Lubin said, “Tien, she comes now — the liner. For now she is hull-down, yes, but presently she will be near enough, and I start.”
After that there was a kind of sing-song noise, a voice, and after a moment or two Shaw realized it must be Dr Tien. The man was praying to his gods. The next sounds were those of the bottom-boards in the cabin coming up and then,
very faintly some minutes later, the dit-da, dit-da, dit-da of a Morse key.
Lubin sending A’s, Lubin testing.
Silently, Shaw also prayed.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Below in the tween-deck of the New South Wales above Number One hold, the MAPIACCIND man on watch lit an unlawful cigarette and glanced at the time. He would soon be relieved now. He yawned, moved across the deck towards the big crate and checked the steel-wire lashings, the extra lashings which had been secured when the bad weather had been reported.
He sauntered a step or two away, and then he stopped, feeling a curious pricking at his scalp. He’d caught a peculiar sound, a sound which he could have sworn was coining from the crate itself.
He moved nearer and put his ear hard up against the wood.
There was no doubt about it then. Trip, buzz, zing-g-g-g.. trip, buzz, zing-g-g-g…
The man stood back, frowned. Funny… this could be what the Captain had spoken about to him and the rest of the MAPIACCIND party. He felt a sudden weakness in his legs and then, whistling a nameless, nervous tune between his teeth, he went quickly across the tween-deck and rang the bridge.
* * *
The New South Wales was, on account of the weather, standing some two miles clear of Wilson’s Promontory as she came round South-East Point with her high, knifing bows cutting through the gale and sending great swathes of water tearing aft along her sides to mingle into the roaring wake. Spray flew above her, streaming in cold cascades over the observation platform and the bridge, reaching almost to masthead height at times. The seas raced along the exposed lower promenade deck on the weather side as the New South Wales almost dipped her rails under on the roll. One of her stabilizers had been torn off during her passage of the Great Australian Bight some days earlier, and this had made the motion extremely uncomfortable. The impression she was giving now from ahead, as she came down enveloped in flung spray and cloven waves, was that of a steam-belching express train, a gigantic runaway engine ripping and snorting along a set track.
Sir Donald Mackinnon, on the bridge as his ship came round the Promontory, was staring out over the heaving water when he heard the buzz of the intercom phone, and a moment later his officer-of-the-watch came up behind him. “Captain, sir — radio office to speak to you.”
“Thank you.” Sir Donald walked across to the phone, said briefly: “Captain here.”
The Radio Officer reported, “We’re being jammed on V.H.F., sir. Could be ham radio, but I think the signals are being directed towards the ship.”
Sir Donald stiffened. “Is there any similarity with the signals you picked up when we were alongside that tanker?”
“Hard to say, sir. This is a lot weaker — I’d say farther off — and it sounds like single letters only.”
“Right. Thank you.” Sir Donald slammed the hand-set back on its bracket, his face white and tense. Back in Melbourne he’d been summoned to the offices of the Navy Board, given Shaw’s news. Now, it looked as though what he’d been warned about might be starting. He was about to ring the tween-deck when another phone buzzed and the REDCAP guard came on the line.
Sir Donald listened for a moment, then said quietly: “Very well. Switch off. Don’t worry about the keys — smash the panel. Report when you’ve done it — I’ll hold on.”
He heard the receiver put down on a ledge. He waited, feeling his stomach turn to water. God — this voyage! That damfool Admiral in Melbourne, who’d passed on Shaw’s warning but had refused to commit himself far enough to give permission for REDCAP to be set in neutral, who had hedged wildly, and hinted that as Master of the ship it would be up to Sir Donald to make his own decisions… the arrest, also in Melbourne, of that fellow Markham and the re-opening of the Gresham case… the desertion of a young engineer called Siggings, in Melbourne again. One damn thing after another… and now perhaps the world in mortal danger through the medium of his cargo. He found his hand was shaking uncontrollably on the phone — why didn’t that fellow down below in the tween-deck smack it about a bit more lively?
The voice came unnaturally loud in his ear: “Switched off, sir!”
The Captain let out a long sigh. “Thank you.” Shakily he put the hand-set down. The day was cold, but there was sweat coursing down Sir Donald’s square face, and his legs felt like jelly as he moved back to the for’ard screen of the wheelhouse and glared out unseeingly across the tumbled water.
* * *
The New South Wales plunged on for Sydney; and, a little later, right down in her double bottoms, where Siggings had set it in place, the small metal box gave a subdued click-click and began to get just a fraction warm.
But this time there was no one to hear the click or to notice anything unusual.
* * *
Away across the racing seas and the wind-blown, icy spray, Shaw, still locked in the cupboard, had heard the tap of the key sending the signals out from the cabin. He had blasphemed viciously, bathed as he was in sweat and vomit. The shorts and longs, the three-letter groups, had been going out, piercing the air, winging out for REDCAP. Dit-da, da-dit-da, dit-dit-da-dit… on and on, again and again and again.
And then they had stopped.
Shaw heard the sound of Lubin’s voice, high and angry and scared. Some argument seemed to be going on. Shaw caught something about the check-signal, gathered that Lubin was not receiving it back after his transmission. Then the Morse signals were resumed. Shaw listened eagerly, feeling a wild excitement surge through him like a flood-tide. Once again the signals stopped, and Lubin’s voice came shrilly:
“Tien, I am sure they have neutralized it.”
After that, the loud voice of Karstad: “There’s always the alternative, idiot! It will mean a day’s delay and more fighting for all of us, but I, at least, have done my work properly. We must go back now — we can do no good here.” There was a note of panic in the voice, and once again Shaw realized that the man was dead scared at being at sea in such conditions. He could hardly blame him for that. And now, presumably, there was no one left at the wheel — that in itself was an act of sheer lunacy. Then Shaw heard a sound as though some one was clumping towards the cupboard and a moment later the panel began to slide open. Shaw, stiff and cramped, swayed forward. But there was a triumphant grin on his face now, and Karstad, who had opened the panel, saw that grin.
The man’s eyes hardened and his mouth twisted with sheer hate. He stepped back, reached out and pushed Shaw over untO he was lying face upwards on the deck. Then he raised his foot, swung it, took Shaw a glancing blow almost in the mouth with his boot. Shaw, trying to struggle up, crashed backwards and hit his head on the bulkhead behind. Dimly, through the pain, he heard Karstad yelling at him:
“You — you will not laugh again… listen.” The man’s voice was mad-sounding now. “The New South Wales, she is going to blow up, and she will vanish somewhere between Sydney Heads and the jetty where she was to berth. And that girl will go up too — because of your stupid interference!”
Shaw shook his aching head, cleared it a little. There was a singing noise in his ears and again he felt horribly sick; he couldn’t speak at that moment, but his mind was full of deadly thoughts… he heard Karstad’s maddened laugh and then saw the foot swinging for him again. He tried to squirm out of the way, but the boot took him in his side and he gave a low groan. He wasn’t conscious of being seized and bundled back into the cupboard, nor of the panel being slid across again, or of the boat, a little later, turning laboriously back to the north.
* * *
Dimly, as he struggled back to life some while after, he felt the terrible, frightening labouring of the motor-boat as she headed back for the Franklin Channel, with those roaring seas dead behind her now, giving her headlong speed, or overtaking her at times, lifting her high and throwing her down again with a backbreaking jerk, or rushing along her sides and filling her cockpits with boiling foam and green water. He knew now that she wasn’t going to last much longer, and in fact quite soon after that he heard a coughing splutter from the engine and then sounds of panic from the cabin. There was the crash of the for’ard door being flung back and then Karstad’s voice yelled on a high, screaming note:
“Tien, the engine’s packed up!”
After that, it could only be a matter of time.
As a big roller came down Shaw felt the whole boat lift right up, then smack down in a nasty twisting motion which made his ears sing and brought the terrible sickness into his throat again. Then there were more cries, and a desperate scream which seemed to be torn off short by the gale. Shaw’s prison sagged heavily to one side, sagged until he was almost lying on his back. He knew then, his seamanship sense told him unmistakably, that the end was near; she had broached-to and she was nearly on her beam ends now. It would be— could be — only minutes before she turned over and went down, sank into that boiling sea and vanished.
Once again Shaw sent up a prayer.
As he did so, he felt a trickle of water down the fan aperture, water which was soon coming in a steady stream, slopping around his body, slowly filling the little space.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Just for a moment, listening to the pounding of the seas and feeling the terrible shaking of the vessel as the water dropped aboard, Shaw felt that it was hopeless to go on. He was caught like a rat to drown in what he had always regarded as his own element, locked up and helpless and unable to take a sailor’s fighting revenge on the eternal sea.
But — he was the only person who could give the word that the New South Wales was herself in danger, and so he knew he had to hit back now in whatever way he could. It was only seconds before his spirit came back and took charge. He wriggled over on to his side and with difficulty in the narrow space, brought his knees up to his chin.
He thrust out with all his strength at the sliding panel.
It held firm. There was just a slight straining sound and that was all.
Fresh beads of sweat started out on his bloodied face and body, ran down his hair; the steadily rising water soaked coldly in to him and still he sweated. The small vessel sagged, lurched down into a trough; he heard the roar and rattle of the movable gear crashing in the cabin beyond… God, but she must go now, surely she must… but no — not quite yet. She righted a little but she wasn’t coming back quite so far after each roll now, as the weight of water swilled about her interior and held her down into the seas. Shaw strained away, giving everything he’d got, every last ounce of strength. Veins stood out like thick, throbbing ropes in his temples and his neck. His heart pounded away, his head felt full to bursting, the sinews of his legs were cracking.
And then it happened.
One moment his legs were pressing like that and the next they were free, jerking into space, and he saw the daylight, grey and weak and filtering through ports which were half under the racing seas. A voice, a voice shaken with the throb of panic, said:
“Come on out. And quickly.”
Shaw lifted his head, looked into Karstad’s eyes. The man was quivering with sheer fright, was clinging on to the centre stanchion. He held a gun pointing towards the cupboard, but his hand was shaking badly. He said wildly, “You are a sailor. You must save us.”
Shaw fell out into the cabin, lay there for a moment getting the strength back into his limbs, feeling the pain from Karstad’s boot still in his face and mouth. He knew he needn’t worry about the man any more now. He said, “I can’t do anything with my hands tied.” Karstad came across, undid the rope. Shaw rubbed at his chafed flesh. Then he remembered the panel of the deck hatch, and he rolled towards it through slopping water, pushed it open; the sea spilled in. Shaw staggered upright, held on to the edge of the settee, lashed out with a foot, jabbed it time and time again into Lubin’s transmitter, smashing dials and connexions, splashing up the sea-water filling the cavity.
Looking up, he caught Karstad’s eye. The man’s mouth hung open; saliva drooled down. Shaw asked, “You aren’t going to shoot, then?”
“You must save us.”
Shaw looked at him sardonically. “You may as well give me that, then.” He reached out and took the revolver. Karstad didn’t resist, didn’t seem to care.
Shaw asked, “Where’re the others?”
Karstad gestured towards the row of ports along the cabin’s starboard side, ports which looked as straight up into scudding cloud as those on the other side looked into turbulent green sea. He said fearfully, “They tried to swim… they did not get far. They drowned, Lubin and Tien, they went under—”
“You’re certain of that?”
“I saw them go.” Karstad was shaking violently. “Now it is up to you, that is why I have let you free. You know about these things, about boats and the sea. I do not. You must save us both.”
“Whatever I do,” Shaw said grimly, “I can’t save the boat. We’re going, you and I, the way the others went. Swim. We’re not so far off the shore now, and it’s the only way. She’s going any time.” He stood over Karstad threateningly. “First, you’re going to tell me what the danger to the New South Wales is. Exactly what, Karstad, so I can stop it happening.”
The man looked at him, white-faced and scared. He said,
“I dare not do that—”
“You’ll dare anything now.” Shaw’s eyes were slits; his long jaw came out and he breathed fast. His face showed murder in that moment. He said, “You’ll tell me the whole thing or you go into that rat-trap where Tien put me, Karstad.”
“You… would leave me to drown?” Karstad licked his lips.
Shaw said deliberately, “You give me just one good reason why I shouldn’t, you bastard.” He took the man by the throat, shook him savagely. “I’ll give you thirty seconds.”
He began pushing Karstad to the cupboard. The Norwegian swallowed, whimpered. Then he said, “Very well, I will tell you. But you must promise to give me protection afterwards.”
“You’ll get protection all right — from your friends! I’ll guarantee that, Karstad. Now tell me. And hurry. Remember if you help to save life it may count in your favour.”
Shaw’s face went paler as the boat lurched. Karstad said almost in a whisper, “I told you, the liner will blow up between the Heads and Pyrmont, in Sydney harbour. There is a charge… it is set for one o’clock to-morrow afternoon, as near as we could do it.”
Water splashed up on to Shaw’s face, into his eyes. “Where’s it placed?”
“In the double bottom, in Number Five tank.” Shaking, Karstad described the metal box and the way it was fixed by means of its heat-resistant suckers. He went on, “It will blow up the nuclear reactor, you understand, and there will be a big explosion.”
“If they flood the tank, will that stop it going off?”
“No. The box will not be affected—”
“Did you put it there?”
Karstad shook his head. “No. It was a ship’s engineer, called Siggings.”
“Why was it done?”
“Because it will finish REDCAP. It is the alternative which Tien spoke of. Now that the main plan has failed, his country relies on this alternative to give her the opportunity for a normal, full-scale attack without incurring the risk of her own stocks being blown up.”
“So the main threat — an all-out attack — that’s still in fact there, as Tien suggested in the car?”
Karstar nodded. “Yes. And that is all I can tell you.”
“It’s about enough.” Shaw’s lips were tight, a bloodless thin line. But he mustn’t let himself get emotional just now, he was going to need all his reserves of coolness. Somehow in that moment his strength seemed buoyed up, reinforced by the over-riding urgency of preserving his life so that he could reach the New South Wales, or get word through to her, in time. He said, “Outside, Karstad. Out into the cockpit.”
“No. I cannot face it.” Karstad’s face was dead white, his pupils contracting with sheer fright. Shaw jabbed the gun at him, ordered:
“Open the door and get out. It’s the only chance.”
The man moved backwards, flung the door open. It ripped back on its hinges, swinging and banging. The sound of the wind and sea was redoubled, a tearing, deafening shriek hit them and whips of spray stung their faces. Water drove into the cabin.
“Get out, Karstad!"
Trembling, Karstad obeyed. Shaw went out close behind, still holding the gun though he scarcely needed it any more. There was no fight, no gut's, left in Karstad now. As they came out into the open cockpit the full force of the gale struck them, nearly knocked them off their feet. Shaw, grabbing for the edge of the cabin deckhead, noticed the cringing terror in Karstad’s face as the man looked up at the towering seas which hung, and dropped, and swept away beneath the boat, lifting it high and then flinging it down again, moving it nearer and nearer the shore. They were coming up into the Franklin Channel now, could be thrown ashore on Snake Island. Shaw put his mouth close to Karstad’s ear, yelled into it above the gale:
“Stand by now. And if there’s any trouble when we get ashore, it’ll be the end for you. I’m not risking anything from now on. Right?”
There was no reaction from the Norwegian. That big man seemed to have gone right to pieces and Shaw doubted if in fact he would ever make it to the land. Meanwhile they waited — waited for Shaw to give the word. The wind slammed into their bodies, howling high and weird, taking the breath from their mouths, battering at them mercilessly as Shaw hung on for the boat to carry them as far into Corner Inlet as she could, or as far as was safe, so as to reduce the stretch they would have to swim.
Grim and unspeaking, he kept that last vigil.
A little after that the moment of action came.
The boat gave a deeper lurch, went over, over… something like sixty degrees of roll, Shaw estimated. Then she hesitated, hovered. She didn’t come back. Instead, she went over a little more, until the cabin’s side was almost beneath the water and rising and falling like a lunatic lift.
Shaw jabbed Karstad with the gun. He yelled, “Hurry— jump for it. Now!” Expecting the man to obey, he had scrambled on to the gunwale and was about to go over himself when he felt Karstad’s arms wrapping round his legs and he staggered. Lashing out with his feet, he clung there to the gunwale. He heard Karstad’s yell: “You do not go— you do not go without me. Save me…”
Savagely Shaw struck out with the gun, caught Karstad a hard blow on an arm, shouted at him: “You bastard… if you don’t let go… I’ll shoot you.”
He struck out again.
Karstad fell away, a fleck of foam on his lips, cowering, trying to squeeze his body into the relative lee of the superstructure and its false safety. Shaw reached down, grabbed for his throat and hauled. Whimpering, legs and arms flying, Karstad made the gunwale, clung like a leech to that last frail straw of what even now he seemed to regard as the safe solidity of the boat. Shaw said through his teeth:
“It’s your last chance. Jump when I tell you — and at once. Understand?”
Karstad nodded dumbly.
A moment later Shaw yelled out: “Now!”
Karstad stared into his face, then began sobbing. But, steeling himself for what was now inevitable, he pulled his body upright. He jumped. He disappeared immediately into a big sea which had swept under the foundering boat, came up farther on, a speck in the rushing water striking out, quite strongly but in desperation, towards the shore-line of Snake Island, wasting his energy in fighting the sea instead of letting it carry him on.
Shaw chucked the revolver away, stood poised for an instant on the lifted side, and then jumped clear. As his feet thrust against the wood he felt the boat’s side lift farther and then fall away sharply from him. He knew then that he’d jumped only just in time, that the boat was turning over now and would be gone inside thirty seconds.
He jumped well clear, half carried along the wind, went deep, came up on the crest of a huge roller which shot him forward at breakneck speed, headlong, and then roared away above his head. Time and again that same process was repeated, and it was only sheer determination and the strong will to battle through that kept Shaw going. It was an almost instinctive, automaton-like progress towards safety; he was buoyed up, borne along almost, by that vital necessity of getting the word through to Sydney, of having the liner stopped outside the Heads to prevent an even greater tragedy which would involve a close-packed city, of having the ship’s double bottoms searched for the charge so that it could be removed in time. He was bruised and battered, torn face stung with the salt water, shaken to his very being, at times unable to do more than just keep his head clear for long enough to suck in air; but he had no thought of failure.
At one moment he saw Karstad ahead of him, still battling quite strongly against the seas, and then a big wave threw them close together. Shaw was just dimly conscious of Karstad’s white, terrified face and then the man’s mouth opened in what appeared to be a hopeless cry. After that, Karstad’s hands went up in the air with a gesture of desperation, as though he was reaching up to heaven for reprieve.
And then he was gone; he simply disappeared, went under and sank like a stone.
* * *
The fast boat with James aboard, coming out through the Franklin Channel, found Shaw only just about in time, when he was at last feeling he couldn’t keep afloat much longer.
It was different as soon as he saw the boat.
Strength came back into his aching legs and arms, his battered body. Every now and again, as the waves rose and fell, he glimpsed the man battling towards him on the end of a life-line. Desperately he swam for safety, rushing down the side of a wave. The man grabbed him just before he went under a roller, and the two hung together, gasping; then the men aboard James’s boat heaved in on the life-line and, after what seemed hours of agonizingly slow progress through the water, pulled them both aboard.
Shaw was carried gently into the cabin and laid on a settee, white and shivering. As the boat turned and headed back into Corner Inlet, James put a flask to Shaw’s lips and tilted it. Shaw sucked greedily, felt the fast, surging warmth as the rum went down. Men took off his shirt and trousers, wrapped him in a greatcoat, stripped off some of their own dry clothing for him to wear. They did their best to patch up his face, where the blood was starting out again. As he moved, he could feel the bruises and the stiffness, and the dull ache that came from exhaustion. He noticed Tien’s Chinese driver, sitting under a gun held by one of James’s men. After that he just lay there and nobody bothered him. By the time the boat had made comparatively smooth water he was, with considerable effort, able to sit up. He felt giddy and sick, bent his head between his knees until the feeling passed. Then he asked hazily, “How did you find me?”
James said, “Well, first of all I hauled Ling in and we questioned him the best part of the night. He didn’t say a word and we couldn’t get anything on him, but I knew he wasn’t telling the truth. Likewise your bloke Markham from the ship — he’s been arrested, but he doesn’t know anything, or says he doesn’t. Then word came through that a car with a Chinese driver had been breaking speed records down this way, so I guessed I’d been right about Wilson’s Prom. Well, we flew out then, but we had to force-land not far north of here. We came on by road, fast, and when we got near the Prom area we saw a car pulled into some scrub. This bloke was in it.” He nodded towards the Chinese driver. “We did a little persuading, you know what I mean, and then we found the boathouse and just put two and two together, and when we looked around, well, we found another boat. This one.”
“What about the men you were going to send down here?”
James said, “I sent ’em all right, earlier on, but I’d put ’em farther south — down by South-West Point. They won’t have seen a thing.”
Shaw rubbed at his aching eyes. “Did Ling say anything about the New South Wales?"
“I told you, he didn’t say anything, but it didn’t take much brain to work that out. Have you—”
Shaw broke in, “The transmission failed and I’ve smashed the set. That’s all finished now.” James let out a long, deep sigh, grasped Shaw’s shoulder hard. Shaw went on, “But there’s something else. If Ling didn’t say anything, then we’re the only ones left who know — apart from a man called Siggings aboard the ship, if he’s still there…"
Shaw’s giddiness caught him again and he stopped. James bent forward anxiously, asked: “Know what?”
“That… the liner’s due to blow up in the harbour— somewhere inward of the Heads, at one o’clock to-morrow afternoon.” Shaw had broken out in a light sweat now. “There’s more than three thousand people aboard her, women and children included… and if her reactor goes, well, so does a whole lot of Sydney.”
James stared at him, went very pale. He said softly, “Well, for God’s sake.”
“How soon can we get in touch with Sydney, or the ship?”
James swore. “That’s just the flaming trouble. Far as I know, we can’t.”
“Can’t?”
“Not yet, anyway. All the telephones are down for miles around. There’s trees blocking most of the roads — had a job getting here ourselves, had to use a lot of cross-country tracks, and since we got through it’s worsened. Floods, for one thing. We’re kind of cut right off from the nearest town with any radio communication.”
Shaw’s face went hard. He said, “Don’t you understand, sir? There’s a nuclear explosion heading up for Sydney at twenty-six knots. We’ve just got to get through, that’s all!”
“But in God’s name — howl”
Shaw raised his hands, let them drop. “I’m damned if I know and that’s the truth. We’ll just have to get back to the car and drive until we find a telephone or a telegraph office that works. And we haven’t a lot of time.”
* * *
They were ashore soon after that and making up for James’s car, Shaw being helped along by two of the naval ratings. Getting in, they headed for the road into Fish Creek, with Tien’s car and driver behind them under guard of one of James’s party. They could hear the thunder of the sea, and the whistle of the wind past the car. They started to come into the beginnings of flooded country, and that took off some of their speed, soon reduced them to little more than a crawl through deepening water, a crawl which Shaw found one of the most painfully frustrating experiences of his life.
Looking out at the water, James said: “We shan’t be able to come back this way again, even if we want to.”
* * *
They drove into the small township of Nurralee and made for the police station.
They found the constable in his shirt sleeves drinking a quick cup of tea in a warm room, snatching a moment between spells of duty in connexion with the mess made by the floods and the gale. James’s first words, to say nothing of Shaw’s appearance, snapped him right out of that brief rest period. After that, James gave him the full story. But when the naval man had finished, Bob Peters, the constable, stuck his thumbs into his braces and shook his head ponderously.
He said, “You won’t get any messages out of Nurralee, not for a while yet, Captain. All the telegraph wires are down and we’re flooded right up from here inland — all the roads ’cep’ the one down to the Prom, they’re impassable, and you say that’s flooding now.” He frowned. “I hate to say it, but I reckon you’ll have to stay around a while.”
“We can’t do that.” James paced the room. “How long d’you think it’ll be?”
Peters shrugged. “Dunno. Could be a good few days, maybe longer.”
James snapped, “That’s a fat lot of good! Look, we’ve got to get word through — or get there ourselves. Don’t you see the urgency?”
“Course I do, but I’m only the constable. Urgent or not, makes no difference. It’s just not possible and that’s all about it. Most of this corner of Gippsland, it’s cut right off.”
Shaw asked, “Isn’t there any wireless station?”
The constable shook his head. “The position’s just like I said. If I could help, I would, you know that.” He looked up suddenly, smacked a fist into his palm. He said, “There’s just one way. Go by sea.”
“By sea!.." James gave a snort. “You seen what it’s like, out there?”
“I only made the suggestion, that’s all—” Peters broke off as his wife came in. He nodded towards Shaw, said: “Look, the wife, she’ll fix him up.” Shaw was shivering even though he was standing in front of a fire. Mrs Peters, clicking her tongue in concern as she saw his torn face, took charge of Shaw and said something about a nice hot bath and some food. Shaw was grateful; he was feeling hot and cold by turns now, weak and feverish. He knew he had to keep going for some time yet, and he was determined not to give in. The sensible thing to do would be to let Mrs Peters have her way and meanwhile leave things to James, though he didn’t see what the Australian could achieve. Facts were facts, and the constable must be given the credit for knowing his own territory… but there had to be some way…
His mind was busy while he bathed and got dressed again quickly, but it was no good. They would never be able to get a car through the floods, that was certain. When he’d finished dressing and had had another tot of rum, he came back into the room and found James and Bob Peters still talking about the possibility of making Sydney by sea.
James looked round as Shaw came in. He said, “Look, constable here’s been telling me, there’s a boat down in Barralong Cove, that’s way to the south of Foster Beach, if we can make it.”
“That’s right,” Peters said. “Belongs to a man in Bendigo,
Peters shook his head. “She had, an’ I thought of that before but it went crook on ’er, last time the boat was taken out. Stripped right down now, she is.”
Shaw groaned. Every damn thing, he thought bitterly, was against them. He asked, “Well, what about fuel?”
“She’s always kept topped right up, an’ there’s a reserve dump near the boathouse.”
“Any idea of her range?”
“No, but I reckon it’s pretty big. This bloke, ’e takes ’er out for week-ends along the coast, went right down to St Mary’s in Tasmania one time on the main tanks alone. An’ there’s any God’s amount of cans you could fill to help out. An’ I’ll be here to pass a message on to Sydney when I can — just in case you don’t make it.”
“Uh-huh… Shaw glanced across at James. “It’s a shaky do, sir, but it’s worth a shot, I think. We couldn’t average anything like forty-five in that sea and we’d need a hell of a lot of luck to get there at all, but it’s all we can do.”
“Reckon you’re right. We might be able to enter a port up the coast and send a message when we hit a place where the lines aren’t down.”
Shaw nodded. “We might, but that’d be a risk in itself. If we piled up trying to enter in this weather, the message would never get through. We can try it if we have to, but I’m aiming for Sydney direct. I’ve got to get aboard and dismantle that charge.”
“But — why you, for Chrissake? That’s a job for an explosives expert!”
“Which I am — I’ve kept up to date on that. Anyhow, we can’t contact anyone else — and I’m going aboard if we can overtake her in time. If we can make a port and send a message as well, so much the better. But after that I’m heading for the New South Wales. It’s my job to do it if I can.”
James said quietly, “Well, good on you, Commander. But — she’s due to pick up the pilot at noon to-morrow, remember.” He glanced at his watch. “That’s just… eighteen hours from now, and the explosion due in nineteen hours. Well? Think you can close the gap in time, and in weather like this?”
“I’ll try, sir. If Lubin could take that thing of his to sea and last as long as he did, I’ll take a chance on an M.T.B.”
James reached out and clapped Shaw hard on the shoulder, his brown wizened face eager but anxious. He said, “I’m coming with you. I’m pretty handy in an engine-room!”
Mrs Peters looked in just then to say that there was a hot meal ready, and James insisted that Shaw sat down and ate.
He said that ten minutes spent in getting something hot under his belt now would pay dividends later on.
* * *
It was about ninety minutes later that Shaw, with every spare corner crammed with cans of engine fuel, took that ex-M.T.B. out through the Franklin Channel. As he came right out into the open and turned before the wind, an enormous sea took the craft fair and square on her beam, dropping aboard with smashing force. The boat lurched, Shaw fought her round, hauling and straining, noticed the drunken angle of the signal lamp before the glass screen of the wheelhouse.
Cursing, he reached out and flicked a switch. Nothing happened. The lamp was useless. A moment later, as another big sea hit, the lamp went altogether. So that was that. He’d hoped he might be able to signal any ships he met en route. Now, everything depended on whether he could keep the boat afloat for long enough to make a port or overhaul the liner. He knew it was going to be a pretty close thing; he had more speed — if he could use it — than the New South Wales, but she had a very good start on him. He steered north-easterly for Cape Howe, where he would turn on to the rather easier northerly course which would take him direct for Sydney. The conditions were pure hell in the small wheelhouse and Shaw knew that it must be far worse for Captain James in the engine space, where the Australian officer was being assisted by a couple of his security men. The boat rocked and dipped and jumped, lifted and fell bodily, bumping very badly at times with an agonizing, gut-tearing movement; but she weathered it all right.
It was hopeless trying to run her up to any high speed, but Shaw hoped that once he cleared Cape Howe and brought the wind and sea farther aft, he would be able to smack her up quite a lot.
With any luck he would do it just about in time; and if that prospect should appear to dim as time went on, there was always the chance of a port along the track. His mind roved over the possibilities. Eden, the Tuross River, Jervis Bay… he’d get James’s advice on that. But it would have to be navigationally safe before he dare take the risk of running in.
* * *
Away ahead of Shaw the New South Wales forged on through the gathering night and the storm, her navigation lights burning brightly in the murk, red and green and white. Her lighted decks and ports and lounges passed over the water in a blaze of electricity; to ships coming down from Sydney and passing her — and so uselessly passing Shaw in the for he could not contact them — she seemed like a huge fairyland, a teeming city in the black night. Along her decks the wind roared and howled and whined; but, that last night of the long voyage, few of her passengers were walking the decks to hear or feel it, to be disturbed by weather-doors banging in the gale, or the frap-frap of the canvas covers slatting on the lifeboats.
They were mostly below in their cabins, finishing the last little bits of packing; their thoughts were winging ahead to Sydney, thoughts which were no longer ship-bound but which were, in some cases, of a home-coming, of family and friends who would be waiting at the berth at Pyrmont to-morrow; in other cases, thoughts of a new and probably lonely life in a strange land, of some fear and apprehension for that new life. Some would be sorry to leave the ship which had carried them through the seas some twelve thousand miles from the London River, looking upon her now, despite the odd tense atmosphere of the voyage, almost as a living entity binding them to the homeland which they had left; they would miss the friends they had made aboard, the people they would very likely never see again, for the ending of a voyage is often a very final thing. In fact most of those passengers had, as it were, already mentally disembarked. For them the voyage was already over and the ship seemed quite different. That difference had really set in after Fremantle, as soon as the ship had rounded the Leeuwin and was right inside Australian waters; that was when she had begun to die. There had been a subtle change in the air along the cabin alleyways, on the decks and in the lounges and bars. The ship had grown colder, more and more remote and distant as the shore reached out its fingers to squeeze away the sea-life. To-night the bars were utterly dead except for one small party of young people celebrating with a drinks session in a corner of the tavern. In the lounges, a few people sat and talked a little, but mainly they just sat and thought, and they all looked quite different too because they had their shore-side faces on now as the New South Wales swept on for journey’s end.
Judith Donovan was very conscious of the change as she sat, a little forlornly as she had sat ever since Fremantle, in the veranda lounge aft and thought about Esmonde Shaw, wondered how things had gone for him. He’d have got to Sydney by now, for certain; she would see him again tomorrow if he wasn’t too busy and that would be nice; but beyond that she couldn’t think, didn’t want to think. She supposed Shaw would have to fly back to London at once when all this was over, and as for her, she wasn’t sure what she would do yet…
In his cabin high above the passenger decks Sir Donald Mackinnon was finishing the signing of the many port forms brought up to him by his Purser. That done, he sent for the senior MAPIACCIND man and once again they ran over the arrangements for the discharge of Redcap the following afternoon. A little later he went up to the chartroom, took a look at the chart. Thanks to the following wind and sea, they were running a little ahead of time. An early arrival off the Heads meant hanging about, probably in a nasty swell, and without stabilizers. That would mean seasick passengers, and passengers made seasick and green-looking just before arrival meant complaints. Besides, Sir Donald always liked a spot-on arrival. He walked for’ard into the wheelhouse and ordered a small reduction of speed. And as he gave that simple order he had no suspicion that he might well be influencing world safety — for good or ill.
* * *
Miles ahead in Sydney as the time-and-distance gap began to close, the Australia and Pacific Line’s shore officials put the last touches to the arrangements for the reception of the great ship on her first voyage.
She would be the biggest and most important ship, with the exception of the wartime voyages of the Queen liners on trooping duties, ever to enter the harbour of Port Jackson and berth in Sydney. The Line’s General Manager in Australia would go out himself with the pilot and embark off the South Head next day. Many high officials would go with him, including the State Premier—New South Wales extending an early and personal welcome to New South Wales. And at Pyrmont there would be a military band provided by Eastern Command to play the liner proudly in, and, just as, at Tilbury Landing Stage a Minister of the Crown had bid the ship godspeed on behalf of the Queen of England, so at Pyrmont the Governor-General would welcome her to the southland in the name of the Queen of Australia. A great link of Commonwealth would come, duly honoured, to safe berth, to home from home, and from thenceforward would hold a special place in the hearts of Sydneysiders.
And those Sydneysiders, the ordinary people of Sydney — they were going to turn out in their lunch-hour thousands, some of them awaiting relatives, the majority just wanting to witness the historic first entry of a nuclear-powered liner, a great, brand-new ship from across the world, to cheer themselves hoarse from points all along the harbour, from Bradley’s Head and from Kirribilli, from Bannelong Point and the shores of Sydney Cove, from Darling Harbour and from the Bridge itself, a welcome traditionally Australian as the monster slid in through the sparkling waters.
Because by now Sir Donald Mackinnon had reported the switching-off of Redcap, the security net, though drawing tighter in the hopes of bowling out the men behind the thwarted plan and also to safeguard Redcap on its journey up to Bandagong, was no longer regarded as a net against world disaster. And no one ashore in Sydney, or aboard the New South Wales, was troubled about the small metal box in Number Five tank, the little box which was now becoming warmer and which was making a strange kind of subdued humming and flaring noise.
There was still no one down there in the double bottoms to hear it.
Above, a junior engineer walked casually on his routine checks of the big nuclear reactor, the reactor which was driving him onward to a girl he was going to meet in the Monterey next evening if he could get ashore. He whistled to himself, whistled a tune that the girl had liked dancing to last time he’d been in Sydney, and lost himself in a pleasant dream of shore-side freedom.
* * *
Shaw’s eyes strained ahead through the spray-filled darkness, bile wrenching at his stomach and leaving his throat raw as it came up. With James beside him, he watched the distant line of ghostly surf breaking off the entrance to the Tuross River. There was a distant and foreboding drumming in the air, as of tons of water flinging down.
James had to shout even in the wheelhouse, his mouth close to Shaw’s ear. He yelled, “It’s no good. We wouldn’t have a hope of getting in there — or anywhere else, I reckon. We’d split like matchwood.”
The gale howled above them, eerily.
Shaw said, “I think you’re dead right, sir.” Then he clamped his mouth tight, and swung the wheel. The M.T.B. turned again to the northward, heading up once more fot Sydney, and James lurched back to his motors. Just keep upright in that plunging, rolling little craft seemed to take all the life out of a man after a while. Shaw’s eyes were red-rimmed, stung with salt, and anxious, increasingly anxious. His speed was in fact just a little better than he had dared to hope, but that seemed, to be about the extent of his luck.
As he fought the gale almost blindly, held the boat steady in the breaking, swooping seas, his body chilled through with the icy cold, Shaw prayed. The one hope now lay in the overtaking of the New South Wales. Shaw fought against an almost overpowering urge to sleep, kept his drooping eyelids apart with difficulty as the M.T.B. bumped on.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Spanning the northward seas, reports from Australia had already indicated to the men behind the threat that the British liner had passed Wilson’s Promontory inwards for Sydney Heads. Their instruments recorded no explosions, and these and their intelligence services told them that Lubin had failed to operate REDCAP as planned and that the first part of the project had miscarried. It was undeniably unfortunate, but the advantage and the initiative still lay with them, and they were ready to follow up the alternative the moment the explosion took place aboard the liner and REDCAP ceased to exist.
With REDCAP gone, the way would be clear and before the other Powers collected their wits, the missiles would have done immense damage and would have paved the way for the steam-roller of the follow-through, the consolidation once the fall-out had dispersed. Together with the squadrons of troop-carrying planes and jet fighters, the transports were ready to move the moment the action signal was flashed from their Central Government. That signal would come as soon as the world’s Press tapes brought the message, the message that would tell them that the New South Wales had blown up in Sydney harbour.
* * *
During the morning the gale began to blow itself out and the seas subsided a little, but, thanks to that high stern-wind throughout the night and despite Sir Donald’s earlier reduction of speed, it was in fact well before noon that the New South Wales stopped engines and lay-to, rolling heavily in the swell outside the Heads, flying the signal for a pilot. And it was getting on for twelve-thirty when the pilot-cutter crept out through the entrance, making rather heavy weather of the passage.
All eyes were on the pilot-cutter, first link with journey’s end; and, in those waves which were still comparatively high, no one noticed the little M.T.B. crashing up from the southward. At the lee gunport door the liner’s Staff Commander, standing by to receive the V.I.P.s, sent down the jumping-ladder and hoped none of the landlubbers was going to miss it and fall in. In the event all was well; and a few minutes later Sir Donald was welcoming the General Manager and the State Premier on his bridge. After a few brief words he excused himself and turned to the pilot, who was an old friend.
The pilot shook his hand warmly, said: “It’s good to see you again, Captain. You’ve got a nice ship, right enough. Sorry I’m adrift, but we had to wait for one or two blokes…” He jerked his head towards the harbour entrance. “They’ve got a real Sydney welcome, back there, my word! I never seen anything like it.”
“In this weather?” Sir Donald walked out into the wing, with the pilot behind him. “I don’t care for this wind. It’s going to make it tricky.”
“Get away with you, it’s moderated a lot!” The pilot, a stout, cheery man, chuckled. “Worst of you deep-water men. Don’t feel safe when you see the land, eh?”
“Come now — you’ve been a deep-water man yourself, Frazer.” The Captain looked round. “Well — if you’re all ready, I’m going in. Right?”
“Right, Captain. We’ll make Pyrmont pretty near on time, I reckon.” He glanced up at the sky, then over at the swell rolling up against the Heads. He added, “I’ll tell you something. It’s going to clear a little more soon.”
“Good. And now I’ll tell you something, Frazer.” Sir Donald took a deep breath. “I’ve never been so damn glad to see Sydney in all my life!” The pilot gave him a look of inquiry, but Sir Donald was already walking away. Going into the wheelhouse, he ordered briskly: “Half ahead, port ten.”
The New South Wales vibrated into life, made inwards for the entrance between the great green mounds of the Heads. And then, as if in sudden golden welcome, the sun came streaming through a cloud-break which showed the brightest of blues in the gap. The rays of that sun streamed down across the liner, lighting her decks, bringing up the white-capped blue water inside the Heads, sparkled on that wind-blown, superb harbour, on the fresh green of the seaward-sloping stretches of the land, on the distant buildings of Sydney. As his ship moved in, Sir Donald could see the Manly ferry from Circular Quay turning to the north of Middle Head to heave-to just clear of the channel on the Manly side, so that her milling crowds of passengers could get a nice close-up view. The harbour seemed to be crammed with other craft as well, smaller boats, anything in fact that floated.
The New South Wales moved in, like a great gull on the waters, a vast and towering gull. Her decks were lined deep with passengers crowding to the rails. And then, as she moved on faster and neared the Heads, the officer-of-the-watch, who had been looking in puzzlement through binoculars to port, came across to the Captain.
He said, “Captain, sir. There’s a small boat making up to us. It looks like Commander Shaw aboard, and he seems to be signalling.”
* * *
As the hours passed and he’d come up infinitesimally closer to the liner but never quite close enough to see more than her top superstructure, Shaw had found hope diminishing and had begun unwillingly to see that the lack of any ability to make contact was going to lose him this last battle after all. It had been a useless endeavour.
He swore aloud between his teeth, the oaths ripping out into the tearing wind.
And then, as the gale lessened, the liner appeared to reduce speed and he began to close the gap faster. Just after eleven-thirty he saw her turn off the Heads and then stop.
That gave him his chance and he felt a thrill of hope. But, just as he’d got to within some six cables of the liner, she’d got under way again and was steaming inwards. Luck, however, was with him just a little yet, for her turn for entry brought her across his course.
He yelled down the voice-pipe to James in the engine-room, his shout cutting through the wind. “Come up, sir — and quick. Bring one of the others.”
James was up in a flash with one of the security men, looking pale and ill. Shaw yelled in James’s ear, “I’m going to try to send a semaphore message from the foredeck and hope they’ll see me… Can you hold on to my legs?”
James nodded, his face set. “I’ll hold you, all right.”
Shaw hauled himself up, clambered out into the open, met the full remaining force of the wind and thanked God the gale had declined. James wound the screen down and he and the other man reached through and wrapped their arms tightly round Shaw’s legs, holding him upright.
Desperately he began waving his arms, calling up the New South Wales, praying that some one would see him.
He let out a great gasp of relief when a small figure ran into the liner’s high bridge-wing and a signal lamp beamed out its acknowledgment across the water. Bracing himself against the motion of the vessel, he passed his message:
EXPLOSIVE CHARGE IN NUMBER FIVE DOUBLE BOTTOM
PLACED BY ENGINEER SIGGINGS. DO NOT REPEAT NOT FLOOD
TANK. WILL BOARD YOU.

Upon the liner’s bridge Sir Donald Mackinnon swung round on his Staff Commander. He snapped, “Stanford, get a pilot-ladder down from the starboard gunport right away. I’ll stop her and give Shaw a lee. Meanwhile nothing’s to be said to alarm the passengers. I’ll pass further orders shortly.”
“Aye, aye, sir.” Stanford about-turned, ran for the ladder. Sir Donald said, “Stop engines. Slow astern together, wheel amidships. Get me the Chief Engineer on the phone.”
The New South Wales backed slowly away from the South Head.
Shaw brought the M.T.B. fast round the liner’s great bluff counter. She bucketed and wallowed in the seas. When he had rounded the stern and come into the lee provided by the high, sheer decks, the motion was easier, but the little craft was smaller and lighter than the pilot-cutter and was taking the weather that much the worse.
Shaw grasped James’s shoulder, yelled close to his ear: “Take the wheel… I’ll stand by to jump. I suggest you go right on into the harbour after I’m clear.”
James nodded, took over the wheel from Shaw, edged the boat in towards the New South Wales. Hundreds of faces peered down at them. Shaw, clinging to a stanchion, looked upwards at the towering decks, at the fluttering dresses, the coloured shirts. Closer and closer, so slowly — too slowly— they came. The pilot-ladder, half borne along the wind blowing round the stern, swung out from the gunport. Closer, closer… inching in, holding back so as not to be thrown violently by the surging waves against the liner’s side and split like a nut… and then, as a lift of ‘the sea took the M.T.B. nearer to that dangling, rope-sided ladder, Shaw tensed his leg muscles and jumped.
He came clear of the deck, grabbed, got his hands round the ropes just above the ladder’s bottom rung. He sensed rather than saw the M.T.B. fall away and turn to head clear, vaguely heard James’s shout of good luck. Clinging to the very end of the swaying ladder he felt the sea surge over his legs, his knees, his thighs. He clung on for his life, felt the drag-back as the water fell away again, struggled to get his feet on to that bottom rung. The huge side of the liner, its tiered decks looming over him like a precipice, a precipice edged with staring faces, made him feel giddy as he looked up. He knew he couldn’t hold on for much longer; and then he felt himself rising, being drawn upwards, bumping on the plates as the men at the gunport door hauled away on the ladder, pulling him up bodily. He bore off with his feet, and then hands reached out to help him in through the ship’s side and, as he almost fell inboard, everything swam before his eyes, the foyer was going up and down, up and down… he felt all in, finished and done. But there was so much to do yet, so much to do… he pulled himself together, gasped:
“The charge… it’s due to go up maybe any time now. Siggings knows…”
Grimly, thin-lipped, the Staff Commander interrupted. “Siggings jumped ship in Melbourne. The Chief’s going down himself, and—”
“I’m going down.” Shaw passed a hand over his damp, hot forehead. “I’ve a good idea what the thing looks like so I’ll find it quicker and I may be able to dismantle it.”
* * *
The moment Shaw was reported aboard, Sir Donald turned his ship round to the northward and stood well clear of the Heads. He ordered a message to be sent to the signal station at the Outer South Head for transmission to the Captain of the Port at Garden Island, telling him what had happened and that the New South Wales did not intend to enter but would proceed to sea as soon as possible. Sir Donald asked for a lighter to be sent out to off-load REDCAP, adding that in the meantime he intended clearing his ship of all passengers and non-essential crew, lowering the boats to head into the harbour. He asked the Captain of the Port to provide fast naval launches to meet his lifeboats and give them a tow inwards.
The Staff Commander said warningly, “It’s not going to be easy to get the boats away safely in this sea, sir. It’ll be tricky to off-load REDCAP, too.”
“I know that, Stanford.” The Captain passed a hand across his eyes, trying to still the shake in his fingers as he did so. He looked very old and tired, Stanford thought. “We’ll just have to do our best — and pray. Pray for all we’re worth. There’s nothing else we can do, Stanford — unless Shaw gets that charge away in time.”
“I understand, sir. Are there any further orders?”
Sir Donald nodded. “Get the boats swung out right away and see them lowered to the embarkation deck. I’ll speak to the passengers and ship’s company myself over the tannoy. When they’re all at stations, close all watertight and firescreen doors. I don’t suppose it’ll do much good, but I’ll try to contain any explosion as much as humanly possible within the ship. Pass the word to all heads of departments that I’m going to abandon in ten minutes. They’ve got that much time to detail the absolute minimum of men who’ll be essential to off-load that crate and then steam the ship out. Those men will stand fast when the order’s passed to abandon.”
The Staff Commander saluted, turned silently away. Sir Donald Mackinnon, his face quite expressionless, walked over to the broadcaster and pressed the switch down.
* * *
Shaw had been taken below, right to the bottom of the ship. He had found the Chief Engineer going down the manhole leading into the double bottoms beneath the engine-room. He said, “Chief, I’m going.”
The Chief glanced up at Shaw. “One of my own engineers put the thing there, so they tell me,” he said quietly. “It’s my job to get it out.”
“No!” Shaw’s voice was urgent. “I know about these things. Chief, I’ve got the better chance. You’ve got to believe that, for everyone’s sake. You’ve got to.”
Their eyes met again; the Chief said, “Well — all right, if you really think so.”
“I do.”
The Chief hauled himself up and Shaw went forward, squeezed his body through the small opening into a coffinlike steel space, a space so low that he could barely even move on hands and knees for the lack of headroom. The best way, he found, was to go along on his stomach, squirming snake-like. The compartment stank to high heaven, close and fetid even though fresh air was seeping in from the open manhole, was now in fact being blown in by a fan. Here — thirty-odd feet below the waterline — he had but one thin steel shell of bottom plating between him and the sea; above him was the whole fifty thousand tons, all the many decks of the New South Wales. As he squirmed along he knew that if anything should happen now he would be utterly unaware of it, that there could be no excape for him whoever else might survive. The narrow place closed him in as he wriggled painfully forward, trailing an electric-light bulb on a wandering lead, forcing his aching body through a tight aperture in the ship’s steel ribs, one of a series which crossed the double bottoms at close intervals. It was a nightmarish place to be in; Shaw’s hands were sticky and slippery with sweat and grease as he edged along, his heart pumping away. The atmosphere down there was beginning to affect him badly, making his head ache worse than ever, a pain so abominable now that lights seemed to flicker across his eyes. His whole body trembled.
And then, just as he came up to the second rib aperture and raised his body to go through the hole into the next section, his head struck some projection in the steel decking above, and he felt a burning pain. Edging backwards, he shone the electric bulb on to the deckhead. He saw a metal fitting, and he heard a curious humming noise, quite faint but very steady.
Karstad’s box… it must be Karstad’s box!
It fitted the description. It was a smallish square of metal adhering to the deckhead, a box which somehow looked as though it wasn’t meant to be here in Number Five tank.
It was the one all right.
Shaw reached out, touched it, gave a gasp of pain. The thing was hot, had blistered his skin. Now he could hear the noise a little more loudly. He set his teeth, reached out again, grasped the thing firmly and tugged. He bit down on his lips and gave a low groan as the heat sank into his flesh, and he had to let go.
He simply couldn’t move the thing.
Twisting over on to his back with difficulty, he ripped at his shirt, tore off strips which he wrapped round his hands. Then he laid hold of the box again and wrenched.
He went on and on but it just wouldn’t move. It was just as though it was part of the very structure, an integral part of the ship’s fittings, built in by the shipyard. Sweat had broken out all over his body now, was rolling into his eyes, blinding him. He sucked greedily at the air reaching him from the hatch. He tugged and twisted and wrenched at the box, felt the intense heat through the shirting.
* * *
The great liner was emptying now. After the port side boats had got away, Sir Donald turned his ship to give the starboard boats a lee. The remaining passengers, wet and cold and frightened, had manned the lifeboats, patiently shepherded by the crew, and were being lowered from the first-class and tourist embarkation decks, the falls letting them down carefully on to the crests of the waves while the sailors bore off from the ship’s side. The moment each boat was in the water, its crew pulled away, heading in for the entrance to meet the naval launches hurrying out to take the tow. Everything went smoothly; this was the very kind of thing that the ship’s company had drilled in at set intervals throughout all their seagoing lives, and they knew what they were about. There were no serious casualties at all, though a few people had bumps and bruises and were quite badly shaken up as the boats took the water. Up on his bridge Sir Donald, watching anxiously, heaved a sigh of relief, his lips moving a little as though in prayer. Already now he could see a big dumb-lighter towed by high-speed tugs coming along the East Channel towards Middle Head, where she would turn for the entrance and come out to take REDCAP from the liner’s waiting derricks. Things were being done fast now. Back in the harbour, loudspeaker vans were patrolling the vantage points, calling warning messages to disperse the crowds. At Pyrmont, where the people had waited in the greatest numbers, lining the Darling Harbour bridge and all around, the place grew strangely silent. The military band had moved away from the jetty and the galleries were deserted now. Only the trucks and the trailer, the troops and the armed M.P.s still waited, phlegmatically, to take delivery of the crate and hurry REDCAP to Bandagong if and when the lighter returned with its load.
The authorities did not know how far the blast from the liner’s reactor would carry if the worst should happen, but they were taking no chances even as far up harbour as Pyrmont itself, and the areas around the Heads were being totally evacuated as fast as possible.
* * *
Shaw edged back along the short distance to the manhole. Thrusting his head through, he gasped: “Chief, it’s no damn good, I’ve found it but I can’t shift it.” He wiped at his streaming face and neck. “We’ll have to chisel it free.”
The Chief’s face seemed to go whiter. “That may send it up, man! Any sudden jolt like that—”
“Yes, I know, but we’ll have to chance that now,” Shaw broke in tautly. “Somehow I don’t think there’s very long left anyway. Let’s have that chisel, Chief. And I’d better have a good length of some kind of line, something with a metal clip at the end, to drag the thing back with — it’s too hot to handle.” He held up his blistered hands, and the men at the hatch drew in their breath sharply.
The Chief said, “You’ll do no good with hands like those—”
“Yes, I will. Have you got something — a pair of thick gloves, anything like that? And hurry, for God’s sake!”
The Chief Engineer gave him a shrewd look, saw the determination in his eyes. He turned to one of the hands and snapped an order. The man went away, was back in a moment with a chisel and hammer, and a length of codline with a snap-hook, and a pair of thick, oily gloves which Shaw pulled on, wincing with agony as he did so, trying to stop the shake in his hands.
The Chief said, “I’m coming down with you, this time. I know there’s not much room for two to work, but there may be something I can do to help.”
Shaw nodded; there was no time to argue now. He eased himself down the manhole again, began the ghastly crawl back towards the box with the Chief behind him now. That short crawl was just about the worst, the most hair-raising nightmare journey he’d ever made. When he got there, he turned on to his back and placed the chisel against the rim of the box where it met the deckhead above him, where it lay so hard and flat against the steel. The shake of his fingers increased, the chisel seemed to dance a little tattoo on the rim. Shaw set his teeth hard, forced his screaming nerves to be still. Vital seconds, minutes, were being lost… he got the chisel firmly into position at last, and then, very gently to begin with, he started tapping with the hammer. Then he stopped, listened. The humming note hadn’t changed — that was a relief. But the box hadn’t shifted either. A little flake of the stuff came away, drifted down on to his face, and that was all.
In the silence of the double bottom, a silence broken only by the sound of the sea washing past the plating, he started again.
Tap… tap… tap… tap… metal on metal, inches from the sea. On and on and on, patiently, with his nerves tearing at him… tap… tap… tap… echoing along the girders.
* * *
It was months, years later it seemed and Shaw was still tapping at the chisel, when a voice called urgently down the manhole and he heard the Chief answering. There was a throb in his ears now, in his brain, drowning the tap-tap on the steel, but through it he knew the Chief was speaking to him.
He said dully, “What is it?”
“Message for you from the bridge. The lighter’s away with some of the cargo, the — military stores. And all boats are well clear now.”
“Thank God for that.”
Shaw went on tapping. He felt in his bones that he hadn’t much longer; but at least REDCAP was in the clear and he’d done his job that far. The liner was under way now and coming up quickly to her full speed, her emergency maximum. Shaw could feel that in the thunder from the screws, in the tremendous engine beat, in the vibration and the rasp of the sea just beneath his body. She went forward faster and faster, away from Sydney Heads and out into the Pacific, a near-empty shell, a flying metal coffin for those still aboard, with the wind streaming over her, life and laughter gone from her decks, her bars and lounges deserted and suddenly forlorn, chilling. Down below that tapping went on and on… and then, very suddenly, the chisel slipped in and the box shifted just a little.
“Done it!”
Shaw’s shout was triumphant; he heard the intake of breath from the Chief Engineer — and then something quite unexpected, something horrifying, happened.
A tiny tongue of white-hot flame licked out, curled along the deckhead, died away, and then came back, edging out like a snake. Shaw squirmed away on his back as something dropped past his ear and hissed on to the steel deck. He bumped into the Chief. The chisel was still inserted where he had let go of it, in the minute gap between the box and the ship’s structure on the side away from the two men. Shaw reached out for it, called as he did so:
“Look out, Chief. Go aft a bit… she’s coming, but God knows what we’re going to find when she comes right away. Ready?”
“Ready!” The Chief’s voice was high, cracking.
His heart hammering away and his nerves tingling, Shaw gripped the chisel hard and pulled sharply downwards, holding his gloved left hand ready to catch the box. It came away very suddenly, and he missed it; it hit his hand, jerked away above his head, clattered down on the steel rib, and fell over through the hole into the next for’ard section of the double bottom. Shaw pushed himself away quickly. A small jet of blinding, white-hot flame shot out and seared the bulkhead, and molten droplets of metal dripped and sizzled down from the steel where the box had been fixed, only just missing Shaw.
Light flickered eerily off the bulkheads of the double bottom.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

“The line, Chief — quick!”
The Chief Engineer passed the end of the codline to Shaw. Shaw, who had edged forward again, reached through the hole, keeping one hand across his eyes. He jabbed the box over on to the side from which the flame was coming, smelt the burning material of the thick glove even from so brief a contact with the superheated metal. That flame, though small still, seemed to be getting bigger. He took up the line, using both hands now, leaned through the hole as the flame, projected downward, spread flatly instead of flaring up, and got the snap-hook over the base rim of the box.
Then he called to the Chief Engineer. “I can manage this — you’d better go back and organize a bucket of water.”
“Right.”
He heard the Chief pulling himself backwards to the hatch as his blistered fingers fumbled with the line. He gave it a jerk, and the hook held. He edged backwards, heaved. The box, with the flame spitting out just a little farther now, rose to the top of the rib. Shaw went backwards to the next cross-section and got through before he pulled at the line again. The box came over, clanged to the deck. At once Shaw jerked, freeing the bight of the line from the flame. He dragged it aft again with the jet shooting out away from him. The short journey back seemed interminable; but at last he found himself beneath the manhole. Urgent hands lifted him through quickly, and he came up with the end of the codline.
He snapped, “Stand clear. Just leave me with the bucket.”
He heaved in on the line as men with scared white faces pressed back. The box came up, the flame stabbing down into the double bottom as it came clear. Quickly Shaw dropped it into the bucket and it sank into the water.
But — the flame didn’t go out.
If anything it seemed to increase, boiled up through the water and sent hissing bullets of piping-hot liquid zipping through the compartment. Steam swept into Shaw’s face scaldingly. The Chief ran up with a shovelful of sand, dropped it into the bucket in the hope of stifling the flaming horror. That helped a little. Shaw ran with the bucket for a nearby ladder leading upwards to the decks, flame and steam licking at him. As he climbed he felt that raw heat, felt the
bucket itself heating up. When he reached the top, the handle was biting into his palm and the bucket itself was going a kind of dullish, whitey-red colour.
He ran along an alley way, asked a startled seaman the quickest way to the open deck. Grey-faced, the man swung the handwheel of a watertight door, let him through. Shaw raced on, reached the liner’s tourist end. Dirty, blackened and sweat-streaked, he went to the rail and pitched the bucket in. The liner was well clear of the Heads now and going fast for the open sea.
The bucket sank immediately, taking its extraordinary contents with it. But still the box flared away, grotesquely, sending a violently increased jet of flame apparently from out of the very sea itself. That originally tiny flame grew larger and larger and then, as Shaw, clinging to the rail, watched almost in fascination, the jet suddenly, horribly, burst roaring and steaming through the water until something like a square foot of sea was thrust aside to allow the jet to escape to the air; from the surface of that water, that great spearhead of flame jabbed up and rose level with the liner’s open decks, towered and stayed there and spread wide and wider, steam mushrooming at its top like smoke, rearing now above the receding land like some monstrous finger of doom which even from a distance sent its tremendous, roaring heat over the ship. Paintwork blistered; a boiling, hissing rain began to fall on the decks. It seemed as though the ship was herself on fire, was moving through a sea of flame and steam.
Shaw stared in horror, almost paralysed at the thought of what would have happened if that jet had reached its maximum down in the double bottom.
A moment later the jet faltered, died away, retreated back very suddenly into the sea. Almost at once there was a hollow booming noise, followed by a sharp crack like close thunder. The water behind the ship rose up in a mound, green, translucent, steamy and foam-capped. It broke towards the New South Wales and a blast of hot air hit her, rocked her, The water boiled up around, and a heavy swell surged out past her hull, out into the Pacific.
Wearily, blindly, filthy dirty and shaking, Shaw stumbled up the ladders and along the decks, making for the bridge. Silently, a handful of men in scattered groups watched him go.
Sir Donald ran down the ladder to meet him.
Shaw said, “It’s all right now, sir.” Then everything seemed to catch up with him, and his eyes went hazy, and he felt as though the deck was coming up to hit him. Sir Donald caught him just before he fell.
* * *
The signal went at once to the Captain of the Port and the A. and P. offices that the New South Wales was safe though somewhat leaky from the underwater blast, and was coming in, and somehow or other that news spread like lightning, beating even the official loudspeaker vans to it. And by the time the liner had turned back for the Heads, and then was coming down the West Channel and making up to come between St George’s Head and the Sow and Pigs reef, the crowds had returned and so had many of the little boats.
The New South Wales moved inwards in nothing short of bedlam. The people of Sydney went mad that afternoon as they streamed back to the shores of the harbour and waved and yelled and cheered, backed up by the passengers from the boats. The liner moved on, came beneath the great structure of the Bridge. On that huge span, the traffic was stilled; people crowded to the side. A storm of cheering swept down on to the vessel’s near-empty decks. That deep storm of cheering was taken up and tossed by a gusty wind, came to the men grouped on the liner’s navigating bridge in short, loud bursts of sound. Girls waved frantically, blew kisses. Sir Donald Mackinnon, his face still stiff and grey with strain, replied by giving a brief, formal salute as his ship moved so slowly on, her high mast, just abaft where he was standing, appearing as though its truck must cleave through the spider’s-web above.
Then he was beneath the network and passing on to Pyrmont, and the most deeply felt welcome that the generous heart of Sydney had ever given.
* * *
Afterwards Shaw went down with reaction, fatigue, and a raging fever which for a long time seemed to take the guts out of him. People came to see him at the King George V hospital in Camperdown once he was out of danger and on the mend. Sir Donald Mackinnon and Judith Donovan were among them; also James, and James told him that there had been a big turn-up at Bandagong, where quite a little flock or collaborators appeared to have nested. He also told him that three bodies had turned up along Ninety Mile Beach just north of Port Albert near Wilson’s Promontory. One was Lubin, one was believed to be Karstad but this awaited positive identification by Shaw — the Swedish Government, James said, had been mighty surprised to learn the real identity of their agent — and the third was an unidentified
Chinese. James said that he didn’t for a moment suppose that they’d got the whole lot who had been in on the project, but he and the security section would be keeping their eyes open as usual and they would all drop in the net one day. One of those still missing was the ship’s engineer, Siggings, and he was being looked for by the police authorities on a primary charge of illegally entering the Commonwealth by jumping ship. It wouldn’t be long before he was hauled in, and then he would face the major charge of conspiracy and attempt at wholesale murder. The passenger, Markham, who had provided Karstad’s alibi, was being held and charged with being an accessory to the murder of Colonel Gresham, which appeared to be the extent of his involvement.
Shaw, naturally, was glad to hear the news but on the whole he was too weak to take it all in and he couldn’t talk for long; and it wasn’t until he’d been discharged from hospital and was convalescing at James’s home in the Blue Mountains that he could take any real interest in things. Then, one evening, James came back from a visit to Melbourne with some more news.
He came to where Shaw was sitting in a deck chair, and he smiled down at him. He said, “Well — it was touch and go right enough! We’ve just had the intelligence reports through — at last.” He chucked down a stack of Top Secret documents. “Briefly, it’s this. Our yellow pals were all ready to go. They’d actually planned to land here in Australia, up north by Cape Otway, to strike down for Brisbane… but when the New South Wales berthed safely, well, they just faded quietly away, all those armies and air forces, and tried to pretend they’d never meant any harm at all.”
He sat down beside Shaw, mixed himself a John Collins from the tray on a small table. He said, “And it’s all thanks to you, of course.”
Shaw grunted, and shifted uncomfortably. He asked, “No more news of the minor operatives?”
“Not yet, but that’s our worry.”
Shaw murmured, “Of couse, Lubin’s the boy really and he’s dead. Now he’s gone, there won’t be any repetition of all that.”
James nodded. “Reckon that’s right. By the way, Latymer’s hypothesis of Lubin having a double in Voronezh, that was right too, I’d say. Anyway, we hear the bloke, the ga-ga one that was supposed to be Lubin, has been hauled in. I reckon he’s either dead or in Siberia by this time.” He hesitated. “When you’re feeling fit enough, there’s some explosives experts want to have a word with you about that flame-thrower gadget. You got any ideas on that, Esmonde?” Shaw said, “Well, I don’t know… could have been a new and very highly concentrated form of magnesium. Or something in the atomic or rocket-fuel line even, I dare say, but I certainly hadn’t time for a detailed examination of it!” He added, “It was something the Asian mind dreamed up, you know — I suppose it would have burned through pretty well anything.”
James gave a short laugh. “Up into the reactor was the idea, to soften it up for the main charge. That’d have been enough!”
“Yes, it would.” Somehow Shaw’s mind wouldn’t concentrate. He wanted only to forget now. He looked away from James, looked out from the peaceful, shady veranda across the mountains, purple and blue and green, shot with red under a splendid sunset… it was, he thought, a very lovely land, this Australia, wide open and free and forward-looking. A fine place to get well in, to live in too. The air was keen and fresh and invigorating; it was like the wine of life. There was a cheerfulness, a content, an optimism in living out here which England hadn’t got any more. And you never saw a sunset like that in England. A sunset, here a commonplace, was in England something which people remarked on, took you out into the garden to look at. Shaw sat there very still and very quiet. After some minutes James gave a low chuckle. He asked,
“Dreaming of home, eh?”
Shaw smiled fleetingly. “Well, not exactly.” Then he looked curiously at James. “You’ve been in London… what does it mean to you?”
James laughed, took up his drink and said lazily: “Why, I dunno… reckon it means, well, drizzle in Tilbury first of all, then rain in St James’s Park… crowds in the rush hour, traffic jams around Piccadilly Circus and in Regent Street. That sort of thing.”
“Exactly.” Shaw’s eyes were very far away. “That’s what it means. Rain in St James’s Park, traffic jams, crowds… and do you know something? I rather like it.” What he’d wanted to say, but for the sake of politeness hadn’t said, was. And deep down I just can’t wait to see it again.
* * *
Three weeks later, still heavily bandaged, Shaw was driven in to Kingsford Smith and went aboard the Qantas for London.
Judith, for whom he’d wangled a passage home, was with him. His report had gone to Latymer in departmental cypher some time before and he had also had a chat with the Old Man on the long-distance closed line from a certain office in Canberra. They’d talked about quite a number of things during that call, but, as the stratocruiser circled over Heathrow at the end of its trip from Sydney and Shaw picked out the broad white ribbon of the Great West Road and the traffic crawling along it, he had only three things in his mind. One was that the Government was going to see to it that some recognition of Donovan’s sacrifice in tipping them off was given to the man’s daughter, which was partly why Judith was now bound for London. The second was that he’d soon be seeing Debonnair again.
And the third thing had to do with Debonnair as well: Latymer had promised to see to it that he got that interrupted leave, and he meant to go right back to Paris again. For some time before that landing Shaw was silent and preoccupied; Judith kept giving him reserved little glances.
But, of course, she understood.
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